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Preface & Acknowledgements 

 

The Center for Islam and Global Affairs (CIGA) at Istanbul Zaim 
University (IZU) was established in September 2017. One of its main 
goals is to analyze some of the intractable problems and challenges facing 
the Islamic world. To address these challenges, it oftentimes partners with 
other institutions and convenes annual conferences with international 
experts and speakers. In 2017 and 2018, CIGA convened its first and 
second Ummah Conferences, in cooperation with two distinguished 
academic institutions, namely, Georgetown University’s Alwaleed 
Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding, in Washington, D.C., and 
Hamad Bin Khalifa University’s College of Islamic Studies, in Doha. The 
theme of the 2017 conference was The Muslim Ummah: Synthesizing a 
New Paradigm, Analyzing Modern Challenges, while the theme in 2018 
was Fault Lines and Perils Facing Muslim Societies: The Challenges of 
Sectarianism, Secularism, Nationalism, and Colonialism. In each of these 
conferences, more than two dozen distinguished speakers presented their 
papers and engaged an attentive audience of scholars, students, and 
experts. In the second conference, one panel was focused on the problem 
of civil-military relations, where it was concluded that an entire 
conference was needed to address this challenge because of its enormous 
impact on the progress and development of many Muslim societies.  
 
Therefore, it was natural for CIGA’s third international conference in 
2019 to continue that discussion by focusing on the issue of Civil-Military 
Relations and its impact on democracy in these societies. The conference 
was convened in October 2019 under the theme The Quest for 
Democracy: Examining Civil-Military Relations in Muslim Societies. It 
was an impressive collective effort involving several academic units and 
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research centers and was probably one of the most focused international 
conferences ever organized on the topic.  
This conference could not have been convened without the sponsorship 
and active support of several distinguished international institutions. 
Thus, I’d like to express my sincere thanks and offer my profound 
appreciation to our partners and sponsors in this conference, namely, 
Istanbul Sabahattin Zaim University and its Rector Prof. Dr. Mehmet 
Bulut; the Al-Jazeera Centre for Studies in Doha, its Director Dr. 
Mohammed Mokhtar Al-Khalil, and his skilled assistant Dr. Arafat 
Shukri; the College of Islamic Studies at Hamad Bin Khalifa University 
in Doha and its Dean, Prof. Emadeldin Shahin; the Center for Middle East 
Studies at the University of Denver, Colorado, and its Director Prof. 
Nader Hashemi; and the Egyptian Institute for Studies in Istanbul and its 
Chairman, Dr. Amr Darrag. 
 
I would also like to thank the speakers and participants in the conference, 
whose papers and presentations are included in this volume,1 as well as 
to acknowledge the other speakers who participated in the conference but 
whose contributions could not be included in these proceedings. The latter 
category includes Dr. Sahar Aziz (Rutgers University, USA), Dr. Risa 
Brooks (Marquette University, USA), Dr. Aqil Shah (University of 
Oklahoma, USA), Dr. Yahia H. Zoubir (KEDGE Business School, 
France), Dr. Rachid Tlemçani (University of Algiers, Algeria), Dr. M. 
Tahır Kılavuz (Belfer Center's Middle East Initiative at Harvard 
University, USA), Dr. Rafael Martinez, (Universitat de Barcelona, 
Spain), Dr. Ejaz Akram (National Defence University, Pakistan), and Mr. 
Haoues Taguia (Al Jazeera Center for Studies, Qatar).2 

 
1 The affiliations and biographies of the contributors are included at the end of 
this book. 
2 All links to the presentations of the conference could be found at CIGA’s 
YouTube Channel: www.youtube.com/cigaistanbul, as well as at the end of 
this book. 
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In addition, it is indeed my pleasure to acknowledge the efforts and hard 
work of CIGA’s research and administrative staff, Yunus Akdeniz, Üveys 
Han, Fadi Zatari, Yomna Suleyman, Razia Wadood, Jamal Muhamed 
Adem, Imad Atoui, Abdullah Jurat, Dilek Yücel-Kamadan, Saima 
Rashid, Taimoor Bin Tanveer, Taqwa Abukmeil, and Omar Fili. This 
conference could not have been done without their spirited dedication and 
professionalism. My thanks also go to CIGA research fellows and IZU 
professors Dr. Abdelrahman Migdad and Dr. Fatimah Binti Abdullah, as 
well as to Dr. Micaelangelo Guida (of Istanbul 29 Mayis University, 
Turkey) for their assistance in moderating some of the conference 
sessions. The suggestions and support of the political science department 
at IZU, its former chairman Prof. Ömer Çaha, and the faculty are also 
much appreciated.  

Above all, I’m indebted to Ali Al-Arian, Riad Alarian, and Übeyd Ruff 
for their help in making this volume a more enjoyable and useful book to 
read. They have read the manuscript in full or in part and offered 
meaningful and important editorial suggestions for which I’m deeply 
grateful. Furthermore, this book could not have been completed without 
the translations by Dr. Mazin Al-Najjar of four papers3 which were 
originally written in Arabic. 

Last but not least, I want to thank my wife Nahla for her continuous love, 
sacrifices, and support. 
 

Prof. Sami A. Al-Arian 
CIGA Director 

 

 
3 Papers in Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 10 by Esam AbdelShafy, Arbi Boumediene, 
Ahmed Zekrallah, and Elsadig Elfakih, respectively. 
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1. Introduction 

Civil-Military Relations: Challenge and Response 
Sami A. Al-Arian*

 
According to Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406 AD/808 AH), the concept of 
‘asabiyyah1 was an essential element in the progress or decline of al-
‘umrân (civilization). In his chronicles of history, this notion played a 
crucial role toward the rise and fall of dynasties and states. However, the 
rise of the nation-state system, which has dominated the international 
political order in modern times, has triggered the breakup of such 
‘asabiyyat2 in many traditional, tribal, and feudal societies. In their place, 
strong political entities have emerged in advanced and developed 
societies resulting in stable political orders with vibrant civil society 
institutions. On the other hand, in weak or colonized societies, including 
those in the Global South, a new type of ‘asabiyyah was established in 
order to maintain a firm control and complete authority over the 
population. In many of these societies, the military embodied the new 
‘asabiyyah and became the most consequential and powerful institution 
that would consistently serve this purpose with its complete dominance 
over the country’s economic and political systems at the expense of a 
fully functioning and dynamic civil society. In short, direct military rule, 
with its top-down, hierarchical, and rigid approach, along with the lack of 
balance in civil-military relations in these societies have been the main 
reasons why many countries, especially in the Global South, have 
suffered from political repression, economic stagnation, corruption, and 
social tensions that have consistently created the conditions for chaos, a 
complete breakdown of the rule of law, and civil strife. 

 
* Public Affairs Professor and Director of the Center for Islam and Global 
Affairs (CIGA) at Istanbul Sabahattin Zaim University, Turkey. 
1 Social solidarity with an emphasis on group consciousness, cohesiveness, and 
unity. 
2 Plural of ‘Asabiyyah. 
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This edited volume is mainly the product of CIGA’s third Ummah 
Conference and is divided into seven sections. The first section, titled 
Civil-Military Relations: Framing the Issues, includes three papers. The 
first paper, by Aurel Croissant and David Kuehn, is titled Civilian Control 
of the Military: Patterns of Success and Failure. It examines the 
conditions under which new democracies succeed or fail in establishing 
state institutions and analyzes 66 cases of successful and failed Third 
Wave democracies. The findings suggest that no single variable can 
explain the establishment of civilian control in new democracies. Instead, 
the combinations of factors that explain success in institutionalizing 
civilian control are different from those that explain its failure. It also 
presents several conclusions that are relevant to the quest for democratic 
civil-military relations in Muslim societies.  
The second paper in this section was written by Abdel-Fattah Mady and 
is titled The Problem of Civil-Military Relations. It focuses on the 
challenge of civil-military relations in Arab countries in general, and 
Egypt in particular. It investigates the roots of this challenge and suggests 
approaches to deal with it. It also attempts to answer two basic questions: 
how the armed forces could relinquish power, and how civilian 
governments could establish civilian control over the armed forces.  
The third paper, titled Civil-Military Elites in Muslim Societies and 
Internal Colonialism, is written by Louay Safi. It argues that the states 
that emerged from the struggle for independence in many Muslim 
countries were not national states, but post-colonial states whose 
governance shares many of the elements of colonial rule. These post-
colonial states are ruled by a civil-military elite that has acquired many 
features of their former colonial masters. It concludes by suggesting 
several discourses centered on strengthening civil society, promoting a 
normative consensus, and building public morality. 
The following five sections include 13 papers that were presented in 
sessions devoted to specific countries, including the cases of Egypt, 
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Sudan, Pakistan, Turkey, and other countries (Indonesia, Spain and 
Portugal, Israel/Palestine.) 
Section II has three papers that focus on Egypt. The first paper is by Esam 
AbdelShafy, titled The Role of the Military Institution in Egypt After 
2013. It discusses the main determinants of the military’s role and its 
position in ruling Egypt after 2013, the indicators and constituents of the 
political role of the military and its impact on civil-military relations, and 
the comparison of the Egyptian case with other well-known theoretical 
models and their ability to provide a model that is applicable to the 
Egyptian case.  
The second paper is by Arbi Boumediene and is titled Challenges of the 
Post-2011 Civilian Control of Egyptian Military. This paper addresses 
the realities of civil-military relations and the challenges of civilian 
control of the military in Egypt. It re-examines the factors and motives of 
the military’s involvement in politics, as well as the challenges of 
institutionalizing civilian control and consolidating an emerging 
democratic system. It argues that successfully achieving civilian control 
over the military in Egypt remains a long and complex process because 
of many factors, but most importantly due to the wide economic 
privileges of the army.  
The third paper by Ahmed Zekrallah is titled The Development of the 
Egyptian Military’s Economic Activity. It examines the Egyptian 
military’s economic infrastructure, in light of its increasing role in the 
country’s economy, as well as the mechanisms through which civil-
military relations are managed. Zekrallah’s paper also analyzes the 
indicators and constituents of the military’s economic role and its impact 
on civil-military relations. 
Section III has three papers on Sudan. The first paper is by Atta el-
Battahani, titled Civil-Military Relations in the Sudan: Local Factors and 
the Role of Regional and International Powers. In the paper, the author 
argues that exclusivist, militarized, and Islamist approaches to nation-
building contributed to the weakening of civil society while strengthening 



 
 

 7 

regional and international powers, leaving the country embroiled in 
protracted conflicts, state failure, and exposure to external protective 
interests and pressures. He concludes by suggesting four main challenges 
to proper civil-military relations—namely, extensive engagements of the 
military and security forces in the economy, the emergence of 
paramilitary troops competing with both the army and security forces, 
engaging with civilian forces in managing the post-April 2019 political 
transition process, and extricating the country from complex regional 
alliances that the former regime had caused.  
The second paper is by Mohamed Mahjoub Haroon, titled Sudanese 
Islamists, the Military, and Power: Where, When and How did things go 
wrong? This paper analyzes the Sudanese Islamic movement and the way 
it seized power. It argues that an ill-advised and non-justifiable resolution 
to seize power by a military coup was the precise point when things went 
wrong. This approach of coming to power had caused the movement to 
undergo a paradigm shift which ended in questioning its political 
legitimacy and forcing it to become consumed with self-preservation 
rather than being people-focused.  
The third paper, written by Elsadig Elfakih, is titled The Role of Elites: 
Defining the Complex Civil-Military Relations in Sudan. It analyzes the 
institutional relations between the armed forces and civilians, led by 
political elites, within the framework of the process of solidifying their 
quest for power. Elfakih argues that whenever civilians attempt to regain 
control of the state and ensure the unification of democratic forces, the 
military always insists on retaining its share of power. The paper 
concludes by asking the question of whether the Sudanese people would 
reach political stability despite the country’s elites and agree on a 
permanent constitution that guarantees the peaceful transfer of power 
without excluding any political constituency.  
Section IV has two papers on Pakistan. In the first paper, Ejaz Hussain 
writes about The Impact of Military Agency on Politics and the State in 
Pakistan. He argues that over the decades, the impact of military agency 
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on politics and the state has resulted in deinstitutionalization, where the 
non-military organs of the state have comparatively deteriorated in 
organizational and functional terms, while the military has relied on civil 
governments in order to shift responsibility to the latter and neutralize 
concerns related to governability. Consequently, what suffers the most is 
democracy and public welfare. Hussain concludes by asserting that 
Pakistan’s predicaments are likely to continue until the civil-military 
ruling elites advance the national interest of society over their own, or the 
latter organizes and frees itself from the control of the elites. 
The second paper is written by Rasul Bakhsh Rais and is titled In the 
Shadow of Military Regimes: Politics, Society, and Democratic 
Transition. This paper explains why it has been possible for the military 
in Pakistan to overthrow democratically elected governments, and what 
political legacies have been left behind by these actions that make 
democratic transitions cumbersome. The central argument of the paper is 
that the military remains a powerful institutional actor with such a degree 
of autonomy that gives it enormous leverage to influence political affairs, 
security, and critical foreign policy issues. The route to civilian 
supremacy, he argues, would be through building democratic institutions, 
delivering public goods, and improving the living conditions of the 
people, since confronting the military as an institution has been 
counterproductive.  
Section V presents two papers on Turkey. The first is by Metin Gürcan 
and is titled Opening the Blackbox: Turkish Civil-Military Relations after 
the July 15 Coup Attempt. In this paper, Gürcan attempts to assess 
Turkey’s evolving civil-military relations post-July 15, 2016. He suggests 
that the shock of the coup attempt and subsequent military reforms and 
mass purges have structurally impacted the institutional setting of the 
Turkish military by leading to a change from a monolithic institutional 
identity to a polylithic one. This gradual institutional change implies the 
emergence of separated micro-identities among the military elites in 
terms of their stance towards change, their political affiliations, the 
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service-command stances on military transformation, and the 
diversification of the attitudes and worldviews between senior and junior 
level officers. The paper also emphasizes that this transition creates a 
power distributional effect within the Turkish military, which, on the one 
hand, provides a window of opportunity for civilians to become masters 
of the institutionalization of civilian, if not democratic, control. On the 
other hand, such rapid change could lead to institutional challenges for 
the military if the transformation is not delicately managed. 
The second paper is written by Ömer Aslan and is titled The Role of the 
US and Foreign Policy in Civil-Military Relations in Turkey. The paper 
argues that civil-military relations in Turkey cannot be entirely explained 
by domestic factors. The paper addresses the role of the United States and 
foreign policy in civil-military relations in Turkey from the onset of the 
Cold War until the failed July 15, 2016 coup attempt. Aslan concludes 
that civil-military relations in Turkey cannot be understood outside 
regional and international dynamics. Although the United States has 
come to play a predominant role in civil-military relations in Turkey, it 
would be naïve to think that Russia and China will not seek to play a 
similar role. 
Session VI is titled Other Cases and inspects democratic transition in 
Indonesia, a comparative study of Spain and Portugal, and the security 
coordination between occupier and occupied in Israel/Palestine.  
In a paper titled Civil–Military Relations in Post–Authoritarian 
Indonesia: A Turbulent Odyssey, Muhammad Haripin outlines how 
Indonesia has managed to navigate the political transition from the 
authoritarian rule of President Suharto to become one of the emerging 
democracies in Asia. Haripin argues, however, that despite democratic 
gains in the past two decades, civil-military relations in Indonesia are still 
problematic. Democratization has yet to translate into a sound 
arrangement of civilian control. The military continues to play a dominant 
role in the decision-making process and subdue civilian political 
authority. The problem also lies within the army’s entrenched inward-
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looking orientation that has manifested into a domestic-heavy threats 
perception. This internal thinking has largely compromised any measure 
to push forward a military reform agenda and establish civilian 
supremacy in contemporary Indonesia. He concludes by asserting that 
continuing support for democracy and systematic reform of the military 
establishment is needed to prevent the return of an authoritarian status 
quo. This paper also demonstrates that the military’s threat perception, 
which is consistently domestic and inward looking, plays a significant 
role in explaining the dynamics and the deterioration of civil-military 
relations in Indonesia. 
The second paper in this section is by Jose Javier Olivas-Osuna. It is an 
adaptation of a major work he had written earlier for another book.3 The 
presentation is titled Civil-Military Relations During the Transition to 
Democracy in Spain and Portugal. The purpose of this paper is to 
understand the difficult transitions to democracy that occurred in Spain 
and Portugal. Despite their socio-economic, political, and cultural 
similarities, these two countries developed very different civil-military 
relations, which significantly impacted their transitions. After having 
handed power over to a civilian dictator, Salazar, the Portuguese military 
eventually caused the downfall of his authoritarian Estado Novo regime 
and steered the transition to democracy. In contrast, the Spanish military, 
which had helped Franco defeat the Second Republic, remained loyal to 
the dictator’s principles and, after his death, obstructed the 
democratization process. Drawing on primary and secondary sources, this 
paper shows that the failed coups d’état in these countries helped tighten 
civilian control and paved the way for democratic consolidation. It also 
argues how historical legacies, as well as contextual factors, serve to 
explain the differences in both cases. 

 
3 “Iberian Military Politics: Controlling the Armed Forces during Dictatorship 
and Democratisation,” published by Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. 
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The third paper, by Shir Hever, is titled The Crumbling Israeli-
Palestinian Security Coordination. Even though the subject of this paper 
is not a classic case of military takeover, it is an important case of a 
military occupying power (Israel) using proxy security forces 
(Palestinians) to impose military control and domination over an 
occupied population. The paper discusses the reasons for the weakening 
legitimacy of the security coordination between the Israeli military and 
Palestinian security apparatus, and what kind of Palestinian resistance to 
the occupation evolved as a result of this weakening. The paper also 
analyzes how Israeli military policy has adapted to these changes. It 
predicts that it would be more likely to witness the fall of the Israeli 
security and the Palestinian institutional elites. 
Section VII is the last section of this book and includes three papers under 
the theme of Civil-Military Relations: Lessons Learned and the Way 
Forward. The first paper, by Elin Skaar, is titled The Impact of Civil-
Military Relations on Democracy and Human Rights: Lessons from Latin 
America. The paper argues that one of the most contentious issues after 
the transition from military rule to democratic rule is how to deal with 
human rights violations committed by military regimes. Skaar provides 
an overview of developments in transitional justice for past wrongs in 
Latin America, covering the period from the early transitions to 
democratic rule in the 1980s to the present. He shows that time and 
patience are of utmost importance for those waiting for justice, and 
concluded that when it comes to criminal prosecutions, Muslim countries 
in the MENA region and beyond have not made much progress—not 
because they are Muslim, but rather because the right conditions have not 
yet been put in place. Skaar believes that insights from Latin America can 
be useful on how to respond to claims for truth and justice made by 
civilians in transitions from military to civilian rule.  
The second paper is written by Ebrahim Rasool and is titled Democracy 
and the Perils of Civil-Military Dynamics in the MENA Region – 
Regaining the Intent for Open, Democratic Governance. This paper 
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evaluates the state of the Muslim Ummah that has mainly been suffering 
from occupation and authoritarianism in the heartlands, and Islamophobia 
on the periphery. The quest for democracy, freedom, and human rights 
has been thwarted with the return of ever-stronger militaries after the 
Arab Spring. The military remains the center of all existence, including 
maintaining internal security against subversive civil formations, as well 
as its determining role as the source of economic development. Currently, 
the key questions addressed in the paper are: Could the twin phenomena 
of political populism and economic recession in the West provide an 
interregnum that could weaken regional militaries and help the street to 
regain its confidence? Were the counterrevolutions that pushed back the 
Arab Spring temporary setbacks, or do they signify the need to explore 
alternative successors to the Islamism at the core of the Arab Spring? The 
author concludes by arguing that an ongoing analysis of dynamics need 
to be conducted for the indicators of the interregnum and the balance of 
forces at any given moment. He adds that there must be a clear, objective, 
and unequivocal assessment of the capability and readiness of those who 
constitute the forces for change. 
The final paper is by Khaled Abou El Fadl on Islam, Authoritarianism 
and Civil-Military Relations. Abou El Fadl addresses the concept of 
shawka (power/authority) in Jami/Madkhali theology and how this 
concept is used to support military dictatorships across the Middle East. 
He argues that the Islamic revival movement is among the arch enemies 
of Jami and Madkhali Salafism because of its endorsement of democratic 
and pluralistic values, and because they do not see obedience to the ruler 
as a theological and normative paradigm within the Islamic tradition. He 
argues that, ultimately, one should reject such Islam that ends up 
sanctifying and uplifting despotism as a natural state of order, even if the 
cost is justice.  
This volume presents important papers that cover a myriad of civil-
military relations in multiple countries and experiences including Egypt, 
Sudan, Pakistan, Turkey, Indonesia, Latin America, the Iberian 
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Peninsula, and beyond. Other papers also analyze the conditions needed 
for successful transitions towards democratic rule and the loosening of 
the military grip over politics and civilian life, particularly in Muslim 
countries. But in many societies, particularly in the MENA region, the 
vision is blurry and the road is arduous since the setback of the Arab 
Spring. Over time it has become very clear that championing lofty ideals 
and progress towards democratic governance, pluralistic and inclusive 
societies, the respect for human rights, the rule of law, transparency, 
accountability, rooting of corruption, economic development, and social 
justice and harmony cannot be realized without first addressing and 
balancing civil-military relations, particularly in Muslim societies. 
CIGA’s third Ummah Conference has exclusively focused on this issue 
but it barely scratched the surface. We hope that the papers in this volume 
will contribute to a better understanding and analysis, and eventually help 
realize these lofty ideals. The sooner intellectuals, thought leaders, and 
experts in Muslim societies deal seriously with the issue of balancing 
civil-military relations, the sooner these societies will be able to overcome 
a variety of other, related problems successfully. And therein lies the 
challenge. 
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2. Civilian Control of the Military: Patterns of Success and 
Failure 

Aurel Croissant* and David Kuehn** 
 
Abstract 
This paper examines the conditions under which new democracies 
succeed or fail in establishing state institutions. Building upon a novel 
conceptual framework to evaluate the degree of civilian control in new 
democracies and an integrative theory of change in civil-military 
relations, the paper analyzes 66 cases of successful and failed Third Wave 
democracies. The findings suggest that no single variable can explain the 
establishment of civilian control in new democracies. Instead, the 
combinations of factors that explain success in institutionalizing civilian 
control are different from those that explain its failure. Factors for success 
include the strength of civil society, the type of authoritarian legacies, the 
strength of democratic institutions, domestic conflict (or the absence 
thereof), and strong external support. The combinations of conditions for 
failure include the lack of authoritarian institutional control, a weak civil 
society, unconsolidated democratic institutions, a lack of international 
support, and the presence of a significant internal threat. 
 
Introduction 
Democratization in a country is not just about transforming a system into 
one that elects new political leaders through free and fair elections. It 
entails a much more comprehensive political overhaul. One of the most 
significant factors in the success or failure of a state’s democratic 

 
*Professor of Political Science and Dean of the Faculty of Economics and 
Social Sciences at Heidelberg University in Germany.  
 
** Senior Research Fellow at the GIGA Institute of Asian Studies in Hamburg, 
Germany and Book Reviews Editor of the academic journal Democratization. 
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transition and subsequent consolidation is establishing democratic civil-
military relations. Without democratic civil-military relations, the post-
democratization political process of a nation is destined to remain 
unstable. 

Reforming civil-military relations is a challenge for all post-authoritarian 
regimes, but it is a salient concern especially in those countries that have 
a long tradition of military intervention in national politics. Of the 65 
countries with a population of more than a million (as of 2010), which, at 
least once, attempted a transition to democracy during the so-called “third 
wave” of democratization between 1974 and 2010, 22 were transitions 
from military rule to democratic governance, mostly in Latin America 
(10), Sub-Saharan Africa (seven), and Asia-Pacific (three).1  
Traditionally, the issue of civilian control over the military is at the center 
of civil-military studies, and rightly so. However, the challenge of 
reforming civil-military relations is more complex than the issue of 
“civilian control over the military.” It includes questions concerning the 
distribution of “political decision-making” authority (that is, who has the 
authority to make political decisions); the armed forces’ ability to achieve 
their defined missions (“effectiveness”); and at what cost in lives and 
resources (“military efficiency”).2 Moreover, civilian control of the 
military is not the same as “coup avoidance”.3 The assumption that 
civilian control exists where militaries do not attempt to supplement a 
government by threat or use of violence ignores that “military or security 
forces today are more likely to endanger democracy by lessening its 
quality and depth than by threatening its outright and swift overthrow”.4 
The de facto political power of militaries that emerges from their ability 
to engage in collective action enables them to limit the effective power of 

 
1 Kuehn and Croissant 2019. 
2 Bruneau and Croissant 2019. 
3 Croissant et al. 2010. 
4 Agüero 2009: 60. 
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democratically elected authorities to govern, even without supplanting a 
government.5 
Transitions from military rule to political democracy since the mid-1970s 
have often contributed to profound changes in the military’s role in 
politics. For example, the number of military regimes decreased from 16 
in 1973 (the last year before the onset of the third wave of 
democratization) to just two in 2010; and the frequency of military-led 
coups d’état decreased from an average of 10 per year in the 1970s to 
fewer than three in the 2000s.6 However, despite their retreat from 
government to barracks, military leaders in many new democracies 
successfully carved out political niches within their new political orders. 
The Chilean political scientist Samuel Valenzuela (1992) called this the 
“institutionalization” of “reserved domains of policy making” and the 
military’s assertion as a “tutelary power.” Furthermore, the experiences 
of nations such as Pakistan (in 1997), Bangladesh (2007), Mali (2012), 
Egypt (2013), and in Thailand (2006 and 2014) suggest that public 
discontent with cynical elites, chaotic politics, and controversies 
surrounding electoral outcomes can provide a window of opportunity for 
military officers to intervene in the political process.  
When do democratizing states reform civil-military relations so that the 
military supports democratic governance? What are patterns of success 
and failure in Third Wave Democracies (TWDs)? What factors account 
for these outcomes of civil-military reforms? The chapter at hand will 
address these questions in five steps.7 Section 1 introduces a conceptual 

 
5 North, Wallis and Weingast 2009. 
6 Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2018; Croissant 2013. 
7 Much of the research that is presented in this chapter derives from our multi-
year collaboration in the research project ‘Democratic Transformation and 
Civilian Control of the Military: A Configurative Comparison of New 
Democracies (1974–2010)’, funded by the German Research Foundation (CR 
128/4-2). For a more comprehensive description of the dataset on civilian 
control of the military and an extensive discussion of some of the summarized 
findings, see Kuehn and Croissant (2019). 
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framework of civilian control over the military that makes it possible to 
compare strengths or weaknesses of civilian authority over the military in 
different areas of civil-military relations and different nations over time. 
Next, Section 2 will discuss the role of the military in transitions from 
authoritarian rule to democratic governance. Section 3 examines the 
political management of democratic reforms in civil-military relations 
after the transition from military to civilian governance. Section 4 then 
discusses possible explanations for the diverging outcomes of civil-
military reforms after the transition to democratic governance in TWDs. 
The fifth and final section draws conclusions and recommendations for 
successful civil-military reforms in countries that have not yet made the 
transition from authoritarian rule to democracy. 
 
Conceptualizing Civilian Control over the Military 
There is no agreement among scholars on what exactly civilian control 
over the military entails, or how researchers can measure it. Earlier 
scholarship often defined civilian control in terms of military 
professionalism or the absence of military coups.8 However, in recent 
years, scholars have advanced conceptions that share two fundamental 
assumptions: First, civilian control is about the political power of 
nonmilitary political actors relative to the military; second, and related, 
political-military relations can best be understood as a continuum ranging 
from full civilian control to complete military dominance over the 
political system. Therefore, civilian control over the military can be 
understood as a gradual phenomenon. In our previous work, we defined 
“civilian control” as a particular state in the distribution of political 
authority in which civilian political leaders (either democratically elected 
or autocratically selected) have the full authority to decide on national 
policies and their implementation. Under civilian control, “civilians make 

 
8 The critique of this understanding is extensive and we do not need to 
summarize them here. For more detail, see Pion-Berlin (1997); Desch (1999); 
Alagappa (2001); Feaver (2003); Croissant et al. (2010). 
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all the rules, and they can change them at any time”.9 They may delegate 
the implementation of some policies to the military, but there is a clear 
dividing line between political decisions and military implementation of 
political goals—and the line is wherever the government of the day and 
the constitution determine.  
To analytically capture different aspects of civil-military relations, which, 
by definition, is a multidimensional concept comprising the whole range 
of political-military relations, we have proposed a conceptual framework 
that disaggregates civilian control into five decision-making areas: Elite 
recruitment, public policy, internal security, national defense, and 
military organization (see Table 1). 
 

Table 1: Areas and Indicators of Civilian Control 

Area Dimension Indicator 
Degree of Civilian Control 

High Medium Low 

E
lit

e 
R

ec
ru

itm
en

t 

Competition for 
public office 

Reserved 
representation 
for military 
personnel 

No formal or 
informal 
guarantees for 
military 
representation in 
political bodies 

Some privileged 
access to political 
office 

Majority of 
decisive political 
positions are 
reserved for the 
military 

Military 
influence on 
the rules of 
political 
competition 

Military has no 
influence on the 
selection of 
political decision-
makers 

Some authority 
over the process 
of selecting 
political decision-
makers but cannot 
dominate 
procedures or 
outcomes of the 
process 

Military 
dominates rule-
setting, process 
and outcomes of 
elite selection. 

 

Political 
participation 

Eligibility of 
active-duty 
military 
officers 

Active-duty 
officers are not 
eligible for 
political office 

Active-duty 
officers are 
eligible in a few 
individual cases. 

Regular eligibility 
of military 
officers or 
existing rules of 
non-eligibility are 
regularly ignored 

 
9 Kohn 1997: 142 
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Military veto 
power over 
formation and 
dissolution of 
governments 

No military 
influence on the 
making and 
breaking of 
governments 

Occasional and 
isolated de facto 
influence 

Formal 
regulations 
establish military 
as veto actor or 
military 
systematically 
demands a 
tutelary role 

Pu
bl

ic
 P

ol
ic

y 

Policy-making Military 
influence on 
state budget 

No military 
participation in 
the allocation of 
state expenditures 

Institutionalized 
military 
prerogatives or de 
facto capture of 
some budget items 

Military 
dominance over 
budgetary process 

Military 
influence on 
public policy-
making  

No 
institutionalized 
prerogatives or 
informal 
intervention 

Some isolated 
institutionalized 
or informal 
military 
participation 

Systematic 
exclusion of 
civilians from at 
least one policy 
field 

 

Policy 
implementation 

Military 
authority over 
public 
administratio
n 

No military-
dominated state-
in-state structures 
and no military 
oversight of 
civilian 
administrative 
authorities 

Military replaces 
civilian 
administration in 
certain (functional 
or geographical) 
areas 

Civilian 
administrative 
authorities are 
under military 
oversight, or 
significant 
militarized 
parallel structures 

In
te

rn
al

 
Se

cu
ri

ty
 

Policy-making Military 
influence on 
internal 
security 
policy-
making 

No 
institutionalized 
prerogatives or 
informal 
intervention 

Some 
institutionalized 
or informal 
military authority 

Systematic 
exclusion of 
civilians from 
internal security 
decision making 

 

Control over 
security agents 

Separation of 
police/other 
security 
agents and 
military 

Strict separation; 
no military 
command over 
internal security 
agents except in 
clearly defined 
emergencies 

Subordination of 
police or other 
agencies in 
limited specified 
geographic areas 
or missions 

Police or other 
security agents 
subordinate to 
military 
command, or no 
separate civilian 
police 

Civilian 
oversight 
over military 
internal 
security 
operations 

Institutional 
framework for 
monitoring 
military 
operations; 
military accepts 
civilian oversight 

Civilian capability 
to monitor 
military internal 
security 
operations is 
limited 

No effective 
civilian oversight; 
military 
autonomous in the 
conduct of 
operations  
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N
at

io
na

l D
ef

en
se

 

Policy-making Civilian 
influence on 
defense 
policy 
making  

Institutionalized 
civilian 
dominance over 
defense policy and 
active day-to-day 
participation of 
civilians in 
defense policy-
making; military 
accepts civilians’ 
policy prerogative 

Lacking or 
ambiguous legal 
regulations; 
military personnel 
dominate defense 
bureaucracy; 
occasional 
instances of ad 
hoc military 
contestation 
against civilian 
authority 

Civilians are 
systematically 
excluded from 
defense policy 
decision-making 

 

Policy 
implementation 

Civilian 
oversight 
over military 
defense 
activities 

Civilians in all 
branches of 
government are 
able to monitor 
military activities 

Military has the 
ability to 
selectively 
withdraw itself 
from effective 
oversight 

Military’s defense 
operations are not 
subject to civilian 
monitoring 

M
ili

ta
ry

 O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n 

Policy-making Civilian 
influence on 
decision-
making about 
military 
‘hardware’ 
and 
‘software’ 

Civilians have full 
authority over 
decisions about 
military 
organization the 
rules of conduct, 
and the limits of 
military 
autonomy, and 
provide the 
guidelines for the 
armed forces’ 
corporate identity 

Civilian decision-
making is limited 
to certain aspects 
of military 
organization due 
to lack of 
institutionalized 
channels, or the 
military exerts 
veto power over 
decisions. 

The military alone 
defines military 
organization and 
determines the 
scope of its 
professional 
autonomy. 

 

Policy 
implementation 

Military 
compliance 
with and 
civilian 
monitoring of 
decisions on 
‘hardware’ 
and 
‘software’  

 Civilians are able 
to monitor and 
audit military 
activities to 
guarantee the 
implementation of 
their decisions. 

 Military does not 
implement 
civilian decisions, 
or civilians lack 
institutionalized 
oversight 
mechanisms. 

No civilian 
oversight; military 
completely 
autonomous in 
internal affairs 

Source: Kuehn et al. (2016). 
  
The degree of civilian control at a given moment in time is measured by 
observing who makes decisions in the five areas of civil–military 
relations and by verifying whether the military complies with civilian 
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decisions. As we explain elsewhere,10 full civilian control exists if civilian 
authorities enjoy uncontested decision-making power in all five areas, 
while in the ideal-type military regime soldiers rule over all five areas. 
By identifying the extent to which effective civilian institutions have been 
established and remaining military prerogatives and patterns of 
contestation circumscribe civilian decision-making power, civilian 
control over each area can be measured on an ordinal scale with three 
intensities: high, medium, and low. Civilian control in a given area is high 
if the military does not enjoy formal prerogatives and does not contest 
civilian authority. It is medium if the armed forces, due to formal 
regulations or informal challenges to the civilian leadership, enjoy 
political privileges, but are unable to monopolize them; or if civilian 
decision-making authority is not institutionalized, but depends on the 
personal rapport of civilians with the military. Civilian control is low if 
the military dominates decision-making or implementation in that area. 
By evaluating the degree of civilian control over each of the five areas, it 
is possible to identify the level of civilian control in a given country at a 
given point in time, as well as track changes over time and identify cross-
country differences. 
The conventional wisdom in the field of civil-military relations is “that 
only via democratically established institutions can the armed guardians 
of a state’s security be guarded from their own organizational impulse to 
take over the reins of government”.11 However, civilian control of the 
military may come in many shapes. In democracies, it is subject to clear 
and well-understood rules that must be independent of the identity of 
political officials. The effective design and use of a certain set of 
institutions is an indispensable element for ensuring the joint exercise of 
democratic civilian control by the executive and legislative branches of 
government. While control over the military rests with the government, 
supported by a cadre of expert advisers, the civilian foreign policy and 

 
10 Croissant et al. 2013; Kuehn et al. 2016. 
11 Bruneau and Tollefson 2006: 264. 
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national security community, and a free media, control over the 
government is subject to political competition and institutional 
constraints.  
However, democratic institutions are not the only means to achieve 
civilian control of the military. There is a rich literature on civil-military 
relations in autocracies that demonstrate the ability of political leaders to 
find alternative but effective solutions to the “guardianship dilemma”.12 
Some mechanisms of authoritarian civilian control are institutionalized, 
whereas others are highly personalized or are mainly designed for so-
called “coup-proofing”.13 Often, as in Egypt under President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi,14 in Putin’s Russia,15 or in Tunisia before the Arab Spring,16 this 
takes the form of strongman rule over the military and, in fact, the whole 
security sector. Even in contemporary China, which adheres to the 
communist model of party-army symbiosis and where all the institutions 
and rules of party control are still in place, there is a tendency toward 
strongman control, reflecting a broader trend of personalization of party 
politics under Xi Jinping.17 Moreover, democratically-elected political 
leaders can use firm control over the military apparatus for illiberal and 
undemocratic means.18 
 

The First Transition: From Autocratic to Democratic Government 

When analyzing transitions from authoritarian rule to a political 
democracy, it is important to keep in mind that such processes actually 
involve two transitions.19 The first transition, if successful, is one from 

 
12 McMahon and Slantchev 2015. 
13 Quinlivan 1999. 
14 Springborg 2019. 
15 Friedman 2019. 
16 Jebnoun 2019. 
17 Ji 2019. 
18 Bruneau and Croissant 2019. 
19 O’Donnell 1992. 
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autocratic governance to the installation of a democratic government. 
Once a transition from authoritarian rule in a given country has reached 
this point, a second transition can begin. This second transition is from a 
democratic government toward an effectively functioning, consolidated 
democratic regime.20  
During the first transition, the “military challenge” for civilian actors is 
how to achieve the inauguration of a democratic government without 
provoking military resistance. This challenge is especially acute in 
countries with a strong legacy of “praetorianism,” i.e., past failures of 
civilian political institutions to establish effective control over the 
military. The challenge for democratic governments during the second 
transition is to establish functional institutions of civilian control over the 
military.21 While this second challenge is relevant for all types of 
countries that are going through processes of democratic consolidation, 
no matter the prior regime type, it is more difficult to achieve if there are 
legacies of military government and military control over the transition 
to democracy.  
For clarity and to provide a minimal degree of comparability between 
cases, in this paper we limit the term “military government” to political 
systems led by somewhat collegial bodies representing the officer corps, 
in which multiple officers influence decision-making, and which 
represent the military institution. In contrast, Barbara Geddes and her co-
authors conceptualize military-led autocracies controlled by a single 
officer absent elite constraints as “military strongman” rule.22 In addition 
to the 22 transitions that occurred as transitions from military to civilian 
government, another seven countries experienced a transition from 
military strongman rule to democracy from 1974 to 2010 (see Table 2).  
Most transitions from military rule to democracy took place by means of 
planned elections held under the auspices of the outgoing military regime, 

 
20 O’Donnell 1992: 18. 
21 Przeworski 2003: 81-85. 
22 Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2014. 
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whereas in a few cases, i.e., Sudan (1985), Niger (1990), Greece (1974), 
and Thailand (1992), the military was forced to relinquish power due to 
internal quarrels or nonviolent mass mobilization. Not a single transition 
was the result of an armed insurrection against the military government. 
The situation in military strongman regimes was somewhat similar, with 
most transitions taking place through elections.  
There are different modes of transition from military to civilian 
government. The two important ones are23: 

1) Reform through rupture, i.e., high degree of confrontation where 
opposition elites dominate (Greece, Argentina, Bangladesh, Mali); 
2) Reform through extrication, i.e., a mix of confrontation and 
accommodation whereby the military government dominates the 
transition (Brazil, Chile, Pakistan) or, at least, is able to negotiate the 
terms of the retreat to the barracks with the opposition (South Korea). 

Wherever military cohesion disintegrated because of internal quarrels, or 
because of a failed foreign adventure (the Falkland disaster of the 
Argentinian junta in 1983, and the Cyprus intervention of the Greek 
colonels in 1974), the military was in a weak position to exert concessions 
from the (civilian) opposition and, hence, exercised little influence over 
the political outcomes of the transition. In contrast, wherever the military 
remained cohesive in defense of the military government, elements of 
extrication shape the process of transition (Brazil, Chile, South Korea, 
Thailand, and Pakistan). Under such conditions, the short-term outcome 
of the reform process almost always was a democratic government, which 
enjoyed little or no control over the armed forces; whereas the military 
was able to exercise tutelage over the democratic process. In countries 
like Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, or South Korea, the armed forces had 
successfully carved out political niches within their democratic orders 
during the transition to democracy and the challenge of military reform 
had not been resolved by the time the transition from military to civilian 
government ended. 

 
23 Share 1987; Munck and Leff 1997. 
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Table 2: Third Wave Democracies and Preceding Authoritarian Regimes, 
1974-2010 

Former 
authoritarian 
regime 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

East & 
South Asia 

Southern 
Europe 

Post-
Communist 
Eurasia 

Latin 
America and 
Caribbean 

Middle East 
and North 
Africa 

Military 

Burundi, 
Lesotho, 
Niger, 
Nigeria, 
Sudan 

S Korea, 
Pakistan, 
Thailand 

Greece  Argentina, 
Bolivia, 
Brazil, 
Chile, 
Ecuador,  
El Salvador, 
Guatemala, 
Honduras, 
Peru, 
Uruguay 

Turkey 

Military 
strongman 

Benin, 
Ghana, 
Guinea-
Bissau, 
Madagascar, 
Mali  

Bangladesh Spain    

Personalist 
Liberia, 
Malawi, 
Sierra Leone 

Philippines Portugal Georgia1, 
Serbia 

Dominican 
R. 

 

Party 

Kenya, 
Senegal, 
Zambia 

Indonesia, 
Mongolia, 
Sri Lanka, 
Taiwan 

 Albania, 
Armenia1, 
Bulgaria, 
Croatia2, 
Czech R.3, 
Estonia1, 
Hungary, 
Latvia1, 
Macedonia2, 
Moldova1, 
Poland, 
Romania, 
Russia1, 
Slovakia3, 
Slovenia2, 
Ukraine1 

Mexico, 
Nicaragua, 
Paraguay 

 

Ruling 
Monarchy 

 Nepal     

Others  Namibia, 
South Africa  

    Lebanon 

 

Italics: At least one autocratic reversal of three or more years during time 
span.1 Former Soviet Republic;2 former republics of the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia;3 former Czechoslovakia.  
Source: Kuehn and Croissant (2019). 
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Reserved domains and military prerogatives often included24: 
• Military-dominated National Security Councils (Brazil, Turkey);  
• Reserved seats for representatives of the military in parliament 
(Chile, Indonesia);  
• Economic concessions and budgetary autonomy from the 
government (Pakistan);  
• Military autonomy in its internal affairs (South Korea, Pakistan, 
Thailand, all of Latin America); and 
• Military control over national defense policy and/or matters of 
internal security (i.e., most of Central and South America).  
 
As Kuehn and Croissant (2019) demonstrate, former civilian regimes had 
a greater average degree of civilian control in the first year of the post-
authoritarian democracy as compared to democracies that came out of 
military rule or military strongman dictatorships. In comparison, TWDs 
built on the legacies of military or strongman rule do consistently worse 
than their civilian counterparts do. Moreover, post-military TWDs faced 
a higher probability of military interventions in national politics through 
attempts of coup d’état.25 
Why would democratic governments in TWDs consent to military 
tutelage that restrict the possible range of democratic outcomes, and 
introduce a source of instability into the democratic system? One obvious 
answer is that moderate civilian reformists may have feared that any 
attempt to impose civilian control – as the more radical elements in the 
opposition movement demanded – would have immediately provoked 
exactly what it was intended to eliminate—military intervention.26 A 
second answer is that in many countries with a long tradition of military 
intervention, institutional models through which civilians could have 
exercised in order to control the military were absent at the time of the 

 
24 Kuehn and Croissant 2019. 
25 Kuehn and Croissant 2019. 
26 Przeworski 2003. 
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transition from military to civilian government. Without such an 
apparatus of civilian control, the choice faced by democratic 
governments, for example in South Korea, may have been one of either 
tolerating military autonomy or destroying the military altogether.27 Yet, 
the issue of civilian control over the military is not only whether it is 
prudent to attempt it, but also who wants to have it. In this regard, the 
experiences of cases such as Chile in the 1990s and of Thailand in the 
2000s are very telling. Pro-military and royalist political forces simply 
proffered military tutelage and autonomy as a protection from demands 
for greater political participation and economic redistribution, to ward off 
pressure from those who sought a social or a political revolution.28  
 
The Second Transition from a Democratic Government toward a 
Consolidated Democratic Regime 
Whatever the reasons in the individual case, wherever the military was 
able to secure political and institutional privileges for itself during the 
first transition, it delayed the institutionalization of democratic control 
over the armed forces during the second transition. Yet the condition 
created by transitions negotiated with the ancient regime are reversible. 
The essential feature of democracy is that nothing is decided definitively. 
As Kuehn and Croissant (2019) show, democratic control was established 
in many countries that experienced democratic transitions out of military 
or military strongman rule—for example, South Korea, Brazil and 
Chile—such that, today, the armed forces accept the democratic political 
order and act according to democratic norms and procedure, although it 
usually took 10-20 years. The differences between countries such as 
South Korea and Thailand or Bangladesh and Pakistan, suggest that the 
development of civil-military relations in new democracies is affected, 
but not determined, by the initial conditions during and after the transition 
from authoritarian rule. On average, former civilian regimes did better in 

 
27 Kuehn 2013. 
28 Croissant et al. 2013; chapter 8. 
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establishing and maintaining strong civilian control over the military than 
former military regimes or military strongman regimes. Yet, the within-
group variation among the post-praetorian TWDs is remarkable—and it 
is more pronounced than within the group of TWDs without a military-
led or military-dominated predecessor regime.29 
 
Conditions of Success or Failure in Institutionalizing Civilian 
Control over the Military in Third Wave Democracies 
Which factors, then, account for the success or failure of institutionalizing 
civilian control over the military? Analytically, our theoretical argument 
centers on civilians as relevant actors who do or do not initiate change in 
civil–military relations. At the end of the day, the success or failure in 
institutionalizing civilian control in new democracies can be explained by 
the political elites’ ability to contain the military’s political power through 
“control strategies,” which make the military comply with their political 
decisions and reduce the armed forces’ “disposition and opportunity” to 
resist them.30 However, political leaders’ decisions to employ specific 
control strategies and their effects do not occur in a historical or political 
vacuum but are affected by the resources available to civilians. Therefore, 
strategic choices of civilians are shaped by the specific context they are 
faced with.  
“Context,” of course, is a very encompassing category and the list of all 
possible substantive factors that have been considered to affect civil-
military relations is extensive. Not all of these potentially relevant factors 
can or should be integrated into a single explanatory model. Building on 
other works and our own research findings,31 six factors deserve closer 
scrutiny because they plausibly can affect the successful introduction of 
civilian control strategies in new democracies: Praetorian legacies, 
military control over the transition, and ethnic inequality, on average, 

 
29 Kuehn and Croissant, 2019. 
30 cf. Croissant et al. 2013; Kuehn et al. 2016. 
31 Kuehn and Croissant 2019. 

 
 

 30 

reduce the degree of civilian control in new democracies. In contrast, 
membership in the European Union or NATO, a strong civil society, and 
an institutionalized party system, on average, support civilian control. 
Praetorian Legacies. Neo-institutionalist approaches in civil-military 
relations and in democratization studies agree that the legacies of military 
engagement in politics under authoritarian (and pre-authoritarian) 
regimes play an important role for the pace and scope of military reform 
in post-authoritarian democracies.32 Legacies of “military praetorianism,” 
that is, a tradition of politically empowered military establishments and 
commonplace military interventions into politics affect civilian control in 
a nominally democratic system through a number of causal roots. First, 
democracies may simply lack institutional models through which political 
leaders can exercise control over the military. Without such an apparatus 
of civilian control, the choice faced by democratic governments may be 
one of either tolerating military autonomy or destroying the armed forces 
altogether. In contrast, political leaders in newly democratized states will 
find it easier to employ robust control strategies if they can rely on 
institutions of civilian control that have been established during the 
authoritarian regime, e.g., in well-institutionalized dominant-party 
regimes.33 In addition, societies with a praetorian legacy have a history of 
recurrent coups. One of the more solid findings in contemporary coup 
studies is that the occurrence of coups in the past increases the probability 
of coups in the future; this is called the “coup trap”.34 Coups require 
strategic skills of the coup leaders and the organizational capabilities of 
(particularly) military units involved in executing the coup d’état. The 
more often that coup attempts have succeeded in the past, and the more 
experience, the more likely it is that would-be coup plotters will believe 
that another attempt would also succeed; and the more likely it is that 
military officers possess the strategic skills and military units have the 

 
32 Agüero 1995, 1998; Barany 1997, 2012. 
33 Cottey, Edmunds, and Forster 2002; Croissant 2018. 
34 Belkin and Schofer 2003. 
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organizational capabilities to execute a coup. Moreover, coups tend to 
undermine civilian institutions, such as legislatures and courts, that are 
necessary for serving as a check against future coups.35  
As mentioned above, another factor are the political legacies of the first 
transition. As discussed before, the stronger the military’s sway over the 
first transition, the better military leaders are to gain or maintain 
guarantees for military autonomy and privileges. These deals are more 
difficult to be revised by democratic leaders when military leaders had 
permitted the development of military-backed patronage parties, because 
this increases the likelihood that allies of the military have significant 
representation in democratically-elected bodies such as constituent 
assemblies, state legislatures, or the presidency.36 
Economic and Ethnic Inequalities. Contemporary “distributive conflict 
models” in democratization and authoritarianism studies argue that civil-
military relations reflect the extent to which political leaders must rely on 
military coercion.37 The latter depends on the extent of mass threats to the 
regime, which, in turn, is a consequence of the level of economic 
inequality in a society. In countries with high levels of economic 
inequality, the military is indispensable in repression, which allows them 
to acquire a politically pivotal role and, in turn, garner greater autonomy 
and resources. Because soldiers enjoy a politically privileged position, 
governments are under military tutelage. In contrast, in societies at low 
levels of income inequality, mass threats to the regime are small. Rulers 
do not depend on their militaries for internal repression. Because the 
military is not in a politically pivotal position, these regimes are able to 
achieve “perfect political control” of the military. Finally, societies at a 
medium level of economic inequality are particularly vulnerable to 
frictions and conflict in their civil-military relations, as civilian and 

 
35 Belkin and Schofer 2003: 608. 
36 Wright and Escribá-Folch 2012: 292-293. 
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military leaders might each assert control, which might lead to the 
breakdown of civilian control.38 
With respect to the relationship of democratic instability and military 
interventions in politics, some studies argue that not only income 
inequality in general, but horizontal inequalities in terms of access to 
political, economic, and social resources among groups with a shared 
identity are critical.39 Inequality between ethnic groups could induce 
“‘ethnic coups,’ which depend on the capacity of plotters to mobilize their 
co-ethnics”.40 Therefore, societies marked by strong inequalities between 
ethnic groups have stronger traditions of practices of ethnic manipulation 
within security institutions. This implies that political leaders in 41newly 
democratized countries will be willing to dismantle ethnic armies created 
by their predecessors, but will also face incentives to rely on selective 
recruitment to strengthen ethnic congruence between civilian and military 
leaders. This, in turn, may provoke violent resistance from military 
officers, while ethnically biased recruitment of military organizations 
negatively affect public faith in the institutions of the new democracy. 
Both introduce an additional source of instability into the democratic 
system and weaken civilian leverage vis-à-vis the military.42  
International support. International incentives can have a major impact 
on the willingness of post-authoritarian political leaders to reform their 
militaries. For example, both NATO and the European Union stipulate 
civilian control over the armed forces as a precondition for acceptance of 
membership candidates into their organizations. The economic and 
political advantages offered by membership in these organizations have 
even convinced the more conservative militaries in Southern and in post-
communist Europe to comply with the normative standards of the 

 
38 Svolik 2012: 129-136. 
39 Houle 2015; Harkness 2016. 
40 Boudea and Houle 2017: 382. 
41 Lindemann 2011; Brown et al. 2015. 
42 Harkness 2016, 2017. 
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organizations they sought to enter. The African Union, the Economic 
Community of West African States43(ECOWAS), and the Organization 
of American States (OAS) have collectively responded to several 
unconstitutional changes of government, serving as credible mechanisms 
to reduce the vulnerability of young democracies towards military coups. 
In addition, both scholars of civil-military relations and defense education 
practitioners have promoted multinational training in defense education 
institutions as a means to transfer democratic norms of civilian control to 
foreign officers.44 
Civil society and political parties. Political control of the military requires 
the “coevolution of perpetually lived organizations” such as viable 
political parties and a rich associational life.45 There are a number of 
causal routes through which civil society and well-institutionalized 
political parties can strengthen civilian control. First, such organizations 
can act as crucial backstops against the power-grabbing impulses of their 
militaries because they enhance the possibility of collective and organized 
resistance against military encroachments into politics.46 Second, 
democratic control of the military depends also on the ability of the 
legislative and executive branches of government to establish external 
controls of the military. Non-governmental organizations, civic 
associations, think tanks, and the media can provide such external 
monitoring, and thus help to reduce the civil-military information 
asymmetry and lower the costs of civilian oversight of the security 
sector.47 Third, the formation of relatively strong party organizations 
generates conditions that minimize both the incentives for politicians to 
pull the military into the domain of government and the opportunity for 

 
43 Cottey, Edmunds and Forster 2002; Bruneau and Trinkunas 2008. 
44 Blair 2013. 
45 North, Wallis and Weingast 2009: 171, 259. 
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military leaders to push into civilian politics.48 In contrast, weak 
institutionalization of civilian political organizations incentivizes civilian 
political groups to rely heavily on the military’s coercive and 
organizational powers to enforce their claim to power. Consequently, we 
expect that viable civil societies and party systems strengthen democratic 
leaders vis-a-vis the military, enabling them to pursue more robust 
strategies and contributing to stronger civilian controls. 
 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
Of course, “contextual” factors can only become causal through the action 
of political actors. Therefore, the agency of political decision makers—
their strategic actions, prioritization, timing and sequencing of their 
strategies—plays an important role. In fact, civilian control over the 
military in new democracies is the outcome of a complex interplay 
between structural factors and contingent human agency. As Trinkunas 
(2005) explains, the crafting of civilian control of the military ultimately 
depends on the ability of civilians to “break” existing patterns of civil-
military relations and to introduce new institutions which ensure the 
supremacy of civilians in political decision-making. These strategies aim 
at coopting, recruiting, appeasing, or intimidating military officers into 
supporting the enforcement and institutionalization of civilian control. 
While it is the conduct of political actors that explains the extent to which 
civilians succeed, the environmental context presents the resources and 
opportunities to actors. 
In order for civilians to be able to successfully implement specific 
strategies of control over the military, they will have to take into 
consideration the environment in which their strategy is to be realized, as 
the actual choice and its outcome depends on the resources at the actor’s 
disposal. Civilian politicians can develop different strategies within a 
given context, with each strategy requiring different resources for its 
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implementation. Contexts are themselves “strategically selective”, 
meaning that one context will favor certain strategies over others. At the 
same time, politicians can develop different control strategies within 
similar contexts and structural environments.  
The tentative results of our cross-national analysis suggest that, 
ultimately, no single factor can explain the development of civil-military 
relations in new democracies. Nor is there a single recipe for success 
when it comes to civilian control strategies. However, there are a number 
of tentative conclusions, which may also be relevant with regard to the 
quest for democratic civil-military relations in Muslim societies or 
elsewhere. A first, and perhaps the most obvious conclusion, is that the 
optimal strategy of reforming civil-military relations after extrication 
from military rule is inconsistent. The forces pushing for democracy must 
be prudent before the transition from military government to civilian 
government, and they would like to be resolute after this transition has 
taken place. However, decisions made during the first transition create 
conditions that are hard to reverse in the second transition, since they 
preserve the power of forces associated with the old regime. Ex post, the 
democratic forces may regret their prudence, but ex ante, they have no 
choice but to be prudent. 
Second, when undertaking a process of reform, civilians must be sure that 
a consensus between democratic forces is in place that translates into 
maximum political support for the changes planned. In successful cases 
such as South Korea, Chile, Portugal, or Namibia, pro-democracy 
reformers were able to build strong leadership and bargaining leverage 
vis-à-vis the military through elite compromise among old conservatives 
and new reformists as well as by gaining support from vibrant civil 
society groups. Here, an agreement between political parties that they will 
not seek the armed forces’ support for their respective stances is crucial 
because, as stated by Narcis Serra (former Secretary of Defense, 
Kingdom of Spain), “an army that is being courted is an army that is 
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difficult to reform”.49 
Third, given the deep entrenchment of the military in the political and 
economic system, and the often strong traditions of military rule and 
military control of the political system in many Muslim-majority 
societies, the engine of civil-military reform must be domestic 
governments and institutions. Military bureaucracies are famously 
resistant to change, and they have their entrenched political interests. 
Without civilian initiative, civil-military relations will stagnate, and 
armies will resist necessary reforms in response to changes in the 
democratic context.50 It is therefore unlikely that change can emerge from 
inside the armed forces. That is why civilian leaders must intervene to 
force change in civil-military relations. 
Fourth, reforms should envision civil-military reforms as a gradual 
process, which contains a necessary element of “trial and error.” 
Militaries prefer the status quo and if they do change, military 
bureaucracies favor incremental reform because it minimizes disruption. 
Slow and sometimes limited reforms can bring about a more desirable 
outcome than revolutionary changes—at least in terms of civil–military 
relations. Swift and drastic changes might unnecessarily provoke the ire 
of those for whom regime change means the loss of their power and 
privileges. A gradualist approach that favors coalition building and a 
willingness to make acceptable compromises is usually a prudent way to 
proceed. Pro-democracy reformists are too often impatient and rush into 
hasty reforms over military and security institutions—in many cases 
without a proper understanding of the nature of the military as a national 
security institution.  
Fifth and last, military reform should not be geared toward punishing 
officers and weakening the security institution; rather, the ultimate 
objective of the reform is to build strong armed forces that can effectively 
defend the nation and simultaneously support the norm of civilian 
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supremacy and democracy. For example, elected leaders may feel 
tempted to take advantage of the opportunity of a failed military coup 
d’état to purge the military and institutionalize personal strongman 
control over military and other security forces; to the end that he or she is 
now dominating all domains of civil-military relations in his or her 
country. While this would allow him or her to wrest power from the 
military, a shortsighted strategy of personalizing military control can 
backfire, may diminish military effectiveness (because usually it relies 
heavily on coup–proofing), and can contribute to the destruction of 
democracy; not by the military, but by the actions of civilian politicians 
who have been elected to lead democracy. 
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3.  The Problem of Civil-Military Relations 
Abdel-Fattah Mady*

Abstract 

This paper focuses on the challenge of civil-military relations in Arab 
countries in general, and Egypt in particular. It comprises two main 
themes: Investigating the roots of this challenge, and figuring out how to 
deal with it. First, the paper will discuss the emergence of the “nation-
state” in the Arab world and the nature of the political authority, 
autonomy, and lack of accountability of the armed forces in many Arab 
countries. It will examine the lack of civilian control of the armed forces 
on a professional basis, the geopolitical dimensions, including the Arab-
Israeli conflict, and the absence of any external incentive to establish 
civilian control of the armed forces. It will also address the issue of 
terrorism and the significant change of the military strategies of the armed 
forces, especially after the 2011 Arab Spring phenomena, by fighting 
internal enemies in domestic conflicts or civil wars. Next, the paper will 
discuss the means of how to deal with this challenge by differentiating 
between two successive levels of efforts that need to be employed in order 
to address two questions, namely, how the armed forces could relinquish 
power, and how civilian governments could establish civilian control over 
the armed forces. Each of these efforts would entail its own requirements, 
strategies, and precautions, including the emergence of a democratic 
civilian bloc that necessitates developing a frame of reference that defines 
basic values, principles, and priorities.  
 
Introduction 
This paper examines the challenges of Arab civilian-military relations 
from colonial independence until the 2011 revolutions. Such a challenge 
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can be more accurately described as "military intervention in authority 
and politics in the Arab world.” This paper discusses the Arab countries 
in general, with a special focus on Egypt. First, I identify five main 
concepts related to the position of the armed forces in the modern state, 
namely, “authority,” “state,” “power,” “democratic transition,” and 
“democratic transformation.” The paper, then, is divided into two 
sections: The first tackles the origin and causes of the civilian-military 
relations problem, while the second provides solutions to the problem. 
 
The Position of the Armed Forces in the Modern State 
There have been two perspectives with regards to the position of the 
armed forces in the modern state: A normative perspective that 
differentiates between the concepts of "authority" and "state," and a de 
facto perspective that relates to the concept of “power.” According to 
Max Weber's definition, “authority” is the legitimate monopoly of the 
means of violence in society by its rulers, where the ruled submit to that 
monopoly, as it aims to achieve the public good and interest.1 The “state” 
is an abstract concept that represents the contemporary form of political 
society, which has three characteristics.2 First, legal organization of 
political authority (since there is a constitutional and legal framework 
according to which the rulers and the ruled are treated equally). Second, 
the transfer of sovereignty from monarchs to the state, to a point that it 
has become inseparable from "the state" since the 16th century. Third, 
national homogeneity among the population; according to the concept of 
nationalism, every nation has the right to establish its own state regardless 

 
1 Max Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (Routledge, 2009), xxv-
xxvi.  
2 For more details on the concept of “the state,” see: David Held, Political Theory 
and the Modern State (Polity, 2013), Joel Samuel Migdal, Atul Kohli, Vivienne 
Shue (Editors), State Power and Social Forces: Domination and Transformation 
in the Third World (Cambridge University Press, 1994) and Robert H. Jackson, 
Quasi-States: Sovereignty, International Relations and the Third World 
(Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
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of the factors of homogeneity among its people, whether they are 
objective factors—such as ethnicity, language, or history (as in France, 
Italy, and Germany)—or subjective ones—such as the mere desire of co-
existence and the achievement of mutual interest (as in the United States, 
Australia, and Switzerland). 
At the level of exercising political authority, there has been free 
competition between political ideologies and programs, free expression 
of opinion, and open participation at the local, professional, and 
parliamentary levels. The main objective is to serve the public interest in 
the first place.3  Political organizations competing here include political 
parties, coalitions, parliamentary blocs, etc. Political change is achieved 
through peaceful means via competitive, free, fair, and regular elections. 
At the state level, there is consensus on safeguarding sovereignty, 
independence, territorial integrity, security, and identity. These functions 
are not a domain for competition or conflict and the bodies that carry them 
out are non-political and nonpartisan institutions, military and security 
institutions (for defense and security functions), the judiciary (to settle 
disputes among people or between the state and the people), and the 
bureaucracy (to manage the delivery of public services, such as education, 
health, etc.). 
In terms of real politics, the concept of "power" is best used to understand 
the actual exercise of power.4 This is the basic concept of political 
science, through which politics is seen as the realm of the interaction of 
powers, namely: (1) formal political institutions (legislative and 
executive branches), (2) non-political institutions (military, security, 
judicial, and bureaucratic institutions), (3) informal political forces 

 
3 Abdelilah Belkziz, “Politics and Civil-Military Relations,” in the Military, 
Politics and Authority in the Arab Countries (Beirut, The Center for Arab Unity 
Studies, 2002), 18. 
4 See: Phillips W. Shively, Power & Choice: An introduction to Political 
Science (New York, NY: McGraw-Hill, 1999), 7-9, Muhammad Taha Badawi, 
Political Theory (The Modern Egyptian Office, Cairo, 1986), 135-141 and 
Muhammad Jamal Barut’s Comments on Abdelilah Belkziz, Ibid, 36-37.  
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outside the government (parties), and (4) any other domestic (individuals, 
organizations, companies) and foreign (states, multinational corporations, 
and international organizations) actors. Power is defined as the ability of 
an actor to influence other actors to the benefit of his or her interests, even 
at the expense of the interests of others, using all possible means, 
legitimate and illegitimate. 
Understanding political phenomena, such as the phenomenon of military 
intervention in politics, should not be limited to the normative dimension, 
but must rather extend to accommodate the power relations exercised 
among various powers, both formal and informal. Officially, the 
relationship between the armed forces and elected civil political 
institutions in the modern democratic state is based on the subordination 
of the armed forces to civil institutions. It is the people—the source of 
authority and sovereignty—who elect the political institutions, which, in 
turn, establish, monitor, and hold accountable all non-political bodies in 
different ways, depending on the nature of the political system itself. The 
most prominent non-political and non-elected institutions are military, 
security, intelligence, judicial, and bureaucratic institutions. In fact, the 
military and security apparatuses (like other powers and institutions) play 
different roles in the political life of modern democratic countries, such 
as the role of the military industrial complex, the role of generals in 
national security issues, and the role of retired generals. All this is carried 
out, in general, without prejudice to freedoms and rights, and without 
interference in any civil issues like education or health.  
To conclude this theoretical introduction, two concepts pertinent to the 
establishment of civil control over the military need to be clarified, 
namely, "democratic transition" and "democratic transformation."5 The 
former means the transfer of power from absolute rulers to an elected civil 

 
5 Ronald A. Francisco, The Politics of Regime Transitions (Boulder: Westview, 
2000), p.65-69 and George SØrensen, Democracy and Democratization: Process 
and Prospects in a Changing World, 3rd ed. (Boulder: Westview Press, 2008), 
p.13-15. 
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democratic government—that is to say, crossing the threshold between 
undemocratic regimes and democratic systems of government. This 
transition is often achieved after the collapse of an old system (in different 
ways, such as change from above or below, or negotiation). Once the 
transition is successful, the fledgling democratic system cannot obliterate 
all the problems that existed before the transition, such as weak political 
parties, low political awareness, and the influence of the military 
establishment and the security services. These problems are to be 
addressed during the "democratic transformation" phase, which is a long 
process with multiple phases that vary from one state to another and may 
face counter-reversals. If this is accomplished successfully, it ends up 
anchoring the foundations of a democratic system.6  
 
The Root Causes of Military Intervention in Politics 
It is critical to understand the political role of the military in light of the 
nature of the Arab states established post-World War I and the collapse 
of the Ottoman Caliphate. The main issue from which Arab societies 
suffered since the 19th century was the failure of the Islamic nation to keep 
pace with modern civilization, and determining the road to be taken for it 
to rise again. Below are two pairs of factors.  
Factors Related to the Origin of the Arab States 
There are at least three reasons why the post-colonial Arab states have 
abnormal and deformed roots.7 First, these Arab states are established 
according to a political doctrine or frame of reference that has not been 

 
6 See: Abdel-Fattah Mady, “Civil-military relations and democratization,” the 
conference of Arab Democratic Transitions, Esam Fares Center, Beirut, 28 
June 2012. Available at:   
http://www.abdelfattahmady.net/index.php/research/conferences-and-
seminars/459-2014-04-24-20-37-37.html  
7 For more details on this: Abdel-Fattah Mady, “Islamism and Secularism after 
Arab Spring,” The Annual Book: Ummaty fi Alalam, Alhadara Center, Cairo, 
April 2017.  
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consistent with their culture and heritage. The way these states are 
established contradicts the rules of nation building, and ignores the 
region's history and culture where Islam is the cornerstone. Arab 
nationalism has not sufficed the role played as the ‘frame of reference’ as 
in other modern states. The idea that the Western political doctrine 
surmounts its religious and historical heritage is a sheer fallacy. It has also 
been mistakenly believed that "modernization" of the Arab World 
requires ignoring the Arab and Islamic heritage. The second reason is that, 
although these states have seemingly adopted the emblem of the modern 
state, it is only a façade. In fact, these states contradict this emblem, as 
they have built a coercive and tyrannical authority that works only for the 
interest of a small group. Finally, post-colonial Arab states have been 
established in utter contradiction to nationalism, which promotes people's 
unity; the colonial states deceived the Arabs, who thought that they would 
have a united Arab state in return for their support to Britain against the 
Ottoman Empire during World War I. The aim of the colonial states, 
however, was to divide the region and to pave the way for building a 
Jewish state in Palestine. 
Such deformations are not a minor issue, as they still have their 
repercussions, such as consolidation of the divisions and borders 
separating this one nation, pursuit of the ruling elites to ally with the once-
colonial states, and the domination of security and military institutions. 
At the same time, the nation-state model is no longer able to survive in 
the face of all the challenges posed by a capitalist world, and with the 
influence of multinational corporations that have almost abolished the 
concept of sovereignty.  
Arab states have frequently suffered from interference in their politics by 
various armies. There have been more than one pattern to their 
interference, however. Some armies have fought against occupiers and 
then seized power, building a one-party regime (Algeria). Others have 
entered the political sphere holding nationalist emblems after a short, 
corrupt experience of parliamentary democracy (Egypt in 1952). Some 
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armies were forced to submit to the ruling elite consisting of an alliance 
between military officials and civilians (as is the case in Arab republics), 
while other armies have transformed into ideological or dogmatic armies 
(Iraq, Syria, and Libya).  
In some Arab countries, civilians used military officers to seize power 
(Iraq, Syria, and Sudan), while in others, civilians dominated the armies 
(Iraq), or appointed generals in civil official positions (Lebanon). In other 
countries, military leaders carried out coups that were able to suppress 
popular uprisings and radical reform processes, in order to maintain the 
old regimes and their prerogatives under such regimes (Algeria in 1992 
and Egypt in 2013). Many of these military coups were backed by blatant 
foreign support. 
 
Factors Related to the Practice of Authority 
In the Arab region, no traditional military government was established, as 
has been the case in South American and Asian countries. Nevertheless, 
armies have remained the main pillar of government for most Arab 
autocratic regimes. In Arab countries, autocratic regimes were common 
(i.e., one person dominates authority after getting rid of his rivals, as in 
the cases of Gaddafi, Abdulnaser, Sadat, Mubarak, Bou Madine, Saleh, 
Assad, Saddam, and Ben Ali). One-party regimes were established in 
many countries too (Egypt, Iraq, Syria, and Algeria in the 1960s and 
1970s). In some cases, a façade of political pluralism masked an 
authoritarian regime (Egypt from 1975 to 2011).  
In all these cases, however, the intelligence and security apparatuses that 
emerged within the military institutions remained the basic pillar of the 
autocratic regimes. These apparatuses were used as tools to secure the 
political regime and the ruling elites, repress the opposition, dominate the 
military institutions, and prevent coups. In various phases, a number of 
Arab states have displayed some characteristics of what is known as “a 
police state,” as a result of the influence of the intelligence and security 
entities on society, the state, and the army, as well as other institutions. 
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After the 2011 Arab revolutions, a new term emerged, the "Deep State,” 
which means a network of unofficial activities that describe the nature 
and practices of authority.  
The budgets of the armed forces have risen constantly, and the military 
institutions have become independent entities within the state, working 
with no supervision or accountability whatsoever. In addition, the 
fighting ability of the Arab armies have declined, which is apparent in 
their need of foreign military support when facing key challenges, such 
as the invasion of Kuwait, fighting terrorism, or preserving the ruling elite 
and regimes against popular uprisings (Syria since 2011, and Iraq post-
occupation). It is no wonder that there has not been a civilian in control 
of the armed forces under such conditions.  
The weakness of the Arab middle class has not been consistent with its 
quantitative significance, and hence, contributes to weakening the 
partisan and political life, and escalating the military’s interference in 
politics. For instance, the Egyptian Wafd Party has always had wide 
grassroots support from the middle class, but its platform remained distant 
from this class, and the party leaders come from the aristocracy. The other 
parties and organizations that emerged from within the middle class, such 
as the nationalist, communist, and Islamist parties, have not been able to 
capitalize on this class, and, instead, engaged in internal and divisive 
conflicts. These factors, among others, have caused the rise of the 
military’s role in politics and the economy, as armies seem to be the most 
organized bodies, and the most capable of management, particularly in 
countries that have suffered from partisan conflicts and political 
corruption. 
Another important reason was the divisions among the political elite and 
parties, as army interference in many cases was through coups where the 
military elite were members in such political parties. Arab nationalists 
introduced this tradition by pleading for the army to make social and 
political change. Therefore, the coups were carried out under nationalist 
emblems and goals, such as Arab unity and liberating Palestine, as is 
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apparent in the cases of Syria, Egypt, and Iraq. As a result, such a 
nationalist ideology that was supposed to unite the Arabs has become a 
confined partisan ideology. Other political groups, such as the 
communists and Islamists in Sudan, take the same path. 8  
Another issue that cannot be overlooked in this regard is the role of 
foreign actors and geopolitical dimensions (particularly that of the Arab-
Zionist conflict) in strengthening the political role of the Arab armies. 
The Zionist state has always been a threat to the Arab states. Many Arab 
armies fought on the Palestinian front in many wars and, therefore, the 
rise of military influence was a logical outcome. In a later stage, peaceful 
settlements led to other forms of unrest in civil-military relations. The 
Egyptian case is important, where the common orientation during 
Nasser’s, Sadat’s, and Mubarak's eras was to dominate the army with the 
purpose of consolidating the autocratic despotic regime.  
Foreign issues enhanced the achievement of this goal, as these regimes 
used the emblems of liberating Palestine, nationalism, and fighting 
traditional regimes during Nasser's era which also witnessed a 
synchronous militarization of society and bitter conflict between Nasser 
and his chief of staff, Abdel Hakim Amer. Under Sadat’s rule, settlements 
with the Israelis, U.S. military aid, and the military’s promised 
contributions to the state development programs, were all Sadat’s means 
of dominating the army and allowing it to participate in the economic 
field as an independent player. The same thing happened during 
Mubarak’s era, with an increased influence of security and police 
apparatuses. 

