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I.
Introduction

On September 27, 2002 Moroccans voted in parliamentary elections in which more than 20 parties competed for 325 seats and in which all political parties were given equal access to public media; the Ministry of Interior launched a nationwide voter education campaign; and for the first time domestic election monitors were permitted to observe the election—all leading the National Democratic Institute to distinguish Morocco as “one of the most compelling examples of democratic development in the Middle East and North Africa.”
  The growth to more than 22,000 Egyptian NGOs has caused scholars to brag of a vibrant civil society.  In Jordan, Morocco and Kuwait, the development of the parliament has convinced the conductors of one study to claim that “the legislature has become a major arena in which the double drama of democratization and ‘reinvention’ of monarchical or family rule is played out.”
  Yet, one prominent scholar of Middle East politics noted that, “A decade after the end of the Cold War, when much of the world has embraced democratic institutions, most Arab regimes have abandoned even token deference to democratic institutions,” and that with the proliferation of incidents like the Saad Eddin Ibrahim case, “one can reasonably wonder whether Arab democracy is an impossible dream.”
  These seemingly conflicting events and observations raise several questions.  How do we reconcile these views?  To what degree are these countries democratic or authoritarian?
Dominating explanations ranging from limited and gradual political liberalization to deliberalization, to façade democracy, to survival strategy have animated debates in academic and policy circles.  None, in my mind, have produced a satisfactory and complete answer to these questions.  If liberalization is in fact limited or gradual, at what point is it so limited so as not to be recognized as democracy?  Façade or mirage democracy is problematic in that it doesn’t explain what role democratic symbols and institutions do play in this context.  Instead it only shows the lack of democratic meaning.  Survival strategy explanations are incomplete for similar reasons as façade democracy, but also suffer from a lack of clarity in terms of the connection between the institutions of the regime, the reaction by individuals and groups, and the response by the state; it doesn’t take into consideration the response of individuals.       

In this project, I attempt to answer the question: what is the role, and how do we understand the use, of democratic symbols in authoritarian settings?  What is the relationship between these symbols and practices of individuals and actions of the authoritarian state?  To what extent are Arab regimes able to use liberalization and democratization processes for the purpose for consolidating authoritarian rule?  I argue that through an interpretive social science approach to these questions, we will be able to answer these questions with more depth than a strict institutionalist democratic tools acting as a façade or survival strategy.  I conclude that tools of democracy (rule of law, civil society development, legislative processes, etc.) can be used for democratic or authoritarian purposes by observing the ways in which Arab regimes, through a monopoly of the state apparatus and careful management of state rhetoric and symbols, utilize these tools not to promote democracy, but to consolidate their authoritarian rule.  

In many ways, what follows directly and indirectly calls into question assumptions about modernity and its products.  Typical narratives of modernity promised to bring about reason through which democratic ideals and practice would become the obvious preference.  As Mitchell points out, “One of the characteristics of modernity has always been its autocratic picture of itself as the expression of a universal certainty, whether the certainty of human reason freed from particular traditions, or of technologies of power freed from the constraints of the material world.”
  Yet many contemporary experiences speak to a much different experience of which we may be able to speak of “modernities” and not a universal, even experience.  In Neopatriarchy, Hisham Sharabi illuminates this phenomenon in the Arab world where modernity (the historical development) meets patriarchy (the form of traditional society), although Arab society is “neither modern nor traditional.”
  The concept of neopatriarchy describes the conditions of patriarchy in Arab society that have not been displaced or comprehensively modernized.  Instead, they have only been reinforced and sustained in distorted, somewhat modernized forms.  The neopatriarchal state, regardless of modern institution building and legislation reflective of modern ideas, “is in many ways no more than a modernized version of the traditional patriarchal sultanate.”

Giddens understands modernity, not necessarily as a historical development, but as “modes of social life or organization which emerged in Europe from about the seventeenth century onwards and which subsequently became more or less worldwide in their influence.”
  To be certain, practices and social organization exist in both the traditional and the modern, however Giddens argues that modern social institutions are unique and distinct, what he calls “the discontinuities of modernity.”
  These discontinuities are identifiable through their vast and deep scope of change, rapid pace of change, and the nature of modern institutions.  Giddens also warns of the paradox of modernity, or modernity as a “double-edged phenomenon,” by drawing the security versus danger dialectic.  On the one hand, the development of modern social institutions has created vastly greater opportunities for human beings to enjoy a secure and rewarding existence than in any pre-modern system.  At the same time, “The arbitrary use of political power seemed to the sociological founders to belong primarily in the past.  ‘Despotism’ appeared to be mainly characteristic of pre-modern states.  In the wake of the rise of fascism, the Holocaust, Stalinism, and other episodes of twentieth century history, we can see that totalitarian possibilities are contained within the institutional parameters of modernity rather than being foreclosed by them.”
  Although Giddens’s reference is totalitarianism, the same can be argued for the subject of this project, authoritarianism.  
The sharp distinction between these two realities largely evades the human condition and experience by determining those who live inside modernity and those who live outside it:  “The passage from the pre-modern to modern is always understood as a rupture and separation, whether as a rational self from a disenfranchised world, of producers from their means of production, or of nature and population from the processes of technological control and social planning.  Each of these so-called ruptures is a way of accounting for a world increasingly staged according to the schema of object and subject, process and plan, real and representation.”
  This project illustrates the ambiguity of the pre-modern and modern experience, and in doing so, also the term itself.  
Methods of research

To approach the question posed from a number of angles, I rely on multiple research methods. Archival research, content analysis, discourse analysis, open-ended and semi-structured interviews, and focus groups are utilized to understand events and circumstances in the Arab world.  For conceptual grounding, I employ approaches from interpretive social science and social and political theory.  In doing so, I opt for a semiotic reading of events and circumstances in the Arab world both to debunk what I present as a problematic literature and to produce a stronger understanding of authoritarianism and what is called Arab democracy through what Lisa Wedeen calls semiotic practices—“the processes of meaning-making in which agents’ practices interact with their language and other symbolic systems.”  A Foucauldian interpretation of democratic tools acting as an authoritarian political technology of power serves as the central theoretical component of this study.  
I draw on a broad range of literature: democratic theory, democratization literature and all of its components (civil society, rule of law, electoral processes, etc.), sociological theory, literature on Middle East politics and society, critical theory, and postmodern and poststructuralist theory.   Informal discussions and focus groups formed of scholars, practitioners, and graduate students have helped shape the approach to scholarship by, for example, aiding in my understanding of what authoritarianism means.  This has helped me to understand how scholarship on authoritarianism is shaped—what scholars look for and, therefore, what is omitted.

