
CHAPTER 8

STATE AND CAPITALISM 
IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA: 

A CRITICAL POLITICAL ECONOMY APPROACH

Görkem Altınörs1

8.1. Introduction: Recasting the ﻿Political Economy of MENA in the 
Global Capitalist Order

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) has long been interpreted through 
frameworks of exceptionality, whether as an oil-dependent periphery governed 
by entrenched authoritarian regimes, or as a cultural and civilisational anomaly 
resistant to democratic reform and economic ﻿liberalisation. Dominant analytical 
paradigms, including ﻿rentier state theory (Beblawi, 1987), models of authoritarian 
resilience (Halliday, 2005), and more recent typologies of “﻿state capitalism” (Al-
Sulayman, 2021; Sayigh, 2020), have contributed to a reified portrayal of MENA 
states as anomalous, self-contained, and structurally detached from the assumed 
trajectory of liberal capitalist development (Baumann & Roccu, 2023). 

This chapter contests such accounts by re-embedding MENA within the 
historical and structural dynamics of global capitalism. Rather than conceiving 
of the region’s states as deviations from a liberal norm (Hinnebusch, 2006), it 
conceptualises them as historically specific articulations of capitalist state formation, 
shaped by imperial entanglements, transnational circuits of accumulation, and 
domestic class configurations. The Arab uprisings, the counter-revolutions that 
followed, and the subsequent reconsolidation of authoritarian rule demonstrate 
that the political economy of the region cannot be adequately understood through 
analytical approaches that abstract domestic state structures from the wider global 
context in which they are constituted.

Drawing upon a Gramscian historical materialist perspective (Bieler & 
Morton, 2018), the chapter theorises the state not as a neutral institutional 
container or a technocratic apparatus, but as a social relation: a historically 
situated condensation of class forces embedded in global processes of capital 
accumulation, crisis management, and ideological struggle. This approach departs 
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from paradigms that reinforce the exceptionalism of the MENA region, instead 
positing it as a critical and contested site in the reproduction of global capitalism, 
characterised by uneven development, the interplay of coercion and consent, and 
shifting hegemonic configurations.

The chapter is animated by two central questions: how is the capitalist 
state constituted and transformed in the MENA region, and in what ways 
do transnational capital and domestic class dynamics shape contemporary 
configurations of state power? In addressing these questions, the chapter proceeds 
in five sections. The following section develops a theoretical framework informed 
by the work of Gramsci, Poulantzas, and critical approaches to international 
political economy. The third section examines the global restructuring processes 
that have transformed state forms in the region since the late twentieth century. 
The fourth section offers a comparative analysis of the reconfiguration of state-
capital relations in selected cases, highlighting their differentiated but structurally 
embedded character. The fifth section explores the dynamics of crisis and ﻿resistance, 
focusing on the emergence and disciplining of popular mobilisations and counter-
hegemonic struggles. The concluding section reflects on the implications of these 
dynamics for understanding the reproduction and transformation of capitalism in 
the global periphery. While ﻿Egypt is examined in greater empirical depth due to 
the relative accessibility of data, the subsequent analyses of ﻿Tunisia and the Gulf 
are expanded to achieve a more balanced and comparative treatment across cases.

8.2. Theoretical Framework: State as Social Relation in the Global 
Capitalist Order

To analyse the political economy of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
in a manner that transcends exceptionalist paradigms, this chapter adopts a 
theoretical framework rooted in historical materialism and critical political 
economy. At its centre lies the Gramscian conception of the integral state, a social 
relation that fuses coercive and consensual elements, rather than functioning as 
a merely administrative or juridical apparatus (Gramsci, 1971). This perspective 
offers a powerful analytic lens through which to comprehend the persistence and 
transformation of authoritarian rule in the region, not as the outcome of cultural 
predispositions or institutional legacies, but as a historically specific expression of 
class domination embedded within the global capitalist order.

Gramsci’s theorisation of the state eschews reductionism, presenting it not 
simply as a set of formal institutions or instruments of ﻿repression. Instead, the state 
comprises both political society, the domain of organised coercion including the 
military, police, and ﻿judiciary, and civil society, the sphere of cultural institutions, 
religious authorities, education systems, and the media, where ﻿hegemony is 
constructed and consent is actively produced (Gramsci, 1971). Hegemony, in this 
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conception, is not imposed unilaterally from above, but continually produced and 
reproduced through the shaping of “common sense”, the articulation of ideology, 
and the organisation of consent. As such, the state emerges as both an instrument 
of domination and a terrain of struggle, mediating contradictory pressures between 
dominant and subordinate social forces (Bieler & Morton, 2003). This framework 
is particularly valuable for interrogating the durability of authoritarian regimes 
in the MENA region. Such regimes cannot be adequately explained through 
reference to coercion or rentier redistribution alone; rather, they are sustained 
through multifaceted hegemonic strategies, including developmentalist narratives, 
religious legitimation, technocratic ﻿governance, and geopolitical alliances. The 
state should not be understood as a static or self-contained entity, but as a dynamic 
condensation of shifting social relations, shaped by crisis tendencies, popular 
﻿mobilisation, and the pressures of global restructuring.