 
8 For more details on Arab armies: Nazih N. Ayubi, Over-stating the Arab state: 
Politics and society in the Middle East (IB Tauris, 1996), chapter 8, Khaldoon 
Hassan Alnaqeeb, The Authoritarian State in the Contemporary Arab Mashreq: 
A Comparative Constructivist Study (Beirut, The Center for Arab Unity Studies, 
1996), 107-145 and Roger Owen, State Power and Politics in the Making of the 
Modern Middle East (Routledge, 2002), 178-198.   
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Framing these issues through the lens of security intensified after the 9/11 
attacks in the United States, as the rhetoric of the so-called “War on 
Terror” was utilized not only for the increased coordination between the 
military and security apparatuses undertaking measures to deal with 
attacks that may target civilians, but also for coordination against other 
local, international, and cultural adversaries. The Arab and Islamic region 
has become an arena for such rhetoric and has witnessed increased 
terrorism and promoted instability all over the world, engaged the Arab 
armies in civil wars, and switched their military doctrine to fighting 
against local enemies.  
As far as the discourse of the war on terror is concerned, it has taken at 
least four manifestations: (a) mixing up terrorism with resisting the 
occupation in Palestine; (b) confusing terrorism with the struggles of the 
Muslim minorities against discrimination in China, India, the Philippines, 
and Myanmar, as well as other countries; (c) associating Islam with 
terrorism, while insisting on imposing a strict version of secularism on 
Muslim countries; and (d) using the War on Terror as a pretext to 
guarantee permanent foreign hegemony and security regardless of 
violations of human rights. Therefore, there is no foreign incentive to 
establish civilian control of the armed forces in the Arab world. On the 
contrary, the solid foreign relations between the armies of the region and 
the foreign ones are a strong motivation to maintain and consolidate the 
status quo. 
In conclusion, many Arab armies, like the judiciary, education, and other 
state institutions, have become victims of a post-colonial pattern of 
authority. These institutions transformed into a tool used by the autocratic 
tyrannical regimes to survive. Such regimes can never last unless they 
involve others in their corruption and repression, and implant a frame of 
reference or narrative that depicts the critics of the regime as terrorists 
who want to destroy the state and terrorize society. To implant this 
narrative, such regimes use ideology, education, and the media, along 
with various means of intimidation and incitation.  
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Addressing the Problem 
There are two intrinsic questions regarding military interference in 
politics: The first is how to push military governments to step down and 
leave power, and the second is how to establish civilian control of the 
armed forces. The following are lessons learned from many empirical 
cases.  
 
How do Military Governments Relinquish Power? 
1. It is highly important to relate the general problems to a greater one—
which is the nature of authority in the Arab states—so that the main 
problem can be tackled as a whole. Tackling the problem of authority and 
building a new regime based on the rule of law, accountability, and 
elected civilian institutions first requires military officials to step down. 
2. The transitional process of any form of a military government to a 
democratic regime has several patterns. In some cases, the military was 
divided on democracy, such as in Brazil. In other cases, military 
governments are forced to step down as a result of their failure and 
military defeat, such as in Greece and Argentina. In some other regimes, 
military officials would have not stepped down were it not for wide 
popular demonstrations and a long political struggle, such as in South 
Korea and Indonesia. 
3. Economic success or failure of military officials might motivate them 
to relinquish power. If they were successful, new social and economic 
actors might emerge and exert pressure for the fair redistribution of 
economic development gains. In addition, there might be demands for 
political openness and electoral competition, such as in South Korea. In 
the case of failure, pressure on military governments increases because of 
their inability to rule, such as in Pakistan, Peru, and Ecuador, among other 
countries. 
4. In many cases, democratic actors were unable to force military officials 
to step down in a decisive and immediate way. This is because it was 
impossible to use force against the armies. When such wars were waged 
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in countries that had strong armies, the opposition faced genocide, as that 
which took place in Algeria in the 1990s. In other states, armies were 
divided, and civil wars erupted, which led to the destruction of all sides, 
such as in Yemen, Libya, Sudan, and Syria. 
5. The path most commonly taken and most effective is peaceful struggle, 
which might force the military to step down. This was achieved by 
changing the balance of power between the military and democratic 
civilians. The development of a political bloc or an umbrella organization 
that transcends its political and ideological affiliations is key. In many 
cases, such a bloc has been able to establish a civilian (non-military) 
alternative and develop a political agenda for achieving the goal of a 
democratic transition.  
6. The emergence of such a political bloc requires the development of a 
‘frame of reference,’ according to which basic values, principles, and 
priorities should be identified. Change cannot be achieved in the presence 
of conflicting political currents or intense differences regarding basic 
values and national priorities. 
7. The emergence of a public opinion and civil society that supports the 
transition from military rule is an essential factor. Opposition leaders are 
also responsible for the task of leading a popular and social effort toward 
a central goal, which is to establish a new democratic regime. 
8. In many cases, the development of a democratic opposition bloc that 
agrees on a single strategic goal and that can work within a frame of a 
clear-cut political agenda has usually led to one of the following 
scenarios: 
• The emergence of a pro-democracy wing within the armed forces 
that can take over and run the transitional process “from above.”  
• The military is forced to step down and participate in a 
negotiation process with the political opposition, through which both 
sides make mutual concessions, until a civil government is elected. 
• The military is forced to step down in the case of economic 
failure or success. 
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9. In spite of the importance of the roles played by foreign forces, change 
as such must start from within. Change can never be achieved without 
public support or a united political front that has a real political agenda, 
and which is able to replace the military government. Such internal 
factors would be able to overcome any foreign challenges. 
10. Lastly, building a democratic regime is just the starting point of a road 
that leads to solving other problems such as further democratic 
development and creating new methods for solving the problems that 
have resulted from the Western practice of democracy. 
Establishing a Civil Control of the Armed Forces: 
1. Time is extremely important; establishing civilian control of the armed 
forces is a long process of several dimensions including constitutional, 
legal, institutional, supervisory, educational, and practical aspects. 
2. There are two types of problems with military institutions. Some 
problems are internal and technical that can be solved from within, such 
as matters of training, arming, etc. Others are general problems that need 
solutions, discussions, and decisions by civilian politicians, such as 
military strategies and national security determinants. 
3. To establish civil control of the armed forces, a democratic government 
must use all possible strategies that encourage the military: “Motivation,” 
“reassurance,” or “threats,” depending on each case. The goal is to push 
military officials to a position where they realize that democracy will 
consolidate their interests and empower them while performing their 
actual mission. In addition, they must not feel threatened by democracy. 
4. Unless democratic leaders receive the support of civil society and 
public opinion, they can never solve civilian-military relations. They 
should also help transform the issue of establishing civilian control of the 
armed forces into a political issue during the elections. 
5. External motives play a vital role in urging military officials to accept 
civil control of the armed forces. For this reason, the nature of the 
discourse of civil democrats is vital. Efforts should be exerted to mobilize 
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international pressure for achieving democracy and civil control of the 
armed forces. 
6. The civil control of the armed forces is difficult to achieve, unless a 
group of civil experts in the fields of security and defense are involved in 
the process. It is important to put an end to the military officials’ 
monopoly over military and strategic knowledge and experience. Still, 
this does not contradict with the importance of the partnership with the 
military in the process, so they would not feel threatened or marginalized. 
7. Civil control of the armed forces requires the institutionalization of 
every step and every procedure. Written pacts or constitutional 
amendments have been essential in many cases.  
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4. Civil-Military Elites in Muslim Societies and Internal 
Colonialism 
Louay Safi* 

 
Abstract 
Popular demands for democratic rule and responsive government in 
Muslim societies have been on the rise in the last few decades, 
culminating in important changes in the direction of democratic 
governance in several Muslim countries, including Pakistan, Malaysia, 
Turkey, and most recently Tunisia. In all four countries, the military has 
been essential for guaranteeing the stability of democratic rule, and in 
many others has been a major reason for delaying and suppressing the 
drive towards democratic transformation. The military in Muslim 
societies has consistently aligned itself with the modernist forces that 
seem to be better connected to global markets, and which hence enjoy a 
higher capacity to recreate modern institutions and to affect socio-
economic transformation toward a more viable economy. The military 
bias towards an externally-guided modernist development stems from its 
formation as part of the post-colonial state, and has indeed proven to be 
the most useful institution for ensuring the continuation of the modernist 
project started by Western colonial powers. The partnership between the 
military and modernist forces brought about a peculiar form of 
governance that resembles practices first introduced by colonial masters. 
In countries like Pakistan and Egypt, for instance, the ruling military-
civilian class have established internal colonies in the form of huge 
neighborhoods or compounds where the well-to-do segment of the 
population lives in fenced and secluded spaces, away from ordinary 
citizens, thereby giving rise to internal colonialism. Despite the important 
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role played by the military for advancing or delaying democracy, the 
locus of democratic change, or the lack of it, lies squarely in the political 
culture and civic institutions of Muslim societies. The weakening of civil 
society over the last two centuries, combined with the increased control 
by military governments over civil society organizations, have allowed 
the modern Muslim states tighter control over civil society, and reduced 
the sphere of freedom in Muslim societies. Breaking out from internal 
colonialism is a serious challenge for many contemporary Muslim 
societies, and would require the emergence of a new intellectual 
movement, organically connected to civil society and social movements 
that represent common interests. 
 
Introduction 
In this paper, I argue that the states that emerged from the struggle for 
independence in many Muslim countries were not national states, but 
post-colonial states whose governance shares many of the elements of 
colonial rule. The post-colonial states are ruled by a civil-military elite 
that has acquired many attitudes and styles of the former colonial masters, 
particularly their disdain of the larger population, and their paternalistic 
and unaccommodating manners in dealing with popular demands. 
 
Colonial Powers and their Attitude Towards Colonial People 
Occidental colonial powers, sure of their cultural superiority, viewed their 
colonized subjects as inferior populations incapable of responding 
rationally to their plans and development strategies. Their paternalistic 
attitudes towards the populations they controlled was unmistakable, and 
we have today a wealth of literature that documents the condescending 
attitude of European colonial powers towards their subjects. Colonial 
officials used terms such as “children,” “pupils,” “infants”, and “minors.” 
William Cohn documented the French colonial attitude toward their 
African subjects and cited the influential French colonial journal, 
L'Afrique francaise (1901), in talking about “the need to treat the African 
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as a child. He was to be taught his duties, to accept French authority, and 
kept under control.” This was also the view of the French Minister of 
Colonies around the turn of the 20th century, who described the Congolese 
as a “people in their childhood, whose entire education we must guide.”1 
Even as late as the 1950s, Marcel Olivier, a former governor general of 
Madagascar, had made it quite clear that colonization “when worthy of 
its name establishes between the colonizing country and the colonized 
peoples a relationship which can only be compared to that of mutual 
obligations and reciprocal services we find in a family between parent 
and children.”2 
The accuracy of the “family” metaphor used by Marcel Olivier to explain 
the nature of the relationship between the colonizers and colonized people 
is only useful to explain the paternalistic attitude of the colonizer; the 
practical approach was far removed from the compassion expected from 
parents toward their children. Violence—excessive violence—was the 
nature of the practical approach used by colonial powers to control and 
“discipline” their subjects. Richard Price has demonstrated in his “The 
Psychology of Colonial Violence” the excessive use of violence by 
colonial administrators to keep their subjects in check, and to respond to 
any protests by the colonized people against colonial excesses.3  
 
Internal Colonialism 
This colonial attitude has somehow been internalized by the political and 
military elites in Muslim countries (and other post-colonial societies for 
that matter), who have risen to power in the post-colonial era. While most 
post-colonial Muslim-majority states are under the control of a military 

 
1 William B. Cohn “The Colonized as Children: British and French Colonial 
Rule”, African Historical Studies 
Vol. 3, No. 2 (1970), pp. 427-431  
2 Ibid. 
3 Richard N. Price “The Psychology of Colonial Violence” in Philip Dwyer & 
Amanda Nettelbeck, (ed.), Violence, Colonialism and Empire in the Modern 
World. Palgrave McMillan, 2018 
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general, military officers do not rule alone but in collaboration with 
political and financial elites who collectively form the ruling elites of their 
respective societies. Those elites, like their former colonial masters, tend 
to look down on the general public, and seem to view themselves as the 
guardians of the people and not their representatives. This colonial 
attitude of Muslim elites is evident in the absence of two-way 
communication with the larger population, the unfailing responsiveness 
to former colonial powers, and the lack of interest of accommodating 
popular demands. 
Since independence, the political elites in key Arab and/or Muslim-
majority countries like Egypt, Iran, Syria, Iraq, or Algeria have used 
excessive force to quiet protests that were aimed at political reform or 
change, leading to thousands, and in some cases to hundreds of thousands 
of deaths. This happened in Iran during the 1978-79 protests against the 
Shah’s rule that led to the Islamic Revolution, and in 2009-10 during the 
Green Movement protests. The Algerian government used the power of 
the military in the 1990s to quell the drive toward democracy. The Syrian 
regime deployed even more brutal force in response to the peaceful 
demands of the Syrian people for political reform, leading to over half a 
million deaths since 2011. 
Elites in Muslim societies commandeer state institutions and use them to 
impose their own interests, which they often present as national interests, 
but with no real consideration for the welfare of the larger population, 
particularly those of the poorer sections of the population. They control 
the economy and trade, and illegally deploy the army and police force to 
suppress dissent and drive back competing political forces.  
And while the economic situation of the people deteriorates steadily year 
after year and decade after decade, the elites live in fortified residential 
complexes, send their children to private schools, take advantage of all 
the basic supply systems and services, and live a life of luxury while 
ignoring the plight of the majority. 
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This exploitative colonial model can be found at its worst in the Arab and 
Islamic world. It first arose in the 1970s in Pakistan, where the lion's share 
of the national budget has always gone to the army, which in turn 
competes with the private sector in trade and industry. Officers' families 
live in their own housing complexes isolated from the civilian population 
and their children go to private schools and receive scholarships, while 
the majority of Pakistanis live in poverty, have no access to public 
services and health care, and receive only a meagre education. 
The efforts to insulate the elites and their families from the miserable life 
experiences of ordinary citizens have led to the rise of new gated 
communities and city enclaves in different parts of the country, most 
notably in the city of Karachi, Pakistan’s foremost commercial city. 
Karachi’s enclaves were described in a study by Stephen Graham and 
Sobia Ahmed Karker, which found a systemic effort to insulate the well-
to-do from ordinary citizens by securing the residents of these areas away 
from any harm that they may receive from their own fellow citizens: 
This paradox of insecurity is one aspect of enclavization that highlights 
the deeply politicized nature of these spaces. Service workers such as 
maids, drivers, gardeners, and guards—residents of the deeply insecure 
city beyond who must be continually relied on to provide security and 
other services within enclaves—are never fully trusted. The security 
officer at the Sheraton and the president of the Clifton Block 7 Residents 
Association repeatedly tell us that their biggest threat comes from their 
laborers, who, they argue, live among what one termed pejoratively 
“criminals from low-income settlements.”4 
The Pakistani model made its way to Egypt in the 1980s. After Egypt 
signed a peace treaty with Israel in 1979, the Egyptian army was 
transformed into a commercial enterprise. The ruling class immediately 
segregated itself from the people and moved to special neighborhoods 
with their own supermarkets, clubs and private schools, as well as their 

 
4 Stephen graham and Sobia Ahmad Kaker, Living the Security city: Karachi’s 
archipelago of enclaves, Harvard Design Magazine, No. 37, Winter 2014. 



 
 

 61 

own electricity and water supply and special surveillance systems. By 
contrast, the majority of Egyptians have no access to public supply 
systems and are unable to find work, while living costs continue to rise 
and resources dwindle. 
The first enclaved city was Garden City, which was built by the British 
as the European quarter of Cairo. However, the model of the current 
enclave communities is the city of Heliopolis, which was conceived in 
1905 by a very wealthy Belgian industrialist as the first colonial 
experiment in exclusivity and luxurious life.5 Yet the city was not 
completely isolated from its surroundings via a gate, but by distance and 
limitation of available transportation; although local residents were 
provided an exclusive train to the city of Cairo. Heliopolis, nonetheless, 
served as the model for the trend of exclusive cities with vivid luxury for 
the exclusive enjoyment of indigenous elites. 
Whereas Cairo’s traditional hara represented the organic, yet contiguous 
fabric of the medieval city, its latest frontier developments reveal the now 
dominant paradigm of conspicuous consumption, spatial segregation, 
polarization, and rampant inequality. With names conjuring up images of 
far-flung, bucolic, and prestigious geographies, Cairo’s satellite cities and 
compounds reflect the desire of Egypt’s cynical elite, as well as the 
upwardly-mobile, to revel in luxurious escapism and desperate cultural 
emulation instead of confronting the worsening local reality which they 
themselves share responsibility in creating.6 
The Arab Spring clearly demonstrated how the Arab military regimes are 
practicing internal colonialism. This is revealed each time a country's 
rulers create and expand fortified colonies for themselves. The elite who 
reside in these colonies then no longer need to worry their heads about 
the survival of the common people. This scheme is evident in all nations 

 
5 Brett Marsh, Cairo’s rich take refuge in new enclaves. Financial Times, 2 
April, 2013. 
6 Ibid. 
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that have freed themselves from European colonialism, only to succumb 
to an internal form of the very same system.7 
This is exactly what happened in Syria under Bashar al-Assad, in Tunisia 
under Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, in Libya under Muammar Gaddafi and in 
Yemen under Ali Abdullah Salih. Everywhere we see the same picture of 
ruling elites who tried to secure the approval of the big powers, as well as 
their own special privileges. At the same time, they displayed nothing but 
indifference and arrogance towards their own people. 
 
Political Culture and Social Solidarity 
Despite the important role played by the military to advance or delay 
democracy, the locus of democratic change, or the lack of it, lies squarely 
in the political culture and civic institutions of Muslim society. The 
weakening of civil society over the last two centuries, combined with the 
increased control by military governments over civil society 
organizations, have allowed the modern Muslim states tighter control 
over civil society, and reduced the sphere of freedom in Muslim societies. 
Pre-modern loyalties in many Muslim countries have made it extremely 
difficult for the emergence of a modern state, built upon the notions of 
equal “citizenship” and “rule of law.” Even in countries that enjoy 
considerably more mature political participation and structures, such as 
Turkey and Iran, the threat of relapsing to pre-modern loyalties has not 
completely disappeared, as significant portions of the populations in these 
countries have limited confidence in the ability of national institutions to 
provide equal protections to all citizens.  
Overcoming favoritism and ensuring equal political participation and 
equal protection of the law is key to bringing more stability to the region, 
and to create meaningful regional cooperation. Muslim states are in dire 

 
7 For an exposition of the façade of upper class Egyptian culture see.   Alaa Al 
Aswany is published this month by Canongate 
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need for a new social contract that embraces a moral commitment to the 
humanitarian values promoted by Islam and other Abrahamic traditions 
embraced by Muslim populations. Those humanitarian values must be 
presented in their universal form, and applied for the benefit of all social 
groups. The relative success of the AKP in Turkey in building a more 
democratic political structure by harvesting the power of moral 
commitment has inspired many political movements in the Arab world to 
promote Islamically-sanctioned democratic rule.   
The Iranian revolution, which attempted to establish popular governance 
by renewing Islamic ideas, has had limited success, as its Shi’a-specific 
pronouncements inspired mainly minority Shi’i communities outside 
Iran. But Iran took the wrong approach to advancing its model of 
Islamically-inspired populist government by supporting the dictatorial 
regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria, and other sectarian groups in the 
Gulf, Yemen, Iraq, and Lebanon. The Islamic regime in Tehran 
increasingly confronts a fate similar to the Soviet Union as it neglects the 
development of its society in pursuit of expansionist policies, which has 
increasingly taken an imperialist thrust. 
Changes in Muslim-majority countries require the emergence of new 
cultures and imaginations, hence the crucial role that must be played by 
the intellectual. The intellectual in Muslim societies must play a more 
effective role in generating national and regional identities, based on all-
inclusive principles and rules. Early efforts by nationalist governments to 
create social and political solidarity by eliminating religious and ethnic 
differences proved to be ineffective, and in some cases disastrous. 
Persuasion rather than force, and creative synthesis rather than 
homogenization are what the region needs. The intellectual and 
intellectual movements are essential here for generating the necessary 
open debate, and for proposing creative solutions and liberating ideas, 
which must aim at recognizing cultural, ethnic, and religious identities at 
the level of civil society, and forming over-compassing national and 
regional identities at the state level. It should not be difficult to reconcile 
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multi-dimensional identities within the national context of the various 
Muslim states. After all, the region shares a set of moral values and 
cultural experiences that, for centuries, united diverse populations. The 
challenge lies mainly in reconfiguring state structures to accommodate 
diverse populations, especially in the area of measured decentralization. 
 
The Imperative of Decentralization 
At the heart of the increasing insecurity in Muslim societies is an 
entrenched autocratic system that controls every aspect of society through 
an excessive centralized governance. This is particularly true in Arab 
countries, where the public sphere is completely absent, and has been 
replaced by state propaganda machinery that controls public debates. The 
Arab Spring represented a major push to reclaim the public sphere and 
civil society, but Arab regimes pushed back hard to prevent this very vital 
and necessary change. This was done at a high cost for both the 
populations and regimes. Arab autocratic regimes succeeded to a great 
extent in quelling the uprisings but undermined the very conditions they 
need in order to survive. Indeed, the fight to keep the public in check 
shook the foundations of the autocratic regimes and made the process of 
governance much more difficult, as the excessively centralized state 
system has been weakened as a result of the violent confrontation, and the 
deterioration of its social fabric and economic foundation. The autocratic 
state has been dealt a serious blow that is bound to reduce its ability to 
control, and will likely increase the role of civil society and non-state 
actors.  
Decentralization is crucial for developing Muslim societies, for reform 
and democracy are only possible in a vibrant civil society. Civil society 
does not only consist of service organizations, but groups and institutions 
that represent cultural and religious communities. These groups and 
institutions are essential for educating political society and finding 
common solutions that integrate the particular interests of diverse 
populations into common interests. The most effective way to overcome 
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animosities created among social groups is by unifying the basic elements 
that divide people and create different identities under one frame of 
reference. 
We need to emphasize here, again, the role of the intellectual in Muslim 
societies. The intellectuals are currently too organic, identifying 
themselves with small social groups, and defending special interests at 
the expense of the common good. Intellectuals in Muslim and Arab 
countries need to identify the shared interests among the social 
components of the nation-states first, and among the citizens 
subsequently. In addition, they need to emphasize the place of strong 
states with a drive to good governance, and replace state propaganda with 
good public education.  
 
The Way Forward 
The desired reforms will not be achieved solely because of newly 
acquired skills, but require deliberate strategic action, particularly in the 
following four crucial areas:  
1. Develop vibrant civil society. This will not only channel youth 
energy and anger into civic actions and civil society organizations, but 
will create the space needed for self-initiatives and fulfillments. The Arab 
Spring has brought new opportunities by creating new political 
dynamism, as it reduced the capacity of the autocratic states, and 
reemphasized the need for the creation of a vibrant civil society. The 
emergence of a strong and vibrant civil society will go a long way toward 
promoting decentralization and achieving a unified civil society that 
respects diversity and nourishes local identities. The new global 
communication networks provide an opportunity for raising awareness 
and transferring knowledge to empower civil society, and can provide 
excellent tools if combined with field experience and training, provided 
by civil society organizations that reside in more open Muslim societies.  
2. Promote normative consensus. The absence of normative 
consensus makes the achievement of regional consensus on security 
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cooperation more difficult. By normative consensus, we do not mean a 
move toward a single culture, but agreements of key convictions and 
values essential for promoting democratic attitude and behavior, 
respecting the rule of law, and nurturing cultural and religious diversity. 
This can best be achieved by tapping into religious values that emphasize 
religious autonomy, compassion toward the weak and less advantaged, 
and cooperation for promoting the common good, to name just a few.   
3. Build commitment to public morality.  This strategic action, 
though related to the previous one, is distinct, and must be given its due 
attention. Of particular interest here is to promote efforts that aim at 
utilizing religious discourse to advance civic virtues. Religious scholars 
and institutions have, for long, focused on promoting the understanding 
of rituals and personal ethics, but neglected public morality. Both state 
and private education should be involved, and successful models and 
experiences should be promoted across borders. Islam is an important 
element in any moral transformation, but that requires, of course, the 
promotion of reform-minded social and religious movements. 
Interpretations that have been used to support autocratic societies and 
cultures must be replaced by more penetrating readings of Islamic sources 
that restore the open and forward-looking aspects that made Islam a force 
for fairness and progress during its formative years. 
Breaking out from internal colonialism is a serious challenge for many 
contemporary Muslim societies and would require the emergence of a 
new intellectual movement that is organically connected to civil society 
and social movements that represent common interests. 
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5. The Role of the Military Institution in Egypt after 2013 
Esam AbdelShafy* 

 
Abstract 
In the context of the increasing role of the Egyptian military institution, 
this paper seeks to underline the determinants and indicators of this role 
after 2013. Accordingly, the paper aims at clarifying: (1) The main 
determinants of the military’s role and its position in ruling Egypt; (2) 
The indicators and constituents of the political role of the military and its 
impact on civil-military relations; (3) The comparison of the Egyptian 
case with other well-known theoretical models and their ability to provide 
a model that is applicable to the Egyptian case.  

 
Introduction 
A set of interesting and challenging issues emerged after the January 25th 

revolution in Egypt in 2011, and it had political, economic, social, and 
cultural transformations, as well as consequences on the security and 
military levels. Such issues concern not only politicians and activists in 
Egypt, but also researchers and specialists in the fields of political science 
in general, and democratization in particular. Among these issues, civil-
military relations represent a central one in light of the growing role 
played by the military in Egypt from 2011 onwards.  
However, this role was not the result of the public transformation 
witnessed in Egypt in 2011 or the military changes that took place in 
2013; it rather dates back to the July 23rd coup in 1952. That year marked 
the official launch of military hegemony over state sectors on various 
levels: politically, economically, socially, culturally, and even 
administratively, organizationally, and legally. 

 
*Assistant Professor of Political Science, Sakarya University, Turkey, Director 
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A revealing and explanatory saying emerged stating that there was a 
reversed situation in Egypt where the “state conformed to an army rather 
than vice versa,” and one of the specialists even called Egypt the 
“Generals Republic”1 in reference to the state formed in Egypt after 1952 
(and expanded after the 2013 coup). In the context of these 
considerations, this study attempts to explore the determinants and 
indicators of the military’s role in Egypt after 2013, and the 
administration of civil-military relations in Egypt, given such 
determinants and indicators. 

 
The Significance of the Study 
The importance of this study stems from various considerations, 
according to which two basic levels may be distinguished: 

I. The Research Level 
Civil-military relations represent a key issue in the political 
transformations witnessed by Arab countries since 2011. Despite being 
radical in many cases, these transformations still require more research 
on different dimensions, paradigms, and experiences, as well as their 
management mechanisms. Hence, this study seeks to examine the 
determinants and dimensions of this issue in Egypt as a case study, 
especially after 2013. On the other hand, this issue raises important 
concepts on the theoretical and analytical levels, which makes it 
necessary to examine their epistemological roots, alongside relevant 
theories and models of handling civil-military relations. 

II. The Practical Level 
After the 2013 coup, a real crisis emerged among most, if not all, political 
and intellectual elites, as well as the military, concerning the mechanisms 

 
1 Yezid Sayigh, “Above the State: The Officers’ Republic in Egypt”, Carnegie 
Middle East Center, 1 August 2012, accessed: 12-4-2019. 
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and paths of managing civil-military relations—especially with the 
extensive hegemony of the Egyptian military institution over the majority 
of state sectors and activities at all levels. It was even mentioned that state 
presence hinges on the military institution, as if the relationship between 
them were one of survival and existence, which discloses deep 
disturbance in concepts, in roles, and in the separation and division of 
powers. Thus, this study significantly attempts to help promote decision-
making among civil and military elites when it comes to organizing and 
administering the relationship between them, highlighting some practical 
models for this administration. 
 
Objectives of the Study 
Given the above considerations, the present study seeks to: 
1. Explore the main determinants of the military institution’s role in Egypt 
and its position within the governance framework after 2013; 
2. Explore the factors controlling such a role, and its effects on civil-
military relations, including identifying indicators; 
3. Compare the Egyptian situation to other relevant theoretical models 
with reference to civil-military relations and explore the possibility of 
applying some aspects of such models in Egypt. 

 
Methodology of the Study 
The study relies on the approach of “role,” which is based on various 
hypotheses; for instance, some patterns of behavior act as distinctive 
characteristics of individuals working within a specific framework. 
Furthermore, roles are often associated with individuals who share a 
common identity; those individuals are often aware of the role they play, 
and the roles are maintained partly because of their consequent results, 
and often because they are embedded within broader social systems. 
Individuals must also be trained to perform the roles they play in a 
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competent way,2 which guarantees continuity and the institution of such 
roles. 
In light of the abovementioned assumptions, the study adopts the 
following procedural definition of the concept of “role” as: “The efforts 
and activities undertaken by any political or social group to defend their 
interests and deepen their presence in the society in which they are 
embedded. Such efforts and activities differ from one society to another 
and from one environment to another, and from one group to another, 
according to the features and characteristics of these societies, 
environments, and those groups.” 
According to this definition, the concept of “role” is based on various 
basic indicators, including A set of certain (identifiable) various missions 
governed by various duties and rights. These are associated with a 
specific entity that represents one aspect of the existing social system, 
while ensuring continuity and relative stability, and the possibility of 
predicting such roles in accordance with relevant expectations 
characterized by stability and continuity. 
 
The Role of the Military Institution in Egypt: Imperatives and 
Indicators  
Imperatives refer to the factors governing the role of the military 
institution in Egypt, within which a distinction can be made between the 
following factors: 
Factors originating from the Egyptian debts, whether from the military 
institution itself, or from the Egyptian political system, besides relevant 
causes and effects, including: 
  
 
 

 
2 Dr. Magda Ali Saleh Rabi`, “The Political Role of Al-Azhar from 1952-1981”, 
(PhD thesis in Political Science, Department of Political Science, Faculty of 
Economics and Political Science, Cairo University, 1990), p. 17 
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1. The Historical Factor 
This refers to the evolution of the role of the military institution since 
1952, highlighted by the saying that Egypt is the “Officers’ Republic,” 
issued in the wake of the monarchy’s overthrow in 1952, and the 
announcement of Gamal Abdel Nasser as president after a public 
referendum in 1956. The armed forces represented social change, leading 
the “revolution from above.” They supervised the redistribution of lands 
and the “nationalization” of the industrial and financial sectors in the 
1950s. They also supervised socialist policies starting from 1961. With 
the beginning of Hosni Mubarak’s rule in the 1980s, senior officers within 
the army were drawn to the presidential system based on power and 
favoritism. specifically, senior members of the armed forces were favored 
and engaged in politics and civil life in such a way that paved the way for 
their presence in government to be normalized, not only to the citizens, 
but also, and more importantly, to the members of the military 
themselves. 
After 1991, the merging process in Mubarak's regime relied on favoritism 
through the promise of granting a “loyalty allowance” to senior officers 
upon their retirement in return for their abstention from engaging in 
politics and their relatively low salaries during their service in the armed 
forces. Military retirees who were well connected to influential parties 
could be assigned high positions in the civil government, which provided 
them with opportunities to secure an extra income, or double their 
financial assets besides regular salaries and pensions. Sometimes the 
second appointment took place during their service in the armed forces, 
in order to build their resumes and social network of relations, while 
improving their opportunities of better positions after retirement. These 
officers often held senior leadership positions in the armed forces sector, 
and then joined the boards of directors of state-owned commercial 
companies after retiring from the military. 
According to Sayigh, the “category” of senior officers was greatly 
enlarged as a result of several considerations, including the origination of 
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a high military rank, namely, lieutenant general, at the end of the period 
of the Egyptian intervention in the civil war in Yemen from 1962 to 1966. 
This has resulted in a large and continuous increase in the number of 
officers who could be promoted to the rank of lieutenants and generals, 
and the normal promotion from the rank of brigadier general on 
retirement (at 54 years of age) to the rank of major general, which 
increases the end of service benefit, pensions, raises and other allowances, 
and increases the number of generals available for appointment in the 
civil government and state-owned commercial companies. 
Furthermore, there is the so-called “summon” mechanism; that is, the six-
month renewable contracts issued to all senior officers upon retirement, 
which allow them to keep their military uniform and stay in service for 
up to a 10-year renewable period (in some case, this period is doubled). 
This is done even though retired officers may be holding other paid 
positions in the civil sector, which greatly enhances the influence of 
military men beyond the boundaries of their military institution.3 
 
2. The Structure of the Military Establishment 
Since July 1952, the structure of the military establishment has been 
centered around senior leaders who run it with an iron fist. This group 
includes the President of the Republic (being the Supreme Commander 
of the Armed Forces), the Minister of Defense, and leaders of the armed 
forces’ main branches (comprising the Chief of the General Staff, 
Commander of the Air Force, Commander of the Air Defense Forces, 
Commander of the Navy, Chief of Operation Authority). Egypt’s 
National Defense Council was established to be responsible for setting 
the general frameworks for securing the country and defining the basic 

 
3 Yezid Sayigh, “Above the State: The Officers’ Republic in Egypt”, Carnegie 
Middle East Center, 1 August 2012, accessed12-4-2019. 
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doctrine, the environmental doctrine, and the military doctrine of the 
Egyptian army.4 
In 1968, the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) was formed 
by President Gamal Abdel Nasser, according to Law No. 4 of 1968, after 
the defeat of 1967. The official goal, beyond the SCAF’s formation, was 
to coordinate the armed forces’ strategy and operations in wartime. Thus, 
President Anwar Sadat sought the Council’s advice before the 1973 war.  
Unlike the National Defense Council, the status of the SCAF was not 
secured in the constitution, and it appeared to only meet on the 
anniversaries of previous wars, like in 1973. However, its role was pivotal 
in the aftermath of the January 2011 revolution.5 
In the middle of 2011, the Council made an exceptional decision, 
according to which the members of the SCAF would not demilitarize even 
if they were discharged for some reason or retired. Consequently, any 
military commander who became a member of the SCAF from 2011 
onwards would be summoned to join the Council, even if he is discharged 
from service. In addition, it is not possible for any leader to take a 
unilateral decision without referring first to the Council and receiving the 
approval of its members, such as in case of seeking to run for the 
presidency of the Republic or to run for the parliamentary elections, 
among other requests. 

 
4 In accordance with Law No. 004 of 1968 issued by former President Gamal 
Abd al-Nasser concerning command and control over the defense affairs of the 
state and the armed forces and its amendments, the council was charged with 
looking into matters concerning the means of securing the country and its 
safety. The council also decides to call for general mobilization in the country, 
and takes the war decision. The Council is composed of the Prime Minister, the 
Speaker of the Council of Representatives, the Minister of Defense, and leaders 
of the main branches of the Armed Forces headed by the President of the 
Republic. 
5 Mahmoud Gamal, the Egyptian SCAF: informative file, Egypt Institute for 
Studies, February 13, 2018, link, 9-4-2019 
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According to Law No. 20 of 2014, which formalized the structure and 
mission of the SCAF, and which was issued by the interim president Adly 
Mansour after the events of July 3, 2013, the Council consists of twenty-
five members. It was increased to 26 members, after the position of 
Commander of the Unified Command of Sinai was created. The law also 
states some main provisions: 
(a) The SCAF shall be headed by the Minister of Defense; the Chief of 
Staff of the Armed Forces will be a deputy Chairman of the SCAF; and 
the Secretary General of the Ministry of Defense shall serve as the 
Secretary of the Council (Article 1, Paragraph 1). The President of the 
Republic could appoint members to the Council from the commanders of 
the armed forces (Article 1, Section 2). 
(b) The Minister of Defense invites the Council for a regular meeting 
every three months and whenever urgently needed. The meeting is not 
valid without the presence of the majority of its members, and the 
decisions and directives of the Council are issued by a majority of the 
votes of the attending members. In a case of a war or general mobilization, 
the Council is considered to be in a continuous meeting. The President of 
the Republic may invite the Council to convene whenever necessary, and 
the President of the Republic shall preside over the meeting if he attends 
(Article 2, Paragraph 2). The Minister of Defense may invite any of the 
armed forces commanders or any non-military expert to attend the 
meeting of the Council if the issues discussed require that, without having 
a “countable vote” (Article 3, Paragraph 1). The Council has the right to 
call any minister when needed, and to speak on a specific subject (Article 
4). The Council’s decisions are issued in the form of a decision or 
direction from the Minister of Defense. The Council’s minutes and 
decisions are signed by the Council’s Chairman and Secretary and sent to 
the competent authorities for implementation (Article 5).  
According to Law 20 of 2014, the mission of the Military Council is as 
follows: set the goals and strategic tasks in a way that helps to achieve the 
political interests and military policy as determined by the political 
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leadership; determine the size and formation of the armed forces, their 
organizational structure, and future development, including combat 
readiness of the armed forces; prepare a policy for the basis for 
mobilization; establish a policy for military accommodation and study the 
state of military discipline and morale; approve the policy of military 
training and conduct joint military exercises and maneuvers; approve the 
policy of preparing warfare theater; prepare draft laws and regulations to 
serve individuals in the armed forces and proposals for a recruitment 
system; and approve the policy of preserving the security and safety of 
the armed forces. 
The Council is also responsible to review reports from the leaders of the 
main branches, heads of agencies, commanders of the field armies, 
military areas, and department managers to assess the state of combat 
readiness of the armed forces, consider declaring a state of war or sending 
military forces abroad, prepare an assessment of the military’s political 
situation, issue a document of the country’s military threats and 
challenges, formulate a military policy document, prepare the state for 
war or defense in cooperation with the National Defense Council and the 
National Security Council, and cooperate and coordinate with the 
National Security Council on identifying internal feuds in connection 
with the role of the armed forces in this regard. 
This is in addition to approving the appointment of the Minister of 
Defense (this applies to two full presidential terms, as of the date of 
implementation of the 2014 constitution), expressing an opinion on 
declaring war or sending the armed forces on a combat mission outside 
the borders of the state, and any other issues that the Minister of Defense 
deems necessary to present to the Council, such as the country’s 
economic and security situations, or to develop plans to face protests.6 

 
6 Two Republican Decisions formed the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces 
(SCAF) and the National Defense Council, Al-Masry Al-Youm, published 
February 27, 2014, https://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/401724, 
accessed January 11, 2018. 
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3. Establishing the Economic Role of the Military 
The developmental role of the military means the set of activities and 
practices that contribute to achieving the development and progress of the 
state. This includes not only economic fields, but also the social, cultural, 
educational, and health aspects, and, to a lesser extent, the roles of 
political and training development. The most important areas in which the 
military plays a developmental role, based on international experience, 
are the following: 
Teaching, education and training. The military can play a role in raising 
the educational level, whether in its ranks or among civilians; considering 
that the recruits must necessarily obtain some training in verbal and 
technical skills in order to fill military positions efficiently. 
Health and Relief. The military has often been used around the world to 
deal with situations of natural crises (torrents, earthquakes, hurricanes) 
affecting sectors of the civilian population. It is well-suited for these 
operations, as it can provide transportation and communication 
equipment in a short time, and because their training prepared them to 
deal with similar cases in the military context. 
Economics. This is done through its contribution to developing the 
country’s economic infrastructure, and participation in the development 
of specific economic activities, such as agriculture or industry. The roles 
of the military are often shared and overlapped with the entities involved 
in developing the country’s infrastructure, whether ministries or 
institutions, especially in the areas of building and improving roads and 
communication networks. This increases the effectiveness of the 
military’s role in the country’s progress and improves its economic 
potential.7 

 
 
7 Hani Souliman Ismail, “The Developmental Role of the Military 
Establishment: International Experiences and Lessons Learned,” Bada’el 
Series, Cairo, Al-Ahram Foundation, Issue No. 28, May 2018. 



 
 

79 

In the Egyptian experience, the military’s role has reinforced and 
strengthened in these areas, to the extent that many think it is impossible 
to exclude this role or stop the military from carrying out these activities. 
It is no longer treated as a manifestation of the role, but rather specific to 
it.8 
The economic activity of the Egyptian military expanded significantly 
after Sisi took office. The military benefited from replacing the public 
tender system with a direct selling system within state institutions. Sisi 
assigned the military the task of carrying out about 1,600 projects by 
direct order.9 The military's activity extended to some new activities. The 
Armed Forces Engineering Authority announced the establishment of a 
steel factory in April 2016, with a direct mandate from Sisi, and the 
military obtained two licenses to establish steel factories out of four 
licenses the government planned to offer.10 
Sisi also issued a decision that allowed the Armed Forces to establish and 
launch companies alone or in partnership with national or foreign capital. 
The expansion of the military in the economy appears in the form of 
interference in solving emergency crises in the Egyptian market, and has 
resulted from the decline in private sector investment due to economic 
policies, and decline of the local currency exchange rate. As a result, the 
Armed Forces' relationship with some segments of the private sector has 
become tense due to the restrictions on business activities, in addition to 
confiscating money of some other businessmen.11 

 
8 Shana Marshall, “The Egyptian Armed Forces and the Remaking of an 
Economic Empire”, Carnegie Middle East Center, April 15, 2015, visit 3-14-
2019. 
9Hazem Abu Doma, “The Armed Forces Implements 1,600 Huge Development 
Projects”, Al-Ahram (Cairo), 1/8/2016.  
10Mohamed Hamama, “These are the economic sectors that the army entered in 
12 months,” MadaMasr (Cairo), 9/3/2016.  
11Muhammad Hashem, “What happened to businessmen in Egypt”, Ida2at, 
9/9/2016.  
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This control culminated in Sisi's decision to represent the Armed Forces 
in the Awqaf Property Inventory Committee, identifying ways to benefit 
from them, and representing the Ministry of Defense in the National 
Investment Council headed by the President of the State.12 
 
4. Exceptional Privileges 
Brian Loveman addressed the privileges of military institutions in light of 
the political changes and transitions, including: Exceptions as a basic 
component in constitutions; the suspension of the judicial protection of 
civil liberties and rights during states of emergency or when applying 
national security laws; stipulating basic laws that further entrench the 
political role and relative independence of the Armed Forces; approving 
the military trials of civilians for “crimes against the internal security of 
the State” or even insulting officers; formal representation of the Armed 
Forces in policy making; autonomy of the Armed Forces in managing its 
budget by ensuring that there is a constitutionally stable minimum budget, 
percentages of export earnings, returns of certain companies or general 
taxes, not being controlled by the legislature; as well as the broad 
constitutional and legal autonomy of the military from censorship on 
internal professional matters, such as military education, promotions, and 
retirement.13 
In the Egyptian application of these privileges and these exceptions, a 
number of basic indicators can be observed: 
 
(a) Protecting top military leaders by the constitution and laws. 
1. In July 2011, the SCAF issued Law No. 133, which is an “exceptional 
legal ruling,” stating that the persons who make up the SCAF remain in 

 
12Samir Ramzi, “The impact of the increasing developmental role of the army 
on political stability in Egypt”, Al-Badil website, published January 11, 2017. 
13 Brian Loveman, Protected Democracies and Military Guardianship: Political 
Transitions in Latin America, 1978-1993, Journal of Interamerican Studies and 
World Affairs, volume 36, 1994, pp. 123-124. 
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reserve military service even after reaching retirement age. This 
guaranteed senior military leaders a safe exit from power, as under this 
law, it is no longer possible to try them in civilian courts. However, this 
also prevents them from running for political office, as happened with 
Sami Anan. 
2. In May 2012, the Parliament amended Law No. 25 of 1966 to allow 
military courts to consider and investigate financial crimes only after the 
accused officer retires. The aim of the law is to suspend investigations of 
possible financial crimes, as waiting for the accused military person to 
retire to initiate investigations makes it more difficult to collect evidence 
in order to initiate judicial proceedings. 
3. Article 204 of the 2014 Constitution stipulates that the military 
judiciary has the exclusive authority to prosecute members of the armed 
forces and public intelligence, and to adjudicate all crimes that they may 
have committed in their military capacity as elements of the armed forces. 
This is despite the fact that in many countries of the world, the jurisdiction 
of the military judiciary is limited to crimes against the military 
establishment or members of the armed forces. 
Since the nature of these crimes was not specified, the aforementioned 
article protects the military in service from appearing before civil courts, 
not only for crimes concerning physical repression, but also in a range of 
other crimes like financial crimes. Even if a military court proceeds to try 
an officer for a crime committed against a civilian, the judges are seldom 
neutral. 
4. Law of 201814 allows Sisi to choose senior officers to serve for life. 
This benefits senior military leaders who enjoy support from Sisi and 
provides them with impunity in corruption and financial crime cases. 
Even the military judiciary cannot consider these crimes. This is an 

 
14  “The text of the Law on the Treatment of Armed Forces Leaders”, Masr Al-
Arabiah website, published July 3, 2018.  
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additional factor that guarantees the loyalty of senior political officers to 
Sisi, who is considered the only person able to provide this protection, 
while working to consolidate his authority steadily. 
These laws protect senior military officers from any possible national or 
international trials concerning charges of repression. It also creates a 
judicial system that leads to corruption, considering that the only legal 
supervision of members of the military institution takes place through the 
military courts after the accused person retires. Even this weak 
supervision can be bypassed by a decision of the president to call up any 
senior-level officer for lifetime service or reserve service. In light of the 
economic expansion of the army in the past few years and its involvement 
in large-scale economic activities in the private sector, military officers 
have increased opportunities for collective corruption and amassing 
personal wealth. 
Law of 2018 also increases the subordination of senior officers to the 
president, who has the ability to fend off the political aspirations of the 
top generals once they are called upon to serve for life. This leads to the 
consolidation of the president's grip on the military. It also forces 
members of the armed forces to submit to him in pursuit of personal 
benefits.15 
The law does not specify a military rank, allowing the president to choose 
the officers to whom the provisions of the law will be applied. This 
effectively prevents potential rivals in the ranks of the senior military 
officers from running for presidency. It also prevents active-duty military 
personnel from assuming or running for political positions.16 
  
 

 
15 Maged Mandour , “The Military’s Immunity in Egypt”, Carnegie Middle East 
Center, July 25, 2019. 
16 As happened with Colonel Ahmed Qounswa, who was arrested in December 
2017, and with Lieutenant General Sami Anan, the former chief of staff of the 
Egyptian Armed Forces, who was arrested on January 23, 2018. 
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5. Amendments to the 2014 Constitution 
These amendments were approved by the House of Representatives’ 
Constitutional and Legislative Affairs Committee on 14 April 2019, and 
were voted upon during the plenary sessions of Parliament on 16 April 
2019. The referendum was held on 19, 20, and 21 April 2019 for 
Egyptians residing outside Egypt, and 20, 21, and 22 April for the 
residents of Egypt. The result was announced on 23 April, 2019, and was 
approved by 88.8% of the respondents.17 The amendments concerning the 
military establishment included further consolidating its role as a supra-
constitutional institution, whose responsibility is to safeguard the 
constitution and democracy, and preserve the basic foundations of the 
state as a civil state. The text of the amendments was as follows 
(compared to the provisions of the 2014 Constitution):18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
17BBC Arabia website, April 23, 2019. 
18Egypt State Information Service, Monday, 15 April 2019. 
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Amendments approved in April 2019 Original text of the 2014 Constitution 

The Armed Forces belong to the People, 
and their duty is to protect the country, 

preserve its security and the integrity of its 
territories, and maintain the constitution, 
democracy, the basic foundations of the 
civil state, as well as the people's gains, 

rights, and freedoms. Only the State shall 
be entitled to establish the Armed Forces. 

No individual, organization, entity, or group 
shall be allowed to create military or quasi-
military squadrons, groups or organizations. 

Article 200, Paragraph 1: 
The Armed Forces belong to the 

People, and their duty is to protect the 
country, and preserve its security and 
the integrity of its territories. Only the 
State shall be entitled to establish the 

Armed Forces. No individual, 
organization, entity, or group shall be 
allowed to create military or quasi-

military squadrons, groups, or 
organizations. 

 

No civilian shall face trial before the 
Military Court, except for crimes that 
constitute an assault against military 

facilities or camps of the Armed Forces, or 
their equivalents, or facilities that are 

protected by the Armed Forces, against 
military zones or border zones determined 

as military zones, against the Armed 
Forces’ equipment, vehicles, weapons, 

ammunition, documents, military secrets, or 
its public funds, or against military 

factories; crimes pertaining to military 
service; or crimes that constitute a direct 

assault against the officers or personnel of 
the Armed Forces by reason of performing 

their duties. 

Article 204/paragraph 2: 
Civilians cannot stand trial before 

military courts, except for crimes that 
represent direct assault against military 
facilities, military barracks, or whatever 

falls under their authority; stipulated 
military or border zones; its equipment, 

vehicles, weapons, ammunition, 
documents, military secrets, public 
funds, or military factories; crimes 

related to conscription; or crimes that 
represent a direct assault against its 
officers or personnel because of the 

performance of their duties. 

The Minister of Defense shall be appointed 
upon the approval of the Supreme Council 

of the Armed Forces. 

Article 234: 
The Minister of Defense shall be 

appointed upon the approval of the 
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. 

The provisions of this article shall 
remain in force for two full presidential 
terms starting from the date on which 
this Constitution comes into effect. 
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Allocation of Lands and Companies to the Armed Forces 
On 9 June, 2016, Sisi issued a presidential decree, excluding the 
economic zone in the Sinai Peninsula from Law No. 14 of 2012, 
allocating it instead to the armed forces to implement projects in it; the 
decision published in the official newspaper states, “The economic zone 
of a special nature located on the Sinai Peninsula, in respect of which 
Presidential Decree No. 330 of 2015 was excluded from the provisions of 
Decree-Law No. 14 of 2012, concerning integrated development in the 
Sinai Peninsula, as amended by Law No. 95 of 2015.” 19 
That day, the official newspaper published Republican Decree No. 233 of 
2016 regarding the allocation of desert lands to the Ministry of Defense, 
and including them into the strategic military areas.20 Sisi issued 
instructions to assign the Armed Forces to be the authority responsible 
for controlling the lands located at a distance of 2km from both sides of 
the National Road Network and to reclaim looted state lands, unless it has 
been approved by the relevant state agencies, to allow the competent state 
agencies to set up a number of development projects on them.21 
On 15 June, 2016, Sisi issued a decree approving the reallocation of a 
piece of land privately owned by the state, an area of 3.17km² in the Ras 
Al-Adabiya area of the Suez Governorate, as privately owned, to 
implement the National Project for the Marine Arsenal, according to the 
decision published in the official newspaper, No. 271 of 2016.22 

 
19“Exclusion of the Sinai Economic Zone from the provisions of Law 14 of 
2012”, Al-Masry Al-Youm Newspaper, 9-6-2016. 
20 “Al-Sisi decides to allocate desert lands to the Ministry of Defense”, Al-
Masry Al-Youm Newspaper, 9-6-2016. 
21 See: “President instructs the Armed Forces to monitor and eliminate 
violations on both sides of the National Road Network”, Al-Ahram Gate, 
published 9-6-2016. 
22 “Republican decision to reallocate a plot of state-owned land in Suez to 
implement the national project of the Marine Arsenal”, Al-Ahram Gate, 
publishing date 15-6-2016. 
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That same day, Sisi issued the Republic’s Decree No. 272 of 2016 
approving the allocation of a piece of land privately owned by the state, 
an area of 1,284,638m2 in the Ain Sukhna area of Suez Governorate, for 
the benefit of the Armed Forces by transferring from the lands prior 
designated for tourist activities.23   
On 11 June, 2016, Sisi allocated 2,815 acres in Kafr El Sheikh 
Governorate to the Armed Forces’ National Service Projects Authority. 
The decision was published in the official newspaper on 23 June.24 
The real problem in the land allocation decrees is not only related to what 
they stipulate, but rather, and most importantly, that they give the right to 
dispose of these lands by selling, buying, donating, granting, and giving 
up, with resulting external arrangements for the benefit of external 
parties, especially in the Sinai Peninsula, which has a strategic 
importance. 
 
6. The Foreign Relations of the Military Establishment 
Since 1952, the foreign relations of the Egyptian military establishment 
in Egypt have altered between the Soviet Union and the United States of 
America. Relations between Egypt and Israel have varied in wartime and 
peacetime. However, it can be said that, from the shifts between 1952 and 
2019, the two powers most influential on the Egyptian military in its 
handling of the January 2011 revolution were the United States and Israel 
because of their strategic relations with the military in Egypt since 1978. 
After President Sadat signed the Camp David Accord in September 1978, 
there has been a strategic alliance between the Egyptian military and the 
United States, according to which the Egyptian army gets annual military 

 
23 “Republican Decision to approve the allocation of a state-owned plot of land 
in AinSokhna for the benefit of the Armed Forces”, Al-Ahram Gate, publishing 
date, 15-6-2016. 
24  “Al-Sisi allocates 2815 acres in Kafr El-Sheikh for the benefit of the Armed 
Forces”, Masr Al-Arabia website, publishing, 23-6-2016. 
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financial aid from the United States. The armament of the Egyptian army 
has largely been provided by the United States, and the military training 
and military courses that the Egyptian Armed Forces’ officers receive are 
in the United States in general. In addition, huge military trainings are 
held annually by the Egyptian and American armies, such as Operation 
Bright Star. 
After Camp David, the relations between Egypt and Israel witnessed a 
growing rapprochement until they reached their climax with Sisi after the 
2013 coup. The depth and convergence of that relationship is evident in 
the joint military operations carried out by the Egyptian army in 
partnership with the Israeli army in the Sinai Peninsula, as well as an 
annual joint military training.25 
After the 2013 coup, the Sisi regime has tended to diversify its network 
of foreign relations, benefiting from the functional role the Egyptian 
military in the region plays for regional and international parties, some of 
which have taken over the task of financing the Egyptian army’s 
armament after 2013, including huge deals with Russia, France, 
Germany, China, South Korea, and the United States. 
By monitoring armament deals concluded by the Egyptian Armed Forces 
during 2018 alone, we find that the Air Force was the most important 
branch, as it was supported by 16 deals, followed by the Navy (14), the 
Ground Forces (8), and the Air Defense Forces (8). The deals illustrate a 
map of diversification in the countries that formed the main sources of 
Egyptian armament during this year. This also clarifies the network of 
relations and strategic interests between them and the Egyptian regime: 
1) Air Armament: American Apache aircraft, Russian MiG-29M / M2, 
Russian attack helicopters "Ka-52K Katran mud shark, Italian 
Multifunctional Maritime Helicopters "AW159 Wildcat," Russian MiG-
29M / M2, American Reconnaissance aircraft RQ-20B Puma AE II, 

 
25 Haytham Ghoneim, “The Military Operation: Sinai 2018 - Practices and 
Repercussions”, Egyptian Institute for Studies, published 12-21-2018. 
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French Dassault Rafale, American Fighting F-16, Russian "Ka-52 
Alligator" helicopters, the Russian Fighting MiG-29M, the French Drone 
Patroller, Chinese Wing Loong-1D drones, communication systems for 
the two Mistral-class amphibious assault ship from the Russian company 
"Intel-Tech," and a German AIM-9 Sidewinder thermo air-to air missile. 
2) Marine Armament: the French Gowind-class corvettes, building 
frigates with the German company ThyssenKrupp Marine Systems 
TKMS, purchasing Croatian midget submarines “Drakon 220,” building 
French rubber boats in Egypt, purchasing French MEKO frigates. 
3) Land Armament: Russian T-90 tank, South Korean Howitzers artillery, 
the fourth generation of American M1 Abrams tank shells, South African 
Paramount group, the Czech CZ 807 assault rifles, Russian "Ak-103" 
automatic rifles. 
4) Air Defense Armament: Russian S-300VM systems, Russian S-400 
missile systems, Russian Buk-M3 air defense systems, American second-
generation RIM-116 short-range air defense missiles, American early-
warning and missile defense radars, German medium-range air defense 
system IRIS-T SLM. 26 
 
The Future Role of the Military in Egypt after 2013: Alternatives and 
Paths 
In his reply to the question of how to explain the 2013 coup—that is, 
whether the army in Egypt is the actual ruler, has a strong influence on 
the policies of the elected governments, or has the right to object to 
them—Omar Ashour provides a number of basic explanations.27 
The first explanation is that the army was by no means a loser in the 
transitional process in Egypt between 2011 and 2013. The army not only 
had authority in some areas under the rule of President Mohamed Morsi, 

 
26Mahmoud Gamal, “Egypt - Military Armament Policies 2018- Strategic 
Reports”, Egyptian Institute for Studies, 5 April 2019. 
27Omar Ashour, “Military and Politics in Post-Revolution Egypt”, Brookings, 
December 19, 2013. 
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but in fact, these areas expanded to the legal and the constitutional. As the 
2012 Constitution stipulated that the Minister of Defense shall 
exclusively be a military officer (according to Article 195), and that the 
majority of the National Defense Council shall be military leaders 
(according to Article 197), this had effectively given the military the 
power to veto any matter related to national security or foreign policy. 
Article 198 allowed civilians to be tried before military courts “in the 
event of crimes harmful to the armed forces,” even if legal immunity had 
been granted by civil courts. 
The second explanation for the conduct of the security and military 
institutions, and their course of action, could be understood through their 
organizational procedures, as each organization has its own set of 
“standard operating procedures.” These include the formal and informal 
rules upon which actions and reactions are determined. In the case of 
facing protests against the status quo, the standard operating procedures 
adopted in Egyptian politics were to use tactics of intimidation and 
repression. This was the case until the January 2011 revolution posed a 
great challenge to this model, not only in terms of confronting coercive 
institutions, such as the internal security forces or the military police, but 
also in terms of accountability. 
The third interpretation relates to divisions within the military and 
security institutions, specifically a division that occurred after the 2013 
coup. There was a split between two coalitions supporting the coup—one 
called for the elimination of the deposed president, while the other called 
for his limited isolation and suppression in a controlled manner. This was 
similar to what happened in Egypt after the 1952 coup: One faction of the 
Military Council wanted to return to constitutional parliamentary 
democracy—even if the parties loyal to the current status of power 
returned through the elections—while the other faction wanted 
unchecked military rule, suppressing its potential rivals. 
The fourth explanation is a psychological explanation, based on the fact 
that, since the 1952 coup, a superiority complex has grown steadily within 
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the ranks of the army. It was not acceptable for many military leaders that 
a civilian declare himself as the "Supreme Commander of the Armed 
Forces." The issue of civic oversight, even if it is within weak institutional 
arrangements, is also a psychological problem.28 
In the context of these explanations, the most important factor emerges: 
“It is the fact that the army actually dominates and wants to continue to 
dominate the elements of what is known as civil control.”29 In both stable 
democracies and transitional states in the stages of democratization, civil 
powers seek the following elements which the Egyptian military 
maintains under its dominance: 
1) Choosing and employing the elite: The military establishment in Egypt 
has defined the boundaries of the political arena and who was allowed to 
participate initially, so it completely excluded Islamist currents from 
participating in political life—it has even excluded them from their 
physical presence, through murder, assassination, and arrest—as well as 
by denying access to important executive positions or specialized 
administrative bodies. 
2) The general policies of the state: They are subject to the complete 
control of the military establishment whereby the ministries turn into 
executive bodies, in many cases implementing policies and visions of the 
military establishment, or operating freely only in the areas to which the 
military establishment allows them to move freely. In addition, the 
military establishment is often involved, through the Engineering 
Authority of the Armed Forces, in implementing a number of 
infrastructure and large projects. 
3) Control of political life: The army may give up control of the political 
scene, elections, and the ruling elite directly, to leave that to civilians; 

 
28Omar Ashour, “Military and Politics in Post-Revolution Egypt”, Brookings, 
December 19, 2013. 
29Aurel Croissant, David Kuehn, and Philip Lorenz. 2012. "Breaking With the 
Past? Civil-Military Relations in The Emerging Democracies of East Asia." 
Policy Studies 63, No. 63 ed.  
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however, indirect control will remain through the former army leaders 
present in the various parties, or through indirect influence or non-public 
alliances with some political currents. Concerning the parliament, if it is 
imaginable that the army would cede control of parliamentary elections 
in favor of civilian forces, it is hard to imagine that this would happen at 
the level of presidential elections. 30 
Hence, the main question arises: How could civil-military relations in 
Egypt be managed under the control, or rather the domination, of the 
military that exists now? 
At this juncture, two main tracks are distinguished. The first track, which 
is out of the military establishment’s control, is through the success and 
effectiveness of the popular protest movement; i.e., that the military 
establishment will encounter widespread popular protests that ultimately 
succeed. Therefore, there would be no other option for the military 
establishment except to bow to these popular pressures and get out of 
power with no other alternatives. The result of this track would be the exit 
of the military without guarantees and without negotiation, while 
remaining accountable for political and humanitarian crimes committed. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that the Egyptian army has and will often 
confront any popular protests that arises against it, and will try by all 
possible means to suppress these protests and ensure that they do not pose 
a threat to its interests and existence. 
The second track is one that is managed by the military establishment, 
and it could be taken by the withdrawal of the military from power when 
circumstances and power balances change, forcing the military to change 
its position of power and take other forms. Although it may be forced to 
withdraw from power in its direct form, it would, however, remain in 
control of politics and the political path in one way or another. This exit 
from power could be done either through the military establishment itself 

 
30 Ahmed Mohsen, “Civil-Military Relations in the Emerging Democracies,” 
Egyptian Institute for Studies, November 30, 2018. 
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or through a negotiating process with civilians. It would ensure that the 
military could retain part of its interests and influence. This track would 
take a longer time and pose more complex challenges. 
According to Dr. Abdel Fattah Madi,31 this second path requires a set of 
considerations: First, the military should realize that it is difficult for it to 
remain in power. Therefore, the military establishment starts on its own 
in the path of getting out of power after the social and political context 
has become unfavorable to military rule. This could be supported by the 
emergence of a reformist wing within the military that supports the exit 
of the military from power. Second, a national agreement for transition 
within an extended reform process would be reached, in which reformers 
from within the military, and civilians from outside it, participate in order 
to reach an agreement on a political path and reform steps. Third, success 
(or failure) in the economy—as economic failure may contribute to the 
escalation of popular anger—would increase pressure on the military 
institution to get out of power. Likewise, economic success may lead to 
pressure on the military through the emergence of a broad middle class 
and popular demands for political participation. Fourth would be 
neutralizing or winning the foreign factor. The support provided by the 
regional and international factor for political transition, or the lack of 
objection, is a decisive factor in democratic transitions.32 
This second track also has a set of requirements, among them the 
tightening of civilians’ control over the general policies of the state; and 
that the culture in the military establishment, of distrusting civilians, 
changes; or that the military institution would be forced to change these 
convictions because of the surrounding circumstances. Moreover, 

 
31Abdel Fattah Madi. 2017. "Armies and Democratic Transition: How would 
Armies Get Out of Power?" Arab Politics, January: 7-27. 
https://siyasatarabiya.dohainstitute.org/ar/issue024/Documents/Siyassat24-
2017_Mady.pdf. Accessed 2018.  
32 Ahmed Mohsen, “Civil-Military Relations in the Emerging Democracies”, 
Egyptian Institute for Studies, November 30, 2018. 
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civilians should have appropriate policies and ideas that contribute to 
solving existing problems in more effective ways than those carried out 
by the army. In addition to this, these policies should be able to achieve 
tangible results that gain the people’s trust to strengthen their position in 
confronting the military establishment, and provide civilians the ability 
to seize the opportunity to enhance their influence within the political 
field while weakening the influence of the military establishment in it.33 
 
Conclusion: A Suggested Model 
The strengthening of the civic state in Egypt, and the limitation of its 
militarization, requires that the army be subject to democratic control, 
through a number of tools, including: 
1) Civil Control: Where the civil authorities have control over the army's 
tasks and composition, budget, and military procurement, and that the 
army’s policy must be approved by the civilian leadership, but with the 
army having the freedom to define the operations required to achieve the 
general policy goals set by the civilian authority. 
2) Democratic Rule: Through democratic parliamentary and judicial 
institutions, a strong civil society, and independent media outlets 
overseeing the performance of the army. This ensures accountability 
before both citizens and the government, and enhances transparency in 
the army’s decisions and actions. 
3) Civil Experience: That civilians should have the necessary experience 
to manage and supervise the defense responsibilities, achieved by limiting 
the civilians' respect for the professional experience of the military. 
4) Ideological Neutrality and Non-interference in Internal Politics: The 
army or any of its members must not support any ideology or orientation 
other than loyalty to the state. 
5) A Minimum Level of an Economic Role: The army has an economic 
role in sectors related to defense, but it should not lead to weakening the 

 
33 Ibid. 
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army’s loyalty to the democratic civilian leadership, or let the army enter 
into an unequal competition with the civilian industrial sector.34 
These matters may be difficult if not impossible to achieve, in light of the 
existing balances in the Egyptian internal situation and in the current 
regional and international environment. The situation requires thinking in 
an opposite perspective of what Samuel Huntington35 assumed about 
military professionalism (which could be successful in stable 
democracies), as well as bypassing the Morris Janowitz36 model (which 
is based on limiting the intervention of the military to some areas of 
foreign policy and defense policies), with the political elite dominating 
through a set of official rules. This is necessary because these two models 
collide with a number of basic obstacles, including: 
a) The process of transition from military rule is very complex, and the 
main responsibility for it rests on the ability of civil political currents to 
agree upon appropriate arrangements for the establishment of a 
democratic system. Thus, the failure of civilians—not the strength of the 
military—is the main reason for the continued military intervention in the 
political process. 
b) Reaching full democratic control of the armed forces is difficult to 
achieve for emerging democracies. Therefore, civilian elites in a country 
in transition must establish the appropriate strategy for managing their 
relations with the military elite in accordance with the specific 
circumstances of their country. This should be done in a way that does 
not affect the democratic process. However, the democratic transition 
may not be achieved in one go.  

 
34 Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (Geneva), Democratic 
Control of Armed Forces, DCAF Backgrounder Series, 05 (2008), p. 2 
35 Huntington, Samuel P., The Solider and the State, Cambridge: the Belknap of 
Harvard university press, 1975, pp.1-3 
36 Janowitz, Morris, Military Institution and Coercion in Developing Nations 
,Chicago: university Chicago press,1977, pp.81-83 
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c) Escalating security and economic problems may force political regimes 
to accept the army’s intervention in civilian life (when the weakening 
state structure comes to light), either to contribute to law and order or to 
support the development process. This does not contradict the essence of 
the democratic system in the event that the army plays these roles under 
the control of the civil authorities and in a specific time period, provided 
that these roles do not extend further to the stage of intervention in 
political life.37 
d) The Egyptian situation poses a real dilemma not only because the army 
assumed power after the January revolution, but also because the 
Egyptian regime has historical roots in military legitimacy since the 
army’s rule from 1952. The military uses the term national security, 
without specifying or defining what it is and its limits, to legalize its 
practices and maintain its privileges.38 
Hence, it is necessary to think about a model that combines the basic 
theories in the management of civil-military relations; not as conflicting 
intellectual tendencies, but rather as gradual phases for this management, 
as follows: 
The First Phase: Civil-Military Consensus. According to what Rebecca 
Schiff said in her study titled “The Military and Domestic Politics: A 
Concordance Theory Of Civil-Military Relations,”39 this phase is based 
on the agreement of military and civilians on four basic indicators, 
through which the role of the military establishment is determined. 
Namely, the social composition of the officers, the political decision-

 
37 Allam, Abdullah Faisal, “From Military Rule to Democracy: Civil-Military 
Relations in Latin America”, Al-Mustaqbal Al-Arabi Magazine, February 2016, 
published electronically on the website of the Center for Arab Unity Studies. 
38 Al-Mahdi, Rabab, “Civil-Military Relations in Egypt”, the Egyptian 
ShoroukNewspaper, electronic version, January 8, 2012. 
39 Schiff, Rebecca L., “Concordance Theory, Targeted, Partnership, and 
Counterinsurgency”, Armed Forces and Society, (Vol. 38, No. 2, 2012), 
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making process, employment methods, and the military (creed) pattern. 
This is done according to the consent of the participating parties. 
The Second Phase: Joint Responsibility. According to what Douglas 
Bland said, joint responsibility is based on the sharing of responsibilities 
between civilians and the 
military, whether by distributing roles or merging some of them without 
fusion.40 
The Third Phase: Strategic Agency. It can be included in the theories of 
“Peter Fever,” concerning “agency theory,”41 that views civil-military 
relations as a form of strategic interaction between civilians and the 
military. Within this framework, civilians choose the ways to monitor the 
army, considering the advantages of specialization in the military. 
The Fourth Phase: The final outcome of the development phases, in 
which civil-military relations reach what Samuel Huntington called 
"military professionalism."42 Based on several basic principles, military 
institutions develop their various specialties, the growth of nation-states, 
the rise of democratic ideologies as a basis for organizing political 
institutions, and the need for a single source of legitimate authority over 
the armed forces.43 

 
40 Bland, Douglas L., “A Unified Theory of Civil-Military Relations”, Armed 
Forces & Society, (Vol. 26, No. 1, 1999) 
41Feaver, Peter D., “An Agency Theory Explanation of American Civil-Military 
Relations during the Cold War”, Working Paper for the Program for the Study 
in Democracy, Duke University, USA, 1997 
42 Huntington, Samuel  P., The Solider and the State: Theory and Politics of 
Civil Military Relations, (Harvard University Press, USA, 2000), 15th Ed, 
43 For a review of the implications of these theories, see: Allam, Abdullah 
Faisal, “Civil-Military Relations and Democratic Transition in Egypt July 1952 
- July 2013”, Doha, Al-Jazeera Center for Studies, First Edition, February 
2018, pp. 22-29 
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On one hand, the nature of the security, military, and political challenges 
that the Egyptian military has been facing since the 2013 coup, leads them 
to think about these phases and steps; also, the negative repercussions of 
these challenges, primarily on the military’s mental image as well as on 
the degree of political and economic stability in Egypt, of which 
indicators are declining as many international reports show. 
On the other hand, the civil currents have realized their inability to 
radically eliminate the domination of the military establishment, while at 
the same time they have had to maintain their interest in keeping this 
institution stable in light of the collapses experienced by most Arab 
military institutions since 1991. 
Finally, the current regional and international transformations, many of 
which are away from the control of civilian and military elites; however, 
they require the elites to deal with these transformations effectively, 
otherwise the movement of the angry masses and the waves of successive 
uprisings will be a factor of fundamental change that will affect not only 
the stability of these elites, but also their survival and continuity. 
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6. Challenges of the Post-2011 Civilian Control of Egyptian 
Military 

Arbi Boumediene*

 
Abstract 

In countries where democracy is still in crisis, a wider debate about civil-
military relations and interactions has emerged. The Egyptian experience, 
in this context, is crucial when examining the political role of the military 
and civil-military relations. After the 2011 Arab Spring, the issue raised 
serious academic debates, especially due to the interference of the army 
in politics, and its unprecedented concentration of power, whether 
through its alignment with the masses or in undermining the 
democratization process in 2013. Accordingly, this paper addresses the 
realities of civil-military relations and the challenges of civilian control 
of the military in Egypt. It starts with a literature review of democratic 
civil control with a special focus on the Egyptian experience. The paper 
also will re-examine the factors and motives of the military’s 
involvement in politics, as well as the challenges of institutionalizing 
civilian control and consolidating an emerging democratic system. 
However, the paper cautions that successfully achieving civilian control 
over the military in Egypt remains a long and complex process that may 
last for many years. 
 