Episodes in the Arab world are used to illustrate the arguments of the text; the reporting and analysis of the events described here is based on reports in a variety of media outlets, published witness accounts, and personal discussions with direct observers.  I use content analysis and discourse analysis to systematically observe how and with what frequency authoritarians talk about democracy, to then be juxtaposed against documented authoritarian repercussions for actors responding to this democratic rhetoric.  It will be no surprise to find that politicians lie; the point here, however, is to demonstrate the great discrepancy between official rhetoric and consequences for actors.  To gain a better comprehension of the functions of structures, institutions, organizations and particular events, I have conducted over 40 open-ended and semi-structured interviews with NGO leaders, intellectuals, scholars, politicians and journalists.  A limited use of quantitative data produced by others supports several propositions throughout the text.   
Although this is a project with a strong theoretical and conceptual component, I draw on the experiences of a few countries.  I have chosen these countries – Egypt, Morocco, Jordan, and Syria – for specific reasons.  First, they all have been credited in the literature on Middle East politics, to varying degrees, for significant movements toward either liberalization or democratization, and, at times, have been considered success cases; the review of this literature offered here is one of extreme skepticism.  Second, this study is not about which countries are more democratic than others; it is a project about state manipulation of symbols of “democracy.” As such, it would not make sense to talk about democratization in Saudi Arabia, where even the most basic democratic requisites of political parties and elections are illegal.
  All of the countries listed above have implemented these symbols to some degree or another. Third, in two of the cases, new, young leaders are expected to “modernize” the country including the development of democracy.  I have also chosen a mix of presidential and monarchical systems to cast aside the claim that one system is more authoritarian than the other, with the hope of eliminating the risk of criticism for choosing only one system that supports the argument advanced here. 
Defining authoritarianism

The dearth of scholarship on authoritarianism has led to definitions that tend to be imprecise, materialist in nature, and focus on absent attributes.  Linz, referring to authoritarian regimes as nondemocratic and nontotalitarian systems, defines them as “political systems with limited, not responsible, political pluralism, without elaborate and guiding ideology, but with distinctive mentalities, without extensive or intensive political mobilization…within formally ill-defined limits but actually quite predictable ones.”
  Jason Brownlee aptly points out that with this definition, authoritarianism became “a residual category defined more by the characteristics it lacked” rather than those it possessed.
  Guillermo O’Donnell in describing authoritarianism in Latin America (and has been applied by scholars to other contexts), conceptualized the Bureaucratic Authoritarian (BA) state as one that is “first and foremost, guarantor and organizer of domination” exercised by the elite, and is institutionally comprised of “organizations in which specialists in coercion have decisive weight…[and] is a system of exclusion of a previously activated popular sector which is subjected to strict controls in an effort to eliminate its earlier active role in the national political arena.”
  Both Linz and O’Donnell focused on material dimensions and repression aspects of authoritarianism, and at the same time ignored the role of the symbolic in exercising authoritarian power.    

Increasing the prominence of symbolic power, Wedeen defines authoritarianism as “leaders [being] intolerant of people or groups perceived as threatening to the regime’s monopoly over the institutions of the state, including those state-controlled institutions (the press, radio, television, schools) charged with symbolic production.”
  Heavily relying on Wedeen’s definition, I define authoritarianism as the ability of the regime to manage a monopoly over the state apparatus; it depends on a combination (and sometimes a conflation) of coercion and repression, alongside control of symbolic production of power through careful management of rhetoric and symbols, and the propensity to exercise the former when the latter does not produce the desired results.  By emphasizing both symbolic power and physical repression in the definition, and the relationship between the two, I hope to provide the foundation for explaining how Arab regimes use democratic tools for consolidating authoritarian rule, but also an attempt to understand how symbolic practices produce material outcomes.  
The text will proceed as follows.  First, I will engage in a discussion of theoretical questions with particular attention to the role of semiotics in linguistics and in the practice of meaning-making, as well as a discussion of Foucauldian notions of power and the technologies which produce it.  Second, I will present a discussion of the optimistic literature confronted in this project and the circumstances that produced it.  Presenting the theoretical section first will help to offer a more critical reading of the literature.  I will the present the description and analysis of events that instantiate the ways in which regimes assert authoritarian practices in the context of “democracy.”  Finally, I will offer some comments and conclusions about this research, address some of its short-comings, discuss the future of this project, and ponder some possible collaborative work.  
II.
Theoretical Overture

