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Introduction

Few regions of the world have attracted as much attention in recent
decades as the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). Clearly, this is
a consequence of the importance of the region for world affairs and for
comparative politics. Some of those who have written about the MENA
have focused almost exclusively on the politics of individual countries
in the region, while others have focused more broadly on region-wide
political dynamics. This text adopts an entirely thematic approach to the
politics of the region. Rather than opting for an in-depth analysis of the
historic, political, social and economic particularities of individual coun-
tries, we have chosen to examine the region as whole, highlighting some
of its shared issues, traits and challenges.

The MENA, for the purposes of this book, comprises the countries of
North Africa from Morocco to Egypt, and those of the Arabian Peninsula:
Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon,
Libya, Morocco, Oman, the Palestinian Territories, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Syria, Tunisia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. For back-
ground information on the countries of the region, see The World Factbook
at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/. The area
includes the formerly British- and French-controlled states of Jordan, Iraq,
Lebanon and Syria. Finally, since neither the historic experience nor the
contemporary politics of the region would be entirely explicable without
reference to them, we also include the non-Arab states of Turkey, Iran and
[srael.

In adopting a thematic approach to the region, we are certainly not
proposing that its profound diversity and heterogeneity should be ignored.
There are enormous differences, for instance, between the historical expe-
riences of parts of North Africa and the countries in the Arabian Peninsula,
just as there are significant differences in the way they are governed.
While Islam is the dominant religion across the MENA, there is a variety
of sects, interpretations and practices of it, in addition to the presence of
other major religions such as Christianity and Judaism. Similarly, Arabic
is the language most widely spoken, but in a variety of accents and dialects
that are not necessarily mutually understandable. Other languages are
also spoken, such as Turkish, Persian, Hebrew, Kurdish and Amazigh. In
short, we are aware of the complexity and heterogeneity of the region
but we believe, nonetheless, that there are processes and trends within

1



2 Politics and Governance in the Middle East

which considerable commonalities exist. This volume seeks to strike a
balance between similarities and differences. It is also for this reason that
the textbook contains ‘information boxes’, where we link a general theme
to a specific historical event, or to a particularly important figure, or to a
concept. The boxes have the objective of highlighting the significance of
individual details and how they connect to a more general ‘story’ of the
region.

The book is structured around two interconnected frameworks that,
we believe, help to explain political, social and economic developments
in the region. One is the dynamic interaction between international
and domestic variables. The other stems from the ongoing academic
debate regarding the tension between processes of democratization and
the persistence of authoritarian rule. In relation to the first, rather than
simply looking at the history of the MENA in chronological order or
dividing the volume into key issues disconnected from each other, the
book examines not only the historical context, but also the major themes
in the politics of the region through a focus on the impact of interna-
tional factors on the region and how, in turn, local developments have
affected the perception and the policies of external actors towards the
MENA over time. This approach avoids telling the story of the region
in ways that marginalize the international dimension. Following recent
work which built on Putnam’s (1988) notion of a two-level game to
explore how the interaction between domestic and international factors
helps explain political, social and economic outcomes (Haynes, 2003;
Yilmaz, 2002; Yom and al-Momani, 2008), this volume locates external
variables as central to key developments and events in the MENA, such
as state formation, post-colonial political patterns, ideological radi-
calism, failed processes of democratic transition and the Arab uprisings
of 2011. Putnam’s work focused specifically on how the negotiating
positions of states on the international stage develop through the inter-
action of international pressures and domestic bargaining among crucial
actors. But, the interaction between the ‘domestic’ and the ‘interna-
tional’ can be expanded much further. In this volume, we extend this
approach to the understanding of the politics of the region as a whole.
Other scholars, including Owen (2004), introduced the international
dimension into their discussions of MENA politics. The novelty of
the approach adopted here is that we do so systematically for all the
themes in the book. This does not mean that local and country-specific
events and developments are irrelevant: quite the contrary. The focus
on the international dimension in the volume should not be seen as
minimizing the agency of local actors, or as an exercise in Eurocentrism
but, rather, as a device that illustrates the many linkages and mutual



