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Political Elites in the Middle East and North Africa
1
 

Clement Henry 
 The Middle East and North Africa, defined in this chapter as most Arab League 

 members plus Iran, Israel, and Turkey, is the region of the traditional Muslim 

 homeland that lies closest to Europe and where postcolonial elites were particularly 

 conditioned by the dialectics of emancipation.  The more protracted the struggle, the 

 greater the opportunities to forge populations into new nations led by Western 

 educated elites.  Conversely, where nationalist agitation was confined to the cities, 

 the military would replace traditional elites after independence in more inclusive 

 political orders.  By the 1970s, however, assertions of religious identity would 

 challenge all of the postcolonial regimes, and those with the strongest civil societies, 

 such as Tunisia, stood better chances than the others of weathering the storm of 

 identity politics. 

 

Patterns of elite relations vary considerably across the very heterogeneous region of the 

Middle East and North Africa (MENA), consisting for the purposes of this chapter of twenty 

of the Arab League’s 22 members plus Iran, Israel, and Turkey.
2
  The common experience 

shared by the entire region was subordination to Western imperialism.  As late as 1920 this 

core of the Muslim world was occupied and carved up into directly ruled colonies, 

protectorates, League of Nations ‘Mandates,’ and recognized spheres of influence.  Indeed, 

the various Christian powers, including the new Soviet Union, dominated virtually the entire 

Dar Al-Islam.
3
  The various forms of imperialist subjugation and consequent Islamic and 

nationalist reactions would decisively shape post-colonial patterns of elite relations. As noted 

in the introduction to this Handbook section, ‘Once an elite pattern is established in a 

country, it strongly tends to persist and so do the kind of practices and political regime 

associated with it.’  

 The post-colonial patterns rested on precolonial baselines altered by various forms of 

subjugation and efforts of liberation. Although the Dar al-Islam (‘home of Islam’) was a 

theoretical unity, it housed a variety of polities that the new civilizing missionaries would 

splice and dice. ‘To Colonize, to Exterminate,’ the title of a recent French history 

(Grandmaison 2005) points to colonial-initiated genocides in Algeria and Libya as well as in 

large parts of the Americas and Sub-Saharan Africa. Even in Libya, however, there was some 

continuity between pre-colonial and post-colonial elites, since the genocide was relatively 

recent and mainly affected Cyrenaica. Elsewhere new Western presences reshaped 

precolonial elites by extending Western education and Western-type military careers to new 

aspiring middle classes. Nationalist struggles for independence in turn gave rise to distinctive 

patterns of postcolonial elite relations.    

This chapter will first identify patterns of elite relations in pre-colonial times. A 

typology of colonial situations follows, ranging from the genocidal extreme of French 

Algeria to barely perceptible Western presences in Iran, Turkey, and much of the Arabian 

Peninsula. The paradigmatic case of Tunisia will then be examined and systematically 

compared with neighbouring Algeria and Morocco. Although French colonialism in North 

Africa was more prolonged and intrusive than in the Middle East, the resulting patterns in 

North African elite relations at independence may be extended to the other former British as 

well as French possessions of the MENA. The critical relationship to be explored is between 
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educated villagers and urban elites. How the two were integrated largely determined the type 

of post-colonial regime, whether by civilians or military officers.   

The regimes of the newly independent countries tended to be fragile because they 

virtually excluded large segments of their populations.  As they enacted neo-liberal reforms 

in the 1970s and 1980s to meet the challenges of ‘globalization,’ the post-colonial elites faced 

rising oppositions based on identity politics.  The imagined new communities ranged from 

supposedly ‘primordial’ tribes and other ethnic identities – Arab, Berber, Kurd -- to the Dar 

al-Islam (home of Islam), recollected from an earlier era of globalization.  Nationalist 

revolutions that Western observers had mistakenly viewed as secular, such as Algeria’s, 

suffered reactions from excluded populations across the MENA (Lustick 2002; Walzer 2015). 

Those elites who had evolved like the Tunisians out of organized mass struggles for 

independence still seem better positioned to absorb the new oppositions than their less 

representative counterparts in countries that had negotiated with the foreigner without ever 

needing to mobilize their populations for independence.  Nevertheless, the fallout from the 

US-led invasion of Iraq, coupled with the Arab uprisings of 2011, has further divided and 

polarized elites across the MENA.  The devastation of Iraq, Libya, Syria, and Yemen has 

rendered any political elite problematic in those countries.  

 

In search of traditional elites 
The precolonial MENA essentially consisted of the Ottoman Empire, Iran, and Morocco. By 

1830, when the French invaded Algiers, local dynasties in Egypt and Tunisia already enjoyed 

relative autonomy within the Ottoman Empire.  In the Levant (contemporary Israel, Jordan, 

Lebanon, Palestine, and Syria), urban notables from a number of cities served as 

intermediaries between their local populations and the Porte (Hourani 1968; Khoury 1990; 

Gelvin 2006).   Ottoman reforms implemented by Midhat Pasha had already begun to define 

and integrate modern Iraq in the late nineteenth century.  But very few precolonial polities 

actually matched the colonial spaces carved out by the Western powers in the course of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  The big exceptions were Egypt, Iran, Morocco, 

Tunisia, and Turkey.  Even in these spaces, definitively mapped by European geographers, 

the reach of central power varied considerably, with the Moroccan sultan, for instance, 

dominating only a part of the country, the bled al makhzen (territory of the royal household
4
), 

while in constant negotiation with tribal dissidents of the bled as-siba (territory of 

dissidence).  Upper Egypt, with its capital in Qena, almost entirely escaped control by Cairo 

until 1773.  Although occupied along with the rest of Egypt in 1882, it never really identified 

with the Cairo-led nationalist movement against the British (Abul-Magd 2013).   