Applying semiotics: the linguistic sign and semiotic practices of meaning-making
Semiotics, the study of signs and the way we attach meaning to those signs, has its tradition in linguistics primarily affiliated with the scholarship of Ferdinand Saussure and Roland Barthes; it has, however, had an increasingly important impact on literary criticism, the social sciences (particularly sociology and anthropology), and cultural studies.  The application of semiotics in this project will prove helpful in at least two ways.  First, it will assist in debunking what I consider a problematic and overly optimistic literature.  Second, I will explore the process of meaning-making through what Lisa Wedeen calls semiotic practices to explain how Arab regimes use democratic tools not to promote democracy, but to consolidate their authoritarianism.  
The linguistic sign is composed of two necessarily related parts: a concept (signified) and the name we give it (signifier).  The relationship between the signifier and the signified is an arbitrary one; there is no inherently “natural” reason we attach certain names to certain things.  Applied outside the field of linguistics, this principle is helpful in understanding how scholars mistakenly attributed meaning to signifiers—how, for example, structures were necessarily given democratic meaning because they carry that meaning in other contexts.  
Semiotic practices refer to the study of meaning-production by analyzing “the relations between agents’ practices (e.g. their work habits, gendered norms, self-policing strategies, and leisure patterns) and systems of signification (language and other symbolic systems).”  Understanding semiotic practices requires an analysis of the ways in which people use words, establish and interpret signs, and act in the world that fosters intelligibility.
  By applying this conceptualization of semiotic practices, I argue we will be at a better vantage point to understand how regimes utilize symbols of democracy to consolidate authoritarianism.  

As Wedeen points out, a practice oriented approach can help us explain how rhetoric and symbols not only exemplify but also produce political compliance.  And as she specifically points out, “what terms such as ‘democracy’…mean to political actors who invoke or consume them and how these perceptions might affect political outcomes.”
  A reading of semiotic practices might, for example, take into consideration how the state imbues elections with democratic meaning in official rhetoric while also selecting their own opponents and how individuals choose to respond to this situation.
  Observation calls into question not only the structure of the electoral system, but also official rhetoric surrounding the elections (in which depictions of democracy are invoked), state action of opposition selections (and what that means for an understanding of democracy), and whether or not individuals decide to cast ballots, and the meaning those individuals invest in their actions or inactions.
Insisting on a semiotic practice approach specific to this project helps us to understand how authoritarians imbue democratic tools with clearly non-democratic meaning.  Here, I suggest it is intensely useful to understand how authoritarians mark democratic symbols with authoritarian actions.  This type of approach helps us to detect changes in how regimes deal with democratic changes, whereas a strictly institutional or political culture reading often assumes a fixed meaning.  Similarly, it helps detect changes in individual responses to the state and whether one may expect greater complacency, obedience, resistance, or uprising as possible responses.  An understanding of this relationship will prove helpful in the forthcoming literature review.  Suffice it to say for now that observers incorrectly assumed that regime development of democratic symbols meant that democracy, too, was amidst development.    

Foucault and technologies of power and government

By arguing for a semiotic reading of authoritarianism in the Arab world, I have hopefully provided a foundation for a Foucauldian discussion of technologies of power.  By showing the arbitrary relationship between signifier and signified, and the way meaning becomes attributed to signs, it will be easier to show how signs of democracy can become an authoritarian technology of power.  Traditional concepts of power revolve around force and the way it serves to restrain or impose compliance.  For Foucault, power is diffuse and exercises a multiplicity of relations in a complex power network, and not a hegemonic, direct, physically repressive force (although power may take that final form).  That is, power is “[not] a group of institutions and mechanisms that ensure the subservience of the citizens of a given state,” nor is it “a mode of subjugation, which, in contrast to violence, has the form of the rule,” or even “a general system of domination exerted by one group over another, a system whose effects, through successive derivations, pervade the entire social body.”
  Power is not evil, but it is inescapable: “Power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere.”
  The effects of power, Foucault asserts, can no longer describe power in negative terms in the way “it ‘excludes,’ it ‘represses,’ it ‘censors,’ it ‘abstracts,’ it ‘masks,’ it ‘conceals.’”
  Instead, power “produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth”
 by persuading the mind of its legitimacy through discursive practices.

Technologies of power become power’s vehicle in the way they organize people through mutually reinforcing political, social, and discursive practices that prescribe acceptable ways to talk, act, interact, participate and resist.  In a 1982 lecture, Foucault posed a question he would be unable to realize in a future project:  “[W]hat kind of technology of government has been put to work and used and developed in the general framework of the reason of the state in order to make of the individual a significant element for the state?”
  Although Foucault intended to conduct this work in Western society, it has its application in the context presented here, albeit with certain limitations.  He proposed an exploration of the “new techniques by which the individual could be integrated into the social entity,”
 a theme taken up in part in this project.  Indeed, one side of this project looks at how the state creates individuals as voters, as civil society participants, as citizens under legislation—all under the guise of democracy—but with much different repercussions that will be illuminated later.  

In contemporary political science, this principle has a striking resemblance to what James Scott calls “legibility.”
  In his study, state efforts at sedentarization of mobile people was what he determined to be the “state’s attempt to make a society legible, to arrange the population in ways that simplified the classic state functions.”
  Legibility is a “condition of manipulation” in which individuals (and other visible units  such as villages or fields) are “organized in a manner that permits them to be identified, observed, recorded, counted, aggregated and monitored.”
 So when the Egyptian state creates different classes of NGOs with corresponding legal requirements and restrictions on funding and the types of activities in which it is permitted to engage, one may understand this as legibility.  By incorporating Scott’s idea of state legibility of society into Foucault’s general conceptualization of power, a stronger case can be made for a particular understanding of power, yet where the authoritarian state is the primary focus of the discussion.    

