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Abstract

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, proponents of liberal democracy, drawing
upon Francis Fukuyama's article "The End of History," defined liberal democracy as
the most complete political system—a system they believed could serve as a model for
governance in many countries worldwide. However, this optimism gradually gave way
to pessimistic realities in global politics, and ethnic tensions, identity conflicts, racial
wars, developments related to September 11th, the emergence of fundamentalism and
terrorism, the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq, the Syrian crisis and the rise of ISIS,
the advent of authoritarianism, the expansion of far-right extremism in the West, and
the emergence of Trumpism became significant challenges confronting contemporary
liberal democracies. These challenges demonstrated how authoritarianism is gradually
emerging in opposition to liberal democracy. Various countries worldwide have
provided fertile ground for the emergence of authoritarianism and have manifested
new forms of "political legitimacy". In this regard, the present article, within the
theoretical framework of the concept of "competitive authoritarianism," seeks to
analyze the process of authoritarianism's emergence in today's world while examining
concrete examples of it in some Middle Eastern countries. The question is: how have
Middle Eastern politicians in countries such as Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the
United Arab Emirates, through new governance models, created conditions for
transformation in the traditional concept of political legitimacy? In response, the
hypothesis is proposed that dominant politicians in these countries, based on
authoritarian governance models and through a complex combination of "electoral",
"technocratic", "nationalist", and "digital" mechanisms, have been able to provide
conditions for transformation in the classical concept of political legitimacy. To
examine such an issue, a library method has been used for gathering necessary
information, and a descriptive-analytical method has been employed for analyzing the
discussions.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Countries such as Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, along
with their political leaders, have in recent years adopted a mode of governance aligned
with forms of “competitive authoritarianism.” This type of authoritarianism, now
dominant in these countries, represents a novel and complex phenomenon in governance.
Political leaders in the Middle East maintain their authoritarianism through genuine but
unfair electoral contests and through modernist, technocratic practices, taking up new,
hybrid forms of political legitimacy that exceed old Weberian models. Within this
framework, the central question concerns how Middle Eastern politicians in countries
like Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE have, through new governance models,
fostered transformations in the traditional concept of political legitimacy. The hypothesis
advanced in this study posits that these political figures, by adopting competitive and
technocratic authoritarian governance, have facilitated such shifts in political legitimacy.

2. Theoretical Framework

One of the most salient concepts in political science is “authoritarianism,” which has
captured the attention of many thinkers and researchers. In authoritarian regimes, rulers
impose their objectives through top-down political decisions. Within this context,
“competitive authoritarianism” has also emerged as a novel concept, receiving
significant attention from prominent contemporary political science scholars.
Competitive authoritarianism is neither democracy nor classic authoritarianism, but
rather represents a hybrid form of governance. Stephen Levitsky and Lucan Way are
among those who have defined and elaborated this concept most systematically, and
their framework serves as the theoretical backbone of the present paper. They
demonstrate how some political systems preserve certain democratic features yet remain
fundamentally authoritarian in nature.

3. Methodology

This article pursues its central question by employing library-based methods for data
collection and descriptive-analytical approaches for examining and analyzing its subject
matter.

4. Discussion

Focusing on Middle Eastern societies, this article analyzes manifestations of competitive
authoritarian governance, centering on four countries: Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and
the UAE. In these Middle Eastern cases, competitive authoritarianism refers to
conditions in which political systems, while retaining authoritarian traits, incorporate
forms of political competition. This shapes a new type of political legitimacy, moving it
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from a traditional state towards greater fluidity. Under this framework, political
legitimacy is no longer defined solely by old ideologies or historic traditions but is
increasingly shaped by factors such as economic performance, political participation, and
crisis management capacities. Competitive authoritarian regimes attempt to project
legitimacy through performance and efficiency, all while retaining stringent political
control. In sum, competitive authoritarianism in the Middle East shifts the concept of
legitimacy from a tradition- and ideology-bound form toward one founded on
performance and competition, which has significant consequences for the region’s socio-
political dynamics. Analyzing developments in the four countries shows that these
systems, through various means—from electoral manipulation to technocratic
modernization and digital surveillance—achieve similar ends.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions

This article, examining developments in Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE,
demonstrates that "competitive authoritarianism" in the Middle East is not a temporary
deviation or transitional phase, but an emergent, stable, and adaptable mode of
governance. These regimes have managed to redefine classical notions of legitimacy by
innovating in mechanisms for control and legitimation. Such redefinition, executed
through a complex blend of electoral, technocratic, nationalist, and digital mechanisms,
poses a substantial challenge to linear theories of democratization in political science.
Some key findings include: First, the analysis of Middle Eastern cases reveals that,
contrary to optimistic post-Cold War predictions, the "end of history" has not led to the
global triumph of liberal democracy, but rather to the rise of hybrid, complex forms of
authoritarian governance. As anticipated by Levitsky and Way, competitive authoritarian
regimes have solidified deeply undemocratic characteristics while maintaining the
appearance and institutions of democracy (such as elections). These are not regimes in
transition to democracy, nor are they traditional authoritarianisms; rather, they represent
a distinct, durable type of regime. Second, research findings highlight that Weber’s
tripartite classification of legitimacy (traditional, charismatic, legal-rational) is no longer
sufficient for describing the contemporary political realities of the Middle East. Instead, a
distinct “hybrid legitimacy” is emerging, flexibly integrating diverse elements in a
dynamic pattern. This hybrid legitimacy draws from four principal sources: economic-
technocratic performance (promises of welfare and efficiency), controlled electoral
participation (the illusion of representation), nationalist sentiment (identity mobilization),
and digital efficiency (service delivery and surveillance). This “modular” nature enables
regimes to emphasize different sources of legitimacy according to audience and
circumstance, enhancing flexibility and stability. Third, despite structural differences
(republican versus monarchical forms), all four countries under study employ similar
strategies: creating an “illusion of choice” and modernity for citizens while retaining
absolute control over power. In Turkey, this is achieved through electoral competition
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manipulation; in Egypt, through entrenched military dominance; in Saudi Arabia,
through top-down modernization; and in the UAE, through technocratic efficiency and
pervasive surveillance.
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