Traditional elites were hardly monolithic, despite the label of patrimonialism often 

attached to their polities by Western social scientists. ‘Sultanism,’ the extreme case of 

patrimonialism in which the ruler runs his polity like a personal estate, may better fit 

American banana republics (dominated by modern American capital) than traditional MENA 

societies.
5
  In nineteenth century Morocco the entire administrative elite consisted of a few 

ministers and their retainers accompanying the sultan on his armed expeditions to collect the 

taxes from dissident tribes.  Perhaps the elite numbered in the hundreds if it is defined as 

“individuals and small groups with the organized capacity to make major and sustained 

political trouble if they choose” (Higley, intro).  Potential tribal insurgents should be 

considered members of precolonial MENA elites.  Delegates of weak central power, like the 

Glawi of Marrakech in nineteenth century Morocco, sometimes acquired their own virtually 

autonomous tax farms.  

                                                           
 

 



Henry, Chapter 7 -p 
 

3 

All of these traditional MENA societies were almost entirely Muslim, and religious 

leaders, like tribal representatives, also played major roles as intermediaries with both urban 

and rural populations.  Supplementing the orthodox ulama associated with major centers of 

learning such as Al-Azhar (Cairo), Zitouna (Tunis), and Qarawiyyin (Fez), a multitude of 

Sufi religious orders (tariqat or ‘pathways’) spread from cities across the countryside and 

desert oases bringing Islam closer to the people.  Urban merchants, too, must be included in 

any study of traditional elites.  The Achilles heel of traditional  polities across North Africa, 

as Ibn Khaldun observed in the fourteenth century, was the inevitable budget deficit, brought 

on by excessive if often desperate expenditures on the part of  profligate third generation 

elites.  In the Dar al Islam, wealthy merchants could flee excessive taxation with their mobile 

finances.   

In the Ottoman heartland, however, the sultan enjoyed greater infrastructural power 

based on an established bureaucracy, relatively equitable peasant landholdings, and a long 

established and generally respected imperial legal system. In less sedentarized Iran, the Qajar 

Dynasty, backed by Turkic tribes, relocated to a fixed capital city, Tehran, but its bureaucracy 

could not match the Ottoman’s reach. Even so, the traditional elite structure of Iran as well as 

of Ottoman Turkey, nicely delineated by James Bill (1972), was more complex than 

Morocco’s because the state was larger. Simplest of all, perhaps, was the Saudi polity carved 

out of the Arabian Peninsula from 1902 to 1934.  It consisted of an enterprising young 

member of the Saud family, a few kinsmen, and the backing of the Al-Sheikh family of 

religious scholars, descendants of Mohammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703-1792).  They 

created a force of religiously inspired ‘brothers,’ the Ikhwan (not to be confused with the 

more modern reformist Ikhwan of the Muslim Brotherhood), who captured a large part of 

Arabian Peninsula and threatened Iraq until the British stopped them in 1929.  

Types of colonial situation 

Colonial presences varied in their duration and penetration of local societies, and some of 

them, like that of Britain (and eventually the United States) in Iran and Saudi Arabia, had 

neither an obvious beginning, such as a treaty or military occupation, nor an end such as a 

celebrated independence day.
6
 Even in Egypt, clearly falling under British military 

occupation in 1882, the duration of formal foreign rule is debatable. Unlike the French in 

Tunisia, the British did not establish a formal protectorate until after the outbreak of World 

War I in 1914, and it granted Egypt formal independence in 1922. Figure 1 assumes, 

however, that the effective British colonial presence lasted from the initial military 

occupation beyond formal independence to 1954, when the last British soldier departed from 

the Suez Canal, and it could even be argued that a residual British and French presence 

endured until 1956, when Gamal Abdul Nasser finally nationalized the Canal, and that the 

period of colonial control began much earlier than 1882, perhaps as far back as Napoleon’s 

invasion of 1798 or at least to the era of Mohammed Ali, who ruled Egypt from 1805 to 

1849, launched reforms in the 1820s with the help of French Saint-Simoniens, and 

subsequently integrated into Britain’s “informal empire” (Ferguson 2003). But then Tunisian 

‘colonization’ would also need to be extended back, to include the reforming efforts of 

Ahmad Bey, who ruled from 1837 to 1855, trying to keep up with the Ottomans and 

Egyptians (Brown 1975).   

Penetration of precolonial society is even more difficult to estimate. It ranged from 

attempted genocide and/or occupation of a ‘land without people’ for a ‘people without land’ 

to offshore naval protection represented by an apprentice diplomat to a select local family. In 

former French North Africa the colonial presences can be systematically compared: in 

addition to clearly demarcated duration, they are indicated by the numbers of settlers, the 
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amounts of land they stole from the indigenous populations; the latter’s degree of 

pauperization; the brutality of the colonial police; and indices of social mobilization, 

particularly of Western education. All of indicators, except education in French Algeria, are 

roughly correlated with the duration of colonial rule (Moore 1970, pp. 23-58).  Less 

systematically, Figure 1 includes the rest of the MENA as well, giving a rough subjective 

rank order of the penetration of colonial rule into the Muslim societies.   

[Figure _.1 about here] 

 
The countries cluster in two groups along the horizontal axis indicating the 

penetration of colonial rule into the respective societies. The more penetrating presences are 

located in North Africa and the Levant, whereas the less extensive ones run from the Arabian 

Sea to the more peripheral parts of Northern Africa and also include Iran and Turkey. In each 

set of countries the duration of colonial rule is roughly correlated with its penetration of the 

local society.   

