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        Making Sense of the Arab State

      
      Steven Heydemann and Marc Lynch

      For scholars of the Arab world, the state remains an elusive, unsettled, and unsettling presence. Since mandatory and then independent states emerged in the Arab world in the aftermath of World War I, theorizing the Arab state has been a central preoccupation for generations of regional specialists. The gravitational pull of the state is not surprising. As a product of war, imperial collapse, and colonial impositions—intertwined with local political struggles and crudely grafted onto an international order in which norms of state sovereignty favored some pathways while foreclosing others—Arab states have long challenged received wisdom about what states are and how they form, develop, and become organized. They complicate understandings of how states relate to regimes and to societies. Their formal borders often fractured the boundaries of existing communal identities, while their internal demarcation from society often remained ambiguous. These features are not necessarily unique to Arab states, yet arguably Arab states manifest particular characteristics—strengths and weaknesses, presences and absences, effects and affects—that set them apart from states in other postcolonial regions.

      Thus, Arab states exhibit modes of governance, institutional formations, and processes of adaptation and change that are common attributes of stateness, a term we define as an indicator of state capacity—the effectivenessPage 2 → with which state institutions and actors deliver various forms of governance—as well as the symbolic, performative, and spatial attributes through which states manifest themselves in and through societies.1 Seen in these terms, Arab states stand as examples of what Meyer et al. define as a “worldwide institution constructed by worldwide cultural and associational processes,” displaying high levels of isomorphism.2 Arab regimes certainly embrace such attributes as affirmations of their sovereignty and legitimacy. Yet Arab states often defy expectations of stateness that are widely held not only among social scientists but, as chapters in this volume show, among Arab societies as well. What is more, they do so in intriguing ways that differ from the patterns observed in other postcolonial regions and areas of the Global South.

      Navigating the tensions between the peculiarities that mark Arab states and the criteria we routinely encounter as essential in defining stateness weighs heavily on scholars of the region. Its impact is especially evident, however, in the vernaculars of comparison that scholars of the Middle East deploy and in the idiosyncratic concerns that have animated successive waves of research on the Arab state. This often means theories built around accounting for differences and explaining variation from what are presumed to be the modal experiences of non-Arab states—in other words, theories that explain the Arab state through what it lacks in comparison either to Western ideal types or to states in other postcolonial regions. Such “deficit” approaches have framed a vast range of research programs. Their presence is visible in the postwar rise of modernization theory; engagement with questions about the relative autonomy of states and the structure of state-society relations; work on the effects of war on Arab state formation; research that explores the distinctive features of rentier political economies; explanations for why the Arab region has not given rise to developmental states comparable to those in East Asia; and in research on problems of state failure and fragility. In addressing these questions, the analytical focus typically revolves around the extent to which Arab states mimic or diverge from Weberian ideal types.

      To suggest that such comparisons construct non-Arab trajectories of state development as normative and Arab trajectories as deviant is too simplistic. More often than not, research of this type is undertaken precisely to highlight the limits of claims that universalize non-Arab models of state formation, state-society relations, and political development. Chapters in Page 3 →this volume offer ample evidence of how literatures that draw on the experiences of non-Arab cases can enrich and deepen our understanding of stateness in the Arab region. In doing so, moreover, they push back against forms of deficit research in which Arab cases are explored in light of their failure to produce outcomes that are present in non-Arab cases. In such research, as Toby Dodge and Jillian Schwedler emphasize in their chapters, the analytic emphasis is on attributes that Arab cases are missing, the specific features that explain their failure to produce developmental states, democracies, or Tocquevillian models of civil society. The deficit model routinely characterizes states in the Arab world as flawed, weak, fragile, and ineffective—even as they deploy fiercely effective repressive power over their own citizens.3

      Chapters in this volume move beyond the deficit model to critically deploy foundational theoretical texts—such as Max Weber, Antonio Gramsci, Michael Mann, Charles Tilly, Pierre Bourdieu, J. P. Nettl, Timothy Mitchell, Joel Migdal, and James C. Scott—to develop empirically rich studies that, in the aggregate, reframe how we think about states in the Arab region.4 By design, these encounters between theory and cases are notable for the breadth and diversity of their approaches. We did not begin, or emerge, with a single master theory of the Arab state. Not all Arab cases are represented here; one case, Jordan, is the subject of two chapters; and one chapter focuses on non-Arab Afghanistan. Our intent is not to provide comprehensive coverage but to showcase research that contributes to new comparative vernaculars in the study of the Arab state. Nonetheless, the chapters in this book convey shared perspectives in questioning what the Arab state is and is not. In their focus on trajectories of stateness in the post-2011 period, in particular, they provide crucial insight into fundamental questions about the interplay of states, regimes, and societies during one of the most tumultuous and politically formative periods in the modern history of the Middle East. They reflect crosscutting insights and elements of convergence that suggest important baselines for future research.

      Four such elements stand out. First, authors highlight the centrality of regimes as crucial actors in analyses of the Arab state. As Dan Slater suggests in the volume’s conclusion, scholars of the Arab region need to Page 4 →consider “regime-ness” rather than stateness alone as a driving force in accounting for trajectories of state development. Of particular importance in this regard is the priority that Arab regimes attach to their own survival. While survival is the default preference of rulers in general, among Arab regimes, we argue, it takes on an intensity that sets them apart from their counterparts in other world regions. Thus, as used in this volume, regime-ness refers to definitions of the term “regime” as it is widely applied in the social sciences, meaning the rules, norms, and practices that structure politics and help us distinguish between regime types. However, we also apply the term more narrowly to refer to ruling coalitions: the principal power holders who exercise definitive authority in a polity. Regime-ness thus refers to the capacity of rulers to establish the rules, norms, and practices that both constitute a regime type in the larger sense and define its particular features, practices, and characteristics. Using this approach, the convergence among Arab regime types in the 1990s and 2000s draws attention: presidential regimes came to resemble monarchies in their preference for dynastic succession, while in the 2010s monarchies in the Gulf cultivated forms of nationalism traditionally associated with republican regimes.

      For several contributors to this volume, it is regimes and the determined pursuit of regime survival that have produced particular configurations of state capacities, influenced the domains in which stateness is most developed, and enabled us to understand how state capacities—institutional, legal, regulatory, technological, coercive, or distributional—are allocated or withheld. For Bassel Salloukh, Sean Yom, Schwedler, Dodge, and Dipali Mukhopadhyay, regime preferences in the organization and management of stateness—whether in the form of large-scale construction projects, the design of urban spaces, the delegation of authority to local actors, or the allocation of collective goods—have been decisive in structuring the political, social, economic, and spatial contexts in which actors struggle to advance competing understandings of the appropriate role of the state and bring their own agency to bear in shaping the terms of their relationship with state authorities. As in Raymond Hinnebusch’s chapter on the regime-state distinction, operationalizing regime-ness as a variable through Mann’s work opens up possibilities for addressing enduring puzzles in research on the Arab state, including the presence of strong regimes in states that are weak in developmentalist terms. In turn, Steven Heydemann explains variation in configurations of stateness as a result of the priority regimes attach to survivalist over developmentalist criteria. He cites the transactional strategies of state development that regimes adopted as an expression of their survivalist preferences. Both Lisa Anderson and Page 5 →Marc Lynch explore how regimes exploit attributes of stateness and instrumentalize state capacities—whether as instruments of their own economic interests or in the form of newly developed surveillance technologies—to further consolidate and deepen their hold on power.

      A second element of convergence emerges from those authors who underscore the imperative to move beyond considerations of state autonomy to focus instead on states as expressions of specific social actors. This state as society conception, emphasizing how closely the two are intertwined, expands on Migdal’s useful “state in society” approach.5 For decades, research programs on the state wrestled with concerns about the autonomy of the state, whether relative, embedded, partial, or otherwise. Research programs on the Arab state have pursued similar questions, notably in work on the state bourgeoisie.6 Mitchell’s Foucauldian approach to “state effects”—one of the few theories inspired by the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) to inform the broader state literature—sought to sidestep the issue of autonomy by conceptualizing the uncertain boundary between state and society not as a problem for conceptual precision but rather as precisely the phenomenon to be explained.

      Theories of state autonomy developed for the specific historical experiences of capitalist state formation in the Global North have less to offer in making sense of the Arab state or, as Mukhopadhyay’s chapter indicates, of peripheral, late-developing states in other world regions. In the African context, studies of the legacies of the postcolonial state have often emphasized the reproduction of forms of colonial violence and isolation from society by new elites who captured the mechanisms of the state. What stands out in the cases we explore in this volume is the extent to which state development manifests itself in large measure as an ongoing domain of social contestation and conflict, such that trying to identify where the social ends and the state begins is generally counterproductive. Embracing a state as society approach does not mean that stateness is therefore irrelevant or an empty category. Rather, it leads us toward research strategies that question how the social expresses itself in and through the state and how states manifest themselves as expressions of the social. This approach draws our attention to the role of social actors in shaping trajectories of state development, configurations of state capacity, how state policies and practices become constituted, and how state-society relations and modes of resistance to the state become organized.

      Page 6 →The third element of convergence lies in how the authors give particular emphasis to the variability of the state’s presence and the significance of its absence—both in defining everyday experiences of stateness and in understanding how regimes practice, manage, transcend, withhold, and even violate stateness in pursuit of regime interests. This variation in presence can be geographic, as with states opting to concentrate their capacity building in politically central areas such as cities while forgoing penetration of rural areas.7 Rough terrain, distance from the capital, or organized societal resistance may frustrate efforts by states to extend their presence even if they attempt to do so. Or variation in presence can be cultural, ethnic, or religious, determined either by identity or by the opacity of existing societal structures. A Sunni-dominated regime such as Ba’thist Iraq may have difficulty gaining access to Shiʽa networks, while Kurdish areas may prove incomprehensible and inaccessible to either Turkish or Arab state agents due to language differences and strong social organization against state intrusion.8 Lynch’s chapter in this volume reads the state’s variable presence through the lens of uneven societal legibility, with important political and security implications.9 The seeming absence of the state does not necessarily mean an absence of governance, however. This insight marks a key distinction from earlier state theory, which might have ended the analysis at the point of demonstrating the limits of state penetration into particular areas or social sectors. But, as Lisa Wedeen argues elsewhere in the context of Yemen and Mukhopadhyay in this volume in the context of Afghanistan, local political orders can substitute for the state quite effectively, and efforts to expand state presence can be destabilizing by disrupting those already existing local orders.

      This attention to state absences as a key variable is especially evident in Salloukh’s chapter on Lebanon, where the phrase “there is no state” (ma fi dawla) marks the failure of state institutions to provide the essential functions necessary for public order. Yet as Salloukh emphasizes, the limits of state capacity in Lebanon are constructed, the intentional outcome of a process of limited, selective state development overseen and maintained by a deeply consolidated coalition of predatory ruling elites. Even the disastrous explosion at the Beirut port in August 2020 and the equally disastrous collapse of the Lebanese economy have failed to produce meaningful changes in Lebanese politics. Heydemann’s chapter provides a longer-term, cross-regional view of the role of Arab regimes in the constructionPage 7 → of asymmetric forms of stateness in which the absence of state capacity can be mapped as an expression of regime priorities about how best to fend off potential rivals. Dodge and Mukhopadhyay explore the effects of elite contestation on configurations and limits of stateness in the cases of Iraq and Afghanistan, respectively. In contrast, as Yom’s chapter shows, the Hashemite regime’s attempts to expand the state’s presence in ways that Jordanian tribes viewed as violating local prerogatives provoked a campaign of violence to restore a status quo the state had challenged. Anderson’s chapter offers a regional perspective on the variability of stateness, highlighting how the transregional economic interests of rulers influence the form and content of state policies and elite practices. Increasingly, she argues, it is these economic interests that determine how state capacity is deployed, producing forms of stateness that are at times incommensurate with conventional notions of state sovereignty. In each case, unpacking the production of stateness, its absence, and its transformation is crucial for understanding political dynamics writ large.

      Assessing stateness also means assessing citizenship, a crucial site of contestation around stateness. In Arab states, the bundles of rights, entitlements, obligations, and responsibilities that define formal citizenship are enshrined in constitutions and receive formal benediction from regimes that proclaim their adherence to the rule of law. Yet in practice, citizenship, like stateness, is highly variable, applied differentially or withheld arbitrarily. It is managed by regimes as a negotiated outcome dependent on a wide range of attributes, including sect, region, profession, ethnicity, or the perceived political or economic salience of a particular community for the security of a regime. Jose Ciro Martinez has shown how Jordan managed to create a remarkably effective state-run system for the provision of subsidized bread through licensed bakeries across every corner of the country.10 This system, he argues, shows a pocket of strength in what is often seen as a weak state. It also generates citizen demands for more, not less, stateness: if the state can provide cheap, quality bread, then why can it not also provide decent education or health care?

      As Lynch’s chapter shows, the rights and the limits of citizenship are being transformed through processes of technological innovation as authoritarian regimes upgrade their repressive capabilities. The ability to render society legible is a key component of state power, in Scott’s formulation, while citizens have good reason to remain illegible when confronted by a capricious or violent state. The growing use of innovative surveillancePage 8 → and data mining software expands the capacity of states to render citizens legible to their scrutiny and thus to their control. Still, the fluidity of actual citizenship aligns uneasily with its formal standing, contributing to the intensity of social struggles over conflicting conceptions of citizenship and its entitlements. Such conflicts are evident in Schwedler’s chapter on the uses of urban planning to thwart citizen mobilization, in Yom’s chapter on the struggle of Jordanian tribes to reclaim what they viewed as prerogatives of citizenship, and in Heydemann’s discussion of transactional citizenship as a core component of asymmetric state-building strategies by Arab regimes.

      Finally, chapters in this volume pay less attention than might be expected to the elusive concept of legitimacy, which dominated the comparative politics literature on the Middle East and North Africa for a generation following the publication of Michael Hudson’s Arab Politics in 1977. Legitimacy has always been difficult to define or to directly observe. Still, as Ayubi reminds us, stateness requires legitimation, if not legitimacy, to move beyond despotic power and direct domination. Wedeen’s work offers one productive guide for exploring the political culture of stateness from the dual vantage points of citizens and regimes.11 The ways in which states legitimate themselves through the performance of stateness, and how citizens evaluate and experience those performances, run through the chapters in this collection.

      
        Why the “Arab” State?

        The chapters presented in this volume develop new comparative approaches to the elusive Arab state. Yet they also raise important questions about the distinctiveness of Arab states and whether the Arab state can be, or should be, singled out as an object of study. Why would one assume there is something unique and distinctive about Arab states as opposed to a wider universe of postcolonial states? Why would one expect to see the same pathologies or innovations across nearly two dozen countries in very different geographic regions, with very different resource endowments and demographic profiles, and following different historical experiences of colonialism and transitions to independence? Why would those distinctive characteristics stop with the borders of the Arab League? An earlier generation of scholars would perhaps have viewed attempts to address these Page 9 →questions as an exercise in Orientalism, seeking to pathologize an essentialized Arab state as ontologically Other. More recent scholarship has, for the most part, shed such prejudice. But to a remarkable degree, MENA scholarship tends to limit its view to the MENA region, often without feeling the need to justify limiting its datasets to Arab countries.

        In this volume we actively resist reproducing the tunnel vision of insular comparison that has long afflicted the field of Middle East Studies. Indeed, recognizing the value of broader comparisons, we compare Arab states to other postcolonial regions throughout and include a chapter on Afghanistan. But what brings the Afghan case within the scope of this book? Its presence makes it all the more important for us to explain why the core of this volume focuses on Arab cases. In our view, potential similarities and differences are posed as questions, not as assumptions. Are there good reasons to compare Morocco to Jordan, as examples of Arab monarchies, as opposed to comparing Morocco with other West African former French colonies and comparing Jordan with other Levantine post-Ottoman constructs? What is gained by comparing the wealthy oil producers of the Arab Peninsula with other Arab countries rather than with other oil producers such as Nigeria or Venezuela—or, for that matter, Iran directly across the Gulf? On what grounds other than geography would it be fruitful to include Israel, an advanced industrial semi-democracy, in comparisons with Arab countries? There are strong reasons in particular to treat the Arab Gulf states differently, given their extreme wealth, small citizen populations, and monarchical political forms. Anderson’s conception of Arab states as having evolved into little more than business enterprises of ruling family networks, for instance, may work better in the entrepreneurial hubs of Dubai and Riyadh than in the massive, lumbering state-dominated economies of Egypt or Algeria.

        This volume takes the Arab state as its object of analysis while applying theories developed in other contexts and adopting different comparisons as appropriate. This approach does not mean smuggling in normative assumptions about modal state forms from the Global North. Instead, it means taking Arab states on their own terms to assess what objectives the regimes that control them intend to achieve, how effectively they do so, and what explains variations in outcomes. Whether there are systematic characteristics of Arab states that differ from those seen in non-Arab states becomes a question rather than an assumption as we cast our analysis of Arab states as a window into bigger questions of stateness in (especially) the Global South. The differences in how such questions are treated across varied regional contexts are themselves an indicator of potential difference. Page 10 →Consider the extent to which the African literature on the state has been dominated by questions of postcoloniality and the perpetuation of colonial violence, while Arab literature on the state has been more dominated by questions of Arab nationalism and the failures of unification.12 Historians of the Middle East have, of course, explored the legacies of colonialism in depth, but the political science of the Arab state has overall been much less deeply constituted by the dilemmas of postcolonial subjectivity.13

        There are several reasons why we might expect to see such similarities, though few of them stand up to scrutiny. What is the case for overlooking these differences in search of some distinctive analytical category of the “Arab state”?

        First, Arab states have experienced a broadly similar historical trajectory. In the popular imagination, this entails perhaps a passage from Ottoman rule to a relatively brief window of British or French colonialism following World War I and then independence.14 Arab states tended to develop similar bureaucratic institutions, educational systems, and other instruments of stateness in part because of the role of colonial powers in establishing or adapting them. Postcolonial rulers thus inherited relatively isomorphic state forms. But this pattern really only applies to the Levant and, to some extent, Egypt. French colonialism came to North Africa a century earlier, and its settler colonialism had far deeper transformative effects on the state and society than anything observed in the Levant, even though France imported many of the same colonial bureaucrats from French Africa to administer the new mandates in Syria and Lebanon (just as the British colonial apparatus shared personnel and operating standards from India and its global empire). Italy practiced an exceptionally violent and incompetent form of colonial rule, which shattered state institutions in Libya and its other colonies. Meanwhile, the small Arab Gulf states remained largely self-governing British protectorates until 1971 before gaining independence on the eve of a fantastic wave of new oil wealth. Saudi Arabia looks more like a European state since its borders were established by military expansion to the point of being stopped by other powers, which explains why there is no longer a Kingdom of the Hejaz and why Saudi Arabia was unable to absorb the small littoral states of the Arabian coast. It is difficult to see why states with such different historical origins would obviously share institutional features.

        A second reason for similarities across the Arab states is that the transitionPage 11 → to independence came at a time when they faced a shared set of competitive pressures that differed from those faced by states in other regions of the world. There is some evidence to support this notion. As Anderson and Hinnebusch argue in this volume, the importance of oil and the geographic centrality of the Middle East to the Cold War meant an unusually high level of involvement by external powers and the impossibility of superpower indifference to changes in political regimes or state borders. At the same time, the transnational potency of Arab nationalist identity meant that Arab states—more than most non-Arab states and especially in the Levant—faced common challenges of asserting their authority over their territory and population in the absence of an accepted national identity.

        Those challenges manifested most obviously in the 1950s and 1960s during the so-called Arab Cold War, but they arguably continued in later eras through the rise of a Palestinian national movement, the spread of pro-Iranian militias, or the distinctive engagements of regimes with transregional political Islam and jihadist movements. Such international and transnational intrusions on state sovereignty are not limited to the Middle East, of course, as Melissa Lee makes clear in the post-Soviet and African contexts, but they do take distinctive forms and perhaps have more consistent impacts.15 These features are often seen as contributing to a distinctively permeable regional system, in which states were exceptionally vulnerable to external, especially transregional, flows of ideas, money, and weapons.

        Third, Arab states may have some distinctive resource endowments that enable certain types of political economies. The rentier state literature looms heavily here, as one of the most important theoretical contributions to the post–World War II comparative politics literature that largely originated in the study of the Middle East. But here, again, the differences across Arab states are more obvious than the similarities, at least if the oil states of the Gulf are included in the comparison set. There are certainly complementarities between these economies, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s, when Arab states with large populations but few resources sent huge numbers of workers to the Gulf and survived on their remittances. At the same time, as David Waldner and Benjamin Smith suggest, the political effects of oil rents seem to be different in the Middle East than in other areas of the world, with the expected effects on suppressing democracy not seen in oil producers in Latin America and Africa.16

        Page 12 →Fourth, there may be similar international and regional effects that influence patterns of state development. Arab regimes and states learned from each other. The bureaucracies of rapidly growing Gulf states were staffed with well-educated Egyptians, Jordanians, and Palestinians who brought their norms and practices along with their expertise. The disruptions of the competitive interventionism of the Arab Cold War, the rise of transnational terrorism, the increase in mass refugee flows, and the growth of transregional crime have forced leaders hoping to survive to “harden” their states against external intrusions. Border walls, tightening border controls, and an expanded military presence in border regions are all indicators of this trend. Similarly, such common characteristics as smothering control over the media, expansive and empowered security services, and coup proofing arguably reflect adaptations against threats rather than just baseline authoritarian impulses. Such instincts were reinforced by the Cold War, where the United States and the Soviet Union each sought to support the domestic survival of their clients and turned a blind eye toward human rights abuses. These instincts have been bolstered more recently by the uprisings of 2011, the growing prominence of social media, and Iran’s post-2003 emergence as a regional disrupter. At the same time, Arab leaders tended to remain in power for decades, and they also observed and learned from each other. They adopted repressive best practices that worked for their counterparts and learned from their failures. This institutional isomorphism could be seen in the move toward hereditary succession among several of the key Arab presidential republics—most obviously, the Mubaraks in Egypt and the Assads in Syria—blurring the once sharp distinction between monarchies and republics. Such trends have perhaps been accelerated by the rapidly expanding role of wealthy Gulf states such as the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia in financing other Arab regimes, distorting those political economies while pushing particular styles of governance and institutional practices in return.

        Finally, there may be a shared political culture that enables certain types of state forms. Such analysis does not require an Orientalist condescension toward Arab societies that sometimes attends culturalist claims. For Hisham Sharabi and generations of Arab feminist theorists, patriarchy was that common feature, fostering autocracy and shaping patterns of authority from the household to the palace.17 For others, monarchy—no matter how ahistorical its roots—offered a uniquely effective form of government in the Arab context, perhaps because of its resonance with more Page 13 →deeply rooted tribal structures. Still others looked to tribes and tribalism to ascribe a common set of cultural referents and expectations. A mountain of research has been published searching for patterns linking Islam or Arab culture to the absence of democracy, with inconclusive results.

        This volume, in a sense, sidesteps rather than engages these five traditional avenues of inquiry. Rather than look for a grand theory of the Arab state, we seek to observe it in practice: to explore the relationship between regime behavior and state forms and to explain variations in state institutional capacity and other attributes of stateness. The authors in this volume approach these questions differently. Anderson and Hinnebusch each see the regimes and states of the region passing more or less together through a series of phases linked to developments in global politics and the international economy. Heydemann and Lynch, by contrast, each highlight specific dimensions of state capacity: Lynch focuses on its informational capacity, or what James Scott termed “legibility”; Heydemann focuses on asymmetric infrastructural capacity to explain patterns of state development that overinvested in survivalist capacities and underinvested in developmentalist capacities. Salloukh and Dodge each situate the state within broader social fields, challenging Weberian or Mannian assumptions about state autonomy or discrete borders. Yom, Schwedler, and Mukhopadhyay each recenter the state by viewing it through the eyes of citizens and non-state power centers, finding strength where others see weakness. For all these authors, the “Arab-ness” of the Arab state is less important than understanding stateness on its own terms in a shared Arab context.

        As we noted above, however, we do observe one notable feature in the literature on the Arab state that sets it apart from the wider literature: the emphasis on regime security. Scholars of the Arab world homed in early on the overarching priority placed on regime survival by Arab leaders. While this is, of course, not unique to the Middle East—Steven David developed his original concept of “omnibalancing” primarily in the African context, and Achille Mbembe places the brutality of the insecure new rulers of postcolonial states at the center of his notion of postcoloniality—it is something profoundly central to the operation of the Arab state.18 The turbulence of the 1950s and 1960s, with repeated military coups and surges of popular mobilization in many countries, left Arab leaders obsessed with protecting themselves against the same fate. It is nothing short of remarkable that every single Arab regime in power in 1970 was still in power in 2010, with the sole exception of President Saddam Hussein’s Ba’thist Page 14 →regime in Iraq, which was toppled by a direct American invasion. This extreme regime resilience is not found in any other region of the Global South. Arab leaders pioneered forms of coup proofing, direct and indirect control over the public sphere, and co-optation through clientelism, subsidies, and public service employment—what Michael Albertus et al. refer to as coercive dependence.19 Each of these regime security measures required the expansion of certain dimensions of state capacity while deprioritizing others, which could explain the otherwise odd similarities across subregions and regime types.

        What renders the Arab state distinctive for our purposes, therefore, is not a set of shared historical or ascriptive attributes alone but how these have intersected and interacted with broader processes of state, social, and economic transformation over the course of the twentieth century. These interactions, varied across space and over time, produced and continue to shape particular forms of stateness and regime-ness. The states and regimes that result are distinctive in the extent to which they bear the imprint of—are captured by or otherwise harnessed to the ambitions of—specific social actors. This, in turn, centers stateness and regime-ness both in hierarchies of social power and in the social struggles through which such hierarchies are maintained and contested. Boundaries between the domestic, regional, and international are no less porous, meaning that relevant processes of transformation must also encompass factors like the post–Cold War globalization of neoliberalism (as in Hinnebusch’s and Anderson’s chapters), global processes of technological change (discussed by Lynch), shifts in the regional security landscape, and the effects of external intervention (a prominent theme in the chapters by Schwedler and Mukhopadhyay).

      
      
        Questioning States

        Chapters in this volume differ in approach and emphasis. However, they all situate their analyses precisely at the intersections that make visible the interplay between dimensions of stateness, regime-ness, and state-society relations. They reflect a shared commitment to treating empirical contexts as opportunities to pose questions about all three dimensions and, in the process, challenge conventional characterizations of Arab states as weak or strong, fierce or fragile. To organize chapters around one or another of these three dimensions is thus, in some sense, a contrivance.Page 15 → We do so nonetheless to highlight central lines of analysis that run throughout the volume.

        Dimensions of stateness is a principal focus of one cluster of chapters, including those by Heydemann, Hinnebusch, Dodge, and Lynch. Each of these chapters engages with debates about state capacity, in particular questions about the relative weakness or strength of Arab states. Each one showcases the limits of approaches that overlook both variation in state capacity and the transformation of state capacity over time, while leaving unexplained how such variation came about. Rejecting claims that depict Arab states as either weak or strong, Heydemann traces trajectories of state development to explore the origins of asymmetric state capacities. He attributes configurations of state capacity to the survivalist preferences of postcolonial regimes in the Arab world, a product of the intense volatility and turmoil in which these regimes first rose to power. His analysis shows that these initial choices consolidated path-dependent processes that produced high levels of state capacity in security sectors and domains that ensured the economic dependence of citizens on the state, but less capacity in areas commonly associated with economic and social development. In such contexts, regime-society relations became fundamentally transactional, generating shallow, segmented forms of citizenship that rest on the exchange of benefits for loyalty or quiescence.

        Hinnebusch draws on Mann’s concepts of despotic and infrastructural power to account for the presence of resilient, persistent authoritarian regimes that rule over states that have become increasingly ineffective in delivering governance to citizens. In his view, regimes largely sustained their despotic power (their capacity to centralize authority in the hands of an elite) while their infrastructural power (their capacity to implement policy or to penetrate, mobilize, and control society) declined from a peak in the postcolonial period to lower levels today. Acknowledging variation in both forms of power within and across cases, he links their current configuration to the globalization of neoliberalism during a period when postcolonial, state-led strategies of economic development were under severe strain.

        Focusing on the case of Iraq’s “disaggregated state,” Dodge’s chapter develops an explicitly generalizable model of the state in which stateness is a dependent variable, the product of elite conflict across a set of distinct fields: economic, ideological, military, and political. Drawing on the work of Mann, Jessop, and Bourdieu, he emphasizes the fluidity of stateness and the apparent coherence of the state as outcomes contingent on shifts in the balance of power among competing elites. Tracing movement from periods Page 16 →of greater concentration of power, which reached their peak under Saddam, to periods of greater contestation following the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, Dodge maps patterns of elite competition to account for shifts in the form and content of stateness over time. In contrast to Lebanon, in today’s Iraq an elite pact to manage the distribution of state resources—institutional, material, legal-regulatory, coercive—is thinly consolidated, at best, ensuring persistent instability as elite factions vie to improve their positions across various fields of competition.

        Lynch focuses on one aspect of state capacity: the ability to render societies legible. In contrast to the trajectories of declining stateness that are discussed in other chapters, Lynch observes a dramatic increase in the ability of states to penetrate and order societies driven by new surveillance technologies. The ambition to gain full visibility into the actions, networks, and even thoughts of citizens is not unique to the Arab world, of course, but it resonates especially powerfully with the long-standing focus on regime survival of Arab regimes. From the mass collection of data exposing online behavior to the targeted surveillance of suspected dissidents, there has been a qualitative and quantitative expansion in the collection capacities of Arab states, with implications across a wide range of domains. Notably, however, access to data does not automatically translate into effective control. Many of the weaknesses of Arab states (areas where state capacity is less developed) spill over into the digital domain.

        A second cluster of chapters offers insight into attributes that we associate with dimensions of regime-ness. They explore regime dynamics and their role in the formation and transformation of state capacities and practices, as well as their effects on state-society relations and forms of social conflict. Through examining wide-ranging contexts, including the non-Arab case of Afghanistan, these chapters provide strong empirical support for a “state as society” perspective in which dimensions of stateness are determined by struggles for power and resources among competing social actors.

        This perspective takes on particular relevance in Salloukh’s chapter on the Lebanese state. Critiquing characterizations of the missing or weak state, Salloukh views stateness in Lebanon as a direct result of social struggles over the control and allocation of material resources—“the condensation of the material and social relations”—that structured a distinctive configuration of state capacities, what he calls the “integral state.” Selective in its capacities and notable for the putatively public functions allocated to non-state actors, stateness in Lebanon has been organized to serve the interests of sectarian power brokers and preserve understandings among them about the allocation of public budgets, public employment, and Page 17 →many other features of stateness that are managed as semiprivate, collective goods.

        Anderson, like Hinnebusch, traces trajectories of state and regime development over time, but to very different analytic ends. In the early postcolonial era, she argues, states occupied positions of prominence as the focus of citizen loyalty. Over time, however, “regimes began to supersede states,” relying on external rents to buy support if not legitimacy. With the Arab uprisings that began in 2011, she sees the region entering a new phase, reflecting the decline of regimes as the center of political gravity. Today, ruling elites are working to construct a post-political form of rule in which politics is being displaced as inimical to or a distraction from the economic interests of ruling elites. Regimes are rebranding themselves to emulate modern multinational corporations, disparaging politics as a divisive distraction from the demands of economic competition and success. In the small, wealthy Gulf states that have moved furthest in this direction, regime-ness and stateness are being instrumentalized to advance what is, in essence, a performance-based model of governance, tied to a conception of citizenship that no longer obscures its transactional underpinnings. Larger, less wealthy states may find this model difficult to emulate, yet Anderson sees elements of it taking hold even in such states, notably the larger Arab republics.

        Afghanistan presents a fascinating comparative case for students of the Arab state. The volume is richer for its inclusion. Some of Afghanistan’s features were similar to those found in its Arab counterparts, especially—for obvious reasons—in the case of post-US invasion Iraq. As in the Arab cases explored here, Mukhopadhyay presents Afghanistan as a case in which stateness, state forms, and state practices are dependent and unstable variables. They were contingent on bargaining and competition not only among fractious Afghan elites who viewed state resources as useful for their own survival strategies but also between these elites and US officials who sought to harness state capacity to their counterinsurgency agenda, often at the expense of their demands that Afghan presidents deliver good governance and effective state institutions. Here, as in Arab cases, the intersection of and interactions between regime-ness and stateness are crucial sites for the production of politics. Yet contrasts also loom large, notably in the extent to which Afghanistan’s political field was marked by what Tilly called “high accumulation but low concentration of coercion” relative to Arab cases. In such a context, the principal challenges confronting a ruler, whether khan or president, are to navigate competing interests, build and maintain a winning coalition, and ensure the marginalization and disorganizationPage 18 → of losers. As one of Mukhopadhyay’s interview subjects noted, President Hamid Karzai was “extremely good at defeating possible and potential alliances against him,” while his successor, Ashraf Ghani, proved singularly incapable of doing so. Amplified by the severe constraints imposed on him by the United States, Ghani’s failures fueled the Taliban’s resurgence and contributed to its eventual victory in August 2021.

        The final set of chapters engages with a third dimension of stateness, society as a site of resistance to the state and to authorities who wield state capacities to regulate, control, and govern their populations. In these, as in other chapters, the relationships at issue cannot be narrowly framed in terms of neatly contained categories, whether state, society, or regime. Instead, these chapters examine complex landscapes in which the Jordanian state serves as a site of contestation and where resistance to state practices weighs heavily on how forms of stateness are exercised, challenged, and transformed. As Schwedler writes, these questions require us to address how we understand concepts such as state development and state capacity when viewed “through the lens of contentious politics and challengers to those who hold state power.”

        Schwedler’s chapter provides important starting points for addressing such questions. In her account of Jordan, state development remains an active and ongoing field of contestation. Moreover, it is through challenges to state authority and how state actors respond that processes of state development are made visible. Resistance to state practices reveals where stateness is most vulnerable, and this, in turn, informs decisions by state actors about where to invest in strengthening state capacity—and where not to invest, as well. Over time, the built environment, urban landscapes in particular, become expressions of state capacity and state weakness that shape opportunities for contestation, mobilization, and resistance.

        Yom’s chapter reinforces understandings of state development and state capacity as fields of ongoing contestation. Shifting his empirical terrain to southern Jordan, where local tribes controlled the allocation of natural resources, Yom highlights what he characterizes as “uneven stateness” in a protracted dispute over the scope of state authority as well as state responsibility for the limits of its authority. When Jordanian officials acted to expand the state’s presence and extend its control over local resources, undertaking a major infrastructure project to strengthen the state’s capacity to deliver water, local tribes engaged in sustained and often successful efforts to sabotage the project. Defining the rights and entitlements of citizenship to include state recognition of their authority in such domains, tribal actors defended their actions as restoring a status quo that the governmentPage 19 → had violated. When foreign contractors sued the Jordanian government for failing to ensure their security, the court sided with Jordan, determining that the state had done what might reasonably be expected of it, thereby upholding the state’s claims about the limits of its stateness.

        Slater concludes by bringing a comparativist’s eye to the questions motivating the volume. From his vantage point studying Southeast Asia, the variations in stateness in the Middle East look relatively limited, with commonalities more puzzling than divergences. But Slater goes further. The construction of scales of stateness, in his view, does little to elucidate politics as they actually happen within states weak or strong. In line with the spirit of this volume, he celebrates the heterogeneity both of analytical perspectives and of stateness itself. His invitation to comparison is a fitting conclusion to the volume.

      
      
        Conclusion

        This collection presents a variety of novel theorizations of the Arab state, united by a common focus on moving beyond both “deficit” models and Weberian ideal types. Authors adopt diverse perspectives to examine the ambiguous boundaries between society, regime, and state. They address variations in state capacity across different sectors, locations, and issues but do not fixate on capacity as the only element of concern in theorizing the state. They examine the performativity of stateness without losing sight of the materiality of power and juxtapose questions of regime-ness with the more familiar questions of stateness. Collectively, these chapters enable new conversations about the Arab state that should inform disciplinary approaches and enable cross-regional thinking that moves beyond conventional understandings and help us make sense of the Arab state.
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        Seeing the State or Why Arab States Look the Way They Do

      
      Steven Heydemann

      More than ten years ago, a wave of mass protests across the Arab world reanimated research programs on the Arab state. While the causes of the Arab uprisings continue to be debated, state weakness, state dysfunctions, and failures of the state loom large in explaining the most significant episode of anti-regime mobilization in the modern history of the Middle East.20 Although the specific forms of state failure that researchers link to the onset of the uprisings differ, with some accounts highlighting economic factors and others focusing on political or social conditions, some common themes are evident. Perhaps most prominent are failures of governance by self-interested ruling elites. In such accounts, feckless leaders privileged their parochial interests over the hard work of nation building and ruled in ways that excluded and marginalized large segments of their societies.21 They oversaw failed development strategies, pursued predatory economic practices, captured and corrupted state institutions, and proved unable to provide citizens with economic security or social mobility.22

      Instead, state elites exacerbated social cleavages, undermined prospects for inclusive and equitable development, and corroded crosscutting Page 26 →bonds of citizenship.23 These dysfunctions are on vivid display in this volume. They rendered states vulnerable to both the accumulation of domestic grievances and external pressure, notably demands to adopt neoliberal economic reforms that further weakened state capacity and exacerbated economic and social precarity.24 For most Arab citizens, therefore, national identities are loosely held and easily discarded in response to states that appear incapable of meeting their needs. For rulers seeking legitimacy, state weakness has elevated the appeal of sectarian identity politics.25 State elites exploit and instrumentalize sectarian identities to mobilize popular support, advance state interests, and undermine regional adversaries.

      If the uprisings of 2011 are the proximate inspiration for these accounts, they have deep roots in earlier generations of research on the Arab state.26 Claims of state weakness and failures of governance as causes of the uprisings resonate with broader comparative research programs on modernization, political development, and the conditions associated with the formation of developmental states, including work that explores why such states have not emerged in cases that exhibit the institutional dysfunctions seen as widespread in the Arab world.27 Echoes of these accounts are evident as well in comparative literature on state failure and in practitioner literature on failed states and state fragility.28 Post-uprising literatures thus fit neatly within a conceptual and theoretical landscape saturated with claims about conditions that contribute to weak and ineffective state institutions in general and to the weakness and fragility of the Arab state in particular.

      To be sure, there are ample reasons to view Arab states as flawed and ineffective. Global indices routinely rank states in the Middle East poorly on control of corruption, rule of law, civic freedoms, education, service delivery, and any number of other indicators. Nonetheless, taking state failure as a starting point for research—establishing one or another deficiency as the outcome of interest—has come at a cost. To do so may bring some questions into sharper focus, such as accounting for poor economic performance, but obscures many others. In particular, state failure as a startingPage 27 → point falls short in accounting for the resilience of Arab regimes, in considering the variation in capacities across regimes and within regimes, or in explaining the transformations of authoritarian governance and the selective expansion of state capacity that regimes have engineered since the 2011 uprisings, issues that Lisa Anderson, Marc Lynch, and Raymond Hinnebusch all address in their chapters in this volume.

      Questions of resilience and regime continuity, and the capacity of Arab regimes to effectively reconfigure elements of authoritarian governance as conditions change, are central for an understanding of the state of the Arab state. Simply put, if states are so weak, if state institutions are so ineffective, if governance is so poor, how did the majority of Arab regimes survive the largest wave of mass protests in the region’s modern history? How can we explain the extraordinary continuity of regimes, which in Arab republics such as Algeria, Syria, and Egypt are now in their sixth or seventh decade of rule, even though they consistently produce suboptimal social and economic outcomes? Is it plausible to argue, as Hinnebusch does in this volume, that the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has strong regimes but weak states? If we begin by assuming state weakness or by assuming that what matters in assessing state capacity is whether states can promote social and economic development—what I term a developmentalist bias in literature on the state—how do we account for the puzzle of regime resilience in the context of weak states and ineffective institutions? Once we accept state weakness as a starting point we leave ourselves with few theoretical or conceptual tools for addressing such questions.

      Perhaps not surprisingly, when we start from the assumption of state weakness, the explanatory focus in accounting for regime resilience turns toward coercion. Rather than asking how it is that purportedly weak states acquire the capacities needed to produce high levels of regime continuity, to sustain the loyalty of a social base, or to manage complex systems of social regulation, service provision, or a legal-juridical apparatus, scholars have often focused on narrower questions concerning coercive capacity.29 Such work emphasizes the conditions under which regimes will resort to violence to contain the political effects of developmental weakness or social fragmentation and highlights the capacity of coercive institutions as a key determinant of regime resilience. It has less to tell us, however, about the noncoercive domains in which regimes have consolidated institutional mechanisms that provide for regime survival or how the presence of such Page 28 →mechanisms might inform our understanding of trajectories of state building, patterns of state-society relations, or how political economies are organized.

      However, if we move beyond approaches shaped by developmentalist biases, alternative questions and alternative research agendas come into sharper focus. We have an opportunity to see Arab states as they are rather than to define them by what they lack—the “deficit approaches” familiar to us from earlier research on failures of democratization and developmentalism. We open up possibilities for exploring how the Arab state got to be the way it is—to account for actual trajectories of state development and consolidation in the Arab Middle East—rather than treat such states as flawed versions of their developmentally more successful counterparts in Europe or East Asia.30

      For example, what hypotheses might follow if we assume that regimes in the Arab Middle East prioritize their security and continuity over developmentalist outcomes? How might regimes’ perceptions of threats from within and without influence their choices about the design of state institutions? What kind of economic and social policies and what sort of state-society relations would be consistent with regimes that viewed the primary purpose of the state as facilitating regime survival, even while recognizing the importance of economic and social development as crucial for their stability? How would such regimes organize political economies? How would they construct notions of citizenship? Would the assumption that regimes act on the basis of “survivalist” preferences as opposed to developmentalist preferences help us understand why governance functions are often allocated to non-state mechanisms?31 How might survivalist biases shape how regimes manage external pressures of various forms, whether economic, political, or strategic, including the pressures of economic globalization?

      To begin to address such questions, I start from the assumption that state weakness and the closely related concept of state fragility offer unproductive starting points. Rather than trying to account for state weakness—with weakness defined in developmentalist terms as the dependent variable—I view it as more productive to ask a simple, straightforward question: How can we explain the configurations of state and non-state institutions that deliver governance in the Arab Middle East today? Or, more simply, how did the Arab state get to be the way it is?

      With this starting point, what becomes evident is that states exhibit Page 29 →asymmetric institutional capacities, varying from higher in some domains, such as the capacity to surveil, coerce, and contain the populations they govern, and lower in others, including innovation, rule of law, or the capacity to foster inclusive economic and social development. In yet others, including service delivery, education, or health care, capacities vary but are often measured as comparable to, if not greater than, those of other regions in similar World Bank income categories.32 As we emphasize in the introduction to the volume, however, state capacity is only one dimension of regime capacity, or regime-ness. In addition, it becomes evident that large domains of governance in the Arab world fall outside the state and operate through regime-controlled but non-state mechanisms that work in tandem with state institutions. Understanding the organization of asymmetric state capacity, therefore, requires expanding the scope of our research to encompass domains in which regimes have intentionally allocated state functions to non-state mechanisms and domains in which regimes have intentionally withheld the development of state capacity. The key questions, then, focus on understanding the organization of asymmetric state capacity and accounting for patterns in the co-construction of state and non-state modes of governance.

      For those who see the state in the Middle East as weak, such patterns are often explained as the unintended outcome of failed state-building projects by regimes that embraced developmentalist logics. In this view, moreover, informal governance is often seen as a cause of developmentalist failures. Challenging this explanation, I treat institutional configurations—combinations of state and non-state modes of governance—as the expression of regime preferences about how best to ensure their stability and survival. The state institutional configurations we see in the Arab Middle East today reflect how regimes view the purposes of the state and how the region’s autocrats thought—and still think—about the problems they need the state to solve. Among these purposes is the imperative of resolving what Milan Svolik identifies as the two principal challenges confronting any autocrat: mitigating challenges from within and preventing challenges from below.33

      Challenges of both types were acute in absolute terms during the early phases of MENA’s postcolonial state building and institutional development, perhaps even in relative, cross-regional terms. They were amplified for Arab regimes by the distinctive permeability of the Arab state system: Page 30 →the extent to which Arab societies and politics were subject to intense, transregional flows of ideas and political movements that rejected the legitimacy of both states and regimes—such as Arab nationalism or pan-Islamism—and to external interventions driven by regional competition and the Cold War.

      In such an environment, the core dilemmas confronting Arab autocrats go beyond the two that Svolik highlights to include challenges from without. How to address these challenges provided the principal impetus that shaped the state-building strategies of ruling elites, giving a rationality and intentionality to configurations of stateness in the Middle East that are rooted in survivalist rather than developmentalist logics. This does not imply that today’s Arab states emerged seamlessly, full blown, from blueprints in the heads of state builders. The weight I attach to survivalist logics is consistent with ad hoc, reactive, and even flawed decision-making. It simply emphasizes that such decisions are most heavily influenced by survivalist criteria.

      Specifically, I argue that trajectories of state development can be understood as the result of three linked conditions.

      First, postcolonial rulers in the Arab Middle East viewed state development as a means to strengthen regime-ness above all: to consolidate regime power, mitigate threats, control the extraction and allocation of resources, and provide for the continuity of their rule. Developmentalist outcomes were seen as a means to these ends.

      Second, these rulers—the immediate predecessors of those who hold power today in most Arab countries—deployed the allocation and development of state capacity instrumentally to advance regime interests. Stateness was extended or withheld based on criteria reflecting the survivalist preferences of rulers rather than those associated with “good governance” or economic and social development.

      Third, rulers viewed citizenship as transactional and segmented and treated legitimacy as a contingent outcome of transactional relationships that defined and organized state-society relations. State development was used to ensure the quiescence and loyalty of citizens. It provided mechanisms to manage and contain possibilities for social mobilization from below while structuring and restructuring the boundaries of political and economic inclusion to favor privileged categories of citizens and marginalize others.

      Embracing this transactional-instrumental view of stateness, ruling elites pursued flexible, adaptive, and plural strategies of state development. As Arab political economies took shape, these strategies led to what SteffenPage 31 → Hertog calls segmented market economies, with distinctively rigid “insider-outsider” divides that are deeper in the Arab world than in any other region.34 At times, rulers asserted the exclusive authority of the state in Weberian terms, both internally and externally. At other times, they cultivated non-state frameworks of rulemaking and governance, often exploiting formal institutions as sites within which non-state, personalistic, and clientelist practices were grafted onto and interwoven with formal bureaucratic rules and procedures. Consistent with postcolonial experiences of state building in other regions, Arab ruling elites adopted developmentalist ideologies that expressed inclusionary conceptions of economic and social rights yet managed access to such rights on a contingent, transactional basis. The result—my own dependent variable—is the distinctive configurations of asymmetric stateness we see in the region today.

      
        Trajectories of Stateness in the Arab Middle East

        To unpack configurations of asymmetric state capacity, this chapter first assesses historical patterns in the development of stateness as a variable that expressed the survivalist priorities of regimes. I then assess the informal mechanisms of non-state governance that stabilize and sustain asymmetric stateness, which can also be seen as forms of limited statehood.35 In a closing section, I show how Arab regimes have responded to rising mass mobilization since 2011 by amplifying existing patterns of asymmetric stateness and redefining state-society relations to manage and contain the threat of newly mobilized publics. By tracing what I refer to as trajectories of stateness in the MENA region, it will be possible to examine the development of limited and asymmetric statehood along key dimensions—territorial, sectoral, temporal, and social.

        My focus on the MENA region does not imply that the interactions of interest are unique to the Arab Middle East. The odds are high that comparable interactions are present in different forms across the Global South. Yet the specific arrangements that define political, social, and economic orders in the MENA region nonetheless exhibit distinctive attributes. Not least, these include the persistence and resilience of authoritarian regimes—a factor that matters more than is understood in the literature on governance in areas of limited statehood—to a degree that is unique Page 32 →among world regions.36 They also include distinctive patterns in the interactions between regimes, states, and societies that are central to understanding modes of contestation and why these have produced crises of governance, cases of violent conflict and state collapse, and the subsequent restructuring of asymmetric state capacities by Arab regimes since the 2011 uprisings—for example, in the expansion of state capacity to surveil societies, as highlighted by Lynch in this volume.

        The states we see today in the Arab Middle East thus reflect the path-dependent outcomes of the preferences and strategic choices of rulers in the period following decolonization. Initially, the nationalist elites who governed in the immediate aftermath of independence, typically representatives of landed and business interests, worked with and adapted institutions they inherited as legacies of colonial rule. As new cohorts of autocrats seized power and pushed established elites aside, they modified these formal institutions, weaving them into and making them more permeable to informal mechanisms for exercising authority, allocating resources, and privileging some social groups while excluding others. They melded ascriptive and other forms of social identity linked to combinations of family, sect, class, clan, region, and profession—each with their own distinctive norms, practices, and hierarchies—to state-based, formal rules, norms, and practices. Whether we call the resulting frameworks social pacts, political settlements, or rent-seeking coalitions in closed access orders, they gave Arab rulers a widely varied, flexible, if sometimes unwieldy, set of tools they could deploy to overcome the problem of power sharing among potential rivals, manage the effects of external pressure, and build institutional frameworks of social control to suppress potential threats from below.37

        All three sets of challenges abounded in the postcolonial Middle East. Across the region, decolonization, however it was achieved, ushered in extended periods of political turmoil, social conflict, and struggles for power and legitimacy.38 Coups and countercoups; assassinations of rulers both attempted and successful; “years of lead,” as the period under King Page 33 →Hassan II is referred to in Morocco; external interventions; bitter ideological struggles among competing political factions in Algeria, Egypt, Syria, and Iraq; the nationalization by newly empowered reformist regimes of land and other assets held by notables, landlords, and major capitalists; experiments in unification; and episodes of armed popular resistance were prominent features of the region’s political landscape for several decades. So were the episodes of popular resistance to the intrusion of state authority by local communities, as detailed by Jillian Schwedler, Sean Yom, and Dipali Mukhopadhyay in their chapters. Layered onto and interacting with these conditions were the pressures of Arab nationalist ideas and movements, a deeply destabilizing “Arab Cold War,” and the effects of global Cold War rivalries on regional dynamics.39 These struggles took place in the context of ambitious attempts to transform societies and economies, using states as instruments to overturn and remake the political and social orders of the colonial and immediate postcolonial eras.

        To do this, Arab regimes built states and political economies that rested on transactional models of governance, reflecting what I define as dual logics in the provision of collective goods. The first of these logics is clientelist and neopatrimonial. It is organized around the allocation of selective benefits to key constituencies. The second consists of authoritarian bargains—modes of “coercive distribution” that define broader patterns in state-society relations across the Arab Middle East (and beyond).40

        In both respects, the organization of asymmetric stateness can be traced through the distribution of social provision and of state institutional capacity. Further, the resulting forms of asymmetric governance have given rise to distinctive modes of contestation. Across MENA, these most often take the form of bargaining between regimes and citizens over access to collective goods and the benefits of social provision, over the distribution of selective benefits, and, as we see in the chapters by Sean Yom and Bassel Salloukh, over the distribution of state capacity itself. Counterintuitively, in some cases, notably Yemen, Lebanon, and Libya, this bargaining was characterized by regimes withholding state development and limiting state capacity while social actors demanded state expansion.41

        The states that have resulted from these processes are not fragile but fierce.42 They are states in which ruling elites elevate survival above developmentPage 34 → and design institutions to support this aim. In fierce states, the consolidation of such institutions and the effectiveness with which they contribute to regime survival are often in tension with the attributes that developmentalist and fragility-based models associate with state capacity and good governance, including accountability, voice, equity, transparency, and inclusion. Instead, ruling elites in fierce states construct stateness as an expression of a zero-sum existential struggle in which conflict reinforces their determination to defend existing institutional arrangements, including by force if necessary.

        Privileging regime security, however, does not imply that fierce states are indifferent to development. Across the region, postcolonial regimes confronted a vast array of social and developmental needs neglected by colonial powers. In every Arab republic, newly empowered ruling elites were deeply committed to ideologies of social and economic transformation and viewed the state as an indispensable instrument for achieving developmental goals. Even conservative, pro-Western monarchies adopted state-centric development strategies following independence. Moreover, regimes understood the threat that disaffected populations could pose. They well understood the benefits they derived from authoritarian bargains that offered social provision in exchange for political quiescence. They were attentive to the value of popular legitimacy, despite their reliance on repression. Regimes in fierce states also valued the international benefits they secured by adopting developmentalist discourses and engaging instrumentally with international financial institutions and Western governments as partners.43

        In addition, authoritarian regimes in fierce states have constituencies. They rest on a social base. Through the widespread use of constituency clientelism, regimes construct alliances and coalitions based on transactional loyalty that generates, at best, contingent legitimacy. They also benefit from the loyalty of social groups cultivated on the basis of ascriptive ties, whether ethnic, sectarian, or both, creating bonds that link transactional benefits and dependencies to deeper forms of legitimacy and loyalty.