One will find here an agreement with Foucault’s assessment of power—that it must be observed in positive terms, in the way it produces reality and truth.  However, there is also a high degree of skepticism that we can forget the negative aspects “once and for all.”
  In an authoritarian setting, before one reaches the Foucauldian carceral society, heavy punitive measures are taken against actors who ignore or misread the signs (and their signification) for proper modes of action prescribed in the positive terms of power.   For example, when Saad Eddin Ibrahim ignored the symbolic boundaries (and its follow-up measures) for “democratic” participation set by the authoritarian Egyptian regime, he was arrested and jailed.  The creation of proper modes of participation when disregarded led to (in negative power terms) repression.  Punishment for the disobedient in the carceral society, on the other hand, is their social and political irrelevance.  This distinction of repercussions for actors in authoritarian settings and the carceral society will be made clearer in the upcoming section where a detailed discussion of democratic tools acting as technologies of governmental power will take place.
In “Everyday Metaphors of Power,” Timothy Mitchell warns against this type of master metaphor: “the distinction between persuading and coercing,” thereby separating power into realms of the mind and of the body.
  “Power must therefore be conceived as something two-fold, with a physical and mental mode of operation.”
  This explanation of power, he argues, has obscured the elusive nature of power.  His case may be overstated.  Sometimes power is only physically repressive, sometimes power operates in mental capacities, sometimes physical repression has mental repercussions, and other times symbolic power organizes bodies in such a way conducive to the state.  Throughout the forthcoming accounts of “democratic” events, one will notice instances of these various understandings of power.  Although my definition of authoritarianism does still draw the distinction between symbolic power and physical repression, there are instances where the two are inseparable – the ways in which an act of repression by the state simultaneously acts as symbolic power against other actors and potential actors.        

III.
Literature: Review and Critique 
This literature review is arranged in a way so as to be conducive to a broad range of literature in Middle East politics, democratization studies, and comparative politics in general, while still offering a critique of this literature, all with the confines of brevity for the purpose of this paper.  To accommodate these constraints, I will address a few broad currents in Middle East politics literature, offering critique and picking up on larger theoretical issues as the opportunities arise.  After addressing the literature at large, I will discuss some specific conceptual concerns that I think offer specific insights into broader problems of studies in Middle East politics and also where the forthcoming text might provide particular insight.

The Middle East remained an untouched region of the world in the plethora of scholarship on democratic transitions until the 1990’s.  Partially inspired by Michael Hudson’s 1987 Presidential address to the Middle East Studies Association
, political scientists working on the Middle East began to concentrate on democratization and liberalization processes, with significant attention placed on the civil society approach to democratization.  As a result, much of the literature on politics in the Arab world during the 1990’s revolved around liberalization, democratization, and civil society.  Expressing this trend two, two-volume collections of essays, Civil Society in the Middle East and Liberalization and Democratization in the Arab World, may have had more of an impact on the study of Arab and Middle East politics than any other work on the subject including the most widely-used textbook on Middle East politics.
  Conferences, journal issues, research agendas, lectures, workshops and seminars were organized around this newfound niche.  


A number of motivating factors influenced this new direction, which might say as much about the academy as it does about the study of Middle East politics.  Following the end of the Cold War, funding agency support shifted away from area studies and toward issue-based research such as globalization, conflict resolution, and democratization, with particular encouragement of large-n and cross-regional research.  Driven by the economic realities of scholarship and research, many Middle East political scientists turned to the democratization debate.  Second, wanting to engage in some of the most important, empirically interesting, theoretically rich and fashionable literature in political science, Middle East specialists looked for ways their expertise could engage this literature.  Similarly, the strong desire of Middle East specialists to be comparative with other regions of the world also led to democratization studies.  Finally, a limited number of events and (at least preliminary, if not cosmetic) structural changes led scholars to look for more.  Of the motivating factors, little had to do with internal factors of the region.

Scholars committed to going beyond structuralist tendencies that omit the individual looked toward evidence of civil society for a semblance of democracy, with the most notable example being the two-volume edited set by Norton, Civil Society in the Middle East, but many other volumes, articles, and book chapters surrounded it.  These scholars, frustrated by sham elections in which incumbents often obtain 95% or more of the vote, determined that “democracy does not reside in elections.”
  Instead, democracy’s home “is in civil society, where a mélange of associations, clubs, guilds, syndicates, federations, unions, parties, and groups come together to provide a buffer between state and citizen.”
  Civil society in the Arab world was found to have “revitalized itself,” “the glimmerings of civil society undeniably glow rather more brightly these days,” “a central concept in current Arab debate over the direction of politics in the region,” and in post-war Kuwait “civil society has emerged stronger to renew its challenges to government prerogative.”
  Reviews, generally speaking, were positive and full of praise for its “overall excellence” for which “we owe a great deal” to Norton and his team.  Perhaps the greatest compliment was the lengthy and ongoing trend to talk about civil society in the Middle East.  While there was tremendous praise, criticism ensued over issues of terminology and definition, the appropriateness of applying a democratic paradigm to a so-called anti-democratic region, the difficulty of measurement, the application of a Western paradigm to a decidedly non-Western context, and contention over the space civil society occupies.  In no way do I call into question the reporting of events or, more or less, the descriptive nature of the scholarship; reportage, generally speaking, has been accurate.
Questions of conceptualization, empiricism, and theory caused great debate.  Little agreement on a definition of civil society was made—not a problem unique to Middle East scholars, but of the academy at large across disciplines, in empirical studies and theory.  Nonetheless, these discrepancies were indicative of the wide-ranging findings and perhaps could explain why Middle East politics to date has yielded few theoretical contributions to comparative politics.  Citing empirical and conceptual difficulties, Hudson pointed out that the civil society concept is problematic because of difficulty in measurement: “How can we tell when a society is ‘civil,’ and when a civil society is ‘vibrant’? And is ‘civil society’ really an indispensable cause of such democratization experiments as have occurred?”
    

Carrie Rosefsky Wickham raised conceptual questions about the realms of state and society and the space for civil society: “The emergence of independent sites of social and political expression within an authoritarian setting is not the same as civil society…[and, (drawing on Zubaida)]…civil society is not merely a sphere outside government but rather one endowed with a legally mandated autonomy, involving legal rights and protection backed by the law-state.”
  Indeed, the complete autonomy of civil society from the state has been idealized to the point many Western democracies would fail.


