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Introduction

This comparative paper is based on the introduction I am currently authoring for a co-

edited volume that carries the title of “Businessmen in Arms: How the Military and Other 

Armed Groups Profit in the MENA Region” (Rowman & Littlefield, forthcoming 2016). The 

book has chapters on economic interests of militaries and militias and how they  

influence politics and society in Egypt, Syria, Libya, Sudan, Yemen, Jordan, Iran, Pakistan, 

and Turkey—especially in the context of the 'Arab Spring' uprisings and their aftermath.1

Cases collected for the book include states where the military is involved in the economy, 

and others where non-state armed groups (NSAGs) are engaged in economic activities. 

The book is an outcome of a cooperative research project with scholars from Egypt, 

Sudan, Syria and Jordan on “Economic Interests and Actors during and after the 'Arab 

Spring'”.2

Addressing the question of “Liberation?” as theme of the Conference, this paper argues 

that militaries in the MENA region, established in the context of liberation from 

colonialism, have adjusted their legitimate post-independence role as vanguards for 

economic modernisation to the currently prevailing neoliberal economic framework. In 

the course of this adjustment, most of them have lost legitimacy for their economic 

activities and increasingly concealed them, making use of their privilege to declare 

military issues as confidential. Resulting intransparent military budgets encouraged 

corruption. In some countries, such as Syria, Yemen and Libya, military officers got 

1 'Arab Spring' is a label which excludes non-Arab actors in North Africa and is therefore put in 
inverted commas.
2 The research took place between 2012 and 2014 and has been funded by the German Volkswagen 

Foundation.



involved in illegal economic activities such as smuggling. NSAGs, on the other hand, 

mostly emerged during the 'Arab Spring' in resistance to governments and hence, 

national militaries, to fight for - in their own view – Liberation. Defected officers and 

soldiers joined NSAGs, for political, ideological and sometimes economic reasons. NSAGs, 

required funding and economic resources for sustaining their struggle. This justified, to a 

greater or lesser extent, capturing of economic plants, extracting taxes as protection 

money from population groups, import-export business as smugglers, and using various 

strategies to raise external support.

Can a comparative study identify 'stages of development' with regard to military 

companies or the involvement of military officers in business? Is the military economy 

linked to global economic trends and policies, and if so, how? Are there comparable stages 

and links to the global economy in the case of NSAGs? What does the economic 

involvement of the military and NSAGs imply with regard to macro-economic 

performance, in terms of redistribution of wealth, poverty reduction, social inequality, but 

also in terms of foreign trade policies between protectionism and (neo-)liberalism?  

Drawing from research findings assembled in our book, this paper attempts to give some 

answers to these questions, combining approaches from political economy and social 

theory. It starts with a historical overview of the development of the economic activities 

of militaries with a focus on turning points, examining if these turning points can be 

related to global economic trends. Then it highlights the characteristics of current war 

economies in the MENA region and tries to assess the role of NSAGs in them. In 

conclusion, the paper discusses the cases in light of Liberation as justification for 

business activities of armed organisations – be they militaries or NSAGs.

Economic activities of militaries and historical turning points

Whereas the formation of militaries out of colonial armies occurred in different ways, 

each independent state in the MENA region reached a point where the military became a 

pillar of the government with the task to execute rapid economic development. This was 

concurrent with early modernisation theory, which envisaged military-dominated 

authoritarian regimes as having the potential to solve structural problems of 

underdevelopment. In Algeria, Libya, Tunisia, Egypt, Sudan, Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Pakistan, 

and numerous other former colonies, the military seized power through a coup d’état and 



became the backbone of post-colonial regimes (Huntington 1968, 3-5; Grawert 2009, 

113-121). In civilian regimes, such as the Moroccan, Jordanian and Gulf monarchies as 

well as during periods of single-party regimes in some of the above countries, the military 

acted as a powerful corporate interest group and, during the 1950s until into the 1970s, 

tended to be the most modernity-oriented group in society (Halpern 1962; Richards and 

Waterbury 1996, 12). The military as carrier of multiple roles in developing societies also 

was an outcome of the trend to create a large public sector with crucial productive 

companies, which were state-owned or parastatals (Apter 1965, 405-407; Huntington 

1968, 74). Some of the emerging industries came partly or fully under the control of the 

armed forces (Sen 1984, 71–114). The military organized infrastructure and building 

campaigns and made soldiers work in construction, pursuing a vision of rapid 

modernisation to catch up with the industrialised world. Import-substituting 

industrialisation and protectionist measures in order to give domestic companies an 

advantage to gain in productivity without too much competition by advanced foreign 

industries were the strategies applied in countries such as Algeria, Egypt and Turkey.

Civilian coalitions coming to power after political upheavals, demonstrations and strikes 

repeatedly in countries such as Syria, Sudan, Turkey and Pakistan, had an impact on the 

military, which usually split into factions of hardliners and moderates (Przeworski 1990, 

195–97). This undermined the cohesiveness within the military and either led to a coup 

by one faction of the military or to a political stalemate, which the military usually broke 

soon after. Hence, the withdrawal of the military hardly led to sustainable regime change. 