        Both strategies contribute to the construction of asymmetric stateness and non-state forms of governance, with mixed effects. They weaken national, citizenship-based identities and dilute the rulemaking and rule-enforcing role of the state. They push significant aspects of governance Page 35 →into informal, non-state channels. Yet they can strengthen regime legitimacy by tightening the transactional ties that bind regimes to privileged social groups. Thus, when challenged by mass protests or insurgencies, fierce states may prove more resilient than fragility-based models of state weakness and vulnerability assume. Not all fierce states survive when challenged from below. Those that do, however, like President Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria and King Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa’s regime in Bahrain, credit their survival to the very institutions, norms, and practices that fragility-based models treat as causes of poor governance and symptoms of institutional weakness.

      
      
        Transactional Stateness and the Construction of Asymmetric State Capacity

        Postcolonial forms of asymmetric stateness in the MENA region have emerged through what can best be described as transactional processes of state building. Notwithstanding the commitment of virtually all postcolonial regimes in the Middle East to state-led development strategies, the expansion and strengthening of state institutions, inclusive and redistributive social policies, and egalitarian conceptions of citizenship, such processes were (and in most cases continue to be) managed by authoritarian regimes that have used state mechanisms to extend, consolidate, and secure their own political and economic power at the expense, in developmentalist terms, of the societies over which they rule.44

        This conception of states as subordinate to, and the instrument of, regimes that were typically dominated by elites associated with specific regional, sectarian, ethnic, and professional (typically military) identities led to transactional and asymmetric processes of state development that were widespread not only in MENA but across the Global South. In the wake of decolonization, Arab regimes claimed the prerogatives and privileges of both international and domestic sovereignty, asserted their monopoly over the legitimate use of force, demanded the exclusive right to make and enforce collectively binding rules, and embraced developmentalist aspirations.45 Yet the state-building strategies pursued by these regimes reflected an alternative set of priorities, flowing from their determination Page 36 →to consolidate their grip on power, defeat potential rivals, and strengthen their hold over societies viewed as fractious if not rebellious. They invested most heavily in state capacity in areas they saw as essential for achieving these aims, especially security sectors, expansive state corporatist systems of social control, redistributive frameworks that served as instruments of coercive distribution, and educational systems that became platforms for the construction of compliant citizens.46 At the same time, rulers built parallel constellations of informal, clientelist mechanisms to bolster their legitimacy and authority among key constituencies, empowering alternative, non-state modes of rulemaking and resource allocation that were both exclusionary and selective.47

        How these parallel processes unfolded determined patterns of asymmetric state capacity and non-state governance. In Egypt, for example, the small cohort of officers who led the 1952 coup that brought Gamal Abdel Nasser to power dominated these parallel processes for six decades. The armed forces became their principal beneficiary, consolidating durable patterns of military-bureaucratic privilege that continue to structure Egypt’s political economy.48 Algeria’s military has occupied a similarly dominant position since it achieved independence from France in 1962.49 In Syria after 1963 and Iraq after 1968, secretive cliques of officers within the leadership of the Ba’th Party seized power, engineered the capture and transformation of state institutions, and developed elaborate non-state governance networks based on ties of sect, region, and family. In other cases, from republican Tunisia to the monarchies of Jordan, Morocco, and the Gulf, we see similar processes at work. Ruling elites oversaw asymmetric processes of state building that produced uneven state capacity, while consolidating extensive informal networks that served as alternative sources of rulemaking, legitimacy, coercion, and resource allocation.

        One effect of these processes was a dramatic expansion in the size of states in the postcolonial Middle East. State capacity increased significantly across the MENA region as the scale of public expenditure and the scope of state activity grew. Reversing decades of low public spending by colonial regimes, MENA states spent a higher percentage of GDP by the mid-1960s than their counterparts in any other world region. They would continue to do so for the next two decades. The positive effects of expanding stateness were experienced by tens of millions of people in the form of tangible,Page 37 → visible improvements in their everyday lives. Moreover, the impact of these developmental gains in the 1960s–1980s was formative in shaping popular expectations about the levels of governance that citizens looked to regimes to provide—and for which they mobilized to hold regimes accountable in 2011. Populist and redistributive social policies may have embedded citizens in systems of coercive dependence on regimes, but they also created deeply held norms of state social provision and citizen entitlement that regimes found it near impossible to discard even as their costs became unsustainable.

      
      
        Parallel Trajectories, Asymmetric Stateness, and Segmented Citizenship

        Even as states expanded, however, the distribution of stateness—the extent to which regimes built their capacity to make and enforce binding rules across a national territory, the presence of state institutions such as schools or hospitals, the opportunities for participation in state-owned and -controlled sectors of the economy, as well as access to the benefits of social policy—developed along two distinct and parallel paths. On the one hand, regimes invested in the capacity of states to enforce binding rules and deliver nominally public goods, establishing entitlements to education, housing, employment, subsidized energy and basic subsistence goods, and health care. These investments increased literacy, life expectancy, and incomes; reduced poverty and inequality; and produced large increases in GDP.

        On the other hand, access to the benefits of state expansion and social provision was unevenly and selectively allocated, based on the specific political and economic calculus of regimes intent on ensuring their own survival. Annika Rabo and Sulayman Khalaf both note, for instance, the extension of state-managed peasant unions created by the ruling Ba’th Party into the Syrian city of Raqaa during the 1960s.50 These organizations empowered small-scale farmers but also served to integrate them into transactional, clientelist relations with the state that included access to selective benefits. With the appearance of corporatist peasant unions—regime-controlled “popular organizations”—the authority of established notables and large landowners over local politics and economies diminished. Targeted as adversaries by the Ba’th Party, these “Cotton Sheikhs” of the pre-Ba’th period were marginalized through processes of state building Page 38 →that nationalized the property of the largest landowners and appropriated larger shares of the surpluses that landowners had previously extracted from peasants and smaller landholders.51 With the arrival of the state, these surpluses were now redistributed through mechanisms that discriminated against former elites, who were also excluded from the selective benefits provided to members of peasant unions and the Ba’th Party. In exchange for these benefits, however, newly empowered peasants and small landholders, public sector employees, state functionaries, and members of the ruling party were required to demonstrate loyalty to the regime and to act on its behalf as needed.

        Regime-led processes of state expansion thus restructured local governance, producing new configurations of winners and losers, new patterns of inclusion and exclusion, and a politicized, transactional conception of entitlement to collective goods. The net effect was to institutionalize segmented citizenship in the organization of state-society relations and segmented economies with exceptionally rigid insider-outsider divides. Moreover, while regimes justify these state-building strategies through nominally inclusive developmentalist, populist, and anti-colonial/anti-Western narratives, they have exploited economic governance as an instrument of coercive distribution. They deploy redistributive social policies to render citizens dependent on the state for their economic and social well-being, while access to channels of social and economic mobility was filtered through regime-controlled patronage networks.52

        These parallel paths also shaped the organization of stateness, governance, and state-society relations. Across the MENA region, in both republics and monarchies, postcolonial regimes imposed top-down, hierarchical state-corporatist frameworks to regulate and manage relations between the state and an array of politically relevant interest groups, ranging from workers and peasants to journalists, lawyers, doctors, women, and students.53 Corporatist institutions, which were most highly developed in the presidential republics of Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Syria, and Tunisia significantly expanded the capacity of regimes to manage and discipline societies—serving as mechanisms of infrastructural power in Michael Mann’s terms.54 Formally, they established channels for the mobilization Page 39 →and representation of important collective actors. In fact, however, state corporatist structures have everywhere functioned to regulate, control, and contain potential challenges “emanating from the social distress that accompanies development.”55 They provided the means to consolidate social bases and frameworks of legitimation for regimes that rose to power through anti-colonial nationalist movements, as in Tunisia and Algeria; through extralegal means such as coups d’état, as in Egypt, Syria, Libya, Iraq, and Yemen; or through colonial dispensations, as in Jordan. In addition, like other state institutions, they have served as mechanisms for allocating privileged access to the state and to collective goods.

        As a result, diverse postcolonial patterns in the development of assymetric statehood across the MENA region reflected dual logics. One involved the politically motivated provision of collective goods and redistributive social policies—in the form of state-led, redistributive development strategies widely characterized as populist authoritarianism. The other rested on the use of politically determined criteria guiding where state capacity would be concentrated and how selective benefits and access to collective goods were to be allocated, including through informal clientelist mechanisms.56 The tensions inherent in this dual strategy of regime-led state building have been well captured by Stein Sundstol Erikson, who points out that the resulting forms

        
          of state-society linkages driven by domestic socio-political conditions, led to a type of state-society relations that undermined both state power and the project of national development that the state sought to promote. At the same time, the idea of the state was reinforced through this process since the struggle for political survival and the politics of patronage took place within a framework in which the state idea was taken for granted and used to justify state policies.57

        

        Page 40 →In short, selective processes of state development and the selective provision of governance became the means through which authoritarian regimes in the MENA region constructed asymmetric stateness and segmented citizenship—notwithstanding their insistent affirmations of the state’s hegemony with respect to its domestic sovereignty and its commitment to inclusive citizenship. Regime elites in MENA have thus behaved precisely as rationalist accounts of limited statehood predict: they have focused their state-building efforts on “areas and functional activities that would help them to stay in power.”58 Moreover, despite regime rhetoric about the centrality of the state as an agent of social transformation and social welfare, the criteria on which ruling elites made decisions about the allocation of institutional and governance capacity were fundamentally transactional, reflecting their strategic choices about the most effective ways to exploit stateness and governance to bolster regime capacity, preserve their hold on power, maintain social stability, and sustain the loyalty of privileged social groups.59

        By far the most common and widespread manifestation of transactional state building—in MENA as in other world regions—has been the use of patronage to provide selective benefits and privileged access to collective goods to key regime constituencies.60 Similar patterns of clientelism emerged across the region based on the exchange of material benefits for loyalty to ruling elites. However, while every Arab regime engaged in similar clientelist and transactional strategies of state building, there are consequential differences in how regimes structured patronage that reflect the context-specific calculus of rulers. The sect, ethnicity, regional origin, and professional identity of rulers were always crucial factors in the organization of clientelism, the allocation of state capacity, and the provision of governance. In Syria, constituency clientelism disadvantaged most Sunnis. In Iraq until 2003 and in Bahrain, it favored them. In Yemen, neopatrimonialism reflected the complex tribal and regional calculus of President Ali Abdallah Saleh, who managed powerful tribes through ongoing cycles of bargaining, accommodation, and coercion. The supply of state capacity was a principal source of regime leverage for Saleh. He allocated it selectivelyPage 41 → depending on which tribes he viewed as useful allies at any given moment.61 Tribal affinities played a prominent role in determining access to stateness and its benefits in Libya and Oman, as well.

        The side payments that rulers extended to different categories of regime loyalists, clients, and constituents also varied widely. They include a laundry list of direct and indirect material benefits such as preferential access to employment and accelerated career advancement; preferential educational opportunities; impunity to engage in formally illicit activities such as smuggling or access to highly regulated foreign exchange markets; privileged access to licenses needed to import, export, or establish firms; exemption from legal obligations (e.g., military conscription or taxation); small-scale, direct financial support through mechanisms such as vote buying; or participation in predatory and criminal networks tolerated, sponsored, or controlled by regimes.62

        The organization of clientelism within states also varied across sectors and over time. In Yemen, for example, labor migration and the remittances it generated weakened patronage ties between migrant workers and the Saleh regime during periods when oil prices in neighboring Saudi Arabia were high. Increased remittance flows moved through private channels that diminished citizens’ dependence on the state and altered the balance of power between regime and society. As oil prices fell and remittances declined, the regime again gained leverage over these components of Yemeni society.63 In Syria, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia, selective processes of neoliberal economic reforms reconfigured patronage networks. Politically connected private sector actors consolidated their privileged positions within frameworks of crony capitalism, while public sector employees saw the relative value of their access to selective benefits decline.64

        Clientelism, in other words, not only established boundaries between insiders and outsiders but also constructed hierarchies of inclusion and exclusion that are important for understanding the interactions between asymmetric stateness, transactional governance, and segmented citizenship. In Arab republics and in Jordan, for example, membership in Page 42 →state-corporatist organizations, including state-controlled trade unions, brought a measure of preferential treatment. Those who belonged to a ruling party, such as the Democratic Constitutional Rally in President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali’s Tunisia, the National Liberation Front in Algeria, Egypt’s National Democratic Party, Yemen’s General People’s Congress, or the Ba’th Party in Syria and Iraq, also received favorable treatment in the allocation of collective goods; access to employment, health care, and education; and, within limits, deferential treatment from state bureaucrats. Those well positioned within the armed forces or one of the region’s vast internal security agencies fared better yet.

        In other cases, including the Gulf monarchies and Libya, family and tribal identities produced similar hierarchies of privilege and inclusion. In the Libyan case, President Muammar Qaddafi’s efforts to radically restructure and deinstitutionalize governance after he seized power in 1969 eventually gave way to a tribally based, transactional mode of clientelism. Reflecting the survivalist criteria that guided Qaddafi’s decision-making, A. H. al-Shadeedi and Nancy Ezzedine characterize the Libyan state as a straightforward example of an authoritarian bargain or model of coercive dependence.65 It was, they claim, “a reasonably simple patronage system: the regime’s survival and support were derived from the tribes. In return, the regime provided economic and government positions for loyal tribesmen.”66

        This reliance on loyalist tribes featured prominently in the design of asymmetric statehood in other cases in which tribal considerations loomed large, including Yemen, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Oman.67 Even where tribal identities played a less significant role, every Arab regime used similar transactional practices to strengthen ties of loyalty and dependence between rulers and select constituencies. These practices led everywhere to varieties of asymmetric statehood, which developed uneven forms of stateness and institutional profiles along several dimensions: territorial-spatial, sectoral, and social.

        Asymmetric processes of state development may well be universal. The organization of limited statehood routinely reflects the different starting points that existed across territories that were integrated into states as Page 43 →national boundaries came to define the landscape of global modernity. It also reflects the path-dependent effects of the institutions that state builders in postcolonial countries inherited from former rulers. Yet in MENA, the irregular presence of state institutions and the uneven development of state capacity and social provision are also products of the strategic choices of regime elites. These rulers used their power to extend or withhold the development of stateness and state capacity—in functional, spatial, or social domains—as a potent bargaining chip in their interactions with allies and adversaries alike.68

      
      
        Asymmetric Stateness and Non-State Governance

        MENA’s experience in this regard highlights an important but overlooked facet of state building as it occurred in the postcolonial Arab world: under certain conditions, rulers prefer limited statehood to its more expansive alternative. This point is worth emphasizing. Literatures on state formation treat the steady growth of state institutions over time as processes that move ineluctably from lower to higher levels of efficacy, capacity, and control, including their increased ability to extend their reach more deeply into society—to expand “legibility,” to use the term that Lynch borrows from Scott—and the consolidation of centralized authority. Greater state capacity is routinely assumed to be in the interest of rulers. Even in literatures that sharply critique theories that assume the coherence of states and the uniformity of stateness, limited statehood is cast as a second-best outcome that occurs when constraints prevent rulers from pursuing more ambitious, encompassing state-building schemes. “Limited” in this lexicon becomes a synonym for incomplete. It is often used to advance pejorative comparisons to purportedly more complete forms of statehood.

        Trajectories of state building in MENA challenge such perspectives. The possibility that state builders might exploit the development of state capacity strategically, withholding it when doing so is to their political advantage, is rarely given consideration. Also overlooked is the extent to which the development of centralized institutions—for the provision of public services, health care, or education, to cite just a few examples—goes hand in hand with the selective and asymmetric distribution of these services,Page 44 → in terms of both where they are most widely available and who can access them. Examples of both phenomena abound in the MENA region.

        These regime practices have had an outsized influence on trajectories of state development in MENA. In the Arab Middle East, asymmetric and limited forms of statehood result from the strategic choices of rulers about how most effectively to marshal and target state capacity to defend against threats from within, below, or without and to manage potential challengers, maintain the support of loyalists, exploit the benefits of sovereignty, and enhance their own legitimacy. The resulting forms of limited and asymmetric stateness are about exclusion as much as inclusion. Governance is focused as much on the withholding of collective goods as on their provision. Politics and contestation over access to governance are a matter of not only who gets what, when, and how, as Harold Lasswell famously noted, but also who does not get, why they do not get, and what they do about not getting.69

        A close corollary of such forms of state building has been the persistence of abundant varieties of non-state governance even as stateness expands and rulers deploy state institutions to consolidate their grip over societies. In spatial terms, in areas where stateness is less extensive—especially in peripheries, both urban and rural, that are viewed by ruling elites as socially and politically marginal or in areas where the local population lacks ascriptive ties to regime elites—non-state, local modes of rulemaking, hierarchies of authority, and customary justice coexist alongside of and often supersede state-based rules, laws, and regulations.70

        For example, locally recognized non-state authorities retain significant influence in many domains of life and are often seen as crucial brokers mediating relations between local populations and state institutions.71 In areas where stateness is more fully developed, such as urban centers and coastal zones, non-state forms of governance are no less prominent but take on different forms. In these spaces, rulers construct neopatrimonial and clientelist hierarchies to filter and control access to nominally public institutions and services. State institutions become arenas within which Page 45 →non-state forms of rulemaking and hierarchies of authority are inscribed. When the two come into conflict, for example, in the enforcement of formal rules and regulations, it is typically non-state, clientelist hierarchies of authority that prevail.

        Similarly, it is common in the MENA region to find spatial asymmetries in the allocation of stateness: regions designated as loyalist benefit from higher levels of stateness than others—better roads and utility services; more schools, hospitals, and public services; more regular supplies of electricity.72 In some cases, these uneven patterns of state development reflect the priority that regimes attach to more densely populated urban centers over rural peripheries or to coastal over inland regions—a pattern of “resource regionalism” that is a standard component of the MENA dictator’s toolkit.73 In yet other cases, uneven state building may result from transactional ties linking regime elites and local notables of one form or another. Although the allocation of stateness is often negotiated, as Yom’s chapter shows, with local actors mobilizing to retain their authority in select domains, regimes typically hold the upper hand in how state capacity is distributed. Toby Dodge’s chapter illustrates how variations in stateness can also develop in the wake of conflict, such as the violence that accompanied the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. The subsequent dismantling of the Iraqi state by the United States gave new impetus to the role of tribes as “state-like entities” in the provision of local governance.74

        No less common, MENA’s rulers routinely withhold state capacity to weaken and penalize groups or regions viewed as disloyal or politically suspect. Ba’thist regimes in both Iraq and Syria adopted economically punitive policies toward areas heavily populated by Kurds. Morocco’s King Hassan II was widely believed to have deprived the greater Tangier region of public spending for decades following an assassination attempt in 1972 led by air force pilots from the Kenitra air base south of the city. Urban Palestinian refugee communities in Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria have historically been subjected to the underdevelopment of state capacity and disadvantaged in the provision of collective goods. Residents of southern Yemen long complained of discrimination in state development and governance by a Saleh regime that favored the north over the south—though Saleh used state building as a bargaining chip in managing tribal coalitions in the north as well. Shiʽa citizens in Saudi Arabia’s eastern provinces have suffered from a Page 46 →lack of state infrastructural capacity in service provision. In Libya, stateness took on distinctive forms under Qaddafi’s “state of the masses,” or Jamahiriyya, but the regime also provided more services and dispensed larger amounts of state revenue in areas where loyalist tribes resided, including the Qadhadhfa, Megharha, Warfalla, and Tarhouna, while reducing public services and spending in areas controlled by tribes viewed as disloyal.75

        Through these transactional strategies of state building, regimes in MENA constructed limited and asymmetric stateness through ad hoc, piecemeal processes of bargaining and accommodation with a wide range of local power holders. Regimes established higher levels of state capacity in domains—whether territorial, functional, or social—deemed essential for their security and stability. Some of the domains that have been privileged with respect to institutional capacity building include security sectors, institutions to oversee the exploitation of natural resources, and surveillance infrastructure, as discussed in Lynch’s chapter. Others focus on the management of state-society relations, such as corporatist structures to regulate and control defined interest groups. Yet others are established in functional domains linked to the production of compliant citizens such as education or the governance of religious affairs. All are areas in which MENA states generally exhibit greater capacity. Thomas Pierret traces this process in the Assad regime in Syria, which developed the institutional capacity to promote authorized forms of Islamic practice as a way to counter oppositional Islamist movements like the Muslim Brotherhood, gradually bringing religious institutions and the training of clerics under the authority of the state.76

        Alternately, regimes invested less in building state capacity in domains—again, both functional and spatial—deemed less threatening or less relevant to their survival and stability. They selectively delegated authority to non-state actors, at times doing so in otherwise “reserved domains,” including aspects of social provision, local-level conflict resolution, and control over local access to public services. Such conditions are reflected in Yom’s discussion of limited stateness in tribal regions of Jordan. Regimes even delegate limited authority to select groups of loyal non-state actors in the Page 47 →maintenance of internal security.77 Regimes in Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Libya, and Egypt have made use of paramilitaries or non-state loyalist militias, or both, as elements of hybrid security sectors. The emergence of Popular Mobilization Forces in Iraq and of non-state armed groups in Syria (drawn from state-sponsored loyalist networks such as the Shabiha and the National Defense Forces) are among the most significant instances of this phenomenon.78

        The forms of asymmetric stateness and modes of non-state governance described here are the product of strategies deployed by authoritarian state builders who set out to construct states and political economies able to withstand challenges, whether from within a regime or from below. Their efforts resulted in the consolidation of states built around segmented citizenship and transactional models of governance that combined the dual logics of constituency clientelism for the privileged few and authoritarian bargains for the many. Trajectories of state building in MENA thus produced states that are neither weak nor fragile but fierce and asymmetric, where stateness and governance reflected imperatives of regime survival.

        In keeping with Douglass North et al., these are not developmental states that sought but have been ineffective in achieving inclusive development. Nor are they the atavistic, premodern creatures that populate Atul Kohli’s work on lineages of the developmental state.79 They are eminently modern state forms in which regime elites viewed stateness and the provision of collective goods as the means for resolving the twin problems of authoritarian power sharing and authoritarian control. The instruments they used to achieve these aims included transactional bargains over the distribution of rents to select constituencies; the dispersal of state power to informal, multilevel, non-state mechanisms of local governance; and frameworks of coercive distribution that demanded citizens concede rights and participation in exchange for personal security and access to the benefits of social provision.

      
      
        Page 48 →Conclusion: Revisiting Trajectories of State Development in the MENA Region

        The masses of Arab protesters who swept into the streets in 2011 and again in 2019 focused their anger on the developmental failures of regimes that excluded and marginalized large segments of the populations they ruled. From Morocco to Bahrain, protesters railed against autocrats who had failed to uphold their commitments to distributive justice, economic security, and social mobility. Demanding the fall of regimes, protesters hoped to remake political and social orders and reform state institutions to advance developmentalist commitments to economic inclusion, participation, accountability, and fairness. In short, they sought what developmentalist scholars and practitioners characterize as good governance. Without in any sense diminishing the uprisings’ achievements or their lasting effects on the region’s politics, they largely failed to achieve their aims.

        In the wake of mass protests, regimes that pursued asymmetric strategies of state building have been effective in deploying the extensive coercive capacity of states to suppress mobilization. They have used their authority over legal and regulatory institutions to enhance the state’s effectiveness in areas where protests had exposed vulnerabilities, such as control over social media. In keeping with the ad hoc and often reactive approach to governance that has defined postcolonial state development in MENA, autocrats worked to shore up frameworks of asymmetric stateness by reorganizing transactional modes of governance. Rather than address the underlying grievances that drove protesters into the streets in 2011, regimes expanded their capacity to prevent a second wave of uprisings and foreclose possibilities for citizens to mobilize around demands for redistributive justice and economic security.

        With the exhaustion of postcolonial systems of coercive dependence, regimes have erected new coercive and legal-regulatory mechanisms to contain urban middle classes that are no longer as tightly bound to state systems of social provision. In the process, constituency clientelism and the capacity of regimes to control and manage the boundaries of political and economic inclusion through informal, non-state forms of governance have become increasingly important. Reflecting the priority that regimes attach to survivalist over developmentalist aims, autocrats continue to exploit asymmetric stateness and their capacity to allocate or withhold stateness as crucial resources in their efforts to navigate the challenges of authoritarian power sharing and authoritarian control.

        Post-uprising shifts in governance and state-society relations underscorePage 49 → the failure of developmentalist accounts to explain patterns of state development in the Arab Middle East. The assumptions that shape such accounts offer a poor starting point for understanding why Arab states look the way they do. They fall short in explaining the strategic choices of the autocrats who have dominated regimes across the region since the 1950s and approached the challenges of state building with preferences and priorities that developmentalist accounts treat as secondary. They are not. In the sharply contested political environments of postcolonial states, Arab rulers prioritized the consolidation of their power and the need to ensure their capacity to address threats from within, without, and below. They adapted and expanded state institutions and managed state-society relations to advance these aims.

        Prioritizing political survival does not imply that Arab rulers disregarded economic development. Without exception, the autocrats who ruled postcolonial republics styled themselves as socialists, embraced state-centered, populist strategies of economic development, and used state institutions and social provision to achieve significant improvements in social indicators. Broadly similar strategies, absent the socialist rhetoric, were followed by virtually all Arab monarchies. Postcolonial state expansion made state institutions essential in shaping the life chances of tens of millions of people. Yet these achievements moved hand in hand with, and were shaped by, parallel processes that strengthened and expanded the capacities needed to ensure regime survival.

        Throughout MENA, with important variations, “dual-use” state institutional frameworks responded to the neglect of social development by colonial authorities and underpinned authoritarian bargains. They produced systems of coercive dependence and provided platforms for the development of dense clientelist networks and the proliferation of informal, non-state mechanisms of governance that were crucial in the maintenance of regime security. Even as states expanded, regimes deployed stateness—the allocation of state capacity—strategically to cultivate transactional ties of loyalty and legitimacy, on the one hand, and to marginalize and disempower social groups viewed as potential threats, on the other hand.

        Over the course of more than fifty years, Arab regimes’ reliance on combinations of asymmetric stateness and forms of non-state governance along with transactional strategies of social control have served them well even as they imposed significant long-term costs on societies. The uprisings of 2011 were a dramatic response to the price that Arab societies have paid for the choices of their leaders. They caution us against the presumption that existing regimes will persist indefinitely. Nonetheless, the resilience and Page 50 →adaptability of both regimes and the states they have constructed cannot be reconciled with characterizations of such states as weak or fragile.

        As I have shown, state capacities in MENA vary widely and are certainly less well developed in domains that scholars and practitioners have established as necessary to achieve sustainable social and economic development. Yet an emphasis on the ineffectiveness of state institutions measured by their lack of developmental capacity offers little help in understanding or explaining how state capacities have become organized or in accounting for how regimes have instrumentalized stateness in the Arab Middle East. Nor can we respond to such questions by labeling states in the Arab world as dysfunctional cases of developmentalist states in waiting. To understand trajectories of state development in the Middle East requires, instead, that we take seriously how Arab state builders themselves viewed the role and purposes of state institutions. We need to unpack their preferences and choices as products of the contexts in which they struggled to achieve and maintain their hold on power. Ultimately, this will only be possible once the study of state building in the Arab world steps out of the shadow of developmentalism, sets aside its teleological biases, and looks at Arab states as they are, not as how we might wish them to be.
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        Page 55 →Two

        Understanding State Weakness in the Middle East and North Africa

      
      Raymond Hinnebusch

      
        The Problematique: The State Weakness–Regime Resilience Paradox

        The paradox of the Middle East is the way seemingly “weak” states, which are chronically unstable (vulnerable to coups, revolution, and rebellion) and lack the infrastructural power needed to carry out policy, are combined with the exceptional resilience of authoritarian regimes.80 Yet even though these “fierce” regimes also often enjoy high repressive capacities, they see themselves as insecure and are preoccupied with survival.81

        Explanations of this weakness-resilience paradox in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) tend to stress either agency or structure. The former attributes the paradox to ruthless leaders who prioritized preserving the regime over all else—hence overdeveloping security agencies and stunting inclusion of social forces needed to strengthen statehood. Focusing only on regime elites is, however, problematic. If the origin of the problem of governance in MENA is bad leaders, then regime change—getting rid of the “bad” leaders, for example, President Saddam Hussein in Iraq and President Muammar Qaddafi in Libya—ought to have improved rather than worsened the situation. Instead, successor leaders replicated Page 56 →the power-building strategies of their predecessors, which points to the inherited structural situation: the external imposition and continual reinforcement of the deeply flawed state system that came out of what David Fromkin called the “peace to end all peace” after World War I.82 Yet overstressing this point denies the agency of MENA actors who have clearly affected outcomes.

        Indeed, only by exposing the historic interaction of structure and agency, the approach of Weberian historical sociology, can we adequately explain outcomes. First, the inherited structure shapes what is possible for agency, foreclosing on some possibilities and making others more likely. Second, agency can nevertheless alter structure, and indeed state builders have a menu of authority-building strategies (as identified by Max Weber) from which to choose. While legal rational authority is expected to deliver superior state capacity, charismatic and patrimonial authority has been very effectively deployed in premodern and transitional societies to concentrate regime power.83 Third, the states system (structure) and state (agency) co-constitute each other: even as the global states system constituted the regional states, so these states in their interactions reshaped the regional system over time. Put differently, the historical legacy—both inherited political culture and the external imposition of the states system—constituted the cards dealt; while most MENA state builders were dealt poor hands, how they played their hands made a difference and further set up the hands dealt to their successors.84 This chapter takes this approach in its historical overview of state trajectories, where first the export of the flawed states system is discussed, followed by an account of the agency of state builders as they interacted with internal and external forces.

      
      
        Conceptual Approaches to State Formation

        
          Conceptualizing Degrees of Statehood

          To study the paradox of durable regimes but weak states, one needs notions of stateness—criteria for judging differences among regional states and change over time. First, the notion of state weakness must be interrogated, qualified, and refined. Christopher Clapham usefully speaks of “degrees of Page 57 →statehood,” suggesting a continuum. Fully functioning Weberian Westphalian statehood, enjoying both authoritative and autonomous centralized institutions, infrastructural power to implement policy, and recognized sovereignty over its territory, lies at one pole, with failed states at the opposite pole.85 Most MENA states would be located in the in-between zones of what Thomas Risse terms “limited statehood.”86 Moreover, state capacity has to be disaggregated into its multiple dimensions since states can be “overdeveloped” in some dimensions, such as coercion, and “underdeveloped” in others, such as fostering economic development—what Steven Heydemann refers to as “asymmetric statehood.”

          Further, typical of middle cases would be “hybrid governance” in which rational-legal Weberian bureaucracy overlaps with traditional informal authority, as in neopatrimonialism. This hybrid system may facilitate despotic (regime) power concentration, at least in the short term, but may leave a deficit of statehood, “infrastructural power” in Michael Mann’s terminology, such that states have precarious control over their peripheries and cannot deliver much development or services or defend their security without sovereignty-compromising dependence on a great power patron.87 In this scenario, state institutions typically have limited autonomy, being “colonized” to some degree by the ruling family, powerful indigenous social forces (e.g., crony capitalists), or even foreign states.

          At the failed states end of the spectrum, this problem goes much further. The collapse of infrastructural power and the state’s monopoly of legitimate violence leave “un-governed spaces” filled by rebel governance characterized by heterarchy—overlapping jurisdictions between the withered regime, non-state actors, and external powers.88 In extreme cases, the regime center dissolves, possibly leaving a near-total anarchy (as may be the case in Libya).

        
        
          Historical Sociology Approaches to Understanding State Building

          We cannot explain degrees of statehood without a theory of how states (and regimes) get constructed—and deconstructed. A starting point is Mann’s identification of the two dimensions of state power: despotic power Page 58 →denotes the concentration of power in a centralized ruling elite, a regime, while infrastructural power is the ability to penetrate society, control territory, mobilize support, and carry out policy.89 The concentration of despotic power equates with regime building and infrastructural power with state building. Despotic power requires the autonomy of the state’s center and its institutions of societal or external interests since colonization by them deprives the state of the capacity to act in some notion of the public interest. Samuel Huntington adds a crucial dimension to infrastructural power: it depends on mass political inclusion and hence entails not just bureaucratic output capacity but also political infrastructure (parties, elections) to input, or incorporate, mass participation.90 Degrees of despotic and infrastructural power constitute continuums, with actual cases more often located at midpoints, while very high and very low power are present only in extreme cases. As such, the power profile of each state will have quite different and complex combinations of the power dimensions.

          A key issue is whether there is a trade-off between despotic power (regime building) and infrastructural power (state building), since power concentration is needed to build countrywide penetrative institutions yet may stunt the mass inclusion in political institutions required by state building. In practice, the dilemma has, Huntington suggests, been overcome by the prioritization of different dimensions in different phases.91 For him, the first phase is the concentration of (despotic) power in a ruling elite—by defeating rival elites. The second phase is the expansion of power as central elites mobilize and organize support via political institutions (e.g., a single ruling party), while in the final phase the state is sufficiently established and society sufficiently differentiated that diffusing power, through a multiparty system, for example, becomes desirable. Huntington argued that modernization widens political mobilization from the upper class to the middle and finally the lower classes, with regimes faced at each such watershed with the choice of either incorporating the new participants, hence increasing state power, or increasing the repression of opposition, at the possible cost of its mobilization against the regime. While Huntington’s first phase equates to regime building and the last to state building, in the second, middle phase, despotic and infrastructural power expand and reinforce each other. The widening of participation is compatible with the centralization of power as, for example, middle classes are mobilized by Page 59 →populist regimes against the resistance of traditional oligarchs. But if in the third phase power diffusion is aborted, the contraction of infrastructural power—or at least the inclusionary dimension of it—is likely to follow. Thus, just as power can expand, so also can it contract: intra-elite infighting can fracture despotic power, infrastructural power can wither away, and inclusion can turn into exclusion.

          Weber provides an alternative model, drawing on Ibn Khaldun’s cycle of authority creation in North Africa, that may be more appropriate for the MENA region, The trajectory begins with the rise of an inclusive movement built on egalitarian ideology under a charismatic leader.92 After the movement establishes or seizes the state center and concentrates power, charismatic leadership historically followed a cyclical trajectory of “decline” into patrimonial forms. Time-tested patrimonial power-building techniques—clientelism, divide and rule—have historically proven robust and appeared to regime builders as “natural” ways of creating support and constraining opposition in premodern societies, at least in the short term but over the longer term they risk precipitating resistance by the excluded. This cycle of decline can be arrested to the extent that rational bureaucratic infrastructure capable of penetrating the periphery and co-opting social forces is developed. In modernizing societies, this often results not in pure rational-legal statehood but rather in hybrids such as neopatrimonialism wherein the bureaucratic dimension serves the aims of the patrimonial leader yet, if developed enough, can constrain the arbitrariness of the ruler’s “despotic” power. Yet this pathway may obstruct, even close off, Huntington’s third stage of power diffusion.

          A glimpse at MENA’s historical record reveals that in actually existing states despotic and infrastructural power dimensions have varied together in complex ways. Thus, low despotic power (high intra-elite contestation) and low mass inclusion were typical of the early independence landed oligarchies—combining weak regimes with weak states. Under the authoritarian populist republics that dominated the sixties increasing despotic power was paralleled by an expansion of mass inclusion—resulting (temporarily) in strong regimes that increased state strength. But the two dimensions could also be separated, as in “post-populist” republics that emerged after the 1980s where the maintenance, even increase, of despotic power coexisted with different degrees of infrastructural power in different functional domains. Thus bureaucratic capacity, especially securityPage 60 → services, remained robust even as political inclusion and service delivery shrank; thus, states could be “strong” in certain dimensions in certain time periods and not others.93 This gave regimes impressive authoritarian resilience through the 1990s and beyond but it also signified the abortion of power expansion through inclusion and popular participation, which, as Huntington predicts, did indeed lead in MENA uprisings to mobilization outside and against state institutions. Regimes proved vulnerable in the uprisings to both the fracturing of despotic power as the ruling elites fell out and, in parallel, the withering of the state center’s monopoly of legitimate violence, leaving ungoverned spaces where rebel governance arose. Making the transition to Huntington’s last power-building stage, in which legal rational authority is combined with power-diffusing, inclusive political institutions, is a challenge MENA regimes have not yet met, with Turkey perhaps a partial exception.

          To understand the reasons why different choices and trajectories prevail in different times and places requires, however, that we go beyond theory and more thoroughly examine the historic record of state-building projects and stateness deficits in MENA. The next section does this by first examining the structure that framed the context for regional state builders and then by examining the agency of state builders in both periods of state strengthening and of state weakening, thus showing how the interaction of structure and agency shaped state-formation trajectories.

        
      
      
        The Structural Origins of MENA’s Weak States

        
          The Export of the Westphalian States System and Late Development

          State weakness in MENA originates in its historically “late” imposition from without. In the English School narrative, the Westphalian states system was “exported” from the Western core to the periphery in the age of imperialism.94 The multiethnic Ottoman Empire was destroyed, and the Western imperial powers arbitrarily divided it up as it suited their geopolitical interests, imposing new states—initially territorial “shells” and bureaucratic command posts—and co-opting oligarchic ruling classes. Thereafter, nationalist movements fought for independence, and after decolonization indigenous state builders tried to fill these territorial “shells” with political Page 61 →institutions and national identities. They sought to forge a national identity among their populations since claiming to represent the nation was the key to legitimacy, hence the ability to mobilize populations to fight and pay taxes that were essential to survive in international power struggles.95 The greater the congruence of national identity with statehood, the more robust the latter was thought likely to be; the less congruence, the greater the levels of internal conflict and irredentism. Thus, the nation-state model, affording legitimacy inside and enhanced power capacity vis-à-vis the outside, could alone defend their newly won sovereignty. National sovereignty required a drive to “catch up” with the core, beginning with Ottoman “defensive modernization” and later exemplified in Mustafa Kemal Ataturk’s forging of a Turkish nation-state out of Ottoman ruins. Arab leaders who inherited states in the former Ottoman domains faced the greater obstacle of Western-imposed arbitrary borders but, similarly, sought to forge the nation from above accompanied by Weberian state centralization of power.

          However, it was by no means inevitable that Westphalia would effectively take hold outside the West, and indeed the gaps between the ideal and the reality of both Weberian statehood and sovereignty were acknowledged to be wide and particularly marked in MENA for several reasons traceable to its late timing and the arbitrary manner of external imposition.

        
        
          Identity-Territory Incongruence

          Several factors obstructed the importation of the nation-state model in MENA. First, in this arid region of trading cities and nomadic tribes, the strongest identifications attached to substate units—cities, tribe, religious sects—or the larger Islamic umma. Islamic empires were built by instrumentalizing both supra- and substate identities while their boundaries fluctuated greatly as they rose and fell, such that identifications with these territorial states (dawla) were often tepid.96

          But equally important, the post–World War I Western imposition of often arbitrary boundaries erected major additional obstacles to the nation-state model by cutting across preexisting identities and frustrating an emergent Arab identity through the fragmentation of the region into multiple ministates. The new state sovereignties coexisted with and contradicted supra-state Arabism and Islam, diminishing loyalty to the individualPage 62 → states.97 This incongruence between the new territorial states and preexisting identities was especially marked in the Arab Mashreq where, following the infamous World War I Sykes-Picot Agreement, the dismantling of historic Syria and the invention of Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon led to a continuing contestation of state legitimacy by competing supra- and substate identities. This identity heterogeneity made it harder to generate consensus around an inclusive national identity within states and kept them vulnerable to insurgency, irredentism, and trans-state interference. Yet it also enabled political agents—regime builders and their opponents—to instrumentalize multiple identities in their power struggles, including both nationalism and substate identities such as tribalism and sectarianism, inadvertently keeping alive identities that competed with loyalty to the nation-state.

        
        
          Core-Periphery Hierarchy and Weak Statehood

          European expansion also incorporated MENA into the periphery of the world capitalist system. Local industries and trade routes that provided the economic base of the Ottoman state were undermined or captured, a process deepened under direct colonial rule during which regional economic relations were shattered and reoriented to the core economies. The peripheralization of the MENA economy meant its incorporation into a global division of labor as primary product (agricultural and mineral raw materials) producer and exporter to the core (often of a single product, such as cotton or oil) and dependent on imports of technology and manufactured goods from the core capitalist states. Because raw material terms of trade are poor or take a boom-bust character leading to debt, dependency was continually reproduced. The development of an industrial bourgeoisie was retarded while compradors (large import-export merchants), great landlords, and oil monarchs exported their profits to the core. This kept the area economically underdeveloped, hence politically and militarily weak.98 Even today, in no region is the absence of NICs (newly industrialized countries) more striking than in MENA.

          The arbitrary external imposition of territorial boundaries made for big variations in the resource endowments available to state builders. States with a sufficient territorial mass and population, together with resources such as land, water, and hydrocarbons, were better positioned for sustainablePage 63 → development: lopsided endowments made for lopsided dependent development. Thus, the concentration in the Gulf of huge hydrocarbon resources in small-population microstates unable to defend themselves against larger neighbors inevitably made for high dependence on the core. Large populations without resource endowments, such as Egypt, faced enduring economic vulnerabilities.

          This political economy shaped the kinds of ruling-class coalitions on which regimes were erected and whether their development policies required inclusion or exclusion of social forces (Gramsci’s historical bloc), thereby impacting state strength.99 Thus, as Barrington Moore argued, varying strategies of agricultural modernization shaped regimes: while the move of the landed oligarchies toward capitalist agriculture alienated peasants—making them available for anti-regime mobilization that destabilized the early liberal oligarchies—the inclusion of peasants was crucial to stabilization of the subsequent populist republics.100 In parallel, reacting against retarded industrialization, interventionist regimes arose and attempted to overcome dependent development via statist “revolution from above.”101 This leveling of the class terrain, together with oil rent, enabled the rise of Bonapartist regimes that, in balancing above and autonomous from any one social class, developed considerable despotic power. These regimes fostered state capitalism, which under neoliberalism morphed into crony capitalist regimes that inflicted austerity on the middle and lower classes, shrinking the regimes’ ruling coalitions and withering their infrastructural inclusion. The peripheral political economy, whether reacting against or succumbing to core constraints, shaped the ups and downs of state formation in the region.

        
        
          Constraints on War as a Road to State Building

          Charles Tilly famously showed how war created stronger and more inclusive states in the Western early developers. War making required the development of bureaucracy to collect taxes, which drove demands for representation. Mobilizing populations for war on the basis of nationalism empowered their demands for democratic and social rights.102 In MENA, the region’s fragmentation into multiple states with often-contested borders did lead to regional insecurity. However, many state builders from Page 64 →the beginning enjoyed protection by international patrons that was institutionalized through treaties and military bases to the point that some states, notably in the Arab Gulf, could therefore dispense with reliance on citizen-soldiers. Later, arms transfers substituted for treaty mechanisms. Given high regional conflict, arms access was critical to the security of states, allowing suppliers to use arms as instruments of influence over regional states. As foreign aid to facilitate arms sales and oil revenues increased in MENA in the 1970s, states also had less need for taxation and hence for robust bureaucracy.103

          While in the West survival of the fittest anarchy allowed the multitude of small political units to be absorbed in the construction of larger stronger states, in the periphery, the Western core powers’ periodic interventions in MENA were aimed at preventing an “organization of the region” against them by a dominant regional power.104 Thus, at the beginning of Western penetration, Muhammed Ali’s attempt to create an Egyptian empire was checked by a Western concert of powers; the Western intervention against Iraq replicated 150 years later the unwillingness of the global great powers to permit any local power to challenge their control of the region. In sustaining the multitude of weak states in the region by international guarantees of their borders against absorption by stronger regional powers, the global order deterred wars of expansion in which less viable political units would be absorbed by stronger states.

          States therefore remained weak because many were small, populations did not initially strongly identify with them, and ruling elites put in power by Western imperialism or buttressed by Western support lacked legitimacy. This made regimes even more dependent for survival at home on support and resources from core patrons. Indeed, after Iraq’s 1991 defeat, Western treaties and bases in Arab Gulf states that had been rolled back in the period of Arab nationalism were restored, amounting to near protectorates typical of the pre-independence period. Thus, what Robert Jackson called quasi-states survived despite lacking robust Weberian statehood within, through support from without.105 None of this was by accident: the imperial West, far from seeking to export fully sovereign states, aimed to establish a hierarchy in which MENA states inhabited the bottom rungs. They did this by dismantling the existing Ottoman great power and fragmenting the Middle East into a multitude of weak states, which enjoyed merely a semi-sovereignty that would be compatible with Page 65 →the survival, even after independence, of informal Western empires and hegemonies over the region.

        
        
          Telescoped Developmental Challenges

          Late developers face a telescoping of the challenges of development. For Leonard Binder and Joseph LaPalombara, conditions for political development were optimal when its distinct challenges were solved sequentially, with state building and nation building, for example, preceding the expansion of participation and social distribution.106 By contrast, in developing countries, the telescoping of these challenges greatly increased stress on the state. This problem was greatly exacerbated by the way the MENA states system was exported—resulting notably in identity-territorial incongruence and economic underdevelopment.

          Thus, in early developers, the prior development of a sense of shared nationhood diluted the conflict inherent in the expansion of political participation, but in later developers, participation that was expanded in the absence of hegemonic national identities increased the risks of communal conflict.107 MENA’s multiple identities, both supra- and substate, made the region particularly susceptible to this dynamic. Additionally, in the early developers, the prior development of the economy enabled expanded welfare distribution, but in developing states, regimes were under popular pressure to redistribute at a time when economic modernization had been retarded by the core-periphery system. Hence, a “premature Keynesianism” manifested in the region’s “populist social contract,” diluted capital accumulation and made the region dependent on rents and aid, and, at a later point, left them highly vulnerable to the global surge of neoliberalism.108

        
      
      
        Intra-Regional Variations in State Formation

        The significant degree to which all MENA states were shaped by the interaction of the above structural factors helps us understand their similarities—notably their shared vulnerabilities, such as identity-state incongruence and external dependency. However, differences of degree in the common vulnerabilities allow us to pinpoint key variations across the region in state strength (and their causes). In particular, external territorial demarcation Page 66 →created sharp variations in both identity congruity and resource endowments, which are the primary shapers of variations in state-building trajectories, indicative of how far the structure inherited from imperialism has outweighed local agency in shaping variations in such trajectories.

        First, stronger states emerged where their foundations and boundaries resulted from indigenous agency. States that originated in military expansion, especially over many centuries—as was true of the cores of Middle East empires in Turkey and Iran—had a head start in state formation over those that were part of imperial peripheries, like the Arab states. Particularly in the exceptional case where the state escaped Western imperial takeover, as in Ataturk’s successful repulsion of imperial occupation of Anatolia after Ottoman collapse, the state had more agency to defend boundaries that satisfied identity and incorporated the balanced power resources (sufficient land, population, and natural resources) to minimize dependency on the core and allow the state to defend its territorial sovereignty. To a lesser extent, Saudi Arabia also partly fits this scenario, being able to expand despite imperialism rather than being diminished by it. And, even where imperialism does occupy a long-existing state, if it ratifies inherited indigenously forged boundaries , it is less likely to permanently debilitate state strength—hence, Morocco’s and Egypt’s relative state strength compared to the Levant.

        On the other hand, the most externally weak states are those with unbalanced resources, notably small territories that make self-defense impossible and huge hydrocarbon resources that make them natural targets of expansive neighboring powers, as in the Arab Gulf. These states are the product of external global powers (Britain) obstructing expansion by larger indigenous state builders—the Ottoman Empire, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Iran—to protect dependent client regimes that would otherwise have been absorbed, thus eliminating the weaker states and leading to stronger regional powers. These weak states remain dependent on external great powers for survival; hence, they lack much nationalist legitimacy but substitute for it by traditional legitimacy and rentier social contracts that co-opt tribal societies.

        States are more likely to be weak internally when they are directly the products of imperial engineering, with arbitrary boundaries that frustrate more than satisfy identity, as, to an extent, in Syria. Among the weakest states are those where identity cleavages are institutionalized at the expense of national identity in so-called consociational regimes (Lebanon, post-invasion Iraq). These are the states with the lowest capacity to deliver public goods (relative to their resources); the least able to monopolize violence Page 67 →over their territory; the most penetrated—they are often battlegrounds of rival states; and the most vulnerable to civil war. In spite of this, since they give all communal elites a stake in the status quo, they have proven very durable despite their governance dysfunctionality. Of all the Levant states, Jordan is the most extreme case, lacking sufficient economic capacity within its arbitrarily imperial-assigned boundaries to support itself. Jordan is thus permanently dependent on subsidies and protection from without, which is provided to enable its service to the West as a buffer state between Israel and the Palestinians and the wider Arab world.

      
      
        State Formation over Time

        
          Agency I: Regime Construction and State Strengthening (1960–90)

          The “original sins” of a flawed state system were major incentives for the state building that peaked in the 1970s and 1980s. State builders were not without agency and, indeed, had certain advantages: as late state builders they could imitate not only early Western state-building strategies but also the practices designed to promote a speedy catch-up by other late developers, such as the communist model of industrialization pioneered by the USSR that was widely imitated in the populist republics. Late developers can also take advantage of technology transfers (political and economic) from the core to compensate for telescoping developmental challenges. These allowed regimes and states to seemingly strengthen over time. But these solutions turned out to have their own negative side effects that made them unsustainable and paved the way for a return to weaker statehood after 1990, and particularly after 2010. As such, state formation in MENA has followed a bell-shaped curve.

          Early formal independence (1945–56) was inevitably a period of state weakness and semi-sovereignty, in terms of both external dependence and internal territorial control. Internally, semi-feudal landed classes or tribal formations created or reinforced under imperialism—ruling as liberal oligarchies or monarchies and reproducing peasant impoverishment and global dependency—were, in most cases, too narrowly based to survive the politicization of the middle and subordinate classes. Their regimes were also highly permeable to trans-state and international penetration, with external interference in their politics the norm and irredentist projects to reconstitute state boundaries in the name of supra-state identities (Pan-Arabism, Pan-Syrianism, Pan-Islam) widespread. Thus, in the era of Pan-ArabPage 68 → revolution in the 1950s and 1960s, many oligarchic and monarchic regimes were overthrown, initially replaced by equally unstable military regimes subject to “praetorianism”—coups and riots, for example. In time, however, two kinds of regime proved able to advance state formation: the populist authoritarian republics (PA) and the traditional rentier monarchies. This narrative mostly applies to the Arab states, with non-Arab Turkey, in particular, on a different trajectory, as noted above.

          Populist Authoritarian Republics (PAs): These regimes tended to come to power in settled class societies with large cities and peasantries that experienced considerable nationalist mobilization and struggle, owing either to a particularly damaging impact of imperialism (Syria, Iraq, Algeria) or to longer length and intensity of imperial colonization (Algeria, Egypt, Tunisia). In the anomalies (Yemen, Libya) where republics came to power in tribal societies, the regimes would prove more fragile and have to make greater use of traditional practices such as tribal asabiyya.

          The emergence of the PAs was, in the first place, an outcome of revolutions against the oligarchic order that brought to power broader-based movements recruited from the middle class and peasantry. Under the new regimes, revolution from above involved land reform, nationalizations of the heights of the economy, and state-led import substitution industrialization (ISI) that was meant to break foreign dependency and the power of the old oligarchies, put the levers of the economy in the hands of the new elite, and mobilize popular constituencies.109 This leveling of threats and constraints from regimes’ domestic societal and international environments prepared the way for their stabilization.

          However, stabilization also took the deployment of the region’s historically proven Khaldunian practices that, fused with imported Weberian political technology, produced durable neopatrimonial hybrid regimes.110 Thus, typically charismatic, military or ruling party leaders concentrated “despotic power” in “presidential monarchies,” relying on appointment to the command posts of the security bureaucracies of “trusted men” (owing to shared tribal, sectarian, or local asabiyya). This was combined with co-optation via clientelism of independent or opposition elites. At the same time, the bureaucratic side of neopatrimonialism was expanded such that ministerial bureaucracies, ruling parties, and corporatist institutions penetrated society and co-opted broader social forces, widening the support bases of regimes and producing a measure of infrastructural power that Page 69 →enabled PA states to propel economic modernization and more equitable distribution of its benefits. The Leninist-like single party proved particularly effective at both concentrating despotic power and expanding a kind of participation.111 Thus, the populist version of authoritarianism excluded the old oligarchy while incorporating (through corporatist institutions and populist social contracts that traded political loyalty for welfare entitlements) salaried middle-class, worker, and peasant constituencies.

