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wo years into the uprisings that rocked the Middle East, it has become common to see 
instability, uncertainty, and strife as the direct outcome of the Arab Spring. An Islamist 
threat against civil liberties appears to be strengthening. Protestors and vigilante groups 

commit violence amid the paralysis of police and internal security agencies. And Arab 
economies continue to deteriorate.  
 
But these negative trends are in fact a legacy of the authoritarian era, in which presidents for life 
and the elites that emerged around them reshaped political, economic, and social life to 
consolidate their control. Changing a leader therefore meant disrupting the state and its 
institutions, if not dismantling them altogether. 
 
The uprisings of 2011 opened major opportunities for the fundamental realignment of political 
actors and social forces. Any transition is inherently destabilizing, but what has made Arab 
democratic transition especially at risk of derailment is the extent to which the previous 
authoritarian era limited the ability of governing institutions and political systems to cope with 
change.  
 
This legacy of authoritarianism weighs heavily on Arab states today, shaping the goals and 
expectations of political movements, as well as forms of political organization and behaviour. 
The forces that destroyed the old status quo still follow patterns established by their 
predecessors, and they have yet to realize this. 
 
This is reflected in four main ways. 
 
First, taking control of the state remains the central purpose of politics and its ultimate prize. The 
centrist Islamist parties that won a plurality of votes in Egypt and Tunisia in 2011, for instance, 
believe power is rightfully theirs, and they should be free to form governments, set national 
agendas, and promote their preferred policies in all domains. They regard the appointment of 
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Islamist members and supporters to senior government posts as a legitimate practice that is 
normal in mature liberal democracies.  
 
But these countries have not yet agreed new “rules of the game,” which they must do through 
compromise and consensus at this formative stage if the state and its institutions are to acquire a 
true democratic logic. More importantly, the intense focus on issues of representation and status 
have obscured the pressing need to address unemployment and poverty, generate productive 
investment, and pursue badly-needed administrative reforms.  
 
Second, state power is still expected to confer economic opportunity. In Egypt and Tunisia, both 
the new governing coalitions and their political rivals have yet to demonstrate convincingly that 
they seek to dismantle crony networks and transform economic ownership and access, rather 
than simply take the place of previous business elites.  
 
In Yemen, the same political actors that bargained over state patronage in the past still play a 
powerful role in the ongoing dialogue over reconstituting the state, with the expectation of 
reproducing their economic privileges and financial rewards. And in Libya, where roughly 80 
percent of the population depended directly or indirectly on the oil-funded state sector for its 
income, the expectation once again is that the state is the principal source of employment, 
investment, and contracts.  
 
Third, the authoritarian legacy casts a shadow over forms of political organization. The Muslim 
Brotherhood was able to translate its long history of clandestine activity into electoral victories, 
but is now struggling to shed the habits of operating outside the law. Its rivals are just as 
unfamiliar with employing peaceful methods of political contestation and in using embryonic 
democratic structures and procedures to compete on the basis of concrete policies, programs, and 
performance.  
 
Instead, both sides have resorted to struggling over symbolic capital and identity politics, 
focusing in most cases on the official place of Sharia, constitutions, and legislation. Where 
political parties have failed to gain a real foothold, such as in Libya, political actors have fallen 
back on other forms of social mobilization such as tribe or region. And in both Libya and 
Yemen, paramilitary groups have also emerged as an alternative form of political organization.  
 
Fourth, violence remains embedded in state-society relationships and between political actors. 
This is manifest in the increasingly bitter struggle over the proper role of the police and internal 
security agencies. Some seek only to reform existing institutions with the hope of restoring basic 
law and order more quickly, whereas others seek revolutionary transformation of agencies with a 
reputation for brutality and corruption.  
 
This is also a struggle between a militaristic culture, which advocates coercion in response to 
political and social problems, and one that sees policing as a public service. Yet, even those 
newly empowered political actors who seek to end abuses also regard the police as an instrument 
to promote and consolidate their own preferred social order. All too often, the police and security 
agencies are still seen as critically important political assets.  
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Reversing the authoritarian legacy will be difficult yet necessary. The contending political actors 
have focused their energy too exclusively on designing new constitutional systems that secure 
their preferences, but they must learn that democracy also requires competition over concrete 
policies and programs and the delivery of tangible outputs.  
 
This is a key distinction from authoritarian modes of governance, even if it is not easily acquired. 
Some of the youth movements that came to prominence during the Arab uprisings display greater 
awareness of the need for practical solutions to concrete problems and willingness to respond 
through new forms of civic political organization. So too are some of the newer Salafist 
movements, which have responded to the democratic opening by focusing on grassroots 
mobilization and the promotion of social justice.  
 
Youth, who constitute a majority of Arab populations, were not formed within the authoritarian 
system or in the older opposition to it. Meanwhile, Salafists appeal powerfully to the 40 percent 
of society in countries undergoing transition that are poor or marginalized, and that also stand 
outside the formal political and economic system.  
 
While new governments appear more interested in consolidating power, these “outsider” social 
movements may devise a counter-legacy of political pluralism conducted in the context of 
democratic practice. This is no guarantee of their commitment to democratization, but so far they 
have performed better than most of their Islamist and supposedly secular and liberal competitors. 
 
Note:  This article was originally published in Carnegie Middle East Centre, Beirut. 
Web Link: http://carnegie‐mec.org/2013/04/04/arab‐spring‐gone‐sour/fyaj 
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