In North Africa, Libya is a slight exception that reflects the exceptional brutality of 

fascist Italy in the late 1920s and early 1930s. As for the UAE, a federation of Trucial States 

cobbled together by Britain and granted independence in 1971, early treaties dated back to 

1853. Iran was divided into British and Russian spheres of influence in 1907, when oil was 

discovered, but it never became a formal protectorate. Its ‘independence’ marks the 

overthrow in 1979 of a dynasty that British and American intelligence services had supported 

by suppressing Iranian nationalists in 1953. Ottoman Turkey lost World War I, and the 

British occupied Istanbul until 1923. Arguably, Saudi Arabia was an informal protectorate 

first of Britain and then of the United States. The only ‘settlers’ were the oil exploration 

teams confined to stratified ghettos; the rest of society was thereby sheltered from foreign 

social practices (Vitalis 2007). North Yemen remained relatively isolated after the Ottoman 

defeat of 1918 until the death of the Zaydi Imam Yahia in 1948.  

The variety of colonial situations, in Iran as elsewhere, defined fields of contestation 

that challenged traditional elites and offered opportunities for new elites to emerge and gain 

control of the postcolonial states.  The longer and more extensive the colonial situation, the 

greater the discrediting of traditional elites collaborating with the colonizer and the greater 

the differentiation of new elites integrated in the cause of independence and nation-building. 

A constructive colonial dialectic required three generations, a good 60 to 80 years, to play out 

the master-slave model depicted by G. F. W. Hegel (1949 [1807], 229-240): 1) in search of 
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recognition, the slave emulates the master but is despised; 2) the slave asserts his free origins 

and resists the master but is suppressed; 3) the slave works hard for the master, perfecting his 

techniques, and thereby becomes indispensable and achieves full recognition. Postcolonial 

elites remained vulnerable, however.  As Ian Lustick has observed,  

 

The triple conjunction of gross disparities between what the nationalists 

(of all stripes) promised and what they delivered, the availability of 

widely understood religious notions of political identity, and the 

presence of ambitious and talented Islamist (and Jewish fundamentalist) 

élites able to use those ideas to explain nationalist failures and advance 

their own solutions, opened ‘wars of position’ over the meaning of 

political identity in polities throughout the Middle East” (2002, p. 32).  

  

A subsequent postcolonial dialectic expresses new identity crises in the face of regional and 

international pressures. 1) Ostensibly secular national elites, even if they perform neo-liberal 

reforms demanded by international financial institutions, prove unable to build sustainable 

modern economies and cultures; 2) Islamists, Arab nationalists, and entrepreneurs of 

alternative identities attack the national elite as collaborators with new forms of imperialism; 

3) the national elite deepens its social bases, incorporating its peripheral oppositions into less 

rigid visions of national identity. 

 

The Tunisian paradigm 

Successive generations of Tunisian elites played out these three stages of colonial dialectic to 

achieve a relatively differentiated synthesis. A first generation of Young Tunisians consisted 

of an upper crust of the traditional elite, principally of Turkish ruling class origins. Many of 

them were steeped in both French and Arab culture as graduates of the elite Collège Sadiki, a 

school founded by Kheireddine Pasha, the Tunisian reformer (Moore 1965, pp. 23-24; 

Perkins 2014, pp. 39-40). As determined modernizers of their “archaic” society, they 

accepted the French protectorate, even official French colonization, but expected to be treated 

as at least the equals of the generally less cultivated colons.   

Disappointed, rejected, and in some cases exiled, the remnants of the Young 

Tunisians joined a broader political movement of urban merchants, religious scholars, and 

tradespeople, the baldi of Tunis and other cities along Tunisia’s Eastern coastline, to call for 

a new Constitution (destour) and self-determination after the First World War. These 

traditional urban elites agitated to little avail in their Destour Party against a deeply 

entrenched French settler regime. But by this time French education had filtered down to 

Tunisian villages, notably in the Sahel (coastal) area around Sousse, Monastir, and Mahdia, 

producing French university graduates who outnumbered the lawyers and other professionals 

of baldi family origins (De Montety 1973 [1940]). By 1937, incapable of controlling street 

demonstrations, the baldi-based Destour lost out to a broader based middle stratum of French 

educated professionals, predominantly from village families in the Sahel.   

This third generation of Tunisian nationalists led by Habib Bourguiba effectively 

assimilated modern French values and political techniques to mobilize their fellow villagers 

against the Old Destour’s traditional elites as well as the French occupation. Bourguiba pitted 

le pays réel versus le pays legal, that is to say, civil society in opposition to the colonial state.  

As the nationalist struggle intensified after World War II, organized Tunisian labor also broke 

away from French trade unions to create the Union Générale Tunisienne du Travail (UGTT), 

the strongest labor movement in the Arab world and close ally of the Neo-Destour. 

Habib Bourguiba’s Neo-Destour Party numbered about one fifth of Tunisia’s adult 

male population by independence in 1956 (Moore 1965, p. 151), after 22 years of political 
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struggle (including Bourguiba’s accumulation of ten years in colonial prisons). The gestation 

period offered the postcolonial regime a decade of political legitimacy but excluded ‘archaic’ 

Tunisians, including traditional religious ulama, from its vision of a modern Tunisian society. 

Reflecting the duration and penetration of its colonial situation, the Tunisian postcolonial 

elite was relatively differentiated yet integrated by the consensus of modernizing nationalists. 

But the consensus was fragile, being subject to the challenges of new elites appealing to 

populations excluded from official visions of modernity. Although the personality cults of the 

post-colonial state eventually turned the ruling party into a used-up cheer leader, the legacy 

of anti-colonial struggle embedded society with latent associative skills -- social capital for 

civil society.
7
   

To the east the closest comparison to the Tunisian postcolonial political infrastructure 

lay in parts of Palestine appropriated by Israel, despite a much less lengthy colonial 

occupation (1920-1948). European immigrants to Palestine did not need a long gestation 

period to create a strong mass party in the 1930s, just when the Tunisians created the Neo-

Destour. The Israeli Labor Party, consisting of educated, upwardly mobile immigrants, 

became the dominant ruling party for the first three decades of independence.  Eventually in 

1977, however, it lost its monopoly to ultra-nationalist former terrorists and other extremists 

who manipulated religion after the ‘miracle’ of capturing East Jerusalem in Israel’s surprise 

attack of 1967. The Labor Party failed to attract new immigrants, mainly from Russia, who 

instead gravitated toward the Zionist Revisionists. Their political use of religion of course 

had its Islamic counterpart. 