          The prototype of the consolidated PA state was President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt, where a combination of charismatic leadership, bureaucratic expansion, and populist revolution became a widely imitated model for establishing authority in other Arab republics.112 Egypt had, however, long enjoyed a degree of stateness lacking elsewhere in the Arab world. What was remarkable was that even in notoriously fragmented Syria and Iraq, which had no such tradition, quite similar Ba’thist leader-army-party regimes were consolidated by incorporating, via bureaucratic and party organization, coalitions of broader social forces. Malik Mufti showed how growing stateness was reflected in the extension of infrastructural power, in terms of command over the economy, delivery of state education and increased literacy, investment in physical infrastructure, and creation of large bureaucracies and military forces, measurable by the growing proportion of GDP in state hands.113 Indeed, it was widely believed in the 1980s that Arab states’ durability was down to factors “beyond coercion,” such as the development of institutions.114

          War and war preparation had a role in propelling state bureaucratic expansion, citizen inclusion through conscription, and national identification with the state. Indeed, Arab populist authoritarian regimes legitimated themselves largely through nationalism, which was regularly inflamed by periodic conflicts with external enemies, notably Israel. Wars also propelled the exceptional role for the military in defending the state, particularly in countries bordering non-Arab states. The buildup of military capabilities was manifest in the unprecedented ability of Syria and Iraq to wage war with huge conscript armies prepared to fight for the state against its enemies (most striking was the willingness of Shiʽa Iraqi Arabs to fight for Iraq against Shiʽa Iranians in the Iran-Iraq War). Yet the nationalist mobilization of citizen-soldiers was diluted in many other MENA states where access to rent and external protection relieved pressure on regimes to trade Page 70 →political rights for urgently needed taxes and conscription, thus diluting war’s inclusionary dynamic. And conscription in Syria and Iraq propelled corporatist rather than democratic inclusion.

          Traditional Rentier Monarchies: In certain situations, the traditional monarchy also proved an effective road to state formation.115 The monarchies were, until the mid-1970s, seen as more fragile than the republics, suffering from what Huntington called the “King’s Dilemma.”116 These regimes were traditionally based on landed and tribal elites. To survive they had to modernize, but doing so strengthened the forces that could undermine them, notably a new middle class that seemed to reject traditional authority and, with the rise of nationalism, sought to reverse the monarchies’ Western alignments. This vulnerability was manifest in the military coups that toppled several monarchies across the region in the 1950s and 1960s—albeit mostly in the settled societies while they survived on the tribal peripheries of the region.

          Indeed, monarchies tended to survive only if some of the following conditions held: they were most congruent with small-population tribal societies or ones divided between settled and tribal populations, wherein the monarchy was based on support from tribal elites and the urban middle class was small or was later co-opted via large oil rents accruing to the regime. Their establishment also required external agency and protection, either from a British protectorate established over what was previously a fluid tribal entity (Gulf emirates) or, in the case of Jordan, through the literal carving out of a state in southern Syria for a British client king. Or else the monarchy had indigenous roots but nevertheless acquired Western protection or patronage (Saudi Arabia and Morocco). Finally, it was no accident that of the monarchies that fell, nearly all did so before the height of the oil boom. Once the monarchies were awash with oil, they became nearly immune to overthrow, at least in the many cases where small populations enabled the co-optation of the whole citizenry, while noncitizens were imported to do the manual labor and were easily expelled if they demanded political or socioeconomic rights.

          Monarchies also had a certain advantage in generating despotic power where, as in tribal societies, traditional legitimacy remained viable. One monarchy that seemed robust, that of Saudi Arabia, survived owing to the tribal nature of society, its religious legitimacy from the Wahhabi movement, and as the guardian of the Islamic holy cities and the selective strategies of modernization that preserved traditional values, hence authority. Page 71 →The regime kept the military small so that it could be significantly staffed by members of the royal family or by loyal tribes such that conscription and middle-class recruitment to the officer corps were minimized. The large ruling family functioned not only as a “ready-made” regime core but also as a kind of surrogate “single party” stretched throughout society. Crucial, however, was the growing oil wealth that, particularly after the 1970s oil boom, allowed groups that had hitherto seemed susceptible to Arab nationalism—the new middle class and oil industry workers—to be co-opted by jobs and material entitlements. Western alignment also turned out to be a plus for monarchies that were perceived to enjoy British or US protection against revolutionary forces.

          It is worth comparing Saudi durability to that of the Shah’s monarchy in Iran, where amassing oil wealth, rather than immunizing the monarchy, increased its vulnerability. Indeed, Iran was a classic case of the King’s Dilemma, where royal modernization helped create the forces and conditions that brought the monarchy down. In Iran, oil led to massive social mobilization—urbanization, expansion of education—and raised expectations that could not be met because of Iran’s very large population and the disproportionate allocation of the benefits of oil rent to regime crony capitalists. The political system provided no effective channel of political inclusion for the mobilizing middle and lower classes. Further, the monarchy enjoyed little legitimacy: Having alienated the clergy via its Westernizing form of modernization that marginalized religion, the Shah lacked the religious legitimacy claimed by the rest of the region’s monarchies. He also lacked the main regional alternative, nationalist legitimacy, because, having been put into power by a Western-backed coup against the popular prime minister, Muhammed Mossadeq, who had nationalized Iran’s oil, the Shah was seen as a Western puppet by many Iranians. Indeed, the Shah spent large amounts of oil income on expensive Western arms and positioned Iran to act as a Western “gendarme” in the Gulf. The Iranian experience exemplified how many of the same factors that led to increased regime resilience in the Saudi case—big oil revenues, Western alignment—could, where there was a legitimacy deficit and a large, mobilized population, produce increased vulnerability.

          Even where monarchic regimes showed resilience, monarchy was, unlike in the republics, accompanied by continuing state weakness. Indeed, rent (whether from oil or aid) debilitated the tax collection capacity, thus the bureaucratic muscle, of the state.117 And, in enabling the co-optation of populations via material benefits, rent retarded their incorporation through Page 72 →political institutions, except to a degree in Morocco, Jordan (which had less rent), and Kuwait. Many economies were highly tertiary and reliant on expatriate labor, thus debilitating the work ethic among citizens and exporting much of their capital to the West rather than investing it in their tiny domestic markets or in the region. Thus, the economic basis of national power (industry, skilled labor forces) was undeveloped. Not being able to defend themselves—because many states were deliberately created too small by the British and most distrusted their own populations too much to establish conscripted standing armies—they could not dispense with Western protection; hence, their sovereignty was limited outside as well as inside.

        
        
          Enabling Structural Conditions of State Formation

          In addition to the agency of state builders, the stabilization of the Arab state in the 1970s was, according to Oliver Schlumberger, due to an emerging relative congruence with its environment.118 First, the global context of bipolarity was favorable. There was a certain diffusion of power to the periphery as nationalist movements took power across the Middle East and took advantage of great power rivalries to gain, for a period, greater sovereignty. The countervailing powers of the two superpowers made Western military intervention more difficult and created survival space for anti-imperialist nationalist regimes. Three decades of rising state formation in MENA coincided with the rivalry of the two Cold War blocs that empowered the state building of their respective clients—the West backing the monarchies, the USSR the populist republics. The Soviet Union encouraged the spread of new political technologies, notably the single mass political party, that enabled authoritarian regime builders to narrow contestation at the elite level while widening mass inclusion.119 As the superpowers competed for clients in the Third World, Eastern Bloc technology, aid, and markets were made available at concessionary terms to the republics. Despite East-West rivalries, there was a certain global convergence in governance formulas between communism in the East and social democracy, or Keynesian “mixed economies,” in the West that legitimized the developmental state as the solution to Third World modernization. This encouraged statist populist forms of state building in MENA republics, although it put the monarchies at an initial disadvantage.

          Page 73 →A second stabilizing factor was an increasing convergence, in both republics and monarchies, toward similar neopatrimonial practices that were congruent with the region’s transitional societies and rentier economies. On the one hand, personalism and clientelism were congruent with the traditional patriarchal family, especially strong in tribal societies. At the same time, the region’s explosion of hydrocarbon rents from the 1970s not only enabled populist distribution strategies and bureaucratic expansion that incorporated social forces into state institutions but also filled the treasuries of regimes with enormous patronage resources that across the region lubricated co-optation of local elites and businessmen via clientelist networks, thereby giving extra shelf life to premodern Khaldunian practices. Rentier economies made states independent of societal support, in varying degrees, and by clientelizing and demobilizing publics they diluted class conflicts. Paradoxically, however, while rent helped enable regime consolidation where it absolved states of the need to extract taxation or enforce conscription, it reduced the incentive to develop the infrastructural power that made for strong states.

        
        
          Built-in Flaws: Sources of State Weakening

          Several vulnerabilities were built into these state-building projects that would, unless overcome, enervate state strength and potentially limit regime durability.120 First, reliance on “insider” elite asabiyya (based on tribalism and sectarianism) to concentrate “despotic” power tended to alienate “outsiders”—other identity groups. The extent to which outsiders could be co-opted depended on the availability of rents, which proved quite variable. In the populist regimes, revolution was partly institutionalized in single-party systems, but when ideology declined, leaders substituted elite asabiyya and clientelism to control state institutions, narrowing participation to cronies and clients. Thus, neopatrimonial practices, while initially strengthening regimes, deterred sufficient institutional development to sustain the strengthening of states. Such was the power of substate and supra-state identities that state builders could not avoid instrumentalizing them—as asabiyya or clientele networks—but this had the effect of sustaining identities that competed with identification with the state. Patrimonalized states were “fierce,” as Nazih Ayubi put it, in their intolerance of opposition and high repressive capabilities but had much less of the infrastructural power needed to implement effective policies, especially to Page 74 →foster economic development.121 Over the long term, the more mobilized societies that accompany socioeconomic modernization could not be effectively governed without corresponding political modernization.122 Specifically, patrimonial tendencies had to be counteracted by the development of the mass-incorporating institutional side of the state, which, however, tended to lag behind the former, in part because socioeconomic substitutes for participation were for a time exceptionally available, especially in the oil monarchies.

          Second, state-led modernization in time exhausted itself, particularly in the oil-poor republics due to insufficient capital accumulation and investment. While attacks on private property (nationalizations) alienated private capital, the public sector did not become a substitute engine of capital accumulation. Populist regimes sought to maximize their support by distributing the benefits widely, compatible with political inclusion, but this “precocious Keynesianism” sacrificed savings and investment to consumption, while population growth exceeded employment opportunities.123 Only if the PA regime was able to foster a “national capitalist” class as a partner with the state and extract an investment surplus from society (as in Turkey) was it able to make a breakthrough from early ISI toward the next stage of capital deepening and industrial exports. While these vulnerabilities could be temporarily managed, notably when oil rents were high, in periods of declining oil prices, regimes in large-population states encountered fiscal crises. The oil-rich monarchies (with small citizen populations) did not face the same dilemma between capital accumulation and distribution or co-optation.

          Third, the republics, specifically, suffered from the fact that their main bases of legitimacy—nationalism, anti-imperialism, and anti-Zionism—embroiled them in protracted and economically costly regional conflicts. While successful wars consolidate legitimacy, allowing moves toward the democratic diffusion of power, the region’s history of lost wars tended to delegitimize regimes and disincentivize power diffusion; the exception was where states emerged victorious from wars of national liberation (Turkey under Ataturk and, to a lesser extent, Algeria). Such wars of independence aside, the region’s many lost wars are almost entirely accounted for by the presence of Israel, a state with “strategic depth” outside the region that no Arab state can match. Thus, a key basis of state strength in the core—nationalist mobilization forged in war—was much more tenuous Page 75 →in MENA. Not only that, but nationalist regimes’ hostility to Israel and imperialism attracted the animosity of the US hegemon; while Soviet protection sheltered them to some degree, they were left exposed after the end of bipolarity.

        
        
          Agency II: From State Weakening to Deconstruction (1990–2020)

          Just as state building was an outcome of agency within certain enabling structural conditions, so also was state weakening an outcome of agency—attempts by state leaders to adapt to a much more hostile global environment.

          Global Drivers of State Weakening: While under bipolarity global dynamics had been favorable to state formation in MENA, the fall of communism and the rise of US hegemony, combined with the globalization of Anglo-American finance capital and the neoliberal revolution, made for largely unfavorable conditions, albeit unevenly between the republics and monarchies.

          At the global level, the Westphalian sovereignty that MENA regimes had struggled to actualize was becoming obsolete. Globalization fostered structures of governance “above” states, notably international financial institutions, to which they ceded parts of their sovereignty, with a disproportionate impact on periphery states.124 Thus, Ian Clark argues that in this period the core sought to reverse the diffusion of power to the periphery resulting from decolonization and the Cold War and to reconstitute periphery states as merely semi-sovereign.125 For neo-Gramscians, such as Richard Cox and Stephen Gill, this process aimed to turn periphery states into transmission belts of neoliberalism that enforced global capitalist discipline on periphery societies.126 This provoked resistance among the victims of globalization, thereby catching states in a pincer movement from above and below—in Barber’s words, between “McWorld” and “Jihad”—simultaneously weakening their sovereignty without and within.127

          The Internal Reconstitution of States: Toward Post-Populist Authoritarianism (1990–2010): While the global order under bipolarity had enabled more inclusionary forms of authoritarianism, it now incentivized exclusionary authoritarianism needed to make regional states transmissionPage 76 → belts of neoliberalism. A number of factors made MENA states vulnerable to this process. The failure of capital accumulation in the public sectors of the populist republics demonstrated the exhaustion of populist statism, forcing most MENA states to enter a post-populist phase of reintegration into the world capitalist economy (infitah). While the oil price boom had provided extra resources to enable significant infrastructural penetration and service delivery, and an “overdevelopment” of state apparatuses relative to their economic bases, with the oil price bust (around 1986), regimes—unable to rapidly increase domestic extraction—sought to sustain themselves via foreign debt and investment. Debt empowered International Monetary Fund–promoted structural adjustment—austerity for the masses in order to pay off debt—while reliance on foreign and private capital required a capital-friendly investment climate and export competitiveness, hence driving down wages and labor rights. This development strategy required the inclusion of emerging crony capitalists and the exclusion of the old populist constituency in a post-populist version of authoritarianism.

          This reconstitution of the republican regimes planted the seeds that would provoke the Arab uprisings. Gilbert Aschar sees their weakness in the contradiction between the imported capitalist mode of production and the blockage of growth by crony capitalist rent-seeking patrimonial regimes that failed to invest in productive enterprise, resulting in massive numbers of educated unemployed.128 R. J. Heyderian argues that a premature economic opening to global competition pushed by international financial institutions and the funneling of speculative foreign direct investment inflows into trade, real estate, services, and short-term ventures led to deindustrialization, thereby retarding the main pathway for increasing the technology and skilled labor needed for upward mobility in the global production chain.129 In generating mass grievances against inequality, corruption, and the end to social protections, the neoliberal wave cost republican regimes their initial cross-class social bases. This was especially destabilizing when combined in the Arab authoritarian republics with regimes’ abandonment of the nationalist stances on which they had initially been legitimized. The victims of neoliberalism withdrew their loyalty from the state and attached it to trans- and substate movements and identities—Islamism, sectarianism, and ethnicity.130

          Nevertheless, authoritarian states developed survival strategies, Page 77 →as exposed in Heydemann’s discussion of “authoritarian upgrading” and “networks of privilege” and in Stephen King’s discussion of “new authoritarianism.”131 These included fostering of new crony capitalist bases of support and off-loading of state welfare functions to charities that diluted the damaging impact of structural adjustment on populations. Limited political liberalization—allowing opposition parties to compete on an unlevel playing field for parliamentary seats—enhanced regimes’ ability to co-opt and to divide and rule the opposition. This was combined with the retooling of corporatist institutions, initially created as instruments of populist inclusion, into enforcers of the mass demobilization needed to impose austerity and labor discipline. Temporarily, regimes acquired enhanced resilience even as states’ public functions and capacities contracted and refocused on protecting rather than diluting socioeconomic inequality. While the grievances thus fostered provided the conditions for periodic protest, which after 2010 acquired the momentum to put regimes under exceptional pressure from below, it arguably took simultaneous pressures from the international level to tip a slew of MENA countries into state failure.

          The International Level II: War, Resistance, and Competitive Intervention: State deconstruction was further enabled by the global, post–Cold War emergence of the United States as a global hegemon, opening the door to the new phenomenon of US-engineered “regime change” as it targeted states it saw as resistant to this hegemony. The two decades (1990–2010) of US hegemony over MENA was enabled by the end of the bipolar check on US power projection in MENA and initiated by the 1990 US-Iraq War, which led to Iraq’s defeat, a massively increased US military presence in the Gulf, and a decade of sanctions that debilitated the Iraqi state, culminating in the 2003 US invasion. Yet, ultimately, the consequence of two US wars against Iraq was not just regime change but also a failed state, a power vacuum in which jihadist, armed, non-state movements and sectarian discourses flourished and spilled out across the region. The invasion also unleashed a destabilizing regional power struggle between two axes. On the one hand, the “Resistance Front” grouped Iran with Syria, Lebanese Hezbollah, and Palestinian Hamas, which mobilized to defend the region against the unprecedented US penetration. On the other hand, the post-Saddam shift of Iraq into Iran’s orbit alarmed Sunni powers, especially Saudi Arabia and Egypt (together with Jordan and Israel), who looked to the United States for protection and conducted a campaign to stir up trans-statePage 78 → Sunni animosity against what they called a “Shiʽa Crescent.” Then, as Washington’s failure to stabilize Iraq debilitated the declining hegemon’s capacity to control events in MENA and led it to retreat to “offshore balancing,” the bids of regional powers Turkey, Iran, and Saudi Arabia to fill the power vacuum intensified the regional power struggle, especially after 2010 in the string of failing states following the Arab uprisings. The power vacuum, both regional and within failing states, also drew in other global powers: thus, the Western intervention to overthrow the Qaddafi regime in Libya provoked Russian moves to prevent a similar scenario in Syria, adding an additional layer of global rivalry to the regional power struggle.

          The Arab Uprisings: Regime Change and (Degrees of) State Failure (2010–2020): The Arab uprisings starting in 2010 led to regime change in Egypt and Tunisia, but it was in Libya, Yemen, and Syria where its consequences for state deconstruction were most strongly felt. In Libya, overt Western intervention on the side of insurgents led to the collapse of the state, which a decade later remained splintered. In Yemen, Saudi and Iranian intervention intersected with civil war, leading to near state collapse and still on-going civil war. In Syria, an initially peaceful uprising morphed into violent civil war and a failing state, reversing decades of state formation and making the country the site of a proxy war.

          While these civil wars were partly a result of the regimes’ violent survival strategies, they would, at least in Libya and Syria, likely have successfully repressed the uprisings were it not for the intervention of hostile global and regional powers funding, arming, and providing safe haven to anti-regime fighters, even bringing their own air power to bear. In each of these states, the intervention of one power provoked competitive interference by others, driving proxy wars that heightened levels of violence and sectarianization parallel to their descent into civil war. Rival regional states, notably Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia, financed the most sectarian actors, while their sectarian media discourses fostered trans-state jihadi culture, which drove much higher and more intractable levels of violent conflict, driving not just regime debilitation but also state deconstruction.

          Iconic of states’ failure was loss of their monopoly of violence as Weberian hierarchy gave way to an “oligopoly of violence.” However, state failure did not mean a lack of all governance or the replacement of formal hierarchy by total anarchy but rather heterarchy, in which authority was fragmented among several contending actors, as is well illustrated by the Syrian case. In Syria, as the state’s administrative reach contracted from areas lost to opposition forces; as the state failed to provide security, the vacuum was filled by “rebel governance,” which established enough local Page 79 →“order” to mute violent anarchy. Sometimes, traditional (tribal or religious) leadership was activated, while in other places elected local councils were run by opposition activists.132 The localized fighting groups that rose to defend their own areas were often built around trans- and substate ethnic and sectarian identities and generated a security dilemma rendering all less secure, as the distinction between combatants and noncombatants was eroded.133 Both rebel and surviving regime governance frequently evolved into protection rackets by local warlords and criminal cartels, involving rent seeking and the redistribution of resources upward from the poor to enriched predators. Further reinforcing fragmentation was the fact that rival external funders financed their own clients, frequently against each other. In parallel, the shrinking of the normal economy as the national market disintegrated and internal trade barriers sprang up led to checkpoints controlled by fighters levying taxes on the flow of goods. The government lost control of many of its external borders—allowing the flow of external resources and fighters to and from neighboring countries—which all the fighting sides competed to control.134

          Even as fragmentation generated a power vacuum, a countervailing tendency was stimulated, also notable in Syria: what might be called competitive state remaking in which the stronger actors competing to reestablish state-like order over the country’s territory tended to absorb weaker, more localistic actors. In Syria, two exclusivist, militarized, would-be states dominated the competition—the regime rump and the jihadists—that is, those best able to play the Khaldunian cards that succeed in intensive power struggles. President Bashar al-Assad’s regime adapted to civil war by adopting a more violent, exclusivist, and decentralized form of neopatrimonialism. The most effective counters to it were the Islamist movements whose charismatic authoritarian leaderships were effective in mobilizing armed activist followers yet exclusionary of all those who did not accept their visions of Islam, the most successful of which was initially the Islamic State.

          But undermining these Syrian state–remaking drives were the regular violations of the state’s nominal sovereignty by rival outside powers, exemplified in the carving up of Syria into sometimes overlapping spheres of influence among Russia, Iran, Turkey, and the United States, all with their armed client militias and exploiting the identity cleavages between Kurds and Arabs, Sunnis, and Shiʽa. The United States, in particular, effectively Page 80 →obstructed both of the main state-remaking contenders, the Assad regime and the Islamic State. Similarly, Libya was caught between rival Turkey/Qatar and Egypt/UAE coalitions backing its two rival governments. Yemen also fell apart into rival centers of power backed by external patrons. In short, the governance vacuum in failing MENA states was filled by a struggle between state remnants, trans- and substate armed movements, and external interference, producing a particularly Hobbesian version of “neo-medievalism” in which state sovereignty was contested by violent actors at the international and substate levels.

        
      
      
        Nonlinear Trajectories: The Bell-Shaped Curve of MENA State Formation

        There has been no progressive approximation of Weberian statehood in MENA. Rather, state building has resembled a bell-shaped curve, advancing from a low point after independence, reaching a high point in the 1980s, and then declining into weaker states and, after 2010, a high incidence of failing statehood. This trajectory comes closer to Ibn Khaldun’s cycle than Huntington’s phased political development.

        The export of the states system from the core constituted a first step in state formation, creating territorial “quasi-states” but also numerous obstacles to the full reproduction of Weberian statehood, including identity incongruence, economic dependency, constraints on expansion through war, and telescoping developmental crises.135 With independence, state builders saw defensive modernization, the adoption of the Weberian nation-state model, as best able to defend their independence. Postcolonial revolutionary republics sought to include mass constituencies to survive the enmity of old classes and imperialism: the redistribution of property under revolutions from above broke old class dominations, fostered the growth of sizable middle classes and the advancement of Human Development Index indicators, and generated broader bases of support for regimes. Traditional monarchies had to imitate some of the republics’ inclusive practices to survive the revolutionary wave, and many possessed the highly favorable resource to population balance to enable this. Yet regimes were only stabilized as state builders effectively mixed Khaldunian power practices (elite asabiyya, personalistic charisma, clientelism) that concentrated power in regimes with Weberian bureaucratic practices that advanced Page 81 →states’ infrastructural power. The replication of such neopatrimonial states across the region in both republics and monarchies indicates a shared perception among ruling elites that they had stumbled on an effective state-building model.

        Yet these regimes proved vulnerable to decline owing to built-in vulnerabilities—the resentment caused by patrimonial practices, legitimacy deficits from lost wars, and the exhaustion of state-led modernization amid high population growth. All of these vulnerabilities made inclusiveness dependent on resources deriving from favorable structural conditions of the 1960s and 1970s, notably bipolarity and high oil prices. When these conditions gave way during the 1990s and 2000s to global neoliberalism, the resulting declining autonomy of the state—captured by private interests from crony capitalists to ruling families—ushered in post-populist versions of neopatrimonial authoritarianism with narrowing social bases. Thus, overall state formation reached a peak in the mid-1980s and then declined for most MENA states.

        However, this state decline was neither uniform nor precipitous. Some of the structural conditions that had enabled state building persisted, albeit in truncated and uneven form, such as periods of high oil prices that continued to enrich some states. The decline of the state was selective: what was mostly lost was inclusiveness, but various control capacities, such as surveillance and the divide and rule techniques of authoritarian upgrading, actually advanced, thus tempering the overall tendency toward decline in infrastructural power. However, the shrinking of inclusion, fostering rising disaffection and opposition, precipitated the Arab uprisings that marked an unprecedented new low in state formation as multiple Arab states suffered regime collapse or partial state failure after 2010. The latter was accompanied by intensified violence, loss of territorial control to insurgents, fragmentation of governance, and penetration by foreign spheres of influence: the very antithesis of Westphalian statehood.

        State failure was, of course, not uniform across states and varied considerably. Arab states that inherited historic traditions of statehood congruent with their borders (Egypt, Tunisia) suffered regime change but not state failure. Where, as in Syria, some of the protections from bipolarity were restored by the retreat of US hegemony and the return of Russia to the region, the outcome was partial state failure but not regime change: remarkably, even amid unprecedented near state collapse, some authoritarian regimes persisted or were reconstituted. Finally, some states avoided both regime collapse and state failure. The non-Arab states, Turkey and Iran, benefited from their head start in state formation as imperial centers.Page 82 → The Gulf Arab oil monarchies enjoyed a combination of enormous oil revenues relative to population, persisting traditional legitimacy, and foreign protection. It was these states that became, after the Arab uprisings, the last standing competitors for regional leadership, intervening to shape outcomes in the now much weakened or failing Arab republics.
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        Page 85 →Three

        Rethinking the Postcolonial State in the Middle East

        Elite Competition and Negotiation within the Disaggregated Iraqi State

      
      Toby Dodge

      In both popular and academic discussions of the politics of the Middle East, the state—its absence, profound weakness, or “capture”—has long been a central topic among the long-suffering populations of the region, among the ruling elite, and between analysts attempting to impose some form of ideational and analytical meaning. However, what is less certain, in the study of the region and in comparative political science more generally, is what this key unit of analysis actually encompasses, the empirical reality it seeks to comprehend.

      As long ago as 1968, J. P. Nettl bemoaned the conceptual underdevelopment of state theory, arguing that we should treat the state not as a given but as a variable. However, a decade later, Alfred Stepan was not sure whether the state, under this rubric, would be an independent or dependent variable. It is this debate—whether the state has independent and coherent agency beyond the society it claims to regulate—that still dominates discussions in comparative politics today.136

      Page 86 →In addition, the ongoing postcolonial turn in the social sciences has highlighted the negative role that dominant models of comparison, abstracted from ahistorical European examples, play in comparative politics and international relations. Here, the politics of the Global South are negatively juxtaposed against European case studies. The conclusions drawn from such comparisons focus on the barriers and failures that have supposedly stopped states in the Global South from obtaining European levels of coherence and prosperity.137

      Using the dominant neo-Weberian concept of the state as a point of critical departure, this chapter seeks to develop an understanding of the state that treats it as a dependent variable. It also recognizes the postcolonial critique of Eurocentrism and seeks to avoid it by building a comparative model of the state that is not based upon the negative comparison of the state in the Middle East or wider Global South to an allegedly more coherent or developed European model. The chapter sets out instead to build a universal model of the state that can be applied to the Middle East, to Europe, and across the whole of the Global South. To do this, the chapter disaggregates the different institutions of the state, problematizing what neo-Weberian analysis identifies as barriers between state institutions and personnel and wider society. It also develops a critique of the hybrid state form, arguing that this approach has also failed to escape the negative juxtaposition of the Global South to Europe.

      The alternative model of the state, placed at the center of this chapter, is developed by deploying insights from the work of Michael Mann, Bob Jessop, and Pierre Bourdieu. It conceives of the state as composed of a series of competitive fields—bureaucratic, political, coercive, and economic—that have been ideologically reified to give the impression of a coherent, agential whole. The actual coherence that exists between and within these competitive fields is gained through shifting balances of power between competing elites. For Mann, any state coherence is understood to result from the “higher-level crystallization” of elite struggles within its institutions.

      In order to examine the explanatory veracity of this approach to both theorizing the Middle Eastern state and explaining its place within society, the chapter takes as a case study Iraq since the seizure of power by the Ba’th Party in 1968. The choice of Iraq allows the chapter to examine a state that has been profoundly transformed three times since 1968: first, when the Ba’th Party seized power; second, in 1990, when the invasion of Kuwait placed Iraq under some of the harshest international sanctions ever Page 87 →applied; and, finally, after 2003, when a US-led invasion set out to impose a new ruling elite upon the reconstructed institutions of the state. Each of these transformations directly impacted the way the power of the competing elites crystallized in the higher levels of the state’s institutions. They also directly influenced the capacity, reach, and coherence of actors within that state and their ability to shape society.

      
        Neo-Weberian Points of Departure

        The negative juxtaposition, identified in postcolonial studies, between a European model and the Global South, can easily be detected in the study of the state. Within comparative political science, it is Max Weber’s ideal typical definition of the state that remains the most influential. Its influence comes not only from its frequent overt deployment but, more importantly, through the role it plays in providing an often implicit point of comparative departure for categorizing and then judging states that do not possess the cascading institutional hierarchies of administration and control that Weber outlined.138

        At the core of Weber’s understanding are the “servants of the state,” who are the “decisive protagonists” of state action and who impose the concept of order, so central to his model.139 The central leitmotif of those neo-Weberians who deploy his template in comparative politics is the autonomy that a coherent and agential state has gained from society, the state as an independent variable. For Theda Skocpol, as for Weber, this autonomy and agency is vested in its cadre of senior civil servants.140

        Using this neo-Weberian model, states in the Middle East and the wider Global South are then negatively juxtaposed against this ideal type, to identify what has gone wrong, what they are lacking, or what they have failed to achieve.141 This search for absence shapes the analytical approach to the Middle Eastern state, irrespective of the political leanings of the analysts involved. Nazih Ayubi, for example, was certainly one of the most insightful Marxist political scientists who worked on the politics of the Middle East. However, for Ayubi, the state in the region was “fierce” but could not be strong because, unlike in Europe, it was not “a natural growth of its own Page 88 →socio-economic history or its own cultural and intellectual tradition.”142 This diagnosis, based on what the Middle East lacked in comparison to Europe, shaped Ayubi’s argument that ruling classes in the Middle East could never achieve hegemony and had, instead, to base their rule primarily on violence. Writing more recently, Adham Saouli develops a comparably Eurocentric argument. Saouli negatively compares “late” state formation in the Middle East with the building of earlier European states. European state institutions, in contrast to their Middle Eastern counterparts, could, he argues, “incorporate different social powers.”143 This inability to incorporate social actors in the Middle East, Saouli argues, especially in Iraq, has been because of the lack of social homogeneity.144

        Whether it is the absence of bourgeois hegemony for Ayubi or the absence of social homogeneity for Saouli, the Middle Eastern state, in both cases, is understood by crucial absences that set it apart from the definitive and positive European model. It is not understood on its own terms or through its own development, history, or capacity.

        The empirical distance between Iraq (and so many other states) and the neo-Weberian ideal type has led some analysts to deploy the notion of “hybridity” in seeking to explain states in post-conflict or post-intervention situations.145 In Iraq, a number of scholars have deployed the notion of hybridity to identify and attempt to transcend the analytical gap between Iraqi realities and neo-Weberian comparative abstractions.146 However, the notion of hybridity, far from allowing its users to escape a neo-Weberian framework, actually accentuates it by juxtaposing the state in the Middle East against a Western ideal type, once again forcing analysts to look for absences or road blocks that have prevented the teleological development of the states they study toward a Weberian and European ideal.

      
      
        Disaggregating the State

        By deploying the work of Mann, Bourdieu, and Jessop, we can move away from neo-Weberian, Eurocentric, and hybrid understandings of the state in the Middle East. However, in doing this an analytical balance must be Page 89 →struck between disaggregating the state, problematizing the autonomy of its civil service, and simply arguing that the state itself does not exist as a valid unit of analysis. At different times and from different theoretical perspectives, both Philip Abrams and Timothy Mitchell have argued that the state is little more than a reification of a set of disparate organizations. Abrams argues from a Marxist perspective that the state is an “essentially imaginative construction,” an ideological construct, which “fail[s] to display a unity of practice” or “to function as a more general factor of cohesion.”147 Instead, he encourages social scientists to study the idea of the state. In a similar fashion, Mitchell, from a broadly Foucauldian perspective, rightly disputes the line drawn between state and society. He then argues that we should instead focus on micro-disciplinary practices that work not at a societal level but at a level of “detail,” which, he argues, do not constrain individual actions as much as produce them. He concludes that the state should be studied as an “effect of mundane processes.”148

        Even in a state as historically contested as Iraq’s, whose institutional position within contemporary society is weak, there is little doubt that it still has a major material presence, with the population heavily dependent upon its service delivery, however weak and inconsistent. To dismiss this mass dependence, and, more importantly, demands from across society for a greater state presence, as an “enormous, mass illusion” opens both Mitchell and, to a lesser extent, Abrams to the charge of idealism.149 Their conception of the state lacks the historical and sociological grounding that could explain how and when the state became such a central part of the Iraqi people’s everyday lives and why, because of this, the expansion and regulation of its activities have become long-running demands in popular political discourse.

        The work of Mann may be of help here. Mann understands power to reside in both state and society. Actors in and across both spheres use their power on each other. To capture this dynamic, Mann develops the concept of the polymorphous state, with its shape and form resulting from a continuous, ongoing competition between rivals inside and outside the state. This struggle gives the state its form, with the balance of power between competing groups crystallizing its institutions but leaving it with no unity.150

        Jessop further develops this approach, arguing that it cannot be the state that pursues development goals or implements policy but sets of state Page 90 →officials, often in competition and working against each other, in different state institutions. For Jessop, echoing Bourdieu’s language, the state should be understood as a “strategic field,” a competitive set of arenas where elites struggle to obtain dominance over a fractured set of state institutions.151

        Mann’s, Jessop’s, and Bourdieu’s understanding of the state eliminates the neo-Weberian focus on the autonomy of the state. It then draws attention to the role and agency of senior civil servants, along with other competitors for power, who are understood to be engaged in an intra-elite struggle that ranges across the state-society divide. Instead of autonomous rule enforcers, civil servants become another set of players in the ongoing struggle for power. The state is understood to be continually shaped by struggles across the whole of society.152 Within this analytical framework, the state’s coherence and form come from the balance of power between competing groups within society.153 Different states are shaped by the different groups competing against each other at any given moment.154 However, as one group obtains dominion over others, albeit temporarily, the outcome is institutionalized within the state, delivering some degree of coherence and stability.155

        It is Bourdieu’s field theory that adds analytical precision to the conception of the disaggregated state. For Bourdieu, competition within any society takes place in comparatively autonomous fields. Each field is united by the shared logic of the players active in it, the rules of the game.156 As Bourdieu states: “Each field has its ‘fundamental law,’ its nomos: principle of vision and division.”157 These “principles of vision and division” dictate the terms under which competition takes place in each field and what is being fought over. The players within the fields are trying to amass different forms of capital to use in their struggle for dominance—economic, coercive, and social capital comes from the ability to organize and benefit from networks or group action.158 People and groups also compete over symbolic capital, the power to determine the analytical units used within any field to construct shared meaning.159

        Page 91 →Following on from his field theory, Bourdieu’s conceptualization of the modern state is especially useful for understanding Iraq. In a broadly similar approach to Jessop and Mann, Bourdieu agrees that the state cannot be a coherent actor in and of itself. Instead, the state comprises a number of different fields where actors compete against each other to dominate the state’s institutions and to utilize its capital.160

        The most important fields within the state where competition takes place are identified by Bourdieu as the bureaucratic and the political. Mann, comparably, identifies the ideological, economic, military, and political as the four sources of social power. Bourdieu’s bureaucratic field would be the institutionalization of Mann’s political power. It is the location of the neo-Weberian “servants of the state.” However, for Bourdieu, this field, like all other fields, is created and continues to be shaped by competition over who can enter, claim authority, and control the resources in it.161

        Bourdieu’s political field is where Mann would locate ideological power. It is within the political field that politicians compete to impose their different “principles of vision and division.” These may start as “speculative ideas” but gain coherence and influence as they successfully mobilize the population.162 It is hence within the political field that ideological domination is won and lost.

        Mann’s two remaining sources of social power, economic and military, are, for Bourdieu, also competed for in separate economic and coercive fields. Coercive capital can be won or lost by those competing in the military field but is not exclusively controlled by those within the state: it is competed over by both those operating within the formal institutions of the state and those outside it in society.163

        Given that Mann, Jessop, and Bourdieu all understand the state not as a coherent whole but as a disaggregated arena or set of competitive fields, where does any level of coherence or stability come from? For Mann, the state is “polymorphous” because different issue areas and institutions of the state attract different groups and constituencies from across wider society. The balance of power between these different competing groups “crystallizes” in the higher levels of the state’s institutions. This crystallization is Page 92 →systemic and constraining and must be institutionalized to become stable.164 It is these crystallizations across the various institutions of a given state that give it its form.

        Finally, Bourdieu develops the notion of the field of power to explain elite competition and coordination within the state. The field of power denotes where those players who have become dominant in different fields come together to compete for and negotiate over which forms of capital are to be dominant overall.165

      
      
        The Different Forms of a Disaggregated State: Iraq, 1968–2003

        As a case study, this chapter examines the Iraqi state from when the Ba’th Party seized power in 1968 until the aftermath of regime change in 2003. When seeking to understand the state in the Middle East, Iraq offers an empirically diverse example. In a comparable way to states across the region, the Iraqi state greatly expanded its institutional capacity, both bureaucratic and coercive, from 1968 until the mid-1980s. However, like other regional states, this expansion stopped in the mid-1980s, due, in Iraq’s case, to the spiraling costs of the Iran-Iraq War (1980–88). Capacity within the state’s various fields went into steep decline from 1990 onward, after Saddam Hussein’s decision to invade Kuwait placed Iraq under some of the harshest sanctions in diplomatic history. International isolation ended in 2003, with the US-led invasion and then the restructuring of the state. However, the contemporary Iraqi state has been left institutionally weak and plagued by corruption and low levels of popular legitimacy by the political settlement that restructuring was based upon and the waves of violence that swept the country after regime change.

        
          The Creation of a Specifically Ba’thist State: 1968 to the 1980s

          The Ba’th Party seized power in a coup d’état in July 1968. The party’s economic capital, which then drove its increasing power across all the fields of the state, was dramatically expanded by the nationalization of the Iraq Petroleum Company in 1972 and the OPEC-driven, rapid increases in oil prices in 1973–74. Oil revenue jumped from ID 214 million in 1970 to ID 8.9 billion in 1980.166 This newfound wealth drove an ambitious land Page 93 →reform policy that aimed to break any residual power of the old, landed elite in the economic field. It also drove the expansion of a state-dependent private sector, creating a contracting elite, profitably enmeshed in Ba’thist networks of patronage.167

          With ambition and the resources to fund it, there was a rapid and extended expansion of Iraq’s bureaucratic field, with the numbers employed in the civil service increasing from 276,605 in 1968 to 662,856 (20 percent of the population) by 1978. Government spending as a percentage of total GDP also rapidly expanded from 24.2 percent in 1958 to 59.2 percent by 1980.168 At the same time, Iraq expanded the amount of oil it could export, leaving the government with a foreign exchange surplus of $40 billion by the end of the 1970s.169

          As the Ba’thist regime set about building a complex and powerful bureaucratic field, they also set out to ensure it was subordinate to the party, with the aspiration of creating a party-state.170 Senior security and educational posts within state institutions tended to be occupied by party members, while the rest of the civil service, both at a national and at a provincial level, were overseen by a myriad of party committees that monitored the behavior of civil servants and state institutions in an attempt to identify actions that could constrain the party’s ability to exercise power.171

          At the same time that the state was expanding and the Ba’th were seeking to dominate the bureaucratic field, there was a concentration of power within the highest echelons of the party. In the first decade after the seizure of power, the party ceased to become an arena for policy or political discussion.172 It was during this time that the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC), created after the 1968 coup, became the dominant ruling body.173 It was the RCC that gave orders to cabinet ministers and senior civil servants. After Saddam Hussein took power in 1979, he made it clear that a cabinet minister’s role was limited to making sure that RCC policy was implemented by the civil servants they controlled.174

          The final stage in this centralization of power was the increasing dominance of the political field by a cult of personality surrounding Saddam Hussein. As Saddam became the “final decision maker on almost every Page 94 →important issue,” the Presidential Diwan became the hub for all supporting information.175 Aaron Faust estimates that by 1986 forty memoranda a day were sent directly to Saddam for his personal decisions, with subject-area advisers employed by the Diwan mirroring the ministerial structure of the state.176

          However, as the work of Mann, Jessop, and Bourdieu would suggest, as the state’s bureaucratic power expanded, there was an ongoing struggle for domination within both the ruling elite and the wider political field. Within the political field, the Ba’th’s seizure of power in 1968 triggered a brutal crackdown. However, in 1973, the continued insecurity of the new ruling Ba’thist elite in the political field drove the group around President Hassan al-Bakr and Vice President Saddam Hussein to forge a short-lived, instrumental alliance with the Iraqi Communist Party. The aim was both to outflank rivals for power within the senior ranks of the party and to marginalize those who opposed their nationalization of the Iraq Petroleum Company and ambitious land reform measures.177

          As the ruling group’s capacity grew, the greatest threat to Hassan al-Bakr and later Saddam Hussein came from inside the senior ranks of the party itself, which had been, pre-1968, notoriously fractious. In the first years after the coup, al-Bakr consolidated his own position by outmaneuvering other senior Ba’thists who had rival power bases within the coercive field. Then, once Saddam Hussein seized power from al-Bakr in July 1979, he suppressed a range of other Ba’thist rivals for power.178 When Saddam took over the pinnacle of power, he set about drastically reducing the size of the ruling elite. After an infamously brutal putsch and then ongoing purges, those who retained their positions were under no illusions that they did so because of their loyalty to one person.179

          By 1980, Iraq’s small ruling elite was more homogeneous than at any time in Iraq’s history. However, although it was more powerful than any other Iraqi regime, its domination of the political field was continually challenged. Despite repeated purges, reorganization, and indoctrination, there remained recurrent threats from the coercive field, as opponents unsuccessfully attempted to launch coups from within the officer corps of the Iraqi army.

        
        
          Page 95 →Transformation of the Iraqi State

          If the period from 1968 until 1980 marked both the narrowing of the country’s ruling elite and its increasing domination over the political, economic, coercive, and bureaucratic fields, the period from the mid-1980s onward saw a dramatic decline in the various forms of capital that the ruling elite had amassed and the transformation of their coercive, political, and institutional domination.

          Saddam Hussein’s decision to invade Iran in 1980, while it was in the midst of revolutionary turmoil, indicated both the ideological challenge he thought the revolution posed to his rule but also his hope for a quick victory against a divided and incoherent adversary.180 However, the eight-year conflict transformed the Iraqi state and its relations with society. First, it greatly expanded the coercive field, with an estimated three million men, 25 percent of the population, serving at one time or another during the conflict.181 The ruling elite hoped to control this hugely expanded force by turning it into al-jaish al-‘aqu’idi’ (an ideological army).182 Since 1968, the senior ranks of the military had been repeatedly purged, with loyal Ba’thists replacing career soldiers. Party cells, led by political commissars, were placed within each army unit.183 The outcome was to break the officer corps’ collective identity as guardians of the nation and remove their capacity for collective action.184 However, competition within the coercive field still repeatedly produced challenges to Saddam Hussein’s rule.

          After two years of the costly conflict with Iran, the regime could no longer shield the economic field from the consequences of war.185 At the end of 1982, the regime announced an austerity program cutting government expenditure across all areas that did not directly impact the war effort.186 Although attempts at privatization started in 1983, it was not until 1987 that the regime embarked on a major attempt to sell off profitable sectors of the economy previously owned by the state.187 The regime attempted to fracture areas of potential threat by deliberately pluralizing actors within the economic field, reversing its previous land reform policies and sellingPage 96 → off land and agribusiness to the private sector.188 This policy has been criticized for simply selling off state-owned businesses to those close to the ruling elite.189 However, after twenty years in power, the ruling elite—when faced with the economic constraints of an ongoing conflict—reduced the size and power of the bureaucratic field, while also (through privatization) pluralizing and expanding the actors who were empowered to compete in the economic field in a search for other, nonthreatening sources of economic capital. This trend, the fracturing and weakening of the bureaucratic field, combined with an expansion in the number of competitors in the economic field, quickly accelerated in 1990 to become a dominant feature of Iraq until regime change.

        
        
          The Consequences of the Invasion of Kuwait and Sanctions

          The regime’s decision to invade Kuwait in August 1990 was driven by an increasing sense of the threats it faced, both domestically and internationally.190 However, the UN Security Council’s collective response to this flagrant breach of international law was to place Iraq under the most comprehensive sanctions regime in modern diplomatic history. The country was then subject to an extended and devastating campaign of aerial bombardment, and its troops were quickly expelled from Kuwait.191 In the aftermath of the formal military conflict, the regime faced an extended rebellion, driven in the south by Iraqi soldiers returning from Kuwait and in the north by the opposition forces of the Kurdistan Democratic Party and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan. At the height of these twin uprisings, the state lost control of the majority of its own territory.

          The immediate impact of war and the violent suppression of the uprisings, combined with an economic embargo of thirteen years, triggered a macroeconomic shock of devastating proportions. Iraqi imports dropped from $10.3 billion in 1988 to just $400 million 1991. This was accompanied by a precipitous and sustained fall in wages, dropping by 90 percent in 1990–91 and then by a further 40 percent between 1991 and 1996. The Iraqi dinar fell from 8 to the US dollar in 1991 to 2,950 at the end of 1995. Iraqi analysts in 1996 linked the levels of crime and violence in Baghdad to the fall and rise in the exchange rate of the dinar to the dollar.192

          Page 97 →The regime’s response to the multifaceted defeat and the ongoing economic embargo accelerated the transformation of the state that began during the eight-year war with Iran. In each of the state’s major fields (economic, bureaucratic, coercive, and political) the ruling elite strategically reduced its commitments, empowering other societal players to take over roles it had spent much of the last two decades attempting to dominate.

          In the bureaucratic field, the ongoing concentration of power in Saddam Hussein’s hands accelerated. Saddam was renowned within Iraq’s Ba’thist elite as “an able administrator” within the formal structures of the state, but one with a profound distrust of constitutional structures.193 After 1990, he further narrowed membership of the ruling elite to only include his closest comrades, the Ahl al-Thiaqa, the people of trust—his family, clan members, and long-term associates.194 As the 1990s went on, the balance of power within the Ahl al-Thiaqa further contracted, with Saddam investing much greater power in members of his close family.

          The consequences for the bureaucratic field of this switch from formal to informal strategies of rule were far reaching. Both Peter Harling and, especially, Achim Rohde argue that this change in strategy “rendered dysfunctional” the formal and visible institutions of state power, so carefully constructed since 1968.195 This was exemplified by the government’s abolition of the Ministry of Planning in 1994, with its functions taken over by a committee established in the Presidential Diwan.196

          Civil servants saw their previously generous wages rendered insignificant by the devaluation of the dinar and inflation. This, in turn, led to widespread absenteeism as state workers supplemented wages by working in the informal sector.197 Finally, petty corruption became commonplace across the civil service and health-care system, as the government encouraged state institutions to engage in various forms of “self-financing.”198

          A similar dramatic transformation occurred in the economic field. As sanctions bit and the government’s ability to raise money through oil sales precipitously declined, the role of state institutions in the formal economy Page 98 →rapidly shrank. Into this vacuum stepped an array of businesspeople, specializing in imports, currency trading, construction, and the domestic production of food.199

          The ruling elite’s response to the dramatic decline in its ability to shape the economic field went through three stages. In the immediate aftermath of the invasion of Kuwait and the expulsion of Iraqi troops from the country, the regime took to reactive crisis management. Reconstruction was combined with a deliberate policy to encourage an expansion of private actors in the economic field, to replace the role that the state had played, by removing or not enforcing previously draconian regulations.200 Domestic farmers were encouraged to increase their production through price deregulation. Those involved in the import trade and currency dealers were encouraged to increase their activity.201 However, by 1994, the regime became more confident about its own survival. The informality that dominated the economic field remained, but key figures within the ruling elite, members of Saddam’s family (notably his son and son-in-law, Uday Hussein and Hussein Kamal), started to use coercive power to dominate the most profitable sectors of the field: the sanctions-busting export of oil and import of consumer goods and currency exchange.202 The final stage was the partial re-empowerment of some state institutions after the regime signed the Oil-for-Food agreement in May 1996, which allowed it to start limited imports and exports under heavy United Nations supervision.

          The ramifications of this transformation in the economic field were far reaching: 7 to 9 percent of the population, integrated into the new economic circuits that developed to circumvent sanctions, greatly benefited.203 Their newfound wealth visibly transformed Baghdad’s traditional upper-middle-class neighborhoods, areas like Mansour and Jadriyah, as the new members of the economic elite invested in building ostentatious houses. With the encouragement of the regime, these “fat cats” or “embargo cats” became a focus of much resentment and social tension. However, of greater importance to regime survival was the removal of state-delivered economic support from the regime’s previous core constituencies in the western provinces of Anbar, Salahuddin, and Nineveh. Those who made up the bulk of Page 99 →the army’s officer corps found themselves newly impoverished, thus contributing to a number of unsuccessful coup attempts through the 1990s.204

          Overall, the regime’s response to the massive and extended socioeconomic shock delivered by sanctions can be seen clearly in two of its most visible policy initiatives—the establishment of the rationing system and what was labeled the rise of “neo-tribalism.” As the retreat of the state from the economic field began to trigger widespread economic suffering, the regime quickly set up a very successful rationing system that allocated a ration card to every household. Against a background of the deinstitutionalization of the bureaucratic field, the rationing system became one of the most coherent institutions of state power. It allowed the regime to mediate some of the worst social suffering while gathering data on every household and restricting population movement.205

          Beyond the rationing system, in the face of a rapid and steep reduction in state revenues, the elite also heavily invested in the informal patronage networks that became known as neo-tribalism.206 In the face of this crisis, they used their resources to fund a society-wide patronage network of between half a million and one million people in a population of over twenty million.207 They gave this network unfair access to what had previously been state resources and delegated some local coercive enforcement roles to them. In doing so, the regime created a loyal social base that spread across the coercive and economic fields, justified with the reinvented primordial language of tribalism.

          Overall, the Ba’thist regime, dominated by Saddam Hussein and his Ahl al-Thiaqa, managed to survive the cataclysmic defeat of 1991 and more than a decade of draconian sanctions—in spite of all predications to the contrary. They certainly depended on what Mann labels the “political lag,” the partial survival of the institutionalization of previous struggles that they had won in the coercive, economic, and bureaucratic fields of the state between 1968 and the 1980s. However, the thrust of their survival strategy focused on empowering a series of societal actors in different fields. Economically, farmers, traders, and those who controlled transnational transport thrived in a haphazardly deregulated field. Coercively, local notables, designated as “tribal sheikhs,” benefited from the decentering of the provisionPage 100 → of order. Above all else, the continual purging of the elite and its allies, from 1968 onward, in all the fields of the state meant that these elites could only engage in comparatively limited and fragmented competition. The multiplication of actors in the economic and coercive fields was carried out from a point of comparative competitive strength. The mixture of informal networks and institutional power by a narrow and fairly coherent elite meant they retained the competitive advantage in all fields. As the regime’s confidence and resources began to grow from the mid-1990s onward, the newly empowered social elites were subjected to increasing levels of violence and state sanction to ensure that the autonomy they gained did not threaten the dominance of Saddam Hussein and his closest allies. The lasting legacy of this strategy was social impoverishment, the deinstitutionalization of the state’s education and welfare systems, and, most importantly, the creation of a socioeconomic network tied directly to Saddam Hussein and his family.

        
        
          The Iraqi State after Regime Change

          It was this state that the United States inherited when its invasion forces seized Baghdad in April 2003. The bureaucratic field had been subject to a sustained and strategic deinstitutionalization under the last decade and a half of Ba’thist rule. In the aftermath of the invasion, the occupation authorities—the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) under the leadership of Paul Bremer III—sought to transform the state that they had seized. However, along with being largely ignorant about the state and society they were interacting with, CPA policymaking was beset by a series of competing aims and objectives. On the one hand, the CPA was determined to replace what it perceived as an overbearing totalitarian state with a minimal neoliberal one, reconstructed along neo-Weberian lines with autonomous institutions and an independent civil service. On the other hand, the CPA became increasingly dependent on a small group of formerly exiled political parties that wanted to use an informal consociational system to divide the state up between themselves in the name of ethno-sectarian “balance.” Finally, as levels of politically motivated violence rose, the imposition of some form of sustainable order in the coercive field to facilitate the exit of US troops became the dominant goal.