Introduction 
In light of the global decline of the number of military coups, research on 
civil-military relations has tended to focus on fields that continue to be 
dominated by militaries and the tutelage they still wield. Such tutelage 
continues to undermine democratic institutions and many times leads to 
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grave flaws in several “third wave” democracies, often without the 
military itself posing a direct threat to the political process or undertaking 
a coup against elected governments. In the past few years, questions have 
resurfaced due to increased military competition and flagrant military 
interventions in politics in the aftermath of the so-called Arab Spring. 
Studies have emphasized the military’s role in sustaining dictators facing 
pro-democracy uprisings. 
Since 2011, the nature of civil-military relations in Egypt were the focus 
of several academic discussions, especially following the army’s heavy-
handed intervention in the political process, and its unprecedented 
concentration of power with the rise of the Supreme Council of Armed 
Forces (SCAF). SCAF had effectively surpassed the power of the 
presidency when it forced then-President Hosni Mubarak to resign. 
SCAF also ousted the democratically-elected President Mohamed Morsi 
in the midst of his presidential term, two years following the 2011 
uprising that had ousted Mubarak. During Morsi’s term, hope abounded 
that civilian control over the military could be established after the 
revolutionary uprising. However, the army soon put an end to the 
democratic process and the nascent democratic hopes quickly evaporated. 
In this context, many academics draw a connection between civilian 
control over the military and achieving democratic transformation. This 
study examines the fields of civil-military competition to clarify 
indicators of the civilian control’s weaknesses and challenges in Egypt 
by answering the following question: How can we explain the failure of 
achieving civilian control over the military in Egypt? 
This study aims to cover this question on the following two assumptions: 
(a) A lack of confidence in civil-military relations is considered a key 
factor in the failure of achieving civilian control and democratization. 
(b) The imbalance of power in civil-military relations in favor of the 
military at the expense of the civilian forces is an essential impediment 
to civilian control and democratization. 
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I. Civilian Control over the Armed Forces 
The academic debate on civil-military relations is relatively novel. 
Pioneering works on this topic like Samuel P. Huntington’s “The Soldier 
and the State” (1957)1 and Morris Janowitz’s “The Professional Soldier” 
(1960)2 remain bounded by the Western context, despite their 
explanatory value in understanding and analyzing civil-military relations. 
The Western framework is thus inadequate to analyze non-Western 
contexts where the concept of civilian control is completely absent. 
Unlike democratic states where armies’ duties are restricted to protection 
against external threats and defending the country against external 
aggression, armies in less democratic states are highly involved in 
maintaining internal stability as well, which makes it harder to enable and 
achieve civilian control there. Janowitz himself points to this fact when 
referring to the armies' interference in the politics of non-Western states 
as a fundamental standard and rule; consequently, the stable civilian 
control over the military in such states is an exception that merits a 
separate study.3 
Huntington’s distinguished work in “The Soldier and the State” has laid 
the foundation for a theory of civil-military relations through his coined 
concept of “military professionalism.” This concept proposes that a 
military institution should be separated from political institutions, both 
materially and ideologically, and subject to civilian control. Nevertheless, 
a debate has ensued among researchers on how to achieve this kind of 

 
1 Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of 
Civil-Military Relations, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1957).  
2 Morris Janowitz, The Professional Soldier, A Social and Political Portrait, 
(Glencoe: Free Press, 1960).  
3 Ahmed Abd Rabou, al-Ittijihāt al-Ḥadītha fi Dirasat al-Dawr al-Siāsī li-l Juyūsh 
[Modern Direction in the Study of Armies' Political Role], in Hamdi Abd al-
Raḥmān et al, al-Juyūsh wa-l Taḥawul al-Dimuqraṭī fi Ifrīqiyā: Mu‘awwiqāt 
Binā’ al-Dawla al-Waṭaniyya [Armies and Democratic Transformation in 
Africa: Obstacles of Building the Nation-State], (Doha, Qatar: Muntadā al-
‘Ilaqāt al-‘Arabiyya wa-l Dawliyya, 2015), p.20.  
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civilian control, with Huntington recommending a form of “objective 
control” whereby the army is autonomous with no interference from 
civilians to protect its own professionalism and to deter against military 
intervention in politics. On the other hand, Janowitz recommends a form 
of “subjective control” that integrates the army in civil life (civilianizing 
the military institution) as a mechanism to prevent the possibility of 
military interventions.  
It is important to point out that Huntington’s classic work, like many 
works on civil-military relations, derives its theoretical and analytical 
frameworks from the traditions and experiences of Western democracies 
where civil and military spheres are already separated. Analyzing the 
same process in the developing world, especially after decolonization and 
the establishment of the nation-state, requires grappling with the deep 
intertwinement of those civil and military spheres, most importantly due 
to the historical role of the military and its unique social position as the 
people’s liberator from colonialism. As such, the intervention of the army 
in politics has become a unique and fundamental characteristic for the 
political regimes in developing countries, especially Arab regimes.  
Ahmed Abd Rabou, an Egyptian political scientist, contends that 
“civilian control in the context of civil-military relations is an ongoing 
process whereby civil authorities aim to strengthen its grip and 
supervision over the military institutions even in independent 
democracies. It tries to achieve this goal through specifying their roles, 
duties and budgets.” 4 The emergence of civilian control, according to 
Harold Trinkunas, happens when civilian leaders can practice oversight 
of the armed forces. Trinkunas argues that democratization rests on the 

 
4Ahmed Abd Rabou, al-Ittijihāt al-Ḥadītha fi Dirasat al-Dawr al-Siāsī li-l 
Juyūsh, p.23. 
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extent to which civilian control is institutionalized within the structure of 
the state.5 
Democratic civilian control does not just signify the absence of military 
coups; it is much wider and more comprehensive, as it also encompasses 
the armed forces’ docility to the civilian government’s authority. This is 
achieved in the Western context through formulating and implementing 
decrees organizing the military, determining its duties, and calibrating its 
roles through civilian authorities—not military commanders. 
Determining the extent of civilian control depends on the extent to which 
the military abstains from interfering in public policymaking in any form. 
According to Harold Trinkunas, strong democratic civilian control has 
two essential features: Civilian authorities’ institutional oversight of 
military activities and the armed forces’ professionalism and obedience 
vis-à-vis civilian authority, along with the armed forces’ political 
neutrality, which is an essential condition and value to realize that 
professionalism.6 
According to Abd Rabou, the deepening of civilian control should take 
place on three levels: (1)  diminishing the spheres where the armed forces 
continue to dominate the state’s policymaking; (2) regulating the extent 
of the military’s involvement in economic activities—a predominant 
model in developing and less democratic states—as a military that 
controls the state’s economy and operates beyond the oversight of 
civilian authorities is much harder to control by civilians; and (3) 
separating military institutions from internal security agencies, given that 
a blurring of the line between both complicates civilian control. Various 
experiences around the world have shown that military involvement in 
public policymaking processes weakens its very own readiness and 

 
5 Harold A. Trinkunas, Ensuring Democratic Civilian Control of the Armed 
Forces in Asia, East-West Center Occasional Papers: Politics and Security 
Series, Numéro 1, October 1999, pp.3-4 
6 Ibid, p.5. 
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military effectiveness, politicizes it as an institution, and leads to political 
instability.7 
This study analyzes civil-military relations in Egypt through the models 
put forth by Aurel Croissant and David Kuehn, who have argued that 
exercising civilian control revolves around five core spheres in the 
decision-making process: Elite recruitment, public policymaking, 
military organization, internal security, and external defense. 

Figure 1: Factors and Strategies of Civilian Control8 

 
7Ahmed Abd Rabou, al-Ittijihāt al-Ḥadītha fi Dirasat al-Dawr al-Siāsī li-l 
Juyūsh, pp. 24-25.  
8 Aurel Croissant and David Kuehn, "Civilian Control of the Military and 
Democracy: Conceptual and Theoretical Perspectives," in: Paul Chambers and 
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II. Challenges of Civilian Control over the Military in Egypt after 
2011 
The inclination of Egypt’s military to intervene appears when it senses 
dangers. It has found chances to intervene in times of societal crisis and, 
eventually, in the presence of a political power vacuum. In turn, three 
sorts of variables have been at play in those interventions: Military 
variables rooted in the army itself, internal variables, and external 
variables.9 We will attempt to examine the fundamentals of military 
intervention in Egypt by referring to the holistic variables delineated in 
figure 2. We will then try to deconstruct each variable into several 
elements to answer our question: Why did the Egyptian army intervene 
after 2011? This will be essential to decipher Egypt’s failed 
democratization and transition to civilian control. 

Figure 2: Analysis of Post-2011 Military Intervention in Egypt 
 

 
Aurel Croissant, eds., Democracy under Stress: Civil-Military Relations in 
South and Southeast Asia, (Bangkok: Chulalongkorn University, Institute of 
Security and International Studies (ISIS), 2010, p42.  
9 There is a differentiation in this context between the Egyptian army’s so-
called national role and political role. Consequently, what happened in 2011, 
according to the army, is part of its national role.  
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1. The Military and Collective Memory 
Egypt’s army had been enjoying wide popular support since the 
military’s 1952 revolution, and had witnessed an increase in this support 
after the reforms introduced by Gamal Abdel Nasser. The military 
institution enjoys immense respect and appreciation in Egyptian society 
given its recent history, which witnessed several wars between Egypt and 
Israel that cast the army as a security guarantor and a source of pride, 
confidence, and esteem.10 The upbringing in national education has 
entrenched this positive image of the military instution in social 
imagination. I myself witnessed this phenomenon in Egyptian 
universities, where students undergo a one-time, short military training 
under the university’s supervision11, attend patriotic lectures delivered by 
military officers, and stand in military queues to instill discipline. This 
positive view of the military induced protestors against the Mubarak 
regime to call on the military directly for intervention, given its image as 
a “protector.” This image was most evident when protestors distributed 
flowers to soldiers and climbed tanks to take photos with army personnel 
in Egyptian streets, adding to the infamous slogan “the army and people 
are one hand”—though the slogan later changed to “the army and police 
are one hand” when both were involved in supressing protests in 
November and December 2011. Nevertheless, the military continued to 
enjoy its prestigious position among Egyptians.12 

 

 
10 An indicator for the respect enjoyed by the army is the term “Tent’s Column” 
used to refer to the military institution. 
11 It is a tradition in Egyptian Universities, according to a non-partisan Egyptian 
university professor who refused to disclose his identity. (Cairo, February, 
2018) 
12 According to an Interview with Egyptian youth that participated in the Tahrir 
square events during my visit to Cairo, in February, 2018. 
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2. Post-Revolution Repercussions: New Elites and Political Polarization 
The increasingly severe disagreement between liberal parties and youth 
movements on the one hand, and the Muslim Brotherhood (MB), in 
alliance with Islamist parties, on the other hand, hindered the process of 
consolidating civilian control over the armed forces. This situation led to 
the emergence of a zero-sum game that allowed the army to overthrow 
President Mohamed Morsi and assume power after angry secular forces 
were successfully lured against the MB due to the latter’s exclusion of 
secularists from power and its failure to create a national consensus. 
Later, the army was to override its alliance with the secularists, after 
successfully undermining the MB’s power and establishing control over 
the political process.13 The disagreements between those two camps was 
no doubt an aspect of a transitional period, and a spark for engineering 
the post-revolutionary path. The constitutional referendum proposed by 
SCAF on March 19, 2011, and approved by all Islamists, had allowed the 
gulf between the two camps to severely surface. This was obvious during 
the Friday protests organized by the liberal camp to propagate its own 
demands, beginning May 27 of that year and termed the “Friday of Path 
Correction” and the “Second Friday of Rage.”14 
The parliamentary elections of Novermber 28, 2011, was a key point of 
contention that eventually caused disagreements within the Islamist camp 
itself. The MB-backed Freedom and Justice Party (FJP) stood in alliance 
with a few liberal parties like Al-Wafd—which withdrew just before 
elections; whereas the Salafist Al-Nūr Party (NP) worked to build an 
alliance among all Salafist groups. The conflict ensued after Morsi was 
elected president. This time, the drafting of the constitution took center 
stage. On November 19, 2012, liberals and Copts withdrew from the 

 
13 Hani Sulyman, al-‘Ilaqāt al-Madaniyya al-‘Askariyya wa-l Taḥawwul al-
Dīmuqrāṭī fi Misr ba‘d Thawrat 25 Yanāyir [Civil-Military Relations and the 
Democratic Transformation in Egypt after the January 25th  Revolution], (Doha, 
Qatar: al-Markaz al-‘Arabī li-l Abḥāth wa Dirasāt al-Siyāsa, 2015), p.83.   
14 Ibid, pp.63-65.  
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constitution-drafting committee. Liberals and revolutionaries saw the 
engineered draft as falling short of realizing their aspirations, and being 
unfair to the thousands of protestors who gathered on December 4, 2012, 
in front of the presidential palace to ask for a new constitution and to 
cancel its upcoming referendum. Forces opposing the MB managed to 
benefit from pulling the army to their side by openly calling for a military 
coup to change the power dynamic.  
Emphasizing common interests and conciliatory issues is a key step in a 
democratic transformation. The lack of agreement between civil political 
leaders eventually hastened the military’s intervention and aborted the 
democratization process. In Chile, with the alliance of leftist and centrist 
political parties for democracy in 1988, it was the alliance between elites 
and the agreement on a set of rules for the political game that made 
strengthening democratic rule possible—getting rid of authoritarian 
legacy and the military rule of Pinochet by 1990.15 

3. The Internal Environment and Security Problematic 
As the revolution erupted, Egypt witnessed a state of insecurity due to 
the withdrawal of police personnel on January 28, 2011, concurrent with 
the break-out of a large number of prisoners that led to the emergence of 
bullying and intimidation (or “baltaga”16) and organized crime. After 
Mubarak’s overthrow and the start of a transition period, SCAF used 
security as a justificatory pretense for holding onto power while restoring 
stability and security. This also led to people looking up to the armed 
forces as a “savior.” The complicated security issue under Morsi led to 

 
15 Shayma’ Ḥaṭab, Muḥaddidāt Masār al-Taḥawwul al-Dīmuqrāṭī fi Miṣr 
[Determinants of Democratic Transformation's Path in Egypt], in: Mahmoud 
Abd al-Faḍīl (Introduction), al-Thawra al-Miṣriyya: al-Dawafi‘ wa-l Ittijāhāt 
wa-l  Taḥaddīyāt [Egyptian Revolution: Motives, Trends and Challenges], 
(Doha, Qatar: al-Markaz al-‘Arabī li-l Abḥāth wa Dirasāt al-Siyāsa, 2012), 
p.478.   
16 Balṭaga is a term common during the Egyptian Revolution and refers to 
individuals and groups that vandalize property and spread violence. 
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calling upon the army—once again—to assume control. A study titled 
“Managing the Security and Judicial File” has shown that this situation 
was exploited to prepare for the SCAF to execute the military coup and 
propell the counter-revolution. The study also refers to political 
polarization, which pushed several forces opposing Morsi to focus on the 
lack of safety and security; thus, they organized protests that usually 
resulted in actions like arson that fomented chaos. The formation of the 
so-called “black block” forces—which emerged on January 24, 2013, just 
before the second anniversary of the revolution—was one of those tools, 
according to the aforementioned study, whereby members of the group 
hid their faces to conceal their identities.17 The insecurity issue thus 
strengthened the army’s position vis-à-vis the civil leaders who failed to 
provide security to its citizens and their properties. 
 
4. The Military’s Political Economy: Swelling Economic Interests  
Egypt’s military runs its own economy, which endows it with revenue 
that is beyond the confines of the public treasury, the publicly declared 
budget, parliamentarian scrutiny, or any other civilian agency for that 
matter. The secrecy and lack of transparency surrounding the military’s 
economic activities induced some people to refer to it as a “black box.” 
As long-time Egypt scholar Robert Springborg notes, “the swelling of the 
army’s economic interests and its grip on the country’s economy make it 
closer to a company.”18 No one knows exactly what the military’s share 
is in the national economy. News reports point to anything between 5% 
and 40%, or even more according to experts, whereas other reports refer 

 
17 Basim Jalal al-Qasim and Muhsin Muhammad Saliḥ, al-Adā’ al-Amnī wa-l 
Qaḍa’ī, Silsilat Miṣr bayn ‘Ahday Mursī wa-l Sisi: Dirāsa Muqrina [The 
Security and Judicial Performance, Egypt between Morsi’s and el-Sisi’s Eras 
Series: A Comparative Study], (Beirut, Lebanon: Markaz al-Zaytūna li-l 
Dirāsāt wa-l Istishārāt, 2016).  
18 Shana Marshall and Joshua Stacher, "Egypt's Generals and Transnational 
Capital," Middle East Report, no.262, Spring 2012, p.12. 



 
 

109 

to about 40% to 60% which include military factories that produce 
commodities for public consumption, not just arms and ammunitions. The 
national organization of military production, for instance, owns 14 
factories that produce medical equipment, home appliances, computers, 
and cars.19 
SCAF assumed many crucial roles after the January 25 revolution. It 
seized the opportunity to restore its economic privileges, which had 
receded during the Mubarak era under the increasing clout of Gamal 
Mubarak and his close circle of businessmen. The military strived to 
protect its activities and gains from scrutiny through legislation. In May 
2011, SCAF amended the Law of Military Judiciary by adding a new 
article granting military judges and courts the exclusive right to 
investigate inappropriate financial misconduct among military officers. 
Under Morsi, the MB strove to assure the armed forces that its economic 
activities would be protected, and the constitution drafted by the Islamist 
majority intensified the army’s economic influence and protected it from 
public scrutiny.20 With Sisi’s takeover, the armed forces had turned from 
a key economic player into the predominant hegemonic actor by 
expanding their economic activities beyond all previous bounds and 
limits. Thus, the swelling economic interests of the military, and its fear 
of losing them, was proven to have been a key factor in its political 

 
19 William C. Taylor, al-Istijābāt al-‘Askariyya li-l Intifāḍāt al-‘Arabiyya wa 
Mustaqbal al-‘Ilāqāt al-Madaniyya al-‘Askariyya fi-l al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 
[Military Responses to Arab Uprisings and the Future of Civil-Military 
Relations in the Middle East], translated to Arabic by: Usama Abbas and Amr 
Basyūnī, (Beirut, Lebanon: Dar al-Rawāfid al-Thaqāfiyya Nashirūn, 2018), 
p.260.   
20 Some observers believe that a reason for ending the short-lived MB-SCAF 
entente was Morsi’s attempt to marginalize the army in large projects like 
developing the Suez Canal region and the Toshka agricultural land reclamation 
project. For more details, see: Shana Marshall, The Egyptian Armed Forces and 
the Remaking of an Economic Empire, (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, 2015), pp.16-20: 
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/egyptian_armed_forces.pdf 
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intervention, which aborted the democratic process. As such, the enlarged 
economic interests of the miltary pose a real challenge to achieving 
civilian control.21 

5. External Factors 
Many global experiments attest to external factors being decisive in 
determining and shaping democratization and, consequently, any attempt 
to realize civilian control over the military. But the uniqueness of Egypt’s 
military, and Egypt’s strategic location at the heart of the Middle East, 
have all greatly contributed to tilting the balance of power towards the 
army in light of strategic calculations; most vital of which are Egypt’s 
centrality for regional security in the Middle East, U.S. military aid, and 
the Camp David agreement with Israel. Zoltan Barany noted that 
Egyptian army generals were seriously influenced by their relations with 
foreign countries, most notably the United States. Plenty of evidence 
attests to this. When the Obama administration decided to let go of 
Mubarak, and ceased to see him as a “strategic asset” or “treasure,” 
Americans stressed to Egyptian generals directly “not to shoot live 
ammunitions at protestors.”22 
The United States, likewise, supported the military in Egypt during the 
transition, keeping its military aid intact, worth $1.3 billion annually. 
Moreover, the United States supported the MB and commended the 
democratization process after the MB’s first electoral victory and after 
Morsi’s electoral win. Consequently, the external factor seemed to be 
pushing towards a civilianization of power and enabling civilian control. 

 
21 Shiḥata Awaḍ, al-Dawr al-Iqtisādī li-l Jaysh al-Miṣri: al-Ḥisābāt wa-l 
Tadā‘iyāt [The Egyptian Military’s Economic Role: Calculations and 
Implications], (Doha, Qatar: Markaz al-Jazīra li-l Dirasāt, 20 November 2016), 
p.5. 
22 Zoltan Barany, Kayfa Tastajīb al-Juyūsh li-l Thawrā? wa Limādha? [How 
Armies Respond to Revolutions and Why], Arabic translation by: Abd al-
Raḥmān Ayyash, (Beirut, Lebanon: al-Shabaka al-‘Arabiyya li-l Abḥāth wa-l 
Nashr, 2017), p.242.  
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Yet, developments soon escalated and revealed that this assumption was 
a fallacy, culminating in the overthrow of the MB and its expulsion from 
Egypt’s political scene.  
We also cannot overlook the role of Gulf countries in Egypt after Morsi’s 
overthrow, especially the UAE and Saudi Arabia, as both supported 
SCAF to take a firm position against the MB by granting huge finanical 
aid—which largely surpassed US aid—to the Egyptian army.23 Gulf 
countries, ever since, have supported Sisi to pull Egypt away from MB 
rule in exchange for much-needed Egyptian support in their own regional 
battles.24 
 
III. Absence of Civilian Control over the Military in Egypt after 2011 
This section examines signs of civil-military competition, the failure of 
civilian control, and the military coup against democracy. 
 
1. Elite Recruitment  
SCAF managed the transitional period with total focus on its results. It 
allowed the MB to participate in elections, not as independents as had 
been the case in the past, but as a party, by scrapping Article 5 of the 
constitution—as amended in 2007—in the Constitutional Declaration of 
March 2011. The Article previously banned any political activity within 
a “religious framework.” The MB, in turn, did not just accept the 
transitional roadmap proposed by the generals, but also mobilized its 
supporters to vote in favor of the constitutional amendments pushed for 
by SCAF. Many observers took this to be a sign of an implicit deal 
between SCAF and the MB, with the generals putting off the 
revolutionary movement and positioning themselves as the transitional 

 
23 Egypt has received, until 2015, more than $20 billion of aid from the Gulf. 
See: Shana Marshall, The Egyptian Armed Forces and the Remaking of an 
Economic Empire, p.7. 
24 This was evident during the Gulf crisis in summer 2017 when Egypt 
supported a boycott of Qatar. 
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leaders supported by the best organized force in the country (MB), while 
the MB focused its organizational power on the upcoming elections. 
Another step taken by SCAF was the document for fundamental supra-
constitutional principles, proposed by Ali al-Selmi in 2011. The 
document granted the army wider autonomy in running its own affairs 
compared to the previous constitution. Article 9 from al-Selmi’s 
document, for instance, stated that “SCAF is exclusively responsible for 
ratifying laws pertaining to the armed forces before it comes to effect.” 
Despite al-Selmi’s claim that he acted in his personal capacity, it later 
surfaced that he likely wrote the document in consultation with SCAF 
through which he proposed his vision for the future political system, 
confirming SCAF’s absolute autonomy from the political leadership.25 
Under Adly Mansour’s interim presidency, SCAF’s control was evident 
in the presidential decrees he enacted in February and March 2014. The 
decrees, which organized the workings of SCAF and the National 
Defense Council, along with the 2014 constitutional amendments, 
granted the army an institutional status as the sole decision maker in 
national security matters, the military budget, and any political issues 
related to it. The 2014 constitution cast the minister of defense, not the 
president as per the previous constitution, as the SCAF's chief, with 
SCAF enlarged to now include 23 members from the military, security, 
and intelligence institutions. The constitution granted the National 
Defense Council all power in deciding matters related to the armed 
forces, including the defense budget, guaranteeing the army’s control 
over its economic institutions beyond parliamentary or presidential 
scrutiny. Scrapping the upper chamber of parliament, al-Shūra Council, 
in the 2014 constitution, civilian members of the National Defense 
Council dropped from 15 to 14 with a clear edge for military members. 
The constitution affirmed, as well, the autonomy of the minister of 

 
25 Stephan Roll, Managing Change: How Egypt’s Military Leadership Shaped 
the Transformation, Mediterranean Politics, Vol.21, No.1, 2016, pp.28-29. 
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defense from the president’s office, as SCAF was solely entrusted with 
appointing one during the two successive presidential terms (four years 
each). The minister of defense had to be a military officer who served as 
a general for no less than five years in a major military branch. Such a 
rule made it hard for the political leadership to appoint a minister of 
defense with loyalty to the presidency; thus, the president was left with 
no tools to control the army, not even by appointing an ally from the 
officer corps. 

2. Public Policymaking 
SCAF continued to dominate policymaking until Morsi was elected 
president, except for legislative matters which were overtaken by the 
elected parliament in late 2011 (until the constitutional court annulled the 
parliament law and dissolved it accordingly). SCAF then granted itself 
immense powers, according to the auxiliary constitutional declaration of 
June 17, 2012. Morsi, however, attempted to stem the tide of SCAF’s 
increasing powers by being both firm and docile, until he announced on 
July 8, 2012, the annulment of General Tantawi’s decree to dissolve the 
parliament. On another note, the MB did not object to many changes 
undertaken by SCAF, most importantly suspending the 1971 constitution 
and adding 15 articles increasing its own powers through the 
constitutional declaration of March 30, 2011. 
In the post-Morsi period, the military greatly influenced policymaking 
and the state institutions entrusted with implementing such policy. 
Indications of this influence include the consultative apparatus 
supporting Sisi being comprised of military personnel, including former 
colleagues of Sisi from the military intelligence—such as Abbas Kamil, 
Osama al-Gindi, and Hatem Qinawi, all of whom were military generals 
and came to play key roles under his presidency. Additionally, the group 
included Ahmed Ali, a former army spokesperson, and Ahmed Gamal el-
Din, a former minister of interior and current security advisor for Sisi. 
Other retired army and police officers came to join the ranks as 
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governors, ministry officials, public relations officials, or were directly 
connected to various ministry offices to further ‘securitize’ policy and 
decision-making. In brief, policy and decision-making in Egypt is largely 
impulsive, militarized, and provocative.26 
It is noteworthy that the army has expanded its role in economic decisions 
too, namely the ‘New’ Suez Canal and New Capital projects in 2015—
two large projects that were undertaken with direct military intervention. 
The “Military Economy,” as it came to be known, consists of the 
following key elements: The annual defense budget, worth 25.5 billion 
EGP ($4.3 billion), which is 5.2% of the 2011-2012 budget; annual US 
aid, worth $1.3 billion, provided to the army since the 1979 treaty with 
Israel; arms contracts, which include sales and purchases of weaponry 
and ammunitions; and factories run by the Arab Organization for 
Industrialization (AOI), under the supervision of the Ministry of Military 
Production (MoMP), and the National Services Projects Organization 
(NSPO), supervised by Ministry of Defense (MoD).27 
As for foreign policy and security, Law No. 14 (2012) grants the minister 
of defense the authority to enact rules and regulations on land 
appropriation in the Sinai, as well as a decision on December 24, 2012 
banning private ownership or renting of land and property in locations 
deemed of strategic military importance in the Sinai, which includes 
region "C" according to the 1979 Camp David accords, and any lands 
within 5 km to the west of Egypt’s eastern borders with Gaza/Israel. This 
effective military ban ended any land ownership by foreigners and, thus, 

 
26 Ahmed Abd Rabou, Decision Making in Egypt: What Has Changed Since 
Mubarak?, The Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy, (16.6.2015). Available 
online: https://timep.org/commentary/analysis/decision-making-in-egypt-what-
has-changed-since-mubarak/ 
27 Chérine Chams El-Dine, The Military and Egypt’s Transformation Process, 
German Institute for International and Security Affairs, SWP Comments 6, 
February 2013, p.2. 
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will have an impact on the real estate market and future land usage in the 
Sinai, where foreign investment was a key element. 
 
3. Organization of the Armed Forces 
The military is characterized by a unique system compared to other state 
institutions due to its nature and ruling principles. Discipline, hierarchy, 
and obedience (as key elements for any military) leave no room for the 
army to become democratic, as Barany points out.28 Egypt’s army is not 
an exception, given its emphasis on seniority and discipline, and can be 
explained through the uniqueness of the officers’ republic established 
after overthrowing the monarchy in 1952. Despite criticisms of SCAF as 
a model of confusion and mismanagement of Egypt’s transition after 
January 25, 2011, the army continued to act cohesively and conserved its 
privileges, especially through constitutional drafting in 2012 and 2014. 
The Egyptian military’s organization was obvious during its army’s 
response to the revolution, and again in how it overthrew Morsi and the 
MB after protests calling for Morsi’s resignation. In this context, we will 
present a model of a military’s organization and its internal cohesion 
which, by and large, applies to the Egyptian case.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
28 Zoltan Barany, al-Quwwāt al-Musallaḥa wa ‘Amaliyyāt al-Intiqāl al-Siyāsī 
[Armed Forces and Political Transition Processes], Siyasāt Arabiyya magazine, 
No.24, January 2017, p.82. 
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Military Factors 

Internal Cohesion of the Armed Forces, Ethnic or 
Religious Fault-Lines, Rifts between Military and 
Security Agencies, Rifts among Military Branches, 
Generational Conflicts in the Army, Professionalism and 
Conscription, Autonomy in Decision-making 

State Factors Treatment of the Army by Ruling Regime, Generals' 
View of the Regime, Regime Instructions to the Army 

Social Factors 

Extent, Make-up and Nature of Protests, Record of the 
Army’s Interaction with Society, Revolution’s 
Popularity, Revolutionaries' Attempt to Gaining Military 
Support 

External Factors 
Possibility of External Meddling, Extent of 
Revolutionary Tide, Officers' Openness towards Foreign 
Ideas 

 
Table 1. Organizational and Cohesion Indicators in Egypt’s Military after 
201129 

4. Internal Security 
The year 1991 marks the onset of the “police state” era in Egypt, as its 
security apparatus rose to prominence in executing the president’s 
authority to maintain the regime. Several developments had relegated 
the army to the margins and sowed distrust between the military and 
security apparatus, which eventually manifested in a competition for 
resources and institutional influence. The internal security apparatus 
enjoyed the patronage of the “new bourgeoisie,” which the army found 
discomforting given its marginalization from security matters.30 The 
security apparatus was not just a regime prop, but its beating heart, for 
there is no exaggeration, according to Hazim Qandil, in portraying the 

 
29 Zoltan Barany, Mawāqif al-Juyūsh min al-Thawrāt [The Armies' Responses 
towards Revolts], Siysāt ‘Arabiyya mag., 4 September, 2013.   
30 Yezid Sayigh, Above the State: Officers' Republic in Egypt, (Washington, 
DC.: Carnegie Middle East Center, August 2012), p.16. 
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presidency and the ruling party during Mubarak’s era as parasites 
relying on this “security beast.”31  
Yezid Sayigh disagrees with this perspective, however, affirming that a 
“security state” marginalizing the army was a mirage, as the army 
continued to play its indispensable role and protect the regime away from 
the public eye. SCAF’s engagement with the revolution and letting go of 
Mubarak was mainly a move to protect the regime as a whole. Besides, 
the robust relation between the military and security agencies proved 
detrimental to Morsi and the MB’s perception of the state and 
government in Egypt after 2011. The military-security relation 
strengthened with Sisi’s rise to power, which confirmed the unbreakable 
nature of this bond, constituted by a long history of operating within the 
‘deep’ state, where clientelist relations were entangled and deepened by 
the regime. Evidently, a revision and deconstruction of this relation will 
require a long and intricate process, and the military’s presence in internal 
security matters will continue to decide, to a large extent, the future of 
civilian control over the armed forces.32 
After 2011, the army seized responsibility for the country’s internal 
security by dealing with daily protests, dispersing them, and trying to 
dilute their effects. After Mubarak’s ouster, SCAF came to control the 
State Security Investigations apparatus, or mabāḥith ‘amn al-dawla, and 
General Intelligence (GI), using them to maintain internal security. SCAF 
worked as well to activate the emergency law to quell strikes and sit-ins 
that paralyzed workflow in response to incidents at the Israeli Embassy 

 
31 Ḥāzim Qandil, al-‘Awda ’la Ẓahr al-Ḥisān: al-Jaysh byna Thawratayn [Back 
to the Horse Back: the Military between Two Revolutions], in Bahgat Qurani 
(editor), al-Rabī‘ al-‘Arabi fi Miṣr: al-Thawra wa ma Ba‘dahā [The Arab 
Spring in Egypt: the Revolution and Beyond], (Beirut, Lebanon: Markaz 
Dirāsāt al-Wiḥda al-‘Arabiyya, 2012), pp.246-247. 
32 Yezid Sayigh, Above the State: Officers' Republic in Egypt, p.7.  
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on September 9, 2011.33 Other events served to propel the army to 
become the key security guarantor.34 
 
5. External Defense 
In trying to answer how civilians can control armies, Peter D. Feaver, a 
senior research fellow and scholar in civil-military relations at Duke 
University in the United States, suggested a theory for civil-military 
relations, transforming them to an essential agency relationship where the 
civil executive authority oversees the conduct of military agents, whom 
he describes as the nation-state’s “armed servants.” This hypothesis 
affirms the armed forces’ responsibility in matters of external defense, 
but in return civilians call the shots in serious decisions.35 On an 
institutional level, Mackubin Owens, the US Naval College’s Professor 
of Strategy and Force Planning, views this relation as similar to two hands 
on a sword: A civilian hand, which controls politics and decides when to 
pull out the sword and how to use it, and a military hand that ensures it is 
always ready to use in battle. These theoretical hypotheses require great 
caution and are in clear contradiction with the Egyptian case. Since 1952, 
and until this day, Egypt’s military has been a principal player in defense 
matters. Evidence for this undoubtedly requires a “constitutional lens” or 
constitutionalism, since constitutions lay down the general framework 
through which state institutions work.  
Many experts and analysts see that the armed forces assumed a privileged 
position from the “revolutionary constitutions,” pointing to such 
privileges as those in eight articles in the 2012 constitution, compared to 

 
33 Ahmad Abd Rabbuh, al-‘Ilāqāt al-Madaniyya al-‘Askariyya fi Miṣr: Naḥwa 
al-Sayṭara al-Madaniyya? [Civil-Military Relations in Egypt: towards Civilian 
Control?], ‘Umrān mag., No.6, Autumn 2013, p.161.   
34 We can point here to such presence in the Sinai and the tense security 
situation it has seen due to terrorist attacks. 
35 Peter D. Feaver, Armed Servants: Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military 
Relations, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003). 
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only two in the 1971 constitution. In the 2012 constitution, the president 
remained commander-in-chief of the armed forces (Article 146), and the 
same applies to the 2014 Constitution (Article 152). Likewise, the 
minister of defense must be a military general (Articles 195 and 201 of 
the two constitutions respectively), and he is the general commander of 
the armed forces.36 
The army seems to have understood well that matters like security and 
external defense must remain exclusively in its hands.37 Ibrahim Ghali, a 
researcher at the Middle East Research and Studies Center, points out that 
“the military’s insistence on attaining a privileged position in the new 
constitution was a result of its distrust in civilians in general, and in the 
MB’s management of state affairs, in particular.”38  From this 
perspective, the 2012 constitution created two new councils, one for 
national security (Article 193), and the other for national defense (Article 

 
36 Ahmed Abd Rabou, Civil-Military Relations in the Middle East: A 
Comparative Study of the Political Role of the Military in Egypt and Turkey, 
the Arab Reform Initiative, Beirut, Lebanon: 28.10.2016, pp 5-6. 
37 As for security and foreign policymaking, we can refer to law No. 14 (2012), 
which grants the minister of defense the authority for enacting rules and 
regulations on land appropriation in the Sinai, as well as a decision on 
December 24, 2012 banning private ownership or renting of land and property 
in locations deemed of strategic military importance in the  Sinai—which 
includes region “C” according to the 1979 Camp David accords, and any lands 
within 5 km to the west of Egypt’s eastern borders with Gaza/Israel. 
38 Hammam Sarhan, Ṣafqa li Ḍamān al-Khurūj al-’Āmin? Tasā’ulāt ḥawl Waḍ‘ 
al-Mu’assasa al-‘Askariyya fi al-Dustūr al-Miṣrī al-Jadīd [A Deal for Safe 
Exit? Questions on the Military Status in Egypt’s New Constitution], 
swissinfo.ch, 30 December 2012:  
https://www.swissinfo.ch/ara/ -ةسسؤملا-عضو-لوح-تالؤاست_-نمآلا-جورخلا-نامضل-ةقفص

34610968/دیدجلا-يرصملا-روتسدلا-يف-ةیركسعلا   
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197), both of which were carried on in the 2014 constitution (Articles 203 
and 205, respectively). 
The majority of the National Security Council members is civilians—10 
out of 13—while the majority of the National Defense Council is military 
officers—6 out of 9. This make-up suggests a relative participation by 
civilians in security and defense matters, yet it remains cosmetic in nature 
as military and security personnel dominate the National Defense 
Council, which enjoys wide authority, including responsibility over the 
armed forces’ budget. Evidently, the military continues to desire a 
position away from public and parliamentary scrutiny and accountability, 
which makes achieving and implementing civilian control over the 
military rather difficult, at least in the short and medium term. As a 
general inference, we can say that civil-military relations in Egypt after 
2011 have witnessed the presence of the army as a principal and active 
player in political life; and as it seems, the balance has tilted in favor of 
the military at the expense of civilians. Thus, efforts to consolidate 
Egypt’s nascent democracy have failed, as the table below attempts to 
summarize and epitomize. 
 

Sisi’s 
Rule 

Morsi’s 
Rule Transition Pre-2011  

+ Conflict + + Elite 
Recruitment 

+ Conflict + + 
Public 
Policymaking 

+ + + + The Military’s 
Organization 

+ + + + Internal 
Security 

+ + + + External 
Defense 

 

Table 2: The Military’s Presence and Failure of Civilian Control in Egypt 
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Conclusion 
Past studies on civil-military relations were usually centered on a standard 
assumption that civilian control is better in managing state affairs 
compared to military control. However, these studies had often faced 
problems in explaining the mechanism of empirically establishing and 
maintaining this civilian control. The Egyptian case has tested this claim, 
given the omnipresence of the armed forces as the sole and principal 
defender of the country constitutionally and effectively. 
This study has revealed that distrust between civilians and military 
officers is a key factor hindering civilian control. The military in Egypt 
considers civilians incapable of ruling such a large country—an image 
entrenched in collective memory by the famous aphorism that Egypt 
needs a strong military man to govern it. This study also showed the 
imbalance of power between civilians and officers, and that such military 
dominance is a fundamental hindrance to civilian control and 
democratization. This is evident in the robustness of Egypt’s military, 
which enjoys historical weight, social omnipresence, and organizational 
and economic autonomy; unlike civilians who failed in and exhibited a 
lack of organization and an incapability to offer an alternative vis-à-vis 
military control. Political debates, dominated by ideology, clouded their 
visions of post-revolution reality, whereas a focus on common visions to 
break military control was what they needed. But lacking consensus 
among civilian elite(s) hastened military intervention and aborted 
democratization. 
In conclusion, this study arrived at several findings: 
(1) T
he issue of civilian control over the military is an important problem that 
is strongly posed in states undergoing democratization, and achieving it 
requires a reconsideration of frameworks that govern civil-military 
relations in those states. 
(2) T
he military in Egypt had seized the opportunity of the prevailing crisis 
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after 2011 and 2013 to justify intervention, and it has established a 
principle in its military doctrine; that is responding to public demands 
and casting itself as guardian of the revolution, security guarantor, 
mediator between political parties, and being firm in undertaking what it 
believes to be its national mandate to intervene. 
(3) P
olitical polarization and a lack of consensus among civilian forces 
contributes in granting the army a chance to intervene, and absence of the 
civilian elites’ strong strategies is a key factor in foiling attempts at 
civilian control. 
(4) T
he Egyptian experience has proven the difficulty of achieving civilian 
control due to many factors, most importantly the wide economic 
privileges of the army. Undoing the military character of political power 
in Egypt requires, in the medium and long term, a different societal 
upbringing; also, political parties and civilian elites should do their part 
through civilianizing and democratizing power. 
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7. The Development of the Egyptian Military’s Economic 
Activity 

Ahmed Zekrallah* 

 
Abstract 
This paper examines the Egyptian military’s economic infrastructure, in 
light of its increasing role in the country’s economy, as well as the 
mechanisms through which civil-military relations are managed. It will 
also outline the indicators and constituents of the military’s economic role 
and its effects on civil-military relations. 
 
Introduction 
The Egyptian Armed Forces are known as the “black box” of the 
economy, as it is prohibited for any state entity to access the economic 
portfolios or information on projects that are administered by the military. 
In addition, military officials are provided with legal protection from 
accountability regarding the revenues and expenditures of those projects, 
on the one hand, and exemptions and benefits, on the other. 
The military’s economic pursuits began in Egypt after the July 1952 
revolution, advanced after the 1978 Camp David Accords, and became 
stronger and more penetrating after the coup d’état on July 3, 2013. 
After the coup, the military’s economic activity increasingly dominated 
the economy, practically controlling all of its portfolios in full. Despite 
its claim to quality production in its dispersed projects, the acceleration 
at which the military’s economic production has undergone is sure to 
ultimately lend the military control over a large number of Egypt’s 
economic activities.  
Communal pressure after the January 2011 revolution, and uninterrupted 
questioning regarding the size of the military’s economic activities, 

 
*Assistant Professor of Economics at Al-Azhar University, and Senior 
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pushed the military to host a press conference in 2012 in which Major 
General Mahmoud Nasr announced that the annual revenue produced by 
the military’s economic activities amounted to $198 million, a mere 2.4% 
of the state’s budget, without providing any proof of these numbers. 
In September 2019, the military’s spokesperson revealed that the military 
was working on roughly 2,300 projects—employing five million civilian 
employees, laborers, technicians, and engineers1—and supervising fully 
civilian companies. This indicated the military’s absorption of about 25% 
of the country’s labor force2 and acquisition of the same proportion of 
total economic activity, rendering the military a predominant player in the 
Egyptian economy. 
All in all, it should be noted that this study aims not to estimate the size 
of the military’s economic activity—due to the lack of reliable official 
data—but rather to focus on a number of other objectives outlined below. 
 
Objectives 
In general, this paper aims to briefly survey the development of the 
military’s economic activity by concentrating on the post-2013 coup 
period, by doing the following: 
1. Identifying the purposes behind the military’s economic activity 
in each stage in the study; 
2. Examining the military’s key economic facilities and their 
developments; and 
3. Inferring the negative effects of the military’s economic activity 
on the private sector during the period of time we are concentrating on. 
Finally, the study aims to achieve these objectives through two key foci; 
namely, the development of the military’s economic activity from 1952 

 
1 "Military spokesperson: We supervise 2,300 projects and have employed five 
million civilians" (in Arabic), Al Masry Al Youm, 3 September 2019, 
https://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/1424002. 
2 "Unemployment in Egypt falls to 7.4% in 2019" (in Arabic), Mubasher, 22 
October 2019, https://www.mubasher.info/news/3548040/. 
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to 2013, and an analysis of the military’s economic activity from 2013 to 
2019. 
 
The Development of the Military’s Economic Activity from 1952 to 
2013 
The military’s economic activity started after the overthrow of the 
monarchy by the Egyptian armed forces in 1952, and strengthened in the 
state’s administrative apparatus after Gamal Abdulnasser’s rise to the 
presidency of the republic through a popular referendum in 1956. 
In the 1970s, Anwar Sadat tried to, at least partially, eliminate the military 
presence in the cabinet of ministers. This orientation was seemingly 
maintained, according to the apparent political marginalization of the 
Egyptian armed forces during the presidency of Hosni Mubarak starting 
in 1981.3 Nonetheless, the Egyptian military had begun to establish some 
of its economic arms. The ‘Officers’ Republic’ never disappeared, but 
continued to expand in new ways to become the main crutch of 
Mubarak’s pro-patronage regime until it eventually assumed complete 
power in early 2011.4 The military’s economic activity from 1952 to 2013 
can be observed through the following stages. 
 
The First Stage: Economic Activity during the eras of Abdel Nasser and 
Sadat 
The military’s intervention in the economy started during the presidency 
of Gamal Abdel Nasser, who ruled from 1954 to 1970. During that time, 
the country’s economy shifted towards socialism, and the state controlled 
the modes of production as per the constitution of 1964, which stated that 
“the people control all means of production.” The military elite appointed 

 
3 Yezid Sayigh, Above the State: The Officers’ Republic in Egypt, Washington, 
DC: Carnegie Middle East Center, 1 August 2012,  
https://carnegie-mec.org/2012/08/01/above-state-officers-republic-in-egypt-
pub-48972. 
4 Ibid. 
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itself as a deputy in this control, rendering this stage the first fruits of 
military intervention in economic activity. 
During this stage, state resources were allocated to the military, whose 
engineers and contracts played a key role in land reclamation projects, 
establishing public infrastructure, the provision of basic commodities, the 
local manufacture of consumer equipment and electronics, and the 
production of industrial and agricultural supplies, like steel and fertilizer.  
Moreover, high-ranking officers replaced civilian factory managers. The 
presence of military administrators in various state-owned and semi-
public institutions created an influential base whose objective was to 
support the permanent presence of the armed forces in the economy. 
Nonetheless, the military had not infiltrated economic life extensively 
during this era, but was limited to senior administration and its traditional 
role of controlling military industries. 
Perhaps the military’s struggle with Israel during this period did not give 
the military an opportunity to infiltrate economic life further. Everyone 
was preoccupied with the struggle, which began with the tripartite 
aggression on Egypt in 1956, and the military’s participation in foreign 
fronts, such as the civil war in North Yemen in 1962, the Six-Day War in 
1967, the War of Attrition (1967-1970) and the October War of 1973. 
It is also worth noting that the primary objective of this period was the 
military expansion of the state’s administrative apparatus. As a result of 
the lack of officers at the time, and the decision of the wealthier ones to 
leave the military after nationalization, this expansion took a long time, 
especially with the aforementioned military activity. 
Significant intervention in economic life by the military began during 
Anwar Sadat’s presidency after the Camp David Accords of 1978, which 
would end the war between Egypt and Israel and establish friendly 
relations between the two parties. The Accords also included terms that 
restricted the military’s combat missions and activity, prompting the 
military’s interest in economic activities.  



 
 

127 

There were a number of various projects that took the military’s economic 
activity to new heights during this period, including: 
 
The Arab Organization for Industrialization 
The Arab Organization for Industrialization (AOI) was established in 
1975 between Egypt, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) to establish and supervise the development of a joint defense 
industry. 
In 1993, Saudi Arabia and UAE gave their shares (valued then at $ 1.8 
billion) in the organization to Egypt, making the Egyptian government its 
sole owner. According to the findings of the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), Egypt became one of the world’s 
largest importers of arms between 2009 and 2013 and between 2014 and 
2018, which indicates that the organization accomplished nothing at the 
level of military industrialization over the course of 40 years. 
The organization exports the equipment it manufactures to weak 
militaries, particularly in Africa. The organization’s military factories 
eventually shifted to primarily manufacturing household items that rival 
those of civilian industries. 
 
National Service Projects Organization 
The involvement of the Egyptian military in civilian economic sectors 
effectively began in 1979, when Sadat issued presidential decree no. 32, 
which established the National Service Projects Organization (NSPO). 
The first article in this decree states, “A device that has a legal personality 
called ‘the National Service Projects Authority’ shall be established in the 
Ministry of Defense, and it will study and implement the works and 
projects requested by the ministries, authorities, local government units 
and public sector companies in implementation of the contracts concluded 
between it and these authorities.” The decision to establish the NSPO was 
the opportunity that allowed the armed forces to undertake lucrative 
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projects, just as Sadat had established the AOI in aims of manufacturing 
military equipment. 
The NSPO was established after the signing of the Camp David Accords 
with the Zionist entity with the aim of achieving relative self-sufficiency 
regarding the armed forces’ necessities, alleviating the state of the burden 
of provision, realizing excess surplus production capacities in the local 
market, and aiding in the state’s economic development projects through 
an advanced productive industrial base. 
It can be said the NSPO was established in the context of the military’s 
endorsement of a new, post-Camp David theory of strategic security, 
most of which was laid down by Field Marshal Abu Ghazala, the Defense 
Minister at the time.   
The key features of this new security theory were resolving the issue of 
establishing comprehensive peace with Israel while maintaining the 
cohesion of the military, which was dominated by great anger over the 
terms of the new security arrangements. Accordingly, the General 
Command at the time decided that enhancing officers’ privileges and 
income would provide them with material prosperity and comfort. 
However, in light of the state’s economic weakness, that was not possible. 
This is when the existence of an institution that generates income for the 
military, and ensures the provision of commodities and services for the 
armed forces, became important—out of fear of incapacity at any stage 
of general mobilization in the event of the failure of any of the state’s 
facilities. On the other hand, some observers found that the establishment 
of the NSPO lent the armed forces a strategic importance. Others viewed 
it as in line with the emergence of the guidelines of fourth generation 
warfare, as theorized by such American experts William S. Lind and John 
F. Schmitt.5 
However, the NSPO’s trajectory and practices since its inception now 
clearly reveal that its existence was no more than an attempt to generate 

 
5 William S. Lind, "Understanding Fourth Generation War,” Military Review, 
September-October 2004, p.12-16. 
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profit with the exceptional presence of the military in state institutions 
after 1952. With time, the organization gained particular importance in 
the state due to the following reasons: 
• The unrivaled support of the General Command for the military 
and the latter’s prestige in front of the state’s civilian institutions; in this 
regard, the projects administered by the NSPO provided exceptional 
privileges such as total tax exemption and immunity from the legal 
structures and the accountability that govern the public and private 
sectors. Moreover, loopholes in the laws regulating auctions and tenders 
were taken advantage of, and projects were assigned to the NSPO by 
direct order. 
• The military discipline that determines the nature of the NSPO’s 
work, which was exploited to gain a respectable reputation among the 
state’s apparatuses, especially in terms of quality and reliability; in this 
context, since the establishment of the NSPO, custom has provided that 
the projects that must be submitted as soon as possible as per the 
instructions of the political leadership, especially in the field of 
construction, are automatically assigned to the organization. This is 
another means of increasing its work. 
• The NSPO’s reliance on young and free labor provided by 
soldiers during their compulsory military service; this led to the growth 
of the net profit of the organization, whose payroll budget is negligible.  
In time, the armed forces took on a large number of social welfare projects 
(such as sports clubs, homes, and economic housing) and was more 
equipped to increase the personal wealth of individuals in the military, in 
addition to making billions in profits more generally. However, the profits 
of the NSPO, which is considered the most important economic arm of 
the Egyptian military, led successive military commanders to consider 
expanding the organization’s work and influence in the state’s apparatus. 
As a result, the state did not privatize any of the NSPO’s companies as 
the World Bank’s policy of economic freedom, theoretically in state since 
1992, stipulates. In addition, according to estimates, the NSPO’s annual 
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profits amount to about 5% of the state’s budget, and the NSPO owns a 
fifth of the Egyptian public sector’s productive tools—though the 
accuracy of these numbers has not been ascertained. 
Structurally, the NSPO is composed of 21 public sector companies that 
encompass most of the commodity and service sectors, the most of 
important of which are: 
• The food security sector 
This sector formed the basic brick of the NSPO’s operations, as its focus 
is food production, as well as agricultural and animal production, 
livestock feed, poultry production, and honey. This sector includes eight 
companies, 20 farms, five large butcheries, and five enormous dairy units. 
The most important of these companies is the Upper Egypt Company for 
Agricultural Industry and Land Reclamation, the National Food 
Industries Company (also known as the Sinai Company), and the National 
Company for Land Reclamation and Agriculture in East Owainat. Cairo 
bakeries affiliated with this sector are some of the biggest in the world, 
with a production capacity of more than 1.5 million bread loaves a day. 
• The mining sector 
All of the state’s territories are considered military outposts according to 
laws dating back to the reign of Muhammad Ali (1805-1848), which were 
sanctioned recently “to implement the state’s defense plan.” This implies 
that the military has supreme authority in all of the state’s territories based 
on the law of reality and the reality of the law. (This point will be 
explained in further detail later.)  
Based on this principle, the mining sector of the NSPO owns most of the 
mines in the country, including gypsum, manganese, glass sand, clay, and 
gravel mines. The armed forces supervise the remaining mines that do not 
fall under the authority of the NSPO. There are several small companies 
under this sector, each of which administer certain mining activity 
alongside the National Company for the Production and Bottling of 
Natural Water (also known as Safi), one of the NSPO’s largest 
companies. 
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• The petrochemical and intermediate chemical sector 
The petrochemical and intermediate chemical sector supervises the 
provision of petroleum supplies for the armed forces, secures their 
strategic stock, and assists the government in bridging gaps in energy. 
Under this sector is El-Nasr Company for Intermediate Chemicals 
alongside a number of smaller supporting companies. 
• The service sector 
There are two large companies in the service sector: Al-Nasr Company 
for Services and Maintenance (Queen Service)—which is recognized for 
its security, escort, and hotel business—and the National Petroleum 
Company—which operates Wataniya gas stations and produces various 
petroleum products. There are also other, smaller companies for the 
import of petroleum and petrochemical materials with extensive regional 
networks. 
• The contracting sector 
Through its two companies, the National Company for General 
Contracting and Supplies and the National Company for Road Building 
and Development, the NSPO competes over the government’s 
construction market in Egypt. Construction work in all of the strategic 
outlets of the capital and border cities are assigned exclusively to the 
NSPO in order for it to assist the armed forces’ engineering authority. In 
these construction works, specific standards that bear the transit of heavy 
military vehicles in times of war or crisis are established. Some of the 
most important projects in recent years are al-Mushir Tantawi Axis, Borg 
El Arab Stadium, and the infrastructure of the National 
Telecommunications Regulatory Authority. 
• Land reclamation 
Through the National Company for Land Reclamation and Agriculture in 
East Owainat, another company in the Sinai with capacities in land 
reclamation exceeding those of the Ministry of Agriculture, the Awqaf 
Authority, and the five largest companies in this field combined, the 
NSPO reclaims and cultivates lands in this area. This sector also 
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coordinates the maps of lands belonging to it or lands it seeks to include 
in the Armed Forces Land Projects Agency (AFLPA). 
• Optronics 
The Arab International Optronics Company manufactures, assembles, 
and markets optical, electro-optical, and laser equipment and precision 
devices in accordance with the needs of the armed forces and the local 
market. 
With the rise of neoliberalism, a Soviet-style organization of this 
magnitude prompts us to ask whether it indicates the Egyptian Military 
Command’s belief in the importance of central planning and central 
authority as a method of leadership. 
In a telegram sent by the US embassy in Cairo to the State Department in 
Washington DC in 2008 and leaked by WikiLeaks, the embassy states 
that Field Marshall Tantawi was opposed to economic reform because it 
undermines central government power. It is likely that he, like other 
military officials, did not want his privileges subject to investigation or 
put under the limelight in the context of a unified budget for the country.   
It is worth noting that the NSPO appointed generals and colonels to 
supervise its various projects. The armed forces’ projects were granted 
concessions exceeding the government’s legal and accountability powers 
as they are exempt from taxes and are not subject to the laws and 
regulations that are imposed on everyone else in the public and private 
sectors. 
All in all, the NSPO, with all of its complex structures and network 
alliances, is a distraction that is dangerous to any emerging democracy in 
Egypt.  
 
The Second Stage: The Egyptian Military’s Economic Activity during the 
Mubarak era 
Mubarak assumed the presidency after the assassination of Sadat in 1981. 
Military activity during his presidency can be divided into several stages 
as follows: 
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The first decade of Mubarak’s rule, in which the military’s main 
economic arms were established and the companies owned by the military 
were diversified; these include: 
• The National Organization for Military Production (NOMP), 
which was established in 1984 to supervise military factories; it owns 
more than 18 factories producing both military and civilian goods. 
However, its current production is limited to civilian goods. Some of its 
factories are: Abu-Kir Company for Engineering Industries, Abu Zaabal 
Company for Engineering Industries, Shobra Company for Engineering 
Industries, Helwan Company for Engineering Industries, Helwan 
Company for Diesel Engines, and Helwan Company for Non-Ferrous 
Industries. In the field of chemical industries, the organization owns Abu 
Zaabal Company for Specialty Chemicals, Kaha Company for Chemical 
Industries, and Heliopolis Company for Chemical Industries. For its 
electronic industries, it owns Banha Company for Electronic Industries, 
as well as shares in other companies such as Tharwa Petroleum Company 
and the International Pipe Industry Company (IPIC), the largest producer 
of oil and gas pipelines in the region, and the Arab Company for 
Computer Manufacturing. 
• The Ministry of Military Production, which is responsible for 
managing, developing, and operating military factories in Egypt; 
recently, most of the military factories affiliated with the ministry headed 
largely towards civilian manufacturing. The last of these factories was the 
artificial grass factory, which introduced the army's dominance of the 
economic sector to the competition with small-scale manufacturers. This 
marked a major shift in the military’s ideology towards profitability and 
the market. 
The next stage is the second decade of Mubarak’s rule, until 2000, in 
which the regime began to apply a complete economic liberalization plan 
in accordance with the requirements of the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and the World Bank; the plan denoted an increase of military 
influence on economic life, as the military expanded its production of 
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commodities and civilian services and established more companies, 
factories, and farms. The military also acquired large shares in the public 
sector as part of the process of privatization at that time. 
The military’s main objective at this stage was to provide its own food 
and medical supplies, especially with the liquidation of public sector 
institutions that had provided these necessities previously. However, with 
time, its activity increased and extended to other sectors, such as real 
estate and tourism development. 
Finally, the last stage is the third decade of Mubarak’s rule until 2011, in 
which the military’s involvement in economic life had grown even further 
and become more influential than before, especially with the rise of the 
political and economic influence of businessmen whose role emerged 
with the rise of Gamal Mubarak. The military perceived this as a threat to 
its economic interests and political influence, especially given its fears 
that privatization would reach the companies owned by the military 
establishment. 
Therefore, this decade was marked by the competition of businessmen, 
particularly Gamal Mubarak, over economic-military activity and 
Gamal’s attempt to apply neoliberal policies that serviced the interests of 
the new capitalist class. This led to a clash in the later years of Mubarak’s 
rule, both concealed and disclosed, between the military and this group 
of business elites over the policies of privatization. 
The justification proclaimed by the military command at that time was 
that these policies were biased towards the wealthy and threatened social 
peace in Egypt. However, some believe that the true reason was that the 
military viewed the privatization adopted by Prime Minister Ahmed 
Nazif’s government (2004-2011) as an obvious threat to its own 
economic interests. 
In another telegram sent to the US State Department and leaked by 
WikiLeaks in September 2008, then-US ambassador to Egypt Margaret 
Scobey informed Washington that the military blocs in Egypt viewed the 
government’s privatization schemes as a threat to the military’s economic 
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situation and that the military generally opposes economic reform. The 
fact of the matter is this opposition is due to the fear of military generals 
that the privatization scheme would affect companies owned by the 
military establishment. 
A final parallel feature in Mubarak’s reign was that retired military 
officers were allowed to join the state’s administrative apparatus, 
providing them with additional income alongside their retirement 
pensions. In addition, the National Party’s businessmen appointed them 
as executive managers of their projects with the aim of exporting their 
influence and previous security contacts to the state’s bureaucratic 
apparatus. 
Towards the end of Mubarak’s reign, retired military officers held 
positions at all levels of local government, serving as a parallel executive 
and security arm under the president.6 
 
The Third Stage: From the January 2011 revolution to mid-2013 
Intensified by decades of scrutinizing and suppressing the opposition, the 
immediate vacuum created after the overthrow of Mubarak rendered the 
military the strongest link in the political equation. The ensuing liquidity 
of the Egyptian political scene substantially increased the perceived value 
of the military as an investment partner. It also allowed the command of 
the armed forces to indicate to local investors that: 
1. The military can guarantee the continuation of immunity from 
government supervision of its institutions (and business partners); and 
2. During times of turmoil, investment, alongside the state’s 
coercive arm, provides added security for costly assets. 
When Mohamed Morsi was elected president in 2012, the military had 
already established control over the state’s administrative apparatus and 
resources and opportunities in the civilian economy, aside from its own 

 
6Yezid Sayigh, Above the State: The Officers’ Republic in Egypt, 7.  
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companies. Neutralizing this empire undoubtedly would have taken 
several years but only a year later the military launched its coup. 
The overthrow of Morsi sought to give the military total control over the 
political scene without opposition from any of the state’s parties. That, 
then, became the start of an unprecedented stage of infiltration in the 
Egyptian state’s economic activity. 
 
Examining the Egyptian Military's Economic Activity between 2013-
2019 
The Egyptian military gained unprecedented influence following its 
overthrow of two presidents. With the marginalization of key political 
opponents and the acquisition of over $20 billion in Gulf aid, the 
processes of economic expansion and the control of huge infrastructure 
projects, as well as the occupation of generals of almost all positions in 
the government, began. 
It appears that the military’s overwhelming and unprecedented expansion 
in economic activity was a violent reaction, not just to the January 2011 
revolution and the resulting possibility of decreasing some of its leaders’ 
economic spoils, but also to the prior goal of privatizing its projects 
towards the end of Mubarak’s reign. 
When all was said and done, we saw that the Egyptian armed forces had 
become the main overseer of the Egyptian economy through its protection 
of the assets of their key strategic partners during times of turmoil and 
control over the process of government procurement tenders.7 We also 
saw that the existence of a number of main factors contributing to the 
spread of military dominance over economic activity, and the control over 

 
7Shana Marshall, “The Egyptian Armed Forces and the Remaking of an 
Economic Empire,” Raqeb, 17 April 2015, http://raqeb.co/en/2015/04/egyptian-
armed-forces-and-remaking-economic-empire. 
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the state’s territories, are the military’s most dangerous tools that it uses 
to prey on the Egyptian economy.8 
This focus attempts to briefly track the military’s economic projects and 
the laws that established their existence as well as their main objectives 
and their effect on the private sector during this period, all through the 
following points: 
1. Land Ownership 
The armed forces’ legal acquisition of the state’s territories is the main 
element of the military’s penetration of the state’s economic activity. In 
the past, sale approvals and the granting of operation licenses were the 
keys that allowed military officials to run private projects. We all 
remember how military officers had and still have a place in the public 
relations of any private company that wants to get licenses or conduct 
business, in addition to their usual presence in all of the folds of the state’s 
administrative apparatus. 
After 2013, matters progressed, and the military became involved through 
direct partnership with either the private sector or government institutions 
and received shares of the state lands—especially those that are adjacent 
to government projects that raise their market value—or directly sold land 
after urban planning. 
Overall, it is likely that keeping the inhabited area in Egypt at only 7% of 
the total area is due to this control. The incursion of construction in 
agricultural lands in the Nile Delta can also be attributed to this control. 
The legal route taken to establish the military’s total control over state 
territories can be traced as follows: 
At the beginning of his reign, Mubarak issued legislation granting the 
Ministry of Defense the lone right to dispose of the state territories, 
forcing all citizens and authorities to obtain the ministry’s approval before 
purchase. Article 10 of Law No. 143 of 1981 states, “No natural or legal 
person is permitted to have, acquire, or trespass a part of the lands subject 

 
8Tom Stevenson, "Egypt: Land of the Generals," Middle East Eye, 13 February 
2015, https://www.middleeasteye.net/features/egypt-land-generals. 
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to this law, with the exception of the armed forces and their execution of 
the state’s defense plan.” Article 2 of the same law stipulates 
“coordination” with the Ministry of Defense for the use of the lands. 
According to research conducted by the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace in June 2014, “the military is the largest caretaker of 
government land in the country. A 1997 presidential decree gave the 
military the right to manage all undeveloped nonagricultural land, which 
is estimated to be 87 percent of the country.”9 
The Sisi regime became aware of the importance of lands and issued a 
presidential decree in December 2015 that preserves lands owned by the 
military, even after their evacuation, to allow the armed forces to use them 
for private projects with foreign partners. The decree provided the 
AFLPA the freedom to establish commercial companies for profit for the 
first time. 
Decree no. 446 of 2015 states that “the Armed Forces Land Projects 
Agency is to assume the preparation of cities and military zones in place 
of those that are being evacuated and provide all of the services and 
activities needed to achieve its objectives and develop its resources. 
Accordingly, [the AFLPA] is permitted to establish companies of any 
kind whether singlehandedly or with national or foreign partnership.” 
In 2016, Sisi issued Decree No. 57, allocating to the military 16,645 
feddans south of the Cairo-Suez Road for the construction of the new 
administrative capital and the Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Settlement. 
The decree was preceded and followed by numerous other decrees 
allocating lands for the military’s projects. 
 
 
 

 
9Ahmed Morsy, "The Military Crowds Out Civilian Business in Egypt," 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 24 June 2014, 
https://carnegieendowment.org/2014/06/24/military-crowds-out-civilian-
business-in-egypt-pub-55996.  
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2. The Military’s Exemption 
Article No. 1 of the Customs Exemption Law of 1986 exempts the 
Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Military Production from taxes 
on their imports. 
In 2015, the Minister of Defense issued a decree exempting from property 
taxes nearly 600 hotels and resorts owned by the armed forces. 
Companies owned by the armed forces were also exempt from import 
duties in accordance with the 1986 law as well as exempt from income 
tax in accordance with a law issued in 2005. In addition, inspection of 
shipments sent to the armed forces’ companies is prohibited.  
The law also exempts the armed forces from value-added tax on goods, 
equipment, machinery, services, and raw materials for armament, 
defense, and national security. There is another group of laws in favor of 
the military including its one-line budget in the state’s budget. 
In 2016, a new law for value-added tax granted the armed forces and other 
security institutions further exemptions. 
In November 2013, Acting President Adly Mansour issued a decree 
allowing the government to forego tenders and assign projects to any 
company in times of “urgency.” It was followed by another decree on 
April 23, 2014, forbidding third parties from appealing contracts finalized 
by the government with any party, whether Egyptian or foreign, and 
regardless of whether the contracts pertain to privatization, the sale of 
state lands, or contracting. All of this facilitated the military’s infiltration 
of economic life. 
3. The profits of the military’s projects 
Sadat had issued a law in 1979, whose fourth article stipulates that 
revenue from the military’s projects must be kept in “a private account in 
a commercial bank” and that only the Defense Minister has the authority 
to use a decree “regulating the expenditure of these funds.” Although it is 
a purely commercial matter and not a military secret, the name of said 
bank remains unknown as does the amount of money it has and how the 
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Defense Ministry disposes of the billions it has accumulated over the 
years from these projects.  
4. The military’s major projects post-July 2013 
The military involved itself in a number of larger projects after July 2013. 
In addition to laying tens of roads and highways, it supervised all of the 
projects funded by the state budget under the pretext of combating the 
corruption of the private sector and guaranteeing integrity, resoluteness, 
and reliability. It, of course, did not reveal the percentage it got in return 
for this supervision (though recent leaks indicate that it is between 25%-
35% of the total cost of each project). 
The military even took over road advertising, school and university food 
services, the administration and operation of toll stations, and many 
service roads. 
Accordingly, the military’s projects ranged between transport projects 
(roads, bridges, tunnels, and pedestrian walkways), housing projects for 
low-income households, hospitals, schools, and bakeries.10 
In addition to construction, the military started several other projects, 
including: 
- The new administrative capital 
- Beni Suef Cement Plant (which is the largest in the Middle East) 
- An aquaculture project in Berket Ghalioun 
- A syringe factory 
- An air conditioner factory 
- A chain of food retailers in the governorates 
- A joint-stock pharmaceutical company called the Egyptian 
National Company for Pharmaceuticals 
- An iron company; the NSPO acquired 40% of Solb Misr Group, 
which has a production capacity of 2.2 million tons—the largest in the 
market after Ezz Group 

 
10Mohammed El Dahshan, “The Egyptian Army Collects Billions in 
Government Contracts,” ElDahshan.com, 3 January 2014: 
https://eldahshan.com/2014/01/03/army-contracts/ 



 
 

141 

In June 2015, the military established a contracting company with a 
capital of 100 million Egyptian pounds. 
After Sisi’s rise to the presidency in mid-2014, the armed forces’ 
engineering authority shifted from being an administration specialized in 
military engineering within the military establishment to becoming a 
huge contracting company dominating the market. 
Through managing its subsidiaries (e.g., military engineering, military 
districts, water, major projects, etc.), the engineering authority now 
controls the execution and establishment of free road networks, bridges, 
airports, hotels, and urban cities throughout the country. 
The Arab Organization for Industrialization (AOI) is affiliated with 11 
factories and companies operating in the fields of military and civil 
industries, including Sakr Factory for Development Industries, Kader 
Factory for Development Industries, Helwan Factory for Development 
Industries, and the Railway Equipment Factory (SEMAF). 
The current chairman of the AOI is Lieutenant General Abdulmeniem al-
Tarras, a member of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. Military 
supplies are currently available to the AOI but are limited; and the 
military equipment that is manufactured is insufficient and deficient, and 
does not fulfill the military’s industrial needs according to many 
experts.11 
The AOI also founded many large projects alongside its participation in 
urban and social development projects and its establishment and 
development of schools, hospitals, health units, and urban development 
centers. It was also involved in agricultural and production projects and 
the manufacture of raw and construction materials, as well as the 
construction and development of stadiums and sports arenas for local and 
international championships. In addition, it assists the civilian sector in 

 
11Robert Springborg and F.C. “Pink” Williams, “The Egyptian Military: A 
Slumbering Giant Awakes,” Carnegie Middle East Center, 28 February 2019, 
https://carnegie-mec.org/2019/02/28/egyptian-military-slumbering-giant-
awakes-pub-78238. 
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overcoming the effects of natural and industrial disasters, rescue 
operations, and rapid intervention using the latest devices and various 
equipment and capabilities, as well as sheltering victims and setting up 
quarantine camps. 
However, it appears that the AOI moved away from its traditional role of 
supporting and strengthening military armament, causing the military to 
rely primarily on external armament and abandoning national armament. 
This undermines the independence of the state and renders it politically 
and economically dependent. It also deprives it of the opportunity to 
nationalize the military industry and domestic technology. 
5. Analyzing the military’s objectives behind economic infiltration 
The objectives behind the military’s projects are not limited to 
profitability and gain—as was the case in the past—but include: 
• Taking advantage of the current state of political friction to 
expand economically, which explains the rush to establish major projects 
in weak sectors, such as the Beni Suef Cement Plant; 
• Controlling the main roads that serve as outlets for the supply of 
basic commodities, whether between ports and airports or different areas 
of the country, or between the different governorates; 
• Control of the production of strategic commodities like insulin 
and baby milk, in order to play the role of savior during times of crisis 
and as punishment during times of chaos; 
• Using state projects (such as roads and bridges) to raise the value 
of lands controlled by the military and becoming a partner in a project 
with said value; 
• Controlling the economic activity of the private sector, which 
emerged, flourished, and pledged allegiance to the National Party, by 
finding a competitor or alternative; 
• Extending profits from the military’s projects to small and 
medium ranks, after they had been exclusive to the major ranks, to 
guarantee the continuation of loyalty of military officers of all ranks. 
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6. The current state of the private sector after the military’s 
economic pursuits12 
All of Egypt’s economic conditions—particularly after the floating of the 
Egyptian pound, the lifting of fuel and electricity subsidies, and the 
military’s foray into economic activity and extension of its privileges and 
legal immunity—proved to be painful blows to the Egyptian private 
sector. 
There is a lot of evidence indicating that the private sector’s activity is 
hindered by an exhausting business environment and constricted trade 
activity. As a result, the private sector is unable to play the role it is 
expected to play, especially with the authorities’ adoption of a liberal 
approach in which the former was supposed to be the mainstay. 
The decline of the Purchasing Managers' Index (PMI) of the Emirates 
NBD Bank, which measures the economic activity of the non-oil 
producing private sector in Egypt, indicates a continuous regression in the 
private sector’s economic activity after the floating of the Egyptian 
pound. The only improvement seen was an exception in certain months 
followed by a swift return to regression.  
The following points clarify some of the difficulties faced by the private 
sector in Egypt during recent times: 
• The state’s competition with the private sector over bank 
deposits, causing—of course with rising inflation—an increase in local 
interest rates; this resulted in a critical financing obstacle, and during the 
last fiscal year the private and family sector respectively acquired 23% 
and 8% of the total funds of the banking sector while the public sector 
acquired 69%. 
• Although the government is implementing important legislative 
reforms to improve the business environment, the private sector’s activity 
is still impeded by a weak and unpredictable organizational framework, 

 
12Amr Adly, “The Future of Big Business in the New Egypt,” Carnegie Middle 
East Center, 19 November 2014: https://carnegie-mec.org/2014/11/19/future-
of-big-business-in-new-egypt-pub-57269. 