Broadly shared religious sentiments offered opportunities for political entrepreneurs 

who felt excluded from their postcolonial elite to engage in a new dialectic.
8
  ‘Islamism’ as a 

political ideology took different forms depending, again, on the postcolonial situation. In 

Tunisia Rached Ghannoushi was Bourguiba’s ‘illegitimate’ offspring (Zghal 1991, p. 205), 

but offspring nonetheless, being far more progressive than the leadership of the Egyptian 

Muslim Brotherhood, which reacted within the narrower social bases of Egyptian 

nationalism. A liberal Egyptian sociologist, Saad Eddin Ibrahim, who has studied various 

Egyptian Islamist movements since the 1970s, estimated Ghannoushi in 2011 to be not one 

but two generations ahead of the Muslim Brotherhood leadership.
9
 Their different histories 

help to explain why Tunisia has succeeded to date in making a transition to multi-party 

democracy whereas the Egyptian Revolution of January 25, 2011, has so far failed to 

reconcile the political adversaries and bring the military under civilian control. 

Despite very parallel experiences in nineteenth century state building, culminating in 

French and British occupations, respectively in 1881 and 1882, the French presence in 

Tunisia consisted of a far more intrusive colonial settler presence than that of the ‘veiled’ 

British protectorate (Milner 1892). During Egypt’s nominal independence from 1922 to 1952 

under a liberal Constitution, the nationalist Wafd Party easily won elections whenever they 

were fair and free. But it was a party of large landowners, quite unlike the Tunisian Neo-

Destour. The Wafd never needed to develop a mass party organization because the 

landowners simply ordered their tenants and other dependents to vote for them. Until 1952 a 

succession of parliaments rejected every attempt at land reform.   

After the Revolution of 1952, Gamal Abdul Nasser’s new regime finally enacted land 

reform and indeed mobilized lower strata of landholders as well as a new middle class of 

salaried workers. The functional equivalents of the Tunisian Neo-Destour party activists, 

however, were Nasser’s Free Officers, not a political party rooted in urban and village 

branches and cells. Reforms in 1936 had permitted Egyptians like Nasser of modest 

background to enter Egypt’s Military Academy and become the nucleus of the Free Officer 
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movement. But their subsequent efforts, after seizing power, failed to form modern 

instruments of political mobilization. Leonard Binder (1978, pp. 12, 16, 156-157, 406) 

observed that after the agrarian reform up to one million landowners of more modest holdings 

of 20 to 50 feddans (1 feddan=1.038 acres), were a sort of ‘second stratum’ or ‘instrument 

without which the rulers cannot rule.’ They constituted some three per cent of the population 

but had no way of holding the military rulers accountable. And eventually under Husni 

Mubarak (1981-2011) the regime simply reversed the agrarian reform and suppressed peasant 

opposition. By contrast, in 1969 the Sahel peasant base of the Neo-Destour (renamed the 

Destour Socialist Party) reversed efforts of the government to tie them to state cooperatives.  

In less protracted colonial situations independence came before new Western-

educated middle strata displaced traditional elites. In Syria and Lebanon, for instance, politics 

remained in the hands of old families of notables for almost three decades. In Iraq these 

included large absentee landowners, the beneficiaries, as in Syria, of Ottoman efforts to 

encourage the consolidation of private property in land. As in Egypt, the major source of 

social mobility in Syria and Iraq was the army, and a succession of coups culminated in the 

more durable military dictatorships of Hafez al-Assad in Syria (1970-2000) and Saddam 

Hussein (1982-2003) in Iraq. Each ruled in the name of the Baath Party founded in Syria in 

1947 and merged with the Arab Socialist Party in 1952. The party originally had a rural 

village as well as urban base and won 22 out of 140 seats in the famously ‘free’ 1954 

elections to the Syrian parliament, but its Military Committee seized power in both Syria and 

Iraq in the 1960s, terminating this potential civilian equivalent of the Tunisian Neo-Destour.  

Consequently, as in Egypt, the top political elite consisted of upwardly mobile military 

officers (and the friends and kin of Saddam Hussein, a villager who became a party activist, 

not a military officer) who largely displaced the traditional urban elites.  

 

Comparisons with Algeria 

Tunisia’s struggle for independence gave rise to a mass party and trade union that rooted its 

new and relatively differentiated elite in an extensive civil society. By contrast, France’s 

more protracted, extensive colonial presence in Algeria virtually eliminated traditional elites 

and constructive dialogue between generations, and the French settlers permitted far less 

French education enabling the rise of new Algerian elites. With three times the population of 

Tunisia, Algeria counted about half as many university graduates at independence in the mid-

1950s. Moreover, the revolutionary armed struggle needed to liberate Algeria from its status 

as a set of French departments and territories undercut efforts of French-educated Algerian 

politicians to engage in organized political opposition.   

Algeria’s Front of National Liberation (FLN) that launched the armed uprising in 

1954 required all aspiring members to renounce any previous political affiliations. Yet efforts 

by a part of the FLN leadership to establish political control over the military failed, and the 

ruling elite at independence consisted of the General Staff of Algeria’s standing army allied 

temporarily with a faction of the fragmented FLN. The army’s chief, Houari Boumedienne, 

seized power in 1965 and recruited some of the French university elite to positions of power, 

but they remained dependent upon him until his death in 1978, when dominant coalitions of 

military officers, including former officers of the French military as well as guerrilla leaders, 

took charge. Deprived of autonomous civilian structures, the French-educated elite remained 

fragmented and disconnected from civil society.   