          These different objectives, especially the tension between US diplomats and the formerly exiled heads of the major parties, were largely mediated through a series of extended negotiations that stretched from 2003 to 2006. These established the new political system and shaped the institutionsPage 101 → of the state. The negotiations encompassed the formation of the Governing Council in July 2003, the first post-regime-change cabinet that September, and the drafting of a new constitution in 2005. This period included the formation of two national governments after the first and second national elections of January and December 2005. It was in the first three years after regime change, dominated by these five events, that Iraq’s new political system was built. In the language of Mann, it was through these ongoing negotiations (with their conflicts and concessions) that a new polymorphous state was built and a post-invasion balance of forces was institutionalized within the bureaucratic, coercive, and political fields, crystallizing the agreements reached within the higher levels of the state.

          Bremer, as head of the CPA from May 2003 to June 2004, was initially dismissive of the leadership of the seven political parties that had become the dominant voice of the Iraqi exiles.208 However, from the formation of the Governing Council onward, it was these parties that became Iraq’s new governing elite, and it was the intense competition between them, in each of the state’s fields, that shaped the form of governance after 2003.

          In Iraq, the political system dictates that the most intense intra-elite negotiations take place after every national election, which happened twice in 2005, in 2010, 2014, 2018, and 2021. Within the political field, at least until 2014, most of the political parties were united around what Bourdieu would label a nomos, a “principle of vision and division.” This was formed by a common ideological commitment to Muhasasa Ta’ifia, the rough system of informal consociationalism, which uses a sectarian understanding of Iraqi society to justify the division of state power and resources among the ruling elite.209 This ideological and instrumental agreement facilitated the newly elected parties’ dominance over the various fields of the post-2003 state.

          On average, this process of painstaking negotiation that results in the formation of governments of national unity takes 203 days, or five months. During this time, the state and, more importantly, its resources are redivided among the parties every four years. The outcome of these negotiations means that the state in and of itself has little or no coherence, with the cabinet functioning as the only formal arena for mediating disputes and attempting to work toward some form of common approach. The major agreements that continue to shape this process were reached in the aftermathPage 102 → of the January 2005 elections. The first was to divide the three most senior offices of state—the presidency, the premiership, and the speaker of parliament—between parties that claimed to represent Iraq’s three major ethno-sectarian communities. The Islamist Shiʽa parties claimed the office of prime minister on the basis that they claimed to represent Iraq’s largest ethno-sectarian community. The two parties that claimed to speak for the Kurds—the Kurdistan Democratic Party and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan—took the presidency, with the disparate forces rallying the Sunni vote being allocated the office of parliamentary speaker.

          Of far greater importance was the second agreement reached after the 2005 elections: to divide all government ministries among the numerous parties that competed for and won substantial numbers of seats in national elections, again in the name of ethno-sectarian “balance.” This informal consociationalism allows these parties to utilize the budgets and payrolls of the ministries they are awarded, through contract and employment fraud, to fund their political activities.210

          It is these largely informal agreements, among Iraq’s newly empowered governing elite, that mediated their competition and collaboration. They have had a profound impact on the state’s bureaucratic field. This process started with the US-led coalition’s implementation of aggressive de-Ba’thification in May 2003. This removed anyone who had been in the top four levels of the party from government service as well as forbade anyone who had been a party member from occupying the three most senior levels of the civil service. The implementation of the policy removed 41,324 civil servants, out of a total of between 850,000 and one million, in the first month of its operation. This created the space for the new ruling elite to place their members in the senior ranks of every state institution.211

          From 2006, in the aftermath of the second set of national elections, the appointment of senior civil servants was brought into the Muhasasa system, thus delivering control of the bureaucratic field to the dominant party leaders while also regulating their competition. The number of these politically negotiated senior civil service appointments across the Iraqi state grew from 2,962 in 2006 to 5,308 in 2019. It is estimated that while in office, from 2006 to 2014, Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki was responsible for the appointment of 35 percent of the total.212

          Page 103 →Maliki, when prime minister, attempted to use his power over civil service appointments to circumvent the Muhasasa Ta’ifia system and the divided cabinet it created.213 In an attempt to increase his own power, bolster the coherence of the government, and reduce his reliance on the other political parties, Maliki appointed a number of powerful proxies or “wakils” in the senior ranks of the civil service across a number of ministries.214 This creation of a network of loyal functionaries at the top of ministries centralized a degree of power in his own hands.215

          Far from being comparable to a neo-Weberian ideal type, the bureaucratic field of the Iraqi state, post-2003, more accurately resembles the model of a competitive field described in Bourdieu’s work. The distinction between state and society and the autonomy of state institutions and personnel, so central to Weberian definitions, is nonexistent in post-regime-change Iraq. Instead, the dominant political parties divide not only the appointment of government ministers between themselves during postelection government negotiations but also the appointment of senior civil servants. This disaggregates the institutions and resources of the state, reflecting the balance of power at the moment of each postelection set of negotiations. This system also deliberately removes any room for independent action or agential coherence for most senior civil servants. They gain their positions at the top of state institutions because of their loyalty to a specific party and then work to deliver state resources to that party.216

          A similar but less regulated competition can be detected in the coercive field. The struggle to dominate Iraq’s coercive field was accelerated in the aftermath of regime change by Bremer’s decision to disband the Iraqi army in May 2003, making 400,000 soldiers unemployed.217 By February 2004, in the face of a growing insurgency, the US occupation sought to rectify its own initial mistake in two ways. First, and conventionally, it sought to accelerate and expand its program for rebuilding the Iraqi armed forces, investing $5.7 billion in a plan to train 270,000 Iraqi troops and paramilitary police units.218 As Iraq’s armed forces were rapidly rebuilt, the dominant political parties competed to insert so-called dimaj officers into the senior Page 104 →ranks of the military.219 These political appointments were senior personnel from party-affiliated militias. As such, in a comparable way to the senior civil servants inserted into government ministries, the dimaj officers owed their allegiance to the dominant political parties that positioned them within the chain of military command.220 Such placements undermined the barriers between the army and societal actors or any independence within the chain of command.

          The second way the United States sought to rapidly reestablish the capacity of Iraqi security forces was through the wholesale integration of members of the Badr Brigades—the Shiʽa Islamist militia that had recently returned to the country from Iran—into the armed forces it was busy reconstructing.221 This covert US policy, designed to give its allies among Iraq’s new ruling elite resources in their struggle to dominate the coercive field, led directly to the much more widespread politicization and fracturing of Iraq’s new armed forces.

          The collapse of Iraq’s armed forces in 2014, in the face of the Islamic State’s advance on Mosul, gave a clear indication of how the ongoing struggle for control of the coercive field had fractured any remaining coherence in its command, control, and esprit de corps. Maliki during his two terms as prime minister had set out to individually tie senior military commanders to him personally through favoritism and promotion.222 By early 2014, in the face of the Islamic State’s military campaign, Maliki acknowledged the lack of coercive capital possessed by the formal institutions of the Iraqi state.223 However, instead of reversing his previous policies and embarking on security sector reform, he set about re-empowering and then utilizing the more informal coercive capital possessed by the Shiʽa Islamist militias, including Badr, Kata’ib Hezbollah, and Asaib Ahl al-Haq, allied with him in the National Alliance coalition.224

          Once Mosul fell to the Islamic State, Maliki accelerated this process, announcing on national television plans to “provide weapons and equipment to citizens who volunteer to fight against militants.”225 Maliki set up a formal organization, the Commission for the Popular Mobilization Forces (Hay’at al-Hashd al-Shaabi), to give financial and symbolic capital to the Page 105 →militias.226 In the months and years that followed the fall of Mosul, these militias used the economic, social, symbolic, and coercive capital given to them by their role in the fight against the Islamic State to increase their size but also their dominant role in Iraq’s political and bureaucratic fields.

          In Iraq today, government expenditure now funds the militia members’ wages, their organizational capacity, and their arms purchases. Under Maliki’s successor, Haider al-Abadi, the institutionalization of the role of Hash’d within the state increased with the passing of Executive Order 61 in February 2016 and the Law of the Popular Mobilization Authority in November 2016. Far from recognizing the separate status of these militia groups outside the state, the order and law unambiguously placed them within the state, giving them generous access to government funding through the annual budget process.227 Any attempts to constrain the power of key groups working within the Hash’d have proven impossible, as these forces benefit from the state’s financial and symbolic capital, can move around Baghdad at will, and have the power to challenge other government forces they are in competition with—most notably, the Counter Terrorism Service.

          A close examination of the major militias currently operating in Iraq will highlight the permeability of any analytical division between state and non-state actors in the coercive field. The three dominant militias, Badr, Kata’ib Hezbollah, and Asaib Ahl al-Haq, for example, do not sit in opposition to the Iraqi state or pose a direct threat to it. Instead, they are major competitors within the state’s coercive field, along with other members of the ruling elite. They have access to the financial capital of the state and benefit from any symbolic capital that accrues to the state. Like the rest of Iraq’s political elite, they are competing to maximize the resources and power they can extract from the state.

          Asaib Ahl al-Haq, one of the most feared of the Shiʽa Islamist militias, was given the help it needed to become a major political, economic, and coercive player through the partnership the group formed with Maliki, during his second term in office (2010–14). This alliance gave the militia the legal cover it needed to thrive politically and economically. Its current political and economic power in Iraq today has its origins in this alliance with a previous prime minister. In the aftermath of the 2018 elections, as part of the political settlement agreed to among the national elite, the group took this a step further in the bureaucratic field by taking over a government ministry, with all the financial resources and prestige that brought Page 106 →it. Asaib Ahl al-Haq is now a key member of the ruling elite and a powerful player within the many fields of the state.

        
      
      
        Conclusion

        At no stage in its history since 1968 did the Iraqi state resemble a neo-Weberian model, with a clear distinction between its institutions and civil service and the wider society it was attempting to rule over. Instead, the state, like most states, is better understood as a series of competitive arenas or fields. Within each of these fields, various members of a fluid ruling elite compete with each other to gain domination. This competition is ongoing and shapes the state’s individual institutions and their interaction with Iraq’s population. The coherence of the state as a whole depends on two things: first, the balance of power among these competing elites, and second, the degree of consensus they manage to achieve. The Ba’thist regime that ruled from 1968 to 2003 certainly achieved a higher degree of elite coherence than any other ruling elite in Iraq’s history. It did this through constant violent purges that narrowed the size of the ruling elite and suppressed opposition to it within the political, bureaucratic, and coercive fields. However, even at the peak of its coherence, it would be easy to overstate the dominance of Saddam Hussein and his allies. Throughout their time in office, they faced constant competition from within the elite itself and the political field and repeated challenges from the coercive field. After 2003, through the establishment of an informal consociational system, the new governing elite (empowered by US force of arms) deliberately recognized the fractured nature of the state and sought to institutionalize this within the country’s new political system. The result was a fractured and largely enfeebled set of state institutions, with limited ability to control society, let alone deliver sustainable development. The Iraqi state, both at its peak of coherence under Saddam and at its weakest and most incoherent after regime change, could be seen as an aberration, an extreme case. However, in extremis, both under the Ba’th and today, it allows us to uncover and highlight the dynamics of competition that exist within the institutions of all states.
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        Page 111 →Four

        Legibility, Digital Surveillance, and the MENA State

      
      Marc Lynch

      The chapters in this volume paint a sweeping overview of how to think about the strengths and weaknesses of states in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, moving beyond conventional assumptions about state capacity through novel theoretical framings and empirical observations. Their assessments of the nature of the MENA state draw on a wide range of theoretical inspirations, from Michael Mann’s influential disaggregation of the dimensions of state capacity to Pierre Bourdieu’s placing of the state within societal fields. This chapter follows recent trends in the broader comparative literature on the state to focus more narrowly on a single dimension of state capacity: legibility. It argues that MENA states have varied widely in their informational capacity, with observable implications for their extractive capacity, political stability, economic development, and regime security. Finally, it focuses on the novel ways in which new digital technologies have both challenged and dramatically increased state strength. It argues that the dramatic shifts in the nature and degree of a state’s informational capacity—rendering the identities, beliefs, and behaviors of citizens visible in unprecedented ways—have underappreciated implications for our understanding of state strength and weakness. States have gained unprecedented visibility into every aspect of the lives and thoughts of their citizens—but may still be unable to act effectively based on this legibility.

      Page 112 →What is legibility, and how does it relate to stateness? I follow Melissa Lee and Nan Zhang’s definition of the informational component of state capacity as the “breadth and depth of the state’s knowledge about its citizens and their activities.”228 Informational capacity is only one dimension of state strength, but it is an important one, underlying much of the state’s extractive and infrastructural capacity as well as its ability to generate and enforce ideological hegemony. Like Heydemann (chap. 1, this volume), I am less interested in explaining state fragility than I am in explaining the changes and the asymmetries in the capacity of MENA states to render their societies both visible and legible and how this matters concretely for a wide range of political outcomes. And, in line with the other dimensions of state capacity discussed in Heydemann’s chapter, the informational capacity of MENA states varies asymmetrically and at times independently of trends in other dimensions of state capacity.

      State visibility into society has ebbed and flowed since the emergence of postcolonial states and their evolution into autocratic regimes. This is particularly apparent in the post-2011 period, where I argue that new digital technologies have tipped the balance toward informational visibility even as other dimensions of state capacity have waxed and waned. Even traditionally weak—or even fragile—states can now exploit relatively inexpensive surveillance technology to monitor not only online behavior but interpersonal communications in unprecedented ways. As Thomas Hegghammer has recently argued, the routine mass visibility of states into societies enabled by digital infrastructure has profound global implications for the prospects for sustained uprising and insurgency, as well as profound implications for democratic struggles.229 Digital surveillance does not necessarily improve the governance performance, or even the coercive power, of the state: for example, consider the relatively ineffective response to COVID-19 by states such as Egypt that have invested quite heavily in repressive capacity.230 But it can at least partially compensate for other deficiencies by rendering societies more legible, facilitating control, and allowing targeted deployment of limited repressive or co-optive resources.

      The aspirational nature of the MENA state today might be seen where the societal panopticon of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) meets the aspiring mukhabarat state, with a detour through the ostensibly stateless Page 113 →dystopian surveillance archipelago that is the Israeli-occupied West Bank.231 Most MENA states will fall short of that ideal due to limited resources, deficient capacity in other state sectors, or societal ability to resist and conceal. The sheer volume of information may overwhelm the ability of states to render information legible or create an inaccurate sense of total information that distorts policy responses.

      
        Legibility and State Capacity

        States have always sought to penetrate their societies in order to render them legible. Indeed, this is a core element of their stateness. As James Scott famously observed, seeing like a state required detailed knowledge of the human geography from which taxes might be extracted, soldiers conscripted, nationalism mobilized, and dissent suppressed.232 Failures to achieve such legibility invited unexpected challenges—peaceful or violent—and the growth of countermovements and counter-publics.233 High legibility translates not only into efficient taxation and conscription but also into co-optation of potential elite challengers, the channeling of patronage through clientelistic networks, and the surveillance and repression of potential regime challengers. Lee and Zhang argue that high informational capacity enables taxation and the provision of public goods because it “allows the state to effectively monitor private behavior and enforce rules and regulations.”234 Effective state action requires the ability to collect accurate information about the beliefs and behaviors of those it rules and to assemble that information in a coherent, standardized form for analysis and policy action.

        This focus on informational capacity fits comfortably with the theoretical approaches of the other chapters in this volume, while adding a particular point of emphasis. Michael Mann incorporates legibility into his concept of infrastructural power, on which many of the chapters in this volume draw.235 Legibility can be understood as one facet of infrastructural power, but one that in my view sits in an apex relationship to its other three major dimensions. As Dan Slater and Sofia Fenner put it:

        
          Page 114 →When an authoritarian regime commands a state that exhibits the infrastructural capacity to register its population, it can render society more “legible” and enhance its social control. As the omnipresent mukhabarat (intelligence services) of MENA states have long understood, legibility is the foundation of effective surveillance, which is in turn the foundation not only of effectively targeted coercion, but of co-optation and negotiation . . . [which] makes threats of coercion more credible.236

        

        To effectively carry out clientelistic patronage, the state needs to know who its clients are, where to find them, and precisely what benefits will keep them happy. High informational capacity allows states to cut out the traditional middlemen and brokers, the local elites or tribal figures or religious authorities who otherwise could represent poles of independent power within society. Surveillance, as we shall see, sits comfortably within the primary ambition of most MENA states: the political survival of the regimes that sit atop them.

        Nazih Ayubi’s influential articulation of the Arab state has been that it is a “fierce” state that has to “resort to raw coercion” because it lacks what Mann calls infrastructural power that “enables states to penetrate society effectively.”237 The super-developed national security state is, in essence, an overcompensation for the lack of ideological hegemony and the ability to decode the true preferences and capabilities of the society it governs. Even as regimes upgraded their techniques of authoritarianism, the states became no less fierce. As Heydemann argues in this volume, there is no reason to believe that regimes will use the legibility capacity available to their states in the interests of development, taxation, or the provision of public goods. To the contrary, all experience with MENA regimes suggests that they will primarily use that capacity to keep themselves in power by any means necessary. As Eva Bellin reminds us, they have been remarkably successful in that goal, at least up until the 2011 Arab uprisings.238

        These contributions to regime survival are not guaranteed, of course, and could prove quite illusory. For Scott, legibility represents the first step in the causal chain not toward absolute state domination but rather toward the disastrous failures of state projects. In his influential account, the state first must render its population and territory legible before carrying out Page 115 →its most basic functions, such as taxation, conscription, and the provision of social welfare. The creation of legibility lies at the heart of state capacity: equally a necessary condition, in Scott’s perspective, for democratic accountability and social welfare as much as for mass killing and rapid state-led industrialization.239 This insight informs this chapter’s skepticism about the effects of the digitalization of modern life: increasing societal legibility strengthens states, which have more interest in domination than in development, but it also carries the seeds of other forms of power mobilization.240 Saudi crown prince Mohammed bin Salman’s modernization of the Saudi state has, for instance, expanded some social freedoms while even more ruthlessly suppressing any political freedoms. The “knowledge economy” his Vision 2030 aims to produce would, if enacted, likely dramatically expand the opportunities for digital surveillance and societal control discussed in this chapter’s final section and seen vividly in repressive acts such as the imprisonment for thirty-four years of Selma Shehab, a London-based Saudi student, for tweets critical of the regime.241

        The Weberian focus on the institutional forms of the state does not exhaust the ways in which the state structures society and establishes order. Several chapters in this volume, in line with a broader literature within MENA studies and comparative politics, focus on the state within society and the “state effects,” which constitute the lived experience of its citizens. This too has an informational component. For Timothy Mitchell, the state’s “structural effect” includes the ability to enact “social surveillance” through a range of institutions.242 While drawing on Foucault, this concept of social surveillance mirrors Scott’s concept of legibility and again directs our attention to “informational capacity” as a measure of state power.243 The categories through which the state orders society, such as personal status laws, both constitute the identity and practices of citizens and facilitate the state’s rendering and ordering of their place within a legible society.244

        Arab states placed a particular, if not exceptional, emphasis on the security aspects of surveillance and thus on legibility. Rather than achieving it through efficient tax and property registries or detailed censuses, they typically did so through highly intrusive surveillance. The omnipresent mukhabarat, not rational state bureaucracy, was the agent of legibility. In Page 116 →some smaller countries, such as Jordan and Morocco, the state was able to penetrate and monitor virtually every social network and achieve almost total visibility.245

        But, as Lisa Blaydes demonstrates in her groundbreaking analysis of the captured mukhabarat files of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, even the most penetrative surveillance had its limits.246 Saddam’s intelligence services could penetrate some sectors of society more completely than others, allowing finer-grained means of coercion and control over Sunni Arab areas than over Shiʽa or Kurdish communities. Large but ramshackle states like Egypt and Algeria might aspire to full visibility, but they lacked the manpower or the reach to monitor tens of millions of citizens packed into dense, impersonal urban areas and often working in the informal economy. They could appoint the imams of mosques and dictate scripts for the Friday khutba but could not observe all the social dynamics and political organizing taking place inside of the mosques. Large and ostensibly stronger states might then achieve far less visibility into parts of their societies—for example, Egypt’s peri-urban informal communities and rural areas or Algeria’s Kabyle—than do smaller, ostensibly weaker states.

        How should we understand the disjuncture between the vast expenditures made by Arab states on intelligence services and societal surveillance, on the one hand, and the relative weakness of its infrastructural power in terms of taxation or development, on the other? Perhaps because Arab states generally do not agree with what Jonathan Hanson views as the purpose of legibility: “The ability to raise revenues (extractive power) . . . serves as a marker for the capabilities that underlie state power. These include the legibility of the population, the capacity to gather and maintain information.”247 Most MENA states are as famously weak in their ability to extract tax revenues from their populations as they are overinvested in surveillance and repression of potential opponents. The holes in state capacity, as Heydemann argues in this volume, directly mirror the priorities of the regimes that sit atop them. The dominance of a regime security lens led to the stunting of extractive capacity or developmental success, which high informational capacity might otherwise have generated. Where states viewed societies primarily as potential sources of threat, many in those societies preferred to remain at least partially invisible: dissembling about their true opinions or identities, hiding their informal economic activity, Page 117 →and taking their oppositional political behavior underground. At other times, some states may prefer not to see, when seeing might be politically dangerous: Lebanon’s refusal to conduct a new census and Egypt’s refusal to enumerate COVID deaths are good examples.

        Arab states thus typically demonstrate high degrees of variation in the informational foundations of state power: more focused on potential security threats than on other areas and more penetration in some geographic or social sectors than in others.248 This resembles the subnational variation in state capacity associated with territorial authority investigated by Juan Pablo Luna and Hillel Soifer in the Latin American context.249 The ability of the central state to decode and thus control society clearly varies in the MENA context as well; as in other world regions, geography and terrain matter alongside size and social differences such as religion or ethnicity. Turkey’s state has far greater visibility into its Turkish citizens than it does into the Kurdish areas; the Islamist-dominated neighborhood of Imbaba became illegible to Egypt’s state in the early 1990s; Algeria’s state long struggled to penetrate and impose its preferences on the Kabyle. Blaydes’s investigation of the captured archives of Saddam Hussein’s intelligence services revealed major blind spots plaguing these seemingly all-intrusive agencies, especially in Kurdish and Shiʽa communities.250 Ceren Belge shows how Kurdish kinship networks resisted Turkish efforts at imposing legibility and thus incorporation into a homogenous nation-state.251 Kinship networks represented another center from which order emerged, one that could be neither understood nor replaced by the modern bureaucratic state’s categories.

        From another perspective, Kevin Koehler shows that limited state capacity complicates the management of elections by autocratic regimes such as in Egypt. They have the intention of managing and controlling but lack the detailed insights into society (legibility) that would allow them to do so smoothly. He notes that the weakness of the ruling National Democratic Party (NDP) was particularly acute in rural areas, precisely where the state had penetrated society the least: “This rural-urban divide in terms of the hegemonic party’s institutional strength was exacerbated, rather than contained, by state administrative penetration.”252 The Muslim Brotherhood, by contrast, was far more present in society, with detailed Page 118 →local knowledge of individuals, families, and neighborhoods that allowed them to effectively microtarget potential voters.253 The ruling NDP might seek to compensate for that weakness by subcontracting to local elites or middlemen, but that leaves them vulnerable to the private agendas and local issues that those independent clients bring to the table. That contrasts with Jordan, where the state has been able to micromanage electoral results through electoral maps, deep familiarity with tribal networks’ political machinations, co-optation, and targeted repression. While Jordan is a much weaker state in some ways than Egypt, Jordanian society is far more legible to the state: small in landmass and population, ordered through tribal networks, and pervasively surveilled by the intelligence services (see Yom, this volume).

        Variation in legibility has direct implications for core state functions such as taxation. It also has profound implications for precisely the security outcomes of most concern to regimes. Consider three widely cited recent articles. Carl Müller-Crepon, Philipp Hunziker, and Lars-Erik Cederman find that conflict risk in Africa goes up where state relational capacity goes down. Their measure, road connectivity and time to travel from the center to the region, is plausibly a proxy for legibility. As they put it, “Individuals who believe that the state scrutinizes their behavior are less likely to join and more likely to denounce organizations that challenge state rule.”254 Cullen Hendrix finds that rough terrain (mountains, for instance) reduces the capacity of states to extract taxes—another measure of legibility—with implications for the likelihood of civil war onset.255 Finally, James Fearon and David Laitin, in their influential 2003 account of insurgency, argue that features associated with legibility better explain insurgency than do grievances or ethnic divides: “Insurgency is favored by rough terrain, rebels with local knowledge of the population superior to the government’s, and a large population.”256 All three of those indicators align with the degree to which the potentially rebellious society is legible to the state.

        The Syrian civil war offers a good case for illustrating these dynamics. As Kevin Mazur has argued, the Assad regime faced a profound legibility problem in early 2011.257 As the rebellion began, despite all its prowess at surveillance, torture, and control over the public sphere, the regime could not be certain of the loyalties of citizens or even members of the military. Page 119 →Falling back on the Alawi community for irregular militia support and having Assad’s family networks at the pinnacle of the state reflected areas of higher visibility. As the war ground on, however, Syrian society became more legible to Assad. Those who fled to rebel-controlled territories or abroad could be identified as disloyal; those who remained had proven their reliability. Members of the officer corps who were disloyal clarified matters by defecting to the opposition, leaving behind a more transparently loyal institution. Nils Hägerdal makes a similar point about civilian victimization in the early days of Lebanon’s civil war.258 Ethnic identity acted as a signaling device for potential opposition to militias. Where militias could draw on local knowledge and networks to differentiate friend from foe, civilian displacement could be avoided. Where such legibility was lacking, the mass removal of members of potentially hostile sectarian or ethnic groups became the best path toward local security. The logic is compatible with Blaydes’s account of Saddam’s genocidal approach to rebellious Iraqi Kurds in the late 1980s and its heavy-handed repression of the Shiʽa clerical establishment in comparison to its more nuanced approach to Sunni institutions—into which its security services had greater visibility.259

        Such legibility issues go beyond questions of insurgency and violent repression, of course. Michael Rodriguez-Muniz focuses on the role of societal leaders in overcoming obstacles to state visibility by cultivating consent, easing the obstacles to their communities being counted.260 But many MENA citizens and their community leaders preferred to remain as unseen as possible by corrupt, brutal, and unsympathetic state actors. This is especially the case for marginalized communities (such as LGBTQ communities or religious minorities), those working in the informal sector, and political dissidents. In general, Arab citizens recognized a pervasive surveillance—“the walls have ears”—and adapted their social and political lives accordingly. But all things equal, they preferred to keep their secrets and to avoid the scrutiny of a state whose attention almost always meant trouble: tax collection, conscription, demands for bribes, and arbitrary detention. Where states showed little interest in promoting development or providing public goods, little good could come from being rendered visible to a security-minded state. Societal preferences from below, then, reinforce the regimes’ top-down preference for prioritizing security over development in terms of legibility.

        Page 120 →This focus on “consent” reminds us that there is more to legibility than just the state’s collection of and ordering of information about society. Wyrtzen links the concept of legibility to Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic power, in line with several contributions to this volume, with the imposing of legibility being a key expression as it forces this symbolic order and creates new realities through practice.261 When all citizens adopt the same narrative of legitimacy—such as accepting the monarchy as a natural form of government—then their political behavior becomes more predictable and, by implication, controllable. Ayubi found Arab states deficient in the production of such hegemony. But, as Lisa Wedeen reminds us, the use of personality cults at some level substitutes for such hegemony, as long as citizens act as if they accept it in public.262 To the extent that this public conformity is coerced, however, it generates the problem of preference falsification (key to many accounts of unexpected revolutions) as the public performance of compliance creates a false sense of legibility that masks real underlying dissatisfaction, which can shock regimes by seemingly appearing out of nowhere.263

      
      
        An Alternative Trajectory of State Capacity through the Lens of Legibility

        Several chapters in this volume offer a chronology, a periodization, of the evolution of the varying types and degrees of state strength (see those by Hinnebusch and Anderson). In some ways, their periodizations track relatively well when reviewed through the lens of legibility and informational capacity. But they diverge in interesting ways, especially in the 1990s and 2000s and even more so in the current digital era, which is the subject of the next (and final) section of this chapter. This section reviews the historical evolution of the MENA state through the singular lens of legibility and informational capacity, contrasting this aperture with other ways of coding state capacity. In other contexts, collecting such information might be used for purposes other than repression, such as development, distribution, and electoral incentives. But in the MENA region, repression and control have Page 121 →always taken the upper hand.

        The colonial era demanded specific forms of legibility and ordering.264 Mitchell’s study of colonial Egypt, for instance, powerfully shows how this imperative from colonial bureaucracies reshaped Egyptian society through education, infrastructure, architecture, and categorization. Britain’s first order of business after occupying Egypt in 1882, he argues, was “to determine, for every square meter of the country’s agricultural land, the owner, the cultivator, the quality of the soil, and the proper rate of tax . . . to produce something never achieved before, a ‘great land map of Egypt.’”265 There has been a tremendous amount of research on colonial administration in the MENA region since, showing the efforts of Orientalists and bureaucrats to survey, record, and impose order on the communities they came to govern in order to both extract taxation and prevent costly revolts.

        It is not only the land that colonial administrators sought to render legible. As Wyrtzen observes, the high-modern tendency toward homogenization identified by Scott is not the only form of cultivated legibility. Empire involved the cultivation of difference, assigning colonial subjects to categories by which they could be governed: “Colonial legibility entails strenuous efforts to maintain or even invent social differences through state practices.” The colonial ethnographic state took seriously the urgency of “legibility—seeing, naming, and counting tribes, ethnic groups, religious minorities, and castes.”266 Abdelmajid Hannoum’s discussion of the invention of the Maghreb details, for instance, how French colonial practices created a racially defined Maghreb that imposed categories of Berber, Arab, and African to demarcate ontologically different societies.267 Bassel Salloukh, in this volume, points to the ways in which the supposedly weak Lebanese state constituted sectarianism and imposed identity categories. As Maya Mikdashi demonstrates, the state’s legal categories and institutional practice shaped sexual, gender, and sectarian identities at the most intimate level.268

        Postcolonial states inherited these legibility capacities in varying degrees. The massive flight of the pied-noir community from Algeria left the state largely bereft of preexisting state capacity or bureaucratic expertise.Page 122 → In other countries, especially those colonized by Britain, the transition was less dramatic, and a stronger cohort of “native” bureaucrats remained in place to staff the newly independent governments. For many of the chapters in this volume, the postcolonial era was one of relative state weakness, as newly created states struggled to impose their authority and a monopoly on legitimate violence over societies that had no necessary allegiance. For much of the Levant, as Hinnebusch notes in this volume, this was famously the period of the Arab Cold War, marked by the ability of strong states such as Egypt to intervene extensively in the domestic affairs of “weaker” states.

        Viewing this period through the lens of legibility tells a similar story. Relatively new states had to learn about the societies they governed. Pan-Arab passions reduced the legibility of local populations. In states such as Jordan and Lebanon, the influx of Palestinian refugees placed new burdens on the state, introduced new populations to the security services, and devolved significant degrees of state functions (education, welfare, housing) to the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA).269 In the Gulf, urbanization and the rise of the oil industry rapidly changed societies, which relied extensively on international oil companies and expatriates to staff their newly created bureaucracies. Arguably, with Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood expatriates staffing their ministries, these Gulf states lacked visibility even into their own state—much less their societies.270 The visceral fear and hatred expressed by leaders of the UAE for the Muslim Brotherhood might in part be explained by their recognition of the extent to which the Brotherhood had penetrated their own state apparatus, which allowed the Brotherhood a view into UAE society as well as the ability to obstruct the state’s visibility. But in other countries, such as Egypt, this was a period of state-led development that saw a massive expansion of state bureaucracy and state capacity. The erosion of the informational capacity of the Egyptian state would come in the post-1970 era of neoliberalism—typically seen as an era of high state capacity.

        The oil-fueled rise of state strength in the 1970s and 1980s focused on expanding legibility through intensive, crosscutting surveillance agencies. Regimes obsessed with avoiding the military coups and popular uprisings of the 1950s and 1960s prioritized building vast apparatuses of intelligence, repression, and clientelistic patronage, which became the distinctive markersPage 123 → of Arab autocracy. These states sought to render legible previously rebellious societies to better control, co-opt, or suppress them. The shock of the Iranian Revolution and the Sunni Islamist seizure of the Grand Mosque of Mecca in 1979 led Gulf states, especially, to invest heavily in the surveillance and mobilization of religious networks. The neoliberal turn, however, anticipated a retreat of the state from the provision of key social welfare provisions widely across the region in the 1990s, particularly in Egypt. Again, the legibility perspective largely aligns with the narrative offered by Hinnebusch in this volume.

        While the narrative trajectory of state capacity outlined above is generally accepted, in the 1990s assessments begin to diverge. Where Hinnebusch sees a bell-shaped curve, with state capacity declining after its peak around 1990, a legibility account sees strengthening state capacity after 1990 in key areas. On the one hand, to be sure, this is an era of neoliberalism—the shrinking of the state and its retreat from key areas of the economy and society—and of what Hinnebusch calls “post-populism,” which prioritized crony capitalism over the traditional populist constituencies. But it is also the period of what Heydemann elsewhere calls “upgraded authoritarianism,” which involved, in part, improved state capacity to manage emergent challenges and compensate for the revealed weaknesses in the state.271 Examining these contradictory trends through the lens of legibility can help to resolve these contradictions.

        First, more freely contested elections and a more tolerant approach toward civil society and moderate Islamist challengers gave regimes a better view into the real preferences of society, without threatening their actual hold on power. Bringing previously tightly repressed groups out into the open signaled lower, or at least restrained, coercive capacity and introduced a wider space for oppositional speech and organization. But it also clearly increased the informational capacity of those states, allowing them to learn about the size and reach of Islamist movements, the degree and nature of societal dissatisfaction, and the identities of potential elite challengers. This would not save many of them from the systemic shock of the 2011 uprisings, which clearly revealed extreme gaps in their informational capacity. But for several decades this aspect of upgraded authoritarianism did seem to enhance their resilience.

        A second impact on state capacity in this period came from the rise of civil society in response to neoliberal policies of reducing the public sector. The provision of social services by Islamist movements or political parties Page 124 →eroded state-centered clientelistic patronage while also closing off state visibility into those networks.272 Whereas in the 1960s the Egyptian state may have had records on almost every student and every citizen who used a hospital, its retreat opened the door to the Muslim Brotherhood to step in with its own networks of clinics, schools, and other social services. This transferred some degree of clientelistic political benefits from the state to the Muslim Brotherhood, but it also shifted visibility and legibility: closing the eyes of the state to the needs of those citizens while opening the eyes of the Brotherhood as a potential challenger.

        Third, new media such as satellite television and the internet reduced state monopolies over information and the public sphere, badly eroding that aspect of state capacity.273 But at the same time, it enabled states to monitor expression to better understand their potential challengers. Early on, social media such as blogs were inscrutable to regimes—they did not understand the internet, did not know why it was important, and did not much care relative to the efforts they put into controlling broadcast media. The Arab uprisings forced them to care, however. And once they did, they had intrinsic advantages as states, as discussed in the next section.

        Fourth, scientific public opinion survey research was relatively scarce in the Middle East compared to other regions of the world until this period, when it rapidly boomed. In the 1990s, some Middle Eastern governments and associated research centers began to survey their populations, systematically making their policy preferences and social perceptions legible. These surveys escalated dramatically in quantity and quality in the 2000s, as the global war on terror suddenly made Arab public opinion important and relevant to the Washington policy agenda. Academic and policy interest then facilitated the building of local capacity in the form of highly professional survey organizations capable of administering surveys for international partners or for their own needs. The result was the proliferation of surveys providing highly detailed snapshots of the views of Arab citizens—a dramatic increase in their legibility to states (and to academics and the US government).

        The surveys of those years surfaced attitudes toward democracy, religion, and US foreign policy highly familiar to readers of James Scott. The questions asked and the terms used were often those of importance to the United States, shaping the answers given into a form comprehensible to a Western audience but perhaps orthogonal to the actual concerns and Page 125 →concepts of the respondents. Cross-national surveys asking about attitudes toward “democracy” impose an artificial sense of commonality and universal knowledge, facilitating comparison across time and space as well as responsiveness to policy interventions. It is important to note that attitudinal surveys do not themselves create a public opinion, in the sense of being linked to actual policy outcomes. Nor do surveys call into being attitudes, opinions, or beliefs that did not previously exist.

        Overall, then, even as the MENA neoliberal state retreated from significant aspects of social welfare provision, public sector employment, and other traditional dimensions of state capacity, its informational capacity manifestly increased. States were able to gather, systematize and analyze vastly more information about their citizens, both attitudinal and behavioral, and to thus better target both repression and co-optation. This greater legibility is at the heart of the “upgrade” in authoritarian practice and resilience. The Arab uprisings disrupted this perceived stability but, in fact, as we shall see, actually introduced radical increases in the informational capacity of most Arab states as they discovered the opportunities for surveillance available to them in the digital realm.

      
      
        Digital Liberation, Digital Authoritarianism

        How does digital authoritarianism change all of this? The literature on the political effects of the internet polarized early on between enthusiasts for what seemed like a liberation technology and skeptics who warned of its potential abuses by powerful states.274 In the early days following the Arab uprisings, that pendulum swung too rapidly toward the enthusiasts, who saw social media such as Facebook and Twitter as the keys to the sudden eruption of mass protest and the shattering of the walls of fear. Cautionary voices warned that technologies were value neutral, that their effects were mediated by political and social structures, and that the key mechanisms affecting politics were all potentially double-edged.275

        The arguments for emancipatory effects lay in the revolutionary new forms of networked communication.276 Social media lowered the transaction costs for collective action, bridging divisions caused by physical separation and distance. It helped to erode state control over the public sphere Page 126 →and political communication, a capacity that had been central to the operation of Arab authoritarianism. There were variations, of course, from the near total state domination of the public sphere found in Ba’thist Iraq and Syria to the contentious but carefully monitored and policed print public in Egypt and Jordan. Even without protest mobilization, social media layered on to the earlier satellite television revolution to shatter state control over information and public communication.277 That, in and of itself, represented a significant erosion in state capacity with wide-ranging implications.

        Shutting down this new media revolution was beyond the capacity of most states: they battled back instead by working within the new digital environment. Some, such as China and Iran, created national internet systems that allowed for control over which apps could be used and were endowed with a master key for total surveillance. But most regimes adapted by using their superior wealth and power to insert themselves into these new public spaces, shaping public discourse through open and covert interventions while extensively monitoring online behavior and opinions.278 States recruited people to monitor and to engage on social media, amplified by bots and other coordinated inauthentic behavior.279 It is important not to take this surfeit of legibility at face value, however. The mass collection of data cannot itself produce insights without the analytical capacity to translate data into information; the digital world has produced a steady stream of companies promising far more than they can deliver either politically or commercially through the collection of mass data. Mass collection of data is rather inefficient compared to the targeted surveillance of known actors. The seeming omnipresence of the state in the media realm might be more performative than effective—though no less significant for the behavioral patterns it produces. The targeted repression of well-known activists, for instance, sends a message to lesser-known digital users about their vulnerability, which may not be warranted.

        The debate has shifted in recent years as the extent and nature of digital repression have become more clear.280 In an influential statistical analysis, Nils Weidman and Espen Rød found that more wired countries were less, not more, likely to experience disruptive political protest.281 Digital technologies “can substitute traditional repressive tactics that autocratic governmentsPage 127 → have relied on in the past . . . [and have] given autocratic leaders new ways to manipulate and control the population, which has reduced the need for traditional and sometimes costly repressive tactics.”282 Social media, for Seva Gunitsky, has become a critical vehicle for regimes to “cheaply gather information about citizen preferences.”283 This has unleashed new forms of digital authoritarianism that have radically expanded the ability of states to monitor the communications of their citizens.284 Similar dynamics of autocratic regime strengthening have been observed not only in the Middle East but in Southeast Asia, Eurasia, and beyond.285

        As Xu Xu puts it, “Digital surveillance resolves dictators’ information problem of not knowing individual citizens’ true anti-regime sentiments.”286 Xu focuses not on internet penetration but rather specifically on the deployment of digital surveillance technology. This resolves what he calls the “vertical information problem”: “increasing digital surveillance shapes the repression-co-optation trade-off in substantively important ways by mitigating this vertical information problem, thereby allowing authoritarian governments to substitute targeted, preventive repression for more costly universal co-optation.”287 The implication, for Xu, is that autocratic regimes should be able to repress much more selectively as digital surveillance expands, while also scaling back expensive social programs aimed at mass co-optation. Anita Gohdes makes the case perhaps the most bluntly: “Surveillance of digital information exchange can provide intelligence that enables the use of more targeted forms of repression.”288

        Simply observing content publicly posted to social media offers insights into the political views, personal connections, and likely behavior of individual citizens. This can be done at scale through techniques of big-data analysis: network analysis, automated text analysis, sentiment analysis, and artificial intelligence. The risks this poses can be seen graphically after the US Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade in the use of information from period tracking apps and online communications to prosecute women who seek abortions or of location tracking of phones to monitor their potential travel to states that still provide abortions. The risks can also be seen in how Lebanese and Egyptian security services use apps such as Grindr to Page 128 →identify LGBTQ individuals.289 Or surveillance can be done simply by following influential individuals, or by joining WhatsApp, Telegram, or Facebook groups under real or assumed identities. But nefarious technology has proliferated to go beyond such reading of publicly available social media information. The Israeli cyber-intelligence organization NSO Group and its Pegasus software have taken this even further with no-click exploits, by which governments can take control of devices and access all their information without their targets even clicking a link. Spies inside Facebook and Twitter can reveal the identities of political dissidents.290

        The magnitude and degree of digital surveillance that has emerged and flourished over the last decade is truly astonishing.291 In globally high-informational-capacity states such as China and Singapore (and in the MENA region, the UAE), virtually every aspect of life that is digitally mediated is potentially open to state scrutiny. For upgrading authoritarian regimes, the China model of full digital surveillance and control is a goal, not a dystopia.292 In what Özgün Topak calls an “authoritarian surveillant assemblage,” overlapping and reinforcing levels of surveillance allow regimes to penetrate deeply and control society.293 And there is little privacy, even in ostensibly anonymized mass data, as users are tracked across multiple apps and platforms in ways that create unique digital footprints to reveal shockingly intimate information about everything from their medical concerns to their food preferences to their political commitments.

        Consider the Israeli surveillance apparatus in the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza.294 Israel always engaged in a wide range of human intelligence operations through the use of collaborators and blackmail alike.295 This came to be supplemented by telecommunications intercepts. The rise of digital surveillance techniques has brought intelligence operations to an 296entirely new level. It is no accident that many of the key digital surveillance companies, such as NSO Group, are inextricably connected to the Israeli military and test their operations on Palestinian populations. During the June 2021 protests at the Al-Aqsa Mosque complex in Jerusalem, for instance, Israel flexed its information dominance by sending text messages to protestors whose phone’s digital footprint placed them at the Page 129 →protest. Surveillance is also enabled by closed-circuit television cameras across Jerusalem, face-scanning apps that facilitate facial recognition surveillance, and the collection of biometric information at checkpoints. The “Wolf Pack” database includes a massive trove of personal information, with the goal of profiling every Palestinian living in the West Bank and matching them with facial recognition software.297 During the 2023 Gaza War, Israel used an Artificial Intelligence (AI) system with this database in its targeting decisions.298 The upshot is that, through the lens of legibility, the Israeli occupation arguably has more “stateness” in the stateless West Bank than most actual states.

        This Israeli panopticon is not unique to the occupation, of course. Israeli tech companies have used the occupation to develop, test, and refine surveillance apps, which can then be marketed abroad. The UAE has pioneered the use of digital technologies for mass surveillance and control, including widespread monitoring of public spaces.299 A full-scale infrastructure of surveillance and monitoring of public space facilitates social control and the suppression of dissent.300 The UAE’s ability to enact such comprehensive digital surveillance is testimony to its high state capacity. Other Arab states that are larger and less wealthy may aspire to such a digital surveillance architecture but lack the state capacity to build, use, and maintain it. Critically, however, these digital tools lower the costs and barriers to such surveillance, thus promising to put the tools for imposing legibility on society in the hands of even relatively poor states and enhancing this critical dimension of state capacity.

        Access to Israeli surveillance technology was reportedly one of the key motivations for the UAE in its normalization of relations with Israel. A wide array of other Arab regimes—including relatively poor as well as wealthy states—use the Israeli Pegasus surveillance technology, including Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Jordan, Morocco, and Algeria.301 Those not mentioned have probably just not yet been caught. In this age of transnational authoritarian learning, the use of such digital surveillance tools will likely become ever more ubiquitous. As a result, these states grow stronger relative to society: more able to render their populations legible and thus able to demonstrate higher capacity.

        Page 130 →Of course, what states are actually able to do with this information will continue to vary in line with other metrics of state capacity. Knowing more about a society’s needs might not matter if the state has neither the resources nor the interest in meeting them. This higher capacity, however, is likely to continue to be used primarily in the service of regime security rather than development, taxation, or the provision of public goods. It may not, therefore, solve any of the problems identified by Heydemann and others in this volume. Egypt, for instance, may have gleaned tremendous amounts of information from its digital surveillance. But this has not translated into better refined or discriminating repression. Its security state continues to rely on its more traditional methods of mass arrests and extended incarceration, often catching non-activists or non–Muslim Brothers in its dragnets around protests. Its extended, extralegal imprisonment of tens of thousands of citizens could be taken as an indictment of its ability to translate greater societal legibility into more targeted repression. It could, of course, also be an intentional strategy, to impose fear and passivity among potential opponents for fear that any expression of dissent could meet a draconian response.

      
      
        Conclusion

        Viewing MENA state capacity through the lens of legibility reorients some of the arguments and themes that run through this volume. During the 1950s and 1960s, generally seen as the era of state weakness, some MENA states (notably Egypt) made significant advances in rendering their societies legible. During the 1970s and 1980s, the era generally seen as one of strong states, the overwhelming focus on regime security distorted both the means and the goals of legibility. During the 1990s and 2000s, when the neoliberal turn is often seen as weakening those overdeveloped security states, societies actually became more legible to states through civil society, elections, and public opinion surveys as well as the emergence of new media platforms that allowed citizens to publicly express their views. The ability of states to use this new informational capacity should be seen as a key part of what Heydemann termed “authoritarian upgrading.”

        One of the key contentions of this chapter is that the rise of digital surveillance may represent a disjuncture in our understanding of state capacity, which forces us to consider the possibility of fundamentally new dynamics rather than repetition of familiar patterns. Many MENA societiesPage 131 → have literally never been more transparent and legible to their states. The ability to access, organize, and analyze massive amounts of online data gives states unprecedented capacity to understand behavioral and attitudinal dynamics. The ability to surveil electronic communications allows a degree of penetration of ostensibly private behavior and interaction of which the old-school mukhabarat could only dream. It recalls an old but telling joke where a security official is explaining Facebook to a skeptical Arab president. After explaining that Facebook led citizens to voluntarily share their identity, their network of personal relationships, their political attitudes, and even their sexual and social behaviors, the security official chuckles and tells the president that it was their finest invention. That old joke is dated, though. The current level of digital surveillance capacity far exceeds what those early Facebook years offered.

        I do not mean to claim that legibility is the only dimension of state capacity that matters. It interacts with the range of other dimensions highlighted by theorists of the state. Informational capacity alone does not help if a state lacks the infrastructural capacity to act based on that information. Informational capacity will not facilitate economic development or public goods provision if the regime has no interest in those outcomes. Nor will informational capacity necessarily save a regime threatened by large-scale public dissent, if it is unable to respond effectively through either repression or co-optation. Being aware of a threat does not mean that the threat can be countered. President Hosni Mubarak, after all, was not really taken by surprise by the protests of January 25, 2011: his security forces were ready, but they were just overwhelmed by the unexpected size, creativity, and tenacity of the marching crowds.

        From the perspective of state-failure discourse, declining legibility typically signals incipient state weakness and potential political instability. As a state struggles with visibility into particular geographic areas or political/ethnic/religious communities, the risks go up that it will be unable to anticipate or prevent insurgency, political rebellion, or other forms of disruption. The solution, then, would be to encourage mechanisms to reduce opacity in the name of stability. In the Middle East, at least, this prescription is worse than the disease. Higher legibility has in general been an invitation to greater repression, which in turn compounds the problems that actually breed political instability. Giving autocratic regimes in Syria, Egypt, or Saudi Arabia more powerful digital tools to monitor and surveil their populations is not likely to contribute to the greater good.

        This issue is not only about political dissent, narrowly defined. Take, for Page 132 →instance, the use of digital surveillance to identify and prosecute LGBTQ and other marginalized communities.302 LGBTQ citizens have traditionally survived in conservative systems by remaining nonvisible, tolerated only to the extent that their sexuality did not appear before the public eye. In countries such as Lebanon and Egypt, digital platforms have been used by security services to pierce the illegibility that protected those communities. From police officers using honey trap accounts on Grindr to physically seizing phones to scrutinize chat logs and contact lists, digital surveillance has enhanced state capacity very much at the expense of personal freedoms and human rights.

        Do these changes then mean that the Middle East is doomed to suffer eternal autocracy under the crushing weight of the digital panopticon? The rise of digital surveillance certainly seems to have shifted the balance of power decisively toward the state, not just in MENA but globally. The so-called China model of 360-degree societal surveillance, with state visibility into lives conducted virtually entirely online, is highly attractive to most MENA regimes. New technologies put into place to combat COVID-19 have already turned some of these fears into realities. These new capabilities may allow Middle Eastern states, which had long scored higher on despotic than infrastructural power, to leapfrog their past deficiencies. That is certainly the hope in Abu Dhabi, Cairo, and the region’s many palaces.

        But it is worth recalling James Scott’s original intention when introducing “legibility” into the canon of state capacity theory. The modern state’s drive to impose legibility on the societies it seeks to control has led, in his telling, to a consistent pattern of grand failure. The legibility produced by modernizing states distorted reality. By reducing social and natural life to codifiable metrics, states lost their sense of the deeper web of cultural relations, local knowledge, and social history that gave texture and meaning to society. Their grand projects of social transformation based on the legibility they imposed on society repeatedly failed.

        Nor did the obsessive ethnography of the colonial powers protect them from the drive for decolonization. The French drive to render Algerian society legible helped to consolidate an artificially rigid divide between Berbers and Arabs that served them poorly in the face of a national war of liberation. The British ethnographic cataloging of colonial possessions did not help them keep Egypt any more than it helped them keep India.

        There is a lesson here. The new digital legibility that has turbocharged state power similarly comes with costs. More and more of modern life may Page 133 →have moved online, but the online and the offline are still not the same. What people do online makes up only one part of the totality of their identity, beliefs, relationships, and practices. As states grow confident in their total penetration of society, they will likely lose sight of those offline realities and build strategies of repression based on what they see rather than on what they do not see. And when they attempt to act on this distorted map, they will still lack the administrative, fiscal, and human capacity to carry out their intended reforms.

        As societies come to understand these lacunae in the state’s vision, individuals and groups too will adapt by moving key aspects of their political activity offline, engaging in deception and misdirection, and turning the ruler’s methods against it. They will adapt and find new ways to challenge, just as they have in every other era and domain. Those outside the gaze of the new state will likely reside disproportionately in the marginal neighborhoods and peripheral areas. Regimes may find that their increased scrutiny of what Asef Bayat calls the “middle class poor”—educated, online, but underemployed urbanites—comes at the cost of less understanding of other potentially revolutionary sectors.303 As the Arab uprisings of 2011 demonstrated, MENA societies have a remarkable ability to organize and act outside the gaze of security-obsessed regimes—even if their legibility to states continues to increase.
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        Page 140 →Page 141 →Five

        What We Talk about When We Talk about the State in Postwar Lebanon

      
      Bassel F. Salloukh

      
        A picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.