This relational and non-instrumentalist understanding of the state is further 
enriched by the contributions of Nicos Poulantzas, who theorised the capitalist 
state as a material condensation of the balance of class forces (1973). For Poulantzas 
(1978), the state constitutes an ensemble of social relations that, while relatively 
autonomous, is never external to class struggle. This conception enables a more 
nuanced understanding of how the state manages the contradictory demands of 
capital accumulation, social reproduction, and political legitimacy (Jessop, 2017). 
Such an approach is indispensable for the analysis of ﻿peripheral states such as 
those in the MENA region. Here, the form and function of the state are deeply 
conditioned by its integration into a global capitalist system marked by uneven 
development, imperial hierarchies, and structural dependence on financial and 
military alliances. Mengüaslan (2022) demonstrates this in the Syrian context, 
showing how local authoritarian durability intersects with internationalised 
processes of war economy and neoliberal reconstruction, in line with an uneven 
and combined development framework. These states are not deficient versions of 
an ideal liberal model, but complex formations whose institutional architectures, 
accumulation strategies, and crises of legitimacy are shaped by their embeddedness 
in global circuits of trade, debt, investment, and militarised ﻿security ﻿governance.

This perspective also invites a critical re-evaluation of dominant typologies 
such as the ‘﻿rentier state’ and ‘﻿state capitalism’. While the ﻿rentier state 
framework highlights the political and fiscal significance of oil rents, it often 
adopts a functionalist and depoliticised logic (Richter, 2020), overlooking the 
class dynamics, labour regimes, and imperial entanglements that underpin the 
circulation and deployment of rent (Beinin et al.,  2020). Likewise, typologies of 
﻿state capitalism frequently reify institutional forms (Alami et al., 2022), failing 
to grasp how state-led accumulation strategies are embedded within broader 
geopolitical alignments, class coalitions, and technocratic ideologies (Altınörs, 
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2025). Whether in the Egyptian military’s expansive economic activities, ﻿Saudi 
Arabia’s deployment of sovereign wealth for developmental legitimation, or 
Algeria’s management of hydrocarbon rents through nationalist rhetoric, it is not 
the visibility of the state per se that is analytically decisive, but the social relations 
that constitute and contest its authority.

Against such static typologies, this chapter advances a historically grounded 
and relational theory of the state, one that foregrounds the articulation of 
coercion and consent, the contradictory role of the state in managing crises, and 
the imbrication of national institutions within global circuits of capital. This 
relational framework informs the comparative sections that follow, where the 
articulation of coercion and consent, and the ﻿mediation of accumulation and 
legitimacy, are examined across distinct national contexts. The following sections 
will operationalise this framework to explore how states across the MENA region 
have been restructured in response to neoliberal globalisation, sovereign debt 
regimes, and shifting imperial configurations.

Table 1
Comparative Table of Theoretical Approaches to the MENA State

Dimension Rentier State Theory State Capitalism
Gramscian Historical 
Materialism

Core Premise
Oil rents create autonomous, 
authoritarian, redistributive 
states

The state plays a direct role 
in capital accumulation 
through SOEs, investment, 
etc.

The state is a social relation 
shaped by class conflict and 
global capitalism

Analytical 
Weakness

Functionalist, depoliticised, 
ignores class and imperial 
dynamics

Institutionalist, static, 
often neglects ideology and 
coercion

Avoids reification; focuses on 
coercion, consent, crisis, and 
transnational circuits

View of the 
State

Rent-distributing machine, 
detached from productive 
economy

Economic actor and 
regulator, often nationally 
oriented

Condensation of class forces: 
mediating accumulation and 
hegemony

Relation 
to Global 
Capitalism

Often treated as exceptional 
or outside of global logics

Sometimes downplays 
external financial/imperial 
influences

Fully embedded in global 
hierarchies, financial regimes, 
and imperial networks

Examples 
Reconsidered

Gulf monarchies as passive 
rentiers

Egypt’s military economy as 
state capitalism

Egypt, Tunisia, and the Gulf 
as different expressions of 
authoritarian neoliberalism 
and imperial integration
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8.3. Global Restructuring and the Remaking of the MENA State

The reconfiguration of state forms in the Middle East and North Africa must 
be situated within the broader trajectory of global capitalist restructuring. From 
the mid-1970s onwards, the crisis of Fordist accumulation and the collapse of 
post-war developmentalist models precipitated a transition towards ﻿neoliberalism 
as the dominant mode of ﻿governance. This was not merely an economic shift, but a 
comprehensive transformation in state-society relations, social reproduction, and 
imperial strategy, developments that reverberated throughout the global South, 
including the MENA region.