Regional ties tempered the distrust of less educated guerrilla leaders for French 

trained intellectuals. For instance, Algeria’s first president, Ahmed Ben Bella, recruited 

Mohammed Khemisti, his fellow villager from Maghnia, to serve as foreign minister. A 

former medical student active in student politics, Khemisti was permitted, despite Ben Bella’s 

distrust of more educated Algerians, to recruit substantial numbers of university graduates to 
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serve as diplomats. Educated Algerians came disproportionately from Kabylia, where their 

maternal language was a Berber dialect rather than Arabic. But they could not play roles 

comparable to those of Tunisians from Sahel villages. As independent Algeria attempted to 

recover its Arabic culture, divisions between Kabyles and other Algerians intensified. 

Already in 1964 Ben Bella’s minister of education ‘Arabized’ an extra year of primary school 

education normally taught in French by an Algerian teaching staff that was predominantly 

Kabyle. He ordered poorly qualified Egyptian teachers to staff the public schools, thereby 

generating considerable resentment among non-Kabyle as well as Kabyle parents.   

Poorly executed Arabization programs resulted by the 1980s in major divisions 

between French- and Arabic-educated graduates, with the latter unable to find good jobs in 

industry, finance, or even in most public administrations. But the resented ‘French party,’ as 

it came to be called, was certainly not exclusively Kabyle. Indeed, the various grievances 

expressed by Kabyles, whether in 1962 or five decades later, were national, not regional, 

much like those of Bourguiba’s Sahel. Algeria’s elite remains highly fragmented, however, 

despite a multi-party system since 1989 that supplements the disconnected FLN. Neither 

parties nor formal institutions carry weight; without durable intermediaries the political elite 

is reduced to a small number of ‘deciders,’ not fully known to the public but consisting 

principally of active and retired top military officers, coupled with their extensive patronage 

networks serviced by oil revenues and ill-gotten gains (Werenfels 2007).  Since the election 

of President Bouteflika to a fourth term of office, the inner core of ‘deciders’ has tipped 

toward the president’s personal entourage. 

The other countries that also experienced the most extensive destruction at the hands 

of the colonizer, Palestine and Libya, have equally fragmented elites. In the case of Libya, 

Mussolini’s defeat in World War II rendered unnecessary any national liberation struggle that 

might have knit social forces into political networks; as for Palestine, the occupier managed 

in 1967 to prevent Yasser Arafat from organizing resistance on the ground in the West Bank, 

much as the French had outlawed political activity in French Algeria. Palestinian elites 

remain geographically and ideologically divided; they also at this writing seem increasingly 

unable to control angry, humiliated people in the Occupied Territories. The Israeli occupation 

repressed Fatah, an acronym standing for the Movement for the Liberation of Palestine, and 

fostered divisions by supporting the rise of Hamas in the mid-1980s as a rival. Like the 

French in Algeria until 1962, the Israelis continue to subvert any sustained anti-colonial 

opposition.    

 

Comparisons with Morocco 

As Figure _.1 suggests, Morocco experienced only two, not three generations of colonial 

occupation; no time, in other words, for a third generation of modernizers to incorporate 

earlier generations of nationalist resistance. The colonial dialectic could not play beyond a 

second generation consisting mainly of traditional urban elites associated with the Istiqlal 

Party, the Moroccan equivalent of Tunisia’s old Destour Party. The monarchy, regaining 

power with independence in 1956, never permitted a third (Bourguiba-style) generation, 

exemplified by Mehdi Ben Barka, to achieve hegemony. By encouraging political pluralism, 

however, the monarchy enabled a more vibrant civil society than in the many of the 

theoretically more monolithic republics.  

The most important legacy of the anti-colonial struggle was the monarchy itself. The 

French deposed and expelled Sultan Mohammed V to Madagascar in 1954 for refusing to 

sign decrees granting political rights to French settlers in Morocco. Overnight he became the 

beacon of national unity that all Moroccans—Berber and Arab, in the mountains, plains, and 

cities—shared as they gazed into the moon and claimed to see him and his children watching 

over them. Returned to Morocco in 1955, he was the principal hero and beneficiary of 
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independence in 1956. While sharing credit and power with the Istiqlal Party, he and his son, 

Crown Prince Hassan, deftly encouraged divisions within the party between conservative 

urban elites and a rising ‘third generation’ of lower and middle Western-educated strata, 

between the political and labor wings of the progressive forces, and between his rural Berber 

followers and the urban politicians.   

By the mid-1970s, after brutal but selective repression, King Hassan II managed to 

corral all these forces into a parliamentary regime that he and his successor Mohammed VI 

would continue to reform but control. Hassan obliged the urban radicals elected to 

parliament, for instance, to wear traditional white djellaba out of deference to their similarly 

clad ruler. Postcolonial Morocco was subsequently able effectively to neutralize the Islamist 

backlashes of the 1980s and 1990s by the king controlling the religious field as Commander 

of the Faithful while taming and coopting some of the Islamists, who were finally permitted 

to organize the Justice and Development Party (PJD).   

 

The Moroccan monarchy may invite comparison with other monarchies in the region, 

but the horizontal axis of Figure _.1 displays differences that would be even greater if 

penetration were measured on a standard interval scale. Jordan is the only other serious 

contender, but the somewhat briefer colonial presence there was substantially less intrusive, 

coming under a League of Nations Mandate whose borders were finally fixed only in 1922.  

While King Abdullah II, like Mohammed VI, has a lineage traced back to the Prophet, his 

dynasty owes its existence to the British, not to any Jordanian nationalists. The fragile 

postcolonial monarchy was propped up by Britain and the United States, and by secret 

understandings with Israel. It withstood the Islamist backlash of the 1980s only because its 

relatively tame Muslim Brotherhood had enjoyed royal favour in the 1960s as a 

counterweight to Nasser’s Arab nationalism.   