        —Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §115

      

      When I walk the streets of Beirut and see cars parked on sidewalks or double-parked on street corners, bots driving in every possible direction, pedestrians crossing intersections as if they are running for their lives through a firing range with street crossings doubling as targets for speeding cars, sidewalks colonized by illegal cafes armed with the omnipresent espresso machine, and that informal militia labeled “valet parking” with a Roman emperor’s ultimate power to decide if and where you can park your car no matter what the law says—I wonder, where is the Lebanese state? Everyday parlance is saturated with references to state absence, and “wayn el-dawle?” is the inescapable Lebanese complaint par excellence.304 This kind of haphazard political ethnography is deceiving, however, because the state Page 142 →is at the heart of a range of political economic, biopolitical, discursive, and performative practices that serve to incentivize and reproduce a particular type of sectarian politics and consent while precluding the emergence of viable organizational and ideological alternatives.

      But what are we talking about when we talk about the state in postwar Lebanon? How do we conceptualize the state and its relation to society and a range of social actors? What picture of the state do we subscribe to when we label the state in Lebanon weak or absent, or when we demarcate analytical boundaries between the state and non-state actors, between the state and society, the private and the public realm, the formal and informal sphere, or when we contest these labels? What are we talking about when we make claims about the centrality of the state apparatus in the production and reproduction of sectarian subjectivities and control of gender and sexual differences or when we consider the state a site for the production of political economic relations and their social, organizational, and ideological forms?

      This chapter surveys three very different pictures of the state in Lebanon: first, the so-called weak state picture and its critics; second, the immaterial and its limits; and third, borrowing from Antonio Gramsci, the integral state, gathering the material, ideological, and organizational dimensions in the production of the postwar order on the road to the current socioeconomic, fiscal, monetary, and financial collapse. These three pictures make different claims about the state and adopt different conceptions of the relation between state and society. I argue that the weak state picture—with its emphasis on how much the state in Lebanon falls short of the neo-Weberian ideal—is caught up in a largely binary image of the relation between the state and society, one that cannot account for postwar political economic dynamics. Moreover, critiques of the weak state thesis, whether based on accounts of mediated statehood, hybrid security, or hybrid sovereignties and despite their welcome corrections, do not go far enough in theorizing the transformations in the postwar order that have produced the integral state. Consequently, either they abstract the state to a level that ends up ignoring the material underpinnings of political dynamics, and thus fail to explain the causes of and reactions to the country’s political economic collapse after 2019, or they gloss over the violence and distortions that come with hybridity. The immaterial picture confirms just how much the state as dominant idea has become entrenched in the everyday practices and affections of the Lebanese, even though they may imagine it differently. But this approach is of little utility to the centrality of the postwar state as condensation of the material and social relations Page 143 →that went into the making of the postwar order and is so essential to an explanation of the causes and management of the post–October 2019 collapse. Instead, a picture of the integral state captured by the postwar political economic and financial elite—and producing its social, political, ideological, and organizational forms—helps us explain not only the causes of the current fiscal, financial, monetary, and socioeconomic collapse but also the dearth of viable political, organizational, and ideological alternatives in response to this collapse and the shape of the management of this collapse with its disastrous consequences.

      In making this argument about the intersection of the material, organizational, and ideological in postwar Lebanon, I join a number of scholars who are “thinking in a Gramscian way about the present” without, however, “rigidly ‘applying’ Gramsci’s concepts.”305 The “state,” Gramsci writes expansively, “is the entire complex of practical and theoretical activities with which the ruling class not only justifies and maintains its dominance, but manages to win the active consent of those over whom it rules.”306 Gramsci’s key concept of the integral state helps us gather the material, organizational, and ideological activities that went into producing and maintaining the postwar order. It is also a concept that allows us to see the postwar state free from the imposed binaries of civil society/political society, consent/coercion, weak/strong state, private/public sphere, state/non-state actors, and formal/informal sectors. This, in turn, liberates us “from the conceptual binaries produced through conventional understandings of state-society relations.”307 With the picture of the integral state “Gramsci attempted to analyze the mutual interpenetration and reinforcement of ‘political society’ and ‘civil society’ (to be distinguished from each other methodologically, not organically) within a unified (and indivisible) state form.”308 It is a picture that can travel beyond its original location not only to capture analytically how the postwar political economic elite placed the state’s fiscal and monetary policies at the service of capital accumulation but also to integrate substantial social constituencies into the postwar order along strictly sectarian clientelist lines. This, in turn, disaggregated cross-sectarian class interests and provided the material conditions—or “lived Page 144 →experience” in Gramscian language—to secure a level of sectarian ideological consent that precluded the emergence of viable political alternatives in the postwar era.309 This was also accomplished by controlling the agents of ideological diffusion and cultural production, namely, the media, and by obstructing the emergence of those organizational formations, whether trade unions, professional syndicates, or nonsectarian parties with substantial followings, that could contribute to the emergence of nonsectarian forms of collective solidarities and organization that allow for contesting the political economic elite’s postwar project. Far from reifying, underrating, or abstracting the state, then, this Gramscian picture foregrounds the state as part of a complex web of “social relations and material interests that constitute a social . . . order.”310 On this view, then, the distortions of the postwar period, from systemic corruption, lack of accountability, everyday lawlessness, and “the habitualisation and internalisation of [sectarian] social practices”311 to the “predatory pursuit, or rush for the spoils, of wealth and power,” are all part of a mode of governance that has less to do with state weakness, absence, or failure and more with “a mechanism of social organisation . . . through which political power is disseminated and wealth redistributed,” one that served to reproduce sectarian modes of political mobilization, organization, and consent at the expense of alternative types.312

      This approach shares close affinities with Steven Heydemann’s chapter in this volume surveying the trajectories of limited statehood in the Middle East and North Africa. It takes stateness as constructed by an overlapping political economic elite, one in which the state/society, private/public, and formal/informal binaries are intentionally dissolved in the production of the “social relations and material interests” undergirding the sectarian postwar order. However, whereas in Heydemann’s account the boundaries between levels of governance become “fluid,” governance is “layered,” and state and non-state actors are “intertwined,” in my account the technologies of postwar consociational power sharing produce a more integral state, in which state and non-state actors are one and the same.313 This postwar integral state expresses a very different picture and vocabulary of the state than our existing theoretical arsenal makes available. It is a “state as society” picture, as Heydemann and Marc Lynch describe it in this volume’s introduction, where the making of the postwar order is shaped by, but also Page 145 →shapes, the state and its political economy. The analytic difference between Heydemann’s chapter and this one is a product of variations in regime types and concomitant elite choices.

      This chapter is organized diachronically around the aforementioned pictures of the state as they appeared in studies of Lebanese politics. I start with the neo-Weberian picture of the state in terms of its autonomy from society and its possession of a measure of institutional capacity. Its emphasis on the congenitally weak institutional capacity of the Lebanese state has justifiably come under critical scrutiny from a range of perspectives accusing it of uncritically exporting neo-Weberian assumptions to the Global South. But I also interrogate this critical literature on its own terms, exploring whether it has gone far enough in dissolving the binary image of the relation between the state and society and between the state and non-state actors and whether it can account for the materiality involved in the production of the postwar order. The chapter then moves to explore immaterial representations of the state in postwar Lebanon culled from postmodern and anthropological standpoints. This picture of the state is indispensable for an understanding of how entrenched the idea of the state has become in everyday experiences but cannot on its own explain the material underpinnings of the postwar order and its unmaking. The balance of the chapter theoretically and empirically explores the picture of the integral state in the making of the postwar order through the production of new social relations and material interests and its role in the management of the socioeconomic and financial collapse in the aftermath of the October 2019 protests. Studying the state in Lebanon thus requires us to free ourselves from any one aspectival perspective and to appreciate instead the explanatory value and limits of all three different pictures explored in this chapter.314

      
        Neo-Statist and Immaterial Pictures of the Lebanese State

        Much like its counterpart on the Arab state,315 the literature on the state in Lebanon subscribes to multiple pictures of the state. The first and earliest picture of the state in the literature on Lebanese politics captures the state in terms of its presumed institutional capacities: its ability to penetratePage 146 → society, extract resources, and restructure state-society relations. Here the strength or weakness of states depends on “how closely they approximated the ideal type of centralized and fully rationalized Weberian bureaucracy, supposedly able to work its will efficiently and without effective social opposition.”316 In this neo-statist view, the Lebanese state was born institutionally weak—bereft of autonomy and penetrative infrastructural capacities—vis-à-vis an alliance of religious, political, and economic elites. These elites were more often than not divided along factional and intra-sectarian rather than inter-sectarian rivalries, but nevertheless they were determined after 1926 to exploit sectarianism “to assure access to the new political institutions and wealth of the state.”317 The state was also weak in facing the segmental autonomy and prerogatives enjoyed by the sectarian communities by virtue of the logic of corporate consociational power sharing.318 This autonomy is protected by the powers of Articles 9 and 10 of both the pre- and postwar constitutions that grant substantial non-territorial autonomy in administering personal and cultural matters to what religious and political elites have always falsely presented as “internally homogeneous, externally bounded” sectarian communities.319

        Even the Shihabist etatist strong state-building interregnum (1958–70) failed to impose its will on society and the political elite. The Shihabist strategy was based on using the alliance with President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt to insulate the state from external and domestic interference. This, in turn, would allow a professional cadre of state administrators to push through a series of administrative and socioeconomic reforms that could promote national integration and increase state institutional capacity and autonomy, especially vis-à-vis the traditional za‘im elite.320 Fuad Shihab subscribed to a precise and linear state-building strategy: administrative reforms would create the kind of coherent institutions (mu’asasat) that make up the anatomy of a state (dawla) that would then create a nation (watan) from the multitude of sects gathered in Lebanon.321 However, the Page 147 →Shihabist state was always one among many other social organizations competing for social control of the population in an “existing environment of conflict,” to cite the language of Joel Migdal’s original state-society model developed against the neo-Weberian image of the state in the Global South.322 Its efforts at social control through monopoly over the stipulation of rules governing people’s social behavior were actively resisted by existing social organizations—namely, patron-client dyads in the form of social and political elites claiming to represent sectarian communities or “groups.”323 In this “weblike” society, the Shihabist state stood no chance against the “mélange of fairly autonomous social organizations” vying for social control.324 Moreover, the failure of the Lebanese state to achieve anything resembling a “monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force” within its territory undermined its sovereignty and exposed it to overlapping domestic and external contests that turned the country into a site for grander geopolitical competition.325 This was exacerbated in the prewar years by the presence of a bevy of Palestinian commando groups, and it doubled in the postwar period with Hezbollah’s oversized military capabilities both at the local and transnational levels.326 Both “used the weakness and failure of the Lebanese state to advance their own, transnational, agendas.”327 This Lebanese state, understood in terms of institutional capacities and the ability to control its territory and population, has been in permanent erosion and backsliding vis-à-vis a host of competitors, sectarian or otherwise—a destination many other Arab states have belatedly reached, as Lisa Anderson shows in this volume.328

        The presumed weakness of the Lebanese state to achieve a measure of administrative coherence and institutional autonomy from overlapping religious, political, and economic elites, and to defend its territorial sovereignty, does not imply that the state in Lebanon is “irrelevant” or “absent,” especially biopolitically and legally.329 Maya Mikdashi has demonstrated the indispensable role of the state’s legal and bureaucratic apparatus in the production and reproduction of sectarian and sexual differences. The institutionsPage 148 → of the Lebanese state deploy a range of biopolitical technologies—including census registries, citizenship laws, and criminal laws—to regulate, manage, and reproduce both gender and sectarian inequalities. This “sextarianism” is “a way of viewing the Lebanese state that does not separate or privilege sectarian difference from sexual difference.”330 The state’s postwar legal architecture is instrumentalized by the political elite to shield themselves from any measure of accountability, whether for the country’s fiscal and financial collapse or the criminal negligence that led to the port explosion of August 4, 2020. The state apparatus is also involved in selective sanctioning or punishment of LGBTQ identities. John Nagle and Tamirace Fakhoury have documented how “the state makes distinctions between expressions of sexuality that are implicitly tolerated”—namely, middle class, affluent, clean, and contained—“and those that are proscribed. Commercial Queerspaces are tacitly incorporated into the neoliberal and sectarian state, while at the same time spaces and people deemed transgressive to the moral order—are violently erased.”331 Similarly, and against claims that the Lebanese state did not historically interfere in the country’s laissez-faire economy, Jamil Mouawad and Hannes Baumann argue that Banque du Liban (BDL), the state’s preeminent monetary institution, has played a central, autonomous role in managing Lebanese capitalism but in a manner that handsomely rewards the country’s commercial and financial elites. They find this to be the case in both the prewar and the postwar periods—an autonomy that fits more the period before the end of the war in 1990. During the Amin Gemayel presidency (1982–88), BDL still exercised a measure of monetary autonomy from what would later develop into an overlapping postwar political economic and financial elite.332 Finally, the state can perform weakness and inaction as a deliberate governance strategy to manage both local and refugee populations. As Lama Mourad and Fakhoury suggest, in this case central state authorities decide not to act as managers of a neo-Weberian state intent on policing its territory or regulating refugee populations in a bid to avoid making divisive political choices.333 Rather, “state inaction played a major role in structuring the responses that did emerge ‘below’ and ‘above’ the state, from local authorities and international agencies,” as Mourad demonstrates. Moreover, “indirect measures taken by the central government Page 149 →facilitated and encouraged greater local autonomy in governing the refugee presence. This, in turn, served to further decentralize and fragment the response to the Syrian refugee crisis in Lebanon and legitimized discretionary action by municipal authorities.”334 Consequently, central state authorities were able to simultaneously distance themselves from the most discriminatory of these subnational policies while using “their presence as leverage to shift greater international donor support towards Lebanese host communities and Lebanese state institutions.”335 Far from an expression of absence, then, this liminality of the Lebanese state on such sensitive policy choices “operationalized through repressive acts and violent neglect” produces “perceptions of enmity among citizens and refugees resettled within its boundaries.”336

        Be that as it may, the weak state thesis is challenged by a substantial body of critical scholarship that positions itself squarely against what it considers a normative bias embedded in the exportability of neo-Weberian assumptions about state institutional capacity to the Global South. For example, the “mediated state” approach seeks to dissolve the state-society binary and instead underscores the interdependency between state and non-state forms of governance across a range of spatial, demographic, and hierarchical components of governance.337 Nora Stel contends that far from contributing to the weakness of the Lebanese state, the Palestine Liberation Organization and the Lebanese state are caught in a relation of mutual interdependence that serves their different yet mutual interests in governance coordination: “States manipulate non-state governance actors, but non-state actors also use states to govern.”338 Alternatively, Najib Hourani contends that the Lebanese political terrain is itself constituted by a certain type of “hybrid sovereignties.”339 The blurring of the imagined state/non-state boundary is a constant strategy deployed by political aspirants in Lebanon: from Amin Gemayel’s Kataeb Party to Hezbollah and including Rafiq Hariri. Not only have these actors blurred the domestic state/non-state boundary, but they have also made “themselves useful for larger regional or global politicoeconomic projects,” in the process blurring the inside-outside boundary as well.340 A crucial part of this dynamic involves Page 150 →the incorporation of “states within the state” where “political movements develop and become anchored in non-state and parastatal institutions that provide economic, social and security services and even military capabilities . . . [and] the embedding of such networks and institutions within the state apparatus.”341 In a similar vein, Waleed Hazbun “turns the weak-state approach upside down” when he considers the weakness of postwar Lebanon’s plural system of security governance to be an effective means to contain domestic and external security threats.342 Arguing against advocates of centralizing and expanding the coercive capacities of the Lebanese state, he finds in the “assemblage of conflicting state and non-state actors that constantly negotiate among rival understandings of security” the best guarantee for stability and protection against the violence of a strong state.343 Similarly, hybrid security sectors may challenge neo-Weberian assumptions anchored on the state’s exclusive right to coercive monopoly but nevertheless demonstrate how non-state actors “do not always operate completely outside the realm of the state, but often in partnership with or with the consent of the state.”344 Nor is the contest between state and non-state actors over territorial sovereignty something that can be considered only in binary terms: as state led or absent. Rather, Sara Fregonese blurs the boundary between state and non-state armed actors in civil war Lebanon. She considers non-state actors “agents of sovereignty through their use and control of urban space.”345 The result is “hybrid political actors” that “exist between the state and the nonstate”; they are “new entities that are both state and nonstate, entities which enact a hybridized sovereignty born from this cross-contamination.”346 In this view, then, Lebanon is “not a ‘weak’ state where sovereignty is lacking in light of the civil war, but one where sovereignty has become increasingly hybrid.”347

        Hybridity claims are often criticized for their “conceptual vagueness” and for not always acknowledging that “the state is in fact the space in which elements of the elite cooperate and compete with each other using the tools of ideology, economics and violence.”348 In the Lebanese Page 151 →context, however, hybridity claims do not actually go far enough in tracing the transformations in the postwar state form, transformations that have led to almost complete state capture by overlapping political, economic, and financial elites, thus dissolving altogether the private/public, state/non-state, and formal/informal binaries. Hezbollah is instructive in this regard, amplifying a broader pattern in the postwar state: it can be claimed that it is “both more and less than a state,” as Anderson suggests; embeds its “networks and institutions within the state apparatus,” as Najib Hourani argues; acquires public authority “whether alongside the state, in competition with the state, or in collaboration with the state,” as Lina Khatib contends; and is “intertwined” with the state along different layers of governance, as Heydemann theorizes in this volume for similar non-state actors.349 Hezbollah is also, however, both inside and outside the state (the state understood not just in terms of sovereignty and layered levels of governance but also as a political economy that transcends the private/public or formal/informal binary) no matter how much the discourse of the party’s leaders blames the state for Lebanon’s problems.350 Moreover, and although it warns us about the limits of the weak state image and its origins outside the Global South, the hybridity literature’s abstraction of the state and its sovereignty to capture those moments of blurriness underrates the materiality that goes into the production and reproduction of sectarian politics over a range of other political choices. It also invites us to celebrate the impact of non-state actors—armed or otherwise—on people’s everyday security and encounters even if many citizens do not want to, thus glossing over the violence (especially cultural and social) imposed by these non-state actors on the very societies they claim to represent and protect. Celebrating plural security structures ends up reintroducing another normative bias in the name of debunking neo-Weberian assumptions.

        Others celebrate the partial but never total absence of the state in Lebanon as antidote to the alienation and abstraction experienced in other national contexts with much higher levels of regulation of social life as a result of more state legal capacity. Ghassan Hage traces the experiences of middle-class expatriates in Lebanon as they navigate their ways through Beirut’s lawlessness, traffic, and dilapidated infrastructure.351 He contends that what these expats experience is an existence outside the law that “is not Page 152 →just a negative attitude vis-à-vis the law and others.” Far from it, because “it can become the space of a different sociality—a skill and an affirmation of a desire to co-exist with others differently.”352 Hage is careful lest his argument is interpreted as a celebration of the country’s lawlessness and “perennial problems.” Nevertheless, he argues that “the partial absence of the state and of any serious centralized planning does foster more than just lack and negativity. It offers a space for the flourishing of . . . [a] negotiated being.” It follows then that any attempt to increase “the capacity of the laws of the state to saturate and regulate society, and as desirable as it might be,” it inevitably “involves certain losses.”353 And so instead of seeing the experience of crossing the road as an event laden with dangerous possibilities, Hage considers it akin to “a festival of interpersonal interaction in which one has to actively engage with others, look drivers in the eye, and squeeze an ethical moment out of them by appealing to their better side and making them stop for you.”354 Of course, the rules of this sociality by which we relate to others outside the boundaries of the law are so fluid that any mistake or miscalculation can turn this festival into a violent act, a certainty confirmed by the high ratio of car accidents and flying bots on Lebanon’s streets.355 It also elides the dehumanizing effects this lawlessness has on those who live under it but do not want to live by its rules.

        An altogether different picture of the state in postwar Lebanon defines it immaterially, as imaginaire, discourse, fantasy, or ideological construct.356 Mouawad examines how marginalized Lebanese use sports “to ‘imagine’ a unified Lebanon, which is not only powerful and defiant but can also compete” with those countries that intervene in its domestic politics.357 Here the state is imagined or articulated in everyday practices as the “other” of the weak, penetrated polity lacking national unity because of sectarian affiliations. Approaching national unity as a performative act reveals “a ‘Lebanon’ that differs from its dominant descriptions as disintegrated or a ‘jigsaw of communities.’”358 Alternatively, constructing a discourse of resilience around a weak Lebanese state is nothing more than a sectarian elite trope to consolidate the domination of the sectarian system and “undermine the Page 153 →state’s public institutions, rendering the society dependent on a system of aid and clientelism rather than on state-driven development projects.”359 The state may also be conceived as fantasy through experiences of everyday cynicism. As Sami Hermez suggests, “People’s fantasies of what should be the state strengthen the state’s power and existence.”360 This happens because the mere act of everyday cynicism consolidates “the hegemonic sectarian structures of power making up the state.”361 Even those living on the margins of the state can actively experience the state “as a construct that has manifestations and effects.”362 Michelle Obeid shows how residents of Arsal invoke a different kind of state than the one responsible for their marginality, and in so doing, the state’s history of neglect can be countered by citizens searching for a state that incorporates them and develops their rural towns.363 Similarly, Mouawad and Bauman use a postmodern approach to demonstrate how Timothy Mitchell’s state effect can “unfold from below” and thus produce the state as an ideological construct.364 They show how the people of the marginalized region of Akkar “continue to defend the state, albeit indirectly, through their attachment to the army” and how this “speaks to the army’s role in society. This is not a story of sectarian leaders mediating between a sectarian society and a weak state. It is a story that depicts the production of a diffuse state effect.”365

        This immaterial picture of the state captures what Charles Tripp describes as the everyday practices and effects “that produce and reproduce the state as dominant idea and as ultimate institutional frame in a particular time and place.”366 The problem in Lebanon, as Albert Hourani long observed, is that this dominant idea may be imagined differently by different—for him—sectarian groups.367 To be sure, sectarianism in Lebanon does not “hinder popular aspirations for a ‘strong’ state and unified nationalism.”368 However, this nationalism is polyphonic, imagined differently not just by historically constructed sectarian groups, but also inside Page 154 →them, and by all those groups who position themselves against sectarian imaginings of the nation.369 Sectarianism and nationalism in Lebanon are thus not incommensurate.370 Consequently, immaterial approaches that underscore the making of the state effect in everyday practices confirm that some one hundred years after the country’s creation in 1920 the Lebanese continue to imagine their state differently, and there is nothing wrong with that. But these approaches tell us little about political economic elite capture of the state on behalf of capital accumulation and redistribution in the making of the postwar order and how this shaped social relations and material interests in a manner that served to reproduce a sectarian type of politics.

        Critics of the weak state thesis rightly reject neo-Weberian claims about state coherence and capacity. Yet their hybridity argument falls short of describing the extent to which the postwar state was captured by an overlapping political, economic, and financial elite in the production of an altogether new state form. Nor, paradoxically, can Migdal’s refined “state in society” image of a state caught in struggles over domination with other social forces capture the postwar Lebanese state.371 After all, this image is one where “a clash of social forces, including the state, . . . mediated through the struggles and accommodations in society’s numerous arenas” takes place at “the junctures of states and societies.”372 But what if this picture of a “recursive and mutually transforming as well as potentially empowering” relation between different social forces at the junctures of state and society is not the right one for postwar Lebanon or fails to explain postwar political economic dynamics?373 What if what’s at work is state capture by a complex, though not always coherent, alliance of political, economic, and financial elites inside and outside the state to preclude the very state domination assumed by Migdal? Can either the neo-Weberian or immaterial images of the state, and the languages of state weakness, strength, or hybridity, account for this alternative picture of the postwar state? The next section creatively deploys Gramsci’s concept of the integral state to describe the production of the postwar order and its state form and explain its disastrous consequences after October 17, 2019.

      
      
        Page 155 →Capturing the Postwar State

        Theorizing Lebanon’s postwar state entails moving beyond Migdal’s “state in society” approach. For whereas the latter underscores “the social embeddedness of state actors and the extent to which state elites and social actors engaged in contestation over the boundaries and limits of state power,” in Lebanon the postwar alliance between former warlords-cum-political elites and neoliberal businessmen succeeded in fully capturing the state and deploying its fiscal and monetary policies in the interest of a mongrel process of capital accumulation and a range of redistributive mechanisms that eviscerated state institutions and turned the public sector into an archipelago of clientelist networks.374 This alliance captured not just the strategic managerial, bureaucratic, judicial, and coercive sinews of the state but also middle- and lower-range positions across the public sector. Of course, this does not mean that the postwar public sector was bereft of merit and talent. Rather, the intersection of overwhelming constitutional-ministerial postwar powers with clientelist employment throughout the public sector across all grade levels and along a predetermined sectarian quota substantially neutralized the effects of this talent on public policymaking.375 Consequently, and far from the picture of an embedded “state in society,” the result was an even more extreme version of Najib Hourani’s “states within the state” image where non-state and parastatal institutions embed themselves within the state apparatus. In fact, more than blurring the boundaries between the state and non-state actors, they became the postwar state. This was an unprecedented and incomparable development in the postwar years. The clientelism of the prewar za‘im elite was mainly about securing access for partisans or regions to state appointments—usually but not always along meritocratic lines—and to resources without destroying the institutions and political economy of the state.376 Michel Chiha, the theoretician of Lebanese identity and the postcolonial state, loathed a large public sector.377 By contrast, the postwar political elite assumed a predatory approach to the political economy of the state, always in the name of Page 156 →representing what are falsely presented as monolithic and closed sectarian societies. Their clientelist networks straddled the private/public and formal/informal sectors. For example, in their detailed study of the political economy of the van line number 4 transportation system in Beirut, Petra Samaha and Amer Mohtar use the example of one informal private initiative, transport vans, to expose how such initiatives straddle the private/public and formal/informal sectors and “are part of the clientelist system that forms what is the state today in Lebanon,” or what is, more precisely, the integral state in postwar Lebanon. Samaha and Mohtar’s argument equally applies to a range of other activities, from power generators, internet or fiber-optic providers, and power barges to cement, gas, oil, medical, and flour cartels.378

        On this reading, then, the postwar Lebanese state is not a site of contestation between rival political economic coalitions aligned with different elements of the state and vying for the state’s resources.379 It is not “an arena where intersecting societal power networks fight with each other for dominance,” as Toby Dodge accurately describes the contest over the “decentered” and “contradictory” post-2003 Iraqi state.380 Nor is this the case of an authoritarian regime exploiting limited statehood or withholding stateness “to navigate the challenges of authoritarian power sharing and authoritarian control.”381 Rather, it is a case of complete state capture by overlapping and inter-sectarian political, economic, and financial elites operating in unison and camouflaged as representatives of sects and protected from accountability by the technologies of consociational power sharing. Gramsci’s toolkit of the integral state helps us capture this complex picture of the postwar state as political economy located at the epicenter of a twin but mongrel process of capital accumulation and clientelist distribution by trans-sectarian political, economic, and financial elites with its derivative political, social, organizational, and ideological forms.

        Capturing the postwar state was central to a process of capital accumulation and wealth concentration executed through the intersection of national and transnational “rentier capitalism.”382 It also served to finance a political economy of sectarianism inside and outside state institutions.383 In Page 157 →line with Gramsci’s theorizing of the relation between the material, organizational, and ideological, this political economy of sectarianism provided the “material bases of consent” for substantial sectarian constituencies that were drawn into the postwar political elite’s clientelist networks with profound sociological and organizational implications.384 Moreover, alongside a larger ensemble of institutional, legal, and interpersonal practices, it distorted the very incentives structuring political action; disaggregated class loyalties; delivered a measure of ideological consent; reproduced sectarian modes of political identification and mobilization; and operated to preclude alternative oppositional organizational forms and political alternatives to sectarianism.385 To appreciate the consequences of state capture on the economy, sociology, organizational forms, and hence politics of the postwar order, it is important to unpack in detail the political economy that undergirded its “social relations and material interests.”

        Part of the assemblage of “social relations and material interests” making up the postwar order unfolded at the level of fiscal and monetary policies. We have precise numbers for total government spending for the period from 1993 until 2017. Table 5.1 describes the political economy of a total of $192.5 billion in government expenditures during this period. The largest share of government spending, some $71.7 billion, financed rentier profits through interest payments, mainly to those Lebanese banks heavily exposed to the sovereign debt. A 2020 World Bank report notes that “interest cost has consumed about half of government revenues, averaging 9 percent of GDP over 2013–2018.”386 Consequently, net bank profits increased from $63 million in 1993 to $2.050 billion in 2018, with an accumulated total of $22.140 billion for 1993–2018.387 The second largest share of government spending for the same period was on public sector salaries, pensions, and benefits, amounting to $63.4 billion, or some 32.9 percent of total spending. Transfers to the national power company, EDL ($22 billion, or 11.4 percent), constitute a regressive, indirect electricity subsidy, while operating expenses, transfers to public and private institutions ($19.6 billion, or 10.2 percent), and capital expenses ($15.2 billion, or 7.9 percent) are packed with payments that serve the political economy of clientelism and corruption.

        If we zoom in on the makeup of government spending on salaries, wages, pensions, compensations, and social benefits for permanent and temporary Page 158 →employees, we can appreciate the extent of postwar government spending on sectarian clientelist recruitment into the public sector as it emerged as a primary vehicle for the production of postwar social relations and material interests. Table 5.2 unpacks this process empirically: the salaries and wages of permanent and temporary public sector employees—excluding public officials and those in the Lebanese University and the municipalities—account for 90 percent of all salaries and wages, the equivalent of $31.3 billion. Whereas the salaries and wages of public sector employees do not exceed one-third of that sum, around $10.4 billion, the salaries of military and security personnel account for two-thirds, around $20 billion. More precisely, the Ministry of Finance estimates that of the $10.4 billion that constitute the salaries and wages of public sector employees, those in educational bodies account for 57 percent of that sum, or $6 billion, leaving the remaining $4.4 billion for permanent, temporary, and contractual public sector employees. This is not surprising, however, given that recruitment into the security services and the public educational system served as primary clientelist job-creating mechanisms for the political elite as they sought to create new social relations on which the postwar order was erected. Indeed, of a total of around 300,000 employees in the public sector in 2017, some 120,000 are security and military personnel and another 40,000 employees are spread across the public educational system.388

        Table 5.1. Total Government Spending, 1993–2017

        
          
            
              	            
                Sector

                        
              	            
                $ Billion

                        
              	            
                Total (%)

                        
            

          
          
            
              	
                Interest on debt & debt repayments

              
              	
                72.3

                (71.7 interest payments)

              
              	
                37.6

              
            

            
              	
                Salaries, wages, pensions, compensations, & social benefits

              
              	
                63.4

              
              	
                32.9

              
            

            
              	
                EDL transfers

              
              	
                22

              
              	
                11.4

              
            

            
              	
                Operating expenses & transfers to public & private (CSO) institutions

              
              	
                19.6

              
              	
                10.2

              
            

            
              	
                Capital expenses

              
              	
                15.2

              
              	
                7.9

              
            

            
              	
                 Total

              
              	
                $192.5

              
              	
                100%

              
            

          
        

        Source: Privately compiled for the author by the economic analyst Viviane Akiki based on the ledgers of the Ministry of Finance, the only official numbers published by the Lebanese state, although their review by the Audit Bureau remains pending, Beirut, June 2021.

        The postwar political economy also relied on a currency peg (LP 1,507.5 to the US dollar from 1997 until its collapse in 2019) as well as debt-creating capital flows and, commencing in 2016, unorthodox financial engineering schemes that were supposed to attract dollar depositsPage 159 → to finance the country’s twin deficits but instead incurred huge losses on BDL’s balance sheets and benefited only a handful of banks and large depositors.389 The currency peg served as a camouflaged master subsidy that enabled living standards and consumption levels to be incommensurate with economic production levels and operated in a regressive manner that benefitted wealthier consumers. It also hampered industrialization and allowed the import of a range of commodities, from cars and luxury items to fuel products, medications, medical supplies, wheat, and other essential items at distorted prices. This fed an unequal consumerist lifestyle that can be gleaned from table 5.3. Of a total of $280 billion of cumulative capital inflows from January1993 until June 2018, $261 billion, or 93 percent, was squandered to finance the country’s trade deficit—the consequence of an oversized import bill of $317 billion compared to exports of $55 billion, a mismatch rooted in a service-oriented, nonproductive, rentier postwar economy.390

        Table 5.2. Structure of Government Spending on Salaries and Wages

        
          
            
              	            
                1993–2017

                        
              	            
                $ Billion

                        
              	            
                Total Spending on This Sector (%)

                        
              	            
                Total Government Spending (%)

                        
            

          
          
            
              	
                Salaries & wages of permanent public sector & security services employees

              
              	
                28.4

              
              	
                44.8

              
              	
                14.8

              
            

            
              	
                Salaries & wages of temporary public sector employees & consultants

              
              	
                2.9

              
              	
                4.6

              
              	
                1.5

              
            

            
              	
                Salaries & wages of municipal employees

              
              	
                1.1

              
              	
                1.7

              
              	
                0.6

              
            

            
              	
                Salaries & wages of Lebanese University employees

              
              	
                2.5

              
              	
                4

              
              	
                1.3

              
            

            
              	
                Expenses & other benefits of public officials

              
              	
                0.197

              
              	
                0.3

              
              	
                0.1

              
            

            
              	
                Total value of salaries & wages

              
              	
                35.097

              
              	
                55.4

              
              	
                18.2

              
            

            
              	
                Compensation, offers & social benefits

              
              	
                11.4

              
              	
                18

              
              	
                5.9

              
            

            
              	
                Pensions

              
              	
                13.9

              
              	
                21.9

              
              	
                7.2

              
            

            
              	
                State contributions to mutual funds

              
              	
                3

              
              	
                4.7

              
              	
                1.6

              
            

            
              	
                 Total

              
              	
                63.4

              
              	
                100%

              
              	
                32.9%

              
            

          
        

        Source: Privately compiled for the author by Viviane Akiki.

        Table 5.3. Capital Outflows, 2010–18 ($ billion)

        
          
            	
              Transfers & remittances

            
            	
              55

            
          

          
            	
              Petroleum products

            
            	
              45

            
          

          
            	
              Personal travel

            
            	
              40

            
          

          
            	
              Food imports

            
            	
              30

            
          

          
            	
              Vehicle imports

            
            	
              18

            
          

          
            	
               Total

            
            	
              $188

            
          

        

        Source: “Lebanon’s Financial Crisis.”

        Table 5.4. BDL FX Subsidies Bill

        
          
            
              	            
                Item

                        
              	            
                $ Million

                        
            

          
          
            
              	
                Fuel & fuel products

              
              	
                3,037

              
            

            
              	
                Medicines

              
              	
                1,105

              
            

            
              	
                Wheat

              
              	
                135

              
            

            
              	
                Food items

              
              	
                900

              
            

            
              	
                Public sector expenses

              
              	
                1,000

              
            

            
              	
                 Total

              
              	
                $6.2 billion

              
            

          
        

        Page 160 →The full impact of this political economy on everyday life became clear only after BDL started placing limits on import credits in 2019 and the banking sector limited dollar withdrawals starting in April 2019. When BDL started directly subsidizing fuel, wheat, pharmaceuticals, and medical supplies at the official exchange rate on September 30, 2019, while a basket of basic consumer goods was being subsidized at the platform rate of LP 3,900 to the dollar, the monthly cost was estimated at around $500 million.391 Table 5.4 catalogs how BDL spent a total of $6.2 billion from March 2020 until March 2021 on subsidies for the import of fuel and other fuel products, medicines and medical supplies, wheat, a selection of industrial and agricultural food items, and payments on behalf of the Lebanese state.392

        Capturing the postwar state allowed the political elite to deploy the political economy of sectarianism to organize the social relations that preclude the emergence of viable oppositional organizational forms that can otherwise contest the ideological hegemony of sectarianism. This worked through colonizing, and hence neutralizing, labor movements and professional associations as sites for oppositional organization to disaggregate the working and professional classes and ensure that they do not organize as classes and professional groups.393 It also involved co-opting and intimidatingPage 161 → anti-sectarian groups.394 By contrast, those elements of civil society that served to reproduce sectarian hegemony at the ideological and organizational levels—sectarian parties, schools, scouts, media outlets, and social service providers—operated unhindered.395

        Only when the structural crisis of the postwar political economy began manifesting itself as early as the 2015 You Stink protests, but more potently during the protests of October 17, 2019, did this result in what Gramsci labels “a crisis of authority,” when “the social basis supporting the basic structure of the political system was undermined, resulting in a breakdown of social consensus.”396 This crisis was best expressed in syncretic, sporadic, periodic, unorganized, and leaderless protests targeting both the sectarian elite and what was euphemistically labeled the oligarchy—or the postwar alliance of political, economic, and financial elites.397 The protests were doomed, however. They were forced to organize and mobilize as the political economic edifice was collapsing and in the context of a mushrooming of new opposition groups spanning the whole ideological spectrum. The structural crisis was also expressed in the sectarian elite’s increasing recourse to coercion in defense of their material interests as the postwar political economy unraveled and jeopardized its concomitant ideological and organizational forms.398 This violence came both from within the state’s formal coercive agencies but also from outside, perpetrated by sectarian partisans. Faced with the prospect of difficult decisions to slow the financial, fiscal, and socioeconomic hemorrhaging, the alliance of political, economic, and financial elites decided to take the country to what the World Bank labeled a “deliberate depression,” one that felt more like a deliberate destruction of society to save their own material interests.399 This was the moment when the integral state—the entire network of social relations Page 162 →and “entire complex of practical and theoretical activities” “within a unified (and indivisible) state form”—was exposed in its fullness: in its political, economic, financial, monetary, ideological (media), coercive, and legal agencies and activities, at the political/civil society, formal/informal, and private/public levels.

      
      
        Ma fi Dawle or Ma fi Sha‘b?

        There is a scene in Ziad Rahbani’s 1993 dystopian play Bikhsous el-Karame wel-Sha‘b el-‘Anid when, after someone tries to exchange a defected new radio but is shot for no reason, citizens who otherwise casually ignore the law start voicing their outrage at the absence of the state: “ma fi dawle,” they start shouting, complaining about the state’s inability to protect them. Then suddenly one of them shouts, “ma fi sha‘b,” only to be informed by the reporter covering the scene that this game is scheduled for another day.400 Rahbani’s play was meant to be a warning of the dystopian future awaiting a postwar society wired on lies, lawlessness, consumption, contradictions, and superficiality. When Lebanon’s socioeconomic and financial unraveling commenced in late 2019, this dystopian play proved hauntingly prophetic.

        Originally set very early in the postwar years, but more prescient some two decades later, the above short scene in Rahbani’s brilliant play reverses the blame game between el-dawle and el-sha‘b: to escape accountability, the political economic elite abstracts the state and blames it for its absence and corruption while all along leveraging its fiscal and monetary policies for the purposes of accumulating capital and manufacturing the “social relations and material interests that constitute” the postwar order.401 This abstraction effect is intensified through initiatives that straddle the private/public and formal/informal sectors.402 In turn, most people—there is always the odd muwaten ‘adi, or ordinary citizen, to use Rahbani’s lingo—internalize this abstraction but accept to play by the incentive structures produced by the postwar state. Strategic social formations have thus gained—albeit in unequal proportions and disproportionally compared to the financial elite—from decades of clientelism; a currency peg that makes possible a life of uber-consumption; fuel, medical, and food subsidies; a bloated public sector; tax evasion; informal service providers; permeable borders for all kinds of smuggled products; uncollected custom duties; and a range of Page 163 →other direct or indirect benefits. Even the lawless scenes with which this chapter opens are a deliberate governance strategy deployed by those who have captured the postwar state but do not want it to act like a state because they want to perpetuate its abstraction and the foundational myth that only sects protect their members.403 Corruption and impunity from everyday lawlessness at the base insulate those at the top from accountability. It camouflages the dense sinews of the integral state that straddle the private and the public, the formal and the informal. The integral state produces the political, organizational, and ideological forms that sustain it.

        Not surprisingly, it was only after the socioeconomic and financial collapse that followed the October 2019 protests that some segments of the sha‘b belatedly discovered the need to reclaim control of the state as a site for the production of new social relations and material interests. The objective of the most politicized and organized of these groups was to torpedo the postwar integral state from within, harness control of this state’s political economy to produce new, fairer social and material relations, and hence create a new politics away from sectarianism.404 That they have hitherto failed to do so despite the current financial collapse, the concomitant massive sociological and demographic transformations underway, and the criminality of the August 2020 port explosion speaks volumes to the ideological hegemony of the postwar order, despite the breakdown of its material and political bases of consent—as Gramsci long predicted.405 That the overlapping political, economic, and financial elite have managed to sabotage all attempts by international actors and opposition political groups to wrest management of the collapse underscores the integral state’s durability and ability to shield the perpetrators of this collapse from accountability and prosecution, even as they claim that the state is weak, absent, and corrupt.
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        The “Business of Government”

        The State and Changing Patterns of Politics in the Arab World

      
      Lisa Anderson

      Regional politics in the Arab world are often characterized as an endless game of rivalries, struggles, and competition for influence: the players may vary but the rules do not change.406 In fact, today’s rivals are fighting battles over very different stakes and deploying very different arsenals than their predecessors in the 1950s or even the 1990s. Just as the early post-independence battles about the configuration of states gave way to Cold War struggles to sustain the stability of regimes, today’s competition reflects new divides over the instruments and beneficiaries of government policy. To understand the patterns of contemporary Arab politics, we must examine not just the new players but their new purposes and new powers.

      To that end, we must be prepared to go beyond the conventional analytical categories of contemporary political science. Just as we have been urged to abandon the constraints of “methodological nationalism”—the assumption that the state is the fundamental unit and arena of politics—we must expand our examinations of political authority beyond the conventions of both state and regime.407 Particularly in nondemocratic settings, in which the vast majority of humankind—including almost everyone in the Middle East—resides, the realms of power and authority often extend far Page 170 →beyond the limits of what we think of as political institutions. Indeed, the intent of this contribution is to suggest that the very premise of the volume in which it is included—that the “state” in its many manifestations is the best framework by which to make sense of politics in general and in the Arab world in particular—may be mistaken.408

      It is well to remember that the modern state is but one way politics can be organized and understood, and its appearance in human history is relatively recent. Before the mid-seventeenth century there were no states as we know them now—empires, churches, dynasties, tribes, feudal estates, guilds, trade networks, yes; geographically delimited states claiming exclusive sovereignty, no.409 This device for organizing political authority was exported from Europe to the rest of the world in fits and starts over the next several centuries through imperialism. It reached its apogee in the United Nations’ patently fictitious but politically powerful “principle of sovereignty of all its Members,” whose criteria for membership are moreover that the applicant be “a peace-loving State . . . able and willing to carry out the obligations contained in the Charter.”410 Obviously, many United Nations members are not peace loving or able or willing to, for example, promote “universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.”411 Yet social scientists persist in deploying the conceptual framework of the state to examine politics, regularly acknowledging that the states they study vary in strength, capacity, success, legitimacy, fierceness, and many other dimensions, while failing to consider that at some point differences in degree may signal a difference in kind.

      This chapter represents an effort to challenge the primacy of the state and to historicize the exercise of political authority through examination of three eras of contestation about, over, and beyond the polity in the Arab world. In the first decades after independence, the principal focus of contention in the Arab world was definition and control of the states bequeathed to the region by imperialism. In the latter quarter of the twentieth century, the emphasis shifted from addressing the legacy of the past to preserving the present, that is, to stability, represented by regime longevity. Steven Heydemann’s contribution to this volume details much of Page 171 →that development. By the time of the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, however, international investment in stability was being abandoned in favor of regime change—often framed as “democracy promotion.” The uprisings of the Arab Spring less than a decade later sealed the fate of many regimes that had based their rule on longevity and familiarity.

      What followed the demise of regimes as the locus of authority represented the culmination of decades of neoliberal enthusiasm for the market and its putative promise of a prosperous future; the business enterprise now supplements and increasingly supplants both state and regime as the unit of political authority and the standard of political aspiration. This turn to the market, which was encouraged internationally and embraced by governments across the region, reflected a dramatic reformulation of the principles and norms of human rights and citizenship—never widely embraced in the region even when the ideologies of states and regimes prevailed—as it redefined the relationship of rulers and ruled.

      Obviously, the shift from one site of authority to another—from state to regime to enterprise—is not reflected in clean breaks, nor is it simultaneous in all polities of the region. Indeed, one of the signal features of regional politics is the power of the past—virtually no ruler over the last seventy-five years does not have followers somewhere: the last kings of Egypt and Libya are remembered wistfully in some (albeit dwindling) circles, while enthusiasts for state builders Habib Bourguiba and Gamal Abdel Nasser or regime stalwarts Muammar Qaddafi and Hafez al-Asad continue to argue their cases. Nonetheless, the trends are clear—and they cannot be reassuring for partisans of the universalist values of the United Nations Charter.

      
        Securing Independent States: Debating the Past

        
          There is an Arab circle surrounding us and . . . this circle is as much a part of us as we are a part of it.

          —Gamal Abdel Nasser, 1959412

        

        

        In the early postimperial years, when memories of European control were still fresh, political debates within the Arab world centered on the shape of the postcolonial order: how much of the legacy of European rule would survive? Sovereignty and statehood were prized as the symbols of autonomy, authority, and agency in a world structured, at least in part, by a global Page 172 →order reflected in the new United Nations. But who would exercise that sovereignty, and what states would be recognized as exercising it?

        From the 1950s through the 1970s, these questions were debated in many forms, and for a time the relationships between nations, states, and governments were all contested. At that time, as Picard has succinctly put it, “state sovereignty was still based on Westphalian criteria (the world was organized into independent and equal state units) and Weberian criteria (the state was meant to be the only legitimate holder of physical force).”413 Thanks to its demographic weight, cultural influence, and charismatic President Nasser, Egypt played a major role in the region, and Nasser’s embrace of pan-Arab nationalism reflected and sustained the tension between revolutionary nationalism and state sovereignty that characterized the era. From the toppling of European-imposed monarchs in Egypt, Iraq, and Libya and the wresting of Algeria from France to the creation (and dissolution) of the United Arab Republic to the repeated (and failed) efforts to liberate Palestine from what was widely seen as an illegitimate foreign occupation, the region was convulsed in existential argument and dispute about the shape and authority of states. Boundaries were porous and identities fluid as pan-Arab aspirations justified intervention in states across the region, and republics and monarchies alike pursued proxy wars in civil conflicts in Yemen, Lebanon, Jordan, and elsewhere.

        With the Arab military defeat and loss of territory to Israel in 1967, the heady ambitions to redraw the European map of the region gave way to more modest efforts simply to secure its borders. The withdrawal of the British from their last possessions east of Suez and the independence of the small Gulf states in 1971 marked the end of formal European control. By the end of the decade, the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty signaled the triumph of state interests over nationalist ambitions. Efforts to remake the past were finished.

        Continuing ambiguity in the rationales and sources of political authority was reflected in periodic reflections on the existential, if not empirical, fragility of the region’s states. As Alexander Wendt argued more generally, the state was an artifact of international interpretation: as he put it, “sovereignty norms are now so taken for granted, so natural, that it is easy to overlook the extent to which they are both presupposed by and an ongoing artifact of practice.”414 This, as Timothy Mitchell contended, was also reflected in what he described as an “effect” of “detailed processes of spatial Page 173 →organization, temporal arrangement, functional specification, and supervision and surveillance,” which, he argued, “create the appearance of a world fundamentally divided into state and society.”415

        The durability of the state as both artifact and appearance was substantial. The centenary of the 1916 agreement between Britain and France outlining an eventual partition of the Ottoman Empire after World War I occasioned a spate of commentary noting, and sometimes decrying, the remarkable permeability and “artificiality” of the states that had been created in the European imperial era. Yet despite efforts in the second decade of the twenty-first century to revive nationalist claims against existing states by Kurds in Iraq, Cyrenaicans in Libya, and heirs of the post–World War I Rif Republic in Morocco, among others, state borders proved enduring.416 Continuing commitment to the scaffolding of the international state system on the part of great powers secured boundaries. As Laura Guazzone and Daniela Pioppi put it, the state “remains the main internationally recognized framework for political action and the main mediation structure between the global and the local.” But this did not mean that these states were necessarily Weberian administrations, preserving public order and serving the public interest. Often, as they pointed out, “local ruling elites derive their power and their patronage networks precisely from their control of a globally recognized state.”417

      
      
        Safeguarding Stable Regimes: Prolonging the Present

        
          Here there is no state; here people live in a state other than the state.

          —Cairo resident, 2005418

        

        

        In the post-independence struggles over the shape, and even existence, of newly independent countries, statehood and sovereignty had been the prize. Over the succeeding decades, however, as control of territory was secured and international recognition assured, regime stability came to take precedence over state building as the principal political priority in the region. The global superpowers settled into a Cold War détente and, prizing predictability over uncertainty, supplied client regimes with the foreign Page 174 →and military aid that ensured policy continuity and, not unrelatedly, regime stability. So, too, the availability of increased oil revenues, among both the oil producers and their regional allies, supported stability; after decades of military coups, there was no regime change in the Arab world in the thirty years between the oil price increases of 1973 and the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. Orderly succession upon the death of the ruler in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Morocco, and Syria illustrated the investment in regime continuity across the region.

        Yet this stability obscured important changes in the dynamic of politics in the region; it represented not only the surrender of earlier nationalist aspirations but the abandonment of more conventional state building. Regimes began to supersede states as the focus of political loyalties. As Heydemann and Salloukh show in this volume, the autocratic rulers relied not on the popular support of citizens so much as on financial subsidies from external patrons that they used to create and sustain clienteles at home, shifting from appeals to citizens—appeals that might have produced demands for greater freedom and participation, not to say more government services, more equitably distributed—to claims for allegiance based on ethnic and religious solidarities. This deliberate and often cynical tactic to evade accountability to a broad-based citizenry quickly escaped the control of the regimes, however, as such identities proved at least as effective in mobilizing opposition as support. By the 1980s, the state-based order was challenged by Islamist and sectarian mobilization as groups based on networks of religious affiliation and ethnic kinship proliferated, providing aid and solace in communities where the state itself was weakening.

        Indeed, although state boundaries were largely immoveable and regimes seemed similarly secure, ordinary people were increasingly vulnerable. Conflict raged across the region, taking a major toll in human life, without discernable impact on political regimes. The Lebanese civil war of 1975–90 cost an estimated 150,000 lives, and almost one million people fled the country, but it produced no change in the regime that governed the state: indeed, shortly after the war ended, the parliament declared amnesty for all political and wartime crimes, promoting an outcome in which there was “no victor, no vanquished.” Similarly, after more than eight years and as many as one million casualties, the Iran-Iraq War of the 1980s produced a stalemate and, again, no change in regime: in 1990 the war was settled with an exchange of prisoners and a return to the status quo ante. The global investment in stability was confirmed in the decisive rejection of the Iraqi claims on Kuwait in 1991 and, less decisively, in the continuing failure to address Palestinian aspirations to statehood.