Neoliberalism in the MENA region did not emerge organically as 
a domestically driven process; rather, it was imposed, negotiated, and 
institutionalised through a combination of external conditionalities and elite 
strategies of adaptation and consolidation. Structural adjustment programmes 
administered by the ﻿International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank 
(WB) during the 1980s and 1990s dismantled state-led developmental models. 
These programmes mandated ﻿privatisation, trade ﻿liberalisation, cuts to public 
subsidies, and the reorientation of policy towards attracting ﻿foreign direct 
investment (Roccu, 2013; King, 1999). The neoliberal state that emerged was not 
a “minimal” or retreating state, but a restructured one, centralised, disciplinary, 
and selectively interventionist in ways that prioritised capital accumulation and 
elite reproduction. This period also witnessed the entrenchment of authoritarian 
rule. Far from engendering democratisation, economic ﻿liberalisation exacerbated 
existing contradictions: rising unemployment, labour informality, declining 
social protection, and heightened popular discontent. In ﻿Egypt, ﻿Tunisia, ﻿Jordan, 
and Morocco, neoliberal restructuring became a vehicle for the consolidation 
of authoritarian ﻿governance, enabling ruling elites to recompose class alliances 
while fragmenting and depoliticising oppositional forces (Tansel, 2019). In the 
Gulf monarchies, the immense fiscal resources derived from hydrocarbon rents 
facilitated the orchestration of consent alongside coercion, with public sector 
employment and subsidised consumption operating as key mechanisms of social 
control (Hanieh, 2024).

Concurrently, MENA states became increasingly integrated into transnational 
circuits of finance, logistics, and militarised ﻿security ﻿governance. International 
financial institutions, sovereign debt markets, and bilateral donor agencies acquired 
considerable influence over domestic policymaking, constraining the space for 
redistributive or developmental alternatives. According to the IMF (2025), debt-
to-GDP ratios remain elevated across much of the region: ﻿Egypt, 95 %; ﻿Tunisia, 
85 %; and ﻿Saudi Arabia, 25 %. While Gulf monarchies sustain fiscal surpluses 
through hydrocarbon revenues, North African economies continue to face 
tightening external constraints and heavy debt-servicing burdens, underscoring 
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divergent trajectories of state–capital restructuring in the post-pandemic era. 
Military assistance and ﻿security partnerships with Western powers further 
reinforced a counter-revolutionary regional order in which regime stability was 
privileged over democratic transition. The restructuring of the MENA state must 
thus be understood as a product of both domestic class conflict and externally 
imposed financial and geopolitical imperatives emanating from the global core 
(Hanieh, 2013). The contradictions of this model became ever more visible in the 
2000s. While macroeconomic indicators often suggested stabilisation or growth, 
frequently celebrated in international reports, social discontent continued to build. 
Labour movements, informal workers, unemployed graduates, and marginalised 
rural populations bore the brunt of neoliberal restructuring, confronting deepening 
precarity and political exclusion (Erol & Şahin, 2022). These tensions erupted 
most dramatically in the uprisings of 2010-2011, which exposed the limits of 
authoritarian ﻿neoliberalism and momentarily disrupted the prevailing order.

Table 2
IMF (2025) Fiscal Indicators for Selected MENA Economies

Country

General Government 
Gross Debt-to-GDP 

(2024 → 2025 proj.)

Fiscal Balance (% of 
GDP, 2025)

Source

Egypt 93 → 95 % –7.8
IMF (2025) World 
Economic Outlook, Table 
B19

Tunisia 84 → 85 % –6.2
IMF (2025) World 
Economic Outlook, Table 
B19

Saudi 
Arabia

23 → 25 % +1.7 (surplus)
IMF (2025) World 
Economic Outlook, Tables 
B19 & B8 (MENA)

However, rather than inaugurating a structural rupture, the aftermath of 
the uprisings marked a phase of counter-revolutionary consolidation. In ﻿Egypt, 
the military’s reassertion of control following the 2013 coup was accompanied 
by an intensification of neoliberal reforms, including the currency devaluation, 
the removal of energy subsidies, and mega-project-driven accumulation, all 
supported by Gulf financing and IMF assistance. In ﻿Tunisia, the democratic 
transition was swiftly subordinated to fiscal austerity and debt servicing 
imperatives (Maryon, 2024a). In the Gulf, austerity measures and labour market 
reforms were implemented under the rubric of economic diversification, even as 
regimes simultaneously deepened their authoritarian control. The restructuring 
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of the MENA state, therefore, reflects not only class dynamics internal to the 
﻿nation-state but also the disciplining forces of global finance and the strategic 
logics of imperial power. This imperial architecture is not confined to economic 
mechanisms; it is sustained through war, ﻿occupation, and a militarised regional 
﻿security order underwritten by Western powers. Longstanding conflicts and 
occupations, in ﻿Iraq, ﻿Palestine, Syria, and ﻿Yemen, are not external disruptions but 
integral to the political economy of the region. They generate new opportunities 
for militarised accumulation, entrench the primacy of coercive state institutions, 
and reinforce a counter-revolutionary order intent on suppressing democratic 
alternatives. Military aid and ﻿security cooperation thus play a crucial role in the 
reproduction of authoritarian ﻿neoliberalism, revealing the mutually reinforcing 
logics of capitalism and imperialism.