 
 

144 

non-tariff barriers to trade, and struggles to access the main factors in the 
market (lands controlled by the military and skilled labor). 
• The activity of the government and sovereign actors plays a great 
role in numerous economic sectors and has preferential access to finance, 
land and purchases. This growing role effectively rivals the private sector.  
It can be said that while the military’s economic role, especially in 
infrastructure, was welcomed in the beginning—as it was considered as a 
savior of the faltering economy, quelling popular fear of state failure—it 
now has to accept other economic players due to the many economic 
challenges the country faces. 
The state is no longer able to absorb the large number of unemployed 
youth, and employment in the informal economy exacerbates social and 
economic inequality, which is an issue that can threaten the military’s 
economic empire. Therefore, logical strategy prescribes the acceptance of 
the rise of other political forces affiliated with private companies and 
business instead of bearing the political burden that may result from 
economic stagnation and increasing unemployment among the youth. 
Otherwise, if the state and its military backbone fail to restore political 
stability, economic security, and trust, they may lose their hold on 
power.13 This does not mean accepting a political system that does not 
allow the military’s intervention, but perhaps it is necessary to curb the 
military’s economic empire to ease burdens and ensure continued 
dominance. 
7. The consequences of the military’s economic infiltration 
There are many opponents of the military’s great expansion in economic 
activity and civilian life in general. In their view, this role has surpassed 
the task of providing the armed forces’ necessities to assume control of 
the national economy; and due to the lack of transparency and popular 
surveillance of the military’s economic activities, the expansion will 

 
13Samer Atallah, “Seeking Wealth, Taking Power,” Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 18 November 2014, 
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/57252. 
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result in negative consequences both economically and politically, in 
addition to its negative effects on the military establishment’s tasks, 
image, and position in public opinion. 
Opponents also believe that the dominance of the military’s institutions 
and companies on the economy will harm economic activity in general 
and conflict with the rules of competition, especially given the privileges 
granted solely to the military, whether in terms of its use of quasi-free 
labor by recruits performing military service or its exemption from taxes 
and customs. 
Alongside the aforementioned exemptions and privileges, as the owner of 
state lands, the armed forces acquire lands needed for its economic 
projects without paying the state treasury for them. The combination of 
these factors reveal that the military enjoys relative advantages in its 
commercial activities, which constitute a group of savings from the total 
costs of any projects, and which are not available to other state-owned or 
private companies.  
The negative consequences of the military’s economic dominance is not 
limited to the opportunities of the national private sector, but extend 
(according to many economists) to create an obstacle to any new foreign 
investments Egypt is in dire need of. The absence of rules of competition 
render foreign investors very hesitant to enter a market in which the 
military is the key economic player and which market lacks opportunities 
for fair competition. 
Perhaps the decline of foreign investment in Egypt during recent years 
and its focus on the mining sector, which is not labor-intensive and does 
not contribute much to society in terms of technology and knowledge, 
proves the damage caused to foreign investment by the expansion of the 
military economy. 
Overall, the main issue, according to many, does not lie in the military’s 
right to carry out projects. It lies in the means of managing these projects 
far from surveillance and accountability. It also lies in the size of its 
activity, which is no longer limited to larger projects (that cannot be 
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executed by the civilian sector) because it has expanded to include other 
activities and domains. 
An additional and important question is whether or not this dominant role 
in the economy will continue in the future. Its continuation will mean that 
the armed forces will become an alternative to the civilian sector’s public 
and private companies, which will then lead to the elimination of free 
competition based on the necessary conditions for the rise of the Egyptian 
economy, namely, competence, transparency, and accountability. 
Moreover, many believe that the complex and cumulative economic 
crises that currently face Egypt are more than the military can handle 
alone, regardless of its capabilities. This makes allowing the private 
sector and civilian companies play a bigger role in economic activity 
imperative. Perhaps this explains Sisi’s attempt to reassure investors 
about the military’s economic role and assertions that this role does not 
rival that of the private sector. Despite his increasing reliance on the 
military, Sisi recognizes his need for the private sector to stimulate 
growth and increase rates of operation to create new job opportunities, 
especially with the rise of unemployment rates (about 23% of the work 
force), because of the state’s inability to absorb the growing numbers of 
unemployed, and the hefty political burden resulting from this on him and 
his regime. Therefore, the high rates of unemployment threaten the 
regime’s promises to establish political and economic stability in the 
country.  
 
Listing the military’s companies in the stock market (overcoming the 
great predicament): 
Aside from the aforementioned motives and the armed forces’ urgent 
need for a new agreement with the IMF allowing Egypt to obtain a new 
loan and ensuring the continuation of loans afforded to them after the 
previous agreement, listing its projects on the stock exchange is the 
military’s last resort from a number of dilemmas resulting from the policy 
of undertaking economic projects after 2014. 
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This last resort will rid the military of certain projects that sparked public 
discontent among the masses and undermined its prestige and public 
image, like the fish farms and other projects for which it failed to conduct 
a feasibility study, and thus are prone to losses like the Bani Suef cement 
plant which caused great losses to the cement sector and led to the closing 
of three factories in a single year. 
It will also rid the military of projects that are prone to losses and that 
tarnished its prestige, like the greenhouse projects that will suffer when 
water is scarce, which is expected soon with the filling of Ethiopia’s 
Renaissance Dam. The products of these projects themselves compete 
with those of smaller farmers, which could harm them significantly given 
their limited capabilities. In addition, the military sent its soldiers to the 
markets to sell produce, which, again, incites the resentment and 
discontent of modest farmers. 
Listing the military’s projects in the stock market achieves a number of 
objectives for the authorities. The military will obtain a new certificate 
from the IMF and extend its current borrowing stage. At the same time, 
it will be able to divest from projects that are not feasible and that hurt its 
image, and expand and extend to other projects through the stock market. 
Finally, it will obtain a deed of legitimatization to sell whatever remains 
of the public sector’s projects while satisfying Arab and foreign allies that 
benefit from the corrupt pricing mechanism. 
Furthermore, the listing may at least partially satisfy businessmen whose 
ventures were affected by the military’s economic foray, and serve as a 
truce with local and foreign investors to restore activity, especially 
considering the productivity deficiency the Egyptian state suffers from. 
 
Conclusion 
The military began its economic activity through its officers’ control over 
the administrative sides of the state’s apparatuses and ministries. Soon 
thereafter, it carried out parallel economic activity against the backdrop 
of the peace treaty with Israel. 
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The main objectives of all the economic institutions that the military bases 
its economic activity on are to possess and manufacture arms and assist 
the military in executing its tasks. Until after the Camp David Accords, 
these institutions maintained an effective level of manufacturing and 
provided the military’s logistic necessities. However, after July 2013, the 
Egyptian military’s doctrine and approach changed at its basic, 
environmental, and organizational levels. The Zionist entity was replaced 
as the enemy of the military and the Egyptian state with “terrorism” 
(democracy in this case) and “political Islam.” 
The Egyptian armed forces restored and expanded their economic and 
political empire in the post-Mubarak era at a very fast pace. In addition 
to the increase of industrial activity that had halted, and control over 
immense infrastructure projects, the spread of military commanders in the 
corridors of power became vast. 
The current military regime’s priority is not military manufacturing, but 
control over economic life in order to shift the military’s position from a 
major player to an actor that dominates and controls all aspects. As a 
result, it dedicated all of its economic institutions to civilian 
manufacturing. This shift in doctrine to economy damaged the military’s 
reputation, especially after its appropriation of lands, expansion of 
advantages, and obstructions to private activity. 
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III. The Case of Sudan 
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8. Civil-Military Relations in the Sudan:  
Local Factors and the Role of Regional and International Powers 

Atta el-Battahani* 
 

Abstract 
Since its independence in the mid-1950s, Sudan’s civilian and military 
rulers have faced an arduous mission of nation-building, i.e., holding 
together different nationalities and ethnic groups in one united state. Yet, 
in 2011, the secession of South Sudan came as a logical consequence of 
a faulty, one-sided, “tunnel-vision” approach to nation-building in the 
context of diversity. A number of factors contributed to Sudan’s tragic 
story of failed nation-building, chief of which are the militaristic 
approach, failed economic development, and, most recently, Islamists’ 
approach to nation-building from 1989-2019. In this paper, I argue that 
exclusivist, militarized, and Islamist approaches to nation-building share 
the responsibility for systemic weakening of local factors and 
strengthening regional and international powers, leaving the country 
embroiled in protracted conflicts, state failure, and (more alarmingly) 
exposure to external protective interests and pressures. 
 
Introduction 
Sudan is a mini continent in a vast stretch of territory, housing highly 
diverse tribal-ethnic, cultural, religious, and linguistic groupings. 
According to the much-cited census of 1955/56, the main ethnic groups 
are Arabs (39%), Southerners (30%), West Darfur (9%), Beja (6%), West 
Africans (6%), Nuba (6%), Nubia (3%) and Funj (1.7 %).1 Other accounts 
of the ethnic composition of Sudan classify these groups in terms of 19 
main nationalities (Majmou‘a Gawmiyya) and 597 ethnic groups 

 
* Professor of Political Science, University of Khartoum, Sudan. 
1 Republic of Sudan, Department of Statistics, First Population Census 1955/56 
Final Report 3, Khartoum, 1962, Table 6.8.    
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(Majmou‘a Airgiyya)2. Yet, socioeconomic changes since 1956, together 
with natural and man-made disasters (desertification, famine, and civil 
war), must have resulted in some significant changes in the numerical and 
demographic weight of these ethnic–national groups. Ethnic–national 
diversity has been further sustained by cultural, linguistic, religious, 
social, and political differences. Before the secession of South Sudan in 
2011, about 52% of the population was Arabic–speaking. Diversity also 
expresses itself sharply in religion, with Islam, Christianity, and “other 
religions” professed by different segments of the population. Though 
religious heterogeneity is further sustained by the prevalence of sectarian 
cleavages within Islam, which is the religion of the country’s majority, 
Christianity, along with other religions in general, also claim the support 
of significant segments of the population. 
An element of the complexity of Sudanese society, which has often been 
underrated, if not left out entirely, is that of economic diversity. Whether 
approached in terms of the nature of its sectors (traditional or modern) or 
in terms of the nature of activities (subsistence or market-oriented), 
Sudan’s economy is marked by a high degree of heterogeneity. It 
encompasses different modes and forms of production, different sectors, 
different activities, and different interests relating to different social 
categories and classes. It is our contention here that such an account of 
the main elements of the diversities of Sudanese society is not adequate 
without considering the population distribution into various occupational 
categories. This raises important issues requiring further research and 
close examination, but for the time being it is probably worthwhile to 
assert that elements of diversity intersect/interconnect and are articulated 
at various levels of the Sudanese society, with serious implications for 
questions of unity and disunity. 
Another important aspect of the complexity of Sudanese society is a 

 
2 Beshir, M.O., On the Unitary State Optimum in Sudan, proceedings of 
Arkawit Eleventh Conference on Nation Building in Sudan, Institute of Extra-
Mural Studies, University of Khartoum, November, 1988. 
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diversity marking familial connection, social structure, cultural outlook, 
value system, and gender status. These diversities not only affect existing 
possibilities for social mobility and integration, but have equal direct 
bearing on moral norms, legal status, and notions of identity.3 The highly 
centralized authoritarian structures of the colonial state and postcolonial 
state, along with the nature of civil-military relations in Sudan have 
mirrored these differentiations, prejudices, and claims of superiority, 
justifying the exclusion of peripheral people from positions of power and 
wealth.  
 
Questions and Approach  
How did civil-military relations evolve over the years in Sudan? And how 
did local factors, as well as regional and international powers, shape these 
relations? Did the army succeed in instilling and cultivating a new 
national identity that transcends local, tribal, and ethnic affiliations? How 
did post-war radical nationalism and communism affect Sudan’s army? 
Was the emergence of Islamism a backlash against earlier ideological 
currents in the 1960s and 1970s? Do the ups and downs of civil-military 
relations have anything to do with the country’s territorial disintegration 
and failure to hold together different parts of Sudanese society? 
The approach to deal with these questions combines the historical 
chronology with analytical themes. A broad, flexible chronology is 
adopted without assuming clear-cut boundaries between events and 
developments as they occur in the said period.4 Also, local, regional, and 
international factors are not mutually exclusive.  

 
3 An-Na’im A.A., “National Identity and the Diversity of Identities”, in Deng, 
F. & Gifford, P. (eds.), The Search for Peace and Identity in the Sudan, The 
Wilson Centre Press, Washington, 1987, pp. 71-77. 
 
4 For example, in the section on international actors, the section begins with 
Sudan’s relations with China in 1996 and then deals with US sanctions and 
western boycott, whereas the latter began in 1993. It was the Chinese role that 
came in to balance Sudan’s international status. 
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It is important to note that it is difficult to draw a line between local, 
regional, and international factors and actors since their interactions take 
place within a political context that kept changing with time, blurring 
distinctions between the local, regional, and international. It is for the 
sake of research that we stress the distinctions, though in reality it may be 
hard to recognize.   
Themes refer to certain key shifts in civil-military relations, such as the 
building of the security apparatus in the late 1970s, followed by a sudden 
shift to the overall restructuring of the army and war in the 1990s; finally, 
the subsequent involvement of the army and security in the economic and 
business world concomitant with para-military groups in peripheral 
regions.  
Following this introduction, the next section deals with local factors, 
which are seen in colonial legacies in cultivating and fermenting 
disparities among main groups of the country, and how these disparities 
are mirrored in civil-military relations in the post-colonial period. In the 
section after that, the influence of regional nationalist and ideological 
trends on the military is discussed. Finally, international factors affecting 
civil-military relations are examined. While international factors left their 
imprint on civil-military relations during the 1970s, they came to 
prominence only after the 1990s. 
 
Local Factors   
Colonial Legacies and the Cultivation of Disparities   
Civil-military relations in pre-colonial Anglo-Egyptian Sudan vacillated 
between eras of organized armies (Turko-Egyptian and Mahdist) and 
warlords. In 1898, the Sudan British-led army had complete sway over 
the country under a re-conquest campaign, instituting a rule by fiat. 
During the early years and up to the 1920s, the country was ruled by a 
highly centralized apparatus under the Governor General of Sudan, 
relying mainly on British and Egyptian forces.  
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To cut the cost of administration and to minimize the risk of an outbreak 
of rebellions, the British opted to recruit a purely Sudanese army to 
replace the largely Egyptian army, establishing the Sudan Defense Force 
(SDF) in 1925. Ex-slaves from peripheral regions, such as the Nuba 
Mountains, featured as major recruiting sources for middle- and lower-
ranking soldiers.5 Command chains and lines of hierarchy reflected those 
of the wider society: British officers were at the top, followed by 
Egyptians. Next in rank were officers from central and northern parts of 
Sudan, while middle and junior officers and soldiers were drawn from 
less developed, peripheral regions. Military promotions were under the 
close supervision and control of British commanders, and the SDF 
became one of the most dependable prods of the British colonial 
administration in Sudan—and beyond. In the post-independence period, 
the same discrimination continued: Military promotions were under close 
supervision and control. 
Following independence in 1956, the SDF became the Sudan Armed 
Forces (SAF) and vowed to stay away from politics. Bechtold (1976, 120-
121) considered the army as one of the modernizing elements in Sudan. 
He wrote that members of the military had developed a distinct class-
consciousness before any other group in Sudanese society, such as 
workers, farmers, or businessmen. This was particularly true of the officer 
ranks, where a new sense of identity, symbolized by the national uniform, 
had displaced ethnic and sectarian allegiances. The strong sense of group 
identity originated in part from a sense of distinctness from the civilian 
sector that had been associated with the responsibility of most of the 
country’s problems, but also in part from a proud “nationalist” fighting 
tradition that went back to the 1920s.  
Ethnic prejudice and affiliations are seen by many to have shaped the 
internal organizational structures of the SAF, resulting in a differentiated 
hierarchy, with top and upper middle ranks occupied by officers from 

 
5 Al-Awad, 1980. 
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northern and central regions, and soldiers from other regions. Whether 
this is a perception or reality, it seems it had fed into the perception of 
many and in the course of time fueled discontent of peripheral regions in 
South, West, and East Sudan, eventually leading to a rebellion. 
Successive governments in the post-independence period are accused of 
centralizing power and manipulating administrative structures to 
undermine the control of local people and authorities over resources. For 
sizable portions of the population, identity and ideology, particularly 
Arab nationalism and political Islamism, have been used to mobilize 
support to compensate for state failure in governance and development. 
Elites have mastered the divide-and-rule tactics inherited from the 
colonial era through their territorial organization of the modern Sudanese 
state. The result has been under-development, exclusion, and violent 
conflict.   
 
Persistence and Continuation of Conflicts    
On the eve of Independence in January 1956, the Southern Battalion 
mutinied and took up arms against the newly-formed national 
government. Though armed rebellion was initially confined to the South, 
in other peripheral regions calls by educated elites for equal status and 
fair treatment by the central government began peacefully as early as the 
1950s, but then gradually resorted to violent means.   
With the passage of time (1955-1972 and 1983-2005), elements of the 
Beja in the east, the Fur in Darfur, and the Nuba in Kordofan, among 
many others, have been drawn into armed conflict with the Sudanese 
government or government-backed militias. Sudan’s complex armed 
conflict has been a civil war of ‘interlocking civil wars.’ Equally, its 
causes are interwoven: Economic, resource-based, ethnic, cultural, 
religious, and international dimensions all play a role, some being more 
important in some parts of the country than others. All are underpinned 
politically by the state’s crisis of legitimacy and its utility as a vehicle for 
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economic exploitation, which drives political elites to compete to control 
its institutions. 
Peace agreements signed with rebel movements did not last, and through 
time rebel movements grew in strength involving the army in a war of 
attrition. In the 1980s, the national army had been fighting on more than 
one front: In southern Sudan, the Blue Nile, and Nuba Mountains, and, at 
the turn of the millennium, Darfur joined the violent conflict, as did East 
Sudan. Conflict was so common that in February 1989 SAF leadership 
presented a memo to the Prime Minister calling for either arming SAF to 
fight the rebels or opt for a peaceful solution to the country’s civil war—
a memo many believed to have triggered the military takeover in June 
1989.   
 
Regional Factors6 
Radical Ideologies: Arab Nationalism and Communism   
Egypt negotiated with Britain the “self-rule agreement of 1953” for 
Sudan. Since then, Egyptian leaders have viewed Sudan as a close ally. 
Moreover, Sudan has never been far away from the post-Second World 
War surge of nationalist ideologies in Africa and the Middle East. In 
particular, Nasserite, Ba’athist, and Communist ideological currents have 
been active in recruiting army officers. During the 1960s, the army, 
inspired by the Egyptian model during Nasser’s reign there, began to 
interact with society outside the military barracks. Leaning toward leftist 
and nationalist ideologies, the so-called Free Officers, a group formed by 

 
6 Kaartveit and Jumbert (2014) refer to Bellin’s distinction between the 
military’s will, on the one hand, and its capacity to hold on to power, on the 
other. They identify the following factors shaping this tension: (i) Fiscal health 
of the security apparatus; (ii) the level of foreign support; (iii) the level of 
institutionalization versus the extension of patrimonialism as the organizational 
basis for the military/security apparatus; and (iv) the level of popular 
mobilization.  
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young and radical officers, supported anti-government protests that led to 
the fall of Abboud’s military regime in October 1964.7 
A period of parliamentary governments followed, but political squabbles 
and in-fighting led to yet another military takeover—this time by radical 
army officers led by Colonel Jafaar Numeiri8 in May 1969. In July 1971, 
a group of pro-Communist army officers carried out a bloodless coup and 
declared their intention to reverse Numeiri’s pro-Western policies and to 
fight neocolonialism. This new regime lasted only three days and was 
crushed by foreign intervention, in which a British company, Lonrho, 
played an instrumental role in coordination with Sadat’s Egypt and 
Ghaddafi’s Libya. Khalil Osman, a Sudanese millionaire businessman 
with close links to army officers, also played a key role in this event. 
After the abortive coup, President Numeiri emerged victorious, signed a 
peace deal with Southern rebels in 1972, and moved to reconcile with 
centrist forces.9 He also introduced a new military doctrine whereby army 
officers had to take an oath of allegiance to defend the regime rather than 
the nation. In tandem with this, the Military Economic Corporation was 
set up to serve a number of objectives, one of which was to transform the 
army into a “new class” with a vested economic interest in defending the 
status quo. This involved providing consumption goods and cars to top 
army officers, a change in strategy that effectively was fomenting close 
links between army officers and the civilian business class.10 Until then, 
while leaders of the army had sought to appease recalcitrant ex-army 

 
7 Niblock 1987, 133-138. 
8 Amongst the three military regimes that ruled Sudan since independence in 
1956, the Numeiri regime stands out as an example of the military as a 
modernizing force in Sudan. This was the view put forward by intellectuals 
who collaborated with Numeiri between 1969-1985 (Khalid 1990). 
9 During the 1970s, the Islamists set up the al-Nizam al-Khas (Special System) 
to provide intelligence and to protect the leadership.  
10 This was further boosted by the role played by the Faisal Islamic Bank 
through which the Muslim Brothers under Turabi’s leadership extended loans 
to army officers. For more details, see Abdelsalam (2010); and Abdalla (2012) 
See Ali, Taisier 1989, p. 156-157; Niblock 1987, 133-138. 



 
 

159 

officers by offering them agricultural schemes to divert their attention 
away from politics, the army as such had not been involved in business. 
However, the opposition gathered forces, although mainly from marginal 
regions, particularly from South Sudan and the Sudan People’s Liberation 
Army (SPLA). The SPLA posed a serious challenge to Numeiri’s 
government as the war drove Chevron (which had found oil mostly in the 
southern region) out of Sudan and deprived Khartoum of its expected oil 
rents.  
Numeiri was eventually overthrown by a broad-based civil protest 
movement supported by the SAF in April 1985. Immediately, the Islamist 
influence on the SAF became visible, including in organizing public 
rallies to support the army against the SPLA. A leading journalist reported 
that “the army is leaning more and more to embrace Islamic sentiments, 
partly because of … the solid resistance it is receiving in Southern Sudan. 
The shouts of Allahu Akbar are heard everywhere in Army concentrations 
and camps these days”.11 However, the relationship between the core of 
SAF officers and the democratically-elected government of Sadiq al-
Mahdi (leader of the Umma party) was tense and eventually led to the 
army serving the prime minister with an ultimatum that paved the way for 
the Islamist coup in June 1989, as mentioned above. 
 
Islamist Backlash in post-1989 
The advent of Sudan’s Islamist regime in 1989 brought with it drastic 
changes in the SAF and related security and military agencies.12 
Immediately after assuming power, the regime embarked on wholesale 
sweeping and unprecedented changes in the organization and military 
doctrine of the Sudanese army. An attempted coup by sectors of the 
military in 1990 was ruthlessly repressed, and the coup leaders were 
executed. In addition to doing away with the former professional ethos, 

 
11 Taban, 1987. 
12  For comparative literature, see Turshen (2004) and Grare (2006). See Ali, 
Taisier 1989, p. 156-157. 
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Islamization meant laying off hundreds of top-and middle-ranking 
officers, and establishing the People’s Defense Forces (PDFs) for fear of 
the army’s reaction to indoctrination and change. The concept of al-shaab 
al-mugatil (fighting people) was introduced, and a jihad was announced 
against the SPLA.13 
 
Civilianization in disguise: the Military Doctrine 
Although regime change in June 1989 was staged as a military takeover, 
it was masterminded by civilians in control, represented by the leadership 
of the National Islamic Front. Military officers were acting in accordance 
with policies designed by civilians. The Islamist-military coup was 
designed, planned, and executed by forces outside the army, though with 
the use of some army officers. Central to the success of the Islamist 
military takeover of power was the role played by al-Nizam al-Khass 
(Special Organization), which had its roots in the days of Hassan al-
Banna, the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. In Sudan, al-
Nizam al-Khass dates back to the period following the 1969 Numeiri-led 
coup d’état and the aborted communist coup of 1971; the idea was to 
protect the Islamic movement from secular and communist 
counterattack.14 From 1971 up to the military takeover in 1989, al-Nizam 
al-Khass supervised and managed the military training of civilians among 
the Ikhwan (Muslim Brothers) in schools, universities, and 
neighborhoods. The infiltration into the army was boosted by the NIF 
after the overthrow of Numeiri,15 then focusing in particular on attracting 
graduates of engineering and technical departments.16 
A change in military doctrine followed: With these changes, the SAF was 
in charge now of defending the Islamic state, not the territorially-defined 

 
13 This underscored Turabi’s notion that professional armies are a Western 
invention to control and dominate Muslim societies. 
14 Abdel Salam 2010, 160. 
15 Saeed 2001. 
16 Saeed 2001; Abdel Salam 2010 
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nation—i.e., defending the Islamic regime (center for Islamic 
Internationale ةیمالسالا ةیممالا ) rather than attending to rules and 
bureaucratic ethos seen as un-Islamic. This transformation had a number 
of implications. 
First, rebel groups were dubbed anti-Islamic and the jihad became the 
rallying cry for Muslims to join the fight against groups posing internal 
threats. The overriding principle of jihad was a value-oriented act that led 
to a surge of fanatics joining PDFs heading for South Sudan to fight, 
seeking either victory or martyrdom. There were, however, critical voices 
in the army regarding these “emotional devout Muslims” who flooded 
their ranks and often did not abide by the army command and military 
tactics.17  
Second, the jihad was directed not only against internal enemies but also 
against enemies on the outside, as exemplified by the al-Mu’tamar al-
Sha‘bi al-‘Arabi al-Islami (the Popular Arabic-Islamic Conference), 
when representatives from 45 countries met in Khartoum in 1991 and 
Hassan Turabi was elected General Secretary. The Conference called for 
Arab and Muslim movements to rally and support the Islamic state in 
Sudan.18 
Third, parallel fighting groups were established in order to join the jihad, 
like the People’s Defense Forces and tribal militias in western Sudan. 
Later, the government upgraded its tribal militias, known as Janjaweed, 
to Border Guards, and then to a Gowat Da‘ma Sarie (Rapid Support 
Force).  
Relations with Qatar, Iran, and Turkey have seen a remarkable boost, as 
will be considered in the following sections.  
 
Geopolitics and Shifting alliances   

 
17 Saeed 2001, 178-192. 
18 This was a time when many anti-Western Islamist radicals (such as Osama 
bin Laden) and “revolutionaries” took refuge in Khartoum. 

 
 

162 

During its first decade in power (in the 1990s), the Islamist regime in 
Sudan did not conceal its systemic efforts to expand its revolution and, in 
effect, destabilize neighboring countries, as well as other Islamic 
countries in North Africa and the Middle East.19  
With intra-ideological changes in Khartoum, and the removal of Hassan 
al-Turabi from power in 1999, Sudan’s regional links began to show signs 
of interest in normalizing relations with neighbors and the international 
community.  
In the wake of South Sudan’s secession and Khartoum’s subsequent loss 
of oil revenue and the economic and financial crisis, it was Qatar’s 
financial assistance that rescued the Khartoum government. But the 
Qatari role is not confined to financial and economic assistance; it has to 
do with the role of political tutelage it wishes to assume, which is based 
on supporting Islamist movements in the sub-Saharan region, North 
Africa, and the Middle East generally.  
In all of Qatar’s moves in these regions, Sudan is seen as a strategic 
player. Over the years, Sudan has also cultivated special relations with 
Iran and Turkey. Iran was instrumental in assisting Sudan’s arms 
industry, and helped with training and military manufacturing. Press 
reports referred to incidents in which Sudan was implicated in arms 
transfers to Hamas in Gaza,20 the Houthis in Yemen, and jihadist groups 
in Libya.21 
However, after the Arab uprisings and the subsequent rapid rise and 
demise of Islamist movements, particularly in Egypt, Khartoum’s 
ideological affinity, organizational networks, and security links with 
Middle Eastern Islamists, not to mention relations with Qatar, Turkey, 

 
19 El-Agib 2011. 
20 Times of Israel, 21 July 2014, quoted in al-Rakoba electronic newspaper on 3 
August 2015. 
21 President al-Bashir boasted that Sudan contributed to the overthrow of 
Muamar Ghaddafi. The BBC, World Service, 26 October 2011, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-15471734. 
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and Iran, posed a new challenge for the Islamists in Sudan. As mentioned 
earlier, reports had it that the Khartoum government had facilitated the 
logistics, assistance, and shelter to groups allegedly receiving Qatari 
support, such as Hamas and the Islamists in Libya, with their potential 
threat to the new anti-Islamist regime in Egypt. But while effective in 
relieving fiscal pressure on the government, Qatar’s financial assistance 
could not solve the economic problems of the country. And the 
government’s economic and financial problems were further 
compounded by the tightening of international boycotts and the fact that 
Sudanese banks were barred from borrowing or lending as a means of 
facilitating the import of basic necessities like foodstuffs and medicine.22 
President al-Bashir walked through the minefield of the competing and 
conflicting Arab and Iranian political agendas, and eventually opted for 
taking the side of the Saudi-Emirati-led coalition sending troops to fight 
in Yemen after the Houthis stormed their way to power. It was not clear 
whether financial assistance promised in return for Sudan’s bold move 
would be enough to quell fears and help the government sail through its 
financial crisis. With al-Bashir overthrown, the new government (August 
2019) now faced the same dilemma of its predecessors, i.e., whether the 
government would go all the way to distance Sudan from its long-held 
ideological affinity, organizational networks, and security links with 
Middle Eastern Islamists.   
 
Military-Security Economic Regional relations 
A number of studies have shed light on the economics of the military in 
Sudan,23 documenting the systematic and increasing involvement of both 
the SAF and NISS in economic and business activities. In an effectively 
one-party state it is difficult to locate where the core economic interests 
of the army lie. However, one important sector is the production of 

 
22 Ismail 2015; El-Battahani 2017. 
23 Babiker 2008; Abdelsalam 2010, 251-288; Idris 201223, 110-141; El-Daw 
2012, 126-154, 299-319. 
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military equipment. This harks back to the formation of the Military 
Industrial Corporation (MIC). The enterprise, which was established in 
1993 through a presidential decree, produces military hardware and 
ammunition. The background for the formation of the MIC was fear that 
Western countries would stop arm supplies or even advocate for a 
boycott. Illustrating its nexus to the military, the MIC has a board of 
directors led by a military officer and a civilian as the executive director.24 
 
International Factors25  
Soon after the identity of the coup d'état became clear with the Islamist 
takeover, relations with world powers saw marked shifts. Following the 
failure of a counter coup in 1990, the Inqaz regime (the name given by 
Islamists to their state) wasted no time to declare to the whole world its 
aspiration to become the center for an Islamist Internationale.26 Echoing 
the Iranian slogan of “Death to America”, the People’s Defense Forces’ 
chants promised annihilation to America depicted as Taghut (Demons, 
Criminals). It became evident that the alternative to Western relations was 
a move towards strengthening relations with China and Asian countries.  
 
 

 
24 The political ascendency of the Islamists in Sudan seems to be a precursor of 
what came later on the heels of the Arab Spring; i.e., the overthrow of President 
Numeiri in 1985, which benefited the Islamists more than their opponents. See 
El-Battahani 2016. 
25 Kaartveit and Jumbert (2014) refer to Bellin’s distinction between the 
military’s will on the one hand and its capacity to hold on to power on the 
other. They identify the following factors shaping this tension: (i) Fiscal health 
of the security apparatus; (ii) the level of foreign support; (iii) the level of 
institutionalization versus the extension of patrimonialism as the organizational 
basis for the military/security apparatus; and (iv) the level of popular 
mobilization.  
26 In 1991, the first Popular Arab and Islamic Congress (PIAC) brought anti-
Western organizations like Jama’at al-Islamiyah, Hamas, al-Qaeda, and 
Hezbollah.   
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Relations with China  
Sudan-China relations has a rich history as early as the 1950s. The Sudan 
government had sought to exploit its oil resources, and the advent of the 
Inqaz regime in 1989 opened a new chapter in Sudan-China relations—
with oil at the heart of these relations. It is clear that the Chinese 
investment drive has been motivated by a desire to access critical 
resources (oil, bauxite, etc.), while downplaying political issues (e.g., 
human rights). China’s investment inflows in Sudan have come with 
certain drawbacks. Some of these have to do with Sudan’s governance 
structure, while others relate to China’s thrifty, neo-liberal business 
interests. At the local level, while signs of positive impact on local trade 
and commerce are evident, the overall impact is akin to an extractive 
development model, mining resources, negatively impacting the 
environment, and exacerbating local conflicts. Moreover, Sudanese labor 
has not benefited from Chinese investment. As far as China is concerned, 
apart from importing 7% of its consumption needs from Sudan, the 
country served as a test lab/paradigmatic case for exploring ways of 
dealing with getting the natural resources of other African countries. As 
a result, China developed multi-varied strategies for dealing with African 
agency. 
However, still it has often been argued27 that China is benefiting from 
non-interference by expanding its economic activities in Africa in 
collaboration with local elites known for authoritarianism, corruption, 
and human rights abuses.28 China has helped Sudan in armament, and at 
times in giving diplomatic support at the UN. Yet, it is debatable whether 
China’s expanding economic activities and financial assistance have 
succeeded in winning the hearts and minds of African people,29 with one 

 
27 Jakobson & Daojiong, 2006, p. 68; Le Pere, 2008; Large, 2007, p. 75; Large, 
2008a, p. 98. 
28  Jakobson and Daojiong, 2006; Le Pere, 2008; Large, 2008.  
29 Daniel Large ..et al, 2011, Sudan Looks East, James Currey. 
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Sudanese economist describing the relationship as “voluntary 
colonialism”.30 
 
The US, Western Boycott, and the “War on Terror” and Sudan  
Relations between Sudan and Western powers (U.S. and Europe) passed 
through different phases from 1989 to 2019. During the 1990s, relations 
were characterized by mutual animosity, evidenced by sanctions imposed 
by the United States and other Western powers. But after 1999 and the 
split within the ruling Islamist movement and the removal of Hassan 
Turabi from power, Khartoum sent signs to soften its ideological drive 
and normalize relations with the international community. 
In 1997, U.S. President Bill Clinton signed Executive Order (EO) 13067 
describing Sudan as “an unusual and extraordinary threat to the national 
security and foreign policy of the United States.” As a result, individuals 
serving in the Sudanese government were blocked from owning property 
in the United States; Sudanese people or companies were prevented from 
exporting or importing goods to and from the country; and U.S. citizens 
were banned from participating in the work of any organization or 
company that imported or exported goods to or from Sudan. (EO 13067 
was one of two executive orders at issue in the ongoing review process.) 
A year later, the American President ordered a missile attack on a factory 
presumed to be a chemical plant near Khartoum. After the bombings, 
Sudan began changing course and cooperating with the United States in 
its counter-terrorism efforts, particularly through intelligence sharing.31 
Following the 9/11 attacks, Sudan even conducted its own internal 
crackdown on some Islamist elements, prompting hardliners in the 
country to accuse the government of appeasing the United States.32   

 
30 Ali Abdalla Ali  
31 This was the incident that triggered cooperation rather than getting rid of Bin 
Laden in 1996; a process of cooperation that gained momentum after ousting of 
Hassan al-Turabi from power in 1999. 
32 https://www.stratfor.com/article/sudans-struggle-win-us-approval, accessed 
on 14 June 2017. 
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The United States entered into a new engagement with Sudan, receiving 
cooperation without reciprocity (the United States kept shifting the 
goalpost every time Sudan met their requests). In 2001, George W. Bush 
promised normalizing relations if a peace agreement was arrived at in the 
2005 CPA, only to later extend the conditionality to the Abuja Peace 
Agreement with the Darfur rebels in 2006, and finally, in 2011 when 
Sudan kept its promise and facilitated the South Sudan referendum on 
self-determination and its eventual independence. This had put an end to 
the anti-Western narrative, and the Khartoum government began to 
accelerate the process of seeking rapprochement with the United States. 
With the global “War on Terror,” and the secession of South Sudan 
(which Western countries had invested in heavily), the international 
community seemed to have lost interest in following through with 
Sudan’s agenda for democratic reform as stipulated in the CPA. Relations 
between Sudan and the West remained in limbo: Western states, led by 
the United States, did not want to normalize relations with Sudan, and 
yet, at the same time, they did not want to pressure the government to a 
breaking point, in spite of the indictment by the International Criminal 
Court (ICC) of several top officials of the regime, including President al-
Bashir, for war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide—not to 
mention strident attacks by the regime against the ICC and attempts to 
undermine its legitimacy in Africa.33 Although the international 
community seemed ready to cooperate with the regime as a partner, it is 
a fact that the ICC indictment hanging over its leadership was a source of 
frustration and a stumbling block in the way of the normalization of 
relations.  
Relations were strained, characterized by ambivalence: On one hand, 
Western countries valued intelligence cooperation with Sudan in tracking 
the activities of radical Islamists, but, on the other hand, they were not yet 
ready to allow Sudan to join the international community. The regime 

 
33 Mahjoub Mohamed Salih, interview, 12 March 2018.  
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wanted desperately to integrate into the international community, but with 
minimal concessions. The international community also appeared keen to 
work with the regime as a partner, in spite of mutual indictments and 
mistrust.34 But with the unexpected aftermath of the Arab Spring, the 
upsurge in the activities of Salafi Jihadist groups in Sub-Saharan Africa 
and the Middle East, and the gathering momentum of the global “War on 
Terror,” the Sudanese authorities now had a role to play. Sudan sought to 
present itself as an indispensable bulwark for peace and stability and a 
credible ally against non-state fanatical religious groups. Meanwhile, it 
raised the threat that its removal would lead to chaos and instability 
throughout sub-Saharan Africa.  
 
US-Sudan: Steps Toward Cooperation 1999-2011 
During the period of the late 1990s and well into the new millennium, 
Sudanese authorities were kept trapped in what is known as the “carrot 
and stick” approach by the West. The war against the rebel movements in 
resource-rich South Sudan pushed the rebels to call for self-
determination, which they eventually achieved when South Sudan 
seceded after the transition period of 2005–2011. In the north, the limited 
democratic opening-up (2005–2011) was short-lived, and the Inqaz 
autocracy was almost born again under the leadership of al-Bashir. 
However, the post-secession period had its own dynamic for autocracy: 
Dwindling rents were not enough to meet mounting expenditure, 
augmented by the militaristic desire to crush the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement-North (SPLM-N) and the Darfur rebels.  
The military-security nexus (MSN) expanded greatly during the oil 
decade, yet paradoxically the gradual transformation of the regime from 
military to a one-party, and eventually to a personalist autocracy, has 

 
34 El-Effendi 2010. 
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increased its share of the government budget; but its potential ‘political’ 
role has been circumvented.35 
Economic measures taken by the government during 2012 and 2013 led 
to widespread protests, fueled partly by youth mobilization 
(neighborhood effect of the Arab uprisings). In-fighting led to old guards 
being sidelined following popular protests against austerity measures in 
2013.36 Moving quickly to assert his rule, al-Bashir used the Rapid 
Support Forces (RSF) militia to crush urban youth protests in September 
2013, and later in the year blamed it all on key Islamist figures and got 
rid of old guards in a sign to change course. In January 2014, President 
Bashir’s call for National Dialogue brought on board almost all political 
parties, expect the leftist, SPLM-N, and Darfur leaders. Though not 
inclusive and commended by Western diplomats, the National Dialogue 
did not live up to the expectations of the main opposition parties, and 
ended in 2017 in a government formation not much different from its 
previous one.  
 
Non-Reciprocal Cooperation: 2011-2017 
Though Sudan felt betrayed by not being rewarded for facilitating the 
secession of South Sudan in 2011, its contacts and communications kept 
running on a number of levels. However, in January 2017, just before 
leaving office, U.S. President Barack Obama eased some economic 
sanctions imposed on the country since the 1990s, but gave a six month 
test period to see if the Sudanese government would fully cooperate on a 
number of policy tracks. The assessment was to be measured along five 
tracks: (i) cooperation on counter-terrorism; (ii) addressing the Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA) threat; (iii) ending hostilities in the Two Areas 

 
35 ElBattahani, 2015, The Sudan Armed Forces and Prospects of Change, CMI 
Insight.  
36 Enas Ahmed, 2013. The National Congress Party and the “Second Republic”: 
Internal Dynamics and Political Hegemony, in Sorbo and Ahmed (eds), op.cit.  
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and Darfur; (iv) improving humanitarian access; and (v) ending its 
negative interference in South Sudan.   
Unlike the CPA where a detailed matrix for implementation, monitoring, 
and evaluation was made an integral part of the agreement, the five tracks 
were drawn by one side (the U.S. administration), and there were no 
agreed upon methods for evaluation and assessment. As observed by the 
International Crisis Group (ICG), this was left to the American 
administration to set the benchmarks and yardsticks, and even these were 
left deliberately vague, thus making it difficult to gauge how much 
progress must be made and whether the evaluation will be holistic or 
require minimum progress on each individual track.37 
Despite this proviso, there are some debates and controversial 
assessments as to how Khartoum tried to measure up to the bar set by the 
American administration.38 On 6 October 2017, U.S. President Donald 
Trump finally lifted economic sanctions imposed on Sudan, a decision 
taking effect on 12 October, yet Sudan still bears the burden of being 
listed among states sponsoring  
“terrorism,” which prevents normalization with the international 
community and world economic institutions.  
It is important to note that the lifting of sanctions has also lifted 
diplomatic and political pressures on the SAF whose representatives are 
now admitted into regional and international exercises. The SAF can now 
also cooperate more with the United States in countering total reliance on 
China and Russia. 
 
Hunger for Minerals in Geopolitics Turmoil  
Following President al-Bashir’s visit to Russia and call for President 
Putin to protect his government from impending U.S. aggression, reports 

 
37 Unlike the case with the CPA where matrices with detailed implantation, 
monitoring and evaluation were attached to the agreement.   
38 A number of concerned agencies have different readings of Khartoum 
performance.  
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had it that the Wagner Group, a private security-military company 
(Russian mercenaries), found its way into Sudan to assist the Sudanese 
government in security matters, including training for army and security 
forces, as well as mining for precious minerals. Some reports indicated 
an intense French-Russian rivalry over resources in sub-Saharan Africa,39 
and Sudan seems well positioned for both powers to win its favor as a 
corridor to other African countries.  
 
Conclusion 
Sudan’s problems are rooted in its formation as a nation-state.40 Sudanese 
civilian and military rulers have faced an arduous mission of nation-
building, i.e., holding together different nationalities and ethnic groups in 
one united state. This mission however has been punctuated with violent 
conflicts, weak civilian governments, military takeover, people’s 
uprisings, democratic elections, failed transitions, and back to military 
rule in what many described as “Sudan syndrome”—i.e., systemic failure 
to manage a historic transition. All these factors have had an indelible 
impact on the military missions, organizational structure, and 
modernization of the country. Sudan has consequently been subjected to 
interactions with, and pressure from, the interplay of local, regional, and 
international factors. 
Local, regional, and international factors and actors have interacted and 
built on each other in a historic process that took off in the early 1950s. 
Both civilian and military leaders were confronted with awesome tasks of 
a national agenda: (a) uniting a diverse Sudanese nation; (b) building 

 
39 Jason Burke, 2019, Leaked documents reveal Russian effort to exert 
influence in Africa, the Guardian,  
The Guardian › world › jun › leaked-documents-reveal-russian-effort.., June 11, 
2019.; Also, Reuters, 2018, How Russia moved into Central Africa, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-africa-russia-insight/how-russia-moved-
into-central-africa-idUSKCN1MR0KA, accessed on 11 September 2019 
40  Atta el-Battahani, A complex web: politics and conflict in Sudan, ACCORD, 
issue 18, 2006, pp. 10-13.  
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inclusive and representative state institutions where Sudanese feel equal; 
and (c) attending to the economy to deliver basic services and 
development goods. 
Four main challenges are in the way of proper civil-military relations (or 
civilianization): (i) extensive engagements of military and security in the 
economy; (ii) emergence of paramilitary troops competing with both 
army and security, and with vested economic interests in rentier economy; 
(iii) engaging with civilian forces in managing the post-April 2019 
political transition process; and (iv) extricating the country from complex 
regional alliances that the former regime had drawn the country into.  
Failing to deal with ‘asabiyyah (tribalism, clannism), the Sudan Islamic 
Movement, which prided itself in transcending tribal and ethnic 
loyalties41, ended up not only reverting back to parochial affiliations but 
consolidating and arming to the teeth tribal-ethnic loyalties. In recent 
years in Sudan, succumbing to the logic of political survival explains the 
Rapid Support Force’s (RSF) rise to the apex of power, a logical 
conclusion of coup proofing, dismantling the army as a professional 
institution, and hampering security apparatuses.42 Collapsed and 
weakened central authorities is one of the legacies of the 30-year rule of 
political Islam in Sudan, the result of which is a lively neo-‘asabiyyah of 
traditional, tribal, ethnic identities43 which have surfaced at the top, 
posing a real threat to the proper functioning of state institutions and a 
dynamic civil society. Yet thanks to the dynamism and resilience of 

 
41 The movement drew large numbers from peripheral regions of Sudan, in 
particular from Darfur.  
42 In many instances people refer to “awad al-higara al-karimma” (sons of 
golden rocks) referring to those who control the security sector from particular 
areas in central Sudan. See Saeed; Isam; Idris. 
43 A widely perceived notion that Inqaz 30-year government is dominated by a 
fragile coalition of riverian tribal-ethnic groups of Shaigiyya, Ja’alien and 
Danagla; and in Darfur a quasi-feudal practices were reported among displaced 
villagers who return to cultivate lands in their ransacked homes have to pay 
dues to Arab protectors at the end of harvest season.  
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Sudanese communities, its collective, country-wide protests eventually 
led to the end of the 30-year rule of the al-Bashir-led regime.  
Given the fluid cross-boundary identities of various ethnic groups 
between Sudan and its neighboring states, failure of consolidation of a 
nation-state has not only a regional dimension but an international one, as 
evidenced by the huge waves of migrants to Europe. Furthermore, hunger 
for minerals and raw rare earth materials by superpowers in the region 
positions Sudan as a testing zone and base of expansion into its neighbors.   
As things stand now, Sudan, the region of the Horn of Africa, and the Red 
Sea are in turmoil, emerging as a security region almost competing with 
North Africa, the Middle East, and the Arab Gulf in the security risks it 
harbors as a result of fallouts of the failed Arab Spring. World and 
regional powers are vying to have strongholds in the area: an Iranian-
Arab rivalry in Yemen, while Europe, Turkey, Russia, the United States, 
and Israel carefully watch developments in the region—not to mention 
China and India. 
While Sudan’s geopolitics is not far away from actions and interactions 
that are playing out by the day, a conclusion one may arrive at is that the 
story of civil-military relations in Sudan is, in a way, the epitome of the 
evolution and decline of state-building institutions in a post-colonial, 
crisis-ridden society. The grave local, regional, and international 
implications of Sudan’s civil-military relations can hardly be ignored.   
 

 
 

174 

9. Sudanese Islamists, the Military, and Power:  
Where, When and How did things go wrong? 

Mohamed Mahjoub Haroon*

 
Abstract 
This paper sheds light on the epoch in Sudan’s history where the 
Sudanese Islamic Movement (SIM) had chosen to shift from being a mere 
(rather elitist) political movement, focused on raising awareness about 
and propagating the good cause of Islam, to becoming a ruling political 
force by June 30, 1989. Though the SIM was an elected parliamentary 
opposition and, later on, participated in a democratically-elected 
government in alliance with other national political parties (1986-1989), 
it opted to eat the whole cake by taking power by force. By doing so, the 
SIM became the sole ruling political force in alliance with Islamist 
officers in the Sudanese military (1989-2019). 
The paper argues that an ill-advised and non-justifiable resolution to 
come to power by a military coup was the point where things had gone 
wrong in the procession of a political force that used to be, at one time, a 
successful Sudanese political movement. Such an approach to assume 
power has caused the new ruling movement to undergo a paradigm shift 
with regards to the pattern of political conduct a governing movement 
adopts and adapts to. A state of political illegitimacy has then largely 
prevailed, forcing the government’s attention to shift from people 
(citizens) to its own self (us). At the end of the day, an obsessive 
compulsion to sticking to power prevailed, crippling the government of 
the Islamists and rendering its experience in power a big failure. Though 
lasting rather long in the throne, the thirty-year rule of the Sudanese 
Islamists also ended up being completely dysfunctional. 
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Introduction 
Referred to in this paper as the “Sudanese Islamists Movement (SIM)”, 
the one-time Sudanese version of the Muslim Brotherhood, and lately the 
National Islamic Front (NIF), has seen the light of day as an Islamic 
da‘wa and a Sudanese political movement since the mid-1940s.1 An 
offspring of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, the SIM was introduced 
into political and public spheres as an elitist group. It was membered, 
mostly, by students either coming home from Egypt where they had 
received a university education, or by others at the then-Gordon Memorial 
College (now the prestigious University of Khartoum). From 1898-1955, 
Sudan was still under British colonial rule. In addition to the non-
ideologically-oriented Sudanese Graduates Congress and the twin 
traditional Umma and Democratic Unionist national political parties, it 
was the left-wing political movement that served as the Sudanese national 
liberation movement’s flagship. Among the Sudanese student movement 
in particular, Islamists and left wingers were almost sharing the same 
political platforms. A combination of young university graduates and 
university students both dominated student politics, with the left-wing 
movement creeping into the trade unions’ domain. As a Sudanese elitist 
student movement, the SIM was inspired more as a political resistance 
movement to the vibrant left-wing student’s movement in the 1960s and 
the early 1970s. However, the Islamists started to gradually secure 
increasing control over the students’ movement towards the early 1970s. 
Their growing popularity within secondary schools, as well as among 
university students, enabled them to control student unions in a landslide 
victory in student unions’ elections, all the way from the late 1970s until 
the NIF assumed power by June 30, 1989. 
Claiming control over the student political movement was in no way 
something to keep the Sudanese Islamists solely within the student public 
space. As they developed into a popular political movement among 

 
1 El Affendi, 1991. 
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students, they were also keeping an eye on the public sphere outside the 
student domain. In a somewhat Sudanese-type cold war era, the Islamist 
students were considered a counter-movement to leverage against the 
prominence of the predominantly Sudanese communist-led left-wing 
politics. In the context of that ideological/political rivalry, the Islamists 
played the role of an opposition to what they largely represented as a 
Godless, secularist left wing and related liberal politics in post-
independence Sudan. 
 
Al-Turabi’s Era 
It appears the October 21, 1964 popular uprising against the military 
regime of Lt. General Ibraheem Abood was to bring about good news to 
the then largely student-based SIM. A young scholar of constitutional law 
at the University of Khartoum’s Faculty of Law, Hasan Al-Turabi 
daringly contributed to the mobilization that led to igniting the October 
popular uprising, marking the political shift that the Sudanese Islamists 
had made. Al-Turabi is believed to have sparked the protests that became 
a full-fledged uprising, forcing the government of President Abood 
(1957-1964) to resign. Not long afterwards, Al-Turabi resigned his post 
as the Dean of the Faculty of Law and was elected as the Secretary 
General of the SIM.2 From then on, the Al-Turabi era, markedly 
instrumental in shaping the future Sudanese Islamists political movement, 
came into existence.3 Al-Turabi had, in fact, gone well beyond that limit 
by playing an influential role in drawing the contour lines of the political 
realities of both Sudan and the Sunni Muslim world from the mid-1960s 
until his death in 2016. 
Al-Turabi had a formal education that took him to both the universities of 
London and the Sorbonne for post-graduate training, following his 
obtaining a basic degree in law from the University of Khartoum. At the 
Sorbonne, he obtained a PhD in constitutional law. Besides his formal 

 
2 Berridge, 2017. 
3 El-Affendi, 1991. 
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education, Al-Turabi, whose father was an Islamic shariah judge, was a 
learned scholar in the Arabic language and Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh). 
It was since the mid-1960s that Al-Turabi’s charisma started unfolding.4 
Adopting his scholarly thesis of tajdeed (renewal) and Tawheed 
(Oneness), he appeared as a courageous rebel scholar. A stardom in 
politics, fiqh, and shariah elevated Al-Turabi to new heights as a 
charismatic political leader and ‘alim (Muslim scholar). Indeed, 
such charisma was what enabled him to gradually transform a small elitist 
political movement into a fairly popular political movement in the few 
decades to come after he ascended to the leadership of the SIM in the 
1960s. These were Al-Turabi’s five decades of a restless, politically 
challenging epoch in Islamist politics, both in Sudan and beyond. Under 
Al-Turabi’s leadership, the SIM had architected some milestones in its 
organizational, intellectual, and political development. 
Not too long after Al-Turabi had undertaken responsibility as the SIM’s 
Secretary General, the second successful military coup since the 
country’s independence took place. On May 25, 1969 General Jafaar 
Nimeiry’s military government assumed power in alliance with the 
Islamists’ historical political enemies, left wing communists and Arab 
nationalists. This, in turn, had re-instated the same old Islamist-leftist 
divide, both inside and outside university campuses this time. Islamists 
opposed the left-wing government and took up arms against it, in alliance 
with the Umma and Democratic Unionists parties. Unlike the orthodox 
Muslim Brotherhood in the Sunni Arab world, Al-Turabi contributed to 
engineering a broad-based political opposition alliance, called the 
National Front (NF). Towards this end, he recruited young and educated 
university students to train in military camps in neighboring Libya to fight 
enemies of their studentship days. 
Following a failed military attempt to depose his government in 1976, the 
NF opted to join a national reconciliation initiative with President 
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Nimeiry. Hence, most components of the NF had apparently left the 
opposition to join government. This was another bold, though 
controversial, political leap made by Al-Turabi, in line with his 
pragmatist political approach. Al-Turabi’s focus on power beyond party 
level had been streamlining consistently. The eyes of the politically 
courageous, over-ambitious SIM leader were set on securing a place for 
his political movement in the upper echelons of Sudan’s state structure. 
Towards placing the SIM on the throne at the Sudanese Republican 
Palace on the bank of Blue Nile in Khartoum, the post national 
reconciliation era is a time to reckon with. Joining General Nimeiry’s 
government, and the subsequent political freedoms that prevailed ever 
since, had apparently paved the SIM’s way to power. 
Under Al-Turabi’s leadership, the SIM had utilized the entire 1978-1985 
period to build a political organization preparing, and ready, to go for a 
gamble, targeting attainment of power either through the ballot box or by 
the peril of the gun. However, the second popular uprising against a 
military government, since the country’s 1956 independence, took place 
on April 6, 1985. By then, General Nimeiry’s government had become 
something of the past. The general election that took place after a one-
year transitional period placed the SIM’s NIF third in ranking in the 
Parliament in terms of number of seats, just next to the Umma and the 
Democratic Unionist Parties respectively. 
But the third largest political force in parliamentary weight was still not 
satisfactorily sufficient for the over-ambitious leader. In reality, Al-
Turabi’s pragmatic tendency to go the democratic way had been 
predominantly over-shadowed by skepticism that international, as well as 
main regional powers, might not allow a mainstream Islamist movement 
to come to power via the ballot box. Al -Turabi’s skepticism was not a 
recent occurrence, since his endeavor to build strong SIM military and 
intelligence organs had a rather longer history.5 

 
5 Abdel Salam 2010, Ash-Shingeeti, 2017. 
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By 1988, the tri-partite ruling alliance of the Umma Party, Democratic 
Unionist Party, and NIF disintegrated, leaving only the Umma Party and 
the NIF to form a bi-partisan alliance in government. At this point in time, 
Al-Turabi’s patience in waiting for a moment where the SIM could 
assume power in a subsequent election began to apparently run thin. 
Indeed, his fears that Sudan’s third democratic epoch had come to an end 
had matured. It was rather clear that he had already made up his mind to 
change the course of things by opting to assume power by military force, 
in line with what a popular Sudanese parable says: “Take him/her as your 
lunch dish well before he/she takes you as a dinner dish!” Towards this 
end, Al-Turabi launched a campaign of fierce street protests during the 
holy month of fasting (Ramadhan) before the June 30, 1989 coup d’état. 
Night protests during that time were apparently meant by Al-Turabi to 
send a message to both national and international public opinion that the 
SIM was set for arranging a divorce with the third Sudanese democracy. 
 
Construction of a Paradigm: Instating The Islamic State 
For recruits to a modern Islamist movement in the Sunni Muslim world, 
a predominant over-arching concept in identifying what Islamism (not 
political Islam) is about is, indisputably, that it is about statehood.6 I do 
not tend to refer to modern Islamist politics as political Islam. That is 
because political Islam, like a bundle of similar labels, seems to be rooted 
in a soil of non-Muslim Western culture. 
For the SIM, identification of its mission seems to have centered on 
shifting from mere da‘wa (propagation of Islam) to dawla (the state). That 

 
6 When a child is asked by their mother upon returning from kindergarten, “What 
were you given today at kindergarten, darling?” The child answers, “They gave 
me juice and sweets.” To the child, that is what a day in kindergarten is all about. 
For a runner in a marathon, it is all about winning or record breaking; for a 
pregnant woman, it is about safely giving birth to a baby. For a new Islamist 
recruit, when asked what being a Muslim Brother is about, a prompt answer may 
be something like, “Instating the Islamic State!” 
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is because the cause of da‘wa can only be best served by state power. Al-
Turabi is known to frequently refer to the statement, “Inna Allah La Yaza 
bi Sultan ma la yaza’ bil Quran,” that is, “State power is more impactful 
than the mere holy text of the Quran.” 
A pro intense-religiousness trend, known as Ansaru Tarbia 
(Educationalists) in an SIM generation of its early founding fathers had 
launched a crusade, but for a lost cause. That campaign was undertaken 
well before the SIM founders’ calling for a direct engagement in politics 
managed to settle the fight in their favor. Educationalists’ cause was to 
have an SIM focused on nurturing its members in such a way that they 
pursue personal religiosity, rather than having them heavily engage in 
political practice.7 However, for one reason or another, that campaign was 
short-lived, and the opposing block calling for a politicized SIM won the 
game, once and for all. The political landscape had been levelled for Al-
Turabi, and those like-minded, to shape the public discourse as well as 
the public conduct of SIM their best own way. 
Another elevator that had pulled the SIM up in its pursuit of state power 
seems to have been the prominence of constitutionalism and legal content 
in the discourse shaped by the thought and thinking of SIM’s elites. 
Influential founding fathers of modern Islamist movements, from 
Mawdudi of Pakistan, Abdel Gadir Auda of Egypt, to Al-Turabi himself, 
to mention just a few, happened to have come from a legal professional 
background, or Muslim ‘alim (scholar) background. But it appears it is 
not only because of the influence of leaders from such professional 
backgrounds, but also leaders identified as scholars (‘ulama) that are 
equally propagating legal discourse. Synergy of the legal experts/scholars 
and the state cannot be unseen. The overall impact of this seems to have 
deepened the identity of the SIM as a movement in pursuit of state power. 
The entire SIM mindset had then taken shape where the mission of the 
movement is, and would not have been inseparable from its pursuit of 

 
7 Berridge, 2017. 
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state power. State power, in return, is the tool kit that the SIM needs to 
own to enable it to accomplish its divine mission. 
The SIM had also labored hard to construct another track towards 
realizing its quest for an Islamic state, represented by strategic planning. 
Scanning SIM history since the late 1970s, it is apparent that the idea of 
ruling the country was well set on its agendas. One policy priority the 
SIM focused on was its capacity building, where dozens of its educated 
members were sent for post-graduate education across the Atlantic, to 
both U.S. and European universities. Moreover, the SIM had established 
and operated private sector and civil society structures where hundreds of 
its members were given good training.8 This bundle of politics, policies, 
and activities was apparently the fire from where smoke came to 
existence. This being the case, it is clear that the SIM’s preparation for 
the moment in its history that took place on June 30, 1989, began 
unfolding. 
 
SIM Changing Seats: The 1989 National Salvation Coup 
During the 1986 general elections, when the SIM managed to collect 52 
seats from both geographic and graduates’ constituencies, observers 
considered this a stimulus for the SIM to commit to the pursuit of a more 
democratic process in politics. The SIM’s response was not, necessarily, 
the same. Sudan’s third democracy was short-lived, and the SIM was the 
champion of the shift to military rule—the third military dictatorship that 
came into existence in 1989. 
The SIM leadership attributed its assumption of power by military force 
to its quest to pre-empt a potential conspiracy targeting/blocking its 
lawful acquisition of power. Two incidents were sold by SIM leadership 
to Sudanese public opinion as sufficient evidence that the SIM was not 
welcome in government in the case that it became the voters’ choice. One 
incident was the 1988 Sudan Peace political agreement between the 
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leader of the Democratic Unionist Party, Sayed Mohamed Osman Al-
Mirghani, and the Sudan People Liberation Movement/Army, Dr. John 
Garang. The other incident was the memo presented, in February 1989, 
by the national army’s command to then-Prime Minister Sayed Sadiq Al-
Mahdi, protesting the dire conditions the national army was exposed to. 
That incident was interpreted by the SIM as an intention for a full-fledged 
military coup, whereas the 1988 Mirghani-Garang agreement was viewed 
by the SIM as a conspiracy against the Islamic shariah and the entire SIM. 
However, both incidents do not, necessarily, suggest that the SIM was 
stimulated to grab power by military force. As explained earlier in this 
paper, the SIM was skeptical about whether its accession was allowed, in 
the first place, to govern democratically. 
SIM underground preparations for grabbing power by military means had 
been progressing unnoticed. An atmosphere of widely shared 
dissatisfaction with the performance of Prime Minister Sayed Sadiq Al-
Mahdi’s government was conducive for the SIM to launch a campaign of 
political protests only a couple of months before its planned June 1989 
coup’s zero hour. 
In the early morning on June 30, 1989, Khartoum had its rendezvous with 
a new history. With the public media airing the statement of the new 
military head of the Sudanese state, Sudanese people as well as non-
Sudanese observers were rather uncertain about the political identity of 
the new governors of the country. Some drama was played to further 
conceal the Islamist identity of the new government. The most dramatic 
action played on the political stage at those early days of the National 
Salvation Revolution (NSR), as it was labeled by the new ruling elite, was 
the detention of SIM leader, Hasan Al-Turabi and his leading assistants. 
The unclear NSR identity gave the new government a unique opportunity 
to gather much needed support by neighboring governments, Egypt in 
particular. 
Indeed, it is usually not possible to conceal, for a long time, the identity 
of such a ruling elite before a highly politicized and divided Sudanese 
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public opinion, let alone the outside world of intelligence and informed 
media. The political identity of the NSR as an Islamist-led coup d’état 
then began unfolding. It had nowhere to hide. The NSR was identified as 
the NIF coup, using both civilian and military personnel to execute. The 
NIF had made it, at long last. A long-awaited arrival at the destination, 
the SIM was ready to instate the long awaited its “Islamic State” in 
Khartoum, the capital city of a peripheral Muslim country, but by the peril 
of the gun rather than through the ballot box. 
 
From the Movement to the State: Where, when, and how did things 
go wrong? 
Instating the “Islamic State” is something much more complex than what 
the short phrase might imply. Neither the concept nor implementations 
on the ground are simple or easy to grasp and to operationally 
comprehend. The SIM had certainly managed to grow into a significantly 
well-organized political movement. Its political project to “instate the 
Islamic State” was not its own invention in Sudan’s history. Back when 
Sudan’s 19th century was approaching a closure, the Al-Mahdiyya State 
was an early attempt to set up an Islamic state in Sudan. Even earlier, the 
16th century Funj Sultanate was a kind of a Sudanese Islamic State. The 
SIM’s only difference with the former Islamic states in Sudan is that it 
was attempted in the context of a modern nation-state. But that was only 
one aspect of the complexity.9 How was it going to be possible for the 
SIM to not only instate the Islamic State in Sudan, but to do so 
successfully by coming to power by a military coup? 
Another claim in this paper is that the problem with the SIM’s political 
project to “instate the Islamic State” in Sudan was in the constituent 
paradigm itself. It was the paradigm of using military force rather than 
the ballot box, or whatever kind of consensus by the national political 

 
9 Hallaq, 2013. 
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society, to realize its dream. This was where things had gone wrong in the 
first place. 
The SIM’s coming to power on June 30, 1989, was not in any way its first 
engagement with power at the state level. It had participated in 
government in a couple of epochs before. After the October Revolution 
in 1964, a representative of the SIM had taken part in the cabinet as a 
minister. When the SIM joined the 1977 National Reconciliation 
Initiative following the failed attempt of the NF to take power by an 
armed coup from outside the national army structure, it also participated 
in the government at the time with more than one portfolio. What was 
novel in the coming-to-power in 1989 was that the SIM had, for the first 
time, assumed power in full without any alliance whatsoever with existing 
political groups. That novelty had brought about a whole baggage of 
political and bureaucratic challenges. Whether the SIM was, then, ready 
to meet such challenges and avail subsequent requirements was itself a 
big challenge to answer. 
 
A Question of Legitimacy 
The NSR’s grabbing of power from the elected government of Prime 
Minister Sadiq Al-Mahdi (1986-1989) set on the table, right away, the 
question of whether and how politically legitimate it was. Sudanese 
politics had, by then, a fairly long history of engaging with multi-party 
democracy. Since Sudan’s independence from British colonial rule, from 
the mid-1950s, to 1989, the country had hosted three democratic epochs 
(1955-1957, 1964-1969 and 1986-1989). Two of these multi-party 
democratic terms followed popular uprisings in 1964 and 1985, 
respectively. Large sectors of Sudan’s national political elite are not only 
learned about Western style multi-party democracy, but are fans of it. The 
NSR coup was, therefore, largely seen as a case of political illegitimacy. 



 
 

185 

Complex as it is, the concept or function of governing is largely identified 
as being about serving the “common interest”.10 The argument goes that 
the common interest is best served when citizens have their say on how 
they are to be governed and who is to govern them. This is one way of 
defining how government legitimation is realized. But legitimation also 
gets consolidated when a government chosen by its own citizens labors 
to serve its own citizens’ common interest. The NSR government’s 
attention appeared to have been captured by a compulsive feeling that it 
came to power not by popular consensus. Hence, it was required to focus 
its attention on how to not allow its opponents to depose it from the seat 
of power it obtained by force. Being the top public institution entrusted, 
in the first place, with serving the common interest, the NSR 
government’s lacking political legitimacy had then caused a paradigm 
shift with regard to its pattern of political and public conduct. Serving the 
common interest was not the NSR government’s top priority as its top 
priority had, compulsively, become how to tighten its grip on power to 
preserve a sustained authority and protect it sustainably. 
Concerned with tightening its grip on power, the NSR’s new government 
adopted a heavy-handed security-oriented policy aimed at ensuring that 
government personnel, both civilian and military, are loyal to it. Such 
priority required sacking government personnel seen as potential 
opponents to the new NSR government and replacing them with loyalists. 
This policy was deemed “sacking for common interest.” However, this 
policy backfired not too long after it was attempted. Many loyalists were, 
in one way or another, not sufficiently qualified to do the jobs they were 
assigned. Government bureaucracy, both civil and military, was thus dealt 
a blow. It was rendered less efficient, less effective, and, consequently, 
less delivering. Citizens’ expectations from government bureaucracy 
began to gradually become unmet. It was simply the result of employing 
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loyalists rather than professionals, whereas the conceived wisdom is that 
if one wants a job well done, one has to hire a professional. 
 