        Page 175 →The Oslo Accords’ creation of a Palestinian “Authority” with limited self-governance in parts of the West Bank and Gaza in 1994 illustrated and exacerbated the ambiguity of statehood in the region. The protracted absence of sovereignty undermined efforts to build administrative capacity, which in turn served to justify continued denial of sovereignty. Despite the apparent growing indifference to the status of Palestine among other Arab countries, however, the preemption of state formation in the Occupied Territories was not solely a Palestinian dilemma. The obligation to administer substantial refugee populations that were both formally and effectively stateless hindered state-building efforts and reinforced the salience of non-state identities throughout the region.419

        With the end of the Cold War, the decades-old bargain of international aid for domestic stability seemed in jeopardy. Many of the regimes of the region, particularly but not exclusively those led by military officers, turned to “securitization” of once civilian functions.420 In part this was a response to declining non–military aid budgets in the United States and Europe; in part it reflected regime priorities, notably the growing emphasis on loyalty. Security establishments originally designed for state purposes—national defense—were turned inward as borders proved resilient and regimes looked for domestic safeguards. The authoritarian contract was increasingly based on security rather than widespread distribution or even ethnic or sectarian solidarity; as William Reno put it about Africa, such “regimes exercise power more exclusively for the interests of individuals who make up these regimes and refrain from providing non-exclusive benefits such as order, security, or economic opportunity to populations.”421 By the early years of the twenty-first century, many of the regimes had become beholden to their erstwhile international guarantors. The resulting competing networks of interests were often reflected in the proliferation of multiple internal security agencies with overlapping jurisdictions as the “security sector” grew ever larger and more complex. In Libya, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Egypt, Algeria, Tunisia, and elsewhere, the military and police forces, intelligence, and security agencies—and the associated prisons—grew dramatically.422

        Page 176 →After the United States launched what was to be called the “Global War on Terror” in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks of 2001, the incentive to construe virtually all political opposition as a security threat was further enhanced, as regimes secured external support to confront domestic opponents, especially if they could be portrayed as Islamist.423 Unlike earlier foreign and military aid, however, the international patrons—in this instance, the United States and its “coalition allies”—were much more intimately involved in the distribution and utilization of the aid. Indeed, in many countries—Iraq after 2003 being the most obvious case but elsewhere too, including Tunisia, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia—local security forces, including the military, were confined to internal policing while the United States and its allies managed regional security and military operations.424 Money and materiel continued to pour into the region—since 1990 the Middle East and North Africa saw the highest military expenditures in the world, both in total and as a proportion of GDP—but the regimes had less and less control over how it was used.425

        The human costs of regime stability were reflected not only in war casualties and refugee counts. By the 1990s, population growth and economic stagnation had conspired to erode gains in health, education, and employment of the preceding decades across the region, and the post–Cold War era saw little improvement as neoliberal policy prescriptions discouraged large-scale government investment in social welfare provision. By the turn of the century the Arab world had among the lowest adult literacy rates in the world; only 62 percent of the region’s adults could read, well below the world average of 84 percent and the developing country average of 76 percent.426 The region’s economies had stagnated: its share of global exports fell from 2.3 percent in 1990 to 1.8 percent in 2008, most of which was accounted for by oil and gas. This reliance on oil and neglect of labor-intensive sectors amplified scandalously high unemployment, especially among the young.427

        In fact, as the twenty-first century opened, the Middle East was becoming what Thomas Piketty and his colleagues called “a pioneer region in terms of extreme inequality.”428 Between 1990 and 2016 almost all income Page 177 →growth in the Arab world was absorbed by population increases. Although the wealthy got wealthier—excluding the Gulf countries, the top 10 percent of the region’s population received more than 50 percent of total income—by 2018, two-thirds of the population was living precariously: 40 percent of the population was classified as poor and an additional 25 percent vulnerable to poverty. As Rami Khouri observed, “This trend seems to be directly associated with the steady recent decline in the quality of state managed basic social services, mainly outside the Gulf region, including health care, education, water, electricity, transport, and social safety nets.”429

        The gap was filled by private sources: family networks and charitable associations. As urban slums proliferated, charitable associations assumed welfare responsibilities, corruption ate away at the public bureaucracy, and regimes saw their control—even their understanding—of their citizenry slip away.430 As Salloukh shows of Lebanon, the neglect was sometimes deliberate; everywhere it was debilitating to state and regime alike. In the slums of Cairo, residents reported that “here there is no state; here people live in a state other than the state.”431

        From Hamas to Hezbollah to the Muslim Brotherhood, region-wide networks secured support from private benefactors, rallied supporters among followers across state boundaries, and opposed regimes whose stability had been built largely on external rents, from oil money to foreign and military aid. And there were plenty of prospective recruits. Many governments complained about the inroads made by Islamist movements and other sectarian organizations in providing social services: as the interior minister put it when the Egyptian government grew concerned about the relief operations of the Muslim Brotherhood after a 1992 earthquake in Cairo: “If anyone wants to do anything they should do it through the Government. What is this becoming, a state within a state?”432

        In fact, of course, neither the government nor the Brotherhood presided over robust states, nor were they particularly attentive to those citizens who were not members of their clientele. Indeed, as Anthony Cordesman observed, it does not matter whether “the regime is ruled by a King, Sheikh, President, or some [product of] a coup d’état”; it was apparent Page 178 →that “many Middle Eastern states have no enemy greater than their own governments.”433

        It was in this context that the uprisings of 2010–13 broke out. The governments were taken by surprise, itself an indication of how detached they had become from the preoccupations of their putative charges, and the initial response to the popular disturbances was confused. Many governments—and some of their opponents—resorted to what was by then tired reliance on sectarianism to frame expressions of popular discontent despite its irrelevance to the calls for bread, freedom, dignity, and social justice. Civil disobedience and protest in Bahrain was characterized as Shiʽi rather than popular; the post-uprising presidential elections in Egypt eventually turned on a contest between the military and the Muslim Brotherhood; the Syrian regime quickly rallied Alawi allies to battle protestors; and Yemen slid into civil war characterized by claims of Iranian support for Shiʽi rebels.434

        Within a few years, however, many of the efforts to capture popular support by reference to early nationalist commitments or the religious and sectarian loyalties of the succeeding decades had been abandoned. As governments struggled to regain the upper hand in battles with their own people, a new emphasis appeared, the product of the previous decades of both neoliberal hostility to the state and growing disenchantment with profligate regimes: the polity as business enterprise. Power would no longer be measured by chanting crowds or soldiers under arms; the revolutionary nationalist and the patronage-dispensing coreligionist were giving way to the business leader promising customer service and shareholder value. As Muhammad bin Rashid Al Maktoum, the ruler of Dubai, wrote: “Today’s leaders are not the same as yesterday’s. Today’s leaders are the silent giants who possess money, not the politicians who make the noise. . . . The babble of politics and its messy entanglements [are] of little benefit to us in the Arab world.”435

        As the decade after the Arab uprisings wore on, the “messy entanglements” of regional politics were sorted out. The triumph of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt was quickly reversed as the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia supported the installation of a new military regime. The temptations to prolong sectarian mobilization within the region, represented principally by Qatari and Turkish support of groups affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood in Tunisia, Libya, and elsewhere, Page 179 →were firmly and decisively resisted. Indeed, in 2020, in a spectacular indication that neither nationalist pride nor religious allegiance would define the new political landscape, the UAE and Israel signed what were known as the Abraham Accords, a move that opened the door to Israel’s normalization of relations not only with the UAE but also with Bahrain, Sudan, and Morocco. Economic cooperation, tourism, and foreign investment, especially in technology industries (including artificial intelligence and defense production), soon followed.

      
      
        Ensuring Private Interests: Promising the Future

        
          Never underestimate your role . . . for you are in the business of shaping lives, planning futures and building nations.

          —Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, on leadership, 2019436

        

        

        What was the logic of the newly emerging regional dynamic? The neoliberal foundations of globalization were presented as a new opportunity to reframe political authority, bypassing both states and regimes—the “babble of politics”—for an entirely new notion of governance modeled on the modern multinational corporation. As the ruler of Dubai, himself a prominent advocate of this new approach, argued, “Maybe the time has come for [the Gulf Cooperation Council or the Arab League] to be overseen by leaders, managers, businessmen, heads of industry and entrepreneurs instead of foreign ministers.”437

        The ruling families of the Gulf were among the most eager proponents of the retreat of the state and the restructuring of regimes as they adopted the watchwords of the global private sector, positioning their countries as nimble, entrepreneurial, and innovative. They characterized themselves less as stewards of states or members of political regimes than as the management committees of family-owned businesses. The mobilization of cross-border networks of alliance and competition often worked at cross-purposes with state imperatives while cementing economic networks. The “resilience of monarchy” in the aftermath of the uprisings of 2011 was less a function of intrinsic features of this type of regime than a result of wealthy autocrats shoring up their counterparts elsewhere.438 Just as migrant laborers spun networks of kin and coreligionists across the region, so too the Page 180 →rulers themselves made alliances across national boundaries, promoting loyalty to transnational dynasties or, at least, to the idea of transnational dynasties. Soon after Saudi troops helped put down popular protests in Bahrain in 2011, a son of the Bahraini king was engaged to marry a daughter of the Saudi king. Another of his sons had already married a daughter of the ruler of Dubai, who had himself married a sister of the king of Jordan.439

        These families were not merely dynasties, however, but business empires, with vast multinational holdings. Indeed, soon after assuming his responsibilities as crown prince, Mohammed Bin Salman of Saudi Arabia was described as the “CEO of al Saud Inc.” for taking control of Aramco, the national oil company, and quickly becoming “deeply entwined with the fabric of the global financial system” as the major investor in the $100 billion Vision Fund as well as in other international funds.440 It was a role the rulers embraced publicly: Muhammad bin Rashid Al Maktoum proudly styled himself the “CEO of Dubai.”441

        The Gulf rulers were hardly alone in accenting finance, entrepreneurship, and investment. Many regional governments seized the initiative to drive economic investment that they had once left to dependent crony capitalist allies, including a number of what are conventionally understood as military regimes. In fact, militaries across the region were increasingly embracing more assertive roles in the economy while they outsourced actual combat. In the many countries wracked by civil war, from Iraq to Syria, Libya, and Yemen, the armed forces and security agencies worked with local private militias, many of whom had an economic incentive in prolonging the violence, even at the expense of the interests, and ultimately the capabilities, of the state.442 Even where sovereignty was not technically contested, state actors often engaged private providers for law and order, as the proliferation of foreign military contractors suggested.443

        The military establishments of many countries in the Arab world had been slowly but perceptibly relieved of the duties associated with the armed forces of states or praetorian guards of regimes. Those responsibilities were increasing outsourced to other countries, the United States in many Page 181 →instances, and to private security contractors, both foreign—American Blackwater Security Consulting and Russian Wagner Group being notorious examples—and domestic, such as Egypt’s Falcon Group.444 Partly as a result of the erosion of their traditional roles, partly because of the lure of enterprise as the locus of political authority (not to say wealth), the military establishments grew increasingly involved in the economies of their countries, and officers increasingly constituted a “military party” concerned with protecting their privileges.445 As Shana Marshall put it, in Egypt, for example, “by protecting the strategic assets of its major investment partners during periods of unrest and taking control of the bidding process for major government procurement,” the armed forces became “the primary gatekeeper for the Egyptian economy.”446

        That Arab governments were increasingly relying on private sources of investment rather than the tax revenues associated with states, or the sectarian tributes and clientelist extortion characteristic of regimes, was suggested by the Egyptian government’s announcement in 2020 that the country’s sovereign wealth fund would move to privatize two subsidiaries of the military’s National Service Products Organization—gas station operator Wataniya and water company Safi. The fund said at the time that the state would first market the firms to private investors, before selling additional shares on the stock exchange.447 In 2020 Algeria’s military government followed suit, announcing that foreign investors could buy majority stakes in projects in nonstrategic sectors, and took additional steps to seek new financing sources, including developing the Algiers Stock Exchange.448

        This putative privatization was encouraged by the international community, despite the fact that the decades-long “structural adjustment” programs advocated by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) had widely recognized negative effects on inequality. After the uprisings of 2011, Managing Director Christine Lagarde claimed that “the IMF had learned some important lessons from the Arab Spring. . . . Let me be frank, we were not Page 182 →paying enough attention to how the fruits of economic growth were being shared.”449 There was little evidence, however, that the IMF policies after 2013 changed appreciably; IMF staff were said to still have “a difficult time assessing the impact of IMF policies [on] poverty, equity concerns, unemployment, and provision of social services like health and education.”450 In fact, the IMF continued to be concerned with fostering cross-border trade and investment, even if it exacerbated inequality or contributed to the erosion of state capacity.

        Domestic, politically connected, and economically dependent capitalists were soon joined to regional and international networks.451 By the turn of the century, increasing regional “permeability” reflected not only labor mobility and IMF-sponsored trade and investment initiatives but also new information and communication technologies. In 2018, the Middle East and North Africa was one of the most digitally connected regions in the world: an average of 88 percent of the population was online daily, and 94 percent of the population owned a smart phone.452 Even where there was little formal government transparency, there was increasing cross-border visibility, as Marc Lynch shows in his contribution to this volume.453

        The growth of foreign direct investment originating in Gulf countries created transregional webs of connection between governments and private entrepreneurs, particularly as the business community in the Middle East moved into finance. According to the American management consulting firm McKinsey and Company, itself a major player in shaping the intersection of public and private sectors in the Middle East, the number of private investors in the region increased by 30 percent between 2015 and 2017 and total funding more than doubled.454 The World Bank deliberately encouraged investment across state boundaries, arguing that growth had been slowed by a lack of economic integration among regional states and pledged to make the deepening of economic ties within the Middle East and North Africa a strategic priority. Sixty percent of this expansion Page 183 →originated in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), and much of it went to small and medium businesses and technology start-ups as short-term equity investments.

        The importance of Gulf investment projected Gulf domestic economic and political practices onto the larger canvas of the region. In most of the Gulf oil-producing companies, members of the ruling families routinely sit on the boards of major financial and commercial enterprises, ensuring alignment of the interests of the economic and political elite. When political intervention became a priority of the rulers, as after the 2011 Arab uprisings, such links permitted “economic statecraft.” In the case of Egypt, for example, Saudi and Emirati aid to the government of President Abdelfattah El-Sisi included not only direct government budget support but large-scale private investment in real estate development projects that contributed to job creation in construction, partnerships with military-owned companies, and increased activity for the local banking sector.455

        In many ways, the 2017–21 dispute between the UAE and Qatar was a contest for regional market share, as they each developed competing franchises across the region—and beyond—through grants, loans, and investments for friendly political movements, parties, and leaders. By investing in Sisi in Egypt, Khalifa Haftar in Libya, Rached Ghannouchi in Tunisia, and many others, the Gulf governments jockeyed for position. For both donor and recipient, the intertwining of public and private purposes often eclipsed what might ordinarily be construed as state interests in favor of private preoccupations. As Young suggested of post-2013 Emirati investments in Egypt, “It remains to be seen whether the profit motive or the state power motive will dominate. There are early indications that the state is willing to scale back investment promises and commitments via commercial engagement when the profit motive is disappointing.”456

        In part as a hedge against commodity market volatility—and as a response to the expected “energy transition” in countries dependent on hydrocarbon revenues—many of the countries of the region managed sovereign wealth funds; of the world’s top fifty sovereign wealth funds, twelve were in the Middle East, including Egypt’s, which ranked forty-sixth.457 These funds often partnered with international private funds that typically made investments in relatively risky ventures such as technology firms, Page 184 →entertainment companies, and real estate projects, as befit funds responsible not to citizens but to shareholders.458

        In fact, the accent on business and the adoption of the role of investor on the part of governments created claims on them based less on citizenship or even clientelism and more on “the idea of getting a fair return on one’s share.”459 How such “shares” were determined and how “fair” returns should be calculated were increasingly complicating and even superseding rights-based claims on governments. In Egypt, for example, one of the most important public investments was said to be in housing, but, as Yezid Sayigh points out, “although social housing for low-income groups is often cited, the bulk of investment is directed primarily at so-called smart cities aimed at upper middle class and expatriate Egyptians, and secondarily at non-Egyptian customers such as the Syrian and Yemeni business diasporas.”460

        In the Gulf, as Calvert Jones put it, the governments had a “vision of a citizen as a loyal, entrepreneurial bourgeois” while a different legal or normative regime governed the proletariat.461 As Zahra Babar observed, “Labor rights have been cast in a nonessential basket and divorced from citizenship. . . . Labor rights are presented in Gulf states as a replacement for citizens’ rights.”462 In fact, Mohammed Bin Salman made a revealing observation when he described the legal framework of Neom, a new Saudi development on the Red Sea that was to be the centerpiece of his visionary future for the country.

        
          He said that in a place like New York, there’s an inconvenient need for laws to serve citizens as well as the private sector. “But Neom, you have no one there,” he said, omitting mention of the tens of thousands of Saudis then living in the area. As a result, regulations could be based on the desires of investors alone. “Imagine if you are the governor of New York without having any public demands,” MBS said. “How much would you be able to create for the companies and the private sector?”463

        

        An “ambiguous ‘tiered system’ of economic, political and social rights” that permitted creating value for investors without attending to “public Page 185 →demand” was taking root across the region, even in countries far less reliant on migrant labor than the Saudi Kingdom.464 Various kinds of exceptional jurisdictions and privatized enclaves operating under special legal regimes, profiting and protecting their investors, were appearing from Morocco to Iraq. From special economic zones, self-contained “techno-cities” and science parks, gated residential communities, and offshore cruise ships to labor compounds and private islands, such enclaves provide a regional and even global class of wealthy entrepreneurs with bespoke legal regimes—including not only tax exemptions but also dispute arbitration rather than the jurisdiction of national courts and private security in lieu of the local police. Wherever there was foreign investment, there were local partners, agents, and representatives looking for shares of the wealth—and governments prepared to accommodate them. When protests broke out against a law granting amnesty to corrupt civil servants in Tunisia in 2017, in what Nadia Marzouki called a shift from transitional to transactional justice, President Caid Essebsi argued that the law was necessary to restore the confidence required to bring back investors after the upheavals of the uprisings earlier in the decade.465

        Even citizenship itself was being commercialized. In 2018, the UAE government purchased forty thousand Comoran passports for stateless UAE residents—bidoun—at an estimated cost of more than $200 million, or about a third of the Comoros annual gross domestic product.466 These newly minted “Comorans” were now able to travel out of the UAE, but they enjoyed few other rights, in either the Comoros Islands—it was not clear that they could take up residence there if they wanted—or the UAE itself, where they were now classified as foreign nationals.467 In 2019, the Saudi government announced the launch of a new “golden visa” program that targeted wealthy foreigners. At the same time, it extended citizenship to fifty thousand refugees and provided identification papers to another eight hundred thousand.468

        The appeal of arbitrary and capricious, or merely commercial, deployment of citizenship to relatively poor countries was obvious: by 2020, the Egyptian government was considering a proposal to grant Egyptian citizenshipPage 186 → to foreigners who will pay for it (“deposit a non-refundable USD 250k into a local bank account that goes directly to the government”) or will invest in local projects or property.469 And the value of people as tradeable goods extended beyond citizenship as such: people were useful even for rent-seeking regimes. For example, Jordan’s recognition as “a world leader in refugee hosting” positioned it to access substantial international aid, while Tunisian workers working abroad to send home remittances were said to feel like “a commodity that can be bought and sold.”470 As Natalie Delia Deckard and Alison Heslin, summed it up: “Economic viability trumps moral equality.”471

        Resort to rules as tools, as opposed to norms or principles, seemed to be widespread.472 The scaffolding of international legal arrangements that supported cross-border finance and trade also shaped criminal and humanitarian law: the tribunal that investigated the assassination of Lebanese prime minister Rafiq Hariri was commissioned under Chapter 7 of the United Nations Charter and, as Picard pointed out, represented “the externalization of one more attribute of the sovereign state—administering justice.”473 This disregard for local law permitted the growth of what has been called an archipelago of enclaves stretching across the region that knit together transnational networks of special financing, exclusive investment opportunities, commercial security firms, isolated airports, cloistered villas, and private meetings.

        Saudi Arabia had ambitious plans for Neom and also for the country’s capital, Riyadh, but dramatic efforts to create investment-ready enclaves were widespread.474 In Jordan, for example, Jose Ciro Martinez argues that “an archipelago of specialized economic enclaves” developed across the country, of which “the Aqaba governorate’s conversion into a decentralized hub for direct foreign investment and luxury tourism is a key example.” With little support from Jordan’s elected representatives but enthusiastic backing by the United States, the European Union, and the World Bank, Martinez tells us, “Aqaba was to become an Page 187 →“extra-territorial city,” a shining “symbol of a forward looking country that wants to play a role in the new global economy.”475 Multinational security companies guarded gated residential communities and high-end development projects. Real estate investors, largely from the Gulf, called upon allies in Amman to cut through red tape and fast-track their business ventures.

        Egypt’s new administrative capital is similarly marketed as business friendly. As part of Egypt’s Vision 2030, the new capital is being built halfway between Cairo and Suez, with all of the national ministries in a dedicated campus, 21 residential districts, several thousand schools, a technology and innovation park, nearly 700 hospitals and clinics, 1,250 mosques and churches, a 90,000-seat football stadium, 40,000 hotel rooms, a theme park four times the size of Disneyland, and a new international airport.476 The population is expected to be 6.5 million; part of the avowed purpose is to decant the overcrowded downtown of Cairo with its overburdened and decaying infrastructure. The military-controlled Administrative Capital Urban Development Company inherited the prime real estate vacated by government ministries and agencies relocated from downtown Cairo to the new capital, itself constructed on military land.477

        From the vantage point of the denizens of these “symbols of forward-looking countries”—gated communities with private security and special economic zones with exclusive jurisdiction—the purpose of government had shifted from securing independence or safeguarding stability to ensuring the ease of doing business. The purpose of government was to facilitate the ability of captains of industry and finance to fly from enclave to enclave, making deals, securing licenses, and visiting theme parks easily and conveniently. In this context, the Abraham Accords, which established diplomatic relations between the UAE and Bahrain, and eventually Morocco and Sudan, and Israel were merely a smart business arrangement; the Jewish state was understood as neither a nationalist settler colony nor a sectarian regime but just another business-friendly enclave of technology transfer, investment financing, and technological innovation.

      
      
        Page 188 →The Business of Government: “Re-Imagining What the Middle East Looks Like”

        
          What will happen to the rest of us?

          —Khaled Fahmy, 2015478

        

        

        The appeal of this new approach to governance in the Arab world—the promise of socially tolerant, economically prosperous illiberal autocracy—was considerable, at least for those who expected to benefit. It shared the “techno-optimism” of Silicon Valley, where companies from Facebook to Amazon transformed social life by making communication and commerce easier and more convenient, all the while creating vast invisible stores of surveillance data and fast-growing disparities in wealth. Still reeling from the Arab Spring, many governments were, as Jon Alterman put it, “converging on a model that combines authoritarianism with a . . . more liberalized social space, and an invigorated private sector. It might be called the ‘GCC consensus,’ but its practice reaches from Tunisia to Jordan and beyond.”479

        The visionaries understood both sides of the coin they were tendering. The ruler of Dubai’s first rule of leadership, for example, was that “processes, laws and systems” are to “serve the people, make their lives easier and more comfortable”—hardly a clarion call for freedom or social justice. In a context of decades of frustration and disappointment, however, convenience had its appeal, and to further that end the ruler reminded his audience that such processes and laws “can be changed at any time.”480 These rulers are not subject to the rule of law or accountable to citizens; they prefer consultants to voters, marketing to campaigning, and customers to citizens. Indeed, this model, in which business intelligence is proprietary, also justified the lack of transparency in the use and abuse of digital media documented in this volume by Lynch.

        The designers, promoters, and beneficiaries of this new pattern of Arab politics were optimists. As Yousef Al Otaiba, the UAE’s long-serving ambassador to Washington, put it, “What I’ve watched over the last several years is a shift in mindset, a shift in attitude; younger people are tired of conflict, they’re tired of ideology. They want solutions. They want jobs. They want what every young person around the world wants. . . . We’re trying to approach longstanding issues with a completely different lens . . . essentiallyPage 189 → going from analog to digital. . . . We are in the very, very early stages of re-imagining what the Middle East looks like and how it operates.”481

        Yet in these very early stages, there were already disquieting signs about what the Middle East might look like and how it might operate. Certainly, the legacy of unfinished business from the eras of state building and regime stability continued to haunt the region; the “temporary” had become enduring. Israel had been in a “state of emergency” since its establishment more than seventy years earlier; the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees, which began operations in 1950, saw its mandate extended to 2023; and the Israel-Palestine “peace process” was proving interminable.482 The referendum on the status of the Western Sahara, scheduled for 1992, had yet to take place a quarter of a century later, although as a condition for signing the Abraham Accords, Morocco secured US recognition of its sovereignty over the disputed region. Longtime residents of the Gulf states awaited regularization of their citizenship applications for decades, even generations, in what Noora Lori called “permanent temporary status.” If “postponement” was the preferred way of nation-states and international organizations “to deal with displaced populations,” it also served to suspend ordinary politics: in Egypt, a decades-long state of emergency was lifted in 2021 and many of its provisions were written into law. As Human Rights Watch put it, the “emergency provisions were made permanent.”483 Indeed, many of the governments grew adept at what Bishara called “the politics of ignoring,” and the Abraham Accords seemed to be a region-wide example.484 As a one-time Palestine Liberation Organization lawyer observed, “Israel has long tried to get the world to ignore its occupation and its apartheid regime, and now it seems these other states are going along with it.”485

        But change was nonetheless easily discernable. In the first two years of the COVID-19 pandemic, wealth inequality in the Arab region grew dramatically, with the richest 10 percent of the population controlling more than 80 percent of total regional wealth by early 2022. The region had many more millionaires, and their average wealth had increased by 20 percent since 2019, while the bottom half of the population saw its wealth diminished by one-third. As a result, six Arab countries (Bahrain, the UAE, Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Kuwait) were among the top Page 190 →twenty most unequal countries worldwide. By comparison, in 2019, only two Arab countries were on that list.486 As the pandemic seemed to recede, there was little evidence that the pace was slowing. In the summer of 2022, the Sovereign Fund of Egypt signed a draft agreement with Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund to launch a new company in Egypt—the Saudi Egyptian Investment Company—to attract investments worth $10 billion in potential investments in “promising” sectors such as infrastructure, real estate, health care, financial services, food and agriculture, manufacturing, and pharma, with particularly large investments to be channeled to Sharm el-Sheikh to complement the Saudi development of Neom.487

        Similarly, the first two years of the Abraham Accords saw significant economic activity. As the United States Institute of Peace opined, “The bilateral hope and promise” had born fruit, including in a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) signed between Israel and the UAE in May 2022. The agreement, which was to lift tariffs on almost all trade between the two countries, served “as a reminder that . . . these agreements are about far more than . . . a shared Iranian threat. . . . The cooperative economic, social and technological dividends already yielded by the accords tell us that for all concerned, normalization is as much a matter of creating opportunities as it is of warding off challenges.”488

        One of the “opportunities” that went unseized, however, was the promise in Ambassador al-Otaiba’s declaration at the time of the signing that the “most immediate and significant outcome” of the deal was Israel’s pledge to suspend its planned annexation of Palestinian land and pursue a negotiated peace deal.489 As such, it is perhaps more remarkable that the FTA was signed in the immediate wake of a flare-up of tensions following a parade of Jewish nationalists through a Palestinian neighborhood of Jerusalem and a month of rising violence in response to incursions into the courtyard of Al-Aqsa Mosque. Although the UAE Foreign Ministry condemned the attacks on the day the FTA was signed, the message was clear: unless it can be monetized, the Palestinian cause is not a significant part of the business of government.490

        The challenge to this model of governance was the question of what Page 191 →will happen to those in the interstices, outside the enclaves, and how long they can be ignored. There were millions of people in southern Tunisia, across Libya, in Palestine, Yemen, Syria, Lebanon, and, as Schwedler and Yom both show in their contributions to this volume, Jordan who—absent the resources to be investors or shareholders, customers, or even employees—seemed to be little more than inconveniences to these governments. And those who saw themselves left behind were growing uneasy. As Fahmy wrote of the Egyptian capital: “Assuming that the aim of building a new administrative capital is to alleviate the pressure from downtown Cairo where the majority of government offices are located, and assuming, for argument’s sake, that the 5 million inhabitants will actually be moved from the overcrowded city, what will happen to the rest of us?”491

        In fact, across the region, government neglect was already taking its toll in areas outside the favored enclaves. Even within such developments, the inconvenient existence of people who were neither employees nor shareholders was addressed by outsourcing services. In Jordan’s Aqaba, as Martinez shows,

        
          NGOs with royal patronage take charge of educational tasks, real-estate developers contract private companies to secure certain neighborhoods, and foreign agencies care for “community development.” All these tasks were once the responsibility of the central government or the elected municipalities; today they are carried out by a diverse group of actors. For all intents and purposes, an unelected regional body linked to local markets, Gulf capital, USAID, and various NGOs now governs the citizenry.492

        

        Charity is, of course, not a right, and it can be extended and withdrawn for reasons entirely divorced from the interests or needs of the recipients. Jordanian citizens were keenly aware of the disparities: As one resident of a provincial town protested, “Ma’an is poor and ignored. The rich can’t make money there so the state doesn’t give a shit about it, except when it revolts. Otherwise, they are happy to let Ma’an rot.”493

        With growing investments in security and “urban renewal,” governments—from Bahrain’s destruction of Manama’s Pearl Roundabout, to Egypt’s renovation of Tahrir Square in Cairo, to Jordan’s fencing of Amman’s Fourth Circle—are attempting to make protest more difficult.494Page 192 → This suggests that even episodic and occasional efforts to draw the attention of governments to the concerns of citizens are going to be more difficult. Martinez quotes a baker: “The state takes and no longer gives back. It’s just there to keep the powerful well-fed. But one day there will be nothing for the poor to eat—except for the rich. We will see what the state does then.”495

        That gruesome vision was not limited to Jordan. In 2008, a novel was published in Egypt called Utopia, set in the distant future of 2023. The United States has developed a new fuel source, making oil obsolete, and the government has collapsed. The young protagonists live in Utopia, a gated US Marine–protected colony on the Egyptian north coast to which the wealthy retreated; outside the colony live the Others, mired in hunger, disease, and violence. Looking for a thrill, several of Utopia’s youth escape the gated compound to hunt Others, knowing that a parent can always send a Marine helicopter to rescue them from the savages living in an abandoned Cairo, where drug addicts feed on stray dogs in the empty metro tunnels. Almost unimaginably bleak, the book was an instant bestseller.
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        Page 198 →Seven

        Palace Politics as “Precarious” Rule

        Weak Statehood in Afghanistan

      
      Dipali Mukhopadhyay

      In her book on the production of knowledge (and the perpetuation of ignorance) about Afghanistan, Nivi Manchanda explains how “a vocabulary of state fragility, failure, collapse, and corruption” became synonymous with the country after 2001. This vernacular proved so ubiquitous that it seemed to reflect “almost inherent and a priori conditions of Afghanistan as a political (and territorial) entity.”496 When leveled by foreign governments and militaries, the characterization of ungovernability represented, at least in part, an attempt to absolve interveners of their own sins, Manchanda argues. And, quite usefully, it fit neatly within a longer discursive history that conceived of the Afghan state as “a morally, socially and politically bankrupt space of contestation,” where great powers and their great ambitions came to die.497

      As Steven Heydemann contends in this volume, “Taking state failure as a starting point for research” has been a theoretical and empirical choice made by many scholars of the Middle East; and “it has come at a cost,” namely, that it elides the often extraordinary persistence of various forms of political order.498 In the scholarly and policymaking imaginaries, Page 199 →few states evoke the notion of “failure” more than Afghanistan. And, yet, despite relentless foreign interference, occupation, and war, the Afghan state has persisted. Radical swings in regime type (from monarchical to republican to communist to Islamist to democratic and back) notwithstanding, a collection of diverse ethnic, sectarian, and territorial communities have remained tied to this delimited geography for close to 150 years.499 Manchanda contends that the absence of an established colonial presence in the territory precluded the institutionalized consolidation of prosaic everyday social processes we recognize and name as the state.”500 But the absence of colonial rule in Afghanistan—a largely anomalous condition in the region—did not mean the absence of state making.

      On the contrary, the relationship into which the late nineteenth-century king Abdur Rahman Khan entered with the British Crown laid the groundwork for a generations-long rentier state-building project in Afghanistan. The so-called Iron Amir settled on terms with the British that foreclosed his control over foreign affairs in exchange for a steady source of international income and recognition.501 So commenced Afghanistan’s status as a “buffer state,” situated in a kind of international in-between, filling the space between rival powers and extracting a form of strategic rent for its geographic utility. Abdur Rahman received British funds and weapons that positioned him to commence the work of regime consolidation. He conscripted troops and raised revenue through taxation. And the new king pursued an ambitious series of campaigns to lay claim to the lands and peoples beyond his initial writ in Kabul.502

      Abdur Rahman Khan undertook state making on much the same terms that Charles Tilly described in early Europe, “a mixed strategy: eliminating, subjugating, dividing, conquering, cajoling, buying as the occasions presented themselves.”503 This new king’s approach to state building, a kind of “internal imperialism,” involved torture, rape, forcible displacement, and even enslavement.504 So brutal was this campaign that Hasan Kakar likened it to the kind of warfare that an Islamic ruler might have deployed “in a non-Muslim land (dar al-harb).”505 This ferocious brand of consolidation Page 200 →was not only permitted but, in fact, enabled by British patronage. But his regime’s methodology involved more than naked aggression. Abdur Rahman’s rule combined brute force, an appeal to divine legitimation, patronage politics, tribal maneuvering, and a novel subnational administration that parceled the periphery into provinces, districts, and subdistricts with centrally appointed governors in each.506 He co-opted a range of defeated and potential rivals, drawing those with the capacity to threaten him into the fold.507

      A little more than a century after the Iron Amir’s rule, Afghanistan’s new president, Hamid Karzai, found himself in the midst of a novel exchange with a foreign patron of his own, the United States. This time, the country’s ruler would not have the freedom and flexibility to take on his sundry competitors on the same terms as his predecessor. This new configuration of rentiership, conceived in 2001, predicated Western military, diplomatic, and material support on the host regime’s sustained provision of access to the country’s territory for the pursuit of violent extremist actors. The perceived link between ungoverned (or ill-governed) space and terrorism justified regime change, foreign-led reconstruction, and ongoing kinetic military activity on the part of US and coalition forces.508 It also meant that Karzai was expected to embrace an ethos of “good governance” anchored in constitutional checks and balances, electoral politics, and a respect for the rights of Afghanistan’s citizenry.

      The exceptionally tight strictures within which the new Afghan government was forced to rule produced a “precarious” kind of sovereignty that kept the Afghan state in an impossible political limbo.509 It is only in confrontingPage 201 → the hypocritical logic underpinning this American enterprise—one that simultaneously demanded and precluded the creation of an independent Afghan state—that its ultimate failure can be understood. And, yet, even in this profoundly restrictive space, the Karzai regime found the means by which to rule. Dismissive characterizations like “the mayor of Kabul” betrayed the influence the president exerted beyond the palace walls.510 He did not have the freedom to wield violence or capital on the terms the Iron Amir did more than a century earlier, but he had the authority to choose who would represent his regime and its interests subnationally on account of the state’s exceptionally centralized architecture.

      Karzai employed that architecture to construct a politics of accommodation that reflected a much longer lineage of rule and offered him significant influence and governing authority beyond Kabul. His successor, President Ashraf Ghani, took a different approach, employing institutional centralization to authoritarian ends and transforming a palace politics of accommodation into one of exclusion and imposition. There are many reasons why the Ghani regime collapsed in 2021, a number of which lay beyond the president’s control. But the authoritarianism of the president’s governing style was redolent with echoes of previous regimes that aggressively overstepped their writ, and the outcome was the same: insurgent victory.

      
        Afghanistan and the Arab State

        In this volume, scholars of Middle Eastern politics look across the region and revisit concepts of state strength and weakness in critical terms. We move beyond the simplistic strong-weak binary to offer new means of articulating the many relationships we have observed between ruler and ruled and the countless institutions and practices that mediate them. In broad terms, a number of us seek to unravel what Raymond Hinnebusch calls the “weakness-resilience paradox” at play within the region. States appear enfeebled but persist just the same, their endurance the result of some “historic interaction of structure and agency” that often goes overlooked.511 Upon closer inspection, their apparent weakness gives way to a Page 202 →kind of push-and-pull that need not be interpreted as fragility but, rather, as a series of dialogues, even contentious interactions, that shape rather than threaten state order.

        As Heydemann and Marc Lynch put it, these states are “expressions of specific social actors,” and those expressions reflect all kinds of struggle and collaboration that cannot and ought not to be simplified, let alone ignored.512 Jillian Schwedler reminds us that state formation, in this sense, is not an achievement but rather “the ongoing maneuvering of state actors to dodge challengers, woo supporters, deflate resistance, respond to demands from allies and so on.”513 In considering Iraq, Toby Dodge describes the state itself as “better understood as a series of competitive arenas or fields,” while Bassel Salloukh characterizes the Lebanese state as “the armature around which all kinds of activities configure themselves.”514

        Even moments of confrontation like the one Sean Yom explores in Jordan between the monarchy and surrounding tribal elites need not be read as rebellion but rather, as he puts it, “a grand refusal to relinquish [the tribal] demands about the most appropriate ordering of space and resources within social life.”515 There is a temptation among those who observe the politics of the Middle East through the dichotomy of success versus failure to interpret every little rumble as portending the state’s undoing. A more fluid, dialogical understanding that accounts for contention, even competition, as part of rather than at odds with state making affords us the possibility to notice the conversational qualities by which states shape and are shaped by what surrounds them. It is that competition and how the post-2001 presidential palace in Kabul managed it that I will consider as part of the latest chapter of Afghan state building.516

        Before I proceed, it bears noting that Afghanistan is nearly always excluded from the region of study known as “the Middle East” even as it remains bound up in the historical imaginings and contemporary geopolitics of this corner of the world in numerous ways. With gratitude to the Page 203 →editors for including the case here, my own analysis of Afghan state formation and “building” resonates with insights offered up by several colleagues in this volume, as noted above. Afghanistan is often cased, to borrow Joe Soss’s phrasing, as exemplary, exotic, even singular in terms that obscure the many commonalities it shares with states across the developing world.517 Its inclusion in this volume affords readers the opportunity to learn more about the particulars of contemporary Afghan governance in conversation with and through the lens of the Arab state while also considering whether the Arab state should, itself, be hived off from others with which it might actually share quite a bit.

        Attention to what Heydemann and Lynch call “regime-ness” is an especially fruitful site for comparison and contrast. The notion that, in Heydemann’s words, particular “institutional configurations—combinations of state and non-state modes of governance”—represent “regime preferences about how best to ensure their stability and survival” is central to my analysis of the Afghan case.518 Like in Salloukh’s Lebanon, Afghan regimes have repeatedly enacted deliberate forms of absence in strategic terms; as Heydemann put it, “Under certain conditions rulers prefer limited statehood to its more expansive alternative.”519 Only in taking those preferences seriously can we begin to understand how regimes persist even under the most trying of conditions.

        Having outlined these points of convergence, it bears noting that the Afghan experience with state formation is distinct, or at least an exemplar, in certain ways that inform my analysis below but may also have reverberations for Arab (and other) states. My argument centers on the notion that twenty-first-century palace politics represented an instrument of Afghan regime survival and state building under the exceptionally restrictive conditions imposed by foreign intervention. The latest chapter of Afghan state formation unfolded as part of the neo-imperial “Global War on Terror,” underscoring the interaction between domestic governance and international relations in exemplary terms, some of which will have resonance in Arab states marked by different sorts of foreign interference and engagement.

        The contemporary Afghan case also unearths the relationship between regime survivalism and fledgling democracy. While many of the Arab Page 204 →regimes considered in this volume have employed ruling strategies in the service of authoritarian resilience, Karzai and Ghani helmed one of the world’s youngest, albeit imperfect democracies. And because the United States and its allies insisted on the ostensibly democratic nature of this state-building project, neither regime could avail itself of the kinds of “fierce” instruments of rule Heydemann identifies across the Middle East. And yet they privileged “regime-ness” as much as their dictatorial counterparts. Ultimately, like their fierce counterparts, success depended on, in Heydemann’s words, “the very institutions, norms, and practices that fragility-based models treat as causes of poor governance and symptoms of institutional weakness.”520 In that sense, the effective management of competition can be understood as a modality of rule common to authoritarian and democratic regimes alike.

      
      
        State Making as Competition Management

        In the seventeenth century, the Ottoman sultanate struck a deal with the notorious bandit Canboladoglu Ali Pashi. As a major powerholder in the challenging and strategically valuable region of northern Syria, Canboladoglu was prepared to offer the empire the support of his sixteen thousand men in exchange for the benefits and trappings of state power. In 1606, he was named governor-general of Aleppo. As Karen Barkey explained it, the rationale behind his appointment reflected a brand of palace politics oriented around the effective, often unsavory, management of competition. As she wrote, “The existence of contending forces in society does not necessarily mean state breakdown; and it does not necessarily mean total loss of control on the part of government.”521

        Those concerned with the political economy of state formation have long argued that the promise of profit and prestige has consistently motivated strongmen to lay down their arms in favor of joining new forms of order that became the basis for statehood.522 Scholars have also drawn our attention to contemporary innovations by which politicians have leveraged their access to state institutions to patronize their clientele and find profit for Page 205 →themselves.523 Even Max Weber, whose work is most closely associated with a rational, bureaucratic ideal, meditated on government in terms that did not leave power to the side. On the contrary, in his renowned essay “Politics as Vocation,” he described politics as “striving to share power or striving to influence the distribution of power . . . among groups within a state.”524

        This dimension of Weber’s argument gets lost in the language of regulation and law and the derivative focus on service delivery, accountability, and democratization. That focus features frequently in the “good governance” discourse and does the work of obscuring or even maligning the role of politics and power in the governing project.525 But Weber was clear, through his chronicling of the European historical experience, about the extent to which political offices were often prized material commodities, “pure institutions for the provision of spoilsmen.”526

        Recent scholarship on modern state building and counterinsurgency has begun to unravel those narratives that espouse the import and effectiveness of a softer, gentler model of rule, deconstructing some of the lore around historical successes in cases from Malaya and Oman to El Salvador and Northern Ireland. This work alerts us to the reality that intervening states and indigenous governments have both employed a range of what Joel Migdal called “dirty tricks” to assert dominance in the face of rebellion.527 Many states that survived insurgency did so not by building strong and capable formal institutions or by improving access to public goods for ordinary citizens. On the contrary, their methods involved various combinations of brute force and patronage politics—in the words of Christopher Day and William Reno, “strategies aim[ed] to co-opt rebels through amnesty and settlements, or to defeat them through the use of armed proxies such as local militias and rebels from neighboring countries.”528

        Empirically grounded portraits of state making lend insight into the dark underbelly of state formation but also reveal the possibility of important dividends arising from the kinds of shadowy dealings that often go ignored in twenty-first-century parlance about the work of governing. They point to one means by which the Gordian knot of endemic (often Page 206 →violent) competition can be cut: the apportionment of spoils—literal and metaphorical. Politicians are trafficking in financial privilege and territorial gain but also in influence, prestige, and honor.529 As Barkey explained of the Ottoman approach, “Even those once labeled the worst enemies of the state could later be treated to the best of Ottoman panache,” and, indeed, that temptation proved salient in the sultanate’s political work.530 It is this less tangible impulse—to be recognized and empowered—that offers the sovereign additional leverage in his management of competition.

        This accommodationist approach was best exemplified in Afghanistan by the mid-twentieth-century kings of the Musahiban dynasty, who oversaw decades of stable rule.531 The first, Nadir Shah, rose to power on the back of a tribal military campaign with a twelve-thousand-strong militia that captured Kabul on his family’s behalf. As Amin Saikal described it, Nadir Shah and his brothers (and then his son, King Zahir Shah) embraced “a concept of sober nationalism . . . a gradual process of change and development, based on peaceful coexistence with conservative forces.”532 The Musahibans constructed a state premised on the insulation of their regime from the strife of contentious politics. They relied on key elite intermediaries as social brokers and shielded these local notables from the heavier burdens of conscription, taxation, and reformist policies that might have otherwise provoked center-periphery conflict. They compensated for the loss of domestic revenue by deepening their ties with the outside world through exports and foreign aid, forming what Rubin called an “enclave” state.533

        Centralized governance, enshrined in the 1931 and 1964 constitutions, meant neither transformational politics nor policies that would interfere acutely in the lives of ordinary people. Instead, informal actors and institutions—both tribal and religious—were shown deference consistently. As Asta Olesen observed, Nadir Shah’s constitution was “a showpiece of appeasement of the various power groups in society.”534 And even Zahir Shah’s constitution, which promised more liberal institution building, did not prompt the kind of aggressive attempts at reforms it might have otherwise suggested. The Musahiban approach, marked by conservative forms of state engagement with the greater society, brought Page 207 →four decades of peace to Afghan politics. It would find its next exponent in Hamid Karzai after 2001.

        Before diving into the particularities of Karzai’s (and then Ghani’s) approach, it is worth pausing to reflect on one more insight that leaps out from the pages of this volume. Many of my colleagues contend that one of the reasons so many observers—scholars and policymakers—fixate on the imperative for “strength” and the perils of “weakness” derives from the inherently normative gaze they adopt. “Expressions of disappointment,” as Schwedler notes, point us in the direction of “deficits” or “failures” that often have little to do with “an inability to govern so much as the failure of state institutions and practices to meet the needs and expectations of foreign entities seeking to advance their own interests and agendas.”535 Dodge similarly describes the relentless imposition of “a European ideal” as the benchmark against which all political outcomes are judged, rendering alternate outcomes as “supposed pathologies, absences or failures.”536

        The Afghan case affords us a key opportunity to understand what lies beneath these “expressions of disappointment.” The Afghan state-building project was, after all, ostensibly driven by a Western interest in promoting democracy, liberal politics, and market economics through military intervention. Such an intervention would theoretically address the pathological nexus between state weakness and terrorism. But the Afghan experience does more than expose the systematic biases that mark so many interventions of this kind. It also exposes the hypocrisy that lies beneath that supposed disappointment. The United States and its allies undermined both the development and the capacity of the very state they claimed to be emboldening, often encouraging undemocratic, illiberal, and corrupt people and practices along the way. I will argue that the feeble aspects of contemporary Afghan statehood must be understood as a function of, rather than despite, the neo-imperial undertaking that brought that version of the state into being. Afghanistan offers, in that sense, an opportunity to consider the dialectic between indigenous power politics and Western adventurism in the region that yields a distinct kind of “precarious” statehood.

      
      
        President Karzai’s Palace Politics

        In his writings on weak states in strong societies, Migdal cataloged a series of strategies that rulers have long employed to ensure their own perseverancePage 208 → in the face of competing social forces. At the helm of a shattered state, Hamid Karzai faced “vast, but fragmented social control embedded in the nonstate organizations of society.”537 From 2001 to 2014, his regime pursued its own version of a Migdalian “politics of survival” but within an exceptionally confined margin for maneuver.538 The young government’s Western benefactors complicated the country’s already crowded warscape through a series of strategic decisions—to collaborate with the warlord commanders of the Northern Alliance in 2001; to exclude the decimated Taliban from politics; and to employ the kinetic use of force on their own terms—that disadvantaged the palace in Kabul in meaningful, lasting ways. At the same time, the normative scaffolding of twenty-first-century state building imposed a set of “good” governing requirements and restrictions on the Afghan state that further limited its room for maneuver.

        Karzai employed his own version of palace politics to curb the power of many strongmen empowered by the counterterror campaign. He transformed them into a bulwark against an insurgency that emerged, at least in part, because that same counterterror effort precluded his administration from making a serious attempt at peaceful, political engagement with the defeated Taliban. In the process, Karzai created a tableau of power politics that reflected the geographic, ethnic, sectarian, and ideological diversity of the Afghan elite and the larger citizenry.539 That tableau, a “limited access order” of sorts, did a kind of political work that had little to do with service delivery, bureaucratic efficiency, transparency, or accountability. Instead, it reflected the utilization of accommodation as a means of preempting, exploiting, and curbing rivalries to bring about a modicum of security and development in the midst of an ongoing war. It also enabled forms of representation and popular participation that might otherwise have triggered even greater unrest in such a young democracy.

        
          Starting from “the Zero Point”

          On arrival, Karzai had limited influence beyond Kabul. In the words of one Afghan observer, “Karzai came in a U.S. helicopter and got his power.”540 Page 209 →As another put it, “Karzai, with his friends, started from the zero point.”541 But, as a result of the highly centralized formal architecture that has long marked the Afghan state, his regime’s ability to appoint, promote, rotate, and remove officials in the provinces proved a very valuable asset in this particular brand of survival politics.542 The 2004 constitution afforded the executive tremendous formal control over subnational institutions; its design produced one of the most centralized states in the world.

          Critiques of this acutely centralized architecture abounded. Institutional devolution, some suggested, would have wrested political power from the historically dominant Pashtun elite and redistributed resources and decision making more equitably and effectively across the regionalized ethnic blocs of the periphery.543 Concerned observers also argued that the exceptional powers of the presidency resembled those of earlier Afghan monarchs whose own constitutions (in particular, King Zahir Shah’s in 1964) had served as the template for this one.544 The president’s grip on appointments, administration, and budgeting, they worried, came “at the expense of broader democratization goals” and encouraged the kinds of cronyism and corruption at odds with transparent, representative, accountable governance.545

          The gap between the Weberian ideal and the reality of weak state politics was nowhere more apparent than in the arena of political appointments. Efforts at governance promotion aim, after all, to produce “professional politicians” who answer to impersonal institutions rather than the sovereign as an individual.546 Instead, subnational appointments served, in Martine van Bijlert’s words, as “a vehicle for relationship building and the distribution of privileges to leaders and communities that [were] considered loyal,” a means for the Karzai regime “to re-assert its authority and to strengthen its network.”547

          Page 210 →Given the range of rivals, potential rivals, and otherwise influential armed actors in its midst, one might argue that only a highly centralized architecture could offer the regime any hope of corralling the centrifugal forces at work to maintain some influence beyond Kabul.548 Some attributed the popular appetite for a strong central government to this hope, “a widespread desire for the authority of the central government to be extended to the provinces, replacing the illegitimate de facto states controlled by warlords and druglords.”549 They cautioned that this impulse did not translate into a popular wish for the president’s office to control everything from Kabul. But, as one Afghan interlocutor mused, the performance of those subnational officials may not have facilitated the nation building that Afghans had imagined, but “it helped Karzai to be in power.”550 Another explained: “He is extremely good at defeating possible and potential alliances against him or political formations that will undermine his control.”551

        
        
          “The Big Shuffle”

          Observers of Afghan politics expressed consternation with “an ongoing confusion” that permeated the business of gubernatorial appointments after 2001. The central government unfurled new rules, standards, and institutions over the years, many of which were subsequently ignored or circumvented by the very officials in whose custody they resided.552 When one conceives of gubernatorial appointments as a patrimonial means of reengineering rivalries, it becomes clear why strategic opacity and dynamism on the palace’s part were of great value. Karzai had a host of patrons, foreign and Afghan, to please, and their agendas were often not in harmony with one another. At the same time, he had a host of clients and potential clients, in Kabul and the countryside, who sought his patronage. He also faced formidable factions, strongmen, and tribal elites whose interests could not be ignored.

          It was in this space of competing agendas and interests where Karzai Page 211 →operated by balancing different camps, playing one against another, and ensuring that they took on each other rather than him. To effectively stay above the fray, ambiguity and agility were key. A rational, rule-based system that was predictable and formalized would have undermined his advantage as the principal in this turbulent political environment.553 Here, Karzai’s method comported quite neatly with what Patrick Chabal and Jean-Pascal Daloz called “the political instrumentalization of disorder.”554

          From 2002 onward, Karzai commenced Migdal’s “big shuffle,” appointing close to two hundred governors to represent the government in the country’s thirty-four provinces. And so began a “dizzying game of musical chairs,” whereby governors were appointed, dismissed, and reappointed at a swift and unpredictable tempo.555 Out of the country’s thirty-four provinces, twenty-six (more than 75 percent) had five or more governors during Karzai’s time in office. Several of these provinces had upwards of seven, eight, or nine appointments. The shuffle not only involved a significant amount of appointing and dismissing. It also involved a high degree of rotation and recycling.556

          The Karzai regime utilized a mix of local and imported governors, all of which it kept on the move at a steady clip. In the majority of cases (59 percent), the palace followed the lead of previous rulers by sending individuals to provinces other than their own, severing them from their homegrown networks and diminishing the likelihood that they would sink deep roots.557 On average, governors were fired or moved elsewhere after less than two and a half years in office. Thirty-nine gubernatorial terms did not last a full year. As of September 2014, only eleven terms (6 percent) lasted for five years or more. Meanwhile, the longest-serving governor managed to hold onto his seat for over a decade. And so went the unpredictable, “irrational,” big shuffle.

        
        
          Page 212 →Disguised Warlordism

          The most striking feature of Karzai’s pantheon of governors was the ubiquity of mujahideen commanders who had made their names fighting the Soviets, the Taliban, and one another in the two decades before he came to office. As mentioned above, their prominence in the political landscape was not an accident; it was the result of a military campaign with their involvement at the heart of its design. Former commanders occupied 131 (68 percent) of the country’s governorships during Karzai’s tenure. In 29 of the 34 (85 percent) Afghan provinces, at least half of the governors appointed were strongmen; and, in seven (21 percent) provinces, only commanders ruled.

