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The goal of this course is to provide students with the opportunity to get a closer look to
the political dynamics of the Middle East and North Africa, to get to know the main
political actors and to be introduced to theoretical debates on democracy in this
region. The countries of the Middle East and North Africa (also refered as MENA), and
particularly the Arab countries, have traditionally been seen as hostile for democracy.
Other regions such as Southern Europe, Latin America, Eastern Europe and even parts
of Africa experienced transitions to democracy since the 1970s. In contrast, several
Arab countries that initiated political reforms in the 70s or the 90s entered a deliberalisation phase in the 2000s, characterised by a harsher repression against of all
forms of opposition. The wave of popular protest and subsequent changes initiated in
2011, commonly referred as Arab Spring or Arab Awakening has shaken the terms of
the debate on democracy in the Middle East. Several dictators have fallen; other
countries have introduced political reforms and others have reinforced their traditional
strategies of social control: a combination of subsidies and repression. External actors
are also re-evaluating their policies towards this region and are trying to draw lessons
from their past actions (or lack of action). In this critical juncture it is particularly
relevant to analyse the domestic and international factors that could contribute to
increase (or decrease) the prospects of this region (or parts of it) becoming more
democratic.
This is a compulsary course. It introduces the student into the politics of the Middle
East, an area with many ramifications into world politics (security, lobbying, among
other). The course aims to apply to this particular region concepts and debates that the
student will see in other courses of the program.
Module 1:
Find out what makes authoritarian regimes so resilient
When looking at world rankings on democracy, freedoms and governance you may
have realised that the MENA is one of the least performing regions in the world. Why?
Is there anything peculiar to this region that makes it more hostile to democracy? Or is
it just a matter of time? There are two different ways of trying to come to an answer to
these questions. The first consists in analysing why there are so little democracies in
this region and why it seems so difficult for democracy to take roots in the MENA. The
second is to put the focus on authoritarianism rather than democracy and transform the
question from “Why are there no democracies in the MENA?” to “What makes
authoritarian regimes so resilient in this region?”. Which of those approaches seems
more relevant to you? To a certain extent, the Arab Spring (the phenomenon of massive
protest that shook the region in 2011 and that forced some long-lived autocrats to step
down) challenges some of the assumptions of previously existing debates. Yet, the
aftermath of the political processes triggered by those protests have reinforced some
views suggesting that the MENA is (and will be) unfriendly for democracy. When
looking at the news coming from the region you may have already experienced a similar
feeling of frustration. The purpose of this unit is for you to think critically and look at

unfolding events in light of these debates and, ideally, to be able to contribute to them.
You may, one day, be able to contribute to strengthening the roots of democracy or
making authoritarianism less resilient. Not only scholars but many activist and
anonymous people are already very busy trying to do so.
Readings and other resources:
-

-

Authoritarianism in Arab countries Read the UOC materials on this issue, they
provide a summary of the main theoretical schools and relevant debates
Bellin, Eva (2004) “The Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Middle East”
Comparative Politics, n. 36, pp 139–157.
The Worldwide Governance Indicators A freeaccess data-base from the WorldBank http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#reports
Amnesty international anual report Yearly published index and corresponding
country
reports
You
can
download
the
report
from:
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2017/02/amnesty-internationalannual-report-201617/
Freedom in the world Yearly published index and corresponding country reports
You can dowload the report from: https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedomworld/freedom-world-2018

Module 2:
Evaluate whether opposition movements, including Islamist ones, can be a force
for democracy
Have you ever doubted whether you should qualify a political party or a group as
Muslim or Islamist? Or have you hesitated between the terms salafist or jihadist? Do
you know what Wahhabist means and in which context you should use it? If you have
already been following the politics of the region you may have also wondered whether
the terms Islamist still apply to AKP party in Turkey or Ennahda in Tunisia? When
looking at elections in which Islamist forces obtained a large support you may have
heard some people saying that Islamist parties play with democracy but don’t believe in
it. If you were already interested in this region, you may have been caught by surprise
when you saw that Islamist movements had a low profile in the protests. You may have
discovered, then, that the societies of the MENA region are not only active but diverse
too. This second challenge will invite you to apprehend the diversity of opposition
movements in the MENA region, including Political Islam. In the previous unit, you
have become familiar with the nature of political regimes in the region and why
authoritarian has been so resilient. By taking up this challenge, you will start to get
familiar with the opposition to these regimes, getting to know which kind of protests
have erupted in the past and, consequently, knowing those that could be leading to new
uprisings in the future.
Readings and resources:
-

Political Islam and protest movements Read the UOC materials on this issue,
they provide a summary of the main theoretical schools and relevant debates

-

Tamara Cofman Wittes (2008) Three Kinds of Movements; Journal of
Democracy, Volume 19, Number 3, July 2008, pp. 7-12. https://0-searchproquest-com.cataleg.uoc.edu/docview/195561768?accountid=15299
BRAVE - Azza Soliman Story. Amnesty International. 20/10/2017.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=koEopWGQjrU
Diab, Khaled. Egypt: The war of attrition against revolutionaries. Al Jazeera.
25/01/2017.
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2017/01/egypt-warattrition-revolutionaries-170125074249216.html
Middle East Eye “Egyptian rights activist Azza Soliman arrested”, Middle East
Eye, 7/12/2016. http://www.middleeasteye.net/news/egyptian-rights-advocateazza-soliman-detained-510019668
Michaelson, Ruth. Arrest of leading Egyptian feminist Azza Soliman sparks
anger.
The
Guardian.
07/12/2016.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/07/womens-rights-activist-azzasoliman-arrested-in-egypt