Instating Parallel Government Structures 
NSR strategists and policymakers did not understand that the 
bureaucracy’s waning performance might have been due to its sacking of 
trained bureaucrats and replacement of them with non-professionally 
qualified loyalists. A theory they shared, together with the SIM’s political 
elite, was that state bureaucracy itself was inefficient; rather than the 
adopted policy of sacking, for common interest, government personnel of 
the old days and replacing them with loyalists that needed to be held 
responsible for realizing such a state where the bureaucracy failed to 
deliver. Such attention had gradually led the new NSR leadership to 
entertain the notion of creating parallel government structures to 
undertake doing the business the already existing bureaucracy failed to 
do. This was another chapter where the NSR government had messed up 
governance. In this context, the NSR’s Sudan saw parallel government 
structures, vis-à-vis already existing ones, assigned the same job(s). On 
the side of the military bureaucracy, parallel military, security, and police 
structures were created and put to work side by side with already existing 
counterparts. In the civil service, new parallel structures were also created 
and set operational. Both newly created, and already existing, military 
and civil parallel structures were dependent on the same government 
financial resources. The NSR neither perceived of this dual government 
system as exceptionally expensive to run, nor bothered to create new 
financial resources to meet the growing public spending the new status 
quo created. Interestingly, two new symptoms also surfaced at the same 
time. 
Firstly, a new financial practice came into existence with the tacit 
approval of the big bosses in the government, called tajneeb, where public 
money was set aside (siphoned out) of official government custody. 
Billions of Sudanese pounds and foreign exchange disappeared 
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accordingly. Because of such odd financial practices, not only were the 
already scarce government’s financial resources lessened, but the grip of 
the authorized government body in charge of public money began 
loosening too. Secondly, new legislations legalizing the use of public 
money away from the government authority assigned with overseeing the 
collection and allocation of public money began to take shape by the NSR 
government. Although the NSR government managed to exploit Sudan’s 
oil resource by late 1999, the newly generated resource was also grossly 
misused. 
As a result of such a gross misuse of public money, the NSR bureaucracy 
became increasingly incapable of fulfilling its commitments in serving 
the public interest. In response to such developments, voices of protest 
were raised. Not too long thereafter, armed conflict in Sudan’s periphery 
broke out. The already scarce financial resources were thus caused to 
become scarcer, and in return the NSR bureaucracy began dwindling. 
Political illegitimacy, brought about by coming to power without the 
consensus or choice of the citizens, can, in some cases, be reversed by 
obtaining legitimation through adopting policies geared at realizing 
common interest; and ending up by going back to the general public to 
elect a government in a relatively free and fair election. The case of Prime 
Minister Lee Kuan Yew (1959-1990) in Singapore is just one case to 
mention. However, the NSR case neither attempted to adopt policies 
serving common interest, nor managed to go back to voters to 
democratize and legitimize their rule through the ballot box. 
Unfortunately, it resorted to heavy-handed security policies to preserve 
its tight grip on power. Nonetheless, the longtime tight grip loosened, and, 
in the face of ongoing political and military resistance scaling up from 
December 2018 to April 2019, popular protests managed to bring an end 
to the NSR era at long last. 
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Failing to Regain Legitimacy 
This paper has indicated, earlier, that governance is about serving 
common interest. The latter is largely realized when commoners 
(citizens) have their prior say on how they are governed and who is to 
govern them. Both are interrelated variables. Shall this claim prove to be 
correct, then in one sense legitimacy is obtained when a government is 
elected by its own citizens in a free and fair manner in the first place. In 
another sense, legitimacy can also be gained by a government which has 
not come to power through the ballot box. In such a case, legitimation is 
the outcome of a process of self-transformation undertaken by the 
government of the day aimed at reforming its pattern of public conduct 
by refocusing it to serve the common interest. With public interest best 
served by a government that is chosen by its citizens, a gradual process 
of self-transformation focusing the attention of a non-elected government 
on serving the common interest could equally lead to democratization. 
Arriving to the point where an illegitimate government chooses to 
reinstate a ballot box democracy is an outcome of a process rather than 
being a mere event. Singapore’s economic boom under Prime Minister 
Lee Kuan (1959-1990) and the South Korean economic boom under 
President Park Chung-hee (1960-1979) and his successor President Chun 
Doo-hwan (1979-1987), seem to have served as elevators of 
democratization in the two Far East Asian countries.11 
The NSR government could have attempted to engage with a process of 
legitimation, in spite of its turbulent 30-year history. It is believed that its 
leader, Hasan Al-Turabi, had his own master plan for civilianizing and 
democratizing the military-led NSR government. The over-confident, 
self-made NSR leader’s master plan was based on a process where power 
would gradually shift from the military to the civilians. At an early stage, 
Al-Turabi ordered the dissolution of the Revolution Command Council 
(RCC), a government structure formed of army officers and which serves 

 
11 Yew 2000. 



 
 

189 

as the top federal sovereign ruling body. Indeed, this step was met with 
resistance in that NSR President, General Omar Al-Bashir, had 
stubbornly refused to demilitarize. By 1996, an elected parliament, 
though in a one-party political space, came into existence and Al-Turabi 
joined the government in his capacity as the National Assembly’s 
Speaker. Nonetheless, the NSR remained a one-party government of a 
state where the heavily divided national political class had, largely, 
chosen to sustain its position in opposing the NSR government. 
The NSR government had certainly attempted to revitalize Sudan’s 
national economy which had been in shambles for a long time. Two major 
economic breakthroughs were realized. A short-lived revitalization for 
Sudan’s agro-economy, especially in the first three years of its 
government, was one. Though the country’s consumption of wheat was 
much less than its current volume, a targeted self-sufficiency of this cereal 
was achieved. However, a more daring effort to generate new resources 
for the national economy was managing to exploit, for the first time in 
Sudan’s history, the country’s oil reserves towards the end of its first 
decade in power. But neither of the two economic breakthroughs enabled 
the NSR government to civilianize nor to democratize, similar to, or in 
line with, the cases of Singapore or South Korea. 
Maintaining its nature as a predominantly military-Islamist government, 
the NSR had apparently missed two eminent opportunities to push the 
cause of civilianizing and democratizing itself. 
One opportunity came into existence when the NSR managed a hard-won 
peace deal with the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army 
(SPLM/SPLA). That was the 2005 Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
(CPA). The CPA was intended, following a six-year transitional period, 
to preserve and further consolidate the unity of the country, and to assist 
in realizing democratic transformation. But it seems neither of the two 
main goals of the CPA was achieved. The death of the SPLM/SPLA 
leader, John Garang, in a plane crash on August 2, 2005 was untimely; 
the post-Garang reduction of the SPLM to a political party, with its focus 
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largely set on South Sudan only, and with an NSR not seriously 
committed to democratize the national political sphere, the NSR aborted 
a heaven-sent opportunity to legitimate its long time illegitimate 
government. 
Another last minute opportunity to push the cause of civilianizing and 
democratizing the national political sphere came in 2014 when the 
President of the Republic, General Al-Bashir, was under pressure to 
reform both within the ranks of the ruling National Congress Party (NCP) 
and by a wider national political elite too, during the tide of the Arab 
Spring (2011 onwards). To calm down the growing move calling for 
political reform, Al-Bashir called for a nationwide political dialogue. 
Lasting for about three years and supported by the SIM’s leader, Hasan 
Al-Turabi, from his position as a political opponent to Al-Bashir’s 
government, the opportunity was another crusade for a lost cause. 
 
The SIM, the Military, and Power: Lessons Learned 
Analyses, claims, and conclusions arrived at in this paper need to be better 
supported with relevant data ranging from documents and statistics, as 
well as interviews and direct observations. Some of these requirements 
could be made available, and I am taking this well into account for an 
improved version of the paper yet to follow. More data will likely unfold 
as we get on, since the NSR epoch has just come to an end; so far, 
information is not sufficiently documented. A paper such as this one 
would have its findings further consolidated by including comparisons 
with similar experiences. That being said, the paper concludes with the 
below conclusions and lessons learned. 
Indeed, the 30-year SIM epoch in ruling Sudan serves as an open book 
for lessons to learn. This is an area for engagement by observers and 
researchers for extracting in-depth remarks that may help not only Sudan, 
but also the larger international community; i.e., not to allow the same 
frequent disillusionments in history to repeat. 
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One important observation on the SIM’s experience in government is to 
consider both the ambiguous and rather absolute claim of instating the 
Islamic State. In the case of the SIM model in government, were the 
notion of a model correctly apply to it, that model was, in one way, too 
ambiguous. The state has already been installed as structures, policies, 
and legislations, as well as the bureaucracy. The state also exists as 
accumulated knowledge, from the work doing traditions (routine) by civil 
and military bureaucrats. Such components of a state and governance just 
do not need to be re-invented. In this context, ambiguity comes from 
calling for “instating” an already existing state. Indeed, patterns of 
conduct of a state and related social bonds are impacted by the existing 
culture of citizens and communities under the state’s sovereignty. This 
said, instating the Islamic State is an absolutistic claim. Islam is not a 
monolithic phenomenon.12 The long history of Islamic civilization is so 
mosaic, so diverse, so rich as experiences in the public sphere. Sticking 
to the pursuit of the Islamic State seems to be one point where an 
ambiguous concept overshadows actual experience of governance, as was 
clearly seen in the SIM’s NSR government for the last three decades. 
A lot is to be learned from the way the SIM came to power. Grabbing 
power by force did not only burden the SIM with an illegitimacy complex, 
as explained earlier in this paper. Moreover, this method of acquiring 
power branded the SIM’s government as a one-party government. Al-
Turabi’s political plan to civilianize and democratize the SIM government 
naturally failed to be realized since the one-party government was 
obsessively under pressure to survive amid the gradually growing and 
diversifying opposition it was facing. Clinging to power this way, the one-
party government then inherited a gross lack of capability to become 
transparent and exercise accountability, to fight an in-built tendency to 
corrupt and be corrupted, and, finally, it lacked the capability to open up. 
A consolidated one-party power base has then brought about a new self-

 
12 Esposito, 1992. 
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made disease. The SIM and its NSR government started to fight the 
enemy within, a symptom revealed in divisions within the ranks of the 
SIM and its government. Al-Turabi split in 2000 to establish his own 
Popular Congress Party (PCP).  
Nonetheless, Al-Turabi’s split was not the last split the SIM had seen. 
More divisions followed not just on partisan lines, but regional, ethnic, 
and tribal divisions within the SIM ranks also came into play. The one-
party rule appears to have become a birthplace for divisive politics. A 
nation-building process, which had been well underway, was disrupted 
not only by the splitting of South Sudan to become an independent state, 
but also by reshaping the national political sphere from being largely of a 
nationalistic ethos to a diminishing nationalistic spirit. As this process 
continued to take place, the SIM’s government also continuously 
weakened and bid farewell to power on April 11, 2019. 
Coming to power by force resulted in a political illegitimacy complex. 
Among other developments, this illegitimacy complex led to axing 
professionals and appointing unqualified loyalists in their place in 
government structures. Such a development compromised 
professionalism and meritocracy. As getting the bureaucratic job done 
well requires hiring professionals, de-professionalizing the bureaucracy 
had led, gradually, to disabling the bureaucracy and rendering it rather 
dysfunctional. Recruitment of non-professional and/or less professional 
loyalists slowed down the already on-going process of evolution and 
consolidation of state structures, and was detrimental to governance as a 
practice, which is nurtured by the uninterrupted accumulation of work 
experience. 
The outside world was largely not on good terms with the SIM assuming 
power in Sudan. The SIM’s Islamic brand made the positions of many 
outside governments range from less enthusiastic to linking with the new 
rulers of Sudan, to going for a head long confrontation with them. A 
militant face of the new government, as well as somewhat amateurish 
political practices, then deepened the state of antagonization the outside 
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world had against the new Islamists ruling Sudan. Opening the country to 
leaders of Islamist movements opposing their home governments, in such 
a high-profile manner, added fuel to the already intense diplomatic 
atmosphere the SIM had caused to come into existence. 
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10. The Role of Elites: 
Defining the Complex Civil-Military Relations in Sudan 

Elsadig Elfakih* 
 

Abstract 
This paper analyzes institutional relations between the armed forces and 
civilians, led by political elites, within the framework of the process of 
solidifying their quest for power. In the recent history of Sudan, we have 
witnessed many attempts to portray/betray the relationship between these 
unfaithful partners, each of whom claims to be working to strengthen 
democracy in the country. This is why during all periods of democratic 
transformations, represented notable cases when relations between civil 
and military powers were in contention. During these times of transition, 
some civilian forces thought it necessary to dismantle the complex 
military structures, which seemingly controlled power, while others 
conspired to use the military to grab power. Ultimately, whenever 
civilians tried to regain control of the state and ensure the unification of 
democratic forces, the military always insisted on retaining a share of 
power in its own hands. 
 
Introduction 
Those interested in political transformations in Sudan since before the 
actual declaration of the country’s independence, and the departure of the 
last British soldier on January 1, 1956, have followed the tendencies of 
the civil political forces towards democracy, and emerging relations with 
the military. The political scene has become more volatile after the 
increasing influence of the national movement groups—represented in 
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the graduate clubs1 and the alumni conference2—the intense rivalry 
between the two major sectarian parties Ḥizb al-Umma (the National 
Umma Party) and al-Ḥizb al-Ittiḥadī al-Dīmuqratī (the Federal 
Democratic Party),3 the disagreement of their perceptions of the 
independent state structure,4 and their tendency to seek support of and 
connection with the two states of ‘bilateral rule,’ namely, Britain and 
Egypt. The political arena has witnessed fierce debates about the nature 
of the desired independence, especially before the unexpected declaration 
of this independence from the Parliament on December 19, 1955. 
Following this declaration, it became almost impossible for regional and 
international actors to redirect political dialogue towards supporting any 
of the options which were suggested before; or to address the historical 

 
1 The first call to establish such an organization was in 1935 when the Al-Fajr 
magazine, whose editor-in-chief was then Arafat Muhammad Abdullah, called 
for the formation of an association to represent graduates, defend their interests, 
and contact the government on all issues related to the working conditions of 
graduates in government offices. Meanwhile, Khedr Hamad states that he 
referred to the word “conference” in an article he wrote for Sudan newspaper 
on July 14, 1935. 
2 The Alumni Conference is a Sudanese entity that was established during the 
dual colonial rule period in Sudan similar to the Indian Conference, which 
brought independence to India. The Sudan conference was established in 1938 
by graduates of Gordon College (currently, University of Khartoum), and 
graduates of other foreign colleges. The Secretary of the Sudan conference was 
Ismail al-Azhari. 
3 Both parties are considered sectarian on the basis that the Umma Party 
represents the sect of Ansar, i.e., supporters of Imam Muhammad Ahmad al-
Mahdi as its primary base, while the Khatmiyya sect represents the primary 
base of the Federal Democratic Party. 
4 Both sects and the two major parties had their own ties with the two states of 
bilateral rule, Britain and Egypt, which played many tricks to maintain their 
influence in Sudan even after departing its land. Britain supported the Umma 
Party to discard the idea of unity with Egypt. Thus, it called for the slogan 
‘Sudan’s for the Sudanese,’ while Cairo supported the Federal Democratic 
Party which, in turn, activated its call to unite with Egypt. 
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crisis of trust between the two main partners, who would share the 
colonial legacy, considering their past loyalty to the two States of 
‘bilateral rule.’ 
The conflict has remained fierce to this day between the two sects—
represented by the two major parties mentioned above—over their 
perception of an independent Sudan and its relationship with Britain and 
Egypt; as whenever the competition between them was rising, each of 
them would resort to seek support from the country’s old patrons. In the 
post-independence period, alliances and conspiracies were active among 
various political forces, but the question remained about the limits of the 
role that the military must adhere to, and what it perceives as its mission 
and limits of its responsibility—the core of the current conflict in the 
Sudanese political arena. The conflict dynamics and balances between the 
parties will determine the future of the situation in the country in the 
coming period, as it did in the past. It is “a highly complicated issue, and 
a subject of an ongoing debate over the past six decades … it is not a 
conflict between two opposite sides as it appears to be; rather, there are 
various intersecting factors overlapping within, that make sorting on the 
basis of civilian versus military actually inapplicable, as the Sudanese 
army’s involvement in the political arena was not unexpected and did not 
emanate from a vacuum.”5 In other words, it was not voluntary; rather, 
civilians sought after it, as mentioned above. 
 
Methodology 
In conducting research on civil-military relations in Sudan, the first 
concern that comes to mind is that the independent variable should focus 
mainly on the role of elites, considering that they are the “ideologized” 
group within the ranks of existing civilian forces, who were subject to the 

 
5 Dr. Khaled Al-Tijani Al-Nur, Jadaliyyat al-Madanī wa-l ‘Askarī: hal Yaltaff 
‘Askar al-Sūdān ‘ala Thawrat al-Sha‘b? [The Civil and Military Controversy: 
Will the Sudanese Military circumvent the People's Revolution?]: 
https://midan.aljazeera.net/reality/politics/2019/4/28/   
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ideological “recruitment” efforts among the members of the military 
institution. They have become part of the political act, and the spearhead 
of all the political changes that have taken place in Sudan since 
independence. Moreover, the “elites” here have more than one meaning 
and usage. 
Hence, this may be one of the primary problems that arise when someone 
tries to analyze democracy-related issues in a country where political-elite 
leaders use military coups as a shortcut in their path to power. The facts 
say that all civilian political forces have attempted recruiting from within 
the military—staged coups, launched coup attempts, rebelled and armed 
their own forces to seize power, or participated and cooperated with 
military regimes. Some of them did all the above, but everyone pretends 
to seek democracy, and they tend to be in extreme denial when they are 
accused of intentionally aborting it. Sometimes they even justify why they 
did not improve their management of the democratic arrangements when 
they had the three past chances for democracy, and what they are doing 
with the fourth chance. In such a case, placing responsibility on all parties 
concerned is a way to reduce the civil elites’ state of denial; based on the 
fact that the historical political memory of the public opinion is poor, 
especially with the lack of documentation of events and details, the topic 
cannot be studied accurately and objectively. 
The term “democracy” no longer needs a definition; since the Greeks 
derived it between 500 and 250 BC, it has been established in the political 
collective mind. In its simplest definitions, it means the elected 
“government of the people.” However, its scope at that time was limited 
to narrow domains, but for further clarification we will briefly analyze 
the word from two perspectives. The first is a procedural perspective that 
is related to the form of voting, according to which the rulers are chosen, 
who then formulate policies and make political decisions. The second 
perspective is purely structural, which depends on ideal characteristics 
like participation, freedom, justice, and equality, among others, which 

 
 

198 

society must fulfill in order to live together; that is, what is socially 
expected from democracy. 
However, if this is what is known in the past and present about 
democracy, and if it is the best human invention to manage diversity and 
enrich the effectiveness of pluralism, why do civilians rush to gain 
authority through military gates and call for coups d’état? Dr. Hassan al-
Haj Ali Ahmed calls such an approach “an extension of the political 
process by means of coercion.”6 In examining the causes of military coups 
in Sudan and the patterns of military intervention, it is hereinafter 
considered primarily a civilian intervention that tends to resolve the 
competition for power by using military force as a means of coercion and 
monopoly. This leads to the premise of this research—that the 
intervention of the military in power in Sudan was never a voluntary, or 
purely military initiative; rather, it has always been a civil stimulus, 
measure, and plan implemented by the military leaders who belong 
ideologically and politically to the political group behind them. This 
hypothesis provides a theoretical framework that contributes to the 
interpretation of the phenomenon of military coups’ in Sudan, especially 
when we track each of them back to their partisan roots. 
 
Politicizing the Military and Militarizing Politics 
The profound differences between the Sudanese political forces 
constituted a permanent state of suspicion that prevented any cooperation, 
synergy, and collective spirit required for crossing from a colonial era to 
a wider national space. They were driven by the concept of historical 
contradiction, on which their sectarian and ideological entities were 

 
6 Dr. Hassan Al-Haj Ali Ahmed, al-Inqilābāt al-‘Askariyya fi-l Sūdān: al-Asbāb 
wa-l Dawāfi‘ [Military Coups in Sudan: Reasons and Motives], paper presented 
at (Military Influences on the Political Process in Sudan), Convention Center, 
Khartoum, and published on al-Shorooq channel website: 
http://www.ashorooq.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=15
899 
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established, which is indicated by the actual behavior of performance and 
fragile alliances that were held only to break up. Therefore, work began 
early in the creation of political agents within the military, to be used 
when necessary, led by the civilian elites. These arrangements and 
political infiltrations precipitated fundamental changes in the nature of 
the procedural and structural approach of both the political and military 
institutions. They militarized the former and politicized the latter. 
Thus, it can be said that the question regarding how Sudanese elites view 
democratic practice remains unanswered as each party points its finger at 
the other, claiming that they are to blame for the abortion of democracy; 
everyone is guilty, and everyone is in denial, although recent history’s 
records are full of evidence condemnatory of all parties. The outcome of 
past experiences, on which the elites rely, provides a bad image of 
democracy, due to the complicated differences that thwart all 
development and reconstruction efforts, disturb the general situation, and 
worsen people’s living conditions to the point where a military coup 
becomes a demand; while the military often enjoys a favorable image at 
the beginning, its popularity then declines after exercising power for 
longer periods of time than transitioning to multiparty pluralism. 
Observers of the military coups in Sudan may not be able to notice their 
close association with the civilian elites, and the fact that partisan forces 
try their luck in obtaining power through their military agents. According 
to Dr. Hassan al-Haj Ali Ahmad, there are reasons for the military coups 
in Sudan, and patterns for military intervention, and there is a definite 
overlap between what is civil and what is military when considering the 
nature of political practices; we summarize them in four points as follows. 
First, a military coup in Sudan is an extension of the civil-political process 
by other means that some see as ‘more effective’ in going beyond the 
democratic frameworks for the transfer of power. This means that the 
main drive for the coup makers is not the desire of the armed forces, or 
the personal grievances of the officers. Even though these may constitute 
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just one motivational factor for the coup, they are not a prerequisite for 
the decision to carry one out.  
Second, the expansion of the professional tasks of the armed forces, and 
the prolonged rule of the military, along with the militarization of the 
people; the Marāḥīl militias during the third democracy, the Popular 
Defense and Rapid Support Forces during the Inqāḍ (Salvation) period, 
and armed rebellions in the south, west, and east, have reduced the gap 
between civilians and military, such that the handing over of power 
between civilians and military has become so normalized in Sudan’s 
politics.7 
Third, just as the first democratic experience failed due to political 
intrigue and partisan conflicts, the growing state of political conflict and 
polarization increased the chances of a coup d’état; for the same reason, 
the chances of a military regime’s collapse increases when the military is 
in power. That is, increased political polarization and conflict contributes 
to the collapse of regimes because the same elites are more dominant in 
the civil and military spheres in Sudan. 
Fourth, the ruling regime’s tactical ability to prevent the coup d’état 
makes stability dependent on that ability, not on the State’s structural 
characteristics.8 So, leaving this issue without a fundamental solution 
makes the problem persist and coups more likely. While the current 
moment, marked by the late 2018 protests, is clearly a turning point, the 
powerful forces in it do not say much about the motives behind the 
insistence to accompany some of the intrigues and conflict triggers, which 

 
7 The introduction to the book “Sudan: The Land and The People,” published 
by Ambassador Timothy Carney in 2005, states that the beginning of the 
central use of militias was in 1915, when the Khartoum government armed the 
Arab tribes in Darfur to conduct exploratory campaigns against Sultan Ali 
Dinar’s authority in Darfur, and continued until the elimination of the Sultanate 
in 1916. See: Timothy M. Carney, Sudan: The Land and The People. (Seattle, 
USA: Marquand Books, 2005).  
8 Dr. Hassan Al-Haj Ali Ahmed, ibid. 
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thwarted previous civil experiences. In order to continue developing the 
current experience in a more complete way, other answers are needed that 
constitute the search for new solutions. For example, answers to the 
following questions: What is the relationship between the civilian and 
military perception of the democratic regime in the transitional period? Is 
there a difference or similarity between this period and the transitional 
periods that followed previous public revolutions, and if so, why? Should 
we expect, after the upcoming elections, that indifference to democracy 
characterizing the partisan forces’ performance, in the past three periods, 
will continue or not? 
 
The Elites’ Coups D’état  
All Sudanese parties, political elites, and rebellions are accused of 
organizing military coups, and the constant insistence of calling these 
coups ‘revolutions’ serves to prove their civilian ties, and their desperate 
attempts to deny the suspicion of their militarization. But the question 
remains: Why do the elites rush to military coups d’état? Trying to 
objectively answer this question has remained a preoccupation for 
civilians and military officials alike, as well as scholars, researchers, and 
academics, where perceptions sometimes converge but more often 
contradict. Some attribute it to political tensions, partisan conflicts, and 
security breach; thus, some political forces use their agents in the army to 
implement their programs, while others say that military coups are part of 
the military’s nature. When might this vicious cycle end in Sudan—the 
move from a democracy to a coup, a revolution followed by a transitional 
period, followed by a democracy, and then another coup that labels 
everyone as losers and then fails. 
Modern history tells us that Sudan witnessed an ideological struggle since 
1946 between all political factions that has only intensified.9 The Umma 

 
9 Al-Jazeera Documentaries, al-Za‘īm Isma‘īl al-Azharī wa-l Sūdān [Leader 
Ismail Al-Azhari and Sudan], 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bBcSFSU96Nc&feature=youtu.be 
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party and the communists, supported by the British, were proponents of 
independence, and demanded to separate from Egypt and establish a 
republic for the Sudanese. The al-Ashiqqā’ party, headed by Ismail al-
Azhari, sought to link with Egypt, to establish a Sudanese government 
under the Egyptian crown. Meanwhile, the British and Egyptian 
kingdoms were fighting over the bilateral rule agreement in Sudan, until 
the dispute between them reached the UN International Security Council 
in 1947.10 
However, with the assumption to power of General Muhammad Naguib 
as President of Egypt, following the Free Officers Movement, on July 23, 
1952, the voice of the parties calling for separation softened, as a result 
of the links connecting Naguib to Sudan, as he was born and received his 
education in Khartoum. In his memoirs I was a President of Egypt,11 
Naguib tells the details of his most important meeting with all Sudanese 
parties at his house, just three months after the fall of the monarchy.12 
While leader Ismail al-Azhari, who founded al-Ḥizb al-Watanī al-Ittiḥadī 
or the Federal National Party, was preoccupied with the issue of 
rapprochement with Egypt, it seemed that the head of the Umma Party, 
Abdul-Rahman al-Mahdi, was negotiating with the British to obstruct 
Egyptian plans.13 Sudan’s self-government agreement in 1953 provided 
for forming a transitional government for a period of three years, ending 

 
10 Muhammad Ahmad Mursi, Limāḍā Tafshal Thawrāt al-Sūdāniyyīn ḍhid al-
‘Askar kul Marra? [Why do Sudanese revolts against the military fail every 
time?], Sasa Post, May 14, 2019: https://www.sasapost.com/why-sudanese-
revolutions-fail/  
11 General Muhammad Naguib, Kuntu Raīsan li Miṣr [I was a President of 
Egypt], (Cairo: al-Maktab al-Misrī al-Ḥadīth, 1984). 
12 Muhammad Ahmad Mursi, ibid. 
13 It was also said that Abdul-Rahman al-Mahdi had previously agreed with 
Egypt’s King Fārūq to be his deputy and governor of Sudan, which made al-
Azhari accelerate and declare independence from within the parliament on 
December 19, 1955.  
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with a popular referendum, after which elections were held and the 
Federal National Party swept the elections and won the majority of seats 
in both Parliament and Senate House, as well as all ministerial portfolios. 
The government was formed, headed by Ismail al-Azhari, who initiated 
the first democratic Sudan, though it did not last long. 
Political realism prevailed after the actual experience of ruling, with al-
Azhari’s increased awareness of the differences of Sudan’s political 
forces’ positions regarding unity with Egypt. He gradually began to 
abandon the idea of unity. Political parties of all affiliations considered 
separation to be a realistic fact, given that the democratic electoral system 
in Sudan did not mesh with the totalitarian approach that the officers 
adopted in Egypt, especially after the dismissal of Muhammad Naguib 
and the repression of the Muslim Brotherhood and the Communists.14 In 
addition to that, the harshest was the insult to the elected Prime Minister 
by those in charge of the Sudanese file in Egypt’s Revolutionary 
Command Council.15 Consequently, al-Azhari led the first ‘peaceful civil 
coup’ by declaring independence from within parliament, with the 
consent of all parties. 
 
The First Democracy 
Al-Azhari won the confidence of the people to form the first civilian 
government in post-independence Sudan, but this support ended shortly, 
as the politicians began their plots to abort the new first democratic 
experience in Sudan. The opposition represented in the Umma and the 
Liberal parties strived to bring down the al-Azhari government more than 
once.16 The ruling Federal National Party was not avoiding conflict, and 

 
14 Muhammad Ahmad Mursi, ibid. 
15 Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, Muḍakkirat ‘Abd al-Laṭīf  al-Baghdādī [‘Abd al-
Laṭīf  al-Baghdādī’s Memoris], Vol.1, (Cairo: al-Maktab al-Misrī al-Ḥadīth, 
1977): https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/13613962- 
16 Muhammad Ali Saleh, Wathāīq Amrīkiyya on Abdullah Khalīl: (1) Suqūṭ al-
Azhari, [American Documents on Abdullah Khalil: (1) The Fall of Al-Azhari], 
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the dissension also extended within the ruling party between its two 
wings: The liberal al-Azhari wing, which was opposed to mixing religion 
with politics, and the al-Khatmiyya sect wing, which allied with the pro-
Al-Ansar sect of the Umma Party to topple the first head of an elected 
government. As Muhammad Ahmad Mursi wrote, “These conflicts 
mapped the political influence of the partisan sectarianism of the two 
largest Sudanese parties.”17 
The government of al-Azhari fell seven months after the declaration of 
independence, following the struggle within the ruling party, which ended 
up with the splintering of al-Khatmiyya members and the establishment 
of what was known as Ḥizb al-Sha‘b al-Dimuqrāṭī or the “People’s 
Democratic Party.” After the Umma Party had taken over the scene, 
Abdullah Khalil Bey was appointed as prime minister—the first prime 
minister with a military background—but this change in scene was not in 
favor of the political process. All parties failed to agree on a compromise 
for the constitution, to set a vision for the development portfolio, or to 
solve the South Sudan crisis. A series of military coups began with a fast 
pace in 1957; that is, after the election of the first democratic national 
government, post-independence from the two states of bilateral rule, on 
January 1, 1956, Sudan witnessed the first coup attempt, which was called 
up by political rivalries, and undertaken by a group of army officers and 
military students, led by Ismail Kabīda. This attempt failed and was 
thwarted in its final stages. 
 
First Civilian-Military Government 
Despite the failure of the first coup attempt, civil rule did not hold out for 
long. It went through a difficult three-year period, and was ended by the 
Minister of Defense at the time, Lieutenant General Ibrahim Abboud, 

 
published on December 29, 2009: 
http://www.sudanile.com/index.php/Documents/9080- 
17 Muhammad Ahmad Mursi, ibid. 
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who initiated the era of the coups d'état after he received an explicit 
invitation from the Secretary of the Umma Party General Abdullah Khalil 
Bey to intervene, with the blessing of the Khatmiyya and Ansar sects, on 
the pretext that political forces had failed to agree on the vision for the 
post-independent state. Thus, to avoid chaos, the quick solution was to 
appeal to the military, to settle the differences among politicians. On 
November 17, 1958, Abboud announced his withdrawal of confidence 
from the prime minister, and the dissolution of Parliament, in which he 
made his first statement; Prime Minister Ismail al-Azhari was placed 
under house arrest. 
Abboud’s statement came as a precise description of the outcome of the 
first civil rule, when he said: “Thank God that your loyal army 
implemented its blessed plan to stop corruption and restore order… We 
were patient with the government, until we ran out of patience. This is the 
natural way to stop chaos and put an end to it. We do not hope for benefit 
or gain, nor do we conceal any hostility to anyone.”18 Since that 
statement, the army’s interference in public life has been an inherent 
feature of the relationship between the military and politics in Sudan. The 
1958 coup represented the first military coup prompted by civil initiative 
in Sudan; launched against a democratic coalition government between 
the Umma and the Democratic Federal parties, which was chaired by the 
Sovereign Council consisting of the leader al-Azhari, from the Federal 
Democratic Party, and the Cabinet headed by General Abdullah Khalil 
Bey, from the Umma Party. It was led by Minister of Defense Lieutenant 
General Ibrahim Abboud. The coup plotters soon formed a military 
government headed by Abboud and ruled Sudan for 7 years. This period 
was marked by other coup attempts, led by a group of officers and planned 

 
18 General Ibrahim Abboud’s statement became a model for all the statements 
issued during the coups that followed, as all of them condemn the chaos caused 
by civilians and their inability to manage the affairs of the country and the 
people—justifying the army’s intervention as necessary to stop the country’s 
deterioration. 
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by competing political forces. However, in all of these cases, the failed 
coup officers were absorbed into the system of government instead of 
bringing them to trial, which confirms their political affiliation and the 
ability or effectiveness of partisan bargaining that was behind them. 
The first and most famous of these attempts, which threatened the 
authority of the military government in its beginnings, was the actions of 
a limited group of the Muslim Brotherhood in 1959, led by al-Rashid al-
Tahir, who was charged by his fellow brethren with working alone 
without consulting the organization, which affected the Brotherhood’s 
confidence in his commitment and impacted his future relationships with 
the organization. Although he headed the Brotherhood again during the 
period of repeated arrests—to which Dr. Hassan Abdullah al-Turabi was 
subjected in the early years of the Ja‘far al-Nimeiri era—al-Rashid al-
Tahir decided to leave the Muslim Brotherhood. He joined al-Nimeiri’s 
regime, and even became vice president. In a symposium in which 
representatives of a number of Sudanese political forces participated, Dr. 
al-Turabi, then Dean of the Faculty of Law at the University of Khartoum, 
gave his famous address against military rule led by Ibrahim Abboud; but 
the popular revolution that started after this symposium was contested by 
many parties from the Right and Left, each claiming its exclusive 
ownership of the October 21, 1964 revolution, which put an end to 
Abboud’s rule. The military sided with the people, to usher in a second 
era of democracy. 
 
The October Revolution, Second Democracy, and al-Nimeiri 
The parliamentary elections that followed the October Revolution came 
with the same sectarian and traditional partisan forces, with weak 
representation of ideological parties, which, in turn, increased the 
complexities of the political scene and deepened tensions and conflicts, 
to the extent that elected communist members in the Constituent 
Assembly (the parliament) were expelled because a member of the 
Communist Party said a statement at a public symposium that was 
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considered an insult to religion and a defamation of religious figures.19 
Because the process of isolating the Communist Party was led by 
Islamists and right-wing forces, the Communists and nationalist leftist 
groups began preparing to take power through their agents in the army. 
An alliance of Communists, Arab nationalists, the Arab Socialist Baath 
Party, and a group of free officers led a coup d’état on May 25, 1969, led 
by Brigadier Ja‘far al-Nimeiri.  
Al-Nimeiri’s coup against President al-Azhari’s government succeeded. 
In addition to the reasons given in the statements of all prior military 
coups, in which blame is focused on the poor performance of the parties 
and the civil political forces and their partisan intrigues, he spoke at length 
on the subject of the ongoing war between the South and the North, which 
had been going on since May 1955 and before independence. The coup 
began with the deployment of army units in front of the governmental and 
presidential agencies, and the arrest of the armed forces’ commanders; 
the army statement was then announced from the official radio station in 
Omdurman by Brigadier Ja‘far al-Nimeiri and Judge Babikr Awaḍallah.20 

 
19 The origin of the incident says that on Monday evening, November 18, 1965, 
the Higher Institute of Teachers at that time, currently the College of Education 
at the University of Khartoum, organized an open seminar. Among the 
participants was the student Shawqi Muhammad Ali, who suddenly, without 
warning, speaking from the podium, said a statement that it is not appropriate 
about the Holy Prophet and his family. The situation could have stopped at this 
point, especially since the political atmosphere after the revolution of 1964 was 
full of arguments and hostilities, particularly between the religious and secular 
parties, and the masses were at that time turning a blind eye to what was going 
on, but the great disaster came when Shawqi said with a loud voice and heard 
by everyone at the place: “I am a communist and an atheist.” 
20 The participation of Judge Babikr Awaḍallah, and his drafting of the two 
coup statements, and his presentation of one of them, confirms the civil 
arrangement of this coup d’état. Muhammad Khalifa Hamid, a Sudanese judge, 
in his book titled Babikr Awaḍallah, Former Judiciary Head: Biography and 
Positions, said that Judge Awaḍallah's connection with the military was 
initiated by Farūq Ḥamdallah when he called Babikr, who was working, at the 
time, in the office of his Armenian friend Edward Georgian. Meetings 
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The formation of what was known as the Revolutionary Command 
Council included officers known for their left-wing political affiliations: 
Communists and Arab nationalists, with civil participation that was part 
of the planning and implementation. However, al-Nimeiri quickly got rid 
of his coup co-plotters and became the sole president in power. He 
continued in power for 16 years, interspersed with reconciliations, 
alliances, elections, changes, and many coup attempts to get rid of him, 
which he responded to with steel, fire, and oppression. 
The first of these attempts was a short-lived coup that toppled the 
government on July 19, 1971. It was organized by the Communist Party 
and led by Colonel Hashim al-‘Ata. However, despite the coup having 
managed to seize the junctions of power in the country, it encountered 
fierce local resistance and failed to obtain regional or international 
recognition. After only three days, the citizens went out in the streets and 
gathered in the squares, and al-Nimeiri supporters inside the military 
launched a counter-coup and overthrew the government of Hashim al-
‘Ata, releasing al-Nimeiri and his companions. Thus, al-Nimeiri was able 
to restore his authority and carry out trials and executions of the civilians 
and military revolutionaries led by the leader of the Sudanese Communist 
Party at the time, Abdul-Khaliq Mahjoub, his assistant the union leader, 
al-Shafī‘ Ahmad al-Shaykh, Babikr al-Nūr, and other civilians; the list of 

 
continued with Babakr in al-‘Imarāt, Khartoum. In one of these meetings, 
Farūq, Abu al-Gasim Muhammad Ibrahim, Babikr al-Nūr, and Khalid Hassan 
Abbas were present, and two officers were nominated to lead the coup, Othman 
Hussein and Ahmed al-Sharif al-Habib. Judge Babikr rejected both of them, 
though not explicitly, as he wondered if there was a third candidate. The reply 
was that there is no one else at the moment. So he asked the attendees to choose 
whomever, but apologized for he would not be participating. In another 
meeting, they provided the name of Ja‘far al-Nimeiri, to which he did not 
object even though he did not know him (p.145). The book made it clear that 
Judge Awaḍallah chose all the ministers except for three that were chosen by 
Ja‘far al-Nimeiri. Judge Awaḍallah wrote the coup’s first statement and spent 
three days training al-Nimeiri to deliver it, observing the errors in 
pronunciation and the eloquence of the language (p.146). 
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military personnel included the leader of the coup Hashim al-‘Ata and 
dozens of officers and soldiers, who participated in the Communist 
Party’s coup. 
This coup attempt shook President al-Nimeiri, who dealt a severe blow to 
his former communist comrades, as documented by author Fuad Matar in 
his book The Sudanese Communist Party: Murdered or Committed 
Suicide?21 After that, the remnants of the Communist Party went 
underground, while al-Nimeiri began the journey of transformations and 
changes in search for new partners from the right-wing elites who were 
ready to join him. He gathered some bright names, headed by Dr. Mansūr 
Khalid, who directly began endeavors to restore al-Nimeiri's relations 
with the West through the South Sudan gateway. Consequently, the Addis 
Ababa Agreement in 1972 was signed with the Anya-Nya II movement 
led by Colonel Joseph Lagu, who became vice president in Khartoum and 
governor of the southern region. The agreement gave the south autonomy, 
to be ruled from its capital Juba, and brought to Khartoum new partners 
in the central authority, stabilizing the situation for 10 years, during which 
the regime faced two further failed coup attempts. 
One attempt was known as the movement of Lieutenant-Colonel Hassan 
Hussein and took place on September 5, 1975. It ended with the arrest 
and military trial of Hassan Hussein, after which he received the death 
penalty. Regarding the civil dimension in the attempt, Lieutenant-Colonel 
Hussein disclosed the following: “In April 1975, Abdul-Rahman Idris, a 
judge at the Supreme Court’s Technical Office, visited me at my house in 
Khartoum. There was no previous acquaintance between us, but he was 
introduced to me by the Police Commander, al-Tayeb Ahmad Hussein, 
and then he visited me frequently.” We conclude from this statement the 
role of civilian figures, who prepared and planned the coup. Although it 
started as if it had matured at that moment in April 1975, it is certain that 

 
21 Fuad Matar, al-Ḥizb al-Shiyū‘ī al-Sūdanī: Naḥarūh ’am Intaḥar? [The 
Sudanese Communist Party: Murdered or Committed Suicide?], (Beirut, 
Lebanon: Dar al-Nahar for publishing and distribution, 1st edition, 1971). 
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five months before its implementation, the outlines of the plan had been 
going on as thought out by Judge Idris and Police Commander al-Tayeb 
Ahmed Hussein. Our focus in this regard is that these two men were the 
founders and the whole attempt was based on their ideas.22 
Political forces known as the National Front, which included the Umma 
party, the Democratic Federal Party, and the Muslim Brotherhood, 
opposed the al-Nimeiri regime and acted from Libya to overthrow the 
regime, entrusting the mission to an army brigadier general, Muhammad 
Nūr Sa‘d, with the broad participation of opposition agents that sneaked 
into Khartoum across the borders with Libya. The al-Nimeiri regime dealt 
with the coup attempt, which took place on July 2, 1976, with 
unprecedented violence.23 Citizens witnessed with their own eyes the 

 
22 Most of the planning and preparation for the operation was arranged by 
Judge Abdul-Rahman Idris, who, according to historical sources, managed to 
escape when the coup was foiled. Serious attempts were made to arrest him; 
however, he escaped for the second time and managed to leave Sudan. He only 
returned after the 1976 events, which were followed by the national 
reconciliation in 1977 between the National Front and President al-Nimeiri’s 
regime. The judge was granted amnesty, and was even appointed in the 
Sudanese Socialist Union, the ruling party during the Nimeiri era. The second 
figure, in terms of influence and importance in management and planning, was 
the police chief commander al-Tayeb Ahmed Hussein. Perhaps the strangest 
thing in this movement is the presence of a police officer among its plotters, as 
it was not common in the wave of military coups locally and globally. There is 
also Abbas Barsham, who was an important Islamic figure, who sparked the 
events of Shaaban 1973 when he was the Student Union president in the 
University of Khartoum. 
23 The facts say that between 3:00 and 4:00 on Friday morning, July 2, 1976, 
residents of the capital, Khartoum, woke up surprised, to the sound of heavy 
gunfire, bullets, and artillery fire. It started sporadically at the beginning, but 
soon intensified, causing panic. Residents rushed to the streets to see what was 
happening. However, they quickly retreated to their homes and closed the doors 
in terror. It was clear to them that there was a military coup attempt against the 
al-Nimeiri regime. These military confrontations continued for more than a 
day, during which killings and assassinations took place between the two sides, 
and much blood was shed. 
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bodies of those killed in the streets, inside buildings and vehicles, and the 
press reported the events with photographs. Al-Sadiq al-Mahdi admitted 
that he was behind the events of July 2, while he delivered a statement 
broadcasted by Tripoli Radio station that was called the “People’s 
Revolution Radio” on the evening of July 2, 1976, in which he stated that 
the last movement in Sudan was an episode of the growing “revolution,” 
which he said would not calm down before achieving its goals. In his 
statement, al-Sadiq al-Mahdi said that the National Front, which he led, 
had formed seven years prior to forcefully resist al-Nimeiri’s May 
Revolution, and that it had organized a number of resistance movements. 
On July 2, 1976, its military cadres nearly uprooted the May regime to 
establish a “socialist” regime cleared of atheism.24 Later, al-Sadiq al-
Mahdi, the National Front’s president, met with President al-Nimeiri in 
Port Sudan on July 7, 1977. They agreed on reconciliation, which would 
allow the political opposition forces to return to work from within the 
existing regime, and for some to even join the ruling Socialist Union 
organization.  
The North-South dealings, promoted by the 1972 Addis Ababa 
agreement, encouraged southern elites to participate in military coups as 
well. Because their experience was little, the first attempt was revealed 
very early, and its civil political leaders were arrested. However, in 1977 
there was an attempt known as the “Juba coup,” where 12 Sudanese 
military pilots attempted to seize the airport and release coup leadership 
detained in Juba prison: Joseph Oduho, Benjamin Akok, and Malath 
Joseph. The attempt failed, and the autonomy authorities, with 
concessions from the center, intervened to accommodate them in political 
life later. 

 
 
24 The Sudanese Socialist Union is a Sudanese political party, founded in 1971 
and dissolved on April 6, 1985. Right-wing opposition had previously accused 
it of being based on atheist, communist foundations. 
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The Addis Ababa Agreement faced many problems and obstacles in its 
implementation, the most important of which was the incorporation of 
former rebel forces into the Sudanese military, which was met by 
opposition from southern fighters; especially because in 1975, when a 
number of Anya-Nya members refused to answer a command to move to 
the north, they opened fire on the forces that came to replace them, killing 
their commander and several soldiers. In the aftermath of the incident, a 
number of Anya-Nya fighters fled with their weapons to the forests in the 
south, and they were the first nucleus from which the rebellion was 
formed in the Second Sudanese Civil War,25 led by Colonel John Garang 
and known as the Sudan People's Liberation Movement. This launched 
after attacking and overrunning the military garrison of Torit township in 
southern Sudan in 1983. 
 
The Second Popular Revolution and the End of the al-Nimeiri Era 
The renewed war in South Sudan led to tense conditions in the north as 
well, and national political forces began to search for ways to remove al-
Nimeiri from power, especially after his announcement of adopting 
Islamic Sharī‘ah laws in September 1983, which in turn led to a regional 
and international boycott of the Sudanese government. Al-Nimeiri’s 
retreat from his partnership with the Muslim Brotherhood also 
represented the last bargaining chip he had in the face of other powers. 
The public moved on April 6, 1985, marking Sudan’s second popular 

 
25 The second Sudanese Civil War started in 1983, 11 years after the end of the 
first Civil War (1955-1972). Most of the events of the war were in the southern 
parts of Sudan or in the autonomous region known as South Sudan. It is 
considered one of the longest and deadliest wars in the century. About 1.9 
million civilians were killed and more than 4 million displaced. The number of 
civilian casualties of this war is one of the highest rates in any war since the 
Second World War. The conflict officially ended with signing the Naivasha 
Peace Agreement in January 2005 and the sharing of power and wealth, 
between the government of Sudan’s President Omar al-Bashir and the SPLM 
forces’ chief, John Garang.   
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revolution, following the revolution of 1964. Al-Nimeiri, who had 
previously aborted four failed coup attempts, after which his regime was 
not subject to any further coup attempt, fell by the people’s revolution 
known at that time as the “April Uprising.” Just as he came to power in a 
military coup, al-Nimeiri also left in the same way, as a group of army 
officers led by the armed forces’ Commander-in-Chief and Minister of 
Defense, Field Marshal Abdul-Rahman Siwar al-Dhahab, sided with the 
people’s revolution and spared the country bloodshed. 
The transitional period (April 1985 to April 1986) led by the Transitional 
Military Council headed by Siwar al-Dahab, and the Civilian Cabinet 
headed by Dr. al-Jazuli Daf‘allah, was characterized by calm and 
harmony between the civilian and military components. At the end of it, 
parliamentary elections were held in which the winners took over the 
reins of government; Siwar al-Dhahab fulfilled the vows he made for the 
people, leaving al-Sadiq al-Mahdi to manage the country’s third 
democratic era. However, the behavior of the parties was not better than 
the previous two periods, and there were many disputes, alliances, and 
partisan intrigues, until the army intervened in a different manner. In 
February 1989, an ultimatum signed by 150 army officers, led by the chief 
of staff, Lieutenant-General Fathi Ahmed Ali, asked the government to 
focus on the following issues: Foreign policy and its impact on national 
issues; economic decline, inflation, and price increases; controlling 
militias and security breaches; stopping the disintegration of Sudanese 
society and the spreading of corruption; reducing the impact of the armed 
conflict in Darfur; and expanding government so as to achieve all these 
goals. 
The army ultimatum gave the government a week to implement these 
outstanding demands. On February 28, 1989, the armed forces’ Joint Staff 
issued a statement confirming the contents of the ultimatum. Based on 
that statement, most party leaders and a number of trade union leaders 
met on March 10, 1989 and signed a seven-point program for a new 
government. That program included a peace declaration, according to 
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which these organizations sent a memorandum to the Head of State 
Council requesting the resignation of the government within 24 hours. 
The next day, the armed forces’ Joint Staff put more pressure on the 
government, sending a letter to the Head of State Council inquiring about 
the political situation. On March 12, the Cabinet ministers resigned.26 
Thus, the weakness of the civilian government had tempted some elites 
to move their cadres in the army to topple the government, albeit with a 
soft coup this time. 
 
The Al-Inqādh Experience 
However, the democratic experience in Sudan did not last long. Between 
February and June 1989, the corridors of government in Khartoum 
witnessed many maneuvers and plots that motivated the elites to seize 
power with the means of coercion that they possessed within the military. 
Of these, the National Islamic Front was the fastest and most organized. 
On June 30, 1989, Sudanese TV announced the seizure of government by 
some army officers, led by Colonel Omar Hassan Ahmed al-Bashir, and 
the declaration of a state of emergency. The identity of the coup was not 
clear at the beginning, which helped the new government gain significant 
support, internally and externally, and from many countries, especially 
Egypt. In order to adjust the situation, the new government carried out a 
wide campaign of arrests within the political spectrum, including Dr. 
Hassan al-Turabi, who later turned out to be the one behind the coup 
against the government of al-Sadiq al-Mahdi. After his release, he later 

 
26 The army’s ultimatum is a turning point in the relationship between the 
military and the civilian government. For the first time in the history of that 
relationship since independence, the military used the term “veto” in an official 
letter, in which it made specific political demands. As a result of the army 
memo, the National Islamic Front left the government. Military institutions in 
the global South used to use veto in their relationship with civilian politicians, 
and the best example in this regard is the Turkish army. However, in Sudan, 
before this ultimatum, the relationship took two basic forms, namely, seizing 
power or returning to the barracks. 
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assumed important honorary positions in the state, the most recent of 
which was the speaker of the National Council, Sudanese parliament.  
The new regime had strong ties with the Arab national resistance axis, 
especially Iraq, and it also reached the point where Sudan severed official 
relations with the Islamic Republic of Iran. However, this did not gather 
support from the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party, which initiated the first 
coup attempt against the al-Bashir regime in the month of Ramadan in 
1990. The coup was led by Major General Abdul-Qadir al-Kadro and 
Major General Pilot Muhammad Othman Hamid Karrar, both important 
cadres of the Baath Party. The coup attempt ended with the execution of 
28 officers who were caught red-handed in the coup d’état, the most 
prominent of whom were its leaders al-Kadro and Karrar. Iraq was not far 
from this attempt, as it attempted to assist the coup plotters and 
proponents with an urgent arms shipment. The plane carrying this 
shipment fell in Saudi territory. The Sudanese government also expelled 
the Iraqi ambassador, Tariq Muhammad Yahya, after having gathered 
evidence that he had actively participated in the coup’s organization, 
arrangement, and support. 
The two capitals of Khartoum and Baghdad quickly overcame the coup 
crisis, and relations returned stronger than before. However, another 
failed coup attempt in 1992 led by Colonel Ahmed Khalid was attributed 
to the Arab Socialist Ba‘ath Party, although many accounts at that time 
attributed it to the Umma Party. The evidence showed that a number of 
the arrested officers belonged to the Ansar sect, which constitutes the 
ideological cover of the Umma Party. Although relations between the 
Umma Party and Iraq were never as good, as a result of the stances of al-
Sadiq al-Mahdi advocating for Tehran in its war against Baghdad, this 
double coup greatly undermined the Umma Party’s credibility with the 
National Islamic Front and broadened the dispute and competition 
between them. 
Among the Islamists in 1999, there was an elite group supporting the 
military against the historic leadership of the Islamic movement, which 
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severely affected the strength and consistency of al-Bashir’s rule. Al-
Bashir was exposed, once again, to the opposition’s challenges and the 
threat of a coup. In response, he worked to provide more freedom, opened 
the door to national dialogue, and paved the way for other political forces 
to be partners in ruling. He also opened lines of communication with the 
Sudan People’s Liberation Movement, providing important concessions 
in order to reach an agreement to end the war in the South. But he was 
not inattentive of the Islamists who changed sides. In March 2004, he 
accused them of organizing a coup attempt and locked up members of the 
al-Turabi-led Popular Congress Party. The investigations later proved 
that it was just a ‘fabrication’ of the security authorities, but that did not 
stop them from continuing to accuse the Popular Congress Party of 
plotting yet another coup in November 2012.27 
In reality, real military coups had all but disappeared in the country since 
the failed attempts of the Ba‘ath in 1990 and 1992, because the opposition 
concentrated its armed activity from abroad through Eritrea, Libya, Chad, 
and Uganda, with strong support from other neighboring countries. World 
capitals did not hide their hostility to the rule of the Islamists in Sudan. 
This helped the civilian political forces form their own armies under the 
banner of the Democratic National Assembly, which included all 
traditional and ideological parties in the north, in addition to the Sudan 
People’s Liberation Movement in the south. Meanwhile, with the 
conclusion of a peace agreement with the South in 2003, the situation 
exploded in the western Sudanese region of Darfur, led by a mixture of 
leftist and Islamist groups, threatening security in the entire region. In 
2005, it extended to the national capital, Omdurman, and became known 
as “Operation Long Arm,” led by Dr. Khalil Ibrahim, leader of the Justice 
and Equality Movement. 

 
27 For more on the sequence of military coups in Sudan, see: 
https://arabic.sputniknews.com/arab_world /201904121040428078  
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Some believe that there is no doubt that the al-Inqādh regime, despite 
being headed by al-Bashir for three decades, was not a single regime, nor 
a government of a political movement excluding others. There were many 
transformations, changes, and elements of participation from various 
national political spectrums, without exception, especially after signing 
the Security Arrangements Agreement on September 25, 2003, in 
Naivasha;28 along with the other five agreements signed in 2005, all of 
which formed the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, 29 all political forces 
in the North and South participated in various positions of authority. 
Presidential and parliamentary elections were then organized, as a 
referendum in January 2011 also led to the secession of the south from 
the north.30 
 
The Third People’s Revolution 
It had become apparent, from the first day of the December 19, 2018 
uprising, that the al-Inqādh regime has been undermined by crises, 
disputes, and perhaps internal plots, or what some call “treachery,” after 
long resisting those uprisings coming from abroad. The violence used to 
suppress peaceful demonstrations was a fundamental reason for the 
regime’s collapse. This violence, and the blatant attack on citizens and 
their sanctities, cost the regime support and precipitated its inevitable 
downfall. This paved the way for the popular movement to attract support 
from the armed forces, with calls on them to intervene to put an end to 
the bloodshed and prevent the country from sliding into chaos. On 

 
28 Security Arrangements Agreement in Naivasha:  
https://www.aljazeera.net/specialfiles/pages/2c07ee7e-f535-4b9c-a9bc-
ca9a5bd09b69 
29Comprehensive Peace Agreement: 
https://www.marefa.org/%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%81%D8%A7%D9%82%D
9%8A%D8%A9 
30South Sudan Referendum: 
https://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast/2011/01/110121_south_sudan_latest 
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Thursday, April 11, 2019, the army responded to the call of duty and 
assumed power, after al-Bashir’s removal and detention. However, the 
announcement of the Sudanese Minister of Defense and the head of the 
Higher Security Committee, Awaḍ bin ‘Auf, did not meet the aspirations 
of the revolutionary youth, even though the demand to get rid of al-Bashir 
had been fulfilled. 
On the other hand, the statement made by Bin ‘Auf announcing a curfew 
for a month, the formation of a transitional military council to govern the 
country for two years, the suspension of the constitution, and the 
imposition of a state of emergency for three months was not accepted by 
the Sudanese Professionals Association, which was the main organizer of 
the military leadership sit-in since April 6, 2019. The Association called 
on citizens to continue the sit-in until the demands are fully met, the most 
important of which is the formation of a civilian government to take over 
the administration of the country in the transitional period.31 This demand 
was supported by The Forces of Freedom and Change alliance that was 
formed by parties and organizations in January 2019, forcing Bin ‘Auf to 
submit his resignation the following day, ceding to Lieutenant-General 
Abdul-Fattah al-Burhan to head the Transitional Military Council. 
 
Conclusion 
With a comparative reading, we may find that the fall of the al-Inqādh 
regime on April 11, 2019, which was brought to power by the National 
Islamic Front through a military coup on June 30, 1989, and headed by 
Field Marshal Omar Hassan Ahmed al-Bashir for three decades, repeated 
the same scenario for the third time. Prior to the fall of al-Bashir’s regime, 
popular revolutions brought down former military regimes on October 21, 
1964 and on April 6, 1985. The same events and facts are repeated three 
times: provocation of the army by civilian political force to overthrow an 
elected regime. This happened in General Ibrahim Abboud’s coup in 

 
31 Source: https://www.aljazeera.net/news/reportsandinterviews/31/1/2007/ 
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1958, in Colonel Ja‘far al-Nimeiri’s coup in 1969, and in Omar al-
Bashir’s coup in 1989. Then, after a long or short period of time, a popular 
uprising erupts to overthrow the totalitarian regime. However, the irony 
seems to be that the ability to get rid of military rule ultimately could not 
be achieved by a people’s revolution without the help of the military 
itself—and soon after, the military would organize a coup against the 
short-lived democratic regime at the invitation of a political party.32 This 
study has sought to clarify these events by detailing and placing full 
responsibility on the civil-political elites who called for and planned 
military coups—only to then, each time, fail to establish a civil 
democratic rule that was inclusive of and contained Sudan’s diversity and 
plurality. After all these experiences and fluctuations between various 
types of military, civil, and transitional governments, the question now is 
whether the Sudanese people have reached political stability in which 
they could break this vicious cycle and agree on a permanent constitution 
that guarantees the peaceful transfer of power without excluding anyone. 
Competing and conflicting political forces need to turn differences, 
diversity, and plurality into an opportunity to enrich the political, cultural, 
economic, and social arena. If they continue to waste time by plotting 
schemes and turning this enrichment into a trigger of war and strife, then 
the long lost years for the country and people will continue. Reading the 
path to the future, is there any hope by ensuring that everyone has 
benefited from the many and long experiences of the past, which almost 
led Sudan to total destruction? There is still some good remaining—if 
only the Sudanese people can find their best choice in their consensus this 
time, and make a historic bargaining for their own future interest. 
  

 
32Abdullah Makki, al-Inqilābāt al-‘Askariyya: al-Asbāb wa-l Dawāfi‘ [Military 
Coups: Causes and Motives], Alwan Daily Newspaper, May 27, 2015, 
http://www.alwandaily.com/?p=3677 
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11. The Impact of Military Agency on Politics and the State in 
Pakistan 

Ejaz Hussain* 
 
Abstract 
The Pakistani military (directly) intervened in domestic politics in 1958 
on account of its agency, and not conspiracy and/or culture. Since then, it 
has maintained principalship over agent institutions of the state such as 
the judiciary, civil bureaucracy, and parliament—a section of the latter 
allied with the former for rational reasons. Over the decades, the impact 
of military agency on politics and the state has resulted in 
deinstitutionalization, where the non-military organs of the state have 
comparatively deteriorated in organizational and functional terms. 
Paradoxically, the military has also recently relied on civil governments, 
in order to shift responsibility to the latter and neutralize concerns related 
to governability. Moreover, politics is currently non-issue oriented where 
populism has emerged as a powerful tool, for both the (civil) government 
and the opposition, to further polarize the society along personalistic and 
authoritarian lines. Cumulatively, what suffer(ed) the most is democracy 
and public welfare. Until the civil-military ruling elites prefer the larger 
interest of the society—or the latter organizes itself vis-à-vis the elite 
control—Pakistan’s predicaments are likely to linger. 
 
Introduction 
Military intervention in domestic politics has remained a perennial 
problem in developing countries and transitional societies. Though the 
number of coups have gone down in the 21st century, the phenomenon 
and practice of toppling elected governments has survived democratic 
‘waves’ in certain countries in Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, 
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and Southeast and South Asia.1 With respect to the latter, the military has 
maintained a powerful position in the political system and socioeconomic 
fabric of Thailand, Myanmar, Bangladesh, and Pakistan.2 On addressing 
the puzzle of military intervention and domination of politics, economy, 
and society, the existing academic literature is highly contested. The 
sociological perspectives, for instance, take a broader view of social 
norms and values that impact military professionalism and effectiveness.3 
Such studies have, however, overlooked the institutional aspect of civil-
military relations. Similarly, the comparative studies on military 
intervention have, overall, privileged societal variables.4 Nevertheless, 
the agency theory of civil-military relations, as a late entrant into the 
discipline of civil-military studies, has attempted to establish the 
theoretical missing links by emphasizing agency (make things happen).5  
While taking a theoretical view of politics and the state in Pakistan, one 
finds the prevalence of structural, legitimist, and conspiratorial accounts 

 
1 Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late 
Twentieth Century (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), 1.30; 
Michael McFaul, “The Fourth Wave of Democracy and Dictatorship: 
Noncooperative Transitions in the Postcommunist World,” World Politics 54, 
no. 2 (2002): 212-244.  
2 Aurel Croissant, David Kuehn, Philip Lorenz and Paul W. Chambers, 
Democratization and Civilian Control in Asia (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2013), 59-196; see also Ejaz Hussain, Military Agency, Politics and the State in 
Pakistan (New Delhi: Samskriti, 2013), 16-62.  
3 Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies (New Haven, 
CT.: Yale University Press, 1968), 195-201; See also Morris Janowitz, The 
Professional Soldier: A Social and Political Portrait (London: The Free Press, 
1960), 3-15.  
4 S.E. Finer, The Man on Horseback: The Role of the Military in Politics 
(London: Pall Mall Press, 1962), 34.70.  
5 Peter D. Feaver, ‘The Civil-Military Problematique: Huntington, Janowitz, and 
the Question of Civilian Control’, Armed Forces and Society 23, no. 2 
(1996):149-178; see also Peter D. Feaver, Armed Servants: Agency, Oversight, 
and Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003), 103-
111.  
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that, by and large, demote agency, rationality, and context.6 Thus, owing 
to the empirical particularities of civil-military relations in Pakistan since 
the country’s independence from the British in August 1947, this study 
tends to take an agency view of politics and the state in Pakistan.7 The 
primary objective of the chapter is to assess the impact of military agency 
on civil-military relations institutionally, constitutionally, and politically. 
The secondary aim is to highlight the dynamics and pattern of civil-
military relations in the contemporary context—which, for the sake of 
convenience, is assumed as the post-Musharraf period (2008 onwards).   
To begin with, Pakistan’s political history is replete with cases of 
bureaucratic civilian control, bureaucratic domination, military rule and 
civil-military authoritarianism. After independence from the British, the 
early political leadership led by Mohammad Ali Jinnah stressed civilian 
supremacy.8 However, his death in September 1948 and that of Liaquat 
Ali Khan in October 1951, provided an enabling environment to non-
elective institutions to prevail over constitutionalism and parliamentary 
politics. Little wonder, the civil bureaucracy ruled the roost during 
October 1951-58.9 The military acted as a junior partner during this 
period. Governor-General Ghulam Mohammad, while registering his 
dislike for democracy, dismissed the Nazimuddin government in April 
1953; he dissolved the Constituent Assembly the following year. The 
judiciary, however, legitimized Mohammad’s action on the basis of the 
highly controversial “doctrine of necessity.”10 The country’s political 
parties lacked unity and institutional capacity to confront the supra-

 
6 Hussain, Military Agency, Politics and the State, 63-95.  
7 Hussain, 49-54.  
8 Mohammad Ali Jinnah, Quaid-I-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah: Speeches as 
Governor-General of Pakistan, 1947-1948 (Lahore: Sang-e-Meel Publications 
1989), 1-45. 
9 Mohammad Waseem, Politics and the State in Pakistan (Islamabad: National 
Institute of Historical and Cultural Research, 1994), 125-50. 
10 Waseem, 125-50. 
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parliamentary forces that, under the terms of the 1956 Constitution, opted 
for a presidential system.11 In order to seek more power, President 
Iskander Mirza, a bureaucrat, toppled the civil government of Prime 
Minister Noon in October 1958 by issuing a coup proclamation. 
Paradoxically, Mirza appointed General Ayub Khan as the Chief Martial 
Law Administrator (CMLA). Within the next three weeks, Ayub was 
demoted to a ceremonial position of prime minister in a reshuffled cabinet 
that apparently reflected Mirza’s might. Reactively, the Ayub-led 
military, while invoking its agency, not only ousted Mirza from office but 
also exiled him to London where he died in oblivion. Consequently, the 
Pakistani state, politics, and society experienced a full-fledged martial 
law; the 1956 Constitution was abrogated, and the assemblies were 
dissolved.  
Facing the crisis of legal legitimacy and popular support, the Ayub regime 
took refuge in the already tested formula of the ‘doctrine of necessity’; 
the apex judiciary provided legal justification to the military rule. To gain 
political legitimacy, Ayub held a presidential election but controlled the 
referendum in 1960 which overwhelmingly favored him. Importantly, he 
conceived and enacted the 1962 Constitution that provided for 
presidentialism over parliamentary democracy. However, rather than 
constituting an independent institution of the presidency, as the existing 
literature suggests,12 Ayub’s instrumentalized presidency merely 
civilianized the military rule for the office of the Commander-in-Chief 
(C-in-C), and prevailed over politics and the state in letter and spirit. 
Moreover, the Ayub regime introduced and executed the “Basic 
Democracy” (BD) model to democratize the country. However, in reality, 
it was an effort to (re)elect him as president of Pakistan and, in the wake 
of the 1965 presidential election under the BD formula, the combined 

 
11 Mohammad Waseem, "Pakistan's Lingering Crisis of Dyarchy," Asian Survey 
32, no. 7 (1992): 617-34 
12 Ibid.  
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opposition started agitation politics as it alleged the regime to have 
committed massive rigging.  
Thus, as a result of prolonged anti-Ayub mobilizational politics led by the 
newly founded Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, who 
had previously worked with Ayub, and East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) 
based Awami League led by Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, Ayub Khan chose 
to resign. Ironically, Ayub did not hand over powers to the speaker of the 
national assembly as was required by the 1962 Constitution. Rather, he 
passed the baton to the C-in-C, General Yahya Khan who, while invoking 
military agency, staged the second coup on March 25, 1969. 
Consequently, the constitution was abrogated, the cabinet dismissed and 
the parliament dissolved. The entire country again came under the grip of 
martial law. Nonetheless, being a rational actor, the Yahya-led military 
preferred political reconciliation with agitating political parties, which, in 
turn, also sought electoral settlement under the Legal Framework Order 
(LFO) initiated by the regime. Hence, the first ever general elections at 
the nation level were held in 1970, in which the People’s Party and the 
Awami League won most seats in West and East Pakistan respectively.  
Unfortunately, however, the post-election political choices diverged 
between the two parties as well as the Yahya regime—which sought a 
military solution to a political problem. India, which is Pakistan’s 
archrival, took advantage of the civil war in East Pakistan by initially 
arming separatist elements from East Pakistan then ultimately waging 
war against the state of Pakistan, which got disintegrated by mid-
December 1971. Consequently, Bangladesh emerged as an independent 
nation-state on the world map.  
 
Politics and the State post-1971 
In the post-1971 period, the demoralized military under a new 
Commander-in-Chief, Gul Hassan, strategically interacted with Zulfiqar 
Ali Bhutto (1971-77) who was brought back to Pakistan from Europe. 
Upon arrival, he assumed the office of the president as well as civilian 
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Chief Martial Law Administrator by the end of 1971. Within the next two 
years, Bhutto was able to establish the parliamentary form of government 
terms of the 1973 Constitution. With respect to civilian control of the 
military, he affected the control and command structure of the former. 
Moreover, he re-organized the civil bureaucracy by instituting a new 
paramilitary organization called the Federal Security Force (FSF)—
which acted on the whims and wishes of the prime minister. In addition, 
Bhutto disempowered, to an extent, the higher judiciary with respect to 
the appointment/transfer of judges through constitutional amendment. 
Importantly, the Bhutto-led parliamentary forces were able to include 
Article 6 in the constitution, which termed the imposition of martial law 
in the future as “high treason” with severe punishment.13 Besides, the 
prime minister deployed the army in Balochistan in order to prevent a 
coup against his government. In this respect, he appointed General Zia-
ul-Haq as the Chief of Army Staff (COAS) for being apolitical and non-
elitist in 1976.  
Importantly, during the middle of his tenure, Bhutto had expelled the 
‘socialist’ core from his People’s Party.14 Ironically, he implicitly 
empowered the civil bureaucracy by assigning the management of the 
nationalized economy to the latter. Paradoxically, when faced with the 
agitation politics of the Pakistan National Alliance (PNA), Bhutto 
ultimately relied on the same military that he attempted to subordinate. In 
this regard, he declared the so-called ‘civil’ martial law in urban areas to 
curb the PNA which accused the Bhutto government to have rigged the 
March 1977 election. During the government-PNA negotiations, the 
military led by General Zia-ul-Haq  found an opportunity to stage a coup 
on July 5, 1977. The coup was political in character and agentive in 
nature.  

 
13 Islamic Republic of Pakistan, The Constitution 1973 (Islamabad, 1973). 
Article 6.  
14 Hussain, Military Agency, Politics and the State, 215. 
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From the military’s perspective, Bhutto had attempted to subjugate the 
institution through the personalization of power, which, to an extent, was 
the case since Bhutto also possessed and practiced Bonapartist 
tendencies. Nonetheless, from a political angle, the military had already 
developed stakes within the political system of the country since the Ayub 
days. Institutionally, the military thus regarded Bhutto as a threat to its 
organizational interests. By April 1979, Bhutto was hanged to death by 
the country’s apex judiciary, which had already accorded legal, though 
controversial, justification to Zia’s martial law regime through the 
‘doctrine of necessity.’15 Here, it becomes pertinent to argue that had 
Bhutto institutionally empowered the parliament and established an 
oversight mechanism over the military, his personal fate, as well as that 
of the country, would have been much different.  
In the post-Bhutto period, the Zia regime replicated the Ayubian model 
of military agency. On the one hand, it held a controlled referendum to 
seek popular legitimacy, and on the other it held local-bodies elections to 
elect a president of the country. In 1985, non-party general elections were 
allowed to be held, in which a section of the Pakistan Muslim League 
(Junejo) won a considerable number of seats to form a government in the 
Center. Importantly, General Zia continued to maintain a powerful 
position as president on account of Article 58(2)(b)—presidential power 
to dissolve the national assembly—that was inserted in the 1973 
Constitution under the terms of the Eighth Amendment, which was 
politically negotiated with the combined opposition called the Movement 
for the Restoration of Democracy (MRD).  
The state of Pakistan, during the 1980s, allied with the United States to 
fight the Soviet forces in neighboring Afghanistan. Moreover, the issue 
of Siachen came into regional limelight. With the Afghan jihad having 
achieved its strategic objectives, the US started pulling out from war-
ravaged Afghanistan. The Pakistani state, on its part, had a different game 

 
15 Hamid Khan, Constitutional and Political History of Pakistan (Karachi: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 585-95. 
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plan—it wanted to have the so-called ‘strategic depth’ to counter its 
archrival, India. However, Pakistani civil-military leadership disagreed 
strategically and institutionally. The Junejo government subscribed to the 
Western worldview to put an end to warfare in Afghanistan, whereas the 
Zia-led military thought otherwise. Ironically, Prime Minister Junejo also 
tried to assert power domestically by signaling restraint to military perks 
and privileges. Such discourse displeased the principal military that 
instantly dismissed the Junejo government in May 1988 through Article 
58(2)(b) and was exercised by none other than Zia himself. Before the 
latter could execute his political plan, he died in a mysterious air crash in 
August the same year. 
His successor General Aslam Beg preferred electoral politics over martial 
law for logical reasons. Organizationally, the military had remained a 
powerful force since 1977. Logically, then, there was no need to stage a 
coup. Rather, it permitted electoral democracy during 1988-99. Thus, 
elections were held in 1988, 1990, 1993 and 1997, in which Benazir 
Bhutto, the daughter of Zulfiqar Bhutto, and Nawaz Sharif, an 
industrialist from Lahore whose father had close ties with Zia, formed 
governments respectively. Ironically, however, none of the governments 
could complete its five-year constitutional tenure. In each case, except the 
Sharif government during 1997-99, the presidency, while being in a 
strategic alliance with the military, dismissed the civil government 
through 58(2)(b) on stated charges of financial misconduct. However, no 
judicial probe was pursued in such cases.  
Nawaz Sharif, for the second time in office, had understood the intricacies 
of civil-military relations and the underlying rules of the game. Hence, he 
repealed the infamous Article 58(2)(b) from the 1973 Constitution 
through the 13th Amendment. Importantly, he sought resignation from 
COAS General Jehangir Karamat; he also asserted to manipulate the pay 
and promotion of the organization. As regards the country’s external 
relations, Sharif invited then-Indian Prime Minister Vajpayee to Pakistan 
against the wishes of the military led by General Pervez Musharraf. 
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Vajpayee’s visit concluded in terms of the Lahore Declaration (February 
1999)—which was aimed at normalization with India. 
Paradoxically, however, within months of signing the above-mentioned 
agreement, Pakistan and India fought another war in Kargil (Kashmir 
region) in the summer of 1999. The war further widened the institutional 
gulf between civilian and military leadership. Having sensed the gravity 
of the situation, Sharif dismissed COAS Musharraf in the early hours of 
October 12, 1999. To Sharif’s surprise, the military top brass as well as 
the rank and file registered institutional solidarity with the sacked chief. 
Hence, Musharraf was able to strike back later in the day by toppling the 
Sharif government in a coup—the fourth in the country’s political history. 
The prime minister was arrested and later sent into negotiated exile; the 
1973 Constitution was abrogated, and the assemblies were dissolved. The 
judiciary, while imbibing its past norms, legitimized the coup in terms of 
a ‘necessity doctrine.’16  
Here, it becomes pertinent to posit that Nawaz Sharif, more or less like 
Zulfiqar Bhutto, failed to fathom the depth of military agency. Rather than 
devising institutional tools to establish civilian oversight of the military, 
he also believed in the personalization of power(s). The unpassed 15th 
Amendment, where Sharif attempted to become Ameer-ul-Momineen 
(commander of the faithful) is a case in point.17 
Like his predecessors, Musharraf sought civilianization of the regime 
initially through a controversial referendum and through a controlled 
general election held in October 2002, in which his so-called “King’s 
Party”18,  the Muslim League Quaid-i-Azam (PML-Q) emerged as the key 

 
16 Ibid.  
17 M. Ziauddin, “Nawaz Sharif’s Shariat Bill,” The Express Tribune, 5 March 
2013. https://tribune.com.pk/story/516152/nawaz-sharifs-shariat-bill/ (accessed 
on 6 November 2019). 
18 Hasan Akbar, “The Rise of the King’s Party,” Newline,  October 
2002.,https://newslinemagazine.com/magazine/the-rise-of-the-kings-party/ 
(accessed on 15 April 2018). 
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parliamentary party that formed a coalition government with the 
dissidents from Bhutto’s Pakistan People’s Party, Sharif’s Pakistan 
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) and the Muttahida Quami (formerly 
Mohajir) Movement (MQM). Pervez Musharraf thus prevailed over 
politics and the state through military agency, which enacted a civilian 
façade from 2002-2007, during which three handpicked prime ministers 
served as political and parliamentary agents of the principal military.  
Musharraf was ruling smoothly; however, the unintended consequences 
of the Lal Masjid (Red Mosque) operation and the dismissal of the chief 
justice of the supreme court impacted his political clout badly. The 
consequent episode of the Lawyers’ Movement weakened his control 
over politics and the state to the extent that he became a liability for his 
parent organization led by COAS General Ashfaq Pervez Kayani. The 
latter, while marking military agency, allowed for electoral democracy; 
and in 2008, general elections were held in which Bhutto’s party, the PPP, 
formed a government in the Center. Benazir’s husband19, Asif Ali 
Zardari, replaced Musharraf as president and Zardari’s hand-picked, 
Yousaf Raza Gillani, became prime minister.   
 
