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Theorising the Arab State: Alternative Trajectories, Temporalities,
and Conceptions
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This study advances a new approach to theorizing the Arab state after the popular uprisings.
It does this in two steps. Suspending the western European model of state formation
and bringing the Arab world's experience in conversation with other parts of the Global
South, it examines alternative state formation and state building sequences, trajectories,
and temporalities in the making of Arab states. It thus historicizes the process of state
formation and state building in the Arab world as compared to the western European one
and other regions in the Global South. This first step liberates us from explicit and implicit
comparisons with the European model of state formation. The second step surveys alternative
theorizations of the Arab state after the uprisings. Tracing the causal assumptions embedded
in these theories reveals how much they rely on the European model of state formation and
state building as an implicit point of analytic departure and critical comparison. This survey
unpacks the assumptions these theories make about the state, the difference between states
and regimes, state and non-state actors, the private and public realms, and the formal and
informal sectors. The objective of this study is to not only de-exceptionalize states in the
Arab world, but, more importantly, borrowing from Gurminder Bhambra, 'unmake' our
understandings of state formation and state building in the Arab world and thus contribute,
following Walter Mignolo, to a knowledge production that serves a form of 'epistemic

reconstitution' of alternative historical trajectories and possibilities.

Arab Uprisings, Arab State, State Formation, State Building, Ottoman Empire,
Colonialism, Postcolonial, Global South, Imperialism.
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Abstract: Despite the state attracting considerable attention as a topic of study from
Arab thinkers and intellectuals since the 19th century, the study of individual-level
orientations toward the state using survey data has remained relatively marginal,
both in English and in Arabic scholarship. Indeed, we still do not know much about
Arab citizens' positions toward many of the debates that have long been present in
Arab intellectual circles regarding the ontological nature of the so-called "Arab state"
and the preferable ideological form it should take. This study seeks to fill this gap
by focusing on the post-2011 period. It analyses how Arab citizens understand the
state, the extent to which they distinguish it from the ruling regime, their orientations
toward the ideological debate around the unified Arab state versus the nation-state,
as well as around the religious Islamist state versus the civil state. It also examines the
individual-level determinants of these orientations.

National State, Pan-Arabism, Civil State, Individual Orientations, Arab
World.
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This study traces the evolution and divergence of state-society relations in the Middle
East and North Africa through the lens of social pacts and welfare regimes. It asks how
governments across the region have responded to popular mobilization during and after
the Arab uprisings, and what these responses reveal about the nature of the Arab state —
or, more accurately, Arab states — in the region. By situating post-uprising developments
within longer post-independence trajectories, the study traces sharply divergent paths
since 2010. These varied responses underscore the absence of a single "Arab state" model.
Instead, welfare regimes and social pacts across different types of political economies in
the region reflect at least three distinct models of Arab statehood. In the oil-rich Gulf
monarchies, fiscal surpluses sustain generous welfare systems and ambitious development
strategies, while rulers cautiously promote expanded roles for the private sector under
tight control. In middle-income states, initial post-uprising concessions, such as expanded
social spending and employment, quickly gave way to austerity, debt crises, targeted
assistance, and rising repression, resulting in declining welfare provision and shrinking
opportunities for the middle class. In low-income and conflict-affected countries,
protracted wars and state fragmentation have devastated welfare infrastructures, leaving
humanitarian actors to fill governance vacuums.

Political Economy, Arab State, Social Welfare, Human Capital, Rentier State,
Clientelism.
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