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LIBERALIZATION AND DEMOCRATIZATION IN MIDDLE 
EAST AND NORTH AFRICA 

 
     The concepts of liberalization and democratization are not synonymous even if 
they are interrelated. Democratization cannot occur without liberalization but 
liberalization can occur without democratization. Democratization generally refers 
to more formal institutional changes in a political system while liberalization can 
be broader, less specific power shifting from one actor or actors to another 
without involving political institutions. 
 
   The pathways from liberalization to democracy have been studied broadly 
using several theoretical approaches. The first approach focuses roughly on the 
role of the state, laws and legal/economic institutions and rules of the game in a 
society.  A second approach looks at culture while a third structural approach 
emphasizes socio-economic classes, material wealth and divisions in society 
based on economic sectors. The fourth, a social movement/ civil society 
approach, emphasizes social actors like labor unions, the media and the church 
who exist outside the state and therefore can influence state behavior and the 
formation of laws.      
 
     Finally, the transitions literature addresses pluralization and democratization 
as a process and focuses on the “when” and “how” of political change. The “how” 
might include military coups, political roundtables or authoritarian concessions,  
all suggesting there is an active and constant movement among social actors 
within a society, a movement that never really ends but merely changes 
direction.1 
 
     In the case of the Middle East, semi-authoritarian states manipulate elections, 
political parties, the opposition press, and civil society institutions using safety 
valves. These valves give opposition forces “a means to release steam while 
enhancing the capacities of regimes to divide the opposition, and to gather useful 
information on the nature and scope of their opponents”.2  
 
    Most Middle Eastern states are “liberalized autocracies” that “manage power 
sharing arrangements specifically creating space for social and ideological 
accommodations that would be difficult to sustain in more traditional win/lose 
democratic systems”.3 The balance of power between executives and 
legislatures remain fixed in favor of the executive but opposition parties still have 
a chance to compete, or to build support in the electorate. 
 
   Thus, liberalization has occurred in Algeria, Jordan, Morocco and Yemen with 
several reform efforts at different times facilitating opposition party participation in 
                                                           
1 Ardovino, Michael. 2009. Reading list on democratization. USAID KSC Research Series. 
2 Brumberg, Daniel. 2005. Democratization versus liberalization in the Arab World: Dilemmas and 
challenges for U.S. foreign policy. Strategic Studies Institute. P. 4 of PDF. 
3 Ibid. P. 7-8 of PDF. 
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multi-party cabinets but actual control of the legislative bodies has never 
transpired, preventing actual democratization. In Kuwait, Islamists and their 
secular political opponents sit in the legislature and often unite, but they cannot 
“challenge the complex set of formal and informal mechanisms that allow the 
royal family to prevent any one faction from actually controlling the parliament or 
using an election victory to impose its cultural or social agenda on the rest of 
society”.4 
 
    It has also been argued that in the cases of Egypt, Bahrain, Jordan, Morocco, 
Saudi Arabia and Algeria, that the lack of true democratic political reform has and 
will contribute to more political violence. The destabilizing effects of transitional 
systems will be “more apparent when state policies of control and repression run 
their course”.5 
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4 Ibid. P. 8. of PDF. 
5 Kaye, DD, Frederic Wehrey, Audra K. Grant, Dale Stahl. 2008. More Freedom, Less Terror? 
Liberalization and Political Violence in the Arab World. Rand. P. 19. 
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