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REVIEWS: BOOKSREVIEWS: BOOKS

Understanding the Understanding the 
Political Economy of Political Economy of 

the Arab Uprisingsthe Arab Uprisings

Edited by Ishac Diwan

Reviewed by Hassan Hakimian

World Scientifi c, July 2014, £37.00 (hardcover)

Analysing the root causes and 
consequences of the recent 
Arab uprisings is the subject of 

a burgeoning literature. In this recent 
addition to a challenging subject, Ishac 
Diwan’s edited volume – Understanding 
the Political Economy of the Arab Uprisings 
– brings together a rich collection of 
diverse contributions. Most of the ten 
chapters in the book had previously 
appeared under diff erent publications of 
the Economic Research Forum for the 
Arab countries, Iran and Turkey (ERF) 
in Cairo. However, their re-assembly 
here, with a preface by Roger Owen and 
enriched by a refl ective introduction 
by the editor, adds much to our 
understanding of the rapidly changing 
political economy of the region. 

As Diwan observes, recent 
developments dispel ‘any remaining 
notion of exceptionalism’ for the region, 
but they also open up the space to new 
uncertainties or ‘less deterministic 
theoretical considerations.’ Such an open-
minded and candid approach is indeed 
a strong virtue of the book, highlighting 
at times an agenda for future research as 
well. 

Th e book is organised along three 
principal themes: the root causes of the 
uprisings, hurdles in their transitions 
to democracy and drawing lessons 
from other countries. A fourth, minor 
theme – Arab capitalism in crisis – is 
cross-cutting and the two chapters here 
(Nugent on corruption and Atiyas on 
competitive markets) could have been 

subsumed under the above themes given 
their links to either the roots of the crisis 
or challenges ahead and lessons from 
elsewhere. 

Th e book’s main theoretical strength is 
arguably its political economy approach, 
which anchors its methodology on the 
interaction between the economic and 
political dimensions of the uprisings. 
Th us the roots of the revolts are fi rmly 
located in the economic liberalisation 
experience which Arab countries 
experienced since the 1980s without a 
parallel process of liberalisation taking 
hold in the political sphere. In his chapter, 
Diwan demonstrates painstakingly how 
the emergent Arab ‘crony capitalism’ 
fuelled the alienation of middle classes, 
who – led by their youth – came to resent 
the rise of a class of well-connected 
elites with privileged access to economic 
opportunities. 

Owen goes further by elaborating how 
in the political sphere cronyism became 
intertwined with family dictatorships in 
a republican setting where ‘elected’ Arab 
rulers and their sons became de facto 
monarchs with powers and privileges 
preserved for what he describes as 
‘Presidents for life.’ 

Putting the ‘Arab Spring’ in a wider 
context, Caroline Freund and Melise 
Jaud’s quantitative study fi nds that of the 
90 countries experiencing regime change 
in the past 50 years, 39 per cent led to 
failure. Th eir study highlights success 
factors as being low natural resources, 
high female literacy and a tradition of 

parliamentary democracy – factors that 
arguably only bode well for Tunisia in her 
quest for transition to democracy. 

Other chapters too add depth to and 
extend this comparative perspective: Ersel 
on the transformative role of Political 
Islam in Turkey, Esfahani and Gürakar 
on a comparative study of social orders 
in Turkey and Iran and a last chapter by 
Shidiq and Vermonte on the early years 
of democracy in Indonesia. Th e result 
is sobering indeed for anybody who 
expected the ‘Arab Spring’ to be short or 
have a happy ending.

Overall, the book is a strong contender 
for inclusion on a highly select reading 
list on the subject. Its scope and coverage 
is excellent and quality of analysis hard to 
improve. Th is is notwithstanding the fact 
that the book leaves unresolved a number 
of pertinent issues: why, for instance, has 
the combination of revolts with crony 
capitalism been limited to the Arab 
region so far? A second ‘mystery’ – as 
Diwan puts it – is why did the uprisings 
aff ect countries that were doing relatively 
better economically?

Th e answers to both these are likely to 
lie as much in the recent Arab uprisings 
as in the wider context of understanding 
revolutions at large. But the latter 
would require a more general theory 
of social upheavals, for which the book 
undoubtedly off ers initial steps and 
invaluable insights.
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