Scholars overemphasized the growth in numbers of NGOs, but ignored their functions, and paid little attention to questions in citizenship and civility or tolerance.  Deep descriptions of political parties, human rights organizations, women’s movements, and other associations were then wrongly charged with meaning of democracy.  Similarly, structures were erroneously assumed to have the same function as in other parts of the world. Proponents of the civil society approach downplayed the dampening effects of legal restraints, competition with state-initiated organizations and associations, and administrative requirements; they ignored altogether the inability of NGOs to engage with the state apparatus, such as influencing parliamentarians.  To put it another way, what is the function of civil society?  The undeniable importance of civil society in democratic life was overdramatized to the point of leading to an optimistic reading of democratic reform and change in the region.  

Some scholars from the region contributing to this literature looked for an “indigenous” approach and attempted to find traces of what a Middle Eastern or Islamic civil society might look like.  Many found a long-standing civil society, including tribal leaders who acted as an intermediaries (wasta) between governors and society.  On historical claims, if we are to take seriously the claim that civil society has in fact had a long existence in many Middle East countries, then how confident should we be about its usefulness or strength in promoting democracy?  Put bluntly, if there is a long history of civil society in the Middle East, and civil society leads to democracy, then where is the democracy?   
Taking a different approach, but with some overlap of contributors with the Norton volumes, Political Liberalization & Democratization in the Arab World featured a broad range of theoretical questions and perspectives (political culture and democracy, Arab intellectual discourse, the role of Islam in democracy, civil society, gender, the media, political economy, regionalism and international relations).  The editors wisely distinguished between political liberalization and – “the expansion of public space through the recognition and protection of civil and political liberties, particularly those bearing upon the ability of citizens to engage in free political discourse and to freely organize in pursuit of common interests” – and political democratization – “an expansion of political participation in such a way as to provide citizens with a degree of real and meaningful collective control over public policy.”
  They pointed out that it is possible to have one without the other – the relaxation of repression, for example, without increasing participation – and, ultimately concluded that political liberalization runs well ahead of democratization in the Arab world.  Although more theoretically rigorous, contributors avoided interpretive methods, which would have emphasized “semiotic practices [that] allows us to shift our attention away from the minimalist, formalist notion of electoral procedures to other dimensions of what might be constituted as ‘democratic’ practice.”
 
Disenchanted with the civil society explanation and drawing on stronger theoretical and comparative literature, some of which has been highlighted in and informed by the Brynen, Korany, and Noble volumes, a new wave of literature emerged focusing on more traditional institutions, some with disappointing results but others with deeper insights.  Scholars missed an opportunity to connect ethnographic detail and, interpretive methods, and the larger empirical question.
  
 
Examination of a few conceptual tools commonly employed by those trying to make sense of “Arab democracy” will help illuminate some of the problems incurred and discussed above.  Each has a distinct angle when analyzed, but taken together also raise contradictions and interesting questions.  Scholarly and policy attempts to explain the role of democratic institutions in the Arab world have referred to mirages or facades, but each of these concepts has mystified more than it has clarified understanding about “Arab democracy.”  Michael Hudson warns against misperceiving changes in the Arab world “what in Arabic is called ‘dimurqratiyya shikliyya’—the mere form or façade of democratic institutions which mask the reality of authoritarian rule.”
  Explaining democracy in the Arab world as a façade is problematic because it doesn’t explain the role democratic institutions do play; it portrays democratic institutions as a fake storefront while the real business of authoritarian rule takes place behind the scenes.  What I am suggesting in this project – how democratic institutions become infused with authoritarian meaning – is less obvious, less easily detectable.  The point is to show how authoritarian rule becomes entrenched in democratic institutions— how democratic institutions become the reality of authoritarian rule, not “mask” it.

Many experts of the region chose to explain the advent of democratic change as a survival strategy.  Regimes faced with economic and other domestic problems, and fearing their own stability chose political opening as their “survival strategy” in hope of appeasing an increasingly unruly population.  Brumberg refers to them as a “limited response,” a strategy that “elites used to reimpose their hegemony without undertaking major economic or political reforms.”
  In Jordan, severe economic problems required an IMF structural readjustment program, which, among other things required a cut in subsidies, leading to popular riots.  Deciding that a martial law regime could no longer ensure stability, “A new governing formula was needed if the monarchy was to survive…The new formula, the ‘survival strategy’ as it were…was political liberalization, a gradual relaxation or phasing out of the repressive practices associated with the martial law regime and a concomitant opening of the system to allow for freer political exercise.”
  Similar processes in the face of a variety of problems have been attributed to Egypt, Yemen, Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria.
If scholars viewed liberalization as a survival strategy, that is to say, something the regime would have preferred not to implement, and not a true process, then the literature on deliberalization and the disappointment of scholars for the “roll back” seems odd, or at least surprising.  Why should we be surprised at some recent episodes of state behavior if a true liberalization (i.e. it’s actually a façade, or a survival strategy) never occurred in the first place?  The most recent installment of this literature in the Arab world has been in the literature on deliberalization.  In Jordan, it has been argued that as a second survival strategy (this time from too strong an opposition), deliberalization is advancing to the point of “nearing a completion of a full circle back to martial law.”
  However, suggesting that King Hussein “ended repression,” “[abandoned] using coercion,” and Jordan “[stepped] off on a march toward democracy” creates a much more stark difference between the supposed periods of liberalization and deliberalization than one ought to believe.  On the other hand, suspend for a moment the preceding critique and suppose that if they are correct that a process of deliberalization is taking place but the same structures are in place, what does that say about the so-called democratic nature of these structures?  
V.
Exemplary Cases 
To dramatize the propositions made throughout this text, I offer an ethnographic reading of three cases in the Arab world.  Each event permits us to observe more than one democratic tool being used as a technology of authoritarianism and therefore allows for a more complex reading of the occasion itself.  The first two events are of a large magnitude involving two well-known personalities, Saad Eddin Ibrahim of Egypt and Toujani Faisal of Jordan.  The third case is actually observation of Morocco’s invocation of regional cultural associations and the events surrounding it, but taken together offer some interesting comparative notes.     