Morocco’s other possible comparator is Saudi Arabia, but this kingdom, like Yemen, 

never experienced formal colonial rule and consequently never became a battleground for 

emerging nationalist elites. The Saudi dynasty has a history dating back to 1744, only a 

century less than Morocco’s, and it also enjoys legitimacy, albeit based on a much harsher 

and simplistic understanding of Islam than Morocco’s. Political parties do not exist, and the 

principal cleavages that the king must balance are the segments within the ruling family.The 

royals coopt Western, typically American-educated commoners to high position, but their 

authority rests on connections within the ruling family. Because of their strategic importance 

and protection by the king (Hertog 2010), some specialized agencies, such as Saudi Aramco 

and the Saudi Monetary Authority, retain a high degree of autonomy from an otherwise 

voracious multitude of princes. However, there are many turf battles between royals and 

commoners as well as within the royal family, and serious signs of corruption since the 1970s 

(Holden and Johns 1982) have put the monarchy at increasing risk. As Ibn Khaldun observed 

of dynasties in the fourteenth century, the third generation tends to be overthrown by less 

corrupt, religiously inspired rivals from the desert. In 1979 descendants of the original Saudi-

led Ikhwan occupied a key mosque and were dislodged with many casualties when the Saudis 

called upon French military assistance. In 2003 and again in 2015 the Saudi authorities have 

defended themselves, so far successfully, against al-Qaeda and ISIS.  

The other monarchies of the Gulf Cooperation Council have even less legitimacy than 

the Saudis, as they are simply local families originally set up by British–Indian administrators 

and diplomats. Bahrain and Kuwait perhaps enjoy a slight edge over the others in the arts of 

association, having longer histories of parliamentary opposition and modern education. In 

response to threats from Iraq, Kuwait’s ruling Sabah family has coexisted with a parliament 

that contains some opposition like Jordan’s. But neither in Jordan nor Kuwait have ‘the 

individuals and small groups’ in parliament developed ‘the organized capacity to make major 
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and sustained political trouble if they choose’ (Higley, infra).  In Morocco, by contrast, the 

Justice and Development Party (PJD) gained some bargaining power after 2011 as the 

monarchy responded constructively with modest constitutional reforms to the popular 

uprisings associated with the Arab Spring. 

 

Civil versus military elite integration 

Apart from Morocco and Tunisia, Turkey is the only other country in the MENA to have 

absorbed and integrated its Islamist backlash into a pluralist political framework. Under 

Ottoman rule until 1918, Turkey never experienced a formal colonial presence, although it 

became bankrupt in 1876 and its state monopolies fell under multilateral European 

management after 1881. Turkey did, however, engage in an organized military uprising led 

by General Mustapha Kemal in 1919 against French, Italian, British, and Greek victors of 

World War I and prevented their efforts to seize parts of what became the Republic of Turkey 

in 1924. The young Republic’s modernizing elites, much like Bourguiba’s Neo-Destour thirty 

years later, also went on the offensive against the traditional religious authorities. The Turks 

abolished the caliphate and established the Republican People’s Party to control local 

authorities. In 1946 an opposition Democrat Party broke away from the one-party system and 

was permitted to win elections and come to power in 1950. The Turkish military intervened 

in 1960, 1972, 1980, and 1997 to protect the secular Republic from Islamist backlashes. 

Finally, the Islamist AK Party consolidated a majority in parliament, winning elections in 

2002, 2007, 2011, 2014, and 2015. After decades of military interventions taming the 

Islamists, these civilians have apparently brought the military under their control. However, 

President Erdogan’s efforts to buttress his personal rule in new constitutional reform 

threatens peaceful coexistence and elite integration between Islamists and secularists, Turks 

and Kurds, Sunnis and Alevis, and various business conglomerates.  

Although Turkey has not yet consolidated its civilian democracy, its relatively 

autonomous military contributed to elite integration by obliging the Islamists to respect the 

Republic’s secular foundations. Renegotiating these foundations is a work in progress, in 

which Tunisia and Moroccan civilians are similarly engaged. But elsewhere in the region 

postcolonial military regimes led to intensified ethnic and political cleavages. In Syria it was 

a core faction of predominantly Alawi (heterodox Shi’i) officers who consolidated power in 

1970 after a protracted series of military coups and attempted coups beginning in 1949, with 

backing from the American CIA, when most of the young officers were Sunni. Based in some 

12 per cent of an ethnically heterogeneous Syrian population, the Alawi officers brought to 

power with Hafiz al-Asad ruled over a Sunni majority. In Iraq the situation is the reverse: a 

Sunni Arab minority, 20 per cent of the population, ruled over a Shi’i majority. 

It is tempting to argue that these Arab military regimes exacerbated sectarian tensions 

between Sunnis and Shi’is. But just because 19 of Syria’s top 33 military commanders 

between 1970 and 1998 were Alawite does not mean that the regime discriminated against 

other sects.
10

 As for Iraq, Amazia Baram was hard-pressed to discover sectarian identities, 

much less differences, within top political command posts of the ruling Baath Party: ‘The 

way to distinguish between Sunni and Shi'i Arabs is through indirect information, such as 

birthplace, name, family name, and the location in which a man's career as party functionary 

has been pursued (most Shi'i Arab party activists pursue their careers in Shi'i areas)’ (1989, p. 

448). In other words, this outside Israeli observer simply assumed that these differences had 

political significance and therefore needed to be identified, within a staunchly secular Arab 

nationalist regime that denied their significance. His meticulous research also revealed, 

however, that after 1977 Saddam Hussein recruited increasing numbers of Shi’is to high 

positions exercising real influence on government policies. Further, the social origins of the 

top military elite gradually shifted from urban to rural lower strata.    
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In a subsequent study (1997), Baram showed how the rural political infrastructure 

broke down in the 1980s, leading the regime to rely increasingly on traditional tribal leaders 

loyal to Saddam, Shi’i as well as Sunni. Sunni versus Shi’i sectarian strife would seem to be 

at least as much the product of the American-led invasion of 2003 as of Saddam’s rule. New, 

predominantly Shi’i Iraqi exiles such as the late Ahmed Chalabi were parachuted into 

occupied Iraq. Phoebe Marr (2007) noted that the ‘outsiders’ dominated the political elite of 

‘liberated’ Iraq after elections in 2006. Subsequent violence and the emergence of ISIS 

throws into question the very concept of an ‘Iraqi’ political elite. Imagined communities of 

Muslim sects have reversed Benedict Anderson’s projections of nationhood. Libya, Syria, 

and Yemen also continue to disintegrate, as if to confirm Muammar Qaddafi’s rejection in his 

classic Green Book of the very concept of political elite. 