          Meanwhile, a major, if not primary, aim of the foreign-led state-building effort that followed the Taliban’s toppling was the disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of militia commanders and combatants and the creation of a reformed security sector in their stead. Instead, the incorporation of dozens upon dozens of commanders into government was read by many as imposing yet another era of warlordism on the Afghan people.558 But the aspiration to banish this population of powerholders did not acknowledge their role in Afghan political, social, and economic life and their potential to contribute to the new order.559

          From the Karzai regime’s perspective, commander inclusion on this scale could be read precisely as a kind of informal, indigenous DDR program. Here, the Afghan state was hardly alone in its approach. Ken Menkhaus described Somaliland’s experience with proto-state formation as advancing security, economic recovery, revenue generation, and even formal institutional growth. He justified government expenditures of approximately 50 percent on ex-combatant salaries in the formal security sector as follows: “A case can be made, in fact, that the Somaliland government’s principal role has been as a large demobilization project.” He concluded that “since 2000, Somaliland has consolidated its state-building accomplishments in an impressive manner.”560

          Afghanistan had long been a country marked by what Tilly called high accumulation and low concentration of coercion.561 As one Afghan interlocutor explained, “You had a lot of military capital, skills, and mobilization Page 213 →but also mobilization capacity. . . . The mindset, the ideology of resistance was there.”562 Commanders previously consumed by warfare, but also by plunder and other forms of illicit activity, could be otherwise occupied, at least partially. Governorships created access to untapped business opportunities; they engendered grander political aspirations that required broader, more inclusive platforms and strategies; and they incentivized “good” behavior for foreign donor audiences. Governors now had opportunities to take care of their own substantial clienteles and to grow invested, politically and financially, in the success of this regime and, by extension, the Afghan state.563

          “Disguised” commanders could, moreover, leverage their informal sources of strength to innervate governors’ offices and, by extension, police stations, district governorates, mayorships, and ministerial directorates.564 The inclusion of warlords as governors proved doubly valuable to the fledgling government in this sense. Not only did these appointments divert substantial energy previously reserved for a militarized brand of politics to other ends, but they amplified the state’s coercive power in the face of more elusive rivals. This version of reintegration enabled the regime in Kabul to exercise its own forms of influence and control over the use (and users) of force. In the begrudging words of the above interviewee: “You see there is a big change and, if you call this monopoly over the use of violence in that sense, then you can see that, yes, Karzai’s strategy at least on that side has been effective.”565

        
        
          “Balancing Acts”

          In this matrix of disguised warlordism, the substantial presence of governors associated with the Jamiat-i-Islami and Hezb-i-Islami parties bears Page 214 →note. They represented the two most formidable camps among the mujahideen, with a famed animosity for one another that nearly tore the country asunder. Inspired by the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and Pakistan’s Jamaat-i-Islami, the Jamiat organization was the first prominent manifestation of Islamist politics in 1960s Afghanistan. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar eventually parted ways with Jamiat in the 1970s, forming his own party, Hezb-i-Islami.566 Both factions would go on to form the vanguard of the fight against Soviet occupation, only to turn on one another in the bloody civil war that followed Soviet withdrawal.

          After September 11, 2001, Jamiat found itself, once again, in a prominent position. Ahmed Shah Massoud, the group’s famed leader, had been assassinated just two days before, but the party’s political elites and fighting commanders remained a force to be reckoned with as key members of the Northern Alliance. Northern Alliance commanders joined forces with the US military that fall, and from that moment on, Jamiat would reclaim its place as one of the country’s dominant political forces. Hezb-i-Islami occupied a more complicated position. Hekmatyar remained outside the political process, opting to assert his opposition to the new government. That did not preclude, however, the majority of former Hezb figures from engaging with the Karzai administration.567 This wing of the movement took its place in state-based politics and lent a stable of provincial governors to the president in the years to come.

          During Karzai’s time in office, of the more than 190 governorships across the country’s thirty-four provinces, more than 50 were Jamiat affiliated and more than 30 were Hezb-i-Islami affiliated. The palace’s decision to populate nearly half of the country’s governorships with representatives from these two factions can be interpreted as a form of what Migdal called “balancing acts,” political moves that do the work of “balancing large and threatening power centers against one another.”568 The Jamiat leadership, and its rank and file, required appeasement. And, while Hekmatyar remained a spoiler, the entire Hezb-i-Islami faction was not averse to engagement with the government. On the contrary, Michael Semple interpreted the inclusion of many within the party as “the most successful example of a reconciliation strategy so far pursued since [2001],” in part because it undercut the influence of Hezb-i-Islami’s militant faction and Hekmatyar himself.569 Both Jamiat and Hezb-i-Islami were kept inside the Page 215 →same tent. Unable to accommodate one another in a single government after the Soviet withdrawal, they had found room for themselves and one another in this new era, now led by a third party, their new patron, Karzai.

          The president’s impulse to balance power was not limited to Jamiat and Hezb-i-Islami. The country’s political landscape was a mosaic of armed political factions with contentious histories and competing claims. Attention paid to the balance of power meant elaborate calculations with respect to who would be governor in a particular province. Under Karzai, one could identify the provincial and regional spheres of influence dominated by key figures as a function of the governors sent to rule in their territories of concern.570 The balance of power mattered not only among factions operating across the country but also within a given region. In fact, many of the country’s provinces had a mélange of factional and ethnic affiliations represented in their governorships.

          The president’s efforts to incorporate various factions—many of which were organized along ethnopolitical lines—were mirrored by his approach to ethnopolitics more generally. Some provinces were governed by individuals from a single ethnic group, suggesting a vocal constituency that had made its preferences known to the palace over the years or a belief on the palace’s part that certain provinces would be better off in the hands of one ethnic bloc.571 This was not, in other words, a case of Karzai simply flinging his cronies about the country. The patterns revealed by his appointments reflected a logic that a wide range of factions and constituencies had to be accommodated. Karzai’s approach differed, in this sense, from many of his predecessors, who had sent a largely singular brand of exponent—the Pashtun official—to represent their interests outside of Kabul.572

          Page 216 →The twenty-first-century presidential palace limited any inclination to construct a subnational political architecture that simply reflected its own composition. Instead, Karzai, a Popalzai Kandahari Pashtun, and his team often found themselves in the position of deferring to key elites and provincial demographics to weave and reweave this piece of subnational political life. This did not mean, of course, that provincial governors were engaged with or beloved by their constituents; it did, however, mean that governorships served as a tool to reflect and balance power in both the center and the periphery. Given the factional diversity that marked Karzai’s gubernatorial pantheon, the absence of many Taliban affiliates is striking. Had Karzai been given the leeway to pursue his own modes of accommodation, there may have been few Talibs interested in serving him. Still, one must consider the possibility that appointments of more former Taliban members might have at least blunted the insurgency’s virulence.

        
      
      
        From Traditionalism to Technocracy . . . to Authoritarianism?

        One could imagine no more different a successor to Hamid Karzai than Dr. Ashraf Ghani. A New Yorker profile described him as “the technocratic alternative to the politics of warlordism and corruption.”573 Ghani, an anthropologist by training, built his scholarly and political career on the philosophy that a so-called failed state can be “fixed” through the construction of an independent and law-bound bureaucratic architecture.574 But his ability to translate his theories of state building into the practice of governance proved profoundly limited, and his tenure came to an ignominious end in August 2021 when, with Taliban forces at the gates of Kabul, he fled the presidential palace.

        From the start of his tenure in 2015, Ghani found himself surrounded by acute forms of competition that threatened the viability of his regime and, over time, the viability of the Afghan republic. Having failed to secure a decisive lead in the 2014 election, Ghani was accused of wide-scale fraud and entered a months long standoff with Abdullah Abdullah, a longtime leader of the Northern Alliance. US secretary of state John Kerry flew to Kabul and brokered a power-sharing deal between the two, resulting Page 217 →in a so-called National Unity Government. Abdullah’s allies—the same array of strongmen who had stalked the periphery for decades—once again laid claim to the political pie. But Ghani opted to set aside much of Karzai’s accommodationist ethos and double down on an ostensibly reformist agenda that became an exercise in concentrating the palace’s power at the expense of the state it helmed.

        
          Provincial Governors 2.0

          A comparison of Ghani’s first-term (2015–19) gubernatorial appointees with Karzai’s governors reveals differences of the kind one would expect given their purported proclivities for “technocracy” versus “tradition.” Ghani’s governors were better educated than Karzai’s: 26 percent versus 11 percent had a postgraduate degree, and 88 percent versus 65 percent had a college education. Moreover, he appointed, on average, a much lower proportion of commanders to governorships than his predecessor: while 68 percent of Karzai’s governors had warlord backgrounds, only 36 percent of Ghani’s did. The presidential palace seemed to be forging ahead with a progressive governing agenda. Early on, Christine Roehers and Qayoom Suroush described this new generation of governors as follows:

          
            The youngest, Nasratullah Arsala for Paktia (hailing from Nangarhar’s powerful Arsala clan), is only 33 years old (breaking the criteria the president himself had set for suitable candidates). With all this, the government has indeed initiated a generational change. This is particularly visible in President Ghani’s candidates, many of whom are not only younger than previous governors but also lack one of the main credentials of the past: fighting experience. . . . Conspicuously many seem to have experience in working with the international donor organizations, NGOs, or civil society bodies. Experience in working with the government is rare, though.575

          

          In a telling opening move, just weeks after taking office, Ghani set about turning the key northern province of Kunduz into “the pilot test in local governance for the rest of the nation.” He not only sent a first-time appointee with no political experience, Mohammad Omar Safi, into this complex and turbulent environment but then emboldened the new governorPage 218 → to antagonize those who already occupied positions of influence in the province. The results proved disastrous, as the governor’s own deputy vowed to take up arms on behalf of threatened militia leaders while the provincial police chief defied the governor’s orders.576 Within months, Taliban forces were able to capture the provincial capital, Kunduz City, for the first time.

          The new president privileged those who looked like good Weberian bureaucrats—educated, young, and without colorful pasts. Many of them had pursued careers, as Roehers and Suroush noted, with the so-called international community and had no anchor in indigenous politics. Their relative political inexperience meant they had not been caught up in the country’s messy past. It also meant that they could not leverage the kinds of political capital available to their more locally grounded predecessors in the service of establishing social control. Governor Safi’s experience in Kunduz was telling in this regard.577

          Weaker governors were disadvantaged on the ground in key ways, making them exceptionally beholden to their political patron, Ghani. Tellingly, the president left governorships across the country in the hands of anemic caretakers or interim appointees for months at a stretch, depriving subnational authorities of the already limited powers they had to manage politics. For all the president’s intellectual commitments to institution building, Roehers and Suroush reported no discernible system with respect to appointments. As one of their interlocutors, a government official, put it, “It is still the president who decides.”578

          Ultimately, Ghani maintained his predecessor’s tempo with respect to gubernatorial appointments: both leaders appointed, on average, between fourteen and fifteen governors per year. And both kept them in office, on average, for between one and a half to two and a half years. Ghani departed from Karzai, however, with respect to the ethnopolitics of provincial appointments. While 56 percent of provinces under Karzai had governors who hailed from more than one ethnic group, only 35 percent did under Ghani. Ghani was inclined, in other words, to engage with provinces on more rigidly monoethnic terms, hardly a mark of rationalized bureaucracy but, rather, one that reflected a larger parochialism vis-à-vis the country’s identity politics.

        
        
          Page 219 →Exclusion as Ethnochauvinism?

          The president’s disinclination to share power made itself clear within his first year in office. As Roehers and Suroush observed, in the fall of 2015 more than one-quarter of the country’s provinces remained without governors. They called it “conspicuous” that the unfilled positions were largely those “to be appointed by CEO Abdullah’s camp (or, being his immediate spheres of influence, would need his blessing), according to an internal agreement between President and CEO.”579

          The president’s unwillingness to make room for those beyond his immediate circle contributed to growing tension with Abdullah, who had been promised substantial say over governorships, as well as seats in the cabinet and other national institutions, including those associated with the peace process. Ghani stalled on those appointments and on the institutional changes he had promised, namely, “elections, electoral reform, a Loya Jirga [tribal assembly] and amendments to the constitution that could allow the establishment of the post of executive prime minister.”580 In so doing, he effectively secured total de facto power for his camp indefinitely.

          This exclusionary brand of governing was read by many as a new kind of ethnochauvinism, one that stood in contrast with the more inclusive tenor of Karzai’s rule. Even efforts by the president that were otherwise accommodationist were interpreted by observers through the lens of a pernicious brand of identity politics. One of the landmark decisions of his first term in office, Ghani’s reconciliation deal with Hezb-i-Islami’s Hekmatyar—known as “the butcher of Kabul” for his leading role in the 1990s civil war—represented a remarkable overture, one with echoes of the Ottoman sultan’s outreach to the Aleppine warlord Canboladoglu.581 Indeed, the once-US-designated “global terrorist” was removed some months later from the UN sanctions list, after which the insurgent leader and the Afghan government moved forward in their rapprochement. Hekmatyar returned to Kabul in 2017.

          But concerns about the deal abounded, as did explanations for the president’s motives. As Borhan Osman noted, Hekmatyar’s jihadi backgroundPage 220 → could not be separated from the fact that “the backbone of his base has always been Pashtun.” This fact did not escape those increasingly concerned with the Ghani administration’s approach to ethnopolitics more generally.582 Van Bijlert explained, of this deal and similar outreach toward the Pashtun-dominated Taliban, that “some see efforts to bring Hezb-i-Islami and the Taleban into the government fold as an attempt to strengthen the Pashtun hand in a political field that is in many ways increasingly organized along ethnic lines (Pashtun/non-Pashtun).”583 Meanwhile, other social movements that would otherwise have little by way of shared interest with Abdullah’s strongman cabal found common ground as they began to read their own economic, political, and security grievances with Kabul through the prism of ethnic exclusion.

          The Enlightenment (Roshnawi) Movement, for example, rose out of a 2016 government decision to reroute a major energy project, depriving the central highlands’ Hazara Shiʽa population of this major investment. The perception that this minority community, historically marginalized by the country’s ruling Pashtun Sunni elite, was being pushed aside yet again led to unprecedented and sustained protest. Subsequent Islamic State attacks, which targeted the Hazara neighborhoods of Kabul in deliberately sectarian terms, further alienated this population from a government that could not (or would not) protect them.584 As van Bijlert put it:

          
            Although the Enlightenment Movement is not related to the Abdullah campaign—several of its prominent members are former Ghani supporters—there is potential for common cause. Among Hazaras, but also other non-Pashtun groups, there is a latent suspicion that Ghani’s unilateralism, rather than representing a personal leadership style, in reality stems from an un-willingness to share power based on a Pashtun nationalist outlook.585

          

          Even the country’s vice president, Abdur Rashid Dostum, took aim at his boss’s tendencies. In late 2016, he jibed, “For the president, whoever speaks Pashto is a good person, but if they speak Pashto and are from Logar [the president’s home province], it is even better.”586 This comment reflected Ghani’s inability to translate yet another major accommodationistPage 221 → move into a lasting political alliance. Having garnered only 3 percent in his first attempt at the presidency, Ghani had traded in his 2009 campaign adviser, American political strategist James Carville, for running mate and notorious strongman General Dostum in 2014. Dostum’s position on the ticket offered Ghani access to Afghanistan’s Uzbek voting bloc, and thus one of the country’s fiercest critics of warlordism came to share a ticket with the country’s fiercest warlord. This election strategy, an effort to, in analyst Kate Clark’s words, “present himself as someone who looks, sounds, and acts” like one of the masses, made his candidacy a viable one.587

          But, two years later, Dostum had moved on and, in a remarkable turn of events, found common cause with the very rivals with whom he had been (often violently) competing for decades. In 2017, a new alliance emerged, the Coalition for the Salvation of Afghanistan (Etelaf baray Nejat-e-Afghanistan), a front that opposed Ghani “from within the government,” as Ali Adili and Thomas Ruttig described it. Karzai had managed to divide and rule with (or around) these key strongmen of northern Afghanistan. Now they had joined forces to oppose Ghani, setting aside their differences in the service of highlighting their grievances with the current administration, including:

          
            criticism of the centralization of power by the president’s circle; accusations of the government’s involvement in some of the high profile attacks, which they felt were targeted; and the general deterioration of security in the north . . . sometimes explicitly blamed on leading Pashtun politicians close to the president in what the coalition deems to be an attempt to destabilize the northern leaders’ local power bases.588

          

        
        
          The “Republic of Three”

          These rumblings of domestic opposition came at a time when the Taliban insurgency was breathing down the neck of the Afghan state, gaining territory just as the United States and its allies were making clear their wish to bring their part in this long war to an end. The republican form of rule in Afghanistan was as vulnerable as ever, so one might have expected the president to court those leaders with serious coercive heft, capital endowments, and social ties to shore up the state’s defenses against this existential Page 222 →threat. Instead, Ghani’s competitors of all stripes, including his predecessor Karzai, came together in the service of exposing the illegitimacy of his presidency and undermining the fundamental credibility of the constitutional order as a result.589

          In the 2019 election season, few Afghans turned out to vote their president back into office, and, once again, Ghani faced a legitimacy crisis. Ali Adili estimated that around 12 percent of those eligible to vote did so. Accusations of fraud resounded as the ballots were counted, and months of contentious back-and-forth threatened, once again, to break the republic’s back. Even high-level intervention from US envoy Zalmay Khalilzad could not prevent parallel presidential inauguration events from moving forward in March 2020. With the tepid blessing of Western governments, Ghani assumed office with a winning margin of less than twelve thousand votes even as Abdullah “had already started appointing his own provincial governors” in defiance of the outcome.590

          A year into his second term, Ghani’s National Unity Government remained skeletal in form, missing key figures on account of disagreement with his still number two, Abdullah, as well as a growing tendency to create alternate decision-making structures over which he could exercise unbridled control.591 In the fall of 2020, Adili described a cabinet with several unled ministries and a provincial map with sixteen out of thirty-four governorships still vacant. Parliamentary-, provincial-, and district-level elections, long delayed, had yet to be held. Meanwhile, the High Council for National Reconciliation, meant to lead the government in efforts at making peace with the Taliban, remained nonfunctional.592 The president’s concentration of decision-making authority in the palace earned his government the moniker of a “republic of three,” an allusion to Ghani and his two aides, Hamdullah Mohib and Fazel Fazly.593

          Of course, the context of the Ghani government’s unraveling cannot be divorced from the looming American retreat. What little momentum Afghanistan’s democratic politics still had was largely stymied by the US government’s effectively unconditional effort to court the Taliban at the government’s expense.594 The February 2020 pact between the United Page 223 →States and the Taliban, known as the Doha Agreement, unambiguously privileged an expedient rapprochement between the Americans and their erstwhile enemy over any commitments the insurgents might make to acknowledge, let alone come to an accommodation with, the government in Kabul. As Carter Malkasian put it: “Better to complete a US-Taliban agreement and be on the road toward an Afghan political settlement. . . . How the government’s democracy could be reconciled with the Taliban’s emirate was unexplored territory.”595

          The United States and its allies had long served as a collective backstop for Afghan politics, a kind of guarantor that kept together an otherwise unwieldy cabal of elite rivals. The prospect of Western defection from the state-building game provoked a sense of collective uncertainty and, ultimately, disinvestment on the part of those who increasingly saw the political writing on the wall. If the Afghan state lost its foreign backers, its value would plummet and those with other options would rationally look elsewhere.596 Under these increasingly precarious circumstances, Ghani had to convince his rivals (and constituents) that the palace could step into a role of greater sovereignty so as to preserve, let alone advance, the republic’s cause.

        
      
      
        Conclusion

        The latest republican experiment in Afghanistan imploded in August 2021. Many were tempted to interpret the state’s collapse as confirmation that the country was, after all, ungovernable. A closer look at the tenures of Afghanistan’s two twenty-first-century presidents reveals the profound, externally imposed constraints within which these two rulers were expected to establish dominion over their country’s politics. It also suggests that accommodationist brands of palace politics served, to use Judith Butler’s phrase, as “improvisation within a scene of constraint.”597 They opened up possibilities for the Afghan president to check, and even turn, competitors, thereby translating informal forms of power into assets for the regime that might otherwise threaten its already tenuous grip.

        The acutely centralized design of the Afghan state meant that the presidential palace had outsized influence over political appointments in particular;Page 224 → those appointments could be used in the service of accommodation or as part of an authoritarian turn. Karzai’s approach privileged the former, while his successor, Ghani, opted for the latter. As Jennifer Murtazashvili put it after the government’s fall:

        
          In these later years, Ghani focused far more time and attention on subduing the mujahideen commanders who opposed him than he did either on governing or on fighting the Taliban. Ghani did eventually succeed in defanging his foes. And this, ironically, was his undoing, as the commanders and warlord commanders were his strongest source of protection against the Taliban offensive. . . . By early 2021, the government had uncontested control of just 30 percent of Afghan territory.598

        

        While Karzai adopted a methodology of rule resonant with the gradualist Musahiban kings of the mid-twentieth century, Ghani embraced a more aggressive posture reminiscent of those Afghan rulers whose reigns ended in revolt. Like the modernizing King Amanullah of the 1920s and the communist People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan in the 1970s, the Ghani government overreached at the expense and exclusion of too many key social stakeholders, whose collective energies coalesced to violently undo their governments.599 Perhaps more than any other case in this volume, twenty-first-century Afghanistan’s politics involved a violent rough-and-tumble that challenged the viability not only of the regimes in power but also of the state itself.600 Those challenges came from a virulent insurgency and its foreign sponsors, as well as a host of militant actors—Afghan and Western—ostensibly invested in the republic’s success but capable of turning on it at any time.

        Under such precarious conditions, the skillful use of palace political maneuvering was essential to any chance at survival for the ruling elite in Kabul. In Ghani’s case, his bungling of politics, paired with his inept micromanagement of the security sector, meant that those with the capacity and incentive to defend the state in its moment of greatest need had no reason to do so and, instead, defected.601 The Migdalian palace politics of survival Page 225 →had transformed into centralization-as-exclusion on Ghani’s watch. As the last American soldiers made their way home, instead of “closing the sovereignty gap,” to borrow his own phrase, the chasm between Afghan state and society opened up and swallowed his regime whole.602
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        Page 230 →Page 231 →Eight

        State Capacity and Contention

        A View from Jordan

      
      Jillian Schwedler

      States remain central to the organization of coercion and domination despite the growth of transnational networks, intra- and cross-regional security and financial alliances, and diverse methods for challenging and weakening state power. Despite the range of approaches to the state, from Max Weber and neo-Weberian approaches to Karl Marx, Antonio Gramsci, Michel Foucault, Timothy Mitchell, and others, a central question in diverse literatures concerns state power (and thus state weakness)—the state’s ability (or not) to assert the agenda and priorities of the leadership on a national scale. Many scholars have, of course, pushed back against the strong versus weak state analytic framework. In this volume, those critiques are well reflected in Steven Heydemann and Marc Lynch’s introduction and in the chapters by Heydemann, Bassel Salloukh, and others. State power is better portrayed, as those chapters show, as entailing multiple dimensions that are not necessarily (if ever) in symmetry. Still, however, questions of state capacity remain.

      But what does it mean to talk about state development and state capacity? In their most straightforward meanings, state development refers to the establishment of government institutions aimed toward implementing some agenda advanced by those in power, and state capacity means the ability of those in power (let us call them “the government”) to utilize those institutions to accomplish what they aim to do, whether in terms of enactingPage 232 → specific policies, bringing dissent under control, overseeing the welfare (or neglect) of the population, or simply managing regime survival. As noted by Lynch in this volume, both concepts often appear in debates about strong versus weak states, but strong or weak in reference to what?

      Here it bears noting that a significant portion of the state capacity literature is policy oriented, and as such the very definitions of analysis are structured by certain assumptions about what it means to provide useful or actionable policy proposals. To wit, “strong” equates to “good” because “weak” means an unreliable or unstable unit with which “strong” states find interactions difficult or unpredictable. “Strong” thus often entails a vision by some (often Global North) states about how state institutions should be organized to achieve such outcomes as “good” governance and “sound” economic policies. These evaluations or judgments about development and capacity are often pronounced by external agencies, financial institutions, or foreign governments that desire for the state in question to take a particular institutional form and adopt the forms or policies that facilitate certain kinds of reforms or to enact certain policies. That is, advice for how states can become “strong” is often about how they can be structured in ways that facilitate engagement with foreign institutions and states. The irony here is that when “weaker” states follow such advice and reform their institutions to better interact with other foreign states, they often in practice become more “penetrable” by foreign actors, thus effectively weakening their control over their own institutions, policy priorities, and financial practices.603

      I note this connection with foreign interests because normative judgments about where state capacity is lacking are often expressions of disappointment: “deficits” or “failures” may not signal an inability to govern so much as the failure of state institutions and practices to meet the needs and expectations of foreign entities seeking to advance their own interests and agendas. Indeed, in “failed states” debates, the language of “state” capacity as opposed to “government” capacity neatly fits into debates within international relations about the interaction and relations among states. Weak states cannot engage fully with strong states because they do not have the same institutional capacity or even institutions as their counterparts in other states.

      But does this measure of state capacity provide analytic traction in understanding how states function in practice, how governments seek to advance their agendas, or how regimes or even states survive? These questions return us to the matter of the capacity of whom and to do what? Page 233 →Do we have room in our theories to think about how ostensibly weak states might “survive” for long periods despite not conforming to Weberian notions of what states can and should look like? This issue is examined by Lisa Wedeen in her discussion of pre-uprising Yemen. In her aptly titled article “Don’t Call Yemen a Failed State,” she argues that describing Yemen’s “weak” institutions as indicative of a potentially failed state misunderstands how politics has worked for decades in Yemen. The rule of President Ali Abdullah Salih from 1978 until his death in 2017 was not sustained by the kind of institutional or infrastructural development or capacity envisioned in the academic and policy literatures. Yet his regime remained in power for more than thirty years. Indeed, Wedeen shows that Salih’s survival was not in spite of weak state capacity but at least in part because he did not attempt to create the kinds of institutions that would seek to obtain a monopoly on the use of violence or even assert absolute control over all of Yemen’s territory.604 I experienced such imbricating spheres of sovereignty in Yemen on one visit when a UN convoy with which I was traveling was stopped by armed tribesmen outside of Ma’rib. Despite having an escort of government officials, the convoy was held for several hours by the armed tribesmen until they could ascertain that their sheikh had given permission for us to pass.

      If we put aside these normative framings that shape judgments about what form(s) state development should take and what level and, more importantly, type of state capacity should be achieved, we can reconceptualize state development and capacity in ways that bring other aspects of political power and its challengers into view—such as how states come into being, how diverse actors “inside” and “outside” of state circles shape those processes, and how states obtain and maintain power and where they do not.

      In this chapter, I aim to make three interventions into debates about state development and capacity from the standpoint of a focus on contentious politics. I do not reject those concepts so much as unpack what they mean through the lens of challengers to those who hold state power. These interventions engage the arguments of some of the other chapters in this volume, drawing attention to areas of agreement and in several aspects going beyond them. The first intervention is that state making is an ongoing process. While this insight is not new, it bears on how one thinks about state institutions, development, and perceptions of state capacity and its Page 234 →unevenness both spatially and experientially. The second intervention is that resistance to state policies or to those in power can at times strain state capacity while simultaneously working to reproduce state power. States respond to where and how challengers engage in claim making, including by directing resources to certain projects or practices while neglecting others. And finally, the third intervention explores how the built environment both produces and provides a material basis to state capacity while also revealing where it is strong and where it is lacking. I illustrate these interventions with two empirical examples from Jordan.

      
        State Making Is an Ongoing Process

        A first intervention into debates about state development and capacity is to emphasize that state making and state maintaining are ongoing processes, and thus state capacity across diverse areas or sectors must also be continuously reproduced. A state does not establish a standing army, for example, never to think much about the army again. This insight, of course, is not new. Anthropologists of the state have long attended to the ongoing character of state making and the uneven reach of stateness (that is, state capacity), and recent political science debates have also taken up this position.605 Many classic works, several of which are engaged by others in this volume, also conceptualize state making or stateness as partial, limited, or always incomplete. In Michael Mann’s oft-cited work, for example, the state is seen as evolving in response to various challenges, even if the focus of the work is how state institutions and infrastructures develop relative stability and social power. The state can dominate, he notes, without “final unity or even consistency.”606 In this vein, Heydemann in 2007 coined a new term for state adaptation, authoritarian upgrading, to capture the ongoing efforts of the Middle East’s authoritarian regimes to maintain authority in the face of challenges—an idea he further develops in his contribution to this volume.607 Lisa Anderson’s chapter here likewise stresses that state maintaining is always “unfinished business,” as Charles Tripp put it succinctly.608 Sean Yom argues similarly “the state not as a unified act of vertical power but rather as a field of contested practices, some of which will instigate more Page 235 →resistance from society than others given the inherently limited nature of statehood.”609 And as I argue alongside Lawrence Cox and Alf Gunvald Nilsen, crises of state power and authority are more the norm than many analyses imply.610

        As a starting point for an analysis of state development and state capacity, the recognition of state making as an ongoing process shifts attention away from measurement of particular “outputs”—such as the ability to provide adequate infrastructure, education, and other issues of social welfare, as well as more nefarious capacities for regime survival like the ability to repress, coerce, and silence dissent. Instead, the focus is on the struggles between and among diverse actors both “inside” and “outside” of the state. By putting these concepts in scare quotes, I join others who have called into question the neat dichotomy of state and non-state actors. Mitchell, for example, showed more than three decades ago how the boundary between state and society (or non-state actors) was elusive because, in part, state power worked more efficiently by rendering the distinction blurry.611 I would add that the elusiveness also worked to allow those in power considerable room to maneuver and adapt to challengers. Inevitably, how political leaders, as well as would-be political leaders, “contend with resistance to and claims about their efforts to establish authority shapes the institutions and practices of governance,” and not only during the initial state-making period.612 Institutions, practices, and capacities emerge to contend with dissent, as well as to placate allies or would-be allies, and as forms of dissent and resistance evolve, reform, and move into new locations, so must the state constantly remake itself to meet the task at hand. And, indeed, state capacity is uneven spatially, as well as experientially. People perceive of state capacity in a variety of ways, depending on their expectations based on past experiences and their normative views of what states should be doing.

        The theoretical stakes of viewing state capacity in terms of largely stable and resilient institutions, as opposed to ongoing maneuvering, are whether a better explanation of the forms and functioning of political power can be found in attention to the formal institutions and practices of the state or whether we might gain more insights from attending to the multiple forms of contention and struggle that emerge between and among supposed state and non-state actors. I argue that the latter is both theoretically more nuanced and empirically more accurate.

        Page 236 →The next two sections examine the dialectal relationship between and among those who hold power (whether as a component of controlling state institutions and practices or as concerning other power holders and local social and economic elites) and those who seek to challenge the status quo. I first examine resistance and protest as a window into understanding state development and state capacity reconceptualized in terms of the ability of the state to respond to challenges rather than in terms of the “well functioning” of particular institutions of governance. The later section then locates those struggles not abstractly at the national level—for example, in the Weberian monopoly on the use of violence or provision of services like education or electricity—but locally in the built environment.

      
      
        Resistance Is Central to Understanding State Development and Capacity

        In Protesting Jordan: Geographies of Power and Resistance, I show how diverse forms of protests ranging from armed rebellions to peaceful sit-ins have been key methods of claim making in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan from the Ottoman period to the present.613 More than moments of rupture within “normal time” politics, protests have been central to challenging state power, as well as reproducing it. In bringing this argument to bear on debates about state development and state capacity, the focus shifts from the top-down creation of state institutions and the Weberian monopolization of the use of violence in a given territory to the ongoing maneuvering of state actors to dodge challengers, woo supporters, deflate resistance, respond to demands from allies, and so on. As Heydemann puts it, rulers use “their power to extend or withhold the development of stateness and state capacity—in particular functional, spatial, or social domain—as a potent bargaining chip in their interactions with allies and adversaries alike.”614 This approach also rejects the temporality of a foundational or transitional period after which state institutions are basically established and developed, even as they might evolve gradually over time. Rather than periods of stability punctuated by moments of crisis, “routine” politics can entail both simultaneously, as I will show with examples below. This approach brings into view all sorts of politics usually rendered invisible or irrelevant by conventional temporalities of Page 237 →state making, state development, and state capacity. Let us turn now to Jordan to see how this is so.

        The conventional story of the modern state-making project in Jordan is a story of a British colonial state. The newly established League of Nations granted Britain a “mandate” to oversee the creation of a modern nation-state in the Transjordanian area east of the Jordan River and south of Damascus. To head this would-be state, Britain did not choose someone from the greater Transjordanian area but rather the Hijazi emir Abdullah, son of Sharif Hussein of Mecca (of the Great Arab Revolt of World War I). Strictly speaking, Abdullah was an outsider to the Transjordanian area, although the southern portion of what would become the state of Jordan was broadly recognized as the northernmost portion of the Hashemite-dominated Hijaz. Because Abdullah was from a prominent Arab family that descended from the family of the Prophet Muhammad, some of the people in the Transjordanian area welcomed him, particularly following the period of foreign Ottoman rule and its brutal suppression of rebellion. In this conventional narrative, the early institutions of the Jordanian state—notably the bureaucracy, rule of law, and a standing army—were created with substantial assistance from Britain beginning in 1921. Through a combination of British military force, cash payments, and the granting of land to local tribal authorities to buy their allegiance (what Jordanians still refer to as the social contract), Hashemite authority was gradually established over the lands that would become the state of Jordan. By the late 1940s, the basic state institutions were in place, even if many of them (besides the military) lacked much capacity. Jordan gained formal independence in 1946, and the last British officers departed a decade later. In sum, a tumultuous two decades of state making gave way to a relative period of stability that saw a single monarch, King Hussein, both reign and rule over Jordan from 1953 until his death in 1999, when the crown passed to his eldest son, Abdullah II. At the time of his death, King Hussein was the second-longest-reigning monarch alive.

        But what of the decades of resistance to that colonial project, the outrage at Abdullah’s audacity of establishing a Hashemite monarchy, the peaceful and violent rebellions over jobs, resources, and the weakening of local authorities? As I write in Protesting Jordan,

        
          Transjordanians’ articulations of their desires, and their reactive demands to British and Hashemite efforts to establish centralized authority, contributed to form the new state as much as, or perhaps even more than, the colonial authorities that dominated Jordanian Page 238 →society. Bedouin revolts in the 1920s and 1930s created so many problems for the would-be centralized authority that the colonial powers could stop them only by providing the Bedouin with permanent employment and benefits. Settled tribal leaders during the same period—frustrated with both favoritism toward rival tribes and government employment of people hailing from elsewhere in Greater Syria (Bilad al- Sham)—frequently revolted and sometimes marched to Amman to express their grievances and make demands on the new regime.615

        

        The British and Hashemites eventually gained the backing of many powerful tribal leaders, but the latter never stopped making demands and asserting their grievances, and not only around issues like the massive influx of Palestinian refugees during and after the 1948 and 1967 wars.

        An example from the mid-1950s is illustrative. When the young King Hussein came to power in 1952, Jordan’s institutions remained weak as the nation was absorbing hundreds of thousands of Palestinians forced from their homes in the wake of the 1948 war. Arab nationalism was strong and ascendant, along with desires for independence from Western rule in both its colonial and postcolonial forms. The king sought to navigate this context by opening up the political system and allowing a range of groups across the political spectrum to operate. Leftists were particularly ascendant, and as the king publicly signaled his desire for Jordan to join the Baghdad Pact, Jordanians took to the street in massive protests. The king ultimately relented and withdrew plans to join the regional security alliance, much to the disappointment of both Britain and the United States. Not only did the protests directly shape Jordan’s role in regional security arrangements, but subsequent protests likewise pressured the regime not to renew its expiring agreement with Britain in 1956—despite British cash being critical to the functioning of the state. In the aftermath, the regime turned to the United States for support, again shaping Jordan’s place globally.616 Key here is not that protesters always get what they want—although they did so in a surprising number of instances in Jordan—but that the government and regime also evolve and restructure institutions and relations with its constituents in direct response to protests.

        Following the disruption of an alleged military coup in 1957, for example, the king imposed martial law and outlawed political parties and free Page 239 →press. Yet leftist activism continued in the 1960s, and local support for Palestinian fedayeen guerrillas (both before and during the violent Black September clashes in 1970) led to the CIA-assisted creation of the General Intelligence Directorate, or mukhabarat (secret police). During that same period, the regime launched a “Jordanization” program that, in part, led to the rapid expansion of the welfare state as a means of placating East Bank communities. The regime even created the Ministry of Supply in 1974 to provide subsidies for basic goods in direct response to protests by military officers and their troops in Zarqa over their salaries and the growing cost of living. Here again protests and resistance shaped Jordan’s state institutions, the course of their development, and their capacity at every turn. What is also critical in this example is that the pressure from protests on the regime and government comes not always from opposition quarters but also from supposed loyalists as well. The East Bank communities that provide the regime with support, as noted above, also feel entitled to jobs and other services, a kind of moral economy of welfare state. The protests and claim making from East Bank quarters have been—as we have seen and will see again below—among the most powerful forces in the regime’s ongoing state-maintaining efforts.

        Yet, precisely because Jordan has confronted so many challenges, many scholars (and policymakers, too) have characterized Jordan as at risk of collapse, as indexed by the trope “forever on the brink.”617 Jordan and, indeed, the Hashemite regime have survived repeated existential challenges—several wars, economic crises, violent conflicts on its borders, at least one military coup plot, both successful and foiled bombings by Islamist extremists, and multiple waves of refugees that have rendered Jordanians of East Bank descent the minority. Do these crises suggest that Jordan’s state institutions are weak or that they are resilient? Does the state lack capacity—to provide water, electricity, and economic opportunities? Or are its institutions instead nimble and adaptable?

        As these examples illustrate, state capacity is not something that can be easily empirically measured, in part because people hold diverse expectations about state capacity based on past experiences and their normative views of what states should be doing. In Jordan, one might describe state capacity in the 1950s and 1960s as weak, especially given the existential challenges it faced, but the very ability to pivot, adapt, create new institutions, and respond to dissent from both inside and outside of the regime’s broader support base itself illustrates a kind of state capacity, even as particularPage 240 → institutions remain “weak” by conventional definitions. As we will see, the ability to repress, direct capital flows, deliver services, and even just set policies reflects different kinds of state capacities that are not readily brought to the fore in many conceptions of state capacity and state development.

        Furthermore, I suggest that the strong-to-weak continuum, even when particular institutions are disaggregated (for example, a strong military but weak infrastructure), is the wrong way to approach the question. Rather, where does such a narrative of strength or weakness come from? Perhaps surprisingly, the Hashemite regime advances both the “stability” and “looming instability” narratives simultaneously. It advances narratives of stability to attract foreign investment by projecting the guarantee of that stability into the future. Gulf billionaires, for example, would not build multibillion-dollar megaprojects in Amman and Aqaba if they were concerned about the regime’s stability into the future. Why, then, would the state also traffic in narratives of potential instability? Because those narratives—of being located in a “bad neighborhood” of war and conflict (Israel/Palestine, Syria, and Iraq all border Jordan), the seemingly endless waves of refugees and what it takes to manage and care for them, and the looming Shiʽi Crescent and threat of Islamic extremism—each provide compelling reasons for foreign states to hand over more economic and military aid to the kingdom. The regime also references potential instability to slow the pace of economic reforms to forfend against the real potential that massive, nationwide protests may (again) bring the country to a standstill in response to International Monetary Fund–mandated structural adjustment reforms. To be sure, these crises are real, and the state has had to maneuver continually to deflate challenges, absorb critics, and defeat enemies (like Islamic militants). But a part of state capacity is not about the strength of specific institutions but rather about the regime’s ability to wield seemingly contradictory narratives of crisis and stability to serve its needs.

        And it bears repeating that the state has had to be nimble not only in response to challengers but also in response to the grievances of its supposed traditional East Bank tribal support base. In addition to the creation of the Ministry of Supply, as noted above, the regime has responded to protest and dissent by lifting martial law, holding nationwide elections, repeatedly sacking prime ministers, redrawing electoral districts, gerrymandering to prevent certain segments of the population from gaining voice in parliament, relocating development projects, and so on. And as Yom discusses in Page 241 →this volume, the Jordanian state is not always able to assert control even when it tries.618

        Having shown how protest and resistance have been central to institutional development in Jordan, I now turn to how these contests play out both geographically and spatially in the built environment. We also see the unevenness of state capacity across space.

      
      
        State Development and Capacity in the Built Environment

        Given conventional attention to formal institutions, most studies of state development and capacity forego any serious attention to geography and space beyond noting that the location of investment and development projects and decisions about investment and development often create or exacerbate inequalities. Mann’s notion of infrastructural power is an important exception, as he addresses the uneven ability of the state to penetrate society, control territory, mobilize support, and carry out policy. The literature on neoliberal investments, in democracies and autocracies alike, offers even more nuanced examination of these spatial issues as they occur “on the ground” and vary across space. Here I want to connect the preceding discussion about the centrality of protest and resistance with spatial and geographic dimensions to bring into view new insights that might contribute to debates about state development and state capacity.

        There is nothing new about the idea that state power is unevenly distributed across space, just as investments, developments, and capacities are unevenly distributed. But instead of broad claims, how can specific empirical examples illustrate that unevenness? The first has to do with the location of Jordan’s capital city, Amman. Let us return to the early colonial state-making period, when the emir Abdullah arrived in the southern part of the Transjordanian area in 1921 and set up camp in the town of Ma’an. Although Ma’an is part of the larger Transjordanian area, the town is located at the northernmost part of the Hashemite-ruled Hijaz region, and thus Abdullah was welcomed upon his arrival, as many already viewed it as Hijaz domain. He set up tents in the southern part of the town, known as Ma’an Hijaziyya (Hijazi Ma’an). A smaller neighborhood to the north was (and still is) known as Ma’an Shamiyya (Shami Ma’an), thus registering the local understanding of Ma’an as divided between Hijazi and Shami (Greater Syria, Bilad Page 242 →al-Sham) neighborhoods. This distinction shows how Abdullah understood that his political ambitions and claims of authority were going to have to contend with local authorities and their own understandings of the boundaries of the domains. These local authorities, and particularly their willingness (or not) to accept British-backed Hashemite authority, quite literally shaped how the emergent state was spatially located.

        A new state needs a capital, and the Transjordanian area had several contenders. Ma’an was not centrally located, so a location to the north would be preferable. Karak, Madaba, and Salt were possibilities, but each had local authorities who did not welcome Abdullah to form his seat of power in their traditional domains of authority. Locals in Salt even protested in the streets when Abdullah arrived to discuss establishing his capital there. Others, however, saw an opportunity to elevate their status without challenge to their traditional authority. The paramount sheikh of the Bani Sakhr tribal confederation—one of the larger Bedouin confederations and one with rivals—had the foresight to invite Abdullah to establish the capital in Amman, which was located on Bani Sakhr land but was not where the tribal authorities made their seasonal home. Rather, Amman was, in 1921, a small town of some three thousand—mostly traders, along with Circassian and Chechen refugees who had been settled there by the Ottomans following conflicts with Russia in the 1880s. What the town lacked—strong local Transjordanian authority structures—was an asset to the new monarchy, and Amman’s size, status, and built environment ballooned.

        As Amman grew over the next decades, the choice proved consequential for Jordan’s larger political geography. Whereas the established towns located along the north-south trade corridor were for centuries the site of local settled authority, the growth of the capital gradually pushed them to the periphery. Major political institutions were located in the capital, of course, but as a result the city became a place where people migrated for jobs, as well as social, political, and economic opportunities. With the massive influx of Palestinian refugees into the greater Amman area as a result of the 1948 war, the demographic shift was sealed, and from then until today the majority of Jordan’s citizens have been based in the greater Amman area.

        This inversion, however, created a major political problem, as the regime’s East Bank support base—those who had bought into the social contract of the 1920s—was now firmly part of the periphery. Jordanians of East Bank descent continued to dominate the military, police, security, and other public sectors, but it was the capital that was economically booming. For decades, the regime addressed this imbalance with public sector Page 243 →jobs, expanding the welfare state dramatically during the economic boom of the 1970s and early 1980s. This period also saw the aforementioned “Jordanization” project following the Black September violence between the Palestinian fedayeen guerrillas and the Jordanian Army. Although spatially peripheral from the capital, the East Bank communities enjoyed the flush times while most Palestinians in the capital struggled to build business opportunities in the private sector.

        The late 1980s saw economic collapse, however, and the state turned to the International Monetary Fund, which mandated structural adjustments, including currency devaluation and the lifting of subsidies. When subsidies on fuel were lifted in April 1989, the reaction was immediate and extreme: protests broke out nationwide, but they started first in Ma’an and spread to the other East Bank towns before they reached the capital. Protests were also more violent among members of the East Bank communities, who blocked roads, burned down government offices and vehicles, and even chased, stoned, and beat government officials. King Hussein responded by temporarily restoring some of the subsidies and arresting hundreds, but as most were from East Bank areas they were eventually released without charge. The next move was institutional: the king restored the national parliament with new elections that fall and lifted martial law the following year. When the 1989 parliament was dominated by urban-based Islamists and leftists, the regime restructured the electoral system and districting prior to the 1993 elections in a manner that all but guaranteed an East Bank–dominated assembly—the spatial (and economic) periphery was thus returned to the political center. These maneuvers—from the acts of protest to the state’s responses to them—illustrate how deeply resistance has shaped the institutions of the Hashemite state in ways that have key spatial and geographic dimensions.

        To turn to another example of the interconnections between protest, state capacity, and the built environment, consider the vastly different state responses to protests depending on not only the subject of the protest but also who is protesting and where. It turns out that not all large protests are threatening to the regime. Why might massive protests in the capital, for example, be less threatening than small gatherings in out-of-the-way places? The answer comes into view when we recognize that protests in certain locations tend to develop their own spatial repertoire. In downtown Amman, for example, protesters have for decades assembled at the Grand Husseini Mosque and marched west to end at the Municipal Complex before disbanding. Although police turn up to these protests, they seldom interfere; even shop owners and pedestrians are unconcerned and go about Page 244 →their business. In this and other locations, protests that adhere to known spatial routines are hardly contentious at all. In this way, routine protests in certain spaces—even when thousands of people turn out—do more to reproduce state power (by adhering to the acceptable routine) than to challenge it. The state has little need to intervene, save for distributing water bottles to protesters on particularly hot days (for real).

        Other spaces, however, are more contentious because the regime wants to prevent people from protesting there—the Interior Circle and the Fourth Circle interchanges in Amman are two such places. Preventing protest in those locations has entailed the obvious use of security services to block protesters’ ability to assemble, but the state has also exercised its power over the built environment in ways that render certain locations inaccessible through a variety of techniques: putting up walls and fences, landscaping open plazas, closing off routes for accessing protest sites, and even removing a planned plaza from a major megaproject in the capital out of fear that people would protest there. The ability of the state to reshape the built environment as a means of exercising control is underappreciated, even in the literature on protest and space. It can render spaces inaccessible to whom, or what kinds of people, it chooses, as well as police them differently. In this sense, state capacity can be both expanded and limited by the structure of the built environment. Furthermore, state capacity to control or repress political dissent can be spatially situated. As I explain elsewhere, “Protests can also expose as well as shape how social, economic, and political powers are organized, distributed, and located spatially and geographically.”619

        Geographer Don Mitchell sums up well the connection between resistance, space, and state development and capacity in his study of four hundred years of riots and rebellions in New York City. Protests do not merely disrupt “normal time” politics—to return to the first theme of this chapter. Rather, resistance is at the heart of the development of how state institutions and capacity develop over time.

        
          Violent upheaval influences investment decisions—how capital circulates in or flees from the urban landscape—and thus where and how New Yorkers can live, work, and play. Urban violence, whether organized or disorganized, shapes laws, leads to new strategies of policing, and influences the development of institutions (like the police department itself).620

        

        Page 245 →In similar ways, one cannot understand the institutional shape of the Jordanian state, or how it is situated geographically and spatially in the built environment, without examining the extensive and ongoing ways in which protest and dissent have shaped it, its trajectory of development, and its capacities to rule, if not govern.

      
      
        Conclusion

        This chapter seeks to show that diverse forms of resistance shape state institutions and capacity in ways that conventional approaches to strong or weak institutions cannot capture. It argues that one cannot understand the Jordanian state—how it is organized as well as how it exists materially and spatially—without careful attention to the multiple forces that challenge state authority and make demands from and against the regime. As Heydemann puts it in his chapter in this volume, governance is not only a matter of who gets what, when, and how, but “who does not get, why they do not get, and what they do about not getting.”621 What they do about not getting what they want is, in many ways, to affect ongoing state-maintaining processes, forcing regimes to adapt, adjust, and restructure the very institutions of governance. A careful examination of state capacity to respond to protests and other challenges to regime power shifts the focus of attention from state institutions and development toward a more dialectical understanding of state power that highlights ongoing and changing challenges.
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        Page 247 →Nine

        Water, Stateness, and Tribalism in Jordan

        The Case of the Disi Water Conveyance Project

      
      Sean Yom

      A cash-strapped, water-poor autocracy in the Middle East inks a lucrative contract with a foreign company backed by Western donors to dramatically improve its water supply infrastructure. In one swoop, the power holders of the state have achieved the elusive win-win scenario of Global South governance, upgrading their meager capacity to deliver a life-sustaining public good at little domestic cost thanks to foreign aid and private capital. What could go wrong?

      In the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, plenty. Yet the debacle surrounding its Disi Water Conveyance system (DWC) surprised even longtime observers of the country. At first glance, this is a curious conundrum. Unlike many other megaprojects in neoliberalizing states beholden to crony capitalism, the DWC actually worked. Criss-crossing Jordan’s parched desert highlands, the DWC’s scheme of wells, pumps, and pipelines began drawing from the southern Disi-Mudawarra aquifer in late 2013 to help quench the kingdom’s residential water needs. Unlike many other capital-intensive investments within the public sector, the billion-dollar DWC was not riddled with corruption and graft. The aqueduct system was also not sullied with political repression; the project was built during the protest-laden Arab Spring years, but it never figured into the anti-regime demonstrations mounted by organized opposition movements.

      Page 248 →The fiasco of the DWC instead emerged only after it came online and exposed an enigma at the heart of the Jordanian state regarding how much control it brandished over its citizenry—and, more broadly, how statehood and governance manifest for those who live under them. In 2014, the Turkish subsidiary contracted to build and operate the DWC, Gama Energy, filed a staggering $460 million arbitration case against the Jordanian government. Gama alleged that the system’s 2010–13 construction was plagued by rampant criminal violence committed by local tribal groups, resulting in massive costs and delays. At the Europe-based Permanent Court of Arbitration, Gama argued that in rural areas that hosted DWC worksites, assailants injured employees, extorted engineers, hijacked vehicles, burglarized wellfields, sabotaged pumps, pillaged food reserves, destroyed pipelines, and occupied camps—essentially, primeval lawlessness.

      In their defense, Jordanian officials denied responsibility over these acts committed by private citizens. Their state was not failing like Syria, and their governance was hardly powerless like in Lebanon. They had monitored the events, arrested some perpetrators, mediated many disputes, and beseeched tribal communities to leave DWC facilities alone. They did not succeed, but they reminded the arbitration court that even strong, well-governed Western states could suffer from crime. In any case, the government could not be held liable for local problems that it did not cause by its own hand.

      In the end, the arbitration court ruled in favor of Jordan, largely for technical reasons relating to the procedural stipulations of the DWC contract. However, the outcome of the arbitration remains less important than the events revealed through its proceedings. The most expensive water-related project in Jordan’s history was followed by its most titanic sovereign legal battle, one that exposed the frayed edges of a social contract between an authoritarian state and the societal forces it putatively controlled. A conventional interpretation would see the DWC violence as a straightforward question of state strength: Jordan is weak, and its autocratic rule makers lacked the capacity to enforce their laws.

      Yet this explanation does not suffice. No Weberian institution collapsed during 2010–13, and at no point did the Jordanians attacking the DWC challenge the Hashemite monarchy’s juridical sovereignty. Indeed, those years coincided with the Arab Spring, and authorities ably arrested protesters and controlled thousands of demonstrations demanding democracy that occurred elsewhere in the kingdom. Those Arab Spring protests ended without political change and with Jordan’s autocratic regime entirely intact. A decade later, not much has changed. Today, there remains no uncertainty Page 249 →about the fate that awaits dissenters who call for radical political change—including even members of the ruling family, as Prince Hamzah discovered during the April 2021 royal crackdown on his alleged coup conspiracy against his half-brother, King Abdullah.

      Rather than interpreting the DWC crisis as evidence that Jordan has a weak or failing state, this chapter presents an alternative viewpoint. It reinforces theoretical precepts from this volume’s introductory chapter by Steven Heydemann and Marc Lynch, particularly how the absence of a Western-style “strong” state can reveal more about social forces and historical peculiarities than it does about the measurable institutional capabilities of that state. In that vein, in investigating the DWC controversy, I discard conventional verbiage about strong versus weak states, or good versus bad governance, in favor of more nuanced conceptualizations of uneven stateness. The state is not a unified act of vertical power but rather a field of contested practices. A repressive autocracy within an established, stable, and sovereign state can cohabit the same space as social resistance that disrupts public order and that commands political significance despite not targeting the locus of state power or calling for revolution. Resistance or lawbreaking in one field—say, disobeying edicts and attacking a water pipeline project—does not mean the state is failing or that its coercive and political institutions can no longer control media, punish dissidents, or police borders. It does mean, however, that resistance against specific practices of state power becomes scrutable only when unpacking their moral and historical contexts. Such resistance from society is limited and deep: it is limited because it does not aim to overthrow the state, but it is deep because it critiques the legitimate basis upon which that state exercises authority.