Module 3:
Assess the impact of the Arab-Israeli conflict on democracy and viceversa
Almost everyone has an opinion on the Arab-Israeli conflict. People often position
themselves and the others as pro-Palestinian or pro-Israeli. You may have in mind
images of local politicians wearing t-shirts supporting Palestinian’s right to selfdetermination or praising Israel as a start-up nation. You may have even participated in
discussions on whether a certain institution or person should be invited or be proposed
as a partner. The Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement is well-spread
globally. You may have also wondered whether Hamas should be qualified as a terrorist
organisation and which kind of relations should be established with this movement. You
may have followed Trump’s decision reiterating that Jerusalem is Israel’s capital and
that the US embassy will be moved to this city regardless of whether there is a peace
agreement or not. You may have read some articles in the press urging Europe to
respond by recognising Palestine as a State. For everyone, but particularly for those of
you genuinely interested in International Relations, it is impossible to scape this
conflict. By taking up this challenge you are getting ready to go beyond your initial
assumptions. You will realise that you knew some aspects of this conflicts but that you
were missing some others. And most important you will reflect upon whether this
conflict has been an obstacle for democracy in this part of the world or whether poor
democracy (or lack of it) made progress more difficult. All in all, next time you discuss
this conflict with your family, friends or workmates you will be able to present more
sophisticated arguments and elements that may not be sufficiently known by the large
public
Readings and resources:
-

-

Michaelson, Ruth. Arrest of leading Egyptian feminist Azza Soliman sparks
anger.
The
Guardian.
07/12/2016.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/07/womens-rights-activist-azzasoliman-arrested-in-egypt
Pearlman, Wendy (2009) “Spoiling inside and out: Internal Political
Contestation and the Middle East Peace Process”, International Security, vol. 33,

-

-

-

n. 2, pp. 79-109. http://0-www.jstor.org.cataleg.uoc.edu/stable/40207142?pqorigsite=summon This will be particularly useful for the academic task
Smooha, Sammy (2002) “The model of ethnic democracy: Israel as a Jewish and
democratic state”, in Nations and Nationalism, vol. 8, n. 4, pp. 475–503.
http://0-onlinelibrary.wiley.com.cataleg.uoc.edu/doi/10.1111/14698219.00062/full This is background reading for the practioners's task
20/09/2017. President Mahmoud Abbas Speech at UN General Assembly.
https://youtu.be/-FcC892OIe0 If you prefer to read the transcript it is available
here:
https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/palestinians/full-text-abbasaddress-to-un-general-assembly-1.5452564
19/02/2017. PM Benjamin Netanyahu Speech at UN General Assembly.
https://youtu.be/2GV9RcHkJTA. If you prefer to read the transcript it is
available here: https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/full-text-netanyahu-saddress-to-un-general-assembly-1.5452301

Module 4:
Who cares about democracy?
You may remember from the first module that we some authors argue that the region we
are studying is different, is exceptional. Even those that do not agree have identified
elements (e.g. the rentier system or the robustness of the security apparatus) explaining
why democracy does not take roots. If this is the case, why should we care about
external democracy promotion in the region? Does this mean that we are investing in
something that will never materialise? Or does it mean that this policy is not a genuine
priority but an instrument to achieve something else? But you may disagree. You may
think that there are examples that are now proving that democracy can take roots
(Tunisia?) and that even in the most difficult circumstances there are reforms to be
promoted and democratic activists to be protected Through this module, you’ll be
challenged. As you already did in the second exercise as you will have to put yourself in
the shoes of people with very different positions and interests. You will also have the
chance to focus on Turkey. Note that the Middle East is more than it’s Arab core.
Turkey, because of its peculiar position (candidate for EU accession, member of
NATO) is sometimes considered as an external actor but it’s also a regional power in
the Middle East. In the framework of this challenge, we will try to analyse Turkey as
both a country with a difficult democratisation process but also as a country whose
policies may have an impact in the democratisation of other parts of the region.
Readings and resources:
-

-

External actors and democracy in the Middle East Read the UOC materials on
this issue, they provide a summary of the basic fact you need to know about the
democratisation as part of the foreign policies of the US, EU and Turkey in the
region
Altunisik, Meliha (2008) "The Possibilities and Limits of Turkey’s Soft Power
in the Middle East", Insight Turkey, vol 10, n.2, pp. 41-54
Onis, Ziya (2014) "Turkey and the Arab Revolutions: Boundaries of Regional
Power Influence in a Turbulent Middle East", Mediterranean Politics, vol 19, n.
2,
pp.
203-219.
https://0-www-tandfonlinecom.cataleg.uoc.edu/doi/full/10.1080/13629395.2013.868392

-

European Union (2011) A new response to a changing neighbourhood. Brussels,
May
25,
2011
(only
pp.
1-21)
Available
on-line:
https://ec.europa.eu/research/iscp/pdf/policy/com_2011_303.pdf
European Union (2015) Review of the European Neighbourhood Policy.
Brussels,
November
18,
2015
Available
on-line:
http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/enp/documents/2015/151118_jointcommunication_review-of-the-enp_en.pdf