Military Agency in Contemporary Pakistan 
In the post-Musharraf period, civil-military relations have been 
characterized by confrontational politics. To begin with, the Gillani 
government tried to normalize diplomatic relations with India. In this 
respect, President Zardari did a video conference to the Indian audience 
in which he questioned the military’s antagonism towards Delhi.20 

 
19 Benazir Bhutto was assassinated during an electoral rally in Rawalpindi on 
December 27, 2007. Her killers are officially still not known, though her family 
pointed fingers at Musharraf and his close associates. See Asad Hashim, 
“Bilawal Bhutto blames Musharraf for Benazir’s Death,” Aljazeera, December 
29, 2017. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/12/bilawal-bhutto-blames-
musharraf-benazir-death-171228072102606.html (accessed on 22 April, 2018).  
20 Sanjeev Miglani, “Pakistan’s Zardari: A little bit Pakistani and a little bit 
Indian,” Reuters, November 26, 2008. 
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Moreover, the civil government was able to unite the political forces to 
restore the parliamentary nature of the 1973 Constitution. The 18th 
Amendment (2010) hence repealed Article 58(2)(b), which had been re-
inserted into the constitution by the Musharraf regime.21 In addition, the 
PPP government took a different position on two important matters. The 
first issue was related to the restoration of the deposed Chief Justice (CJ) 
Iftikhar Chaudhry who was unceremoniously sacked by Musharraf on 
November 3, 2007 when the latter technically staged the fifth coup.22  
Zardari and his party men considered Chaudhry pro-Sharifs. If restored, 
he was very likely to issue the so-called suo moto cases related to, for 
example, financial corruption against Zardari and his close associates.23 
The Sharifs, on their part, had already started pro-CJ agitation politics. In 
this regard, the Sharifs, on March 16, 2009, led a ‘long march’ from 
Lahore to Islamabad that was aimed at the restoration of the judges of the 
apex courts.24 However, before the caravan could reach the capital, the 
Gillani government restored the CJ among other judges owing largely to 
indirect military intervention.25 Arguably, Zardari and his associates 
viewed the Sharifs, the Chaudhry-led judiciary, and the military as anti-
PPP.  

 
http://blogs.reuters.com/pakistan/2008/11/26/pakistans-zardari-a-little-bit-
pakistani-and-a-little-bit-indian/ (accessed on April 25, 2018).  
21 “18th Amendment and Education,” Dawn, October 11, 2010. 
https://www.dawn.com/news/570524 (accessed on April 30, 2018).  
22 “It is Martial Law,” Daily Times, November 4, 2007.  
23 Arif Rafiq, “Pakistan’s Powerful Chief Justice,” The Diplomat, March 2, 
2013. https://thediplomat.com/2013/03/pakistans-powerful-chief-justice/ 
(accessed on May 2, 2018).  
24 Farhan Bokhari, “Nawaz Sharif placed ‘under house arrest’,” Financial 
Times, 15 March 2009. https://www.ft.com/content/b585345c-108f-11de-994a-
0000779fd2ac (accessed on 22 May 2018).  
25 Tarique Niazi, “Is the Military Still in Charge in Pakistan,” Institute for 
Policy Studies, 14 December 2010. https://ips-
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The second issue pertained to the military operations, i.e., Rah-i-Haq, 
Rah-i-Rast, in Swat and the (formerly) Federally Administered Tribal 
Area (FATA). Given hostile relations between the PPP and the military, 
the civil government had a different take on dealing with militancy in 
FATA, for example. In fact, the government wanted to find a political, 
rather than a military, solution to the problem. The military, on its part, 
had a different strategy for counterterrorism. In order to be viewed as a 
pro-peace government (extra) regionally, the Gillani government decided 
(reluctantly) to work with the military on countering militancy.26 
Importantly, to appease the military, the government extended the tenure 
of COAS General Kayani in 2010.27  
However, before the government could breathe a sigh of relief, it entered 
into a fresh conflict with the army in the wake of the so-called 
‘Abbottabad Operation’ that supposedly killed Osama bin Laden on May 
2, 2011.28 The Pakistani media, by and large, held the Gillani government 
responsible for its failure to guard the territorial integrity of the country. 
The government believed otherwise. Contextually, the (in)famous 
“Memogate scandal”29 surfaced, which added fuel to fire. The military 
believed that Pakistan’s ambassador to the US, Husain Haqqani, wrote 

 
26 Raza Rumi, “Charting Pakistan’s Internal Security policy,” Unites States 
Institute of Peace, Special Report 368, May 2015. 
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/SR368-Charting-Pakistans-Internal-
Security-Policy.pdf (accessed on 7 October 2018).  
27 “Gen[eral] Kayani gets three year extension,” The Express Tribune, 22 July 
2010.  
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(accessed on 14 November 2018).  
28 Hannah Strange, “ US raid that killed bin Laden was ‘an act of war’, says 
Pakistani report,” The Telegraph, 9 July 2013. 
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on 12 September 2018).  
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the memo to the Obama Administration to seek the latter’s support to 
prevent a coup against the civil government; positing that it was engulfed 
in the crisis by Mansoor Ijaz whom the PPP termed as anti-
Zardari/Gillani. The matter was referred to the Supreme Court by 
Zardari’s archrival, Nawaz Sharif. Consequently, on June 12, 2012, the 
Memogate Commission submitted its report to the Supreme Court, 
holding Haqqani accountable for the letter.30  
This nerve-breaking episode damaged the Gillani government in more 
than one way. For instance, it kept the government under constant 
pressure for around a year. A weakened government could not resist, for 
example, the launch of military operations. Nonetheless, the 
government’s difficulties were not yet over. Soon, the apex judiciary 
sacked Prime Minister Gillani due to contempt of court.31  In addition, 
Raja Pervez Ashraf, who replaced Gillani as prime minister, got indicted 
in the “rental power plants” case.32 Additionally, the PPP government 
faced protest politics on the part of Dr. Tahir-ul-Qadri who, in popular 
perception, carried the confidence of the military establishment.33 
To cap it, by the final year of its tenure, the PPP government stood 
weakened to the extent that it imposed governor’s rule in Balochistan in 
the context of the Quetta blast, which on March 16, 2009, took the lives 
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of over 100 innocent civilians.34 Despite the mentioned challenges, the 
civil government completed its constitutional tenure in March 2013, 
though at the cost of a prime minister. The same year, general elections 
were conducted in which the PML-N, Sharif’s party, won the majority of 
seats. Thus, Nawaz Sharif assumed the office of prime minister of 
Pakistan for a record third time.  
With the benefit of hindsight, Sharif manifested confidence and credence 
in person and policy. He acted to control the powerful military in a 
manner that reflects non-interference in the military’s internal affairs. 
Hence, in the wake of India-Pakistan skirmishes at the Line of Control 
(LoC) since early 2013, the prime minister could not resist with the old 
idea of establishing a national security council; the Cabinet Committee 
on National Security (CCNS) was formed in September 2013. In the past, 
however, both the PPP and the PML-N government opposed such a 
proposal. Moreover, though Sharif attempted to assert power in foreign 
policy by visiting India, he could not stop the COAS to lead foreign 
delegations in key countries like China and the US.35 In addition, despite 
initial reluctance, the Sharif government could not disagree with the 
military operation in North Waziristan (2014). 
The same year, the civil government sided with the military in terms of 
initiation of the National Action Plan (NAP) and constitution of the Apex 
Committees (ACs) that were formed in the wake of the attack on the 
Army Public School (APS) in Peshawar on December 16, 2014.36 Around 
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144 people, including 122 students, lost their lives.37 The ACs worked as 
supra-cabinet bodies that manifested the growing military interest in 
governance, because the military authorities believed that the civil 
administration had remained unable to maintain law and order and, above 
all, counter extremism and terrorism in the country. In this respect, the 
Rangers, a paramilitary body led by a senior serving army officer was 
assigned the task to govern Karachi, which had witnessed lawlessness in 
the preceding years.38 Nevertheless, the Rangers required procedural 
approval of the concerned provincial government on a quarterly basis.  
Meanwhile, the civil government, in alliance with the opposition, acted 
unitedly to amend the 1973 Constitution to establish military courts in a 
non-martial-law setting. In the past, the military courts were regarded as 
a core component of martial law regimes. In the wake of the APS attack, 
the military courts were established through the 21st Constitutional 
Amendment in January 2015. Legally, the military courts carried a 
‘sunset clause’ that implied that these courts would expire in January 
2017. The major function of these courts was to try civilians caught on 
charges of terrorism. Though the military courts were established by the 
parliament constitutionally, issues of legality were referred to the apex 
judiciary that upheld the military courts in the short run.39  
Ironically, despite the foregoing measures to appease the principal 
military, the Sharif government faced agitation politics led by Imran Khan 
and Tahir-ul-Qadri in 2014-2015. The prime minister was criticized by 
the opposition and corporate media for ostensibly normalizing relations 
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with India.40 The stopover of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in 
Lahore in December 2015 was cited as a case in this respect. Importantly, 
however, Nawaz Sharif gradually lost the confidence of the military 
establishment on account of his interference in the internal matters of the 
institution. In the view of a retired military officer41: 
Nawaz Sharif repeated what he did during the 1990s. He pursued 
normalization [of relations] with India which is Pakistan’s enemy…he 
wanted to turn the army into [the] Punjab Police. He wanted to control 
the militia as they [Sharifs] controlled civil bureaucracy and judges… 
Moreover, his daughter [Maryam Nawaz] established an illegal media 
cell in the prime minister secretariat in order to malign the armed forces 
on social media.  
As the above suggests, Nawaz Sharif was perceived as a threat by the 
military. The latter believed that he wanted to establish his personal 
control over the institution. As per the logic of agency theory, the 
principal accords punishment to agents when they are shirking, i.e., not 
doing the principal’s bidding. Little wonder, the initial phase of 
punishment came in the form of agitation politics led by Khan and Qadri. 
The latter demanded Sharif’s resignation on account of alleged rigging in 
the 2013 election. In the middle of the prolonged sit-in staged by Khan’s 
Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI), Sharif showed signs of restraint and 
reconciliation. However, certain key members of his cabinet, as well as 
his daughter, continued to question the military’s political and economic 
role. Such a discourse added insult to injury.  
In that hostile context of civil-military relations, the latter seemed to have 
rejoiced at the fact that the Sharifs were mentioned in the details of what 
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is now globally known as the Panama Papers (April 2016)42; they were 
also alleged to have perpetrated the Dawn Leaks (October 2016)43. In the 
Panama Papers Case, Nawaz Sharif and his associates were accused of 
money laundering in the off-shore companies whose details were not 
revealed to the Election Commission of Pakistan. The accused, however, 
denied such allegations. Within no time, Imran Khan referred the matter 
to the apex judiciary. In the Dawn Leaks case, Nawaz Sharif and his 
daughter, Maryam Nawaz, were charged with ‘security breach’44 by 
bringing details of an in-camera ‘security’ meeting of the civil-military 
leadership to the public through a journalist, Cyril Almeida, who worked 
for the Dawn newspaper. From the military’s perspective, the paper acted 
on behalf of the Sharif government in order to malign the military for not 
taking due measures to counter terrorism, despite the civil government’s 
efforts.  
The Dawn Leaks, as well as the aforementioned factors, ranked into the 
military’s calculation to make Sharif face the music. Hence, the 
institutional resentment and anger was reflected in the formation and 
conduct of the Joint Investigation Team (JIT)—that was tasked to 
investigate Panamagate—which included the members of the security 
establishment, i.e. Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI). Functionally, Nawaz 
Sharif survived the Dawn Leaks through appeasement in terms of sacking 
anti-military ministers, i.e., Pervaiz Rashid; the Sharifs’ predicaments 
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climaxed when, in July 2017, the country’s Supreme Court pronounced 
its judgement in the Panama Papers case.45 Nawaz Sharif was disqualified 
as prime minister and ultimately jailed along with his daughter upon their 
arrival to Pakistan from England in July 2018.46 In the following year, in 
the money laundering and ‘assets beyond means’ cases, the National 
Accountability Bureau (NAB) also jailed Nawaz Sharif and his daughter 
in a couple of references. However, as was the case with the PPP, the 
weakened PML-N government somehow completed its constitutional 
tenure with the loss of a prime minister. 
 
The Current Context 
General elections were held in Pakistan in July 2018. The PTI of Imran 
Khan gained a simple majority to form government in the Center, 
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, and the Punjab. Since the Khan government has 
been in office for only around 15 months now, it seems impudent to 
predict its ultimate destiny. With respect to civil-military relations, 
nevertheless, there is enough data available to explain political dynamics 
in the current context vis-à-vis military agency. 
To begin with, Prime Minister Imran Khan, through his statements and 
actions, has generated an impression of being on the same page with the 
military on politics, economy, governance, and foreign policy.47 The 
manner by which the prime minister and the COAS, General Qamar Javed 
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Bajwa, received and bade farewell to the Saudi Crown Prince, 
Mohammad bin Salman, is a case in point.48 Furthermore, the apex 
committees, formed under the PML-N government, are still in practice. 
Similarly, the National Action Plan still serves as a policy framework on 
governance; the Rangers are still deployed in Karachi. In addition, the 
military courts existed for about half a year; these courts fulfilled the 
‘sunset clause’ and expired in March 2019.49 The Khan government, 
however, tried to gather parliamentary consensus to amend the 
constitution to ‘extend’ the military courts.50 However, the mainstream 
opposition parties, namely the PPP and the PML-N did not extend support 
as the latter’s top leadership has been arrested by the NAB on stated 
charges of corruption and money laundering. Additionally, the military’s 
economic role has been ensured in the newly established National 
Development Council (NDC).  
As far as Pakistan’s foreign policy is concerned, the civil-military 
leadership is apparently on the same page. Nevertheless, the COAS took 
the lead in most cases to determine the contours of foreign affairs towards, 
for example, China, England, Saudi Arabia and, above all, the United 
States.51 In addition, the Khan government, while acting as a docile agent, 
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extended the tenure of COAS for another three years.52 It is, arguably, a 
political move by Khan to ensure political survival till 2023.  
Currently, the civil-military leadership seems to work in tandem in a 
manner where mutual misgivings, if any, have not been made public by 
both sides. It seems the Khan government is sailing smoothly as far as 
military agency is concerned. Nevertheless, his government has very 
recently been challenged by a hitherto irrelevant political actor, namely, 
Maulana Fazl-ur-Rehman, the leader of Jamiat Ulama-e-Islam−Fazl (JUI-
F), who lost his own seat in the 2018 election. The Maulana has 
questioned the military’s role in said election, whose outcome favored 
Khan, who has been dubbed by the opposition parties as “selected” prime 
minister.53 The JUI-F chief has demanded either Khan’s resignation or a 
mid-term election. On November 8, the opposition led by the Maulana 
held the latest round of negotiations with the government representatives. 
However, the two sides could not end the stalemate.54 Whether Imran 
Khan, viewed as a charismatic leader by his fans and friends, would be 
able to survive the JUI-F led protest politics is to be seen. In addition, 
Khan would have to walk on a tightrope. A continued confrontational 
course towards the opposition would weaken him politically. Also, any 
power tussle with the principal military would mark his exit from office, 
if not politics altogether.  
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12. In the Shadow of Military Regimes: Politics, Society, and 
Democratic Transition 

Rasul Bakhsh Rais*

 
Abstract 
The military forced itself into politics four times in the 72-year history of 
Pakistan. It has ruled directly for about 30 years, and each time, the 
military rulers abrogated the constitution, dissolved parliament, wrote a 
new constitution, and controlled the political process, while leaving little 
room for democracy to take root. Like elsewhere, the military regimes in 
Pakistan assumed a role of the ‘guardian’ of the state, ‘defender’ of 
ideological frontiers, and ‘modernizers’ of the national economy. The 
objective of this paper is to explain why it has been possible for the 
military to overthrow democratically elected governments, and what kind 
of political legacies it has left behind that make the democratic transition 
so troublesome. The central argument is that the military remains a 
powerful institutional actor with such a degree of autonomy that gives it 
enormous leverage to influence political affairs, security, and critical 
foreign policy issues. 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this paper is to examine the legacies of military regimes 
and how they have shaped the political landscape, institutional 
arrangements, civil-military relations, and the debate about democratic 
transition. What happens to society and the civilian political world when 
the military goes back to the barracks is intellectually a widely discussed 
and well-explored subject in academic literature.1 Pakistan’s own 
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experience in this regard is not too thin, as four military regimes at 
different points in its history have altogether ruled for about 30 years.2 
With the third democratic transition in Pakistan, since 2008 when the 
fourth military regime gave way to an elected government, the cumulative 
years of civilian rule are now greater than military rule. Power has 
transferred peacefully three times among three different political parties 
(2008, 2013, 2018), which is an important milestone in view of the 
experience of democratic transitions in other states with strong praetorian 
traditions.3 In Pakistan’s case, none of the three transitions (1971, 1988, 
2008) have occurred without a bargain behind the scenes between the 
rising political forces and the military generals. Barring the first, which 
happened after the secession of East Pakistan with the invasion of Indian 
forces and the trauma that the nation and the military suffered, other 
transitions have left a deep mark on post-military politics. Not that the 
first military rule was without major consequences for the state of 
Pakistan and its evolution; rather, it had sown the seeds of separatism by 
centralizing power and ending democratic representation for the majority 
province of East Pakistan.4 In the aftermath of it, there was a clear 
supremacy of a very popular and populist leader, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, 
which he used to solidify his power. Understanding the institutional 
strength of the military establishment with which he had worked as a 
cabinet minister for 11 years under the first Martial Law of Ayub Khan, 
Bhutto respected its autonomy and devoted national resources to 
strengthen the national security infrastructure. He launched Pakistan’s 
nuclear program, declaring, Pakistanis would “eat grass, but acquire the 
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bomb.”5 Bhutto was perhaps the only elected prime minister who had 
brought the military under civilian supremacy, and even used it for his 
political misadventures.6 This included ordering counter-insurgency 
operations in Balochistan, which resulted from his decision to remove an 
elected government in this province bordering Iran and Afghanistan in 
1974.7 And when he allegedly rigged the general election in March 1977, 
he imposed martial law in various cities and used the military to restore 
order. The political crisis ultimately resulted in his overthrow by Ziaul 
Haq on July 27, 1977.8 
After every transition, the formal transfer of power to the civilians kept 
the security establishment engaged formally and informally in the civilian 
sectors, areas that are not constitutionally the jurisdiction of the military, 
but have been greatly influenced by its preferences—internal security and 
strategy. Perhaps that might be understandable when the capacity of 
civilian leaders in these areas is weak or non-existent, begging a further 
question, whether it is an oversight or mainly on account of the hegemony 
of a particular narrative about state and national security.  The basic 
proposition of this paper is that the role of the military involves a bigger 
issue of identity, character, and direction of the state, which remains at 
the heart of civil-military relations. The military has essentially a 
developmental view of the Pakistani state—modern, progressive, rule-
bound, disciplined and growth-oriented. Its preferred tools to shape the 
dynamics of such a state are a neo-liberal economic framework and 
controlled democracy. One may argue that civilian leaders and parties 
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may not be averse to many of such ideas, except the military’s view of 
democracy. The problem is that every political party had embraced 
neoliberalism but then failed to deliver when in power, when it had the 
opportunity to do so. In my view, what would eventually become the 
measure of civil supremacy is the performance legitimacy of 
democratically elected governments. Militaries want the civilian 
leadership to perform better on delivering the economic and political 
goods optimally. But when seeing civilian leadership fail and even pursue 
questionable policies at home and abroad, the military begins to suspect 
the leaders’ “patriotism” or capacity to defend national interests. In 
response to civilian ineptitude, the military has used its institutional 
power to watch over, scrutinize (if it could), and use invisible levers to 
force path correction of civilian governments.9 
 
The Guardian of the State 
Guarding the state, its frontiers, and protecting national interests at home 
and abroad is a common job description of militaries around the world. 
The case of militaries in most of the post-colonial states has been more 
complex than the conventional role of the armies in states where issues 
relating to state and nation building have been settled. There, the civil-
military relations have evolved in the general framework of 
modernization, which includes capitalism, democracy, and 
industrialization. The political elites for centuries have managed the 
affairs of the state, and institutional boundaries of different organs of the 
state and departments of the government are very clearly marked. Even 
in developing countries, we find variations in terms of internal cohesion 
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ordered by Zardari was taken back within 24 hours. “Government forced to 
withdraw ISI decision,” Dawn, July 28, 2008. 
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or diversity, stability or instability, consensus or conflict, geopolitical 
environment, and security threats. Not only were the constituent regions 
of Pakistan ethnically diverse, but the majority of East Pakistan (now 
Bangladesh) was geographically separated with India between the two 
parts of the country. Finding an opportunity against a weak and stumbling 
Pakistan in the first year of its existence, India occupied larger parts of 
the State of Jammu and Kashmir, which by the letter and spirit of the June 
3 partition plan would have joined Pakistan, being Muslim majority areas 
and contiguous with its territories.10 India’s actions resulted in the first 
war between it and Pakistan in 1948, exposing India’s intentions towards 
the new state of Muslim-majority Pakistan. Parallel to its Kashmir 
adventure, India took many such measures that conveyed the impression 
that it wanted to cripple Pakistan before it could walk.  
Being manifold bigger and powerful, India has magnified the threat 
perception of Pakistan from the beginning, and it has remained at the 
center of it for the past three-quarters of a century. Pakistan attempted to 
augment its defensive capability by joining the American regional 
security pacts in 1955, hoping to counterbalance the Indian threat.11 That 
year was crucial, as the decision coincided with internal political 
squabbling, leading to the inclusion of the Chief of Army Staff, General 
Mohammad Ayub Khan as a defense minister in the cabinet. Those two 
events marked the shift in the balance of power from the post-independent 
political leaders to the bureaucratic-military elites in the country. As 
transpired over the next couple of years, Ayub Khan watched the 
Pakistani political drama from the close circle, when he decided to wrest 
the state from them in October 1959 and reshape it into his perception of 
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a modern, secure, and prosperous Pakistan.12 Having been an officer in 
the British colonial armies and socialized in order, discipline, and rule of 
law, what he observed in Pakistani politics were narrow interests peddled 
around feudal, tribal, caste, and factional political leaders. In his view, 
their only interest was to plunder, not to govern or build the state of 
Pakistan.13 This is exactly the theme of Samuel Edward Finer’s 
formidable work, The Man on Horseback: The Role of the Military in 
Politics (1962, 1976). Explaining why the militaries took over power in 
some of the Asian and African countries, he argued that the militaries as 
modern organizations thought of themselves as better equipped to ensure 
stability, security, and development than the feuding oligarchic elites.14 
There is no dearth of literature or theses on why the shift in power from 
civilian to military happened in Pakistan, and why the same question 
continues to define the battle lines around identity formation, ideology, 
and character of the state.15 In every military takeover, the military’s 
indictment of the deposed civilian rulers reads the same script of 
corruption, bad economy, partisan interests, disunity, and political chaos 
that presented dangers to national integration and security.16 While the 
Pakistani military remained in power, the economy and governance 
improved, and things generally turned out to be to the satisfaction of the 
general public. However, the improvement of material conditions, 
particularly the rise of the new middle classes, expansion of the civil 
society, and in the case of the last military ruler, Pervez Musharraf (1999-
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14 Samuel Edward Finer’s formidable work, The Man on Horseback: The Role 
of the Military in Politics (1962, 1976). 
15 Amos Perlmutter, “The Praetorian State and Praetorian Army: Towards a 
Taxonomy of Civil-Military Relations in the Developing World”, Comparative 
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2008), growth and free, electronic media produced narratives and 
movements for the restoration of democracy. Missteps, flawed polices, 
and incidents (when happened) triggered unrest—the social and political 
movement paving the way for a revival of constitutional democracy. 
One of the biggest political mysteries of Pakistan is that all its military 
regimes in about a decade, or even less, faced popular democratic 
resistance. Better economic conditions, higher pace of industrialization, 
and expansion of economic opportunities did not win the regime’s 
popular support to stay in power longer. They failed to maintain cohesion 
within the allies they had made. On the other hand, the civilian political 
opposition, every time, succeeded in presenting parliamentary democracy 
as a better, sustainable, and consensual political alternative. There are two 
more factors that added to the strength of anti-regime forces. First, the 
military either lost its political will to use the coercive apparatus of the 
state to suppress democratic movements, or its measures had lost efficacy. 
Second, the opposition political parties, often conflictive among 
themselves during civilian rule, had closed their ranks and showed unity 
and determination to get the regime out. In the face of political unrest, the 
military eventually created a political impasse for itself, unable to resolve 
it, only agreeing to fresh elections and transferring power.  
 
Legacies of Military Rule  
Democratic transitions from long years of military rule have never been 
an easy affair anywhere in the world, but in the case of Pakistan, it has 
been far more complex. The reason is the military regimes did not acquire 
power for the sake of it, but with an avowed mission to transform the 
political system of the country. All of the military regimes either 
abrogated the constitution or suspended it, to be revived in later years 
after amending it to suit their political interests. The first military regime 
(1959-69) cast aside the parliamentary constitution and introduced a 
presidential one. In contrast to a national political consensus on the 
parliamentary form of government, the military regimes have preferred a 
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presidential or semi-presidential system. After the first transition to 
civilian rule in 1971, the national political elites opted for a parliamentary 
system, maintaining that consensus since independence. The other two 
military regimes (1977-88, 1999-2008), amended the parliamentary 
constitution, giving power to the president to dissolve national and 
provincial assemblies under the controversial article 58-2b.17 The two 
military generals, the coup-makers (Ziaul Haq and Pervez Musharraf) 
assumed the office of presidency through national referendum—quite 
against the provisions of the constitution. General and President Ziaul 
Haq and two civilian presidents later dissolved the national assemblies, 
sending elected governments packing home. Article 58-2b provided the 
military a much-needed constitutional lever to exercise control over 
elected governments. Under military rule, Pakistan had elected national 
and provincial assemblies, cabinets, elected public office holders, but the 
power remained with the military regime, which, partially shared with 
political allies, was selectively brought into the system to act as a political 
façade. 
All the post-military elected governments had to function within the 
constitutional constraints of Article 58-2b, in the first years struggling to 
stabilize themselves. As expected, when the governments established 
themselves, they went after the semi-presidential constitutional provision 
inserted by the military dictators, in order to return rule from semi-
presidential to parliamentary. It required a two-thirds majority in the 
national assembly and senate to pass the 13th and 18th constitutional 
amendments, which remove the power of the president to unilaterally 
dissolve the parliament, thus restoring the parliamentary spirit of the 
constitution. As an affront to the military, it was done with remarkable 
consensus across party-lines. Every time, it was intended as a political 

 
17 Article 58-2b of the Constitution of Pakistan (1973), now abrogated, gave 
power to the President to dissolve national assembly that resulted in the ousting 
of elected governments. 
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message and a show of resolve, to erase the institutional framework of 
“controlled” democracy. 
Pakistan’s military regimes have been a sort of hybrid, i.e., they were 
never “khaki” in a purse sense, except in the initial period of Martial Law 
when all top positions were occupied by generals. Given the long tradition 
of political movements, a history of electoral politics since colonial times, 
hundreds of organized political parties and a free-spirited political 
culture, the military regimes opted for political co-optation. While being 
openly critical of ruling political elites, political parties, and democracy—
often presenting them to the public as evils—they devised a political order 
that would allow a representative system to function, much at lower 
levels, and included sections of the political elites that would be willing 
to work with and for the military regimes. Each regime found much larger 
numbers of the political families flocking to the military authorities, 
willing to turn against their own former political parties and bosses. Each 
of the military regimes ruled more effectively with the political factions 
they propped up by placing them in important governmental positions. 
Under the last two military regimes, Pakistan had civilian-elected 
governments from top to bottom, but much of that was deceptive. The 
office of the president, and the man occupying the position in uniform 
called all the shots. When Prime Minister Muhammad Khan Junejo 
(1985-88) asserted to exercise his constitutional powers, he was sacked 
by Ziaul Haq.18   
The king’s political parties that the military created were primarily the 
ambitious rump elements and dynastic political factions that had hardly 
any commitment to democratic principles. They simply wanted to benefit 
personally from joining the power arrangements. Although it worked to 
the advantage of the military rulers, the “divide and rule” policy of the 
regimes fragmented political parties. One of the reasons for Pakistan’s 

 
18 Haseeb Asif, “General Ziaul Haq: The man to answer a lot for what went 
wrong in Pakistan”, Herald, October 8, 2018. 
https://herald.dawn.com/news/1398686. Accessed November 7, 2019.  
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democracy being so weak, and its political party system faction-ridden, is 
the political strategy of the military regime creating a democratic façade. 
Consequently, many of the political families (perhaps in the hundreds in 
different parts of the country) have been enriched by military-political 
patronage to the extent that they have emerged as very important political 
players. After the restoration of democracy, these political factions have 
continued to remain reliable partners that are reportedly played by the 
invisible hands of the intelligence agencies to place confrontational 
civilian leaders and governments under pressure. In divided mandates 
during the past 10 years, the former political allies of the military, like the 
Muslim League, have played a very crucial role in the making and 
breaking of political coalitions.19  
Safeguarding institutional or corporate interests of the military, the set of 
policies they pursued while in power, and notably the personal interests 
of the coup-makers were some of the objectives behind cultivating pro-
military political groups. The generals, while in power, ensured that 
political elites would honor their part of the political deal before 
transferring power. They used the parliament to indemnify their 
unconstitutional actions, inserting changes into the constitution. Even 
after withdrawal, they attempted to keep the civilian leaders in line. Most 
of them were quite alive to the power of the military establishment, and 
even when wanting to establish a civilian supremacy, hesitated in doing 
so, fearing reaction. But that seems to have changed during the past two 
civilian regimes. Unlike in the past, both the civilian government under 
the overall influence of former president Asif Ali Zardari (2008-13), and 
Mian Muhammad Nawaz Sharif (2013-17) while accommodating 
primary professional interests of the military—defense budget, corporate 
interests, security policy—have attempted to exercise greater power. 
Zardari mixed his accommodative style and pragmatism with scheming 
to bring the military under his control. Failing, he remained content with 

 
19 The present government of Imran Khan is actually sustained in power by 
these factions. 
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his power that he used for enriching himself and his party men.20 On the 
other hand, Mian Nawaz Sharif has been more consistent with his anti-
military narrative, openly questioning their role in politics.21 
 
Troubled Democratic Transition 
The military interventions in politics, both in the open and behind the 
scenes, have stunted the growth of political institutions necessary for 
sustaining the development of democracy in the country. Let me briefly 
examine some of the major effects on key institutions.  

Party system 
Military interventions have promoted a culture of factionalism, group 
politics, and dynastic interests that have worked against the spirit of party 
politics. The groups that the military has propped up, as its political 
proxies, have prevented a natural political balance among the democratic 
political forces. What we have observed in the case of Pakistan is that 
many such elected representatives have a skin-deep commitment to 
democracy. What is most important for them is not a political principle, 
ideology, or parliamentary norms but what they get in the bargain. 
No democracy would function without some degree of political 
patronage, but the kind of favors the military rulers have doled out to its 
support groups have deepened interests of the electoral elites in systemic 
corruption. The civilian leaders have found it extremely difficult to 
operate, or even keep these factions within the party without cutting deals 
with military rulers endlessly. Much of the public interest is often lost in 
winning the support of these free floating factions. As a response to 
factionalism, all major and minor political parties have taken a dynastic 
route to strengthening control over the members. They know well that 
allowing democracy to function within the political parties would be 

 
20 Haseeb Bhatti, “SC form JIT to probe ‘mega corruption’ fake account case 
against Zardari and acquaintances”, Dawn, September 6, 2018. 
21 Saroop Ijaz, “What Nawaz Sharif’s ouster tells us about individual interests? 
Herald, September 28, 2017. 
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chaotic, resulting in the loss of power by the prominent families that 
control them, and so continue to run the parties as corporate political 
businesses.  

Political Culture 
The patronage of military rule has created a cult of strongmen and 
dictatorial culture. The elected civilian leaders have imitated that style of 
political leadership, often tolerating no reasonable democratic checks or 
restraint over the exercise of their power. A dictatorial bent is a tendency 
in all parliamentary democracies, as the executive is supported by the 
majority in the parliament. Majoritarianism more often than not has 
become a norm in all civilian governments. But perhaps democratic 
continuity might have evolved a very different set of political norms.  
At the popular level, democratic attitudes have yet to take strong roots. 
Pakistan is a feudal, tribal, and agrarian society where respect for 
traditional authority and old value systems is strong. Such attitudes do not 
necessarily work against the spirit of democracy, but rather can be 
harnessed for the development of a national democratic ethos. The trouble 
is persistent anti-politics, anti-politicians, and anti-democracy narratives 
that the security establishment has weaved and systematically 
propagated. The military rulers have presented the political class as a 
whole as corrupt thugs hell-bent upon destroying the roots of the country. 
Not that the political class has acted responsibly or reasonably, but their 
caricature as “robbers” weakens the democratic culture.  

Military as a Political Alternative 
The military rulers have succeeded in cultivating an image of the military 
as a force of “good” and that of the political class as “evil.” One appears 
as self-sacrificing, patriotic, native, close to the land, nation, and its 
aspirations, and the other as looters, backed by foreign powers, and most 
of their monies, properties, and interests in distant lands.22 The military 

 
22 Iftikhar A. Khan and Kalbe Ali, “Zardari owns six bullet proof vehicles, 
thousands of acres”, Dawn, June 20, 2018; Sajid Iqbal, “Dawn investigations: 
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regimes asserted that they came into power to restore normalcy, rule of 
law, and to hold “corrupt” politicians accountable for their misdeeds. One 
of the most important assertions has been that while the military 
succeeded in developing the country, the politicians ruined everything 
good they did. Supporters of military rule point out the better economic 
growth rate under the military regimes compared to civilian rule as an 
evidence.23 In the popular imagination, the military remains the most 
trusted, and the popular institution.24 Whenever things get worse, and 
sadly it has happened that way under the civilian regimes, the people start 
yearning and even asking for military intervention. In a stark contrast to 
developed democracies, the military remains an alternative political 
option to address the issue of misrule and bad governance. Ideally, it 
should be an alternative political party, which in due course, as 
democracy in Pakistan consolidates, will be the case. 

Dysfunctional Parliament 
Pakistani politics, including the political parties, continue to revolve 
around persons with strong holds in electoral constituencies. At the 
national level, the electoral elites even with their own social support base 
can hardly act independently on national issues. The political patriarch 
driving the party machine, the assemblies, and the two houses of the 
parliament have lost autonomy and sovereign status. In fact, the 
institutional power of the assemblies is exercised by a well-established 
oligarchy of close friends and trusted political persons and families of the 
central party leaders. This is exactly the indictment of the political class 
by the military rulers, but this is a reactive and defensive mechanism the 

 
The Pakistanis who have offshore properties in millions”, Dawn, April 16, 
2018. 
23 “Economic progress under civilian and military set-ups”, Dawn, August 20, 
2007. 
24 Irfan Hider, “Military the most trusted institution in Pakistan, survey 
reveals”, Dawn, October 20, 2015.  
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civilian leaders have adopted to prevent fragmentation within their own 
ranks.  
 
Some Hopeful Signs 
While the shadow of the military regimes continues to cast its dark color, 
there are many hopeful signs suggesting that Pakistan is on the path of 
democratic consolidation. But this is a continuing process, will take time, 
more efforts, and consistency in the democratic experience. What 
strengthens the belief in a democratic option in Pakistan is the political 
consensus among the national elites across their ethnic, religious, and 
ideological lines. Among the commentators on civil-military relations in 
Pakistan, the dominant view is that “emotional and ideological 
commitment to democratic process and civilian supremacy over the 
military is still strong in the society.”25 The political forces, divided on 
every issue, but united on the question of constitutional democracy, have 
successfully launched democratic movements against every military 
dictator. The memory, the spirit, and ethos of these movements have 
sustained the elite consensus on democracy. When we talk about general 
masses, generally poor and illiterate, we do not get the same spirited 
agreement on democracy; rather we find democracy having shallow roots.  
The social drivers of democracy—civil society, free media, and the 
emergence of a middle class—appear to have gained strength over the 
past two decades. Pakistan’s civil society has a long history of 
development, which started from the colonial era. The nationalist 
movement, demand for Pakistan, and anti-colonial social, religious, and 
political movements contributed a lot to the development of professional 
associations. Among them, the lawyers’ movement played a central role 
in restoring the independence of the judiciary and proved the most 
effective social movement to dislodge General Pervez Musharraf from 

 
25 Hasan-Askari Rizvi, “The paradox of Military Rule in Pakistan”, Asian 
Survey, Vol. 24, No. 5. May 1984, p. 554 
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power in 2007-08.26 The women’s association, teachers, doctors, labor 
and other professional organizations have continued to flourish. The 
space that civil society occupies today in Pakistan shows remarkable 
progress of multiple centers of influence, ideas, and advocacy for rights. 
Pakistan’s middle class has expanded exponentially over the past four 
decades—it is young, educated, and professional. This positive 
demographic trend has not attracted much political attention or analysis 
for its role in shaping the democratic shift in the country. The anti-
corruption and anti-traditional-political-elite narratives of Imran Khan 
got traction with the younger, urban, middle class generation and has 
resulted in the emergence of a new political party, the Tehreek-e-Insaf 
(movement for justice). In the coming years, we may see greater political 
demands articulated by the urban professional groups for improving 
governance, establishing rule of law, and delivering public services 
efficiently.  
Interestingly, electronic media in Pakistan got a free and big expansion 
under the military regime of Pervez Musharraf. Paradoxically, the creator 
of this “monster” was its first victim. The media gave wide and sustained 
publicity to the lawyers’ movement, which other civil society groups and 
political parties joined against Musharraf. His efforts to muzzle it 
selectively backfired, as most of the private channels and the journalists 
working with them turned their guns against him with greater firepower. 
Emergence of national media along with international media is a big 
development of the early part of the 21st century. The media is as much 
polarizing as it is an effective instrument of giving space to different 
voices and points of view. However, it is not free in the sense Western 
media might be. It is regulated with clear instructions that no content that 
targets the security forces and the judiciary would be put on air. There are 
also informal pressure tactics that force journalists and media houses to 
do self-censoring. As a whole, it is a very important development in 

 
26 Jordyn Phelps, Pakistan’s Lawyers Movement: 2007-2009 (Washington, 
D.C.: International Center for Non-Violent Conflict, 2009). 
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empowering people and creating new centers of power and influence in 
the society. 
 
Concluding Thoughts 
With many positive developments supportive of democracy, Pakistan 
continues to face the challenge of consolidating democratic gains. 
Coming out of the shadow of the military regime and rebuilding 
democratic institutions that have for very long been manipulated and their 
natural growth arrested will take time. At best, Pakistan’s democracy 
remains transitional, leaving many jurisdictional issues that impinge on 
civil-military relations, which will likely create rifts. Chief among these 
is control over critical issues of foreign policy relating to Afghanistan, 
India, and the United States. Equally important is the problem of internal 
security in which the security forces in their constitutional duty of “aid to 
civil authority” have assumed a big role in anti-terror operations.  
The military has emerged as a very powerful institution in the country. It 
is not just the large number of defense forces, but its economic clout and 
many corporate businesses, including real estate, banks, and many 
universities and think tanks it runs.27 Its influence over national security 
issues, the grand narrative of Pakistani nationalism and what is good 
politics and what is not has been greater than any other institution. It has 
political groups that were integrated into the military regimes, which now 
have flourished with the state patronage that, in the past, have been 
mobilized to shape political coalitions. Whether they will always remain 
loyal to the military authorities and play their hands, even when the 
military is not itself in power, is a big question. Some of the old hands, 
like Mian Muhammad Nawaz Sharif, have turned against the military and 
have been confrontational, but so far have lost out several bouts of power 
struggle with the “establishment.” 

 
27 Ayesha Siddiqa, Military INC. : Inside Pakistan’s Military Economy 
(Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 139-173. 
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The route to civilian supremacy, like many other countries around the 
world, would be through building democratic institutions, delivering 
public goods, and improving the living conditions of the people. 
Confronting the military as an institution, which is popular with the 
people of Pakistan and has a deep sociological basis in the society, has 
been counterproductive. Nawaz Sharif has played this game quite a few 
times, and might have learnt some hard lessons. He and other leaders that 
claim to be representatives of the democratic forces in the country have 
worked to expand their policy and jurisdiction space in gradual fashion. 
This would require better coordination, understanding, and cooperation 
between the civil and military sectors of the state. The first and foremost 
objective should have been how to prevent military takeovers. Pakistan 
has probably reached that stage.  
The civilian supremacy will grow with more positive incidents of a 
peaceful transfer of power, the end of polarization among the political 
groups and parties, and continued cooperation to make the democratic 
institutions function within the constitutional limits. In this respect, the 
picture Pakistan presents today is very mixed. We see democratic 
continuity, a peaceful transfer of power for the third time, and an elite 
consensus on democracy. On the other hand, political polarization among 
the parties has increased to alarming proportions over the issue of 
accountability, fairness of the 2018 elections, and economic and 
administrative reforms. The military seems to be staying out of power, 
but retains the invisible levers that it can use for supporting or 
undermining an elected government. The role of new social forces—
middle class, media, and civil society—can be underestimated in helping 
the democratic shift be decisive. Much, however, will depend on the 
performance of democratic governments. Beyond the rhetoric of a 
popular mandate, they will have to make democracy a better political 
alternative than authoritarian military rule, which people in the past have 
demanded to intervene to end instability, crises, and political chaos.
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13. Opening the Blackbox: Turkish Civil-Military Relations 
after the July 15 Coup Attempt 

Metin Gürcan*

Abstract 
Having had several years pass since the July 15, 2016 failed military coup 
attempt in Turkey, the moment is apt to assess the nation’s evolving civil-
military relations (CMR) in light of this dramatic event. Indeed, the 
subsequent military reforms and purges have reshaped CMR and deeply 
affected the institutional identity of the Turkish Armed Forces. Military 
reforms and soul searching for a model fitting for the post-July 15 
requirements of Turkish CMR and TSK’s (Türk Silahlı Kuvvetleri, or 
Turkish Armed Forces) institutional transformation to achieve a golden 
balance between democratic and civilian control on the one hand, and 
operational effectiveness (the capacity to implement the policies 
formulated by the civilian elites) and efficiency (the achievement of the 
maximum output with the minimum inputs) on the other hand, continue. 
This paper suggests that the shock of the July 15 coup attempt and 
subsequent military reforms and mass purges have structurally impacted 
the institutional setting of the Turkish military by leading to a change 
from a monolithic institutional identity to a polylithic one. This gradual 
institutional change from a monolithic identity, symbolized and 
embodied by the agency of the Chief of General Staff, to a polylithic one 
implies the emergence of separated micro-identities among the military 
elites in terms of their stance towards change, their political affiliations, 
the service commands’ (the Army, the Navy, and the Air Force) stances 
on military transformation, and the diversification of the attitudes and 
worldviews between senior and junior level officers. The paper also 
emphasizes that this transition creates a power distributional effect within 
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the Turkish military, which, on the one hand, provides a window of 
opportunity for civilians to become masters of the institutionalization of 
civilian, if not democratic, control. On the other hand, such rapid change 
could lead to institutional challenges for the military if the transformation 
is not delicately managed. 
 
Introduction 
The July 15, 2016 coup attempt was without any question an outrageous, 
shocking, and unacceptable event. It will be remembered in Turkish 
political history as one of the darkest, bloodiest, and most vicious attacks 
on not only the Turkish state and government but also Turkish society at 
large. 
Because we fear others, we create an institution of violence to protect us, 
but then we fear the very institution we have created. Peter Feaver calls 
this paradox the “civil-military problematique,”1 implying the need to 
receive protection both by and from the military. On the night of July 15,2 
Turkey bitterly experienced the need for the latter.3 
Since July 20, 2016, just five days after this shocking attempt that claimed 
over 240 lives, Turkey has been under a perpetual state of emergency—
by means of which the government can issue executive decrees in a rapid 
fashion both for the de-Gülenification of state bureaucracy and to fight 

 
1 Peter D. Feaver, “The Civil-Military Problematique: Huntington, Janowitz, and 
the Question of Civilian Control,” Armed Forces and Society 23, no 2. (1996). 
2 Metin Gürcan, “Why Turkey’s coup didn't stand a chance,” Al-Monitor, July 
17, 2016, accessed August 2, 2016, http://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2016/07/turkey-kamikaze-coup-attempt-fails.html. 
3 Please see these pieces for the earlier version of this article: Metin Gürcan and 
Megan Gisclon, “From Autonomy to Full-fledged Civilian Control: Changing 
Nature of Turkish Civil-Military Relations After July 15,” IPC-Mercator Policy 
Brief (Istanbul: Istanbul Policy Center, August 2016) and Metin Gürcan and 
Megan Gisclon, “What is the Turkish Military’s Strategic Identity after July 
15?,” IPC-Mercator Policy Brief (Istanbul: Istanbul Policy Center, September 
2016) 
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more effectively against two violent non-state actors currently active in 
Turkey, the Islamic State (ISIS)-linked extreme Salafi networks and the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).   
It is indeed possible to define the military uprising of July 15 as the act of 
putschists attempting to hijack state power both to redesign the state 
apparatus and, in the case of strict Gülenists, to rule people until society 
adapts to “Fethullah Gülen’s totalitarian political vision militarized by the 
Gülenist putschits.”4 These two factors distance the events of July 15 
from past coups in the history of the Republic of Turkey, which had 
sought to topple the elected government and hand over political power to 
the elected civilians at the end of the day. July 15 then indicates a grim 
reality: In terms of the bureaucratic capacity to challenge the existential 
threats, “state rhetoric” and “state reality” differ in Turkey. The “strong 
state tradition,”5 which was developed with great trust in its historic 
background in Turkey, was painfully revealed on the night of July 15 to 
be strong in rhetoric yet vulnerable in responding to existential 
bureaucratic challenges. The public has revealed significant differences 
between the reality of the state (a state in which the bureaucratic cadres 
are vulnerable enough to be infiltrated) and its rhetoric (strong state 
discourse continuously narrated by state elites) implying the attempts to 
infiltrate the entirety of state bureaucracy, primarily through the security 
and intelligence bureaucracy and judiciary, over time by a religiously 
motivated/pseudo-utopist covert cult supervised/inspired by U.S.-based 
cleric Fethullah Gülen. How then can we prevent the occurrence of 
another July 15 which attempted to ‘hijack’ the state apparatus? Through 
monopolizing/accumulating power under executive presidency and thus 
enabling strict control of the state apparatus, or through democratizing 

 
4 The author prefers this definition in light of observations/experiences he got 
during his service in the Turkish General Staff (2010-2015) in which he could 
interact with many arrested putschist officers allegedly linked to FETO.  
5 Metin Heper Türkiye’de Devlet Geleneği (Turkish) (Doğubatı, İstanbul, 
2008). 
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power so as to create checks and balances, institutional oversight, and 
monitoring mechanisms within the state apparatus? 
In a nutshell, the military uprising of July 15 imposes upon us the call to 
carry the argument on the CMR and the military, as well as the 
institutional structure of the state, into the most existential (ontological) 
ground. The aim of this paper is to provide a perspective from an “insider 
from within the military” regarding the “But How?” question of “Never 
Again!” of July 15. The author hopes that this perspective will be a 
foundation for action to be taken to limit the damaging effects of the July 
15 coup attempt and its aftershocks, by analyzing: 
- The state apparatus;  
- Civil-military relations (CMR); and 
- The Turkish Armed Forces (TSK) as an institution after July 15.  
To achieve this, the first section provides an analysis of the paradigm 
change in Turkish civil-military relations as a result of the military 
reforms triggered by the July 15 coup attempt, and also delves into how 
the continuing mass purges have impacted the strategic identity of the 
TSK. The discussion first elucidates and then assesses the risks and 
challenges faced in the post-July 15 setting in the domains of state 
institutions, Turkish CMR, and the military’s strategic identity. This 
section also presents five risk domains that should be managed delicately 
in the post-July 15 setting. 
 

The New Nature of Civil-Military Relations after July 15: More 
Janowitz, Less Huntington 

The reforms that have taken place within the TSK following July 15, with 
particular emphasis on the meeting of the Supreme Military Council 
(Yüksek Askerî Şûra, YAŞ) on July 28 and the Executive Decrees (KHKs) 
of July 27, July 31, September 2, September 7, 2016 and January 6, 2017 
have been the government’s largest recourse against the attempted 
military uprising. The reforms can be classified into six categories: 
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1. Reforms in military-government relations, such as the 
inclusion of civilian ministers to the National Security Council,6 
disengagement of the Gendarmerie Command and Coast Guard of the 
Turkish General Staff  (TGS) and its subordination to the Interior 
Ministry, subordination of the Army (Land Forces), the Navy, and the Air 
Force Commands directly to the Defense Ministry, and the Turkish 
General Staff’s (TGS) becoming more like a coordinator agent, leading 
to the weakening of the TGS’s dominance and waning the agency of the 
post of Chief of  General Staff. 
2. Reforms changing the military promotion and appointment 
system: With the executive decree of KHK 681 on January 6, 2017, all 
officers starting from the rank of lieutenant are to be promoted after the 
approval of the Defense Minister, which had been done by the TGS 
before.  
3. Reforms in military education system, such as the abolishment 
of Staff College and War Academies and the foundation of National 
Defense University7 as a more civilian institution providing military 
education at the undergraduate and graduate levels with a new 
curriculum. 
4. The abolishment of the military judicial system, which was 
then an autonomous and privileged military institution immune to civilian 
interference.  
5. Reforms ending the military’s privileged domains, such as 
handing over the military health system to the civilian Ministry of Health8 
and closure of the military-run economic enterprises, such as textile 
facilities, maintenance units, and some factories. 

 
6	“Turkish government introduces new decree law to overhaul army,” Hurriyet 
Daily News, 31 July 2016,  
7	Sena Alkan, “Residents do not want to see military school in Kuleli, headman 
says,” Daily Sabah, August 3, 2016. 
8 Metin Gürcan, “Turkish military faces new front as Health Ministry usurps 
medical system,” Al-Monitor, 5 October 2016. 
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6. Reforms aiming to diminish the gap between the military and 
society: In February 2017, the ban on female officers wearing the Muslim 
headscarf within the military was lifted with an executive decree. 

It is likely to suggest that, given the hastiness and extent of the military 
reforms, some of which are presented above, this civilianization process 
in Turkish CMR seems revolutionary. Simply put, the July 15 putschists 
have broken the ivory tower in which the military once was living in a 
privileged fashion. Therefore, this paper suggests that these military 
reforms aiming for revolutionary civilianization have led to a paradigm 
shift from the Huntingtonian one to the Janowitzian one. This implies a 
shift from the professionalization of an autonomous army, which is tough 
to remain apolitical by its very nature, or the Huntingtonian paradigm that 
influenced the very nature of Turkish CMR for decades, 9 to a more 
Janowitzian one that denies the existence of an autonomous military and 
instead seeks to manage the gap between civilians and the military.10 The 

 
9 Ersel Aydınlı “Civil-Military Relations Transformed,” Journal of Democracy, 
2012, 23(1): 100-108. 
10	The work done by both Samuel Huntington and Morris Janowitz, dating 60 
years back, is indeed still relevant for contemporary debates regarding Turkish 
CMR after July 15. Huntington’s The Soldier and the State and Janowitz’s The 
Professional Soldier not only methodically combined empirical research on 
CMR with systematic theorizing for the first time, but also led to the emergence 
of different paths within research on CMR. That is, political science studies of 
CMR, on the one hand, have mostly followed the Huntingtonian tradition and are 
mostly concerned with the question of how civilian political leaders can maintain 
civilian control or the subordination of the military under the legitimate elected 
civilian leadership. Janowitz, on the other hand, concentrates more on the cultural 
norms, values, and societal factors affecting militaries, and the relationship 
between soldiers and civil society. While Janowitz agrees with Huntington on 
the separate characteristics of the military and the civilian worlds, he differs from 
his predecessor on how the military would be denied from posing a threat to 
democracy and society within which, in fact, it was created. Janowitz challenges 
Huntington’s objective control and proposes external intervention, or “subjective 
control” in Huntington’s words, as the most viable instrument that may facilitate 
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reforms carried out in the state of emergency decrees have severely 
damaged the privilege of the military, bound it to the politicians in more 
ways than one, and ushered in a new era of civilian control. Moving 
forward from July 15, the “revolutionary civilianization” process has 
picked up the Turkish military from Huntington’s world and placed it 
right back down in Janowitz’s. Civilian elites have seen the attempted 
coup as a clear sign that the military had been living in another world, 
maybe even in another universe, and thus it is high time to diminish the 
gap between the civilians and the military so as to “anchor” the military 
to the civilian world. The new paradigm after July 15 does not recognize 
the autonomous domain of the military; it seeks to exterminate it rather 
than manage it. As seen from the above description, the new paradigm 
cuts off nearly 100 years of Turkish history. The social and cultural norms 
that the military has been embedded in since 1923 may be eradicated in 
this new era, as we have seen in the case of transferring the military health 
system to the civilian Ministry of Health or the abolishment of the 
autonomous Military Judiciary.  
 
Balancing Civil-Military Relations, But How?   
To ensure the balanced success of CMR, civil and democratic control, 
effectiveness and efficiency, social legitimacy, and the credibility of the 
military must be guaranteed.  

Civil and Democratic Control 
It seems that the rapid civilianization process implemented across the 
security sector after July 15 has come to a halt. The TSK continues to 
remain bolted to the presidential palace—whether officially or 
unofficially—and it is unclear when it will be granted any independence 
or when its responsibilities will be tied to other civilian-controlled 
institutions. As civilianization does not necessarily mean 

 
the change of the military in a timely and effective manner. In sum, both 
Huntington and Janowitz define the civil-military playing field. 
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democratization, this process can also lead to monopolization. In the 
literature on CMR, the link between a sound constitution and institutions 
with a strong security sector is validated. But what happens when 
constitutional change leads to the concentration of power in the hands of 
a single executive office? These pros and cons eventually become a zero-
sum game, and we arrive back at the present state of insecurity in which 
Turkey is living. The opposition—specifically, the Republican People’s 
Party �CHP)—has predicted that the constitutional changes will increase 
polarization within Turkish society, a claim that the AKP denies.11 In a 
full-fledged democracy, constitutional change that deals with shifts in 
presidential versus parliamentary systems should never be the guarantor 
of CMR. Successful security sectors exist in both presidential and 
parliamentary states alike. Support for a political system change should 
not indicate whether or not one supports the fight against terrorism.12 This 
is, arguably, civilianization/monopolization (the transfer of power from 
military elites to the civilian elites) of CMR, but not democratization (the 
diffuse of power among civilian actors such as an elected president, 
elected government, parliament, and civil society actors like the media, 
academia, NGOs, and think tanks, so as to enable checks and balances, 
oversight, monitoring, and accountability in civil-security sector relations 
in a transparent fashion) of CMR. 
 
Effectiveness/Efficiency  
Within CMR, democratization and civilian control is not only concerned 
with but also ranks “effectiveness,” the capacity to implement the policies 
formulated with the desired results, or ‘doing the right things,’ and 
“efficiency,” the achievement of the maximum output with the minimum 

 
11 “Minister slams opposition for ‘threatening the public’ over Turkey’s charter 
changes,” Hurriyet Daily News, January 31, 2017. 
12 “Voting ‘yes’ in charter referendum could support Turkey’s anti-terror fight: 
Deputy PM Kurtulmus,” Hurriyet Daily News, January 29, 2017. 
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inputs (resources) such as personnel, cost, and equipment’ as central to a 
healthy CMR model. 

Social Legitimacy  
CMR necessitates a long-term change in the professionalization of 
security forces, which is nearly impossible to achieve with a politicized, 
weakened security apparatus devoid of institutional transformation within 
its own cadres. Within a democratically-oriented CMR process, the social 
legitimacy of security forces is an essential element in achieving 
cooperation between security forces, the government, and civil society.  

The Credibility of the Turkish Military in the Global Security 
Environment  
The implications of the July 15 failed coup attempt are much bigger than 
the repercussions within Turkish domestic politics. The reality in the post-
9/11 era is that armed forces are central actors in many developed 
democracies and are involved in many different roles: They engage in 
peacekeeping missions, reinforce the police in fighting crime, support 
civilian authorities in dealing with natural disasters, conduct search and 
rescue missions, provide humanitarian assistance, contribute to nation- 
and state-building efforts in host states, and fight against terrorists. 
Modern militaries are diverse, just like the democracies they serve. 
Although their micro and macro structure may vary around the world, 
they are called to maintain their multi-faceted character, no matter their 
internal crises.13 Faced with a number of threats and challenges, from 
battling ISIS and the PKK to securing its borders and managing the 
security of nearly three million refugees, the Turkish military and security 
sector’s engagements have ballooned from local to global conflicts. As a 
member of NATO and other international bodies, it is critical that the 

 
13 Paul Shemella, “The Spectrum of Roles and Missions of the Armed Forces,” 
in Thomas C. Bruneau and Scott D. Tollefson (ed.), Who Guards the Guardians 
and How: Democratic Civil-Military Relations (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 2006). 
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Turkish military in particular continue to fulfill its international 
engagements while implementing democratic norms at home.  
 
Discussion: Democratizing Security or Securitizing the State? 
On the one hand, what happened the night of July 15, as to some extent 
seen earlier in 1999 with the Marmara earthquake and during the 2001 
economic crisis, reveals that there can be differences between the state 
rhetoric of being resolute in the face of existential challenges and the 
reality in practice. On the other hand, July 15 exposes the state as an 
institution of bureaucratic ranks, which can be seized on the basis of 
organization.  
There are tense debates on systemic change as well as the total redesign 
of the state apparatus following July 15. There is a closing window of 
opportunity for the transition and restructuring of state institutions, 
encapsulated in the following three points: 
• ‘Active within but passive towards people’ type of secularism 
aiming to establish a golden balance between state-religion relationships; 
• ‘Equal citizenship’ implying the provision of equal rights to all 
constituents regardless of their political affiliations, ethnic, sectarian, and 
religious backgrounds;  
• ‘Pluralist and non-contentious politics’ implying the embrace 
of all-inclusive and non-violent political methods to resolve all problems 
in Turkey and to go beyond armed conflicts by transforming them into 
political ones. 

Coming to Turkish CMR, there are many questions relevant to its 
transformation that have yet to be answered. For example, is a 
Huntingtonian paradigm providing autonomy and privilege to the military 
for professionalization still relevant and applicable to Turkey today, or is 
a Janowitzian paradigm seeking to eradicate the gap between the military 
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and the wider society now the only game in town?14 How can we apply 
institutional control mechanisms, oversight mechanisms, and 
professional norms, which are three components of civilian control? This 
paper’s overwhelming emphasis on CMR in Turkey asserts the 
essentiality of not only civilian control but also democratic control, 
effectiveness and efficiency, social legitimacy, and the credibility of the 
Turkish military in the global security environment. Two levels of 
analysis, therefore, should be carried out in order to analyze the case of 
Turkey: 

An Analysis at the Political Level 
This analysis for the author, has been overemphasized through the 
rhetoric of civilianization but lacks democratization. The political level 
includes the struggle to ensure the security sector is dissuaded from using 
its unique coercive advantage to influence the civilian government, either 
at its behest or that of civilian groups. At the political level, this paper 
suggests that the most significant obstacle to CMR in Turkey is excessive 
politicization within the sector and the increasing number of partisan 
elements blocking the achievement of the institutional transformation of 
the security sector. Unfortunately, when reviewing the current state of 
Turkey’s CMR, one may easily notice the absence of parliamentary 
institutions’ involvement in more effective oversight. It is likely to 
suggest that parliamentary oversight has lacked the expertise and 
capability to execute the prescribed oversight roles. As such, most 
parliamentarians have been content to take direction on defense and 
security matters either from the security sector ministries themselves or 
from their party hierarchies. This limits the level of oversight when those 
being overseen are providing the guidance. At the political level, another 
deficiency is the absence of an overarching agent in charge of the 

 
14	 Metin Gürcan, Megan Gisclon ‘Turkey’s Security Sector After July 15: 
Democratizing Security or Securitizing the State?’ Turkish Policy Quarterly, 
Winter 2017. 
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prevention of duplications among all actors, coordination of efforts, and 
synchronization of timing and pace of the reforms. In fact, the 
Parliamentary Defense Commission would fill this deficiency, yet this 
has not been the case yet. 
 

An Analysis at the Organizational Level  
This analysis implies the establishment of an effective and efficient 
military. The organizational level is concerned primarily with how 
security sector organizations, particularly the military, adapt to changing 
organizational circumstances, such as the downsizing of the security 
sector and the transition from a conflict-affected organization to one 
operating in a post-conflict and ultimately stable CMR context. 
Additionally, this level of analysis allows an assessment of the 
professionalism of the new or transformed security organizations, 
measured by role, expertise, professional and ethical norms, and 
responsibility. Particularly, the nurturing of professional norms 
(regarding the way of doing things) and ethical norms (regarding the way 
of thinking through things) within the military is a must for any actor 
within the sector so as to form a “bureaucratic” and somewhat politically 
autonomous institutional culture. At the organizational level, the current 
move toward assigning officials whose political loyalty prevails above 
their qualifications has led to the politicization, and to some extent 
“partification” of the security sector. This trend has not only been blurring 
the thin line between what is “bureaucratic” and what is “political” within 
the security sector, but also leads to questions about effectiveness and 
efficiency of the sector as this trend demolishes decentralization of the 
decision-making, initiative-taking, empowerment of middle-level/local 
decision-makers, as well as contingency planning, transparency, and 
accountability within CMR.  
One should also note that Turkey faces second-generation CMR problems 
at the moment. Limited expertise in government ministries and 
parliament mean limited ability to exercise control and oversight. 
Intelligence reform remains elusive as central control resists oversight. 
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Civil society involvement shows limited chance for success and is largely 
restricted to Ankara. As with the government, civil society faces 
resistance from within the security sector itself. Media has no oversight 
capacity or qualified security experts/analysts. There has been limited 
growth of NGOs and think tanks studying security issues; those that do 
exist have extremely politicized stances and thus cannot provide unbiased 
technical insights.  
Reforms to the security sector should be approached in a pragmatic and 
holistic manner that reinforces not only the stability of operations on the 
ground but also the apolitical nature of security itself. The response to 
Turkey’s post-July 15 security deficits should not entail the creation of 
further challenges to stability and democracy. Rather, a proper security 
sector reform process will not only stop bombs but will also inculcate 
further democratization, good governance, economic development, 
professionalism, conflict prevention, and integration with international 
institutions. 
The reforms affecting Turkey’s security sector surely mean 
civilianization. But, as stated before, civilianization does not 
automatically translate to democratization or ensure an effective and 
efficient security sector on the ground. A healthy balance in Turkish CMR 
is one that is transparent. Civil and democratic control, effectiveness and 
efficiency, social legitimacy, legal legitimacy, and the credibility of 
Turkey’s security sector in the international security environment are at 
risk of falling apart if the present political polarization continues. Changes 
must be seen in these categories to achieve democratic civilianization of 
the TSK. In addition to the weakening agency of the Chief of the General 
Staff, the above-presented actors’ stance within the military towards 
change and differentiation in terms of their worldviews, correspond to the 
theme of “divided elites” within the TSK that would lead to the 
transformation of the TSK’s monolithic institutional identity 
(traditionally represented by the chiefs) into a polylithic one, implying the 
existence of many but separated micro identities within the military.  
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Particularly, six risk domains in the new Janowitzian paradigm place 
extra tension on CMR in this new era: 
• The absence of constructive scholarly debate about the pros and 
cons of narrowing CMR to the level of palace (i.e., President Erdogan)-
military relations due to the ultra-securitized political context in Turkey: 
As this narrowing process of CMR to “palace-military relations” has no 
clear institutional framework and roadmap, so as to manage the transfer 
of power, the unintended consequences of this process would negatively 
impact the effectiveness and efficiency of the military, its social 
legitimacy—which should encompass whole segments of society in terms 
of political views—and the military’s international credibility; 
• Low levels of civilian intellectual capital on security issues and 
military transformation; more importantly, the civilian elites’ reluctance 
to (and sometimes disrespect towards) military experts’ views on military 
reforms and new CMR; 
• The military becoming the primary domain of the debate between 
conservatives and seculars: This trend pulls the military into the hearth of 
popular political debates and politicizes CMR; 
• The friction between the civilian elites and the military elites over 
the causes, scale, and tempo of military reforms after July 15 shaping the 
nature of CMR; 
• The friction between the pro-status quo camp (symbionts and 
majority of pragmatists) and the reformists over pushing for military 
transformation or preserving the pre-July 15 status quo within the 
military; 
• The transition of the TSK’s institutional identity from monolithic 
to polylithic, driven by the weakening of the agency of the Chief of 
General Staff, seems to be becoming the prime risk factor within the 
military, and is thus in need of delicate management. The friction among 
those military elites with differentiating worldviews regarding the 
military’s new institutional identity, the role of Islam, pro/anti-US 
sentiment, a pro/anti-NATO stance, and being a part of the Western 
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security architecture or going for a “non-aligned” position in the 
construction of this new identity. It can be suggested that, in the post-July 
15 setting, what will animate change is the power-distributional 
implications of power relations among these micro-identities within the 
military, and the question of how the civilian elites, particularly President 
Erdogan, engages with them.   

In conclusion, in the post-July 15 setting, what Turkey needs to do is to 
‘democratize security,’ that is, diffusing the state’s power among the 
executive branch, parliament, and civil society by creating effective 
oversight and monitoring mechanisms so as not to face another hijack 
attempt by the military. The course that civilian elites have been 
following, however, seems to be just the opposite, which is the ‘ultra-
securitization of the state,’ or the first transfer of power from military 
elites to civilian ones and then to monopolize it to securitize the state 
apparatus for the objective of strict civilian control. Thus, the question at 
hand becomes: Does it really matter if we define the basket as “military” 
or “civilian” as long as we are inclined to put all eggs in it? Turkey will 
surely be a good test case for answering this question and to see whether 
or not civilianization of civil-military relations automatically leads to 
democratization. 
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14. The Role of the US and Foreign Policy in Civil-Military 

Relations in Turkey 
Ömer Aslan*

Abstract 

Civil-military relations in Turkey, as elsewhere, cannot be entirely 
explained by domestic factors. Both Turkey’s general foreign policy 
orientation and the United States as Turkey’s major partner during and 
after the Cold War have exerted tremendous influence over civil-military 
relations in Turkey. The United States in particular determined not only 
the structure of the Turkish General Staff until recently but also shaped 
the type of coups attempted by the military. Turkish foreign policy 
choices, when combined with a political climate permissive for military 
coups d’état, may provide crucial justification for and background to the 
occurrence of coups. This paper will tackle the role of the United States 
and foreign policy in civil-military relations in Turkey from the onset of 
the Cold War until the failed July 15, 2016 coup attempt. 
 
Introduction 
Civil-military relations in Turkey cannot be explained by mere reference 
to domestic factors, such as the organizational culture of the army, the 
desire to protect corporate interests, economic crises, corruption, and 
instability. Neither military coups nor the quality of relations between 
civilians and soldiers takes place in a vacuum. Going back to the late 
1940s and accelerating in the 1950s, the United States became the most 
important actor placed in the best position to influence civil-military 
relations in Turkey. Dense institutional linkages provided by NATO and 
the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), and a bilateral military 

 
*Assistant Professor in the Department of International Relations, Ankara 
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relationship including arms transfers and professional education and 
training opportunities, allowed successive U.S. administrations to 
influence military and political relations in Turkey. As the Turkish Armed 
Forces (TAF) perceived itself as the guardian of the Republic with a 
mission to modernize (read: Westernize) Turkey culturally, militarily, 
politically, and economically,1 the US saw the Turkish military as a 
“safety valve” in case politicians stray from a pro-Western path. Unlike 
other cases of political armies, U.S. administrations took comfort in the 
fact that the Turkish military perceived permanent “military rule” as 
antithetical to Ataturkism.2 As a CIA official said during a Policy Review 
Committee Meeting in Washington in February 1977, “the pattern of 
military intervention in Turkish domestic politics is one of imposing 
martial law for a time until order is reestablished and then withdrawing 
rather than taking over, becoming the government. There is a kind of 
‘democratic tradition’ in Turkish military intervention in domestic 
affairs.”3 This paper discusses how the US as well as foreign policy 
developments affected civil-military relations in Turkey. 
 
 

 
1 When asked about the ‘respective political roles of President Evren and of 
himself’, PM Özal said to an American delegation of Congressional 
representatives that “there are major differences in the social and political 
systems of our two countries. The US was settled by farmers and traders, 
whereas in the Ottoman system, army and nation were identified with one 
another. The Turkish Republic was founded by a former general: Ataturk. 
Thus, it was natural for the military to play a large role in Turkey, a basic 
difference from the United States. He noted, for example, that in Turkey the 
Chief of the General Staff is much more important than the Minister of 
Defense.” ‘Codel Lantos. Meeting with Prime Minister Ozal’. Cable sent from 
American Embassy in Ankara. Retrieved from 
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/CIA-
RDP90B01370R000801120073-0.pdf, p.4 
2 Öztorun, 1992, pp.2-3. 
3 FRUS, 1977. 
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The Onset of the Cold War and US-Turkish Relations 
This section provides a brief overview of closer relations inked during the 
initial decade of the Cold War. Once WWII ended, Turkey, unaware of 
where relations between the United States, Soviet Union, and Great 
Britain would evolve, sought a regional and global security arrangement 
to guarantee Turkish independence and sovereignty.4 When the Truman 
administration considered providing guarantees to Western European 
nations, Inonu’s government did not want to be left behind.5 When 
divisions into blocs between the West and Soviet Union became clearer, 
the Turkish government’s Republican People’s Party and Democrat Party 
unambiguously sided with the United States. When he was asked by the 
U.S. Secretary of State in September 1948 if “it was true that Turkey 
intended to change its policy, forsaking its close ties with Great Britain 
and the United States and signing a pact of friendship with the Soviet 
Union,” Turkish Ambassador Feridun Cemal Erkin said “it was 
completely untrue. Turkey’s foreign policy…is firmly based on 
friendship, cooperation and solidarity with the United States.” (FRUS, 
1948) American military advisory groups had already started to pour into 
Turkey upon enthusiastic Turkish desires to modernize its armed forces 
about a year earlier (Livingston, 1994). Thanks to American technical and 
economic assistance, modern airfields were built, four five-lane roads 
were built and paved; and, additionally, U.S. Army doctrines and anti-
guerilla operations manuals were translated into Turkish and 
disseminated within the TAF. American officials provided funds for 
rehabilitating airstrips, roads, and housing in different cities in Turkey. 
(FRUS, 1950) The Turkish Navy also greatly benefited from US 
assistance in terms of education, training, and equipment. (Tümer, 2008, 
pp.28-31) The volume of arms transfers increased so much that the 
Turkish military became increasingly dependent on the United States. 