Emergency Law as Rule of Law: The Case of Saad Eddin Ibrahim
Saad Eddin Ibrahim and 27 associates at the Ibn Khaldun Center for Developmental Studies (ICDS) were first arrested on 30 June 2000. Ibrahim, an internationally renowned sociologist and advocate of democracy and human rights, is a professor at the American University in Cairo and the Director of ICDS, a non-governmental organization registered as a civil company in Egypt since 1988.
  It seeks to promote the use of social science research for sound policy-making in Egypt and the Arab world, and to advocate for religious and racial tolerance, civic participation and democratic development.  
In the summer of 2000 Ibrahim and 27 of his associates were detained in jail for 45 days and interrogated by State Security Investigators. In a subsequent trial, Egyptian State Security pressed four charges: receiving funding without authorization, dissemination of false information and election monitoring projects funded by the MEDA Democracy Programme of the European Union.   Ibrahim was sentenced to seven years in prison on 21 May 2001; his co-defendants were sentenced to prison terms ranging from 1-5 years. Ibrahim and five others served time. 

On 6 February 2002 – after more than 300 days in prison – Ibrahim and the five other jailed Ibn Khaldun defendants were ordered released by Egypt's highest appeals court. The court ruled that their first trial in State Security court was improperly conducted, and ordered a retrial.  The retrial began on 27 April 2002 before a circuit of the High State Security Court, South Cairo District.  The prosecution essentially retried the case unchanged from the first trial and asked for maximum sentences.  The defense strategy in the second trial was different in two respects.  Seven witnesses were introduced from among Egypt's leading public figures, diplomats, and academics, each speaking to one of the legal points raised against Ibrahim.  Their testimony aimed to establish that the case was based on selective persecution of one man for expressing his opinion, and that in fact, many Egyptians are far more critical of their country without suffering any penalty. They further refuted claims that the Ibn Khaldun Center conducted 'fake' projects, by presenting evidence of the extensive and respected output of the Center. One member of Egypt's Parliament, for example, described to the court how the Center's reports were routinely used and trusted by legislative committees on education reform and social policy.

The second new defense strategy was to challenge the constitutionality of laws penalizing the 'tarnishing of Egypt's image abroad' and Military Orders issued under the provisions of Emergency Law.  The constitutional challenge was prepared and presented by one of Egypt's most distinguished jurist, Dr. Awad El-Morr, former chief justice of the Supreme Constitutional Court. Ten additional lawyers presented the defense case and submitted hundreds of pages of legal argument to the judges. The court took the unprecedented step of holding both day and night sessions, many ending after midnight. Despite this schedule of hearings, every trial session was attended by diplomats from European and North American embassies (at least three ambassadors attended over the course of this trial), as well as human rights organization representatives and foreign and local journalists.

On 29 July 2002, with less than twenty minutes deliberation, the second trial ended before allowing the usual summary or rebuttal opportunity to either side. A stunned courtroom watched as Ibrahim and three associates were quickly hauled off to unknown locations, with a fourth convicted in absentia.  Three of the defendants, who had cooperated earlier with State Security interrogators, received suspended sentences and were immediately released.
Saad Eddin Ibrahim, Nadia Abdel Nur, Magda Ali and Mohamed Hassanein were held in a downtown detention center for more than 48 hours, during which time no access was allowed.  Temperatures inside were reported to be well over 100 degrees and Ibrahim was denied access to the medical equipment he needs to assist his breathing at night, until the US Consul was allowed to take medication and breathing apparatus to him on the third day.  On the evening of 31 July 2002, they were transferred to prisons on the outskirts of Cairo to begin serving their sentences.  Family members were informed that visits would not be allowed for two weeks.

On 4 February 2003, Egypt's Court of Cassation heard the final appeal of Saad Eddin Ibrahim and four Ibn Khaldun co-defendants.  This court had twice overturned the politically motivated sentences handed down by the State Security Court.  After hearing seven hours of testimony, the Court of Cassation adjourned – and on March 18th returned a verdict of Not Guilty on all charges against Ibrahim and the other Ibn Khaldun co-defendants. 
The case of Saad Eddin Ibrahim gives us fertile ground to observe authoritarian repercussions for civil society, rule of law, and even electoral processes.  Two senior scholars from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace warned that we ought not weigh this case too heavily in determining the progress of democracy in Egypt.
  They suggested this case is one of personal nature between President Mubarak and Ibrahim over too critical of comments made against the regime and Mubarak, personally.  One said that Saad Eddin Ibrahim is “the figment of the American media’s imagination,” cautioning that most Egyptians have no idea who Ibrahim is or what the Ibn Khaldun Center does.  Perhaps this episode may not say much about the state of Egyptian democracy, but it does say something about authoritarian state strength.  Even if we can draw no conclusions about democracy based on one case that may have been a personal matter, there is a conclusion to be drawn about the strength of the state to carry out such strong action against a handful of individuals in the absence of a real threat.  

Right from the start, the Ibrahim case had a chilling impact on Egyptian civil society.  Less than a handful of organizations and individuals publicly supported Ibrahim.
  Other organizations curtailed activities, many stopped routine publications, and very few open letters criticizing the government and Mubarak were published.  What had been termed by many a vibrant civil society, became an inactive sector of society.  Even since the release of Ibrahim – and despite his proclamation that this was testament to the strength of the democracy movement in Egypt – civil society activity has remained stagnant.
      