In sum, the contemporary MENA state must be understood as a formation 
produced through global restructuring, mediated by domestic class relations, 
coercive capacities, and hegemonic projects. It is a state embedded in global 
capitalism, disciplined by financial markets, enabled by imperial alliances, and 
contested by subordinate social forces. The following section turns to comparative 
case studies to examine how these dynamics materialise in specific national 
contexts, revealing distinct trajectories that nonetheless reflect shared patterns of 
crisis management, class formation, and capitalist transformation.

8.4. Comparative Configurations: State, Capital, and Crisis in ﻿Egypt, 
﻿Tunisia, and the Gulf

The trajectories of ﻿Egypt, ﻿Tunisia, and the Gulf monarchies exemplify distinct 
configurations of state-capital relations, yet each reflects a structurally embedded 
response to the contradictions of global capitalism. These cases should not be 
understood as manifestations of national idiosyncrasy, but as differentiated 
expressions of how authoritarian ﻿governance, accumulation strategies, and crisis 
management are organised within the context of peripheral integration and 
geopolitical subordination.

﻿8.4.1. Egypt: Militarised Neoliberalism and Authoritarian Restoration

﻿Egypt constitutes a paradigmatic instance of authoritarian ﻿neoliberalism, 
wherein military dominance, Gulf capital, and the conditionalities of international 
financial institutions have coalesced to produce a coercive and crisis-prone form 
of capitalist restructuring. The 2011 uprising marked a moment of rupture in 
the post-reform political economy, exposing deep structural contradictions 
within the neoliberal-authoritarian order that had been consolidated under the 
Mubarak regime. ﻿Egypt’s post-2011 trajectory also reflects a broader pattern of 
peripheral capitalist restructuring, whereby the consolidation of authoritarian 
rule is accompanied by shifting growth strategies and elite coalitions (Güngen 
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& Akçay, 2024). However, this rupture was short-lived. The ensuing transition 
was rapidly overtaken by counter-revolutionary forces, culminating in the 2013 
military coup led by General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. This ﻿counter-revolution can be 
interpreted, following Smet (2020), as a Gramscian ‘passive revolution’, a top-
down reconfiguration of power that preserves the core social relations of neoliberal 
capitalism while repressing mass ﻿mobilisation. The coup reasserted authoritarian 
control while intensifying the neoliberal trajectory of the Egyptian state.

Under the Sisi regime, the Egyptian state has undergone a transformation 
not towards retrenchment, but towards reconfiguration. Far from retreating 
from the economic sphere, the state, particularly its military apparatus, has 
entrenched itself as a central actor in capital accumulation. This corresponds 
to Ayubi’s (1995) earlier observation that Arab states often rule not through 
﻿hegemony, but through coercive over-extension, a dynamic intensified under 
neoliberal restructuring. Through its expanding involvement in infrastructure 
projects, real estate, agriculture, and manufacturing, the military has effectively 
fused political authority with economic command. This entanglement is 
emblematic of a hybridised mode of ﻿state capitalism, wherein coercive power, 
nationalist legitimation, and accumulation strategies converge in a mutually 
reinforcing configuration.

This expansive role of the state has been sustained by considerable external 
support. Gulf monarchies, especially ﻿Saudi Arabia and the ﻿United Arab Emirates, 
have injected vast sums into the Egyptian economy, viewing the Sisi regime as a 
bulwark against popular uprisings and political Islam. Simultaneously, ﻿Egypt’s 
engagement with the ﻿International Monetary Fund has locked the country 
into a cycle of debt, austerity, and market-oriented reforms. Successive IMF 
agreements have required subsidy reductions, fiscal consolidation, currency 
devaluation, and labour market flexibilisation. These measures have exacerbated 
social inequalities, intensified precarity, and undermined the social fabric, while 
failing to deliver inclusive growth or sustainable development. Roccu (2013) 
has shown how such reforms in the Mubarak era already generated forms of 
exclusion, depoliticisation, and elite capture that set the stage for the post-2011 
consolidation of authoritarian ﻿neoliberalism.

The Sisi regime has sought to legitimise these reforms through a discourse 
of national renewal and ﻿modernisation, embodied in large-scale infrastructural 
ventures such as the expansion of the ﻿Suez Canal and the construction of the new 
administrative capital. These projects function less as engines of redistribution 
than as vehicles of speculative accumulation and elite enrichment, often 
bypassing democratic oversight or public accountability. Simultaneously, consent 
is manufactured through securitised nationalism, the conflation of dissent with 
treason, and the suppression of civil society. The regime systematically criminalises 
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protest, curtails independent media, and deploys expansive ﻿surveillance 
infrastructures to pre-empt opposition. Coercion is institutionalised through 
arbitrary detention, torture, and the ﻿militarisation of public space, consolidating 
a repressive apparatus that undergirds the political economy of authoritarian 
﻿neoliberalism. These dynamics are evident in ﻿Egypt’s integration into global 
production chains under neoliberal ﻿governance. As Tastekin (2023) argues, 
agreements like the Qualified Industrial Zones (QIZ) reflect how ﻿peripheral states 
are inserted into transnational accumulation processes through highly uneven and 
externally conditioned frameworks.