      These theoretical imperatives drive this chapter. I argue that during 2010–13, some tribal communities in Jordan’s rural south adjacent to the DWC refused to obey the law not because they opposed who governed the kingdom or sought revolution during this period of the Arab Spring but rather because they pursued a different moral economy of rulemaking. That moral economy stemmed from deep attachment to land and water. For generations, their rural claims of informal ownership over these natural resources operated as a crucial element of the tribal-state coalition that underlay Jordan’s political order. For nearly a century, this social contract rendered these East Bank or Transjordanian communities—unlike the Palestinian majority of Jordan—as pillars of Hashemite rule.

      All that changed with the 2000s, when neoliberal economic reforms under King Abdullah radically altered this topography. The DWC, a Page 250 →public-private partnership reflecting new confidence in the marketed provision of public goods, meant that tribal groups in the rural south lost customary access to water, which now flowed northbound to water the homes of Amman. By privileging private actors like Gama, which not only built the DWC megaproject but was licensed to operate it with a subsidiary called the Disi Water Private Shareholding Company, Jordanian authorities exposed their core social constituencies to market-driven dislocations whose logic was incompatible with local tribal understandings about the monarchical state’s obligations to honor their livelihoods. Thus, some tribal Jordanians saw their predations upon the DWC not only as legal transgressions but also as expressions of corrective justice. The companies and workers on their land were intruders; and anything they had, such as vehicles, food, tools, jobs, and money, became theirs as a matter of right.

      In essence, the controversy over the DWC encapsulates the innate contradictions of uneven stateness. Here, the Jordanian government and state achieved a laudable goal in improving public goods provision in a parched country; but tribal communities also contravened authority in quotidian ways that conveyed the gaping disconnect between autocratic authority and its rural periphery. This chapter unravels this puzzle in five sections, relying upon both historical analysis and intensive fieldwork conducted during the summer of 2016 in both Amman and two rural governorates (Aqaba and Karak). First, it critiques notions of state strength and weakness, and good versus bad governance, as applied to Jordan from Western analyses. Second, it presents more useful perspectives about limited statehood, which emphasize why practices of rulemaking can vary so remarkably within states where authoritarian rule appears stable and secure. The third section sketches out the DWC controversy, highlighting the insecurity and attacks that prolonged its construction. The fourth segment dives into the historical context of tribal-state relations in Jordan, laying out the underlying resentments of many tribal communities by the time the Disi project began. The final section connects insights gleaned from fieldwork in tribal communities to the theoretical argument, showing why local perpetrators carried out their raids—and, in the end, how such disobedience carried resonant meaning despite not serving as a political revolt against the state itself.

      
        Strong State, Weak State, Poor State, Jordan

        In Jordan, comparative political science has fertile ground to explore classical conceptions of state strength and state capacity. There are two perspectivesPage 251 → to deconstruct: the global systemic view, or how Jordan looks from the international system, and the domestic governance view, or how its rulership represents an institutional structure of authority that fulfills the needs of society. Both make Jordan look weak; but both notions of weakness also neglect to capture the rhythms of governance today.

        First, from a systemic Westphalian standpoint, Western observers have long accentuated the Hashemite Kingdom’s profile as a diminutive state within the modern international system. Neorealists see Jordan as a territorial runt defined by what it is not—not big, not rich, and not militarily threatening to any other state. The ruling monarchy, implanted by the same British imperials who drew Jordan’s absurdly illogical borders, relies upon external alliances to compensate for its structural deficiencies. Since the 1950s, the United States as a global power and occasionally regional patrons like Saudi Arabia have provided the diplomatic cover, economic funding, and military assistance needed for Jordan to defend its borders and finance its budget.622 Moreover, its own sovereignty remains incomplete: while the majority of the populace is of Palestinian origin (most of whom have Jordanian nationality), hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees still reside in ten camps where the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees provides for their rights and protections as a “phantom sovereign.”623 In all, then, Jordan represents an enigma from a systemic approach—a fragile colonial artifice whose very existence still depends upon external largesse and that seems just one crisis away from state “failure” or breakdown.624

        The domestic governance perspective tackles a different question, namely, how Jordan’s ruling institutions can wield power despite lacking resources and doing few things well. Its authoritarian monarchy has periodically suppressed popular uprisings and democratic threats from opposition groups dating back to its colonial inception in the 1920s. Yet having a “fierce” coercive apparatus, as Nazih Ayubi memorably argued decades ago, hardly translates into good governance.625 For instance, Jordan is not financially self-sufficient. It lives off foreign aid and meets tenacious pushback whenever it seeks to ramp up its paltry capacity to extract more taxes from the populace, as witnessed in the May-June 2018 anti-tax protests.626 Encaged by the legacies of a postcolonial political economy defined by Page 252 →neopatrimonial logic and state-led development, governance today is hobbled by rent-seeking pathologies endowed generations ago. Corruption is endemic, education and other social services are of low quality, patronage and clientelism saturate the public sector, and most citizens exhibit low trust in the government.627

        These perspectives portray Jordan as a fragile state, stunted by internal weakness and exposed to external aggression.628 They are not completely wrong, but they also give rise to fruitless analytical exercises. The most pernicious is the tendency of Western observers to fixate upon Jordan’s vulnerabilities and prophecy its collapse when a major crisis erupts, such as a neighboring war, refugee influx, or popular protests. “Look at a map to hear the clock ticking on the monarchy,” Stephen Glain advised when seeing Jordan squeezed between two conflicts after 2003—the Al-Aqsa Intifada in Palestine to the west and US-occupied Iraq to the east.629 The same rhetoric accompanied the 2011–12 Arab Spring and the 2018 anti-tax protests. That Jordan has been relatively free from the border-breaking turmoil wracking nearby states like Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon since the late twentieth century hence serves as the backdrop to popular writing, which zooms in on the same trope: why Jordan still exists and its Hashemite monarchy still reigns, when common sense predicts otherwise.

        Understanding the DWC puzzle requires recalibrating these stagnant theoretical presumptions. Undoubtedly, Jordan has both external fragility and domestic troubles; its tumultuous regional neighborhood hardly helps, and neither does its scrawny economy. Yet such vocabulary suffers severe limitations. For one, it gives little traction to explain counterintuitive outcomes, such as why some citizens would sabotage a massive infrastructural project like the DWC, when its very creation for Jordan signals better domestic governance and more viability as a sovereign water-providing state—something they should rationally want. For another, such imagery itself is often exploited by Jordan’s authoritarian power holders, who often emphasize these failings to angle for more foreign aid and external support so that the kingdom can become a stable, secure, and well-governed country—and not, instead, a fractured state unable to uphold its peace treaty with Israel or host Western military forces in accordance with its geopolitical alignment.

        Above all, none of these weaknesses make Jordan exceptional, which Page 253 →simple comparisons can show.630 First, most Middle East and North Africa (MENA) states, by virtue of their late development through colonialism and war, feature what scholars call “hybrid” sovereignty marked by highly “permeable” boundaries.631 Outside pressures constantly disrupt domestic governance. Cross-border conflicts, inflows of refugees and Western military interventions, external capital in the form of energy rents or foreign aid, and great power sponsorship have all distorted the formation of these states as Westphalian entities. These make Jordan, for all its external liabilities, not an extraordinary case but rather the regional norm.

        Second, the same historical factors that drive weak or bad governance in Jordan also vex other Arab autocracies. The Hashemite regime is hardly the only dictatorship in the MENA region that struggles to furnish public goods or cultivate economic growth. Some, like Tunisia and Egypt, experienced regime-changing insurrections during the Arab Spring; others, like Algeria and Sudan, followed suit at the end of the 2010s. And yet others, like Morocco and to a lesser degree Kuwait, trudge onward despite that most citizens are convinced that their governments are incompetent, tone-deaf, and unable to satisfy popular demands. Again, Jordan hardly looks unique in this regard.

        Finally, Jordan is no different from other Global South states in that marked variation exists in terms of how much its rulemaking authorities can regulate social forces. For instance, Jordanians know that to call their state an efficacious one in many spheres of action, from urban planning to welfare distribution, is comedy; the inefficiency of public bureaucracy, even when greased by petty corruption, is one of the few constants of popular chatter. But in some areas, the government can achieve its goals quite efficiently, even to the point of suggesting it is effective and capable. In matters of regime security, for instance, the coercive apparatus has little difficulty penetrating local communities and eliminating threats to autocratic order, from political opposition to Salafi-jihadist militants. Jordan undertook one of the world’s most draconian COVID-19-related lockdowns throughout 2020 partly because its military and security forces functioned like well-oiled machines. And, arguably, the gargantuan DWC project itself represented a marked improvement in governance, one that many cynics doubted the Jordanian state could spearhead given its notorious reputation for bungling the provision of public goods like water through corruption and ineptitude.

        Page 254 →These critiques unveil a more innate point. Explaining why certain social groups contravene legal or political diktats in specific contexts, such as competing claims over water and land, requires abandoning Western norms that project what capable, well-governed, and democratic countries should look like. Yahya Sadowski warned of such conceptual trickery nearly three decades ago.632 Then, Orientalist explanations for why democracy seemed so scarce in the Muslim world meant lambasting authoritarian states as too strong in terms of their repressive intolerance and their societies as too weak in terms of their desire for liberal freedoms. However, when the same observers saw Islamist movements flex their muscle in the shadow of the Iranian Revolution, their tune changed: now Muslim societies were too strong and rowdy in mobilizing for change, and their pro-Western autocratic leaders too weak and fickle in suppressing the Islamizing masses.

        The limitations of all these prevailing frameworks in charting out Jordanian politics underscore the need for alternative approaches. As this section has shown, Jordan is not a case of state failure, for all its structural shortcomings as a Westphalian enterprise. Likewise, its internal dysfunctions explain neither the areas of effective governance nor the limitations of domestic authority. Needed instead is a more flexible rubric, one that explores how specific practices of power shape the relationship between rule makers and social forces.

      
      
        Contested Practices, Limited Statehood, and Infrastructural Power

        The fundamental question with the Disi Water Conveyance project’s construction more than a decade ago is why some Jordanians, who need public goods like water and have little desire to overthrow Hashemite rule, would ignore state mandates and disrupt the construction process, thereby subjecting the DWC and its workers to conditions of violence. Moving beyond static conceptions of strong versus weak states, or good versus bad governance, requires carefully disentangling practices of state power. Here, theoretical debates about how states radiate authority and regulate social life run across the arc of comparative politics. This section plucks out a few of those strands to shed light into the quotidian dynamics of compliance, resistance, and lawfulness at play in Jordan.

        The first building block comes from Joel Migdal’s state-in-society approach, which underscores the conceptual chasm between the Weberian Page 255 →ideal type that portrays states as powerful political actors able to vertically dominate societies and achieve their goals with little fuss and the lived reality of these political orders.633 In the postcolonial world, Migdal discarded this state-society binary in favor of refracting the state as a horizontal field of power, whereby the dictates of those with authority to make rules are frequently contested by local and regional communities. Thus, laws governing economic transactions, social codes shaping public action, statutes over political discourse, and other practices of rulemaking fall under continual renegotiation by those expected to follow the rules. Governance is best conceptualized as a “heap of loosely connected parts or fragments,” not the heroic outgrowth of unitary, Leviathan-esque behemoth states.634

        That statehood can be imagined as a field of practices under continual negotiation with society comports with a second idea, that of “limited statehood.”635 Scholars of limited statehood discard highly functionalist definitions that render states little more than service transactors whose governance is simply gauged by whether they monopolize violence. Instead, they concede innumerable circumstances in which rulers cannot implement their policies and decisions perfectly. Sometimes, as Stephen Krasner argues, this results from a conscious decision to specialize in some practices more than others—such as developmental states that cultivate “islands of excellence” in financial budgeting or educational programming, while leaving other issues such as decentralization or welfarism to wither.636 In other cases, rulers can outsource governance over citizens itself to third parties. In Jordan, for example, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) historically has created “parallel institutions,” such as the Jordan Valley Authority and the Aqaba Special Economic Zone, which administer public goods and services independent of the local authority.637 Thus, unevenness within domestic governance is quite common.

        Such sensitivity to variations of compliance and resistance implicates a final source of inspiration, namely, contemporary work drawing upon Michael Mann’s theory of infrastructural power.638 Early applications of this idea held that strong states were those that enjoyed the physical capacity and organizational reach—say, the probing tax agency or meticulous censusPage 256 → bureau—to regulate its populace. Purveyors of this concept today have diversified their understanding of infrastructural reach. One finding is that social factors, such as group identities, historical memory, and geographic depth, can influence how potent or legitimate that state authority appears to local communities.639 For instance, a repressed ethnic minority in a peripheral region might see the collection of taxes or military conscription very differently than elite families living in the urban capital, even if the bureaucratic institution enforcing them is the same. Efforts to make society more “legible,” such as cadastral surveys or periodic censuses, might fail not because authorities lack administrative knowledge or financial resources to pierce their territorial space but because local actors distrust the government so much that they shrug off demands for compliance.640

        These snippets of work on stateness are useful starting points. The state-in-society strategy suggests paying close attention to how practices of power instigate varied forms of resistance, suspicion, and alteration by society. Theories of limited statehood concede that this process of governance, and the degree to which citizens obey and behave in desired ways, will be inherently uneven, even if the formal locus of state authority is never challenged by revolution. Finally, newer studies of infrastructural power advise focusing not on the capabilities and resources of the institutions acting upon a populace but rather on the social relationship between ordinary people with their rule makers—and, equally important, the factors that influence whether they perceive an expectation or demand as appropriate.

        Collectively, these lineaments converge upon what the DWC project represented throughout its 2010–13 construction: an episode of tense confrontation between rule makers and rule followers. It should be analyzed not as an overarching assessment of the Jordanian state’s strength or weakness or the robustness of national governance but rather as a contextual moment in which the horizon of legal authority and the imprimatur of officialdom clashed with localized perceptions of what constituted justifiable behavior. What resulted was not the epic breakdown of autocratic order or a triumphalist narrative of criminality against law but instead a piquant demonstration of how disruptive violence fit into the social routines of marginalized citizens seeking to restore a sense of justice into their moral economy.

      
      
        Page 257 →Violence and Predation upon the DWC

        Jordan ranks as one of the most water-stressed countries in the world. Drought and freshwater shortages, the latter caused by both groundwater depletion and resource mismanagement, have long stalked the residents of the East Bank. Today, only about a dozen other countries receive less annual rain than the Hashemite Kingdom. While agriculture has always claimed significant freshwater supplies, rising household consumption most piquantly exposes Jordan’s hydrological paucity.641 In 1987, the state began strictly rationing water distribution at a national scale, and created a Water Ministry to manage this process. In most areas, residents saw their free-flowing water supply shrivel to just a few days per week and often less in the summertime. Given their usually dry municipal taps, many areas became dependent upon a parallel economy of private tankers and middlemen, who filled up the storage and rooftop tanks of homes at considerable prices.642

        In the 2000s, authorities recognized one of Jordan’s last untapped water reserves as the Disi-Mudawarra aquifer, which straddles the southern Jordanian-Saudi border. Under King Abdullah, the Water Ministry in collaboration with Western consultants began planning an ambitious overland conveyance scheme to abstract water from this transboundary basin. By the late 2000s, the $1.1 billion venture had received enough foreign aid funding to move forward. Jordan would front $400 million of the project cost, with most of the remainder coming from the European Investment Bank, France, and USAID. Critically, Disi water would be pumped not for the entire country or even for the southern rural governorates close to the aquifer; it instead was designated primarily for Amman, several hundred kilometers away, with secondary allotments for nearby Zarqa and the southern port city of Aqaba.

        The contract to build the DWC system—at 325 kilometers long, the largest water conveyance project in Jordanian history—went to Gama Energy, a Turkish firm (at the time partly owned by General Electric), under a build-operate-transfer agreement. The tendering process was remarkably free from favoritism and corruption, due to close monitoring by Western donors. Within the cloistered sector of Middle East utilities, the DWC was a groundbreaking endeavor roundly championed by development specialists. The aqueduct required a colossal scheme of wellfield pumps, power generators, supply stations, collection tanks, repair depots, Page 258 →and pipelines beginning from the southernmost governorates of Aqaba and Ma’an (where the aquifer was located and raw abstraction took place) and meandering northward throughout Ma’an, Karak, and Tafileh governorates until most of the water reached Amman’s distributional grid. While these poorer southern areas did not receive Disi water, they did receive temporary jobs by virtue of the Water Ministry’s project agreement. At least 60 percent of the total project workforce was Jordanian, and in total Gama utilized thirty-three contractors to build the project, of which twenty-seven were Jordanian firms.643

        The project became fully operational by January 2014. Pumping one hundred million cubic meters annually, the DWC began supplying Amman with more than half of the capital’s drinking water needs. In the capital—which holds nearly half the national populace, including refugees—most residents saw their municipal taps work from one day to three or four days per week. To be sure, the DWC is not a permanent national fix. Most other areas outside Amman still receive municipal water just once a week or less.644 Moreover, Jordan will deplete its share of the Disi aquifer, based on its 2015 transboundary agreement with Saudi Arabia, in a few decades. The exigencies of climate change mean that Jordan will inevitably run out of groundwater, either leaving large-scale desalination from the Red Sea or else bartering with Israel (with which it shares riparian stewardship over the Jordan River) as its last options. Nonetheless, for the intermediate term, the DWC seemed like a chiliastic success for the Jordanian state. It delivered a precious public good to millions in desperate need—and through one of the most ambitious and complicated infrastructural projects ever completed in national history, to boot.

        Gama’s international arbitration case against the Jordanian government cast a pall over this triumph. Once the legal proceedings began in summer 2015, Gama divulged that the DWC had suffered extensive construction delays resulting in massive cost overruns. The main reason was conditions of violence and danger that befell the small army of engineers, contractors, and workers employed to build the DWC in rural southern areas. In all, over seven hundred documented “security events” took place from 2010 to 2013, creating work stoppages and productivity losses that prolonged construction by 264 days.645 The European legal teams representing Gama and the Jordanian Water Ministry battled in court over the technicalities of this claim, such as whether such events constituted force majeure that Page 259 →breached the project agreement. The Jordanian government was understandably relieved when, in February 2018, the Permanent Court of Arbitration rejected Gama’s $460 million claim for compensation.646

        Yet this ruling in favor of Jordan did not dispute the fact that the DWC did suffer frequent predation by tribal communities adjacent to worksites during its 2010–13 construction. Insecurity, indeed, transpired in ways seemingly incompatible with Jordan’s image as a stable country girded by rule of law. The most violent example occurred in January 2011, when two Gama-contracted employees were killed by members of a nearby tribe over a work-related dispute; this resulted in three days of reciprocal rioting and tit-for-tat escalation by the DWC workers’ own tribe.647 Some months later, another local faction sought to wrest away from a rival tribe its DWC contract to transport supplies by truck, sparking a veritable all-out battle waged with axes and clubs to capture the vehicles themselves.

        Fortunately, such bloodshed was rare. Most of the hundreds of other documented transgressions involved targeted types of destruction, such as assaults, thefts, and vandalism against DWC facilities and workers. In Aqaba governorate, for instance, the Disi wellfields were plundered by individuals from the nearby Zawayda tribal community. One Amman-based subcontractor reported that Zawayda representatives repeatedly occupied its worker camps with armed guards, only departing when they obtained various goods—such as enough food from the cafeterias to feed their village, as well as dozens of trucks that were never returned.648 Expensive supplies such as drills, computers, and wiring were regularly looted from supply warehouses. When the subcontractor was perceived as noncooperative, tribespersons conducted drive-by shootings at the worksite. Physical attacks and armed intimidation were commonplace. The offer of job contracts to local men, sometimes given under gunpoint, did not mitigate what the subcontractor described as outright banditry; some tribal recipients never showed up to work but still demanded salaries. When the subcontractor chose to pull out due to the deteriorating situation, the buses evacuating the workforce needed to take a roundabout way to escape armed men attempting to intercept them.

        The pipeline infrastructure, which connected the Aqaba wellfields and ran northbound through the Ma’an and Karak governorates, also fell under spells of insecurity. For instance, another Amman-based subcontractor Page 260 →reported a consistent pattern of offenses against its conveyance facilities.649 Project supplies, such as instruments and gauges, were frequently in short supply due to burglaries from private and government depots. Carjacking incidents regularly occurred around remote worksites, with informal checkpoints used to wrest vehicles or else extract “safe passage” fees from delivery caravans. Neither foreign engineers nor Jordanian managers were able to reach local sheikhs to identify the perpetrators; when they proposed to hire private security, masked gunmen retaliated by shooting at pipeline structures—and then offered their own services to guard the pipelines from future attacks. Over time, local groups also developed ever more creative tactics to secure bribes, such as blocking the entrances of worker dormitories. As with the Aqaba wellfields, much of the aqueduct workforce either could not complete their tasks or else preemptively pulled out; the subcontractor interviewed here reported a 70 percent worker desertion rate. By fall 2011, construction stoppages had become so dire, and pipeline structures so dilapidated due to the impossibility of safe repair, that even the national media began commenting on the situation.650

        Over time, tribal antagonisms against the DWC evolved in creative ways. Sometimes they resembled more contentious politics rather than criminal acts. For example, one June 2012 incident in Karak featured a group of one hundred local shopkeepers who organized a sit-in around the main worksite to protest disruptions of local commerce caused by construction.651 They blocked project personnel from carrying out trenching and other tasks for a two-month period and halted only after being promised financial compensation from the responsible contractor to recompense their claimed losses. In other cases, violence seemed random and inscrutable. Gama managers, for example, frequently reported gunfire against exposed pipeline and overnight sabotage of relief valves. Such incidents required expensive repairs, but often no assailants claimed these attacks, which seemed to have no financial motive.

        This record of disruptive insecurity left Gama managers with an acerbic view. Indeed, some made a startling comparison during our conversations. They were used to working in conditions of rural precarity; some had just finished similar projects in Afghanistan or Iraq. Indeed, one of Gama’s major subcontractors was HESCO, a Syrian firm that was simultaneously completing infrastructural projects in new conflict zones in Syria. Yet, interviewees from this firm claimed, nothing approximated the unbridledPage 261 → lawlessness they saw in Jordan’s rural south, where it seemed there was neither government nor state—just criminality.652

        For its part, the Jordanian government refuted such imagery throughout the arbitration. It conceded that the DWC had endured delays and damages. Yet Jordan was no broken state like Yemen or Libya, and unforeseen violence was hardly a signal of bad governance. After all, criminal aggression could afflict even the most vaunted well-ordered countries, from democracies like the United States to dictatorships like China. Moreover, Jordanian authorities claimed they were hardly negligent in the face of the reported incidents. As their own evidence at the court showed, various officials launched multiple and repeated interventions into the attacks.

        At the local level, the Desert Police had cataloged the violence and even arrested a small number of perpetrators; but it could not thwart every anticipated crime, without blanketing each worksite with a massive security presence. At the regional level, officials from governorate offices—including, in Aqaba, the governor himself—held numerous summits with tribal communities and their sheikhs accused of preying upon the DWC, beseeching them to stop. Delegations from the Interior Ministry and Water Ministry in Amman used every tool in their clientelistic arsenal to palliate the problem, from threatening punitive sanctions to providing positive incentives, such as job offers, to tribes. On more than a few occasions, Interior Ministry officials also warned tribal liaisons that they would deploy heavily armed gendarmerie (darak, paramilitaries that specialized in close-quarter security and crowd control) if the violence did not stop.

        The final trump card flaunted by Jordanian authorities played on Western discomfit over regional stability. The government reminded the court that the 2010–13 construction period coincided with the Arab Spring, when the kingdom saw thousands of unrelated protests and demonstrations for political reform erupt in other parts of the country. Yet unlike Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Libya, Bahrain, or Syria, the Hashemite regime proved more than capable of controlling these tides of public dissent. Jordan did not see any civil conflict or bloodshed during these protest-laden years, which proved that Jordanian authorities could act responsively and capably. However, short of a military-style occupation of the sprawling DWC work areas, it could not convince some Transjordanians to obey the most basic of rules—to let an infrastructural project proceed so that it could pump water. The resigned sighs were palpable: criminals were criminals,Page 262 → and it was unreasonable to expect even a well-functioning state to halt every violation of its laws.

        In retrospect, the DWC disputation was a nexus of overlapping truths. At play was not the physical capabilities of Jordan’s state or governance but rather the relationship between political order and some tribal communities across Jordan’s southern expanses. As the state-in-society, limited statehood, and infrastructural power approaches raised earlier suggest, conceptualizing the state as a horizontal field of contested practices allows for the possibility of social resistance that is both limited and deep. It is limited because it does not seek to overthrow the legal supremacy of the incumbent regime or the juridical statehood of Jordan itself; but it is also deep, because it questions the moral fabric of political order through subversive ways that even a proficient authoritarian system found difficult to prevent.

      
      
        The Tribal-State Compact

        Insights into this dilemma come from the social terrain of tribalism because that is the context that imbricates the DWC attacks. In Jordan, Transjordanian communities that identify as tribal—that is, organized around social kinship defined by patrilineal descent and connected through imagined and real ties of belonging that provide purposeful identity—are extremely diverse.653 Those that resided in the East Bank prior to the Hashemite arrival and creation of the British Mandate in 1921 hailed from variegated backgrounds; some were Bedouin (fully nomadic), while others were seminomadic or settled cultivators. Most, however, exerted customary claims over local lands and thus also water resources that sustained their agrarian livelihoods.654 Unlike other late Ottoman holdings in the region, the aridity and geography of Jordan foreclosed the emergence of feudal agricultural production. There were no landowning elites because there was not much arable land to own. Instead, most lands fell under communal ownership, and not until the late 1920s did British officials and the nascent Hashemite monarchy begin systematically registering and recognizing land titles in an effort to make the tribal populace more legible to centralized rule.655

        The 1920s also commenced the state-building process, albeit under colonial guidance. As Tariq Tell and other observers have noted, decades before Jordan gained its Palestinian majority through the Arab-Israeli Page 263 →wars, the Hashemite monarchy and Transjordanian tribes crafted a “tribal-state compact,” meaning coalitional arrangements that linked the social and economic well-being of these communities to the political survival of monarchical rule.656 Forged in conditions of mutual hardship, particularly amid the devastating droughts and famines of the late 1920s, the tribal-state alliance manifested through a conditionalized pact whereby Transjordanian groups would support Hashemite rule in return for various forms of privilege and patronage.

        This compact endured in succeeding decades, even as other new constituencies entered the ruling coalition underpinning Hashemite rule—merchant families, elite retainers, and Palestinian factotums. It embodied what Steven Heydemann notes in his chapter in this volume as the predominant theme in state development across the Arab world in the postcolonial period, namely, the reconfiguration of economic and political institutions to ensure regime survival. Hence in Jordan, foreign aid from the United States and other donors from the late 1950s onwards provided the financial and military means for the government to distribute goods and services to tribal constituencies at the center of its social base, such as public employment, welfarist benefits, and cultural favoritism.657 The transactional reasoning was austere but effective, tailoring the nature of governance to match the preferences of a favored minority.

        As Palestinians came to predominate as the demographic majority, this political economy transmogrified into ethnocracy. After the 1970 Black September civil war, fought between the tribal-staffed army and Palestinian commando organizations, Palestinian Jordanians found themselves frozen out of political institutions and targeted by state discrimination. Meanwhile, the protectionist economy ramped up tribal patronage. Many rural areas became reliant upon public sector provisions, particularly work in the civil service, state-owned enterprises, and the military. Influential tribal sheikhs also enjoyed close proximity to royal circles. The social views and class identity of many tribes came to revolve around this reciprocal arrangement, which anointed Transjordanians as the true stewards of the East Bank, whose lives became interwoven with the perceived inclusiveness of Hashemite rule.

        The tribal-state compact was not solely predicated upon welfarist dependency, although such redistributive commitments laid the backbone of this alliance. It also meant that Jordanian authorities, at both the local Page 264 →and the national levels, would accommodate tribal interests at the communal level, even when doing so contravened official laws. It “enmeshed” them within a particular modality of pliable governance, which tribal voices came to see as the normalized routine of social life.658 Governance became selective and uneven not because the monarchical regime could not apply its laws evenly but rather because it refused to do so. Stateness was limited by choice. In rural areas, for instance, tribal customary laws were institutionalized in tribal courts that operated in parallel with the civil and criminal legal systems. Even after the formal abolishment of those specialized courts in 1976, tribal norms—particularly mechanisms for resolving disputes and adjudicating blood crimes—remained operative in many areas, with the full knowledge (and often participation) of local police.659

        Those accommodations also extended into water and land policy. In many rural areas, Transjordanian tribes could develop lands that they historically claimed, despite the official status of those tracts as public property. For instance, in the central highlands outside Amman, where prominent tribes like the Bani Hassan and ‘Abbadi resided, the government allowed tribal leaders to divide and sell lands that legally belonged to the state.660 Water usage also fell into this pattern. In the southern expanses where the DWC would later be built, tribal communities illegally but regularly drilled for wells that tapped underground basins. Independent from municipal grids and the national utilities infrastructure, such informal practices allowed small-scale cultivators to irrigate their plots while giving small villages and towns access to drinking water.661 When the Water Ministry was created in 1988 to tighten administrative control over Jordan’s patchwork system of water distribution and supply networks, it did little to rein in these practices. As one official rationalized, “This is the price we always paid with those communities. Punishing them for criticizing the government was easy, because that is politics. But this is different. Who wants instability just because some village needs water?”662

        During the 2000s, the neoliberal reforms enacted by King Abdullah began dramatically overhauling this statist political economy and the tribal-state alliance it incubated. Under pressure since the late 1980s financialPage 265 → crisis, the Jordanian state began implementing new development policies that prioritized market-based capitalist development. This neoliberal turn—endorsed heartily by the United States, as well as multilateral organizations like the World Bank and World Trade Organization—cut into many tribal communities. Fiscal austerity meant slashing food and fuel subsidies, while privatization meant spinning off the largest state-owned enterprises, including industries like phosphate mining that had previously offered employment sinecures to tribal labor.663 As impoverishment rose in rural areas, the Hashemite regime sought new partners in its drive to redevelop Jordan. A new stream of technocratic elites—Western educated, young, and sometimes Palestinian—replaced the old guard of Transjordanian politicians and tribal figures who held sway in royal decision-making circles. Commercially, authorities also began aggressively partnering with private sector actors to build new commercial and infrastructural megaprojects, which government ministries—bloated after decades of neopatrimonial inefficiency—could not possibly attempt alone. Among those new endeavors was the DWC.

        Crucially, these neoliberal transformations began seeding Transjordanian dissent in the mid-2000s, as a succession of tribal sheikhs, military veterans, and East Bank intellectuals publicly demanded a return to the previous statist political economy. Years later, the Arab Spring protests unleashed a torrent of rural demonstrations from grassroots (or hirak) movements, which enabled younger tribal voices to criticize the perceived corruption, mismanagement, and cronyist abuses that they saw as saturating the rule of King Abdullah.664 The rural south, hardest hit by the post-1990s austerity shift and suffering the country’s worst poverty and food insecurity, became a hotbed for hirak mobilization. Tribal Jordanians saw the gradual rollback of universal welfarism and public sector employment as an existential violation of their social contract and a betrayal of sorts by a monarchical state for which they had sacrificed much for generations.665

        This backdrop of political dissonance within an authoritarian regime coalition creates a deceptively easy explanation for the violence outlined in the previous section. Tribal communities, long the benefactors of autocratic governance, revolted against Hashemite rule by attacking a prized water delivery project. However, the facts cast doubt on this facile answer, one that conflates social resistance with anti-regime upheaval. The DWC-related violence did not emanate from hirak movements or other known Page 266 →opposition groups. The tribal groups that perpetuated the attacks were not connected with the Arab Spring protests unraveling elsewhere in the kingdom, including in the same governorates across the south. The relatively few assailants detained by police were not identified as political activists; they were criminals by the letter of the law, but they were not revolutionaries or rebels demanding the end of Hashemite rule.

        This should not be surprising when juxtaposed against how social enmeshment operates in authoritarian settings. Undoubtedly, the frequency and intensity of tribal critiques against the Jordanian state have risen since the 2000s, given the shifting economic and political landscape. However, as Jillian Schwedler argues in her chapter in this volume and elsewhere, Transjordanian communities have always mobilized to advance their interests—and that is to be expected, because even apparently stable relationships of power between rule makers and rule followers gestate hidden tensions that play out through acts of critique.666 And as I have argued elsewhere, projections of revolutionary uprisings in Jordan predicated upon the tattered remnants of the tribal-state compact are too deterministic. Complaining how a regime governs is not equivalent to condemning that this regime exists. Most tribal voices, hence, have little desire to capture the Jordanian state or topple the Hashemite monarchy, not least because they fear the demographic uncertainties heralded by the reality of living within a Palestinian-majority country.667

        Despite these caveats, the eroding vessel of the tribal-state concord does serve as a guide to understanding the DWC debacle. Like a compass, it points in the general direction of why rural communities would predate upon the Disi water project so intently, given their general sense of marginalization and discontent; but it does not clarify their intentions. The next section does so.

      
      
        “This Is Our Soil”: A Moral Economy of Contestation

        When speaking with several of the tribal communities alleged by Gama to have orchestrated the worst attacks against the DWC, it was striking that nobody sought to hide the extent of the violence.668 My interlocutors Page 267 →understood these actions were criminal in nature by virtue of violating the law, but they also did not see them as illicit—because, in their view, everyone in their communities knew who the responsible parties were.

        What accounts for such solidary standing? One common theme emphasized the emotive affinities between tribe, land, and water and the sense of ownership that local communities held over the areas where the DWC was constructed. In their view, Gama and its contractors were interlopers. Particularly in Aqaba—where Zawayda tribal communities had long drawn upon underground water sources for their villages and farms—local sheikhs argued that they had the informal prerogative to exact what we might call a “tribute” from the “outsiders” (including Jordanians from Amman), whose arrival as workers symbolized the guttural victory of neoliberal privatization over their customary endowment. As one interviewee recounted, “This is not about who was here. There were foreigners, but there were also Jordanians [working here]. . . . But they were all on our land. This is our soil, [which] our fathers upon fathers watered with their blood. What we wanted was compensation from those who lived and worked here without our permission.”669

        Cynics might dismiss such rationalization as exploitative rent seeking—glorified gangsterism from ne’er-do-wells who saw the DWC workforce as easy quarry. Yet a second, more resonant theme also abounded. When asked why they rebuffed official pressures to halt the raiding, tribal voices based their noncompliance on the reason that the government had lost its right to stipulate such demands because it had abandoned the tribes under King Abdullah. The issue was not whether the monarchy merited deposal; indeed, the interviewees took pains to identify themselves as loyal Jordanians, separate from the Arab Spring protesters elsewhere. Rather, for the Qatranah clan of Karak, the attacks represented a conscious act of resistance against what was described as the “path” (in Arabic, nahj) chosen by their political order. In the words of one sheikh, the violence did not entail revolution against the state because “we are the state. Every family here built this state. We are not like the [hirak movements] who are protesting on the street now. We are not opposition. But we think the ones who run this state now have turned their backs upon us. And we do not accept this.”670

        Such rationalizations suggest that noncompliance was locally understood as acts of corrective justice. They tug upon a shared sense of social Page 268 →dislocation wrought by the kingdom’s broader neoliberal transformation, which imposed particular constraints upon land and water usage. In the 2000s, in line with the stricter mandate of harnessing public resources for market-oriented development, the government began restricting the land and water privileges that many tribal communities had enjoyed for generations. In some cases, large parcels of land were privatized and sold off. For instance, invoking the notorious 2007 Casinogate scandal involving a failed bid to build casinos around the Dead Sea, Zawayda tribespersons in Aqaba recalled an equally specious 2008 effort by Gulf investors to erect touristic hotel complexes in the Disi-Mudawarra area in which they lived—without seeking any tribal input.671 Fairly, such megaprojects do not seem exceptional given the luxury-oriented reconstruction of Amman also occurring in the same time period, such as Abdali District, Taj Mall, and Jordan Gate Towers. The difference was that, whereas Amman’s redevelopment entailed transacting real estate in a dense urban setting, rural projects like the DWC required wholesale land allocations in peripheral regions where tribal groups had no recourse apart from public protest.672

        Traditional water rights were also upended. Tribal interlocutors pointed out innumerable inequities in how the Water Ministry had reconfigured public water usage across the south starting in the 2000s. For instance, with the DWC project agreement, the Jordanian government outright banned unregulated well drilling, which devastated small farms and villages that long relied upon such informal accommodation. Authorities appealed to technocratic reason in such decrees: a parched country like Jordan could not possibly conserve water unless it tightly managed its usage.673 Yet, a handful of large agribusinesses were not subject to these restrictions, by virtue of having inked contracts guaranteeing unfettered water access years earlier. Among them was Rum Farms, owned by business magnate Sabih Masri, which today still grows water-intensive produce like tomatoes and grapes primarily for export.674 Beyond this imbalance was the revelation that the DWC was designed to flow northward to hydrate Amman. By contrast, southern areas, except for the port city of Aqaba, had no physical connection to its pipeline. Thus, not only would Transjordanian households and farmers across the south lose informal water access, but they also had no formal rights to Disi water, either.

        Such understandings shaped the views of those rural communities that Page 269 →observed an armada of engineers and workers transmuting their lands. Many locals saw the DWC as not the Jordanian state itself, for they identified with the state, given the historical consanguinity between tribe and crown. Rather, they perceived the project as a specific state practice, one that originated in the neoliberal vision of King Abdullah’s regime and to which they never consented. Invariably, those who deserved blame were the nefarious outsiders whose presence cemented the harsh reality that the old ways were gone. In this context, Gama and its contractors represented what other analysts have called “shadow actors” in official decision-making over water—parties that short-circuit the tribal-state compact by carrying out the hard work of privatization to the detriment of tribal forces but that do not hold the juridical power of the state despite acting on its behalf.675

        In this milieu, for many of the tribal perpetrators, attacking the DWC and sometimes profiting from those raids exemplified not just an appropriate response but the only possible response. Even in the face of coercive reprisals and more policing from Jordanian authorities, it encased a grand refusal to relinquish long-standing preferences about the most appropriate ordering of space and resources within social life, but without dipping into the fiery cauldron of revolutionary politics. Anchored by reference to this moral economy, those transgressions never intended to threaten Hashemite rule. At stake, instead, was the restoration of what many saw as justice, however contingent and fleeting. Taking water away from these communities was “like a father abandoning his sons. For we are the true sons of Jordan, and what we deserve is an explanation for why everything is changing.”676

      
      
        Conclusion

        The troubles with the DWC did not end after 2014. As soon as the project became operational, the Water Ministry began installing control and monitoring equipment to better regulate the flow of Disi water. Partly funded by USAID and other donors, this has become one of Jordan’s most sophisticated remote surveillance efforts, one that has securitized water by allowing the police and intelligence directorate to oversee the entire infrastructure.677 Ironically, such interventions were precisely what Gama Page 270 →had desired during the 2010–13 construction period. Still, ongoing attacks against the DWC in the tribal south continue to the point of interrupting its operation, such as arson against wellfields, burglary of equipment, and theft by private tankers that extract Disi water from its pipeline and sell it to nearby households.678 Rural denizens continue to disobey the writ of the state and contest its practice of power—but without challenging the parameters of statehood and the existence of government itself.

        These ongoing agitations reiterate this chapter’s key point about why stateness should be conceived as uneven. The conflict over the Disi Water Conveyance project shows that assessing social resistance through classically holistic concepts—such as whether states are strong or weak or have high or low capacity to govern—is not useful. Such dichotomies feed into unproductive debates about Jordan’s survival or collapse at the macro-level, whereas at the micro-level, practices of power are contested in frequent and obstinate ways. As this chapter elucidated, the tribal raids against the DWC’s construction occurred not because Jordan is a failing state or its government lacks the capacity to make laws. Rather, it expressed how members of tribal communities sought to restore a historical understanding of protected geography and customary rights, which economic changes under neoliberalism under King Abdullah had extinguished.

        In moving forward, the Jordanian case deposits two important implications in pondering the future of states, statehood, and state strength in Global South regions like the Middle East. First, theoretical pronouncements about stateness should be continually tested during specific episodes of resistance. Typological frameworks and conceptual schemes are integral to making sense of how institutions of formal power function in macrostructural terms, but they should incorporate the lives and worldviews of communities that reject the rules placed upon them.

        Second, acts of noncompliance inscribe social content—historical memory, communal preferences, group identities—that is not always plainly political and, hence, not easily categorized as anti-state or revolutionary. With the DWC, tribal Jordanians perpetrated criminal acts that violated the law, but they nonetheless did not aim to dislodge any power holders from their perch despite occurring in the context of the Arab Spring, when many similarly marginalized voices across Jordan and the region were seeking to do precisely that. The Jordanian state saw its decrees flaunted, but its future as an authoritarian entity was never in any danger. Yet this did not make the actions of the Transjordanians involved any less meaningful.
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        Page 274 →Conclusion

        The Specter of the Spectrum

        Escaping the Residual Category of Weak States

      
      Dan Slater

      Comparative political science is the science of political spectrums. When we comparativists try to explain any of the outcomes we care about most, we tend to array those outcomes on a spectrum from one extreme to another. When studying political regimes, for example, that spectrum runs from the most open democracies to the most closed dictatorships: from Sweden to Syria, shall we say. When the outcome of interest is economic development, it varies from the “developed” world of high-income industrialized countries to the “developing” world of low-income countries: from Britain (before Brexit, anyway) to Burundi. When our attentions turn to the relative weight of states and markets in governing a political economy, the spectrum runs from state-led to market-led economies: from North Korea to the Netherlands. And when examining the state apparatus itself, a spectrum imposes itself yet again on our thinking: from the “strong” states of Western Europe, North America, and East Asia to the “weak” states of sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East. At the far end of this latter extreme, states are said to be not just weak but “failed.”

      All of these spectrums have serious limitations. The spectrum from democracy to dictatorship, typically divided sharply into a dichotomy between those that surpass and those that fall short of the “minimalist definition”Page 275 → of democracy, has received the greatest attention and critique, not least as a relic of Cold War–era thinking.679 But in this concluding chapter I venture the argument that the spectrum from strong states to weak states is even more analytically unhelpful than the spectrums from democracy to dictatorship, from rich countries to poor countries, and from state-led to market-oriented economies.

      This is because, when it comes to regimes, development, and marketization, the “negative” end of the spectrum actually contains valuable descriptive information. We know something very important and substantive about a country if we know that it is highly authoritarian, desperately poor, or economically dominated by state officialdom. But when we say a state is “weak,” it tells us almost nothing about how politics actually operates in that setting. The negative end of the strong/weak state spectrum stands apart for how little content it conveys; this makes it effectively a residual category, standing apart in its analytical unhelpfulness.

      This “specter of the spectrum” looms larger in some regions than others. In Southeast Asia, the region of greatest interest to me, the variation between strong states and weak states is both strikingly vast and legitimately puzzling. As a global paragon of state “strength,” Singapore is impossible for any scholar of Southeast Asia to ignore. At the opposite end of the spectrum, the enduring “weakness” of the state in the Philippines, which, unlike neighboring American allies Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan, never leveraged massive American aid to construct powerful state institutions, is also too intriguing and normatively important to neglect. To study states in Southeast Asia is thus almost inexorably to study a spectrum—the spectrum from state strength to weakness.680

      The Middle East, or “Arab world,” is very different from Southeast Asia in this respect. Here, the problematique is not why some states are so strong while others are so weak. It is why all states in the region share a certain “weakness”—even while clearly differing dramatically from each other and even while collectively succeeding at many goals that political leaders hold dear, most notably the not-so-simple task of staying in power. There is no obvious Singapore crying out for explanation in the Middle East, although some oil-rich Gulf monarchies might come close.681 The imperativePage 276 → and impulse to explain variation on the spectrum from state strength to weakness thus loom larger in Southeast Asia than in the Middle East: the specter is so apparent it is practically solid rather than spectral.

      From one perspective, this poses a problem for scholars of the Arab state. The Middle East simply lacks the striking variation in outcomes that lends itself to explanations for why some states are “strong” and others “weak.” Scholars who wish to answer this question will find more variation to dig into in a region of pronounced variation like Southeast Asia. Additionally, and far more unfortunately, the problematique of shared state weakness also makes the Middle East prone to subtly Orientalist interpretations. The region’s states are routinely depicted as deficient and dysfunctional, and not simply as different from Western Europe’s bureaucratic states, to take the most obvious contrast.

      But from an alternative perspective—the perspective I put forth here—this relative truncation of variation in state “strength” makes the Middle East an especially promising place to understand, far more fully, how states actually differ. We can easily set aside the typical question of how and why states vary on a strong-weak spectrum and consider how and why they exhibit heterogeneity in a multitude of other ways.

      Politics obviously does not end wherever the state is “weak.” Why some “weak” states experience such dramatically different politics than others is the kind of question ideally answered in a region like the Middle East. The preceding chapters in this volume are a testament to this promise.

      In what follows, I distinguish linear variation from multifaceted heterogeneity as features of interest in comparative politics. My main point here is that to focus on variation in degree leads us to give short shrift to heterogeneity in kind. In basic statistical jargon, we need to think in terms of nominal variation and not just ordinal and continuous variation in comparative politics, especially when studying state power. I then move on to make the case that thinking in spectrums is especially problematic when thinking about the state, as opposed to other major outcomes in comparative politics. A major virtue of this volume is the way it pushes us to cast aside the specter of the spectrum as it relates to state strength versus weakness. It takes more seriously the heterogeneous ways in which state power shapes political life in the Arab world, even among countries similarly thought of as occupying the “weak” end of the scale.

      
        Page 277 →Variation versus Heterogeneity

        When we look at the world as students of comparative politics, what should really strike us first is just how riotously heterogeneous it is.682 Even when one approaches the world wearing the blinders of methodological nationalism and minimizes the complex ways that countries differ internally and affect each other externally, this heterogeneity remains riotous. Yet in our collective effort to make sense of this heterogeneity and to unearth patterns in this heterogeneity—and we should by all means be trying to make sense and find patterns—we tend to undertake a subtle but significant shift. The fact that countries are so different becomes flattened into the finding that countries vary on a specific set of dimensions. It is these linear variations that then become worthy of systematic exploration and explanation.

        Pretty much every outcome of interest in comparative politics assumes this linear, variation-driven form: in short, a spectrum. In the study of the Middle East, to stick with this volume’s region of interest, spectrums loom large.

        Take the Arab Spring as an especially prominent example.683 When apprehending the riotous heterogeneity of outcomes that arose from the upsurge in protest that rocked the Arab world in the early 2010s, scholars move quickly to explain sharp variations. Did the old regime survive or collapse? Here, Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya fall on the “collapse” end of the spectrum, while the rest get coded as “survive.” Did protests give rise to civil war: yes or no? Here, Libya and Syria receive a “yes,” while the rest receive a “no.” Did a regime collapse give rise to a new democracy or an autocratic restoration? Here, Egypt suffered an autocratic restoration quite quickly, while Tunisia stood on the other end of the spectrum, as a surviving new democracy—at least until the referendum of July 25, 2022, seemingly put Tunisia alongside Egypt on the “autocratic restoration” side. In the future, one could imagine constructing yet another spectrum for depicting and comparing the outcomes of interest in Egypt and Tunisia—whether autocracy’s return was “fast” or “slow” or was “immediate” or “gradual.”

        These variations are all very much worth explaining. Yet they all rest on an analytical assumption that wilts at least a bit, if not withering entirely, under scholarly scrutiny. Was it really plausible that Egypt and Tunisia would experience the same “outcome” after the Arab Spring? Does it really Page 278 →make sense to say that Jordan and Morocco, two monarchies often portrayed as relatively comparable, experienced the same “outcome” too?

        In reality, Egypt remains Egypt, Tunisia remains Tunisia, Jordan is still Jordan, and Morocco is still Morocco. A more democratic version of Tunisia was still Tunisia, with historically rooted and distinctive patterns of labor mobilization, women’s rights, and civil-military relations that made Tunisia a dramatically different place from Egypt, even when both countries were experiencing their simultaneous democratic interregna in the early 2010s. To call Egypt and Tunisia “similar” just because their democracy scores were briefly similar would thus have been a heroic stretch. To appreciate Egypt’s and Tunisia’s many differences while trying to array those differences onto any single spectrum from strong to weak or high to low would be downright impossible.

        Comparativists will always be drawn to puzzling variation in interesting outcomes, of course. But when countries are marked by so much underlying heterogeneity, variation in outcomes should perhaps become less puzzling. We should expect riotous heterogeneity across countries before they go through a colossally important historical process like the Arab Spring, and we should expect no less heterogeneity across countries after the process is through (if one can even say the waves of contention that emerged a decade ago are now “through”).684 Again, that heterogeneity becomes even more pronounced when we remove the blinders of methodological nationalism as well.

        It might be too much to ask comparativists to explain such riotous heterogeneity; but it should certainly be our job to appreciate it, to explore it, and to describe it with as much justice as we can manage.

      
      
        The Worst Spectrum of All

        Thinking in spectrums comes up shorter with some spectrums than others. In the example just offered, arraying outcomes after the Arab Spring on spectrums from authoritarianism to democracy and from war to peace conveyed essential information about all the cases examined. We do not say of Egypt that it emerged from its brief pluralist interregnum from 2011 to 2013, after the decisive military coup of July 3, 2013, either as a “weak democracy” or with “low democracy.” There is ample content at the other Page 279 →end of the scale that we can use to describe what Egypt became. It became, once again, an authoritarian regime. It became, once again, a military-led regime. It became, once again, an anti-Islamist regime. It became, once again, an American client regime. We have no shortage of concepts to describe authoritarian regimes, especially after two decades of progress in shifting authoritarianism from a residual category (that is, the absence of democracy) to a definable category in its own right (for example, as a regime that actively and aggressively denies its opponents a level playing field on which to compete for government power).685

        The same can be said of war and peace. We do not look at Libya and Syria and say they are cases of “low peace” or “weak peace.” They both devolved, after President Muammar Gaddafi’s regime collapsed but President Bashar al-Assad’s regime did not, into outright, full-blown “civil war.” Political science has an absolutely massive literature on civil wars: why they start, how they end, why combatants target or mobilize civilians, how rebels and the regimes they fight attract foreign support, and so on. To say that Libya and Syria failed to sustain even minimal levels of peace and stability after the Arab Spring is thus not to resign them to a residual category. Both ends of the war-peace spectrum contain positive information, which can be captured for purposes of rich description and leveraged for purposes of systematic comparison.

        Something far more unfortunate happens when we array states on a spectrum from “strong” to “weak.” At the positive end of the spectrum, arguably, tangible content is involved in depicting the existence of a “strong state.” To say that a country has a strong state, like the paradigmatic example of Singapore, is also effectively to say that law and order prevail, that public goods are predictably provided, that the bureaucracy enjoys at least a modicum of autonomy from political interference and mass scrutiny, and much else besides.686

        Strong states are by no means all identical, but they all share certain defining features. Tolstoy’s aphorism about happy versus unhappy families thus at least loosely applies to strong versus weak states: strong states all exhibit their strength in relatively similar ways, but “weak states” all have a weakness—and perhaps in many cases a misery worthy of Tolstoy—that is entirely their own.

        But we must look closely to know. Just because the state apparatus is not Page 280 →bureaucratically organized, or meritocratically recruited, or territorially encompassing, or hierarchically authoritative, or muscularly extractive, or generously redistributive, does not mean we know anything particular or specific about how politics works. Even more than “authoritarian regime,” “weak state” is truly a residual category.

        And it is one that is all too vulnerable to Orientalist assumptions and preconceptions. To dismiss Arab states as “weak states” is in many cases worse than not saying anything at all—in its worst guises, this epithet reinforces the notion that Middle Eastern states and societies are deficient in ways that their “Others,” especially in Europe, presumably are not.

        The point is not that Arab states have no maladies that differentiate them from states elsewhere. The point is that those maladies should be named for what they are and analyzed accordingly, just as we would examine states anywhere. And we must remain open to the possibility that what looks like a deficiency to an outsider might seem like a relatively reasonable and functional way for a state to work among observers and citizens on the ground.

        Herein lies the greatest virtue of this volume, in my view. This conclusion cannot possibly do justice to all the riotous heterogeneity among Arab states that this volume captures. That is what the volume itself is for, after all. But it can urge the reader to appreciate the chapters with this distinction between linear variation and multifaceted heterogeneity in mind. If scholars of Arab states can transcend the hollow, residual category of “weak states” and offer us abundant new insights into the heterogeneous ways that Arab states work—making sense of Arab states as they are and not simply as what they are not—then the rest of us who study other parts of the world surely can as well. May this book lead the way.
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