 

Challenges from the peripheries 

Morocco, Tunisia, and Turkey have been the most successful of the postcolonial MENA 

states in integrating ever more differentiated elites into their respective political systems.  

Post-revolutionary Iran deserves to be added to the list because periodic elections under its 

complex constitution of checks and balances offer some controlled political spaces for liberal 

reformists, comparable to Morocco’s. Since 2013, however, Turkey has backtracked as 

President Erdogan tightened his conservative coalition and subsequently appealed to narrow 

Turkish nationalism by resuming war against the Kurds. The North African regimes also still 

have extensive peripheries of impoverished populations.   

In the wake of the Arab uprisings of 2011 it is possible to examine how Arab public 

opinion views its respective political elites. The Arab Barometer completed three waves of 

surveys in 2008, 2011, and 2013 of representative samples in 13 countries, with countries like 

Egypt and Tunisia opening up to permit survey research in 2011. Trust in the political elite is 

indicated by the respondents’ attitudes toward the government or prime minister, the 

parliament or judiciary, the police, and the army, combined into a simple index.
11 

Amplified by surprisingly allegiant Saudis,
12

 scoring some 16 percentage points 

above the average, the wave of surveys taken a few months after the overthrow of the 

Tunisian and Egyptian presidents in 2011 displayed a high point of trust in Arab elites, with 

an average ten points higher than in 2013 for a slightly different set of countries. In Egypt 

trust plummeted as Egypt’s first elected president, Mohammed Morsi, clearly failed to 

transcend his status as a second-string leader of the Muslim Brotherhood to serve all 

Egyptians. In Tunisia, too, bitter conflicts raged between liberals, old regime politicians, and 

the Nahda, itself divided over how to handle more extreme Salafists. Indeed, the only publics 

that seemed more trusting of their elites were the oil-rich Algerians and Kuwaitis, and -- in 

very small, statistically insignificant measure -- the Yemenis. But plummeting oil revenues 

and political paralysis have surely altered Algerian public opinion since 2013, while Yemen 

disintegrates in a proxy war between Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

[Figure _.2 about here] 

 

 

Figure _.2: Trust in the political elite, 2007-2013 
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Despite its reverses, the greatest hope for consolidated democracy in the Arab region 

of the MENA lies in beleaguered Tunisia. Its biggest challenges are the security threats posed 

by long borders with Libya and the lack of integration of its peripheral regions -- places like 

Sidi Bou Zid where the Revolution of January 14, 2011 originated -- into the national 

economy. Recently available data about Tunisia’s political elite offer some hope for the 

future. Mehdi Ayari (2015) has assembled a database of the 389 ministers serving in the 

governments of Presidents Bourguiba (1956-87), Ben Ali (1987-2011), Mbaza (2011), 

Marzouki (2011-2014), and Caid Sebsi (2014- ). He shows steady increases in the 

percentages of ministers coming from Tunisia’s interior provinces, as well as their continuing 

high levels of French university education, except in the Islamist led governments of 2011-

2014.
13

 But just because ministers come from the interior provinces, rather than Tunis or the 

Sahel, does not mean that their governments will devise policies responding to the grievances 

from the interior that sparked the Revolution of January 14, 2011. In fact, more ministers 

since 2014 have bourgeois origins than those serving in any previous Tunisian governments, 

not that class origins necessarily impact upon policy.
14

  

 

Conclusion 

As Tunisia illustrates, the colonial presences in the MENA decisively affected their 

postcolonial elites, offering varying degrees of nationalist consciousness and built-in 

associational capacities. The longer and more intrusive presences enabled new Western- 

educated villagers and lower urban strata to lead nationalist movements. Their postcolonial 

elites tended to be more broadly based than those of states that had experienced a less 

intrusive foreign presence and were simply granted independence without a struggle. In these 

situations the postcolonial elite largely consisted of traditional notables and religious leaders, 
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and their newly educated villagers and lower urban strata only achieved power through 

subsequent military coups.   

In varying degree the postcolonial MENA elites became vulnerable to resurgent 

Islamist forces in the 1970s and 1980s. Those countries that had experienced political 

mobilization before independence tended to be better situated than the others to confront the 

new challenges. A new post-colonial dialectic led to the shattering of some of the more 

fragile new elites. This new dialectic consisted of the responses of national elites to the forces 

of globalization. Reminiscent of the ineffective first generation of reformists in colonial 

times, they typically first engaged in crony capitalism, twisting to their benefit neo-liberal 

reforms exacted from Western creditors. They became vulnerable to a variety of oppositions 

that independence had excluded, from secular leftists and nationalists to Islamists of all sorts.  

Catalyzed by the American-led invasion of Iraq, sectarian Islamists deepened the negative 

second generation of the new dialectic, which has spread across much of the region, 

destroying regimes and their political elites. The survivors struggle for new syntheses 

deepening their social bases, exemplified by Tunisia’s Revolution of January 14, 2011, and, 

at least until 2014, Turkey under the rule of the AK Party incorporating the Anatolian 

hinterlands.  

Elsewhere the struggles for new syntheses continue. In Palestine, anger in the face of 

continuing land theft and daily humiliations at checkpoints rages out of elite control. In the 

face of Israeli occupation, Palestinian identity is reinforced but the very concept of a political 

elite is at risk. So also in the disintegrating states of Iraq, Libya, Syria, and Yemen, where 

political elites may be subject to new definitions of their jurisdictions.  