When Ibrahim attempted to educate voters by building a mock ballot, he was accused of reproducing ballots for the purpose of falsifying ballots, oddly, a common charge against the regime itself.
  Nobody believed these charges given the fact that only five reproduced ballots were found by the police.  Regardless of the charge made by the government, this was an obvious attempt on behalf of the regime to quash democratic activity that eventually might put pressure on the regime. It is interesting to note that numerous individuals speaking on Ibrahim’s behalf acknowledged that prosecution was personal by naming others who were more critical than Ibrahim.  It shows how strong the state is, how the state can act even when nobody believes its claims.  This reading is magnified when we look at the fact civil society retreated when popular belief lacked in what the state pursued.  One must take the strength of the Egyptian state seriously if we understand and read this distance properly.  
The Case of Toujan Faisal
In May 2002, former Jordanian Member of Parliament, Toujan Faisal, was sentenced to an 18 month prison sentence for four counts of seditious libel.  She was found guilty of “lies that hurt the state’s integrity and honor” following accusations of government corruption.  The act that brought about the prosecution was an open letter posted on a website Faisal wrote to King Abdullah pushing the King to take action against a recently passed temporary law that allowed a severe hike in the car insurances premiums paid by Jordanians.  She was detained in March 2002 after accusing Prime Minister Ali Abu Ragheb of “personally benefiting” from a government decision to double car insurance premiums, in one of a series of temporary laws called “essential” to the country’s security,
  citing the coincidence that Abu Ragheb’s family dominates the car insurance industry in Jordan.  

Faisal was a controversial figure for numerous reasons.  She was the first woman elected to the Jordanian parliament and not only was she the first woman, but she represented a severely minority demographic, the Chechen-Circassian community.  She became one of the most outspoken critics of the Kingdom and its policies related to domestic activity as well as foreign policy, especially in relation to its neighbor, Israel.  Traditional holders of power were aware of Faisal’s reputation going into the elections in 1993, but were convinced a Jordanian population was unwilling to elect a woman at that time, and even once elected were convinced she would have little power in the parliament.  These proved to be erroneous assumptions.  

As a way to assure the failure of her reelection in 1997, voting districts were redrawn so as to divide the community she represented, thereby discarding a significant part of her support base.  Even after 1997, Faisal found extra-parliamentary avenues in public forums and the media to pursue her agenda; both the architects of her reelection failure and Faisal were surprised by influence she continued to possess among larger publics.   
After spending 100 days in prison, Faisal was released by a royal pardon from King Abdullah, his only pardon since his ascension to the throne in 1999.  The pardon actually had nothing to do with the case and instead was offered on humanitarian grounds due to Faisal’s failing health.   In this case, the special pardon only lifted the penalty, but did not annul the conviction against Faisal.  With a conviction still in place, she was rendered unable to run for public office, as any individual with a criminal conviction is rendered ineligible for public office.    

Toujan Faisal’s case provides an excellent opportunity to observe issues related to rule of law, elections, and civil society.  Within this context, it is both fortunate and unfortunate that Faisal was let go. Her case drew much-needed international attention to the deterioration of civil and political freedoms in Jordan, as numerous international human rights activists circulated petitions calling for her immediate release. Faisal's conviction in State Security Court on flimsy grounds was an embarrassment to the regime. While her many supporters were relieved that she had been released, the larger problems – amendments to the penal code and the scores of temporary laws – maintain a stranglehold on political freedoms in Jordan.
Toujan Faisal's lawyers sought to contest precisely this temporary law, which prevented her right to appeal to the Higher Court of Justice. More than 150 prominent politicians and political activists signed a letter to the king calling for Faisal's immediate release, and the Charitable Circassian Society and Chechen-Circassian dignitaries (Faisal is of Circassian origin) appealed to the prime minister for her release. Just one day prior to the royal pardon, Faisal's lawyers lost their challenge to the constitutionality of the temporary law. Yet while the pardon released Faisal from her penalty, her conviction stands. Under the law, those convicted of non-political crimes and receiving prison sentences of over one year are ineligible to run for public office.

As with Saad Eddin Ibrahim's arrest and conviction in Egypt in 2000, Toujan Faisal's case cuts to the heart of a much larger problem of severe restrictions on political expression and civil rights. If one takes Washington's pro-democracy talk at face value, Jordan should be a model for US support: a moderate, pro-Western Muslim country intent on moving, however slowly, toward greater political, civil and economic freedoms. If democracy in the Arab world is really on the State Department agenda, Jordan stands as a test case.
VI.
Conclusions
This paper has hopefully made plausible the argument that authoritarian regimes utilize democratic tools not to promote democracy, but to consolidate their authoritarian rule.  Drawing on three cases, I have shown how authoritarian actions combined with the rhetoric and symbols commonly associated with democracy produce regime-friendly responses while creating a contained space for individuals to act without engaging in power-sharing with the state. 
The continuation of this project relies on a number of advancements.  Perhaps the most important component of the project’s future is to conduct more fieldwork.  Ethnographic detail will produce more examples as well as greater depth to the propositions to the preceding text.  Observing public, and some official, spectacles such as public speeches and national celebrations will help me to understand the role of democracy talk in official rhetoric.  Second, observing the political practices of individuals and groups as they cast ballots in elections, carry out the work of NGOs, or participate in protest and resistance movements will help produce a stronger understanding of the limits the state places on so-called democratic participation, the ways in which individuals and groups obey or not, and the repercussions as a state response.  The continuation of open-ended and semi-structured interviews will continue to serve as an important research tool.  The ability to interview NGO leaders, parliamentarians, Arab intellectuals and ordinary citizens will add what one may call a strong indigenous perspective.  

A public opinion survey conducted in each of these countries will add an important element to the project.  It will produce a quantitative component to the study as well as a social psychology undertone to certain aspects of the project.  Because I believe democracy is perceived as much as it is (or isn’t) practiced, survey data will help register, for example, to what degree citizens believe casting a ballot or obtaining membership to an organization is politically meaningful.  I intend to bolster these results with qualitative, semi-structured, follow-up interviews with survey participants.  