In sum, ﻿Egypt exemplifies a model in which authoritarian consolidation 
and neoliberal restructuring are not contradictory but complementary. The 
state’s transformation under Sisi illustrates how coercive ﻿governance, financial 
dependency, and externally supported elite alliances can facilitate a reorganisation 
of accumulation in peripheral contexts, one that reproduces capitalist social 
relations while foreclosing democratic alternatives.

8.4.2. ﻿Tunisia: Dependent Democratisation and the Limits of Reform

﻿Tunisia, frequently celebrated as the sole “success story” of the Arab 
uprisings, presents a case in which democratic transition has been subordinated 
to the imperatives of global finance and the structural constraints of peripheral 
capitalism. The overthrow of the Ben Ali regime in 2011 created an unprecedented 
opening for political pluralism and constitutional reform. However, this political 
transformation was not matched by a comparable shift in economic orientation. 
As Erol (2020) argues, the post-2011 transition in ﻿Tunisia represented less a 
break with Ben Ali-era ﻿neoliberalism than its repackaging through democratic 
legitimation, preserving the structural logics of marketisation and external 
dependency. Rather, ﻿Tunisia’s post-uprising trajectory has been marked by the 
entrenchment of neoliberal orthodoxy under the auspices of international 
financial institutions and donor-led development agendas. In the early post-
revolutionary period, these agendas were often framed through reference to the 
so-called ‘Turkish model’, which was promoted by external actors and segments of 
the Tunisian elite as a template for reconciling Islam, ﻿neoliberalism, and electoral 
democracy (Göksel, 2014).

Successive Tunisian governments, irrespective of partisan composition, have 
implemented policy frameworks shaped by repeated engagements with the 
﻿International Monetary Fund. These programmes have prescribed a familiar set of 
austerity measures, including reductions in energy and food subsidies, restraint in 
public sector wage growth, fiscal consolidation, and tax reforms aimed at enhancing 
investor confidence. Rather than addressing long-standing structural inequalities 
or promoting redistributive justice, these reforms have deepened social precarity 
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and reinforced ﻿Tunisia’s insertion into global circuits of debt and dependency. 
Tunisian capitalism remains highly concentrated in the hands of a narrow elite, 
many of whom are closely linked to transnational capital, international donor 
institutions, and export-oriented sectors. This elite configuration continues to 
marginalise vast segments of the population, particularly in the country’s interior 
and southern regions, where poverty, unemployment, and infrastructural neglect 
persist. Despite the post-2011 political opening, economic decision-making has 
remained largely technocratic, insulated from popular demands and shaped by a 
neoliberal common sense that constrains the horizon of alternatives.

Civil society organisations, trade unions, and particularly the powerful 
General Union of Tunisian Workers (UGTT), have periodically mobilised 
against austerity measures, advocating for economic justice, labour rights, and 
inclusive development. However, these interventions have encountered significant 
structural and political limitations. As Sigillò (2023) argues, these limitations are 
not only structural but also ideological, as the transformation of political Islam, 
particularly in the case of Ennahda, has contributed to the depoliticisation of 
post-uprising contestation, reducing it to technocratic negotiation rather than 
systemic challenge. The fragmentation of the left, the dominance of technocratic 
﻿governance, and the ideological ﻿hegemony of neoliberal developmentalism have 
together restricted the scope of systemic transformation.

The election of Kais Saied in 2019, initially framed as a populist break 
with political corruption and elite capture, has further complicated ﻿Tunisia’s 
post-uprising trajectory. Saied’s suspension of parliament and assumption of 
extraordinary powers in 2021, followed by the consolidation of presidential 
authority, marks a turn towards authoritarian consolidation. Yet this shift does 
not signify a rupture with ﻿neoliberalism. On the contrary, it represents the 
rearticulation of authoritarian rule as a mechanism for managing the contradictions 
and crises generated by neoliberal restructuring. As Musina (2023) demonstrates, 
even ﻿gender-related international agendas, such as the EU’s Women, Peace and 
Security (WPS) framework, have been selectively mobilised within ﻿Tunisia’s 
securitised ﻿governance model, reinforcing authoritarian state logics rather than 
subverting them. Saied’s appeals to national ﻿sovereignty and constitutional order 
coexist with continued debt dependency, pro-market reforms, and engagement 
with the IMF. This consolidation has been supported not only through financial 
conditionalities but also via international ﻿security assistance frameworks that have 
prioritised stability over democratic accountability (Maryon, 2024b).

In this context, ﻿Tunisia exemplifies a form of post-uprising neoliberal 
authoritarianism, in which democratic aspirations have been hollowed out by 
financial discipline, elite continuity, and technocratic ﻿governance. The political 
form may have changed, but the underlying logic of accumulation and exclusion 
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remains intact. ﻿Tunisia’s experience thus highlights the limits of democratisation 
in the absence of structural economic transformation and the enduring power of 
global capitalist constraints in shaping trajectories of political change.