 
4 Ibid, 1947. 
5 Ibid, 1949. 
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This later circumscribed Turkey’s room for maneuvering in foreign 
policy to a large degree. 
The rise of the Democrat Party (DP) to power in 1950 elections only 
intensified U.S.-Turkish relations. The DP government not only 
contributed troops to the U.S. war effort in Korea without hesitation, but 
also willingly assisted American efforts to contain the Soviet Union by 
actively participating in U.S.-led efforts to establish new regional security 
alliances in the Balkans (the Balkan Pact, 1954), Middle East (Baghdad 
Pact, 1955), and rejecting the non-alignment option in Bandung in 1955. 
During DP’s term, the American military advisory group JAMMAT (later 
renamed JUSMMAT, Joint United States Military Mission for Aid to 
Turkey) was actively involved in modernizing the Turkish Armed Forces 
and reshaping the Turkish military organization. Such a lopsided 
dependence on the United States, and related grievances built up in some 
segments of the Turkish military, eventually led to coup plots in the army, 
culminating in the May 27, 1960 coup attempt. 
 
US Role in Coups in Turkey 
No direct evidence exists yet to show American foreknowledge of the 
1960 coup in Turkey. However, US penetration of the Turkish military 
was so deep that it had the mechanisms to assure and declare a pro-
Western, pro-NATO orientation of the new military-controlled 
government. Feeling deeply insecure after the May 27 coup, colonels had 
to guarantee the Americans diplomatic, economic, political, and military 
support. They tried to make sure not to ruffle Western feathers any further 
(Aslan, 2018). However, they unleashed forces in public opinion that they 
could not control so much afterwards. 
Despite governmental efforts, the 1960s was marked by several events 
that strained U.S.-Turkish relations. These include: The U-2 spy plane 
crisis in 1960 (the plane flew from Incirlik Air Base in Turkey to 
Peshawar for the mission); Soviet threats against Turkey; the 1962 Cuban 
Missile Crisis where Turkish policymakers thought that the United States 
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saw Turkey as expendable in its rivalry with the Soviets; the 1964 
Johnson Letter in which U.S. President Johnson threatened Prime 
Minister İnönü that if Turkey used American weapons in defending 
Cypriot Turks being massacred in Cyprus that the United States would 
not defend Turkey from Russian invasion; and the exposure of secret 
U.S.-Turkish agreements dating back to the 1950s. Each event singularly 
and then collectively allowed a new actor, namely public opinion, to 
influence U.S.-Turkish relations. Gradually, some military officers, 
already politicized after the 1960 coup as evidenced by the 1962 and 1963 
failed coup attempts, became politicized even further. The Johnson and 
Nixon administrations trembled with fear that Turkish officers were 
becoming more anti-American as manifested through their silent watch 
when Turkish leftists clashed with U.S. servicemen during U.S. Sixth 
Fleet port visits (Holmes, 2014). Another coup outside the chain of 
command could take Turkey out of the Western axis forever. A 1971 
intervention came to the Americans’ rescue; the Nixon administration 
was closely following intra-military disagreements prior to the 1971 
coup, known as the “coup by memorandum” (FRUS, 1971). 
The CIA had full knowledge of the coup in 1971 (Clarridge & Diehl, 
1997). It became important for the new Turkish government to purge 
people seen as “subversive.” In a conversation with the US Secretary of 
State in 1972, Turkish Foreign Minister Haluk Bayülken is reported to 
have said “… the anti-US vocal minority in Turkey has faded away 
although it may continue to exist underground. The attitude toward 
relations with the US is now better. American naval ships can visit 
Turkey freely and the Turkish Government recently made a favorable 
decision on allowing US destroyers to sail into the Black Sea… there was 
a large reservoir of good will toward the US in Turkey… whether or not 
elections are held in October 1973 Turkey will hold fast to democracy, its 
alliances, and its ideals” (FRUS, 1972). The Turkish military also purged 
a large number of “dissident” officers and issued a “widespread military 
alert” to prevent any coup outside the chain of command (CIA, 1971a). 
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This did not stop political instability in Turkey. After several years of 
civil strife and civilian governments’ inability to provide stability, the 
military seized power in 1980. The United States had advance knowledge 
of this coup as well (Eralp, p.57). “The Chief, Joint United States Military 
Mission for Aid to Turkey, was alerted in advance of the military 
takeover, and was also assured that the takeover did not signal any change 
in relations with the United States and that all US citizens in Turkey 
would be protected” (FRUS, 1980a). The US administration made sure to 
couch its initial official statement in tones (FRUS, 1980b). American 
support was crucial in order to prevent any adverse reaction in European 
capitals. The U.S. administration “shared the statement with 
all NATO and OECD capitals to ensure that Turkey’s allies and friends 
clearly understood our [American] position… this quick action muted 
possible adverse public reactions in some capitals. None of the official 
statements of the other allies have, for example, any expression of 
conditionality with respect to future assistance. The US also worked hard 
in NATO to ensure that the NATO exercise ‘Anvil Express’ was not 
cancelled and we supported the Turkish position with regard to the 
meeting of the Military Committee in Turkey. We [The U.S.] took all of 
these actions rapidly, with no equivocation and without preconditions” 
(FRUS, 1980c). 
İlter Türkmen, foreign minister after the coup and described by one 
former Turkish diplomat as “explicitly pro-American” (Dikerdem, 1989, 
p.181), said about two weeks after the coup that “Turkey is looking 
forward to continuing productive cooperation with the US and with the 
other NATO allies. Turkey has a strong attachment to the Alliance and 
also to democracy” (FRUS, 1980b). From the United States’ perspective, 
the coup helped U.S.-Turkish relations. It noted that “by pulling Turkey 
back onto the secularist and pro-Western path marked by Ataturk, the 
military has in effect made Turkey a generally more accommodating 
NATO ally.” The report referenced the new government’s readiness to 
negotiate its Cyprus issue, solve differences with Greece over territorial 
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rights in the Aegean, and the successful completion of Greece’s return to 
NATO was “largely because of Turkish concessions,” including the 
lifting of airspace controls over the Aegean (CIA, 1981, p.11; Eralp, 
p.43). 
 
Foreign Policy Influence on Civil-Military Relations 
In addition to societal considerations and factors originating in the 
organizational features of the military and society in explaining coups, 
Danopoulos (1992) suggested that international environment be taken 
into consideration as well, writing “…never before have international 
developments influenced domestic developments, and vice-versa, as they 
do today” (Danopoulos, pp.3-4). With a self-appointed role to protect the 
unitary nation-state and Republican principles like secularism, the 
military lumped internal and external threats together. Internal threats 
were very broadly conceptualized; for instance, Turkish officers felt 
qualified to implement tax reform, land reform, educational reform, the 
nationalization of foreign trade, and efforts to change electoral laws in the 
early 1970s (Karaosmanoğlu, 1993, p.28; Şenocak, 2005, p.112). As a 
CIA report dating from 1971 also noted, “they [the top ranks of the officer 
corps] take seriously their role as protectors of the regime, not only from 
external enemies but also from disruptive domestic elements, particularly 
anyone who calls for an assault on the system. The generals want an 
orderly society in which public service is set as the highest good…” (CIA, 
1971b, p.5) 
This level of concern with irrefutably non-military domestic issues 
continued after the end of the Cold War (Özdalga, 1999). In order to 
watch the foreign policy realm together with domestic politics, the 
military instituted constitutional mechanisms such as a National Security 
Council “designed [after 1961] to serve as a platform for the military to 
voice its opinion on matters of national security” (Cizre, 1997, p.157), 
and helped widen the powers of the President with the 1982 Constitution. 
In addition, when weak civilian politicians wanted to assure the military 
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about working faithfully and asked for a military advisor from the TAF, 
this made military tutelage even easier.6 Another advisor to Çiller, former 
diplomat Yalım Eralp, notes that when he suggested to Çiller opening 
Kurdish language courses to help solve the Kurdish problem, Çiller asked 
him if the military would accept it (Eralp, p.144). The military basked in 
the glow of other allies in governors, constitutional court, and the ministry 
of foreign affairs, as well as other organs of the state, to encircle political 
elites within particular lines. 
The military as well as the state elite perceived foreign policy through the 
lens of domestic politics. Foreign policy functioned as an extension of 
domestic politics with an overarching goal to protect secularism at home 
(Yavuz, 2009, p.206). Therefore, when communism was perceived as a 
threat during the Cold War, not only were improvements in Turkish-
Soviet relations limited, but the military took it upon itself to cleanse 
leftists (automatically perceived as communists) from the military; and 
when “religious reactionism” was considered a threat, relations with the 
Muslim world would be suspect. The military would see Iran and Saudi 
Arabia as suspect in the 1990s for this reason. When the Republic was 
perceived to be under danger of ethnic separatism in the 1990s, not only 
were relations with Iran, Iraq, and Syria curtailed, but its relationship with 
the EU could improve only so much. “Faced with growing demands that 
the state acknowledge the diversity of identity and interests in a 
historically diverse land [in the 1990s], the secular elite attributed these 
challenges to conspiracies from Iran, in the case of the demands to 
acknowledge Islamists, and from Syria, in the case of the Kurds” (Yavuz, 
1997, p.26). 
The Turkish military would believe that they should rightly be concerned 
about both domestic security policy as much as external. The TAF’s 
interest in external relations led it to demonstrate shirking behavior when 
it did not agree with policies. For instance, when President Özal agreed 

 
6 For instance, PM Çiller asked for a military advisor from the Chief of the 
General Staff. Başer, 2014, p.227 
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with the Bush administration and ordered the TAF to dispatch some 
Turkish forces to the Iraqi border to tie down some Iraqi forces on the 
Turkish-Iraqi border during Operation Desert Shield, the Turkish military 
stuck to Republican tradition not to get involved in inter-Arab disputes 
and refused to obey Özal’s orders (Mufti, 2002, p.93). In the post-Özal 
period, the military became very active in foreign policy. “The military 
relationship with Israel, aggressive pursuit of the PKK in northern Iraq, 
confrontation with Syria, and widespread participation in peacekeeping 
operations are the products of initiatives by the Turkish military” 
(Makovsky, 1999). According to Mufti, “the TAF’s institutional reach 
increasingly extended into the formulation of security policy in general… 
the TAF had begun developing its own foreign policy research and 
analysis capabilities, signaling the end of the traditional relationship 
between the TAF and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in which the former 
simply deferred to the latter’s expertise. Most gallingly for the diplomats, 
the TAF reportedly set up what a retired high-ranking MFA official 
described as a ‘virtual replica foreign ministry’ with ‘desks’ covering the 
Balkans, the Middle East, the Caucasus, Greece, and Cyprus” (2009, 
p.91). 
The case of the 1997 coup exemplifies these two issues succinctly, 
namely the role of the United States and foreign policy on civil-military 
relations in Turkey. As Erbakan’s rise sent shockwaves to the military 
establishment in the 1990s, his foreign policy objectives were 
immediately securitized. The 1997 coup also shows that U.S. foreign 
policy matters a lot for civil-military relations in Turkey. The TAF’s 
suspicions of Erbakan and plans to oust him coincided with the 
democracy promotion policies and assertive multilateralism of the 
Clinton administration (1993-2001). Clinton’s official national security 
strategy, “Engagement and Enlargement,” in its first term asserted “all of 
America’s strategic interests—from promoting prosperity at home to 
checking global threats abroad before they threaten our territory—are 
served by enlarging the community of democracy and free market 
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nations” (O’Rourke, 2018, p.230). That meant that a hard, archaic coup 
in Turkey would hardly fit such a bold agenda. Having taken its lessons 
from the civil war that followed the 1991/1992 coup in Algeria, the 
Clinton administration adopted a ‘wait and see’ approach with regards to 
its relations with Erbakan’s government. When the military failed to 
convince the Clinton administration to dismiss Erbakan’s government at 
once, the TAF and MFA became even more active in foreign policy to 
check the new government. A Turkey-Israel-Jordan axis was established 
to embarrass the government and contain it through foreign policy. “In 
1996, three major agreements were signed that powerfully support 
bilateral ties [between Israel and Turkey]: A military training and 
cooperation agreement, which allows each side to train in one another's 
air space; a defense industrial cooperation agreement; and a free-trade 
agreement” (Makovsky, 1999). It is no surprise that when the Turkish 
Ambassador in Amman communicated to Ankara other ambassadors’ 
questions regarding orientation of Turkish foreign policy under PM 
Erbakan, he was asked “not to awaken the government, as foreign policy 
will seal their fate” (Umar, p. 60). Faced with American willingness to 
greenlight an “old-style” heavy coup, the Turkish military became 
creative and enlisted civilian allies to wear the government down and 
blackmail it into eventual resignation. Having made up its mind about the 
impossibility of working with Erbakan’s government and its foreign 
policy vision, the Clinton Administration officials condoned the coup as 
long as it protected secularism but did not involve unconstitutional and/or 
illegal action. The so-called “soft coup” in 1997 served just that purpose. 
 
The Post-2002 Period 
Contrary to TAF’s expectations, the February 28 process did not continue 
as long. Post-2002 civil-military relations under the AK Party were 
characterized by significant tension and constant coup rumors managed 
(thanks in large part) to Turkey’s external relations. In the post-9/11 
climate, Turkey’s EU membership process, U.S. support behind the new 
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government, popular backing, and economic performance gradually 
eroded the military’s influence over domestic politics. EU membership 
reforms in particular provided crucial justification for and legitimacy of 
several institutional reforms to curb the political influence of the military. 
“Any explicit turn away from the goal of westernization in order to 
protect the corporate interests of the military would oppose the raison 
d’être of the past coups and contradict the image that the military tried to 
portray” (Gürsoy, 2012, p.745). Some of these legal and institutional 
reforms included “reforms in the composition, function, and role of the 
National Security Council, the removal of the NSC representative from 
the RTÜK (the Supervisory Board of Cinema, Video and Music), from 
the YÖK (Higher Education Board), changes in the composition, 
function, and role of the NSC Secretariat General, reforms to bring 
transparency to defense expenditures, and the amendment of Article 11 
of the Law on the Establishment and Trial Procedures of Military Courts, 
which aimed at annulling military jurisdiction over civilians” (Şahin, 
2018, p.34). The exposure of alleged coup plots after 2007 empowered 
the government’s hand to take further steps to limit the political power of 
the military (Gürsoy, 2009, p.749). 
Notwithstanding the legal and institutional reforms stretching to more 
than over a decade, some factions within the Turkish military attitudinally 
did not accept civilian control. Disappearance of the global anti-coup 
norm (Tansey, 2017), which scholars argued emerged in the post-Cold 
War era, facilitated such regression in civil-military relations. The 2013 
military coup in Egypt demonstrated that, given the right regional and 
international circumstances, even the bloodiest coup in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region could easily be tolerated by regional 
and global actors. The concurrent nosedive in Turkey-EU negotiations, 
increasingly vocal discord between Turkish and American perspectives 
towards Arab people’s demands for freedom and dignity, and policies of 
regional status-quo powers like Israel, the United Arab Emirates, and 
Saudi Arabia made the regional and international environment ripe for a 
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military coup in Turkey (Khan, 2018, p70). Given a lack of sufficient U.S. 
action during the failed July 15 military coup attempt, and the absence of 
high-level visits in its aftermath, the U.S. position on the coup was 
ambivalent at best. 
 
Conclusion 
The argument that an anti-coup norm emerged in the aftermath of the 
Cold War, with the support of the European Union and United States, as 
well as regional and international organizations such as NATO, the 
Organization of American States, and the African Union, falls flat on the 
face when considering outside involvement in the MENA region. While 
pundits like Samuel Huntington and Joseph Nye focused exclusively on 
the need, dynamics, and future of democratic civil-military relations in 
Eastern Europe, the Pacific Rim, South Asia, Southern Europe, and Latin 
America, the Middle East was strikingly left out except for when Nye 
suddenly recalled the Middle East solely because “militant Islamic 
radicals pose threats across borders” (Nye, 1996; Huntington, 1996). The 
military coup d’état did not cease to be a possibility in the MENA region. 
Likewise, civil-military relations in Turkey at large, as in many other 
places, cannot be understood outside such regional and international 
dynamics. Although the United States has come to play an important role 
in civil-military relations in Turkey, it would be naïve to think that Russia 
and/or China as newcomers to the region will not seek to play a similar 
role. 
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15. Civil–Military Relations in Post–Authoritarian Indonesia:  
A Turbulent Odyssey 

Muhamad Haripin*

 
Abstract 
Once on the brink of Balkanization, Indonesia has managed to navigate 
the political transition from the authoritarian rule of President Suharto to 
become one of the emerging democracies in Asia. With the largest 
Muslim population in the world, Indonesia’s achievements in reconciling 
democracy and Islamic values are also applauded as a success story. In 
the last 20 years, the combination of a multiparty system and direct 
elections—at the national and regional level—has strengthened the 
institutional block of its open electoral system. Media and NGOs enjoy a 
greater degree of freedom than in the past, and local governments now 
have greater autonomy to determine policy in accordance with public 
interests. Nevertheless, it is difficult to arrive at the same conclusion when 
we talk about post-authoritarian civil-military relations in Indonesia. 
Democratization has yet to translate into a sound arrangement of civilian 
control. The military continues to play an important role in the 
executive’s decision-making process and subdue civilian political 
authority. Along with the lack of civilian capacity, we find that the 
problem also lies within the army’s entrenched inward-looking 
orientation that has manifested into a domestic-heavy threats 
perception. This internal thinking has largely compromised any measure 
to push forward a military reform agenda and establish civilian 
supremacy in contemporary Indonesia. 
 
 
 

 
*Centre for Political Studies–Indonesian Institute of Sciences (P2P-LIPI), 
Jakarta, Indonesia. 
 

 
 

292 

Introduction 
Democratization in Indonesia has been applauded as a success story. The 
country’s political reforms have covered diverse and fundamental aspects 
of governance, e.g., the implementation of a multiparty system, 
decentralization, and local elections. Media and civil society also enjoy 
relative freedom from restriction and intimidation. These achievements 
have placed Indonesia among other consolidated democracies in Asia. 
Nevertheless, in the last decade Indonesian democracy has been put under 
test. Let us elaborate the challenges of reform below. Reforming civil–
military relations is one of the most contentious processes in post–
authoritarian countries. This reform is critically salient in transforming 
national security governance and state–society interactions in the 
democratic period. Indonesia in the aftermath of authoritarian President 
Suharto (1966-1998) provides an interesting case of democratization and 
military reform in Southeast Asia. The Indonesian National Armed 
Forces (TNI), which used to be the pillar of the regime and monopolized 
resources, is currently under closer scrutiny for its crimes and violations 
in the past and present times.1 A critical mass of civil society is also 
continually pushing civilian leadership to impose control and oversight 
mechanisms that are in line with democratic principles. 
We are going to further discuss this important topic by looking at the 
military’s threat perception and how it influences civil-military relations. 
Drawing from Michael C. Desch’s study (1999), we put forth a hypothesis 
that a heavily domestic orientation of the military has a detrimental effect 
on any measure to establish democratic civil-military relations.2 This 
paper aims to explore the development of civil-military relations in five 
different presidencies in post-authoritarian Indonesia, from 1998 to 2019. 

 
1 The Indonesian Army (Tentara Nasional Indonesia Angkatan Darat/TNI AD) 
has been a dominant force in terms of personnel number, resources allocation, 
and political influence. We use “army” and “military” interchangeably.    
2 See M. C. Desch, Civilian Control of the Military: The Changing Security 
Environment (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University, 1999). 
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The existing literature on military politics in Indonesia discusses in great 
detail the army’s internal factionalism and its relations with civil society 
groups with corresponding impacts on democratization, but it 
unfortunately overlooks the role of threat perception on the military’s 
attitude and the military’s response toward reform initiatives.3 How is the 
dynamic of civil-military relations in post-authoritarian Indonesia? What 
are the key challenges in reforming civil–military relations? These two 
general questions will guide our discussion.  
 
Transition – President B.J. Habibie, 1998-1999 
High escalation of domestic threats empowered the military to undertake 
a unilateral approach against any existing security disturbance without 
consultation with or approval from civilian authority. 
 
Following the fall of Suharto’s New Order, several places in the country 
were struck by widespread horizontal conflicts that took form in ethnic 
and interreligious violence in, among others, Ambon of Moluccas and 
Poso of Central Sulawesi. Calls for a referendum and independence were 
also heard from Aceh, East Timor, and Irian Jaya (Papua) provinces. 
During 1997-1998, we witnessed a drastic escalation of crises, from 
economic and political spheres, which eventually ignited massive student 
protests that pushed for Suharto’s withdrawal, to security catastrophes. 
International media depicted Indonesia as on the brink of ‘Balkanization.’ 
The central authority in Jakarta, led by former vice president B.J. Habibie, 
seemed to be overwhelmed and lost its effective control upon domestic 
security as well as public order.  

 
3 The following are several important inquiries on post-authoritarian Indonesian 
military: J. Honna, Military Politics and Democratization in Indonesia (London: 
Routledge Curzon, 2003); M. Mietzner, Military Politics, Islam, and the State in 
Indonesia: From Turbulent Transition to Democratic Consolidation (Singapore: 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2009), and; T. S. Hafidz, Fading Away? The 
Political Role of the Army in Indonesia’s Transition to Democracy (1998-2001), 
(Singapore: Institute of Defence and Strategic Studies, 2006).  
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In this situation, the Indonesian military under the leadership of Army 
General Wiranto—currently Political, Security, and Legal Coordinating 
Minister under the Joko Widodo administration—came as the only 
organization that had the capability to ease the tension. Meanwhile, 
President Habibie was too busy finding a middle ground with his 
opposition within and outside of parliament. On one side, protestors 
viewed Habibie as a crony of Suharto, therefore he must be forced to step 
down. On the other side, politicians and the country’s elite members had 
little trust that he could navigate Indonesia out of this chaos.   
Facing mounting pressure from the pro-independence group of East 
Timor, the president announced that Jakarta would hold a referendum to 
determine the status of the province. The military camp and nationalist 
political groups widely criticized Habibie’s decision. The result was 
eventually quite shocking for Jakarta: A majority of Timorese decided to 
disintegrate from Indonesia and formed an independent state. In response 
to that, the military and pro-integration militia attacked and killed local 
people and supporters of the referendum.4 Public facilities also became 
targets of destruction. 
As predicted, other regions in Indonesia then strongly voiced similar 
demands. The military quickly took action and suppressed liberation 
movements in Aceh and Irian Jaya (Papua). Armed personnel were 
reinforced to prevent a further violent escalation in these provinces. They 
did not want the bitter experience of East Timor repeated. Pressure for 
reform advocated by civilians, including student groups and non-
governmental organizations, eventually lost its momentum.  
 
Conflict – President Abdurrahman Wahid, 1999-2001 
High degree of (perceived) domestic threats and civilian interference on 
reform consolidated military internal cohesion. 

 
4 See a detailed account of the atrocity in East Timor on J. Nevins, A Not-So-
Distant Horror: Mass Violence in East Timor (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell 
University Press, 2005).  
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Abdurrahman Wahid, the former leader of Nahdlatul Ulama, the largest 
Muslim organization in Indonesia, became the fourth Indonesian 
president after he gained political support from fellow Islamist politicians 
in parliament. Megawati Sukarnoputri, whose party (Indonesia 
Democratic Party Struggle) actually won the 1999 election, came second 
and eventually got elected as vice president.   
Regional conflicts and separatist movements had yet to show any 
regression. Wahid largely exploited his social capital as a leading Islamic 
scholar to de-escalate the violence. Except for Irian Jaya, the president’s 
approach failed to comprehensively bring the belligerents to the 
negotiation table. Wahid was highly appreciated for his cultural and 
political sensitivity in Irian Jaya. He officially changed the name of the 
province to “Papua”—a preferable term chosen by the indigenous people 
there. Then, Wahid also showed no hesitation in acknowledging Papua’s 
Morning Star Flag, a symbol widely used to express resistance and 
deviance against Jakarta, as a cultural expression of the local populace. 
Many within the military camp disagreed with President Wahid’s 
political gesture. Uniformed officers viewed it as giving leeway for the 
separatist group in advancing its demand for independence. But the crux 
of contentious civil-military relations during Wahid’s era was not about 
this matter.  
In the early years of democratization (1999-2000), pressure for reform 
from civil society was at its peak. Supported by media, activists and 
academics from all over the archipelago frequently talked about the 
importance of military reform and how such a process should be 
conducted. They reminded the public about past human rights abuses 
committed by the army and the fact that the victims never got the justice 
they deserved. This exposure had indeed cornered the military 
establishment, and it became the reason ‘internal reform’ was initiated 
shortly after Suharto’s fall. Public trust in the armed forces had fallen 
drastically.  
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Unsurprisingly, these criticisms had made the military more consolidated 
internally and politically. Hawkish elements within the army, for 
instance, strongly rejected civil society’s aspiration to abolish the 
territorial command (komando territorial, koter). Territorial command is 
a hierarchical army command from the provincial to the rural level that is 
stationed to monitor local developments and detect dissents. President 
Wahid had been greatly appreciative toward this initiative. Meanwhile, 
Defense Minister Mahfud MD also invited civil society’s security-sector-
reform working group to join the ministerial team formulating several 
defense regulations, including the most anticipated Laws on National 
Defense (finally promulgated in 2002) and the Indonesian National 
Armed Forces (2004).5  
In this regard, Wahid seemed to form an (unholy) alliance with several 
reform–minded officers who had relatively radical mindsets regarding 
military reform. For instance, the Commander of Army Strategic Reserve 
Command (Kostrad) Lt. Gen. Agus Wirahadikusumah announced his 
plan to invite an independent agency to audit the financial situation of the 
division. Such a maneuver ignited uproars within the military 
establishment. His peers even called him a traitor. Wahid was also 
considered to be intervening in internal military affairs, including 
personnel management—a no-go zone—by unilaterally promoting 
Wirahadikusumah to a high-ranking position. 
In the aggregate, President Wahid had made a negative impression in 
front of the military establishment. The officers resisted the president’s 
reform agenda. According to the military camp, Wahid’s policies would 
eventually disorient national security and endanger territorial integrity. 
Here, we could see that Wahid’s policy direction greatly threatened the 

 
5 M. Haripin, “In the Making of Democracy: The Military and Civil Society in 
Post-Authoritarian Indonesia”, Ritsumeikan International Affairs, Vol. 16 
(2019): 65-66; M. Haripin, Reformasi Sektor Keamanan Pasca Orde Baru 
(Security Sector Reform in Post-Authoritarian Indonesia), (Tangerang: Marjin 
Kiri, 2013). 
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military’s interests of autonomy. The president was eventually impeached 
by the parliament based on a corruption allegation. The national 
parliament could hardly succeed in sacking the president without military 
approval. 
 
Negotiation – President Megawati Sukarnoputri, 2001-2004 
Regional rebellions and subjugated civilian authority.  
 
Vice President Megawati Sukarnoputri took over the presidential seat 
after Abdurrahman Wahid suffered a miserable political defeat from the 
national parliament and the military. Megawati, daughter of the legendary 
first Indonesian President Sukarno, immediately had to face grave 
security challenges. The situation in Aceh, the most western province in 
Indonesia, was escalating swiftly; the armed groups controlled many 
strategic areas and were equipped with modest yet highly effective 
weaponry. The military saw no option other than an offensive operation 
against the Free Aceh Movement (GAM). Army elites agreed to deploy 
additional troops in order to encircle and defeat the rebel groups. Jakarta 
then eventually declared the implementation of martial law in Aceh.  
The Aceh problem absorbed both military attention and resources. Troops 
from Java were deployed to the region to support existing forces. The 
‘Veranda of Mecca,’ as Aceh is famously known, had become a 
battleground between Indonesian security apparatuses and the Free Aceh 
Movement. President Megawati seemed to have limited influence over 
Jakarta’s strategy. Her position was firmly taking a distance from any 
position that would contradict the military’s strategy. This was one of the 
reasons why the Political, Legal, and Security Coordinating Minister Lt. 
Gen. (Ret.) Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono’s attempt to challenge military 
operations policy was unsuccessful.  
Aside of Aceh, the military was also greatly concerned with the political 
and security situation in Papua. The Free Papua Organization (OPM) and 
other like-minded groups in the province commenced a new wave of 
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political campaigns advocating Papuan independence. Their movement 
gained much international recognition. This situation concerned the 
military because Indonesian national integrity was once again put to the 
test. The military response was accelerating in the number of personnel 
and territorial operations. Civil society in Jakarta and other cities 
condemned such policies due to concern over the continuing dire 
condition of human rights enforcement amid militarization in Papua. In 
2001, for instance, the leader of the Papuan community, Theys Hiyo 
Eluay, and his driver were murdered on their way home after attending a 
dinner party at the local unit of the Army’s Special Force Command 
(Kopassus).  
In this case, we could say that President Megawati is the best student of 
military politics. Learning from President Wahid’s traumatic experiences 
closely, she knew that democratic pressure had real constraints against 
military autonomy. Pushing the limits too far would greatly cost her the 
presidency and national political stability. She had to negotiate with the 
military even though, in the process, she lost much of her civilian control. 
Here, military deployment and security approaches in Aceh and Papua 
came at the expense of reform and democracy. 
 
Compromise – President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, 2004-2014 
(two-term) 
Internationalization of military and patronage politics amid democratic 
consolidation.  
 
President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono was among the few reform-
minded generals who helped shape the military’s decision to undertake 
internal reform during the early years of democratic transition, from 
1998-2000. Yudhoyono was then appointed as Energy and Natural 
Resources Minister in the Wahid administration, and as mentioned 
previously, Political, Legal, and Security Coordinating Minister under 
Megawati’s leadership. As a former high–ranking army officer, President 
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Yudhoyono attempted to introduce and expose the military to 
international experiences. He did not endorse radical change—for 
instance, the abolition of territorial command—but understood that the 
military needed to be transformed in line with contemporary security 
dynamics and democratic necessities. Yudhoyono claimed to prevent the 
military from “entering his politics.”6 
Under Yudhoyono’s leadership, Indonesia’s peacekeeping contribution 
increased exponentially.7 Garuda Contingent had been deployed in 
various multinational operations, namely UNIFIL in Lebanon, 
MONUSCO in Congo, and MINUSCA in Central African Republic. 
Next, border tensions in the South China Sea involving Vietnam and 
China and the Philippines and China had pushed the military to expand 
Indonesia’s force projection abroad as well. The bitter experience of 
losing sovereignty claims over two islands on its border area with 
Malaysia marked a deep wound within the Indonesian military. 
Therefore, it was considered to be logical for Jakarta to support a military 
transformation program initiated by the armed forces.8  
In this regard, we agree that Yudhoyono’s approach was to introduce 
‘reform’ and ‘modernization’ without undermining the military’s 
corporate interests domestically.9 For instance, regarding military 
business—a profit–seeking endeavor that was rampant in the 
authoritarian period—the government only took minimum measures to 

 
6 Author’s interview with former President of Republic of Indonesia Susilo 
Bambang Yudhoyono in Jakarta, May 22, 2018. 
7 On Indonesia’s contemporary peacekeeping operations, see Chapter 3 of M. 
Haripin, Civil-Military Relations in Indonesia: The Politics of Military 
Operations Other Than War (London: Routledge, 2019). 
8 Kementerian Pertahanan (Ministry of Defense), Buku Putih Pertahanan 
Indonesia 2008 (Defense White Paper 2008), (Jakarta: Kementerian Pertahanan, 
2008). 
9 J. Baker, ‘Professionalism without Reform: The Security Sector under 
Yudhoyono’, in The Yudhoyono’s Presidency: Indonesia’s Decade of Stability 
and Stagnation, eds. E. Aspinall, M. Mietzner and D. Tomsa (Singapore: 
ISEAS Publishing, 2015), 132. 
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put an end to its continuing practices in the contemporary democratic era. 
Part of the reason was that, as argued by the military, lack of government 
funding had seriously compromised military activities, thus they sought 
alternative revenue sources.  
In contrast with his predecessor, Yudhoyono successfully managed 
relations with military elites via patronage politics.10 In terms of cohort, 
he was undeniably the most senior former army officer in the government. 
His views and considerations on defense and strategic issues were 
difficult to ignore. When president, he maximized his privilege as a 
(former) senior general on the decision-making process of strategic 
affairs, e.g., the appointment of army commander. In this manner, we see 
a sort of ‘compromise’ type of civil-military relations during the 
Yudhoyono presidency. No major reform proposal was undertaken but, 
at the same time, gradual changes were apparent here and there, including 
the military withdrawal from Aceh, the promulgation of new regulations 
on the security sector, e.g., Laws on National Intelligence (2011) and 
Defense Industry (2012), and the acquisition of modern weaponries via 
the Minimum Essential Forces (MEF) program, etc.  
 
Compromise leading to regression – President Joko Widodo, 2014-
present 
The “ghost” of communism, circle of generals, and domestic missions. 
 
President Joko Widodo continued to implement a pragmatic approach in 
managing relations with the military. Widodo has no military background 
whatsoever, but several of his most influential political advisors are 
retired army generals. These key individuals are then appointed on 
various strategic ministerial posts. The latest is the assignment of former 
military commander Army Gen. (Ret.) Moeldoko as Chief of Staff for 

 
10 J. Honna, ‘Civil-Military Relations in an Emerging States: A Perspective from 
Indonesia’s Democratic Consolidation’, in Emerging States at Crossroads, eds. 
K. Tsunekawa and Y. Todo (Singapore: Springer Open, 2019), 257-258. 
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President, from January 2018-present.11 Previously, Widodo appointed 
Gen. (Ret.) Wiranto as Coordinating Minister for Political, Legal, and 
Security Affairs, and Luhut B. Pandjaitan as Coordinating Minister for 
Maritime Affairs. 
A notable development on civil–military relations in Widodo’s first 
presidential term is the increasing role of the military in non–defense 
affairs.12 The government sought foreign loans and allocated them to 
finance diverse developmental projects all over the archipelago, e.g., 
public roads, ports, airports, and agricultural intensification. Indonesia’s 
infrastructure lags behind other countries and is argued to be one of the 
pressing problems in accelerating national growth. In this matter, military 
personnel have become an essential component of such grand projects, 
taking on various tasks from road building to farming and monitoring 
staff.  
As the military got more deeply involved in developmental projects, its 
elites were also driving the institution’s orientation further into domestic 
security. The military commander Army Gen. Gatot Nurmantyo (2015-
2017) is a particularly pivotal figure to discuss on this issue. Without 
sufficient and convincing evidence, he reiterated the danger of the 
ideology of communism and Marxism-Leninism-Maoism in Indonesia. 
These ideologies have been continually demonized throughout the 
authoritarian New Order and democratic periods, mostly for the 
Indonesian Communist Party’s alleged involvement in an attempted 
coup, which killed six senior army generals, between September 30 and 
October 1, 1965. The army general announced a public screening event 
of the 1965 affairs, which vividly depicted members as well as 

 
11 A. Priamarizki & M. Haripin, ‘Moeldoko’s Appointment: Guarding Jokowi’s 
Re-election?’ Centre for Political Studies–LIPI, January 24, 2018, 
http://politik.lipi.go.id/kolom/kolom-2/politik-nasional/1183-moeldoko-s-
appointment-guarding-jokowi-s-re-election (accessed September 30, 2019). 
12 Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, The Expanding Role of the Indonesian 
Military (Jakarta: Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, 2016). 
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sympathizers of the communist party as evil.13 Marxism has been 
deliberately taken out of its academic context and philosophical 
arguments, and instead framed as a national security threat.14 Formally, 
the teaching and publication of communist or communist-inspired 
ideology are prohibited, and access to old documents pertaining to the 
communist party is highly restricted. 
Reflecting upon this situation, why was the former military commander 
persistently issuing warnings about the rise of communists? Nurmantyo’s 
maneuver reflects an emerging push within the military establishment to 
seize political influence.15 This mobilization of ‘politics of fear’ has 
granted the army general a prominent position in society as a champion 
of patriotism. As practiced in the authoritarian period, the ‘ghost’ of 
communism was also frequently raised to repress opposition groups and 
disqualify individuals from the job market and other public activities. In 
this regard, Nurmantyo eventually attempted to convert the support into 
electoral votes immediately after he retired from military service. The 
result was quite disappointing, however; no political party was willing to 
nominate him as either the presidential or vice-presidential candidate in 
the 2019 General Election. Meanwhile, election laws oblige candidates to 
secure party support for their candidacy.  
Looking at President Widodo’s awkward position in the Indonesian 
national political scene—he is not a party leader but a relatively 
newcomer who obtained immense support from constituents—the 
invitation to the military indicated a form of conflict-avoidance politics. 
How does it translate to political reality? The former Jakarta governor 
duplicated Yudhoyono’s non-interference strategy and, to some extent, 
also exploited patron-client relations between him and active officers. 

 
13 M. Haripin, ‘In the Making of Democracy’, p. 72. 
14 B. Lowry, ‘Key Security Fault Lines-Unresolved Issues and New Challenges’, 
in Indonesia’s Ascent: Power, Leadership, and the Regional Order, eds. C. B. 
Roberts, A. D. Habir, and L. C. Sebastian (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015), 95-96. 
15 J. Honna, ‘Civil-Military Relations in an Emerging States’, pp. 265-266. 
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This can be seen from the appointment of Marshal Hadi Tjahjanto as the 
military commander. Tjahjanto had already been connected with Widodo 
since his appointment in Solo of Central Java, a historical city where Joko 
Widodo once happened to be its mayor.  Next, the rise of Andika Perkasa, 
son-in-law of A. M. Hendropriyono, one of Widodo’s closest allies in his 
political circle, can also be a case in point.16 Prior to his position as army 
commander (KSAD), Perkasa was commander of the army’s strategic 
reserve command (Kostrad) and Widodo’s presidential security forces 
(Paspampres).  
These mixed approaches, that is, the military role in non-defense affairs 
and patronage, have become the main characteristics of civil-military 
relations in Joko Widodo’s first term. 
 
Conclusion 
Based on the discussion above, we contend that civil-military relations in 
post-authoritarian Indonesia is a deeply problematic situation. Civilian 
control has yet to be fully implemented despite the country’s two decades 
of democratization. This confirms the long-held wisdom that political 
liberalization that emerges from the ruins of authoritarian leaders is not a 
panacea; continuing support for democracy and systematic reform of 
troubled institutions, notably the military establishment, is needed to 
prevent the return of an authoritarian status quo. Aside from an “army 
factionalism” perspective, which indeed has contributed to our 
understanding of military politics in the early years of democratization, 
this paper demonstrates that the military’s threat perception, which is 
consistently domestic and inward looking, plays a significant role in 
explaining the dynamics—and the deterioration—of civil-military 
relations in contemporary Indonesia. 
  

 
16 M. Haripin and M. S. Ramadhan, ‘Jokowi’s Troubled Policies’, The Jakarta 
Post, March 9, 2019. 
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16. Civil-Military Relations During the Transition to 
Democracy in Spain and Portugal 

Jose Javier Olivas-Osuna*† 
 

Abstract 
The military is an important factor for the success or failure of 
democratization processes. Portugal and Spain provide two paradigmatic 
cases. Despite their socio-economic, political, and cultural similarities, 
these countries developed very different civil-military relations, which 
significantly impacted their transitions. After having handed power over 
to a civilian dictator, Salazar, the Portuguese military eventually caused 
the downfall of his authoritarian Estado Novo regime and steered the 
transition to democracy. In contrast, the Spanish military, which had 
helped Franco defeat the Second Republic, remained loyal to the 
dictator’s principles and, after his death, obstructed the democratization 
process. Drawing on primary and secondary sources, this paper shows 
that the failed coups d’état in these countries helped tighten civilian 
control and paved the way for democratic consolidation. It also argues 
how historical legacies, as well as contextual factors, serve to explain the 
differences in both cases. 
 
Introduction 
The Portuguese and Spanish governments adopted different approaches 
to the military’s subordination through the authoritarian, transitional, and 
early democratic periods. My work has identified and compared the 
combinations of tools and their evolution, paying special attention to the 
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impact of some past macro-historical events and environmental factors. 
That endeavor has relied on historical research of multiple primary and 
secondary sources, on a comparative framework borrowed from the field 
of public policy (Hood’s NATO scheme), and on neo-institutionalist 
theory. This paper summarizes this work. 
 
Civil-Military Relations and Government Styles in Portugal and 
Spain  
My research seeks a better understanding about what is done to control 
the military and why. Instead of developing a general explanation of the 
degree of the military’s subordination, it has focused on the tools of 
control. This focus meant moving the focal point backwards in the causal 
chain that aimed at contributing to a less divisive common ground of 
knowledge and a more stable basis for further social enquiry.  
Through the analysis of wide-ranging empirical evidence and its 
classification and comparison according to Hood’s four basic resources 
(organization, nodality, authority, and treasure), important findings about 
the control strategy in both countries have been revealed. Governments 
have always used combinations of multiple tools.1 Tools were not 
completely unrelated to each other or purely the outcome of random 
selection. The evidence shows that most tool choices were purposefully 
taken and that governments followed some patterns in their choices. 
The existence of some underlying Iberian ethos and a common political 
culture is often assumed in social sciences. Could the same be said about 
the style of control? Is it accurate to speak about an ‘Iberian style’ of 
control or model of civil-military relations? The answer is no, as the 
different trends identified in Portugal and Spain in my work refute the 
existence of a unique distinctive Iberian style of control or a common 
system of civil-military relations. Portugal and Spain, despite having 

 
1 This confirms what the dominant literature on policy instruments has 
suggested (Hood 1983:154; Howlett 2005:33; Bemelmans-Videc and Vedung 
1998). 
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experienced similar political regimes and socio-political transformations, 
developed very different civil-military relations. The analysis of the 
trends in the control toolkit also disproves the existence of a stable 
‘Portuguese’ or ‘Spanish style of control.’ The degree of utilization of 
control tools (in particular organization and nodality tools) varied 
significantly both across country and across time.  
The rejection of an ‘Iberian style’ needs to be qualified. In fact, the 
utilization of authority and treasure tools was very similar in both 
countries. Moreover, this rejection should not be extended beyond the 
military sphere and the period analyzed. A preliminary analysis of civil-
military relations in the 19th and early 20th centuries points to numerous 
similarities in both countries (Ballbé 1983; Ferreira 1992; Seco Serrano 
1984; Caeiro 1997). Equally, after 1982, there was a convergence 
between Portugal and Spain. Nonetheless, it would be necessary to 
confirm that this convergence continued beyond 1986 and extend the 
analysis to other countries in order to verify that such a shared style is 
unique or specific to the Iberian Peninsula.  
Is it possible to establish, at least, common patterns associated to the type 
of regime? Again the evidence discards the existence of cross country 
‘authoritarian’ and ‘transitional’ styles of control on the military. Many 
differences in the control toolkit during the authoritarian periods and in 
the case of the transition to democracy have been unveiled in my book, 
Iberian Military Politics: Controlling the Armed Forces during 
Dictatorship and Democratisation. These discrepancies go beyond tool 
choice and reach other aspects of civil-military relations.  
In Portugal, there was no total support for the authoritarian government 
within the ranks. The fact that Salazar, and especially Caetano, had been 
appointed by military men limited their authority (Rebelo de Sousa 
1990:66). Franco was a military leader before he became a ruler and 
enjoyed higher levels of support in the armed forces. Franco and Salazar 
had different personalities as well as different preferences and priorities 
concerning military and defense policies (Medina 2000). The political 
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institutional structure of the regimes also varied. Much more power was 
concentrated in the hands of Franco for whom the military were never a 
serious threat, but strong supporters. On the other hand, Salazar and 
Caetano had to share their power and face challenges from the military 
(Fernandes 2006; Duarte 2010).  
The Estado Novo was more exposed to the international actors and 
events. The traditional English-Portuguese Alliance, the Spanish Civil 
War, the (First and) Second World War, NATO, and the Colonial Wars 
strongly affected Portuguese civil-military relations. The relative 
seclusion of Spain in the first decades of the twentieth century was 
aggravated due to the repression during and after the Civil War and the 
alignment with the Axis powers. Only after the defense agreements, the 
establishment of US military bases in the 1950s, and the liberalization of 
the economy in the 1960s, did Spain very gradually integrate into the 
Western bloc and become more susceptible to the influence of 
international actors (Salas López 1974).  
All of these differences contributed to different patterns in the utilization 
of the tools of government in both authoritarian regimes. For instance, 
Franco used thoroughly coercive organization (executions, 
imprisonments) until 1945 in order to purge the military and then 
abandoned its utilization. On the other hand, coercive organization 
(basically paramilitary forces) was used in a less intensive manner in 
Portugal but without interruption during the Estato Novo. Another 
difference is that Salazar spied more intensively on the military while 
Franco preferred to detect threats through his personal relations in the 
ranks. In both regimes, there were diverging approaches to authority, in 
particular concerning military promotions and the integration of militia 
officers. Franco restored seniority as the driving principle and integrated 
the ‘alfereces provisionales’ as officers in the military in order to 
reinforce loyalty and conservative ideology within the ranks. Conversely, 
Salazar combined political appointments, ‘escolha’, with the limitations 
to the retirement age to renew the top tier of the military and reward 
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loyalty. Salazar de-mobilized the ‘milicianos’ recruited during the war 
period, many of which did not share the ideas of the regime.  
During the transition to democracy the discrepancies were accentuated. 
Although both countries shared the problem of the military’s 
insubordination, many of the features of their civil-military relations 
diverged. The Portuguese transition originated from a military coup and 
a revolutionary movement. The Spanish transition was not rooted in the 
collapse of the former system and a military intervention, but, among 
other factors, by pressures from inside the existing regime (Fishman 
1990). The composition of the Portuguese military was much more 
ideologically and socially heterogeneous, in part due to the massive 
recruitment for the Colonial Wars (Carrilho 1985). While in Portugal the 
military provided the impulse for democratization, in Spain they largely 
opposed the process. In Portugal, the MFA military occupied the main 
posts in the government and advisory bodies. In Spain, the military lost 
its agenda-setting power and remained reluctant spectators of the reforms 
(Agüero 1995). In both cases the principle of civilian supremacy was 
threatened; the revolutionary military controlled the civilian governments 
in Portugal and the reactionary military did not accept their subordination 
to those in Spain.  
The tools of control used immediately after the end of the dictatorships 
differ in important aspects. The Portuguese governments used coercive 
organization to deter insurrections as well as intensive propaganda, 
censorship, and political surveillance (nodality) to indoctrinate the 
military. In Spain, on the other hand, intrusive means of control were 
avoided, and the focus was on gradually reforming the military (non-
coercive organization) and its legal framework (authority) to concentrate 
power within the government.  
However, these countries experienced a process of convergence from 
1982 onwards, which was also reproduced in the control toolkit. In 
Portugal, the failed military coup of 25 November 1975 was a turning 
point in the process of democratic institutionalization and a first step for 
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the withdrawal of the military from politics, later accomplished with the 
reforms launched in 1982 (Pinto 2006:64). In Spain, after the 23- F coup 
attempt in 1981 and NATO membership in 1982, the new socialist 
government gave a decisive impulse to the process of the military’s 
subordination and consolidation of democracy (Preston 1986; Agüero 
1995). Accession to the EEC in 1986 confirmed that Portugal and Spain 
had developed Western liberal democratic systems. The underlying 
strategy for the governments to strengthen civilian supremacy was to 
instill professionalism in the ranks (Danopoulos 1991).  
The convergence in political and civil-military dimensions was 
accompanied by a convergence in the control toolkit. Non-coercive 
organization tools such as a formal military education and organizational 
design were used to foster professionalism and coordination; the new 
independent media and centralized secret services acted as nodality 
detectors to prevent military interference with politics; Authority 
sanctions and constraints were redefined to limit military autonomy; and 
utilization of treasure aimed primarily at the modernization of equipment. 
These common features suggest a common democratic or Western 
democratic style after 1982. 
 
Alternative Explanations for Tool Choice: ‘History’ and ‘Context’  
My research proposes a neo-institutionalist explanatory framework for 
the evolution of policy instruments. Rather than exploring the causes of 
specific micro-choices, the analysis has focused on the factors that 
produced changes in the general patterns of the control tool mix and has 
shown how history and context decisively shaped most choices.2 
Historical legacies, ideas, institutions, and international actors facilitated 
and hindered ways of action.  

 
2 The policy instrument literature recognizes that the main problem is linking 
instrument choice with the factors that stimulated them (Linder and Peters 
1989:48–53; Howlett and Ramesh 2003:91, 194) 
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Most of the evidence examined defies ‘technical’ models of tool choice 
(March and Olson 1984; Linder and Peter 1998:37–8). Clearly, in the case 
of Portuguese and Spanish military politics, tool choices were not 
mechanical exercises in which decision-makers simply matched the 
attributes of the problem to those of the instruments available. Different 
tools were used to tackle similar problems. This book corroborates what 
some authors had anticipated (Bruijn and Hufen 1998; Howlett 2005:49–
50; Bemelmans-Videc et al. 1998/eds; Eliadis et al. 2005/eds); that is, 
instruments are generally used in combinations or mixes and therefore it 
is extremely important to move beyond single instrument approaches. 
Similarly, the evidence challenges pure ‘self-interest’ and pure ‘political’ 
models that, assuming complete technical substitutability between 
instruments, explain choices based either on the calculated maximization 
of individual benefits or by proximity to cultural values and ideology 
(Howlett and Ramesh 2003:197–8). Neo-institutionalist theory provides 
a better alternative explanation.  
This research has analyzed two contending types of interpretations for 
instrument choice: on the one hand, path-dependence accounts based on 
external shocks, timing, and self-reinforcing mechanisms (historical 
causation); and on the other hand, those grounded in the continuing 
impact of environmental factors (constant causation).  
Historical events played an important role in shaping civil-military 
relations and control tools in these countries. The beginning and end of 
distinct trajectories in the utilization of particular mixes of tools coincided 
with some non-controllable overarching macro-historical events. My 
book takes a closer look at the legacy of the Spanish Civil War, the 
Second World War, the colonial conflicts, and transitional political 
processes and shows that these events triggered ‘critical junctures’ in the 
control toolkit. These exogenous shocks generated sometimes 
endogenous self-reinforcing (or self-defeating) dynamics that contributed 
to the stability (or reversal) of certain patterns in tool choice and civil-
military relations. It also illustrates how the temporal sequence influenced 
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choices and outcomes and that formative periods usually conditioned 
later developments.  
However, some limitations in the orthodox path-dependence explanations 
have also been revealed. The evolutions of the control toolkits and of 
civil-military relations in the peninsula do not completely fit a model of 
‘punctuated equilibria’. Portugal and Spain experienced critical junctures 
and periods of cathartic changes, but these were not always followed by 
stable trajectories. The periods after some critical junctures showed 
gradual changes not directly associated to the legacies of the macro-
historical events analyzed. Self-reinforcing dynamics were not pervasive 
and in some cases the stability of a trajectory should be attributed to the 
continuous effect of contextual factors that were not directly related to the 
‘historical causes’ that initiated the trajectory. Agents (the dictators) had 
the capacity to alter the trajectories. Moreover some of the events that 
triggered critical junctures can be considered as endogenously generated 
by the system of civil-military relations (in particular the Spanish Civil 
War, the collapse of the Estado Novo, and the coups of November 1975 
in Portugal and February 1981 in Spain). These findings contradict the 
contingency and determinism that the most orthodox path-dependence 
interpretations suggest.  
Although history matters, path-dependence interpretations of the Iberian 
cases need to be qualified. Accordingly, three categories of environmental 
factors have been examined: ideas, political institutional structures, and 
international environments. These factors act as ‘constant causes’ shaping 
trajectories in civil-military relations and tool choice: ideologies as well 
as the personal experiences and preferences of decision-makers (in 
particular those of Franco and Salazar) influenced tool choices. The 
political institutional structure affected the availability of some basic 
resources. For instance, the centralization of power and the absence of 
veto actors amplified the capacity of dictators to implement their 
preferred tools. The political transitions resulted in the redistribution of 
power among diverse actors and institutions which impacted military 
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policy; political conflict and bargaining initially hindered some reforms 
but later contributed to stability in civil-military relations and tool choice. 
Finally, international actors (countries and organizations) shaped tool 
choices and civil-military relations through normative pressures and by 
constraining and stimulating the availability of some resources (in 
particular, treasure and organization).  
The historical and constant causes observed in each of the two cases were 
deeply intertwined, and therefore it is important to take both of them into 
consideration to better explain the trajectories. The environmental factors 
often translated effects of past macro-historical events into tool choice. 
These events at times created critical junctures in the environmental 
factors which in turn offset or magnified the trajectories of civil-military 
relations and tool choice. On the other hand, these overarching events 
were sometimes the result of the interaction of environmental factors and 
previous tool choices. Furthermore, the conceptual differences of both 
alternative types of explanations for the evolution of tool choice and civil-
military relations, although initially important, blurred gradually as the 
focal point of the study travelled through the time dimension and through 
different levels of analysis. Current contexts become past legacies from a 
future perspective; stable trajectories may turn into changing paths if the 
time segment analyzed is longer and some endogenous mechanisms of 
self-reproduction become exogenous environmental factors when looking 
at an institutional subset.  
Thus, it can be concluded that tool choices are the result of complex social 
processes that do not fit a simple causal model with well-defined 
independent and dependent variables. There are interactions between 
different factors and types of explanations. The ‘walls’ that separate 
different streams of neo-institutionalism have been helpful to support the 
‘scaffolding’ that permitted the development of many useful (often 
parsimonious and elegant) theoretical concepts and analytical tools. 
However, some of the theoretical divides such as ‘structure vs. agency’, 
‘culture vs. calculus’ and, as this book shows, ‘legacy of the past vs. 
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continuing action of the ideational and institutional context’ are not 
Gordian knots that can be cut or unraveled.3 As the scrutiny of the 
empirical evidence on government tools of control has shown, these 
‘walls’ are to a great extent artificial. The proponents of different 
paradigms could potentially fill gaps in their own theoretical 
developments by exploring alternative approaches.  
 
Hood’s Tools of Government Revisited  
Many authors have previously discussed Hood’s NATO scheme but there 
have been very few attempts to apply it systematically to a specific 
empirical case. Never before have civil-military relations been studied 
through the lenses of a policy instrument framework. The historical data 
on civil-military relations in the Iberian Peninsula have offered the 
opportunity to test the heuristic value of Hood’s NATO scheme and 
substantiate several of its advantages and limitations. 
Systematically linking each of Hood’s basic resources with specific 
policy problems or goals is extremely difficult (if at all possible). The 
wide variety of instruments that each of these generic categories 
encompasses as well as the impact of history and context (on the nature 
of the problems, availability of resources, and policy implementation) 
turn this endeavor into a fool’s errand.4 The evidence reveals that not all 
of the instruments that integrate each category evolved synchronously, 
suggesting that analytic associations might be better explored at the 
instrument level, not at the level of Hood’s generic categories.5 This is 
consistent with Hood’s work which, despite presenting some canons of 
‘intelligent policy design’ or ‘good application’ of government tools 

 
3 See similar arguments in Hall and Taylor (1996) and Bieler and Morton 
(2001). 
4 See a similar critique in Linder and Peters (1989:40–1). 
5 A similar problem has been found with the subcategories introduced in my 
book. 
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(Hood 1983:132–3; Hood and Margetts 2007:144–5), never clearly links 
them to the basic resources.  
The availability of the basic resources can be directly linked to choices 
but still this readiness can be seen as just a mechanism mediating the 
impact of other historical and environmental factors on tool choice. This 
problem has been avoided by decoupling the comparative from the 
explanatory framework. My book restricted the role of the NATO scheme 
to that of a ‘marker’ or ‘indicator’ of change in tool choice and has relied 
on two approaches to neo-institutionalism as an explanatory framework.6  
Hood’s NATO framework is well suited for the classification and 
comparison of instrument choice. It is a resource-based scheme that 
focuses on what governments actually do, not so much on their intentions, 
and thus, it reduces the level of subjectivity and simplifies the task of 
classifying tools. Moreover, the NATO framework has proved to be 
flexible and parsimonious enough to capture and process all the empirical 
evidence encountered (Chapters 4, 5, 7, 8 of my book) and to establish 
meaningful cross-temporal and cross-country comparisons (Chapter 9 of 
my book). The NATO framework allows the processing of enormous 
amounts of information from different sources, covering more than 50 
years in the history of civil-military relations in Portugal and Spain. All 
of the tools of control elicited from the scrutiny of the primary and 
secondary sources have been classified in one of the four categories: 
organization, nodality, authority, and treasure. None of Hood’s categories 
were redundant. The distribution and evolution of these tools within these 
categories has served to delineate trajectories in the control strategy of the 
governments.  
However, the simplicity and flexibility of this framework also entails 
some problems. Hood’s basic categories are very broad and not always 
mutually exclusive. They accommodate much variance within and 
therefore can hide very disparate attitudes towards the military’s 

 
6 Lascoumes and Le Galès (2007) also stress the value of policy instruments as 
indicators of policy change. 
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subordination. In order to counter this shortcoming, my book introduced 
two new subcategories in each of the four basic types. These are different 
from Hood’s subcategories and reflect the way in which the basic 
resources are used. These subcategories have enabled the establishment 
of a more nuanced, and still balanced, classification of the control tools 
and helped establish sharper depictions and comparisons of the action of 
the governments without over-complicating the analysis.  
Furthermore, occasionally instruments can be assigned to more than one 
category. The tools of government can be considered as the building 
blocks of policies, but they are not indivisible or homogeneous units. The 
evidence on tools for the military’s subordination confirms that often 
control instruments are bundles of different ‘smaller’ instruments (Le 
Galès 2007) or that they rely on more than one basic resource. For 
instance, the censorship effort, despite being mainly a nodality tool, has 
an important organization component (teams of censors scrutinizing the 
information) or even an authority component (since there is a law that 
prohibits or constrains certain information, people will exert self-
censorship not to commit an offense). For the sake of simplicity, my book 
has allocated each tool to only one basic resource. The hybridization in 
the context of Hood’s basic resources remains a question for future 
research.  
Lastly, it is important to note that the NATO framework is not time, 
country, or sector specific. Despite the changing nature of security 
problems and civil-military relations a generic policy instrument 
framework such as Hood’s is useful for the analysis of past, present and 
future civil-military relations because it does not focus on the specific 
goals pursued by a government at a particular time but on the tools 
employed and the resources they draw their power from. The revised 
NATO framework could be similarly applied to other countries with 
salient civil-military relations issues (such as Egypt, Libya, Turkey, 
Thailand, and Pakistan) or to other areas of government action within the 
same countries (such as public order, fiscal policy, and education). 
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Additional research in this sense could contribute to complete and refine 
the debate initiated here about governments’ styles.  
 
Further Implications  
My book has defined an alternative (more structured and analytical) 
narrative about military history and a new angle to the complex socio-
political developments that Spain and Portugal experienced from the 
1930s to 1986. Many of the findings in terms of control tools and civil-
military relations here are associated or precede similar patterns in the 
control mechanisms and relations of the Iberian governments with society 
at large. Hopefully this monograph can contribute to a better 
understanding, or at least inspire a new angle to the study, of the socio-
political transformations which occurred in Portugal and Spain.  
Moreover, Iberian civil-military relations can be useful in order to 
understand and even anticipate obstacles, opportunities, and likely 
outcomes in transitional processes in other countries. The different 
trajectories in terms of democratization and civil-military relations can be 
used to establish comparisons and draw lessons relevant for countries 
undergoing similar political transformations such as those belonging to 
the so-called ‘Arab Spring’. 
Although the military’s subordination became an important challenge for 
both countries, Portugal and Spain experienced very different models of 
democratization which allows the drawing of lessons applicable in 
diverse contexts. Some of the issues outlined here that deserve further 
attention are: The different origins of transitional processes (military coup 
vs. reforms from within the regime); roles undertaken by the military and 
involvement in the political reforms (drivers of the reforms vs. 
spectators); social and ideological compositions of the military 
(heterogeneous with left-wing dominance vs. homogenous conservative); 
and strategies and tools for the subordination of the military.  
Finally, the Portuguese and Spanish experiences illustrate the need to 
analyze not only the current context but also the history of the countries 
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undergoing transitions. The introduction of democratic ideas and political 
institutions, even with the support from the international community, may 
not guarantee the military’s subordination. Past historical events, such as 
wars and regime transformations, have longstanding consequences that 
should be taken into account by anyone concerned about the success of 
any democratization process. 
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17. The Crumbling Israeli-Palestinian Security Coordination 
Shir Hever*

 
Abstract 
Israeli military policies towards the Occupied Palestinian Territories 
(OPT) went through a series of transitions since the 1967 occupation. The 
establishment of the security coordination between the Israeli military and 
the Palestinian Authority in 1994 has become the central pillar of the 
Israeli control mechanism over the territory, but despite its effectiveness 
in creating security for the Israeli side, its legitimacy has been 
increasingly challenged by Palestinian as well as Israeli political actors, 
causing a redrawing of political fronts which divides both the Palestinian 
and the Israeli populations in regards to the Israeli policy of occupation.  
This paper discusses the reasons for the weakening legitimacy of the 
security coordination (especially from the Israeli side which benefits the 
most from it), what kinds of Palestinian resistance to the occupation 
evolved as a result of this weakening, and how Israeli military policy has 
adapted to these changes. 
 
Security Coordination as a Colonial Control Mechanism 
Security coordination was established within the framework of the Oslo 
Agreements. The actual text of the Oslo Agreement, as it was finalized in 
1995, puts more emphasis on the security mechanisms than on any other 
aspect of the agreement. The text reads like a contract, like many similar 
contracts in the field of privatized security. The principal is the State of 
Israel, and the agent is the Palestinian Authority (PA), which is obligated, 
according to the agreement, to operate in certain areas, at certain 
capacities, to maintain a certain amount of police stations and prisons 
with the stated purpose of ensuring security for the State of Israel, for its 
citizens, and for its installations both inside Israel and in the OPT. The 
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Oslo Agreements do not specify in what way Palestinian security forces 
or Israeli security forces are obligated to work towards the security of 
Palestinians.1 An important part of the agreements is what is known in the 
jargon of privatization contracts as a “step-in” clause,2 which the 
agreements refer to as cases of “hot pursuit,” allowing Israeli forces to 
enter Area A under the official jurisdiction of the PA as they see fit. 
Scholars of settler-colonialism, such as Dereg Gregory,3 Ilan Pappe,4 

 
1 Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), 1995, “Annex I: Protocol 
Concerning Redeployment and Security Arrangements,” The Israeli-
Palestinian Interim Agreement on the West Bank and Gaza Strip, in Israeli 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs website, September 28, 1995, 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/ForeignPolicy/Peace/Guide/Pages/THE%20ISRA
ELI-PALESTINIAN%20INTERIM%20AGREEMENT%20-
%20Annex%20I.aspx#article2, accessed October 2019. 
2 A “step-in clause” is a common clause in privatization contracts, which allows 
the state to take control of the project back from the private company or NGO, 
while compensating the company. See New Zealand Parliament, 2015, “Urgent 
Debates – Serco – Decision to End Contract for Mt Eden Corrections Facility,” 
New Zealand House of Representatives, December 9, 2015, Vol. 710, 
http://www.parliament.nz/en-
nz/pb/debates/debates/51HansD_20151209_00000016/urgent-debates-
%E2%80%94-serco%E2%80%94decision-to-end-contract-for-mt, accessed 
October 2019, p.:8698. 
3 Gregory, Derek 2004. The Colonial Present: Afghanistan, Palestine, Iraq 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, p. 79; Hilal J (1976) Imperialism and settler 
colonialism in West Asia: Israel and the Arab Palestinian struggle. Utafi 1(1): 
51–70. Sayegh F (2012) Zionist colonialism in Palestine (1965). Settler 
Colonial Studies, 2(1): 206–225.  
4 Pappe, Ilan, 2007. The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine, Oxford and New York: 
Oneworld Publications. (Chapter 2). 

 
 

322 

Nadia Nasser-Najjab,5 Omar Jabary Salamanca,6 and Patrick Wolfe7 
identified the security coordination between Israeli and Palestinian 
security forces as a case study of colonial hegemonic practice; the 
recruitment of natives to police the native population is a form of 
exploitation of their labor, while also serving to cause divisions within 
the native population and to sow distrust. Israeli generals and politicians 
also referred to the fact that Palestinians are better poised to police their 
own population because of their understanding of the language, cultural 
codes, and having direct contact with the population.  
It was Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin who explained his vision for 
the Oslo Agreements, and specifically for the security coordination to his 
own cabinet, by saying “we need someone to create order without the 
High Court and without B’tselem.”8  B’tselem is an eminent Israeli 
human rights organization that reports the violations committed by the 
Israeli military. In other words, Rabin considered the security 
coordination to be an act of subcontracting the Palestinians to do the 
security jobs that the Israeli military no longer wanted to perform. Rabin 
was the embodiment of the Israeli security elite, and a fierce proponent 
of the policy of separation, and even participated in the ethnic cleansing 

 
5 Naser-Najjab, Nadia, 2019, “The First Intifada, Settler-Colonialism, and the 
21st Century Prospects for Collective Resistance,” Middle East Journal, Vol. 
73, No. 2, Summer 2019, pp. 187-206. 
6 Salamanca Omar Jabary Qato M, Rabie K. and Samour S, 2012, “Past is 
present: Settler colonialism in Palestine,” Settler Colonial Studies Vol. 2, No.1, 
pp.: 1–8. 
7 Wolfe, Patrick, (2006), Settler-colonialism and the elimination of the Native, 
Journal of Genocide Research, Vol 8, No. 4, pp.387-409; Veracini, 2010. 
Lorenzo. Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
8 B’tselem is a well-known Israeli human rights NGO. Gordon, Neve, 2008, 
Israel's Occupation, Berkley, Los Angeles, London: University of California 
Press, pp. 171, 189. 
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of 1948.9 By promoting security coordination, however, Rabin effectively 
removed the Israeli security elite from the camp of settler-colonial rule, 
and into the camp of classical (exploitative) colonialism, creating a lasting 
rift between the Israeli security elite and the settler right-wing. 
Indeed, in the years 1995-2006, Palestinian security forces grew rapidly, 
and took over many of the checkpoints erected by the Israeli military, 
continuing to operate them. The number of Palestinian prisoners in Israeli 
jails has fallen to about half of what it used to be, as the other half found 
themselves in Palestinian prisons. Breaking into houses to conduct 
searches, interrogating suspects, and mass arrests are all jobs that 
Palestinian security forces were doing as part of the security 
coordination.10 
 
Contradictions and Conflict Among Elite Groups 
Security coordination is undoubtedly a strategy of colonial domination, 
but Israeli governments have been indecisive as to what kind of colonial 
domination is more desirable: a settler-colonial model in which 
Palestinians are pushed out entirely, or a classical, exploitative 
hierarchical model.11 The difference lies in the question, that is, whether 
the colonial project is motivated by a centralized imperial expansionism, 
or by a group of settlers who are looking to obtain land for themselves at 

 
9 Selby, Jan, 2005, “The Political Economy of the Israeli-Palestinian Peace 
Process: an Introduction,” Paper for Panel on the Political Economy of Conflict 
Transformation, International Studies Association, Hawaii, March 1-5, pp. 1-
24. 
10 Tartir, Alaa, “The Evolution and Reform of Palestinian Security Forces 
1993-2013,” Stability: International Journal of Security & Development, Vol. 
4, No. 1, pp. 1-14; Arouri, Fadi, 2012, “Repressive PA Police Trained, 
Equipped by Western Donors,” The Electronic Intifada, July 7, 2012, 
http://electronicintifada.net/content/repressive-pa-police-trained-equipped-
western-donors/11473, accessed December 2013. 
11 Schueftan, Daniel, 1999, The Need for Separation [Korakh Haafrada], Tel-
Aviv: Zmora Bitan. 
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the expense of the native population and then struggle for autonomy in 
the name of the settler collective. 
Clearly, the scholarship on Israel/Palestine is all but unified on this 
question, and considers the Zionist movement to be a settler-colonial 
movement and the State of Israel a result of settler-colonial practices. 
However, it cannot be ignored that many policies of the State of Israel, 
especially regarding the control over the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, 
fit better into the classical colonial model. While Yitzhak Rabin often 
spoke about “separation” from the Palestinians and the need for an 
ethnically pure Jewish state, Shimon Peres promoted a classical colonial 
agenda based on exploiting the Palestinian labor force, opening a market 
for Israeli companies, and so on.12 
The security coordination is one practice that highlights this 
contradiction. It was started by Rabin as a means to extract Israeli soldiers 
from the midst of the Palestinian population. But if it was a settler-
colonial practice, why did the Palestinian negotiators under the leadership 
of Yasser Arafat agree to it? I believe that Arafat understood that security 
coordination would create a place for Palestinians within the Israeli 
control framework and, therefore, create a crack in the exclusionary 
settler-colonial policy.  
As the Oslo Agreements were signed, settlers from the West Bank and 
Gaza held countless demonstrations, blocked roads, and used other forms 
of protest. Their main slogan was taken from the title of a famous poem 
by the national poet Nathan Alterman—“Don’t give them guns.” It was a 
direct reference to the security coordination, i.e., if Palestinians are 
allowed to carry guns, they would eventually turn them against the 
Israelis. The settlers found the idea of including the Palestinians in the 

 
12 Shafir, Gershon; Peled, Yoav, 2002, Being Israeli: The Dynamics of Multiple 
Citizenship, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 191-192. 
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security apparatus to be a threat to the settler-colonial project of removing 
the Palestinians altogether.13 
It should be noted that the Israeli government did not give any guns to the 
Palestinian forces; the weapons, uniforms, and vehicles of the Palestinian 
security forces were bought with money donated by donor states, mainly 
by the United States, which justified the donation by explaining that it 
would contribute to Israeli security.14 
In 1996 and in 2000, direct clashes occurred between Palestinian and 
Israeli security forces. These clashes occurred in the context of political 
events, in both cases starting with Israeli provocations around the Al-
Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem. Both clashes put the Palestinian security 
forces in a difficult dilemma. Their official role was to repress the 
Palestinian uprising against Israeli rule, but the security personnel felt 
themselves as part of that Palestinian public and shared its outrage at the 
Israeli provocations. On the Israeli side, there was also a difficult 
dilemma. On the one hand, the security coordination is a strategic asset 
that liberates the Israeli forces and allows them to dedicate resources to 
training and power buildup. But on the other hand, Israeli officers and 
soldiers felt that the Palestinian security forces are intruding into their 
territory of authority and undermining their monopoly over the use of 
force.15 
The split between the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, which mirrors the 
split between the Fatah and Hamas parties, has both weakened and 
strengthened the security coordination. After the Hamas takeover of the 

 
13 Haber, Eitan, 2005, “Things You Never Wanted to Know,” Ynet, October 30, 
2005, https://www.ynetnews.com/articles/1,7340,L-3161415,00.html, accessed 
October 2019. 
14 Mombelli, Gabriele, 2014, “The Palestinian National Authority Security 
Sector: An Operational Review,” paper presented at the Middle East Studies 
Association 2014 Annual Meeting, November 22-25, Washington DC. 
15 Allen, Lori, 2008, “Getting By the Occupation: How Violence Became 
Normal During the Second Palestinian Intifada,” Cultural Anthropology, Vol. 
23, No. 3, pp. 453-487. 
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Gaza Strip in 2007, Palestinian Authority security forces stopped 
operating there, as the armed forces of the Hamas party did instead. This 
weakened the Palestinian Authority, which can no longer claim to 
represent all Palestinians under Israeli occupation. But the split is also 
often used as an argument to justify the security coordination. Palestinians 
are made aware that in the West Bank, living conditions are much better 
than in the Gaza Strip, because the security coordination keeps the Israeli 
military from performing massacres, heavy bombardment, and siege as it 
does in the Gaza Strip. Likewise, Israeli security elite members often tell 
the Israeli public that the relatively “docile” nature of the West Bank 
compared to the Gaza Strip is thanks to the security coordination.16 
Nevertheless, the Netanyahu administration chose a policy that denies the 
Palestinian Authority the option to re-take the Gaza Strip and reestablish 
security coordination there as well, as part of the divide-and-conquer 
strategy of keeping the Gaza Strip under Hamas’ control. 
Security coordination has become a divisive issue in both societies. 
Within Palestinian society, critical civil society actors equate security 
coordination with collaboration and refer to it as a betrayal. The PLO has 
taken several binding decisions to end the security coordination, which 
were ignored by the PA’s government.17 Both the Hamas party on the 
right and the popular resistance committees on the left criticize and 
oppose security coordination. In response, President Mahmoud Abbas 
referred to the security coordination as “sacred.”18 I wish to analyze this 

 
16 Eviatar, Alon, 2018, “The Security Coordination with the Palestinians is 
More Important than Ever,” Ynet, March 2nd, 2018, 
https://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-5140605,00.html, accessed December 
2018. 
17 Ma’an News Agency, PCC decides to suspend recognition of Israel. October 
30, 2018. http://www.maannews.com/Content.aspx?id=781638  
18 Abunimah, Ali, 2019, “Mahmoud Abbas: collaboration with Israeli army, 
secret police is ‘sacred.’” The Electronic Intifada, May 30, 2014, 
https://electronicintifada.net/blogs/ali-abunimah/mahmoud-abbas-
collaboration-israeli-army-secret-police-sacred, accessed January 2019. 
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as a conflict between elite groups. Elite groups are defined through the 
ease of mobility between or inside each elite group.19 C. Wright Mills 
developed a theory of sectorial elites,20 and described the military, 
political, and business elites in the United States. A similar, though not 
identical, distribution can be found in Palestinian and Israeli societies. 
An emerging institutional elite within Palestinian society relies too 
heavily on the Oslo Agreements, on donor funding, and on continued 
support from the Israeli authorities to assign the security coordination. 
But other elite groups, which do not draw any benefit from the security 
coordination, consider it to be an obstacle to effective resistance against 
the occupation.21 
On the Israeli side, the hostility to the security coordination spreads 
among senior politicians as they embrace the right-wing populist agenda 
set by the Netanyahu administrations since 2009. Former Minister of 
Defense Avigdor Lieberman accused the Palestinian Authority of 
supporting terrorism,22 but refrained from giving the order to end security 
coordination. The Israeli security elite, comprised of senior military and 
intelligence officers (both serving and retired), is dedicating a growing 
proportion of its dwindling social legitimacy to defend the security 
coordination, publishing articles in various Israeli media outlets, and 

 
19 Giddens, Anthony, 1974, “Elites in the British Class Structure,” in 
Stanworth, P. (ed.), Elites and Power in British Society, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, pp: 1-21. 
20 Mills, C. Wright, 1956, The Power of Elites, New York: Oxford University 
Press. 
21 Zilber, Neri and Al-Omari, Ghaith, 2018. State with No Army, Army with 
No State Evolution of the Palestinian Authority Security Forces, 1994-2018, p. 
14. The Washington Institute for Near East Policy; Usher, G. (2003). Facing 
Defeat: The Intifada Two Years On. Journal of Palestine Studies, 32(2), 21-40.  
22 Lieberman, Avigdor, 2017, “Lieberman: the Palestinian Authority Continues 
to Incite to the Murder of Jews,” Israel Beiteinu Website, September 9, 2017, 
https://beytenu.org.il/liberman-har-adar/, accessed November 2019. 
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giving interviews in order to convince the Israeli public that the security 
coordination serves patriotic Israeli interests.23 

Why is the Security Coordination Becoming Untenable? 
With growing resentment towards the security coordination among both 
Palestinians and Israelis, it is doubtful that the security coordination could 
withstand an additional violent clash, as it did twice already in 1996 and 
2000. Public opinion in the Occupied Territory demands reconciliation 
between the Hamas and Fatah parties and national elections to form one 
government over both the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, but the Israeli 
government is dedicated to keeping the two areas separated. The 
contradiction between the two strategies deprives the security 
coordination of popular support and makes it increasingly fragile.24 
The Palestinian Authority is experiencing an ongoing financial crisis, 
exacerbated by the withdrawal of funding from the US. Israeli right-wing 
populist lawmakers passed a law revoking some of the tax-money that 
Israel is obligated to transfer to the Palestinian Authority every month, 
and deducting the money from it that is earmarked for Palestinian 
prisoners in Israeli jails and their families. The Palestinian Authority 
accepted to receive the reduced amount after a few months, but 
resentment among Palestinians continues to grow as they watch the 

 
23 Bergman Ronen, 2018, Rise and Kill First: the Secret History of Israel’s 
Targeted Assassinations, New York: Random House, Chapter 35. 
24 Al-Najah National University, 2018, “Results of Palestinian Public Opinion 
Poll No. 57, 25-27 October 2018,” Al-NajahNational University, October 30, 
2018, https://www.najah.edu/en/community/community-
news/2018/10/30/results-of-palestinian-public-opinion-poll-no-57/, accessed 
November 2019; Harkov, Lahav, 2019, “Netanyahu: Money to Hamas Part of 
Strategy to Keep Palestinians Divided,” The Jerusalem Post, March 12, 2019, 
https://www.jpost.com/Arab-Israeli-Conflict/Netanyahu-Money-to-Hamas-
part-of-strategy-to-keep-Palestinians-divided-583082, accessed November 
2019. 
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security expenses become an ever-increasing proportion of the dwindling 
budget.25 
These are not sustainable conditions. Neither in the Israeli public nor in 
the Palestinian public is there a majority supporting the continuation of 
the security coordination. There are also many Palestinians who wish to 
dispose of the Palestinian Authority altogether.  
Israeli generals dread the possibility of being forced to reestablish the full 
military government over the entire area of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, 
including the management of schools, hospitals, and maintaining roads, 
courts, and prisons.26 The Israeli governments have become increasingly 
deaf to the warning calls from these generals; however, if the Palestinian 
Authority loses the ability to maintain the security coordination because 
of a lack of public legitimacy and funding, the Israeli occupation strategy 
will immediately collapse.27 A return to the direct occupation of the 1970s 
and 1980s is unlikely. It is more likely that we will witness the fall of the 
Israeli security elite, and the Palestinian institutional elite. 
The other elite groups that are poised to take over, namely the populist 
right in Israel and the civil society leadership in Palestinian society, have 
many disagreements, but they do have one broad basis of agreement—
they oppose the two-state solution framework and seek a full annexation 
of the territory into one political entity under a single government. 