A future version of this project will add another democratic tool – media development.  The role of the media in promoting democracy has been well documented and theorized.  There is also a wealth of scholarship explaining how authoritarians and dictators use state-owned and state-controlled media in the studies on propaganda.  Few studies, if any, have considered both components in the same study.  Contemporary media studies in the Middle East have focused on the role and potential impact of the internet, as well as the al-Jazeera phenomenon.  None, to my knowledge, have produced a deeper understanding of how authoritarians manipulate state and privately owned media, but under the guise of democracy.  

While I do consider this project comparative in nature, I also realize it isn’t comparative in the strictest sense of the term, and that more traditional comparativists may find the analysis offered here unsatisfying.  And while I see their point, that was the not the goal of this project at this point in time; the point was to consistently instantiate the ways in which authoritarians use symbols to consolidate authoritarianism.  For some, this gulf may be an irreconcilable difference due to my insistence on the application of ethnographic detail, interpretive methods, and certain theoretical and conceptual underpinnings.  Nonetheless, this project will benefit from a stronger comparative analysis.  Greater ethnographic observation and stronger comparative method can help explain, for example, the different outcomes produced by Emergency Law in Egypt and Temporary Law in Jordan.  Not all regimes rely on each of the democratic tools equally; a stricter comparison could help produce a better understanding of why some regimes rely on certain components more than others.  

This research has relevance and importance to political science both in its future and current forms.  By focusing on the relationship between democratic tools and outcomes, I am convinced it will be easier to characterize regimes into the ever growing list of hybrid regimes.  In fact, it may even be possible to eliminate some of the categories altogether.  By producing a stronger understanding of the told of the democratic tools in authoritarian settings, the need will be eliminated for producing a new regime type for each idiosyncrasy that confuses the scholarship.  (Illiberal democracy, semi-authoritarianism, etc.) have proliferated to the point of nearly meaningless classification.   

It adds to the trickling literature explaining what authoritarianism is and the ways in which it operates, by not leaving it to be a category of non-democracy.  In doing so, this project also produces a deeper understanding of the multiplicity of mechanisms through which authoritarians produce power.  Following Wedeen’s lead of showing how symbols and rhetoric produce outcomes, I have attempted to exemplify how the use of democratic symbols produces certain political outcomes.  In democracy studies, the analysis offered here, through cross-regional analysis, may help explain aspects of what is referred to in the literature as Third Wave reversals.  Similarly, it speaks the ongoing dilemma of the persistence of authoritarianism.  Finally, it addresses another dimension to the understanding the mechanisms through which the state gains autonomy from society.  In doing so, it also exemplifies the ambiguity of the domains of state and society.   
A few comparative notes

One might reasonably ask how this situation is different in Western democracies—how do we distinguish?  The answer lies in a couple of places.  First, I should note that I assume authoritarianism and democracy do not exist in their pure forms anywhere; authoritarian practices can be found in the United States as well as democratic practices can be found in Syria.  Also, I would argue that governments of what we would commonly refer to as democracies utilize symbolic power as much as authoritarian regimes.  The difference has to do with two things:  (1) the degree to which regimes and governments exercise their monopoly over the state apparatus and the corresponding levels of contestation to that monopoly and (2) the type of repercussions on groups and individuals when compliance is disregarded.  Similarly, one may ask about technologies of governance and whether or not it is truly different than western society.  Again, for me, the difference lies in the degree of self-policing and self-disciplining in each of the societies.  While symbolic power and technologies of governance appears in both societies, the context under analysis here is far from what Foucault describes at the “carceral society.”  

Analyses like the one offered here are not without their own problems.  I do not wish to suggest that there never are, and certainly not that there will never be, positive movements toward democracy.  Certain recent currents of research may reasonably leave one with a feeling of optimism, although it may also be too early to tell.  Jason Brownlee’s research observes the unintended consequences of authoritarian regime implementation of liberalization and democratization as a survival strategy.  He argues that through the structural transformation, although intended to be a façade as far as the regime is concerned, cracks are left in the system, which can and are filled by those interested in democratic change.  These unintended consequences are further accelerated by elite defection in which both opposition gains strength and the state loses support.  


The success of these propositions, in my mind, will depend on the answers to a number of questions.  How quickly does the authoritarian state detect these cracks and actions that would undermine the regime?  What strategies does the state implement to cover the cracks?  Are elites still elites once they defect?  Political elites and sometimes economic elites do not exist outside the state; the state has created them.  So, do they remain elites after defecting?  What impact do they have if they are no longer elites?  How do they help opposition other than strength in numbers?

Because this project has advocated an alternative and, hopefully, innovative approach to authoritarianism, it is necessarily programmatic for further research; one consideration is in collaborative endeavors.  The ethnographic detail and observation advocated in this project, combined with elite-based and institutionalist research mentioned above could provide highly satisfactory answers to important questions.  By adding ethnographic detail, we can better answer:  What does the role of elites become once they defect?  How does the nature of political opposition change once elites defect toward them?  Do they become more “mainstream”?  What are the detailed, corrective measures the state takes in filling the cracks when the façade democratic shift takes place?  

Finally, one may also make a reasonable case for gradualism – that a transition to democracy is a gradual process and ought not be rushed, as scholars inside and outside the region have noted.  Indeed, some scholars of the region note that notions of “civil society” have been around for centuries.  How much more gradual can one get?  When does gradualism become a fairy tale?  If we are to believe this account, which could arguably be the case, then it would appear the architects of the process do not have this goal in mind.  At this point numerous “openings” are available without any real end.  It would seem that fewer avenues for participation would be opened with a full follow through to participate and engage in state decision-making.  Gradualism ultimately becomes an excuse for unacceptably slow or non-existent progress toward democracy.
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