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Explaining Authoritarian Regimes in MENA
	The emergence of highly authoritarian regimes in the Middle East and North Africa is best explained by structural factors rather than cultural ones. Many states developed centralized and patrimonial presidencies that prioritized power in ruling families and loyal networks. The presence of oil and other external rents further reduces pressures for accountability by allowing governments to avoid taxation and to rely more heavily on repression. Combined with a dominant coercive apparatus and international alliances that prioritize regional stability over political reform, these conditions create political systems that favor authoritarian continuity over democratic change. 
International alignment has not simply coincided with authoritarianism in the Middle East and North Africa; it has actively reinforced it. Continued fears of communism, Western neocolonial interests, and strategic concerns led global powers to support authoritarian rulers as reliable partners (Bellin 2004, 148). During the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union offered generous military and economic patronage to secure loyal allies in the global struggle over communism. But unlike in other regions, this support did not end when the Cold War did. Western governments continued backing authoritarian states because their core priorities remained the same. Protecting access to oil and containing Islamist movements at home and abroad stayed central to Western policy, especially as Islamist groups grew partly in response to Western intervention and the ongoing neocolonial presence of the United States and Israel (Ghalioun 2004, 128). As a result, Western involvement became a long‑term structural force that isolated authoritarian regimes from domestic pressure and limited opportunities for democratic change.
The effects of oil on political development in the region continue to hinder political reform and strengthen authoritarian regimes. Oil revenues allow governments to avoid taxing their citizens, which removes one of the main pressures that typically forces states to negotiate and become more accountable. These dynamics appear through the three mechanisms: the rentier effect, the repression effect, and the modernization effect (Ross 2001, 327-328). The rentier effect shows how states that rely on external rents do not need to bargain with their citizens, which weakens demands for representation. The repression effect explains how oil wealth gives regimes the financial capacity to build large security forces that can monitor, intimidate, and suppress opposition. The modernization effect highlights how oil-dependent economies fail to develop the social and economic conditions that usually support democratic transitions, such as a strong middle class or an independent private sector. 
In rentier states, the government becomes the main provider of jobs and welfare benefits, which creates a dependent relationship where people rely on the state for economic security. This reduces the likelihood of organized opposition, since challenging the regime risks losing access to these benefits, especially when most state revenue comes from external rents. For example, the large flows of external foreign aid to Israel, Egypt, and Jordan operate in similar ways by reducing the need for governments to bargain with their citizens (Ross 2001, 329). Rents also allow leaders to distribute resources selectively through patronage networks, rewarding loyal groups and isolating potential challengers. As a result, oil wealth and other forms of external rent not only strengthen the state but also weaken society by limiting the development of independent economic classes or civil society organizations that could push for political reform. 
Western dependence on Middle Eastern oil further reinforces these internal dynamics by making authoritarian stability more valuable to external powers than democratic reform. Because the global economy relies heavily on uninterrupted access to Gulf oil, Western governments consistently prioritize energy flows over democratization. More than half of the governments’ revenues in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, Oman, Kuwait, Qatar, and Libya have come from the sale of oil (Ross 2001, 329). This creates a mutually reinforcing relationship where oil revenues give regimes the resources to avoid accountability at home. In turn, Western dependence on oil becomes another structural factor that enforces authoritarianism.
The domination of authoritarian regimes in the Middle East and North Africa continues to survive because their coercive apparatuses remain strong, loyal, and willing to repress (Bellin 2004, 143). The robustness of the coercive apparatus is central to why democratic transitions have been so limited in the region. Even when regimes face widespread public frustration or declining legitimacy, they can stay in power as long as their security forces remain unified and committed to defending the ruling elite. In many MENA states, these forces are tied to personal networks that are essentially patrimonial arrangements. They are well-funded and often supported by foreign allies, which strengthens their ability to act. Democratic transitions only occur when the coercive apparatus either lacks the will or the capacity to crush reform movements, and in the MENA region, neither condition has been present (Bellin 2004, 143).
The patrimonial arrangements of the Middle East and North Africa further deepen the connection between the regime and the coercive apparatus, making it even harder for democratic movements to gain traction. In many cases, the line between the ruling elite and the security forces is so blurred that the two effectively function as one. Algeria is a clear example, where analysts have noted that the military does not simply protect the state but essentially is the state (Bellin 2004, 143). Patrimonial logic shapes how power is distributed. Key positions in the military and security services are often filled through personal loyalty, family ties, or sectarian connections rather than professional criteria. This creates a system where those responsible for enforcing state power are deeply invested in the regime’s survival, since their own status and protection depend on it. As a result, the coercive apparatus is not just an institution of the state but an extension of the ruling elite, making it even more willing and able to suppress political challenges.
This combination of rulers and the coercive apparatus reflects a broader pattern in the region, where the state is shaped around the interests of narrow ruling elites rather than the public. These regimes do not simply reject democracy; they preside over a wider breakdown across economic, social, administrative, military, cultural, and educational spheres, all of which insinuate a deeper democratic deficit (Ghalioun 2004, 127). Instead of addressing these problems, rulers respond by tightening control, expanding security services, and further excluding society from political life. This creates a self‑reinforcing cycle in which weak institutions, fragmented societies, and elite domination sustain authoritarian rule and make democratic openings even harder to achieve. These dynamics show how authoritarianism in the region is not the result of cultural resistance to democracy but of structural conditions that continually reproduce the same patterns of exclusion and repression. This explains why democratic transitions remain so limited and why the region’s political systems continue to favor authoritarian continuity over meaningful reform.
In conclusion, the persistence of authoritarian regimes in the Middle East and North Africa is best explained by structural forces rather than cultural resistance to democracy. International alliances have protected ruling elites from domestic pressure by prioritizing stability and oil access over political reform. Oil wealth and other external rents have weakened demands for accountability, allowing leaders to maintain patronage networks that limit participation. The coercive apparatus remains loyal and deeply tied to those in power through personal and patrimonial interests. The deliberate weakening of society and the broader crises in economic institutions reinforce a political environment where citizens have little space to challenge authority. Together, these dynamics create a system that continually reproduces authoritarian rule and consistently favors elite survival and the suppression of meaningful reform.
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