It must be noted in conclusion that external interventions, notably of the United States 

in Iraq and indirectly as an accomplice of Saudi Arabia in Bahrain and Yemen, made major 

contributions to the new political disorder. Similarly, various outside forces are making use 

of the conflict in Syria to engage in proxy wars, in some ways reminiscent of the parties to 

the Lebanese Civil War between 1975 and 1990. As states disintegrate, the US military 

industrial complex is seen in the region as an integral partner of its corrupt elites (Kadri 2015, 

pp. 9, 228-236). 

 

Notes 

1. While taking full responsibility for any errors, I wish to thank Peter Sluglett for his careful 

review and edits of this chapter’s penultimate draft and to acknowledge the support of the 

National University of Singapore’s Middle East Institute, which Dr. Sluglett currently directs. 

2. In addition to Iran, Israel, and Turkey, the Arab states included in the World Bank’s 

definition of MENA are Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, 

Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, West Bank and Gaza, 

Yemen, and the United Arab Emirates, to which I add Sudan and Djibouti but exclude Arab 

League members Comoros and Somalia.   The most populated states, in descending order 

from 90 to 11 million, are Egypt, Algeria, Sudan, Iraq, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, 

Syria, and Tunisia.  

3. Colonialism was virtually coextensive with Islam. The only colonized parts of the world 

that were not Muslim were parts of India and China, Indochina, Myanmar, Philippines, 

southern parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, and many islands.  The only parts of the Muslim world 

that were not occupied or under some sorts of foreign control in 1920 were Iran, Saudi 

Arabia, and North Yemen.  The Russian and British spheres of influence established in Iran 

in 1907 were in temporary disarray.  

4. The makhzen is literally a granary or “magazine” in English. 

5. One interesting possible exception was the monopoly of tax farming established by the 

Hammam family in Upper Egypt from 1720s to 1769, but inevitable opposition to the 
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monopoly facilitated the forced unification of Upper and Lower Egypt in 1773 (Abul-Magd, 

2013, pp. 29-40). 

6. Sultan Kaboos, however, fostered a sense of Omani nationhood by annually 

celebrating independence not from the British in 1971 but from Portugal in 1651. See 

his manipulation of Omani historiography in Valeri (2007).  

7. Prime Minister Narendra Modi, celebrating India’s ‘special relationship’ with 

Britain in Wembley Stadium on November 13, 2015, was making a similar point 

about ‘the soil of London’ giving birth to India’s ‘freedom struggle’. British India 

was one of the few other colonial situations to have given rise to mass parties 

organizing protracted struggles for independence. 

8. Yahd Ben Achour (2008) argued that the Sunni masses, constituting 80% of the 

world’s Muslim population, have a coherent world-view that rejects all imposed 

modernization from above. Ben Achour was rector of the Faculty of Law, University 

of Tunis, until Ben Ali dismissed him. He subsequently was one of three key players 

in orchestrating the Tunisian transition to democratic elections in 2011, but he is also 

the grandson of Tahar Ben Achour, a leading conservative Tunisian cleric whose 

family was associated with Bourguiba’s political adversaries. 

9. Saad Eddin Ibrahim, public lecture at the American University in Cairo Forum, 

March 25, 2012: 

http://schools.aucegypt.edu/research/forum/events/Pages/2012Events.aspx 

10. Hanna Batatu (1999, pp. 215-226), cited by Hicham Bou Nassif (2015, p. 2), points 

out that 61.3 per cent of the officers appointed to top command positions between 

1970 and 1998 were Alawite. Nassif documents recent various forms of 

discrimination perceived by his sample of 24 Sunni officer defectors from the Syrian 

army since 2011, but government policies generally protected other ethnic and 

religious minorities as well as Alawis. 

11. In 2013 the respondents were asked how much, on a four point scale, they trusted 

the government, the parliament or other elected body of representatives, the police, 

and the armed forces. In the first and second waves of 2008 and 2011 the judiciary 

respectively replaced the armed forces and parliament. In all three waves the 

responses were sufficiently interrelated to be averaged into a single index, with 

coefficients of reliability, Alpha, exceeding 0.8. The most trusting could score up to 4 

points. The points are converted into percentages in Figure _.2.  A score of 50% 

would correspond to a half-way position between trust ‘to a limited extent’ and ‘to a 

medium (rather than great) extent.’  

12. The Saudi questionnaires were administered between 5 January and 6 February 

2011, during the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions of January 14 and January 25, 

long before Saudi King Abdullah announced major give away programs to his 

people. See the Arab Barometer Saudi country report 

http://www.arabbarometer.org/sites/default/files/countyreportysaudi2.pdf  

13. In the Nahda-led governments of 2011 to 2014 only 39 per cent of the ministers 

had a French university education, compared to over 67 per cent in all previous and 

subsequent governments. Ministers from interior provinces steadily increased from 

http://schools.aucegypt.edu/research/forum/events/Pages/2012Events.aspx
http://www.arabbarometer.org/sites/default/files/countyreportysaudi2.pdf
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22.6 and 17.4 per cent respectively in Bourguiba’s and Ben Ali’s ministries to 37.5, 39, 

22.7, and 37.5 per cent in subsequent ministries from 2011 to 2016.  These data and 

those of the following footnote were not included in Buehler and Ayari (2015) but 

are kindly provided by Mehdi Ayari in a personal email. 

14. Ministers of bourgeois origins comprised only 16.5 and 18.3 per cent respectively 

in Bourguiba’s and Ben Ali’s ministries, but they increased to 36.7 per cent in the 

first transitional government, 29.3 per cent in the Nahda-led governments, then to a 

full 77.3 per cent in the second transitional government of 2014-2015 and 50 per cent 

in that of 2015-2016 coalition under Beji Caid Sebsi. 
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