 
25 AFP and TOI Staff, 2019, “Palestinians Agree to Some Tax Transfers from 
Israel as Cash Crunch Mounts,” The Times of Israel, August 22, 2019, 
https://www.timesofisrael.com/palestinians-agree-to-some-tax-transfers-from-
israel-as-cash-crunch-mounts/, accessed November 2019. 
26 Yesh Din, 2017, “Through the Lens of Israel’s Interests: the Civil 
Administration in the West Bank,” Position Paper, December 2017, https://s3-
eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/files.yesh-din.org/Minhal+Ezrahi/YeshDin+-
+Haminhal+-+English.pdf, accessed November 2019;  
27 Hever, Shir, 2018, “The Night Watchman Becomes a Mercenary,” Settler 
Colonial Studies, Vol. 8, No.5, pp. 1-14. 
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18. The Impact of Civil-Military Relations on Democracy and 
Human Rights: Lessons from Latin America 

Elin Skaar*

 
Abstract 
One of the most contentious issues after the transition from military rule 
to democratic rule is how to deal with human rights violations committed 
by the military regime. Typically, the outgoing military regime will try to 
protect itself from prosecution by establishing amnesty laws. Over time, 
civilian-military tension usually eases, and the military is likely to wish 
to distance itself from repression committed by previous military regimes. 
The courtroom has therefore become an increasingly common meeting 
place for retired military officials, and victims and their families who 
have suffered various forms of abuse at the hands of the military, namely, 
torture, rape, forced exile, extrajudicial killings, detained-disappearance, 
massacres, and even genocide. An overview of developments in 
transitional justice for past wrongs in Latin America, covering the period 
from the early transitions to democratic rule in the 1980s to the present, 
shows that time and patience are of utmost importance for those waiting 
for justice. 
 
Introduction 
One of the most contentious issues after the transition from military rule 
to democratic rule is how to deal with human rights violations committed 
by the military regime. Typically, the outgoing military regime will try to 
protect itself from prosecution by establishing amnesty laws. Over time, 
civilian-military tension usually eases, and the military is likely to wish 
to distance itself from repression committed by previous military regimes. 
The courtroom has therefore become an increasingly common meeting 
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place for retired military officials, and victims and their families who 
have suffered various forms of abuse at the hands of the military, namely, 
torture, rape, forced exile, extrajudicial killings, detained-disappearance, 
massacres, and even genocide.  
This paper provides an overview of efforts in Latin America to hold the 
military accountable for gross and systematic human rights violations 
committed during either a military dictatorship or internal armed conflict 
after transitions to democratic rule in the 1980s and 1990s. An overview 
of developments in transitional justice for past wrongs in Latin America, 
covering the period from the early transitions to democratic rule in the 
1980s to the present, shows that time and patience are of utmost 
importance for those seeking justice. Many of the challenges faced by 
Latin American civilian governments in gaining control over its military 
after transitions to democracy are relevant to ongoing transitions in the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.  
 
Brief Background 
Just like in the MENA region, the military in Latin America is notorious 
for its interference with civilian government. Indeed, the cyclic 
alternation of civilians and generals in higher office in many countries 
dates to the era of independence in the 1860s and 1870s. In more recent 
times, specifically the period 1970-1990, the Latin American continent 
was largely dominated by military governments—or suffering armed 
internal conflict or civil war. In 1979, over two-thirds of Latin America’s 
people were allegedly living under military rule. By 1993, however, not 
a single military regime remained in Central or South America or the 
Spanish-speaking Caribbean (Loveman 1994, 105).  
In the wake of this massive wave of democratization, two prominent 
scholars on Latin American politics optimistically noted that “the tanks 
that not too long ago roamed the streets have vanished from sight, military 
uniforms seem passé and coups obsolete, and the era of the generals 
appears finally to have been consigned to the archives” (Cruz and Diamint 
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1998, 115). Their conclusion may have been overly optimistic. Although 
civilian governments continue to dominate the Latin American continent 
today, there are plentiful reminders that the military is still a force to be 
reckoned with in Latin American politics: The military coup against Hugo 
Chavez in Venezuela (2002); the coup against Haitian President Aristide 
(2004); the military removal of President Zelaya in Honduras (2009); and 
the “parliamentary coup” against President Fernando Lugo in Paraguay 
(2012) along with the failed “civic coup” attempt against Evo Morales in 
Bolivia (2009) and the failed police coup against Rafael Correa in 
Ecuador in (2010).1 The current crisis in Venezuela and claims of a new 
coup in Ecuador (October 2019) are further reminders that democratic 
consolidation is not a linear process, and should therefore never be taken 
for granted. Nevertheless, despite the recent democratic setbacks in the 
region, the overall (though greatly simplified) picture suggests that the 
military is, by and large, “back in the barracks.” 
 
Civil-Military Relations: A Short Literature Review 
Scholarship on the military in politics dates back to Samuel Huntington’s 
1957 ground-breaking book, The Soldier and the State (Huntington 
1957). To explain Latin America’s experience with alternating civilian 
and military governments, there are three main large bodies of literature 
focusing on (1) democratic or presidential breakdown, (2) democratic 
transition, and (3) democratic consolidation.   
Early scholarship trying to explain the breakdown of democracy and the 
prevalence of authoritarianism in Latin America in the 1970s and 1980s 
(Stepan and Linz 1978) has been supplemented by scholars providing a 
historical analysis of democratic breakdown and survival (Mainwaring 
and Perez-Linan 2013; Mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán 2013), as well as an 

 
1 For details, see 2016 article by Telesur that claims six coups in Latin America 
between 2010-16. https://www.telesurenglish.net/analysis/6-Coups-Against-
Latin-Americas-Left-Since-2000-20160511-0021.html 
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analysis of presidential breakdown in more recent times (Hochstetler 
2011); (Llanos and Marsteintredet 2010);(Zagorski 2003). A great deal of 
scholarship on the Latin American military has focused on the transition 
from military to democratic rule (O'Donnell 1986b, 1986a), and in the 
wake of this, on the process widely referred to as “democratic 
consolidation” (Becker 1999; Boeninger 1997); (Diamond 1999); (Linz 
1996a); Linz and Stepan (Linz 1996b); (Mainwaring 1992); (Valenzuela 
1992). 
Within the scholarly body of democratic consolidation, there are three 
important strands of literature trying to explain changes in civil-military 
relationships, focusing on: (1) The military as a political actor; (2) the 
military as an economic actor; and (3) military self-perceptions and 
military interaction with civilians/ordinary citizens (Skaar 2014). This 
paper narrows the focus to one of the issues that has provoked the most 
controversy in civil-military relationships in political processes of 
democratic consolidation: How to deal with human rights violations 
committed under military rule and/or internal armed conflict.  
 
Transitional and Post-Transitional Justice in Latin America 
One of the key features of military rule has been the use of violence 
against the state’s own citizens as a tool to fight so-called “internal 
enemies” of the state in order to obtain internal security. In the Cold War 
era, several right-wing governments in Latin America were propped up 
or backed by the United States to fight communism in the wake of the 
Cuban Revolution, which ended in 1959. Most infamously, the so-called 
Operación Condor network of six right-wing, U.S.-backed, military 
governments in the Southern Cone of South America (Chile, Argentina, 
Uruguay, Brazil, Paraguay, and Bolivia), adopted a practice of 
exchanging intelligence, extraditing people believed to be “enemies of 
the state,” or simply liquidating them on their own territory. This practice 
amounted to widespread human rights violations, such as torture, 
extrajudicial killings, forced exile, rape, and detained-disappearance. 
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Truth commission reports show that the types and extent of violence 
varies substantially from country to country. The worst and most 
extensive violations took place in the countries that suffered from long 
armed-civilian conflict: El Salvador, Guatemala, and partially Peru 
(Skaar, Wiebelhaus-Brahm, and García-Godos Forthcoming).  
One of the most emblematic, and traumatic, forms of human rights 
violations in Latin America (sadly prevalent also in many other parts of 
the world) is the practice of “disappearing” people. In addition to 
removing so-called “enemies of the state,” the practice was designed to 
instill fear and terror in the population. Nobody knew who was next on 
the death list of secret intelligence. Because the families did not know 
what had happened to the victims, they kept on hoping that the 
disappeared would reappear. The families were consequently denied the 
right to bury their dead and thereby obtain closure, causing trauma. A 
range of other legal complications arose from the practice of disappearing 
people: Issues tied to remarriage and inheritance, as well as the right to 
reparations. The figures for detained-disappearance vary from around 200 
for Uruguay (most of whom “disappeared” in Argentina as part of the 
Operación Condor) to around 200,000 dead and disappeared in 
Guatemala (many as a result of genocide). 
So how have civilian governments dealt with these extensive violations 
after the transition to democratic rule? How do you hold the military 
accountable for human rights violations? In an interdisciplinary research 
project covering nine Latin American countries, 20 researchers and 
research assistants developed a comprehensive analytical framework for 
comparative analysis to explore how the choice of mechanisms for 
addressing gross human rights violations (truth commissions, criminal 
prosecution, amnesties, and reparations) may affect accountability at both 
the victims’ level and at the societal level. The nine countries (Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Guatemala, El Salvador, Paraguay, Peru, and 
Uruguay) cover different kinds of military regimes; military dictatorship, 
one man/one party military rule, and internal armed conflict with armed 
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opposition from guerrilla groups. The project defines accountability as 
“an explicit acknowledgement by the state that grave human rights 
violations have taken place, and of state involvement in or responsibility 
for them, through means that can include but are not limited to the 
recovery and diffusion of truth, criminal prosecution, reparations to 
victims, and efforts to guarantee non-repetition.” Empirical analysis of 
these nine selected “post-authoritarian” and “post-conflict” cases show 
that there has been a definite shift from impunity towards accountability 
for past human rights violations in Latin America over the past three 
decades (Skaar, García-Godos, and Collins 2016).  
Specifically, truth-finding practices have taken place in all nine countries 
investigated. Notably, all nine countries have established formal truth 
commissions, recognized by the state.2 Most of these commissions were 
set up at the time of transition, or within the period of the first democratic 
government (transitional commissions). Other commissions were set up 
several years—even decades—after the transition to democracy. Notably, 
the last truth commission in Latin America to finalize its work and 
publicly issue its final report was the Brazilian truth commission. The 
commission handed over its final report to then Brazilian President Dilma 
Rousseff in December 2014, almost 30 years after the transition to 
democracy and even many more years after most of the human rights 
violations were committed. Interestingly, the military has typically 
tolerated truth commissions; not because its members liked the disclosure 
and documentation of abuses that they had been involved in/responsible 
for, but because this information posed no immediate threat to them as 

 
2 Following Hayner’s seminal definition, a formal truth commission is “(1) 
focused on past, rather than ongoing, events; (2) investigates a pattern of events 
that took place over a period of time; (3) engages directly and broadly with the 
affected population, gathering information on their experiences; (4) is a 
temporary body, with the aim of concluding with a final report; and (5) is 
officially authorized or empowered by the state under review” (Hayner 2011, 
11) (italics author’s). 
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long as they were protected from prosecution by amnesty laws. Most 
countries pass amnesty laws either before the transition to democracy, 
during the transition, or right after the transition. As a general rule, then, 
we may say that truth commissions are frequently accompanied by 
amnesty laws, making prosecution of the military difficult—sometimes 
impossible. This was true globally around the turn of the millennium 
(Skaar 1999) and is still true at least for Latin America today (Skaar, 
García-Godos, and Collins 2016). In fact, Argentina (along with Greece) 
is the only country in the world (to my knowledge) that has successfully 
challenged the military in court right after the transition to democracy. 
Legal action against the military was enabled by the fact that the 
Argentine military was severely discredited and weakened after its loss 
in the Falklands War in 1983. What was promised by the democratically 
elected president Raul Alfonsín to be massive legal action against the 
military, in the end—after three unsuccessful military revolts—was 
narrowed down to the prosecution of nine members of the de facto 
military government that ruled Argentina during the dictatorship called 
the “Dirty War” (1976-1983). Charges against 600 more members of the 
military were dropped due to new laws that restricted prosecution. In the 
famous trials of the Juntas in 1985, five of the nine military top personnel 
were found guilty and convicted to jail sentences (Nino 1996). This was 
the first major trial held for war crimes since the Nüremberg Trials in 
Germany and the other subsequent trials that followed World War II, and 
the first to be conducted by a civilian court. However, the next president, 
Carlos Menem, pardoned them all, adopting the strategy of “forgetting 
the past, and looking to the future.” 
The presidential pardons, however, were not the end of the story. Starting 
around the turn of the millennium, thousands of cases of dictatorship 
crimes have been brought before Argentine courts, resulting in the 
sentencing of several hundred (former and current) military personnel. 
Indeed, Argentina is now the protagonist of criminal justice in the region 
(Skaar 2016). There are also ongoing trials for Operación Condor crimes, 
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involving militaries from the six countries that formed part of the above 
mentioned Operación Condor repressive network of military 
governments in the Southern Cone in the 1980s and 90s (Lessa 2019). 
Although Argentina is at the forefront of military prosecutions, other 
countries in the region have also made moderate to good progress in 
holding the military to account for dictatorship crimes. After Argentina, 
Chile is the country that has made the most progress, starting with the 
famous trial of Pinochet after he was extradited to Chile in 2000 following 
his arrest in London (Collins 2010). The Pinochet trials have had wide-
reaching effects on similar processes in other countries in the Latin 
American region (Roht-Arriaza 2005). Other heads-of-state trials include 
the trials of former military dictator Efrain Rios-Montt in Guatemala and 
former President Alberto Fujimori in Peru.3 Hundreds of lower level 
military officials have also been put on trial in several Latin American 
countries in the past 10-15 years. Common for these criminal justice 
processes are that they take place many years after the crimes have been 
committed, and they are generally accompanied by the 
weakening/annulment of the amnesty laws that precluded prosecution of 
the military.       
 
Why Late (Criminal) Justice? 
Most prosecutions for dictatorship crimes and crimes connected to the 
internal armed conflicts in Latin America started to pick up after the turn 
of the millennium, that is, many years—sometimes decades—after the 
crimes were actually committed. The main and most obvious reasons for 
why it has taken so long is that the prime aim of any new democratic 
government is to stay in power. It is therefore very reluctant to carry out 
any actions, like prosecutions, that may threaten the military and thereby 
risk a new coup. The insight of Correa Sutil made over 20 years ago that 

 
3 Interestingly, it has been easier to successfully prosecute heads of state in 
Latin America for corruption than for human rights violations (Roht-Arriaza 
2009). 
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“no victorious army has ever been prosecuted” still holds true (Correa 
Sutil 1997). There are many other reasons why it has taken so long to get 
these processes going, but there are some main factors that first need to 
be in place. First, independent courts constitute a necessary, though not 
sufficient, condition for ensuring criminal accountability for past human 
rights violations. Other crucial factors that need to be present are: (1) The 
absence of a credible military threat; (2) a sustained demand for justice 
from civil society actors and their allies; and (3) a sufficient legal basis 
for judicial action in human rights cases. This means that where civil-
military tensions ease over time, civil society puts pressure on the 
government through justice claims, courts are reformed, and amnesty 
laws are challenged, criminal prosecution of the military is more likely to 
be successful. For Latin America, regional and international development 
in human rights law and jurisprudence forms an important backdrop 
against which domestic legal development must be considered. The work 
of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights and the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights have been invaluable support structures 
for many domestic truth- and justice-seeking processes in the Latin 
American region.  
 
Important Insights from Latin America4 
There are some lessons from Latin America that may be useful to keep in 
mind for countries in other parts of the world that are grappling with 
transitional justice issues:  
1. Holding the military accountable for past human rights 
violations, right after the transition to democracy, has historically been 
almost impossible. 

2. The more time that passes between political transition and the 
onset of criminal prosecutions of the military in court, the higher the 

 
4 Summary based on the transitional justice experiences of nine Latin American 
countries (Skaar, García-Godos, and Collins 2016), published in (Skaar 2016). 
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likelihood of the military remaining in the barracks and not interfering in 
politics.  

3. Prosecution of the military is more likely to take place in societies 
with a strong and vibrant pro-accountability/pro-justice civil society.  

4. Political will is paramount to successful prosecutions of the 
military. 

5. A strong institutional framework helps too: Independent courts 
and independent judges are essential for holding free and fair trials of 
alleged human rights perpetrators.   

6. The mere presence or absence of amnesty laws is not what tips 
the balance against or in favor of pro-criminal accountability change.  

7. The Inter-American Court and Commission have played an 
important role, in some countries even a pivotal role, in bringing about 
domestic justice in the Latin American region. 

 
Implications for Human Rights and Democracy 
Is dealing with past human rights violations through truth and justice 
measures a prerequisite for democratization? I would argue that this may 
not be necessary for electoral democracy, but essential if a ‘deeper’ or 
more entrenched democracy is the desired outcome. In fact, two central 
pillars of democracy in the broader meaning are respect for human rights 
and the existence of the rule of law. We therefore cannot separate the 
discussion of human rights in any meaningful way from the discussion of 
democracy. When principles of human rights and the rule of law are being 
violated, as is typical during periods of military rule, they need to be put 
right after transitions to democracy. Only by doing so, can governments 
convincingly demonstrate that problems can be solved through 
democratic means, not just through violence. 
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At the risk of making sweeping statements, there is good reason to believe 
that how a new democratic government handles grave human rights 
violations committed under military rule may have implications—
positive as well as negative—for its democracy and human rights.  
Here are some examples of positive implications. First, democratic 
deliberation is encouraged as part of truth commissions’ work. At a 
minimum, victims get to tell their story through either private or public 
hearings. This is important in societies reigned by fear and repression. In 
some truth-finding efforts, for example in Chile and Uruguay, the military 
has been invited to roundtables together with civilian representatives of 
government and NGOs to try to find common solutions to how to deal 
with human rights violations. Closely connected to truth-finding efforts 
are memorial sites and other public spaces for recognition and 
reconciliation, which honors victims of violence and reminds the public 
and future generations of periods in history that should not be repeated. 
Third, human rights trials have clearly strengthened the rule of law. For 
instance, the trials of Pinochet and Rios-Montt demonstrated in a very 
vivid way that nobody is above the law, not even the (once) most 
powerful dictators. Fourth, as a result of seeing courts working as they 
should, namely by holding all people accountable when they violate the 
law, trust in democratic institutions is likely to increase. This, in turn, will 
encourage other people whose rights have been violated to seek resolution 
through court action. Public awareness around transitional justice 
processes, be it through truth commissions or trials, has definitely placed 
human rights firmly on the political agenda in many Latin American 
countries. Having said that, it is important to remember that civilian 
governments grapple with multiple problems after the transition from 
military to democratic rule, and face many important challenges besides 
human rights violations, like inequality, poverty, police violence, and 
high homicide rates, to mention but a few.  
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Conclusions 
Post-conflict justice mechanisms like truth commissions, war crimes 
tribunals, and reparations programs have emerged as a fundamental 
building block of durable peace settlements in Latin America, as well as 
in Africa and Asia. They are relatively rare, however, in Muslim-majority 
countries recovering from conflict—despite the fact that social and 
criminal justice is a fundamental principle of Islamic law. There are 11 
Latin American countries with 13 formal truth commissions that have 
completed their work and delivered their final reports. Three more truth 
commissions are in progress in Bolivia, Colombia, and Mexico. While 
truth commissions have been almost a staple of the transitional justice 
toolkit in Latin America, there are few countries in the Middle East or 
Muslim-majority countries that have had truth commissions. Post-Arab 
Spring, truth commissions were established in Tunisia and Morocco. 
There have also been truth commissions in Nepal and Timor Leste, both 
of which have large Muslim populations. When it comes to criminal 
prosecutions, Muslim countries in the MENA region and beyond have not 
made much progress—not because they are Muslim, but rather because 
the right conditions for such politically sensitive processes to successfully 
take place have not yet been put in place. Perhaps the insights from Latin 
America can be useful when advising democratic governments in the 
MENA region and beyond on how to respond to claims for truth and 
justice made by civilians in transitions from military to civilian rule. 

 

Selected Bibliography 

Becker, David G. 1999. "Latin America: Beyond 'Democratic Consolidation'." 
Journal of Democracy no. 10 (2):138-151. 
 
Boeninger, Edgardo. 1997. "Latin America's multiple challenges." In 
Consolidating the Third Wave Democracies, edited by Larry Diamond, Marc F. 
Plattner, and Hung-mao Tien. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 



 
 

343 

Collins, Cath. 2010. "Human Rights Trials in Chile during and after the 
‘Pinochet Years’." International Journal of Transitional Justice no. 4 (1). 
 
Correa Sutil, Jorge. 1997. "'No Victorious Army Has Ever Been Prosecuted . . 
.': The Unsettled Story of Transitional Justice in Chile." In Transitional Justice 
and the Rule of Law in New Democracies, edited by A. James McAdams, 123-
54. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press. 
 
Cruz, Consuelo, and Rut Diamint. 1998. "The New Military Autonomy in Latin 
America." Journal of Democracy no. 9 (4):115-127. 
 
Diamond, Larry, Jonathan Hartlyn, Juan J. Linz, and Seymour Martin Lipset. 
1999. Democracy in Developing Countries. Latin America. Second ed. 
Boulder, Col.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc. 
 
Hayner, Priscilla B. 2011. Unspeakable Truths: Transitional Justice and the 
Challenge of Truth Commissions. London and New York Routledge (2nd 
edition). 
 
Hochstetler, Kathryn. 2011. "The fates of presidents in post-transition Latin 
America: From democratic breakdown to impeachment to presidential 
breakdown." Journal of Politics in Latin America no. 3 (1):125-141. 
 
Huntington, Samuel P. 1957. The Soldier and the State: The Theory and 
Politics of Civil-Military Relations. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
(1995 edition). 
 
Lessa, Francesca. 2019. "Operation Condor on Trial: Justice for Transnational 
Human Rights Crimes in South America." Journal of Latin American Studies 
no. 51 (2):409-439. 
 
Linz, Juan J., and Alfred Stepan. 1996a. Problems of Democratic Transitions 
and Consolidation. Southern Europe, South America and Post-Communist 
Europe. Baltimore/London: Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 
———. 1996b. "Toward Consolidated Democracies." Journal of Democracy 
no. 7 (2):14-33. 
 
Llanos, Mariana, and Leiv Marsteintredet. 2010. Presidential breakdowns in 
Latin America: Causes and outcomes of executive instability in developing 
democracies: Springer. 

 
 

344 

 
Loveman, Brian. 1994. "Protected Democracies" and Military Guardianship: 
Political Transitions in Latin America,1978-1993." Journal of Interamerican 
Studies and World Affairs no. 36 (2 (Summer)):105-189. 
 
Mainwaring, Scott, Guillermo O'Donnell, and J. Samuel Valenzuela. 1992. 
Issues in Democratic Consolidation. The New South American Democracies in 
Comparative Perspective. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press. 
 
Mainwaring, Scott, and Anibal Perez-Linan. 2013. Democracies and 
Dictatorships in Latin America: Emergence, Survival and Fall. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
Mainwaring, Scott, and Aníbal Pérez-Liñán. 2013. "Lessons from Latin 
America: Democratic breakdown and survival." Journal of Democracy no. 24 
(2):123-137. 
 
Nino, Carlos Santiago. 1996. Radical Evil on Trial. New Haven: Yale 
University Press. 
 
O'Donnell, Guillermo, and Philippe C. Schmitter. 1986a. Transitions from 
Authoritarian Rule. Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies. Vol. 
4. Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 
O'Donnell, Guillermo, Philippe C. Schmitter, and Laurence Whitehead. 1986b. 
Transitions from Authoritarian Rule. Latin America. Vol. 2. Baltimore and 
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press. 
 
Roht-Arriaza, Naomi. 2005. The Pinochet Effect: Transnational Justice in the 
Age of Human Rights University of Pennsylvania Press. 
 
———. 2009. "Prosecutions of Heads of State in Latin America." In 
Prosecuting Heads of State, edited by Ellen Lutz and Caitlin Reiger, 46-76. 
New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Skaar, Elin. 1999. "Truth commissions, trials - or nothing? Policy options in 
democratic transitions." Third World Quarterly no. 20 (6):1109-1128. 
 
———. 2016. See you in court! Holding the military to account in Latin 
America (CMI Insight no. 2). Bergen: Chr. Michelsen Institute. 
 



 
 

345 

Skaar, Elin, Jemima García-Godos, and Cath Collins. 2016. Transitional justice 
in Latin America: The Uneven Road from Impunity towards Accountability: 
Routledge. 
 
Skaar, Elin, Eric Wiebelhaus-Brahm, and Jemima García-Godos. Forthcoming. 
From Word to Practice: The Fate of Truth Commission Recommendations in 
Latin America (1984-2017) Vol. II. Under review with Intersentia. 
 
Skaar, Elin, with Camila Gianella Malca. 2014. Latin American Civil-Military 
Relations in a Historical Perspective: A Literature Review. In CMI Working 
Paper WP 2014:6, 1-36. Bergen: Chr. Michelsen Institute. 
 
Stepan, Alfred C, and Juan Linz. 1978. The breakdown of democratic regimes: 
Johns Hopkins University Press Baltimore, MD. 
 
Valenzuela, J. Samuel. 1992. "Democratic Consolidation in Post-Transitional 
Settings." In Issues in Democratic Consolidation. The New South American 
Democracies in Comparative Perspective, edited by Scott Mainwaring, 
Guillermo O'Donnell, and J. Samuel Valenzuela. Notre Dame, Indiana: 
University of Notre Dame Press. 
 
Zagorski, Paul W. 2003. "Democratic breakdown in Paraguay and Venezuela: 
the shape of things to come for Latin America?" Armed Forces & Society no. 
30 (1):87-116. 
 
 

 
 

346 

19.  Democracy and the Perils of Civil-Military Dynamics in 
the MENA Region – Regaining the Intent for Open, 

Democratic Governance   
Ebrahim Rasool* 

 
Abstract 
In evaluating the State of the Muslim Ummah, one may discern an abiding 
sense of siege. Muslim existence is defined by occupation and 
authoritarianism in the heartlands, and Islamophobia on the periphery, 
with a few exceptions to both. The quest for democracy, freedom, and 
human rights has been thwarted with the return of ever-stronger militaries 
after the Arab Spring. Imagining a new destiny is predicated on grappling 
with the causes—internal and external—that make the quest appear futile 
and the achievement so fragile. The onset of the 20th century saw the 
systematic replacement of the Ottoman Empire, as the Sykes-Picot 
arrangements fragmented the Muslim world into artificial nation-states, 
colonized by Western powers and run by a multiplicity of authoritarian 
monarchies. The Cold War imperative ensured that anti-colonial 
struggles were less about independence, freedom, democracy, and human 
rights, and more about choices in a binary world, with the MENA Region 
replicating the Soviet predisposition for centralized, authoritarian, single-
party states with strong militaries safeguarding their countries from 
American imperialism and the Zionist threat. As the United States became 
hegemonic, the assertion of Samuel Huntington’s ‘politics of order’ with 
its institutionalization model, is at the center with strong governments, 
interventionist militaries, and stable societies. Assertive civil societies, 
democratic alternatives, or political and economic inclusivity invited 
either internal repression or externally inspired coups. The military 
remains the center of all existence, including maintaining internal security 
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against subversive civil formations, as well as its determining role as the 
source of economic development. In the current phase, the key question 
to tease out revolves around rebuilding civil society and loosening the 
military’s hold over all aspects of life. Could the twin phenomena of 
political populism and economic recession in the West provide an 
interregnum that could weaken regional militaries and help the street to 
regain its confidence? Were the counterrevolutions that pushed back the 
Arab Spring temporary setbacks, or do they signify the need to explore 
alternative successors to the Islamism at the core of the Spring? 
 
Introduction 
What is common to both realities is how the civil life of Muslims is 
curtailed by the state that operates on a spectrum between surveillance 
and repression. This complicates even more the Muslim relationship with 
civil liberties, freedom, democracy, and human rights. 
The quest for democracy, freedom, and human rights in the heartlands of 
Islam has been thwarted with the return of ever-stronger militaries after 
the Arab Spring. The surge for these values was at the core of these 
uprisings, and while defining and then implementing them proved elusive 
and imperfect, their germination into an enduring and resilient alternative 
to authoritarianism could never be experienced, let alone proven in a 
Muslim context. It was as if the forces of the status quo—the authoritarian 
ancien régime —needed to snuff out the most tenuous roots for 
democracy and a free and open civil society; and it was as if the forces 
for change—the amalgam of people who constituted the Arab street—
faltered in their boldness.  
Imagining a new destiny is predicated on grappling with the causes, 
internal and external, that make the quest appear futile and the 
achievement so fragile. It is this fragility that needs examination. Is it in 
the Muslim DNA that democracy, freedom, and human rights, and their 
inscription in an open civil society is stillborn, or is it in the practice of 
over a millennium in Muslim statecraft that those values were aborted? 

 
 

348 

Are elements of these collaborating with more modern forces, Muslim or 
Western, that fear a vibrant democratic expression of Islam, where the 
popular will defines our place in the world, rather than elites whose 
authoritarianism is assured by the West for their tolerance of economic 
extraction, Israel’s sustainability, and global stability? 
In addition to looking back, we must also think forward. How can a 
project for democracy, human rights, and an open civil society compete 
successfully with the prevailing forces of authoritarianism dressed in the 
garb of the military? Is it even possible after the brutal pushback of the 
Arab Uprisings—from the Afro-Arab capitals as well as the global 
capitals—and the reestablishment of the military regimes? Does this 
moment of populism in the West and Daesh’s retreat in the Muslim 
heartlands constitute the kind of interregnum that allows for new 
imaginations of the kind of Muslim reality, free of both Western 
machinations and domestic agendas? Will a new consensus emerge to fire 
this imagination where the forces for change will not conspire against 
each other—secular versus Islamist—but find a common ground with the 
cardinal values of democratic participation, human rights, and freedom, 
if the opportunity to grasp them is again within reach? 
 
The Roots of Authoritarianism 
A quick overview of the history of statecraft in Muslim societies may 
point to a few pivotal moments that influenced the course of Muslims’ 
relationship with the state. These moments would determine whether 
governance would be popular and inclusive or authoritarian and elite; 
what influence the military would have over the political leadership and 
society; and the degree of freedom and openness the populace would 
enjoy. Ultimately, we would need to glance at this history to ascertain 
how deeply ingrained militarism and authoritarianism are in the Muslim 
psyche in order to further examine the room for maneuver if Muslims 
would want to incline towards democracy, human rights, and freedom. 
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Establishing the Intent – The Prophet and His Successors 

The intent for leadership and governance for Muslim societies must be 
salvaged from the foundational era under the direct leadership of the 
Prophet Muhammad (s) and his immediate successors, the four Caliphs. 
The Prophet’s leadership was divinely ordained and undisputed, and 
characterized by an open and inclusive approach in worldly matters, with 
the military option exercised as a defensive resort rather than the 
dominant force in society. Never did the Prophet think of one of his 
progeny as his successor (this choice may have been more limited with 
the death of his male children), and neither did he name his successor, 
both of which options could have led to unintended consequences. 
The methodology of succession of the first four Caliphs point to an 
interesting menu of options, based on the immediate exigencies and the 
contextual realities obtained. What was clear about all these 
methodologies of succession was that with all subsequent successions, 
the degree of popular involvement and consent increased, there was never 
an element of hereditary entitlement, the notion of vice-regency was 
never supplanted by monarchy, and no military or other element of force 
even threatened to derail the process. What is further important is that 
with the above as key coordinates of statecraft, a number of democratic 
and inclusive options emerge, none of which include a militaristic 
preponderance. 
On the death of the Prophet Muhammad, in an attempt to manage grief, 
remove uncertainty, and prevent any leadership vacuum, Umar 
immediately pledged his allegiance to the respectable and gentle Abu 
Bakr as the successor, an act which was immediately endorsed by the 
community of Muslims, despite some support for Ali. Abu Bakr, on his 
deathbed, sought to maintain the enormous momentum the Muslim 
community enjoyed with Umar at the helm, and named him as his 
successor, a move again endorsed by the community. Following Umar’s 
assassination, an electoral college was established, and Uthman and Ali 
were shortlisted as Umar’s potential successors. They were interviewed 

 
 

350 

and Uthman prevailed by a single vote, whereafter the community 
accepted the outcome. At the time of Uthman’s assassination, the 
question of Ali’s succession was decided by popular acclaim as the 
community gathered at the mosque. The common factor in all of these 
was the absence of hereditary, monarchical, and military considerations 
and influence. 

Perverting the Intent – the Umayyad Dynasty 
The bulk of the clan of Qureish, the Umayyads, embraced Islam quite late 
by 632 CE on the eve of the Prophet’s (s) demise, led by Abu Sufyan. 
Uthman, of course, was a member of this clan and had subsequently 
become the third Caliph. Under his leadership, members of his clan had 
been appointed to powerful Governorates, such as Abu Sufyan’s son 
Muawiyah in Damascus. It was in 661 that Muawiyah defeated his 
opponents within Islam and established the Umayyad Dynasty in 
Damascus. They ruled the Muslim world from 661 to 750, making great 
inroads in expanding the Muslim presence across the known world.  
Despite this expansion, they also occasioned a sea change in statecraft, 
governance, and succession: Vice-regency ceded to monarchy, and 
servant leadership was replaced by all the trappings of absolutism; while 
expansion incorporated new and diverse territories and people, the 
dynasty’s administration was narrowly and exclusively Arab and often 
Umayyad; succession was hereditary, effectively removing popular 
consent, meritocracy, and accountability; and the combination of internal 
stability and order, together with external expansion, created a 
preponderant role for the military—a factor which exhausted the 
resources of the state. The resources were spent on a military that 
internally had to manage tribal rivalries, frequent revolts and external 
threats. Eventually the Umayyads succumbed to the Abbasid Revolution 
in 750 CE, but the template of monarchical and dynastic rule and 
authoritarian governance had been set.     
The 20th century started with this inherited predisposition for 
authoritarianism since the Umayyad dynasty in Damascus. The onset of 
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the 20th century saw the collapse and replacement of the Ottoman 
Empire, as the Sykes-Picot arrangements systematically fragmented the 
Muslim world into artificial nation-states, colonized by Western powers 
and run by a multiplicity of authoritarian monarchies or directly from the 
colonial centers. Whatever the form, these governance arrangements were 
necessarily authoritarian since they sometimes united what was best 
separated (Iraq), separated what may have been functionally coherent 
(Syria), and inserted what was provocative (the idea of Israel).  
Since 661 CE the degree of authoritarian, dynastic, and militaristic 
governance varied over an array of Caliphates, Empires, and Dynasties. 
But as the exigencies of Empire—strong militaries and bureaucracies—
waxed and waned, so too did the factors for the civilizational impulse—
arts, science, and intellectual endeavor. The more demanding the imperial 
desire for survival and expansion, the less the scope for freedom to satisfy 
the curiosity that fired the imagination for discovering the secrets of life. 
Hence, the history of Muslim societies is punctuated by exquisite golden 
eras whenever the imperial militaristic muscle receded sufficiently.  
It was, however, in a state of complete disarray and fragmentation, 
intellectual and scientific weakness, as well as a fiscus drained by 
bureaucratic and militaristic profligacy, that the heartlands of Islam 
succumbed to the forces of the 20th century. Whereas the period prior to 
the 20th century resulted largely from the internal distortion of the Islamic 
ethic for popular, inclusive, and open governance, the new century, on the 
carcass of imploded empires, saw the authoritarianism imposed and 
maintained from external forces. 
 
The Cold War – Strong, Not Democratic Rule 
The Cold War imperative ensured that anti-colonial struggles were not 
only about independence, freedom, democracy, and human rights, but 
also about choices in a binary world. Some in the MENA Region—
particularly the newly independent states led by Nasser and the Baath 
Parties—replicated the Soviet predisposition for centralized, 
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authoritarian, single-party states with strong militaries safeguarding their 
countries from American imperialism and the Zionist threat. Others, 
especially where oil deposits were abundant, were more directly in the 
Western sphere of influence. Neither post-colonial models were premised 
on democracy, freedom, or human rights.   
Assertive civil societies, democratic alternatives, or aspirations for 
political and economic inclusivity, invited either internal repression or 
externally inspired coups. The military remained the center of all 
existence, including its maintaining internal security against subversive 
civil formations as well as its determining role as the source of economic 
development. 

The Politics of Order 
Particularly following the end of World War II, the persistence of 
paradigms reflecting the right-wing, conservative approaches to freedom 
by the anti-Communist Western world manifested in regions like Africa, 
Latin America, the Middle East, and Asia. This was fundamentally 
different from the values espoused by these forces for their own societies. 
The so-called “Third World” was not to share in these values—for them, 
there would be a different set of imperatives. It can be identified as the 
Politics of Order, and had as its primary objective the containment of 
communism by any means. In the Muslim world particularly, the 
ideological battleground was complicated by the need to secure a constant 
and consistent supply of energy to the West, and was exacerbated by the 
need to safeguard Israel’s security and ensure its existence. 
Underpinning the Politics of Order was the support for authoritarian and 
undemocratic leaders, if they were able to ensure stability for the purposes 
identified. Strong government was more important than democratic 
government. Samuel Huntington, in his work, Political Order in 
Changing Societies, articulated this policy as follows: “The most 
important political distinction among countries, concerns not their form 
of government but the degree of government” [emphasis my own]. While 
multi-party democracy, freedom of expression, and human rights were 
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lauded as the quintessential hallmarks of the West, monarchies, 
dictatorships, and single-party states were supported by them in regions 
like the Middle East. 
Huntington coined the term “institutionalization” to describe the most 
important objective for the developing world: A preference for strong 
government structures able to ensure political stability and order through 
the institutions of the military, bureaucracy, and even vanguard single 
parties. Huntington justifies this by saying: “They may not provide 
liberty, but they do provide authority, they do create governments that 
govern.” Francis Fukuyama, in his book, Trust: The Social Virtues and 
the Creation of Prosperity, provides only two alternatives: A limited state 
with self-governance by individuals, or a strong state. He argues: “Such 
a system (a limited state) depends ultimately not just on law but on the 
self-restraint of individuals. If they are not tolerant and respectful of each 
other, or do not abide by the laws they set for themselves, they will require 
a strong and coercive state to keep each other in line.” 
Freedom was not on the agenda if it threatened law and order. Democracy 
and modernization were seen as the precursors to political instability. The 
politics of order meant nothing more than the complete limitation of all 
freedoms, and remains the ground from which we debate the construction 
of freedom and from which the imperatives and desire for freedom 
emerge. It is, therefore, not freedom, democracy, and liberalism that were 
the progenitors of the Arab Spring, but authoritarianism. It was not 
authoritarianism and dictatorship that were the progenitors of the counter-
revolution that swept away the Arab Spring, but the imperfect beginnings 
of democracy, rights, and freedom. Primarily today, the Muslim world is 
responding to the absence of freedom, carefully crafted and justified by 
respected Western intellectuals, and mimicked by authoritarian elites in 
the Muslim world. 

The Supremacy of the Individual 
In responding to the Politics of Order and the attendant authoritarianism, 
as well as some Muslim tendencies towards totalizing Islam, those 
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wanting to make a break from authoritarianism are also confronted by a 
range of prescriptions. The rules governing political constructs like 
freedom and democracy have been written by Western authorities, 
establishing the litmus test to determine whether a nation or country may 
enter the realm of non-authoritarianism. These are based on values of 
individual freedoms, not collective identities conferred, for example, by 
their religion. Such are the dogmas required when breaking with 
authoritarianism, or as illustrated in Egypt, the authoritarian pharaoh will 
return. At the core hereof lies a philosophy founded on the idea of the 
supremacy of the individual. 
Chantal Mouffe (On the Political) describes the political shift after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall as a post-political zeitgeist that acquired a 
moralistic tendency, so shifting the discourse from the traditional left-
right axis to a right-wrong axis. Political confrontation was thus 
transformed into a moral confrontation between good and evil. Good was 
associated with liberalism’s critical principle that the individual is the be-
all, end-all of life, and that evil would include any remaining sense of 
collective identities that limit the freedom of the individual to act 
autonomously. Liberalism contests any institution that restricts the 
freedom of any individual. Such institutions, most notably, would be the 
state or the church. Taken to its extreme, libertarians would argue for an 
unfettered individualism and the emasculation of the state, while secular 
fundamentalism declares war on religion. 
Friedrich von Hayek, in The Political Order of Free People, asserts: “The 
only moral principle which has ever made the growth of an advanced 
civilization possible was the principal of individual freedom… No 
principles of collective conduct which binds the individual can exist in a 
society of free men.” Any limitations on freedoms would be absolutely 
prohibited, especially those emanating from the religious sphere requiring 
individuals to forfeit or limit their freedom in the interest of the collective 
identity of the group.  
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In pursuit of these objectives of political order, strong government, 
institutionalization, stable societies, and the supremacy of the individual, 
much was invested in societies, especially Muslim societies, to ensure 
that the instruments to obtain and maintain these objectives were in place. 
Repressive militaries and oppressive bureaucracies were placed at the 
center of the political, social, and economic life of such societies. Odious 
dictators were not just tolerated, but supported. One-party states were 
granted a free pass. Monarchies were feted and guaranteed sustainability. 
More than tolerating them, Western powers consistently came to their 
rescue whenever the possibility of freedom presented itself. Today we can 
prove the length to which Western nations went to rescue 
authoritarianism and militarism across the world. Their fingerprints are 
on almost every coup d’état that snuffed out the yearning for a better 
reality. 
 
Military Interventions: Snuffing Civil Life, Ensuring 
Authoritarianism 
Post-World War II, at the height of the Cold War, there were several 
coups d’état with the objective of controlling the ideological, political, 
and economic direction of the decolonization process sweeping the Third 
World, thus ensuring the survival of a plethora of rulers installed for their 
aversion either to socialist or Islamist doctrines, and policing the supply 
of oil, regional stability, and the survival of Israel. Since World War II, 
Western nations have had no compunction in intervening militarily in 
situations that threatened these objectives. Muslim countries certainly 
featured as targets for coups, but they were not exclusive targets. Many 
leftist countries, newly independent, similarly faced military 
interventions to snuff out any notion of “self-determination” or 
“democracy.”  
The idea was never to nurture post-colonial dispensations that would be 
characterized by openness, freedom, or even human rights. It is only now, 
with the mandatory classification of documents being relaxed, that the 
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full extent of the Western investment in the Huntington project of strong, 
rather than democratic governance, and the institutionalization of the 
military as the backbone of post-colonial societies, are being proven. 
Until now, suspicions lingered, denials were strenuously made, blame 
located with the post-colonial governments, and the military presented as 
the heroic saviors from the post-colonial descent, decline, chaos, and 
disorder.   

The Yearning is Extinguished 
In 2011, the Muslim world dared to hope. It dared to anticipate a departure 
from an   authoritarian, dictatorial reality characterized by monarchies, 
single-party states, and military dictatorships. It dared to imagine, even 
imperfectly, that which had never been experienced in the entire region: 
Democratic governance, popular participation, an open and inclusive civil 
society, and a society without the preponderance of the military.  
But the military simply bided its time. It reasserted itself after tolerating 
the afterglow of the uprisings, and was integral to the fratricide in Yemen, 
enlisted the Saudi military to crush the uprisings in Bahrain, preempted 
uprisings in the Emirates, absorbed the Syrian uprising and then enlisted 
Russian military support for a brutal suppression thereof, and also struck 
with audacious ferocity at the heart of the uprisings, in Egypt, to 
overthrow a democratically elected President and Government in a coup 
that even President Barack Obama could not label a coup d’état. 
It was the Egyptian coup that was the harsh reminder of the resilience of 
the military as the backbone of the Muslim reality. It presented itself as 
the solution to all problems. It manufactured the conditions for both the 
overthrow of its political figurehead, Mubarak, as well as the overthrow 
of his democratically elected successor, Morsi. It was able to repackage 
its own military head, Sisi, as the next political head. The trick was to let 
everyone focus on the exigencies of the moment—those disjunctures that 
arose from the 12 months of Brotherhood rule, and not on the Huntington 
Playbook that was the consistent guide to averting civilian rule and 
ensuring military rule across the Global South. 
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Anatomy of a Coup 
Whatever its unique narrative and mythology, Egypt 2013 is eerily a 21st 
Century imitation of the coups in Iran 1953, Congo 1960, Chile 1973, 
Haiti 1991, Turkey 1997, Haiti 2004, and Pakistan over much of its 
existence. Egypt has elements of each, which, if deconstructed, will 
reveal an essential DNA that most coups have, and dispel the 
exceptionalism claimed by some Egyptians and their supporters in the 
world for the coup in Egypt. 
Firstly, coups in these cases are designed to replace democratically 
elected leaders, not autocrats. In some of the countries selected, Egypt’s 
Morsi in 2013 finds himself in good company with leaders like 
Mossadegh in Iran 1953, Lumumba in Congo 1960, and Aristide in Haiti 
1991, who were all considered the first fully democratically elected 
leaders of their countries who made a break with a long history of 
dictatorship or partial democracy. 
Secondly, the existence of freedom and democracy was painfully short-
lived, from two months in the Congo to just over two years in Iran. In all 
of these cases, it is clear that the military and their backers could not bear 
the prospect of freedom and democracy taking root. They needed to kill 
democracy while the people still had a tolerance for dictatorship. 
Thirdly, the choreography of a coup is remarkably similar: The blunt 
instrument is the military, often through a General trained in the West, 
loyal to it, and whose machine depends on the West’s technological and 
financial transfers. Mobutu spent seven years in the Force Publique 
learning from Belgian officers, Raoul Cedras who overthrew Salvador 
Allende in Chile was educated in the US and was a member of the US-
trained Leopards Corps, and General Sisi studied at the US Army War 
College in Carlysle, Pennsylvania. The Egyptian and Haitian (1991) 
coups both saw a member of the Judiciary appointed Interim President, 
while the real power remains the Military General. 
Fourthly, in most coups there is the lingering suspicion of the hidden hand 
of the US or British Intelligence. In the cases of Iran, Congo, and Chile, 
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the role of the CIA is admitted, following the declassification of CIA 
documents and records (Mohammed Mosaddeq and the 1953 Coup in 
Iran: edited by Mark J Gaslorowski and Malcolm Byrne). In the case of 
Egypt, a University of California, Berkeley, study by Emad Mekay of the 
Investigative Reporting Program (US Bankrolled Anti-Morsi Activists, 
reported on Al Jazeera English), claims to have evidence, obtained under 
the Freedom of Information Act, that the US through the Democracy 
Assistance Program channeled funds to anti-Morsi groups in Egypt and 
the US. Saaddin Ibrahim is a recipient of US funds for his Ibn Khaldun 
Center in Cairo and is reported to have said: “We were told by the 
Americans that if we see big street protests that sustain themselves for a 
week, they will reconsider all current US policies towards the Muslim 
Brotherhood regime” (Emad Mekay study for the Investigative Reporting 
Program, UC Berkeley, reported on Al Jazeera English).  
Fifthly, in both cases of Egypt 2013 and Turkey under Necmuttin Erbakan 
in 1997, Secular-Liberals hailed the coup in the name of defending 
Secularism against alleged ‘Islamization’ by Islamists who emerged as 
the most popular groups following elections. The inherent illiberalism of 
their argument escapes them. This is not fundamentally different from 
coups of the earlier generations being similarly justified in the name of 
deposing the leftists in Chile, Iran, and Congo, who were doing the 
Communist version of Islamization. 
Sixthly, the corollary to the defense of Secularism in Egypt (and 
capitalism in the others) is that when Morsi received 51% of the vote, he 
should have been more inclusive, and anything short of this is not proper 
democracy. President Obama, who received about 51% of the vote in the 
US, amplified this theme in the UN General Assembly when he said: 
“Mohammed Morsi was democratically elected, but proved unwilling or 
unable to govern in a way that was fully inclusive.” (President Barack 
Obama, September 24, 2013, UNGA). In one sentence, a coup was 
justified.  
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Egyptian Secular-Liberals added to this the charge that Morsi put himself 
above the law. In the run up to the overthrow of Allende in Chile, on May 
26, 1973, the Chilean Supreme Court denounced the Allende Government 
for “… disruption of the legality of the nation…” and “ruling by decree” 
because Allende refused to implement judicial resolutions that 
contradicted government policy (JosePinera.com). In almost prefacing 
President Obama’s remarks on Egypt’s coup at the UN General Assembly 
in 2013, Colin Powell’s response to the overthrow of Jean Bertrand 
Aristide in the Haitian coup of 2004 was: “Aristide did not democratically 
govern or govern well” (Colin Powell, CNN, 2 March 2004). 
The seventh characteristic of a coup is that it seeks to either feed off a 
manufactured uprising or pretend that the military is responding to 
instability in order to create a veil of popular legitimacy. Mobutu 
“restored order” after an army mutiny. In 2004, Aristide was forced to 
leave after Buteur Metayer led the Cannibal Army on a three-week 
rampage on Port au Prince to avenge, ostensibly, his brother’s death that 
he blamed on Aristide (Gary Marx in Highbeam, Haitian Cannibal Army 
Leader Orchestrates Chaos to Force Aristide’s Ouster, 12 February 2004). 
Nothing is more naked than the picture emerging from the revealed and 
declassified records of the CIA. On August 19, 1953, a mob, recruited by 
Kermit Roosevelt and paid by the CIA, consisting of some of Tehran’s 
most feared gangsters, mixed with clergy, army elements, and local 
politicians, and brought in by buses and trucks hired by the CIA, marched 
on Mossadegh and staged pro-Shah riots in which hundreds were killed 
and injured. Mossadegh was removed and the Shah returned (Mohammed 
Mossadegh and the 1953 Coup in Iran. Edited by Mark J Gaslorowski and 
Malcolm Byrne and All the Shah’s Men, an American Coup and the Roots 
of Middle East Terror, Stephen Kinze). 
The military in Egypt, too, claimed their popular legitimacy from protests 
and petitions. Google Earth provided them with a foot count to argue that 
there were more feet moving at a particular moment than there were votes 
for Morsi. As General Somoza of Nicaragua would have said: “Indeed, 
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you won the election, but I won the count.” Nothing demonstrates more 
cynically the military’s sophisticated grasp of how to manipulate public 
sentiment in order to derive a mandate, than General Sisi’s speech calling 
for a mandate to crush the Brotherhood. This he did at a military parade 
on July 24, 2013 in the name of taking on “terrorism” (The Independent, 
Showdown in Cairo: Egyptian General Demands Permission to take on 
the “terrorists” July 24, 2013). 
The eighth problem with a coup is that it rarely replaces democracy and 
freedom with democracy and freedom. Iran got the Shah as an Absolute 
Monarch ruling with the dreaded Savak until the revolution in 1979. 
Congo got Mobutu’s Dictatorship for the next 30 years. Chile got 
Pinochet and repression for the next decade and a half. Haiti had General 
Cedras behind the scenes, while the military in Turkey remained for a 
while the self-appointed arbiter of whomever threatens secularism. The 
jury is still out in Egypt. 
Ninthly, no coup is bloodless or inherently good or well-intentioned. The 
Shah’s post-Mossadegh repression was brutal. So was Mobutu’s and the 
Cannibal Army’s march through Haiti. The Chilean Rettig Commission, 
or Truth Commission, revealed in 1991 the existence of detention and 
torture centers in the post-coup era of General Pinochet. Michael Evans 
elaborates (Michael Evans: National Security Archive Electronic Book 
No 33) that in the first few months after the coup, the military outlawed 
the governing parties, ensured the “desaparecidos”—the 
disappearances—of prominent people, imprisoned 40,000 people in the 
National Stadium, arrested 130,000 opponents, and killed thousands it 
labeled as Leftists. Pinochet famously said: “Sometimes democracy must 
be bathed in blood.” What the people of Egypt need to determine is 
whether they are already on the road to Chile 1973. 
Lastly, in many of these newly democratic countries, it was found that in 
the period leading to the coup, the country was starved of capital and vital 
resources, provoking hunger and dissatisfaction. Immediately after the 
coup, resources seem to flow again. The Knight-Ridder Newspapers 
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reported on November 3, 1994: “The US failed to take many steps that it 
had promised, to choke the flow of money and goods to the Haitian 
dictators and their wealthy supporters.” Again, the DNA is the same. The 
US and Europe do not call the coup in Egypt a coup, precisely to ensure 
the flow of resources and aid, and many of the Arab Gulf States suddenly 
found $12 billion for post-coup Egypt, transfers which had been so 
conspicuously absent in the short, democratic spring.  
Are these examples of coups, and their attendant characteristics, 
symptomatic of a capricious West clamping down on any nation seeking 
to live by the very values the West project and pride themselves on; or 
are they indicative of a systematic, logical theory that has evolved into a 
playbook by which emergent, post-independent, and newly-free nations 
and countries are evaluated and treated? The evidence points towards the 
latter. This is an important discussion to be had with progressive and 
secular-liberal forces in Egypt and the world, so that specific concerns 
and objectives are not put at the service of greater and more nefarious 
objectives. 
 
Prospects for Rebalancing the Civil-Military Dynamic 
In the current phase, the key question to tease out would revolve around 
rebuilding civil society and loosening the military’s hold over all aspects 
of life.  
Could the twin phenomena of political populism and economic recession 
in the West provide an interregnum that could weaken regional militaries 
and help the street to regain its confidence? Were the counterrevolutions 
that pushed back the Arab Spring temporary setbacks or do they signify 
the need to explore alternative ways of rebalancing the civil-military 
dynamic for the Muslim world? 
In planning the way forward, it is important to assess the baggage from 
the past to evaluate whether the apparent romance with the military in 
Muslim societies is lodged in the DNA of Islam—is proof of the veracity 
of the Huntington theory that we are incapable of democratic self-rule—
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or whether the long history of authoritarianism is but a long aberration of 
history? The Prophetic and immediate post-prophetic period seem to 
indicate that the Muslim DNA is not predisposed to authoritarian and 
dictatorial governance. Furthermore, the aberration is a long one starting 
with the Umayyads and persisting until today, and in this way may have 
inveigled itself into Muslim consciousness as the common sense, default 
mode of governance. Grafted onto this, it appears that the Huntingtonian 
theory has easily exploited this fundamental doubt and historical 
precedent in the Muslim mind to have wrought immeasurable harm in 
Muslim society. The contemporary result is that at the moment of greatest 
desire to pursue an alternative reality founded on democracy, human 
rights, and an open civil society, the military was able to reassert itself as 
the bedrock institution controlling the social, political, and economic 
destiny of Muslims. 
A number of factors currently define the conjuncture the Muslim world 
finds itself in today. Western powers are mired in populist extremism, 
from Trumpism to Brexit, from economic recession to political logjam, 
and at the least they are distracted and at most paralyzed. Could this 
provide a political interregnum, a pause in history, that would allow the 
Arab street to recover from the counter-revolutions that snuffed out the 
Spring? Similarly, the MENA Region finds itself divided in a contest for 
geopolitical hegemony, with one side led by Saudi Arabia absorbed in a 
war in Yemen and fluctuating oil prices leading to fiscal deficits. Could 
this be part of the interregnum that revives the impetus towards 
conceiving more imaginatively a future without militarism? This is also 
the moment at which the forces of extremism in the name of Islam and 
Muslims are on the retreat. Daesh’s loss of territory, if not yet potency, 
may temper Muslims’ conceptions of a future based on religious 
literalism and military prowess. Time will tell whether this is indeed an 
interregnum filled with possibility and whether Muslim society has the 
will and imagination to create a society less dependent on military 
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authoritarian rule and more capable of harnessing a civil democratic and 
participatory impulse. 
The precondition for such an imagination is cohesion among all forces 
for change—Islamist, nationalist, secular, left—around the basic tenets of 
popular civilian governance, and eschewing notions of ideological purity. 
Preventing counter-revolution must be the first priority, followed by 
consolidating democracy, human rights, and freedom. The consolidated 
post-authoritarian state can then be the staging ground for ideological 
debate around forms of secularism, economic justice, and the influence 
of religion. Muslims have been the main beneficiaries of the first elections 
after the Arab Spring. The so-called Islamists have a responsibility to 
examine whether Islamism has the wherewithal to create the civil 
democratic governance model or whether the conditions call out for a 
post-Islamist paradigm to be defined. Out of the Arab Spring and the 
counter-revolutions that followed, some key questions have emerged to 
suggest such a project, lest we again miss that moment of opportunity 
presented by the Arab Spring. 
While withstanding the post-Spring repression, absorbing some crucial 
lessons and recovering the impulse and courage for a further assault on 
authoritarianism and militarism, there must be an acknowledgement that 
the militaries may be even more powerful than before the Arab Spring. 
Dislodging their centrality in society may not yet be a matter of either 
military authoritarianism or civil democratic governance. There may be a 
middle road, unpalatable as it may be, for a hybrid model. But this all 
depends on ongoing analysis of dynamics that are the indicators of the 
interregnum and the balance of forces at any given moment. Most 
importantly, there must be a clear, objective, and unequivocal assessment 
of the capability and readiness of those who constitute the forces for 
change. 
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20. Islam, Authoritarianism and Civil-Military Relations 
Khaled Abou El Fadl*

 
Abstract 
This presentation will address the concept of shawka (power/authority) in 
Jami/Madkhali theology and how this concept is used to support military 
dictatorships across the Middle East. Moreover, Jami/Madkhali theology 
considers democracy a bid'a (bad innovation) and sanctifies oligarchy as 
an Islamic norm.   
 
Presentation 
First, I am not going to talk about the Islamic tradition in general because 
this is a very broad topic and there is always the risk of essentializing a 
complex, historical process. I will focus on an aspect of Islamic 
discourses that has proven very useful to despotism; an aspect of Islamic 
discourses in our modern context that de-emphasizes political justice as a 
core value in civil society and that has been employed to legitimize a stark 
equation of power as a basis for legitimacy and justification within 
Islamic polities. More specifically, I address a form of Salafism that 
emerged particularly in response to the Sahwa movement in the Arab 
world, commonly known as Jami or Madkhali Salafism, which has 
employed terminology and concepts within the Islamic tradition in ways 
that have become a serious obstacle to any attempts to empower civil 
society or democratic processes in modern day Muslim-majority 
countries, particularly in the Arab world.  
I am sure most know that, within the Islamic tradition, the initial idealism 
that marked discourses on the institution of the Khilafa (Caliphate) 
quickly encountered many socio-historical problems on the ground and 
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Islamic political thought struck what I think was a natural compromise, 
especially as medieval Islamic political discourse was a discourse 
generated essentially by jurists—by people of law and legal systems. 
Within the guilds of law and the institutions of fuqaha (jurists), the very 
natural concept that was resorted to be the notion of shawka; basically, 
the notion that whichever government or institution of power is able to 
establish itself and maintain a minimum amount of order and stability, to 
resolve conflicts and legal disputes in an orderly and stable fashion, 
becomes the political institution that is worthy of obedience. This is not 
just found in the Islamic legal tradition but also in Roman law and the 
Common law systems; indeed in every legal system that we are able to 
study from a comparative perspective. This is known in Islamic political 
thought as ta‘at al-mutaghallib (obedience to the usurper) or imamat al-
mutaghallib (the legitimate rule of the usurper). The essential concept 
here is that whoever possesses the shawka, the ability to institute stability 
and order, becomes a legitimate ruler.  
This as a historical concept was used in legal discourses by lawyers. 
Lawyers, by the nature of the sociology of law, are not prone to 
endorsement of rebellion and are not prone to thinking about 
revolutionary movements. It was, thus, an understandable historical 
compromise, a practical compromise, and some might even argue it was 
a necessary compromise. Obeying the usurper of power, as long as that 
usurper of power has the shawka, was, within its historical context, 
definitely a natural and understandable development. However, imamat 
al-mutaghallib and the legal discourses around shawka were often 
coupled with very complex and layered language, often highly contextual 
and contingent, about orthodoxy and heterodoxy; who can be considered 
an outlier to society and who can be considered as part of the mainstream. 
Therefore, we have a rather complex linguistic practice about ahl al-
ahwa’ wa al-bida‘ wa al-baghy wa al-fasad (people of whim, heretical 
innovation, rebellion, and corruption) and so on and so forth. Again, if 
this language is studied in its specific historic contingencies that produced 
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it, one can understand the ways that Muslim scholars attempted to 
negotiate a sense of orthodoxy by employing language that attempted to 
identify the outliers in society and those in the mainstream.  
All of this is not the issue as far as I am concerned. In the modern age, 
groups such as Madkhali and Jami Salafism, and similar intellectual 
movements, have moved the language of shawka from the realm of 
political compromise to a point of sanctification and sacralization, where 
the importance of stability and order is given a higher priority to the extent 
that shawka and ta‘a (obedience) becomes the singular normative 
injunction in the Islamic political tradition. In fact, it is sometimes given 
as an essential and core priority that invalidates and marginalizes all other 
normative demands, such as justice, equity, fairness, or any substantive 
moral issue. In the linguistic debates and discourses of Jami and Madkhali 
Salafism, there is a very common phrase that the problem of the modern 
age is not istibdad (despotism), but tamarrud (dissent). And there is a 
form of idealism and puritanism in which a desire to prefer orthodoxy, 
particularly orthodox beliefs, al-‘aqa’idiyya, and the purification of 
systems of beliefs, is a priority that trumps all other legal, political, or 
moral considerations in society. In the same vein, we find that in this type 
of movement, discourse, and theology, which is popular in places like 
Egypt, Yemen, Libya, Syria, and, of course, the Emirates, and particularly 
where it emerged, in Saudi Arabia, there is an emphasis on orthopraxy 
and the minutae of practice instead of justice. In other words, there is an 
emphasis on correct ‘aqida (belief) rather than a concern for political 
institutions, or even concepts like civil society. Within this Salafi 
movement, pluralism, democracy, and institutions like political parties 
are considered a form of unnecessary divisions within society (tahazub). 
There is, in fact, an emphasis that political parties, by their very nature, 
are a form of indulging whims (ahwa’) and of instituting deviation within 
society (manahij bida‘iyya, lit. “processes of heretical innovation”). 
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I am assuming for the sake of this presentation that this movement was 
not simply produced by the institutions of despotic and repressive states. 
In other words, I assume that this movement actually has an intellectual 
core, that it has ideas that it espouses for normative purposes and that it 
is not simply an invention of, or funded by, the police state to serve its 
own purposes. I am assuming that these scholars are sincere in what they 
argue and believe in.  
The problem, though, is if tamarrud (dissent) is seen as a far greater 
problem than istibdad (despotism); if difference of opinion and pluralism, 
whether social or political, is seen as a form of ahwa’ (whim), bida‘ 
(heretical innovation) and baghy (rebellion), or, in the ultimate 
accusation, as a form of re-instituting the demonized political movement 
of the Khawarij (Kharijites) and of   corrupting the earth (al-ifsad fi al-
ard). If the democratic process is seen as simply a form of tahazub 
(spreading division) and ibtida‘ (heretical innovation) and so forth, it is 
natural that nothing remains of civil society as a philosophical paradigm 
within the thinking of these Salafi movements. In fact, in the context of 
the post-colonial Arab world, military institutions have often been 
preserved and sustained as institutions with a near monopoly over power. 
A mythology is often embraced by Salafi and non-Salafi movements that, 
out of all civil society in the post-colonial Arab world, only the military 
has succeeded in preserving an institutional hierarchy, while all other 
institutions in society have proven their failure.  
It is natural for this type of Salafi movement, then, to glorify and sanctify 
whatever institution can deliver what they see as the shawka, the ability 
to obtain and maintain obedience and order, even if the cost is injustice 
or high despotism. We saw this Jami and Madkhali Salafi movement 
ironically support the coup in Egypt. It is staunchly loyal to the police and 
army as the core institution worthy of salvation in Egyptian society. We 
saw the same movement in Libya, despite the revolution, side with the 
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Libyan National Army (LNA)1 and see the Wafaq2 government as simply 
a form of heterodoxy that deviates from what Islam would legitimate or 
endorse. We also saw the same movement in Yemen, but the tendency in 
Yemen is to see the shawka as residing with either the Emirates or Saudi 
Arabia and their military orders, seeing all other democratic movements 
in the Yemeni context as a heterodox deviation and a form of heretical 
innovation (ibtida‘) in Islam.  
I do not want to exaggerate because I strongly disagree with the type of 
thesis that Samuel Huntington endorsed, which is very influential within 
American political institutions. This thesis argues that Islam is, by its 
nature, a despotic tradition and that Islamic theology cannot understand 
pluralism or democracy. So, it is important to qualify everything I say as 
referring to a core value of a particular type of Salafism, not even the 
Sahwa form of Salafism and certainly not the Salafism of the Ikhwan 
(Muslim Brotherhood).  
But there is a problem. The Ikhwan and the Sahwa movement are among 
the arch enemies of Jami and Madkhali Salafism because of their 
endorsement of democratic and pluralistic values and because they do not 
see obedience to the ruler as a theological, standalone, normative 
paradigm within the Islamic tradition. But we end up with a very serious 
problem if the only Islamic movements that have endorsed democracy 
and pluralism as normative values in the Islamic tradition, such as the 
Sahwa, Ikhwan, and similar organizations, are demonized as forms of 
Khawarij and ahl al-ahwa’ wa al-bida‘ (people of whim and heretical 
innovation). This means that the only form of Islam allowed to exist 
outside of prison in places like the Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, or the 
Libya of Haftar, is in fact the Islam of shawka and ta‘a (obedience). 
Ultimately, whether we like it or not, this is an Islam that ends up 
sanctifying and uplifting despotism (istibdad) as a natural state of order, 
even if the cost is justice.  

 
1 Headed by General Khalifah Haftar 
2 The UN-recognized Government of National Accord (hakumat al-wafaq al-watani). 
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