8.4.3. The Gulf: Financialised Rentierism and Post-Oil Logics of Rule

The Gulf monarchies, most notably ﻿Saudi Arabia and the ﻿United Arab Emirates, 
represent a distinct model of authoritarian ﻿governance rooted in financialised 
rentierism. Historically, these states have relied on hydrocarbon revenues to 
sustain expansive systems of elite ﻿patronage, subsidisation, and the management 
of a highly stratified labour regime reliant on expatriate workers. These rentier 
arrangements underpinned relatively stable social contracts premised on wealth 
distribution and political quiescence, with monarchical legitimacy secured 
through a combination of economic provision and coercive control. However, the 
volatility in global oil prices since 2014, alongside longer-term anxieties regarding 
the sustainability of fossil fuel rents, has prompted a significant recalibration of 
accumulation strategies.

This recalibration, far from signalling a rupture with rentierism, entails its 
transformation into a more financialised and globally oriented form. Initiatives 
such as ﻿Saudi Arabia’s ﻿Vision 2030 and the UAE’s diversification agendas are 
emblematic of this shift. Central to these strategies are Sovereign Wealth Funds 
(SWFs), which have emerged as the primary instruments for transforming oil-
derived surpluses into assets deployed in global financial markets. These funds, 
such as ﻿Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF) and Abu Dhabi’s Mubadala 
and ADIA, have become key players in international finance, investing in real 
estate, private equity, technology, and logistics infrastructure across North America, 
Europe, and Asia. As Baumann (2019) argues, these mechanisms exemplify how 
the Gulf ’s rentierism has been financialised and reoriented towards the logics of 
global capital, creating new dependencies and vulnerabilities in the process.

Through this outward financial projection, Gulf states are embedding their 
political economies within the circuits and contradictions of global financial 
capitalism. The function of oil rents has been rearticulated, from a domestic 
redistributive mechanism to a globally mobile source of accumulation. This shift is 
accompanied by domestic restructuring efforts, including the reduction of public 
subsidies, fiscal consolidation, and labour market reforms aimed at “nationalising” 
employment, as seen in Saudisation policies. Public sector retrenchment, the 
promotion of private enterprise, and the increased precarity of migrant labour 
mark a departure from earlier welfare-oriented models of political management.

These reforms are often framed in the language of technocratic ﻿modernisation 
and global competitiveness, seeking to align Gulf economies with international 
investment norms while simultaneously enhancing regime legitimacy. As Altınörs 
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and Chryssogelos (2024) argue, contemporary authoritarian regimes increasingly 
reframe their legitimacy through ideologies of national-conservatism, technocratic 
rationality, and state-led ﻿modernisation, strategies evident in the symbolic 
reformism and performative nationalism of the Gulf monarchies. Measures such as 
the loosening of ﻿gender restrictions, the promotion of cultural and entertainment 
industries, and high-profile international events serve both as instruments of ﻿soft 
power and as mechanisms for rebranding authoritarian rule. For example, as Badran 
and Turnbull (2025) argue, feminist reforms have often been instrumentalised 
by authoritarian regimes not to advance ﻿gender equality but to legitimise their 
rule and contain broader demands for democratic transformation. However, these 
symbolic reforms coexist with intensified ﻿surveillance, the ﻿repression of dissent, 
and the criminalisation of political opposition.

Moreover, Gulf monarchies have not limited their authoritarian consolidation 
to domestic terrains. They have played a central role in shaping the post-2011 
counter-revolutionary order across the region, deploying both financial and 
military power to support allied regimes and suppress democratic uprisings. 
Their interventions in ﻿Egypt, ﻿Bahrain, ﻿Yemen, and elsewhere underscore the 
geopolitical dimension of Gulf authoritarianism, which actively seeks to manage 
regional instability in ways that preserve monarchical dominance and capitalist 
continuity. In this context, Gulf states are not retreating from global capitalism 
but repositioning themselves as key logistical and financial nodes within it. Their 
political economies reflect a dual strategy: the outward projection of state capital 
through sovereign investment and ﻿soft power, and the inward consolidation of 
monarchical authority through ﻿repression and technocratic reform. This model 
exemplifies a financialised authoritarianism that is both globally integrated and 
regionally interventionist.

Taken together, the trajectories of ﻿Egypt, ﻿Tunisia, and the Gulf illustrate the 
differentiated yet structurally comparable ways in which MENA states have managed 
the contradictions of peripheral capitalist development. Each case, military capitalism 
in ﻿Egypt, technocratic dependency in ﻿Tunisia, and financialised authoritarianism in 
the Gulf, represents a distinct strategy for securing order amid crisis. In what follows, 
attention turns to the terrain of ﻿resistance, examining how these arrangements are 
contested, destabilised, and potentially reconfigured from below. 

8.5. Crisis, Resistance, and the Limits of Authoritarian Neoliberalism

Although authoritarian consolidation and neoliberal restructuring have shaped 
the post-2011 trajectories of most Middle East and North Africa (MENA) states, 
these configurations remain fundamentally unstable. The forms of ﻿hegemony 
constructed in ﻿Egypt, ﻿Tunisia, and the Gulf are not seamless or all-encompassing; 
rather, they are fragile, contested, and persistently exposed to crises of legitimacy, 
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reproduction, and control (Achcar, 2021). Beneath the apparent institutional 
durability lies a persistent dialectic of domination and ﻿resistance that continues to 
unsettle the regional order (Bayat, 2017).

A central contradiction of authoritarian ﻿neoliberalism in the region lies in the 
intensification of exclusion and dispossession under regimes that simultaneously 
project images of developmental success and ﻿modernisation. In ﻿Egypt, the 
military’s domination of infrastructure, agribusiness, and urban megaprojects 
has produced patterns of speculative accumulation, mass displacement, and the 
systematic erosion of informal economies that sustain millions of livelihoods. In 
﻿Tunisia, IMF-mandated austerity measures have hollowed out public services and 
entrenched longstanding spatial inequalities between coastal and interior regions. 
In the Gulf, the hyper-exploitation and periodic expulsion of migrant labour, 
combined with regressive fiscal reforms, have exacerbated social tensions and 
exposed the limits of rentier social contracts.

Resistance to these transformations has taken diverse and often fragmented 
forms: labour strikes, bread riots, neighbourhood protests, student mobilisations, 
online dissent, and symbolic occupations of public spaces. Yet the capacity of such 
movements to coalesce into coherent challenges to ruling blocs has been uneven. 
In ﻿Egypt, widespread ﻿repression, ﻿surveillance, and the atomisation of opposition 
following the 2013 coup have severely curtailed organised ﻿resistance. ﻿Tunisia’s 
trade unions and civil society organisations have retained a measure of political 
agency, but their interventions are increasingly constrained by technocratic 
﻿governance and juridical containment. In the Gulf monarchies, overt expressions 
of dissent are met with swift suppression; nonetheless, sporadic labour unrest and 
digital campaigns continue to reveal underlying fractures within the architecture 
of consent. In the Turkish context, Altınörs (2021) highlights how anti-capitalist 
Muslim movements articulated a religiously grounded critique of neoliberal 
capitalism, challenging both material inequality and hegemonic state–market 
alliances through an ethical-political discourse rooted in Islamic principles.

These limitations are not solely the result of state ﻿repression. They also reflect 
the ideological reach of neoliberal rationality, which has depoliticised structural 
crises and reframed collective ﻿resistance as irrational, destabilising, or regressive. 
The technocratic language of reform, efficiency, and ﻿modernisation has served 
to delegitimise redistributive and emancipatory demands. Simultaneously, 
international donors and development institutions have fostered a depoliticised 
civil society landscape through the proliferation of NGOs, accountability 
initiatives, and ﻿governance-focused interventions that fragment, co-opt, and 
pacify oppositional energies. This mirrors the Turkish case, where ﻿regime change 
emerged from crisis and was consolidated through an authoritarian-neoliberal 
synthesis involving state reconfiguration, elite recomposition, and intensified 
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﻿repression (Altınörs & Akçay, 2022). Nonetheless, even fragmented and repressed 
forms of ﻿resistance must be understood as ruptures in the reproduction of the 
prevailing order. They render visible the structural contradictions of authoritarian 
﻿neoliberalism and the incapacity of hegemonic blocs to resolve the crises of 
accumulation, legitimacy, and representation. From renewed labour militancy in 
﻿Tunisia, to recurrent protests in ﻿Jordan and ﻿Lebanon, to dispersed acts of dissent 
in digital and diasporic spheres, the region continues to generate antagonisms 
that defy stabilisation. Recent mobilisations across the region, from ﻿Tunisia’s 2023 
labour strikes to digital campaigns against wage suppression in the Gulf, and 
clandestine workers’ networks in ﻿Egypt, illustrate that ﻿resistance persists despite 
pervasive ﻿repression, revealing the incompleteness of neoliberal ﻿hegemony.

This chapter thus resists the assumption of authoritarian ﻿neoliberalism’s 
permanence. Hegemonic formations in MENA are contingent, incomplete, and 
vulnerable, subject to disruption by economic volatility, social contestation, and 
the uneven consequences of global integration. Resistance, in this light, is not 
merely reactive but generative: it signals the presence of alternative imaginaries, 
however inchoate, and gestures towards the potential for counter-hegemonic 
projects yet to be realised. The final section reflects on the broader theoretical 
and political implications of these dynamics for critical political economy, state 
theory, and the study of global capitalism.

Table 3
Comparative Table: State-Capital Configurations in ﻿Egypt, ﻿Tunisia, and the Gulf

Category Egypt Tunisia
Gulf Monarchies 

(Saudi Arabia, UAE)

Dominant Mode of 
Accumulation

Militarised 
neoliberalism (mega-
projects, real estate, 
infrastructure)

Export-oriented, donor-
driven neoliberalism

Financialised rentierism 
via Sovereign Wealth 
Funds

Form of 
Authoritarianism

Coercive consolidation 
post-2013 coup; 
suppression of dissent

Post-uprising 
technocratic governance 
sliding into presidential 
authoritarianism

Monarchical rule with 
selective reforms and 
intense surveillance

Role of External 
Actors

IMF, UAE, and Saudi 
Arabia as financiers and 
guarantors of regime 
stability

IMF, EU, donor 
institutions shaping 
policy agendas

Global finance, Western 
alliances, arms trade, 
and geopolitical 
investment
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Civil Society / 
Resistance

Severely repressed; 
criminalisation of 
dissent

Organised (UGTT), 
but constrained 
by austerity and 
technocracy

Fragmented, migrant-
based, digital, and 
transient

Discursive 
Legitimacy

National renewal, 
security, development

Democratic legitimacy 
+ economic necessity

Vision 2030, 
modernisation, soft 
power, performative 
reform

Crisis Tendencies
Debt dependency, 
inflation, and exclusion 
of the informal sectors

Regional inequality, 
social precarity, 
legitimacy crisis

Oil volatility, 
demographic tensions, 
migrant precarity

8.6. Conclusion: Rethinking the MENA State in Global ﻿Capitalism

This chapter has advanced a critical reconceptualisation of the state in the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA), positioning it not as an exceptional or 
deviant formation, but as a historically specific articulation of capitalist statehood 
embedded within global dynamics of accumulation, imperial restructuring, and 
class struggle. In contrast to dominant paradigms that portray MENA states as 
static, rentier, or culturally predetermined, the chapter has demonstrated how 
authoritarian regimes in ﻿Egypt, ﻿Tunisia, and the Gulf are active organisers in the 
reproduction of global capitalism. This occurs through the management of labour, 
the disciplining of dissent, and the deployment of accumulation strategies shaped 
by domestic class configurations and by transnational imperial imperatives.

The analytical framework elaborated here, drawing on the insights of Antonio 
Gramsci, Nicos Poulantzas, and critical global political economy, foregrounds 
the state as a social relation. This perspective rejects reified, institutionalist, or 
instrumentalist accounts of the state, instead highlighting its formation through 
historical struggles over coercion and consent, transnational capital and popular 
demands, ﻿hegemony, and its limits. Authoritarian ﻿neoliberalism, from this vantage 
point, is not an aberrant or transitional condition, but a strategic, and inherently 
unstable, resolution to crises of rule within the hierarchical structures of the 
global capitalist system. It represents an effort to restore or maintain accumulation 
under conditions of peripheral integration, financial dependency, and imperial 
subordination.

Through a comparative analysis of ﻿Egypt, ﻿Tunisia, and the Gulf monarchies, 
the chapter has shown that, despite divergent trajectories, these regimes share 
significant structural features: the transformation of state apparatuses in line 
with capital’s imperatives; the entrenchment of global finance, sovereign debt 
regimes, and geopolitical ﻿patronage; the ﻿repression and flexibilisation of labour; 
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and the technocratic management of ﻿resistance. These commonalities underscore 
the necessity of abandoning methodological nationalism in favour of approaches 
that understand MENA states as integral to the global organisation of capitalism, 
rather than as anomalies outside its presumed norms. This aligns with Salem’s 
(2017) critique of dominant approaches to the Arab revolutions, which often 
overlook the centrality of class conflict and capitalist restructuring in shaping both 
﻿resistance and ﻿repression.

Importantly, the chapter has also foregrounded the limits and contradictions of 
authoritarian neoliberal rule. The accumulation of wealth without redistribution, 
political representation devoid of substantive participation, and technocratic 
﻿modernisation without social justice continue to generate crises of legitimacy 
and episodic ruptures. Although ﻿resistance has thus far remained fragmented 
and frequently repressed, its persistence reveals the incompleteness of hegemonic 
projects and the latent potential for alternative political imaginaries. The 
incorporation of updated empirical evidence from ﻿Tunisia and the Gulf further 
demonstrates that these states, far from exceptions, constitute integral nodes in 
the reproduction of global capitalism. From labour unrest to digital dissent, from 
union mobilisations to symbolic occupations of space, such moments unsettle the 
reproduction of neoliberal authoritarianism and point to its contingent character.

For scholars of critical political economy and state theory, the MENA 
experience highlights the imperative of historicising state formation, examining 
its transnational entanglements, and resisting liberal teleologies of institutional 
development. It calls for a renewed focus on the uneven, crisis-prone, and contested 
character of capitalist reproduction in the global South. Ultimately, to study the 
political economy of the contemporary Middle East is to examine not a peripheral 
exception, but a constitutive arena of global capitalism, one in which the system is 
simultaneously stabilised and contested. The task of critical scholarship, therefore, 
is not only to analyse these processes but to expose the historical alternatives they 
obscure and foreclose.
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