Ben-Dor (1975, 319–321) identified several reasons for the temporary character of 

civilian regimes, their failure to build a civilian framework of politics with political 

participation of individuals and pressure groups, and the consolidation of military rule. 

These are a persistent corporatism, based on threat and use of force and oriented 

towards the center of rule, concentration of coercive power in the military, which in the 

MENA region, was legitimised by the threat of Israeli expansion, and in general, by 

“mastering government technology” (ibid. 321), propaganda and a sophisticated security 

system, and the elimination of civilian and intra-military opposition. Thus, the military 

made use of its particular power resources towards centralised and biased resource 

distribution.

For many oil-importing states, this tremendous investment towards economic 

modernisation led to increased public indebtedness and finally, to an expanding economic 



crisis, when interest rates mounted and the petrol price rose as a consequence of the 

1973 oil crisis. In the end-1970s and early 1980s, liberalising the economy became the 

common recipe of re-gaining a proper balance of payment for indebted states. Loans of 

the International Monetary Fund (IMF) were available if states underwent harsh 

structural adjustment programmes. These required the removal of trade barriers, 

devaluation of currencies, reduction of subsidies, privatisation of state companies, and 

austerity policies such as dismissal of civil servants and public sector employees, cuts in 

government spending and introduction of fees for social services. Whereas the states and, 

as executing force, the military, had been the engine for development before, the turn in 

the international economy shifted this role to the private sector. The state was left with a 

role as provider of an enabling environment for the private sector as the perceived new 

engine of development (World Bank 1989; Richards and Waterbury 1996).

What happened to the military's economic role at this turning point? The research 

compiled in our book reveals that most of the non-oil producing MENA governments 

introduced liberalisation policies during the 1970s and 1980s. In Egypt, this led, for a 

short period during the 1970s, to a gradual reduction of military involvement in the 

public sector economy due to privatisation of officers' businesses, thus strengthening the 

economic power of crony capitalists. However, immediately after the peace deal with 

Israel in 1979, when the military was no longer expected to fight in external wars soon 

again, new military companies for civilian production were opened. The rationale was 

that a shift towards more economic liberalisation required still subsidised production 

and welfare measures for the poor, and that the youth still needed to be absorbed by the 

military, even if they were used as free or cheap labor for civilian production under 

military control (Abul-Magd, forthcoming).3 In Pakistan, welfare engagement for the poor 

also was the official reason provided for the existence and expansion of military 

companies into a range of civilian sectors in agriculture, industries and services during 

the 1970s and 1980s (Siddiqa, forthcoming).4 In Sudan, following the Egyptian model, the 

military established a military economic corporation, which became the nucleus of 

Sudan's defense industry and also, from the outset, engaged in production of vehicles 

based on recycling of scrap from imported metal products, trucks, and cars. It was a 

3 Information based on the research of Zeinab Abul-Magd, author in our book.
4 Information based on the research of Ayesha Siddiqa, author in our book.



means to absorb soldiers in production during times of peace, and to produce the needs of 

the military in its own companies (El-Battahani, forthcoming).5

This was different in Turkey. Welfare was no longer proclaimed as an aim and task of the 

military in the 1980s. After the military coup of 1980, the military took the lead in 

implementing the sharp austerity measures required to be eligible for IMF loans through 

a mixture of repression against social uprisings and opening up the economy to the 

world market. A drive towards privatisation of state companies and export orientation 

replaced protectionism for import substitution and nationalist developmentalism. 

Declining real wages, increase of precarious employment and suppression of the labour 

movement supported the advancement of private enterprise. At the same time, 

liberalisation fuelled the large military's holding company of OYAK, the armed forces trust 

and pension fund, towards a booming and competitive investment conglomerate, which 

maintained its economic power during subsequent periods of civilian rule. Besides this 

pension fund, the military expanded its companies for arms production and engagement 

in arms trade (Akça, forthcoming).6

In Syria and Jordan, the military did not run own companies for civilian production, but 

focused on housing and other direct supplies for the military, a task which became the 

realm of retired generals and high-ranking army officers. These increasingly made their 

fortune as private businessmen receiving privileged access to licenses and leading positions in 

company management and supervisory boards. Army officers shared these prerogatives with 

senior civil servants, politicians, and intelligence services. The Jordanian military was one of 

the few groups that remained unaffected by the structural adjustment programme. Whereas 

social services for the Jordanian population were reduced due to severe budget cuts, the 

subsidies, pensions and employment for military staff even increased, together with the 

military budget (Marshall, forthcoming).7

Syria had its turning point towards liberalisation, when the country got into a severe foreign 

exchange crisis in 1986. The regime responded with tightening its network of officers and 

cronies through a reform policy, which created a larger private sector, but kept the state-

business networks untouched. Crucial economic institutions were built on rent flows from oil 

revenues and aid for geo-strategic reasons, especially from the Arab Gulf countries (Haddad 

5 Information based on the research of Atta El-Battahani, author in our book.
6 Information based on the research of İsmet Akça, author in our book.
7 Information based on the research of Shana Marshall, author in our book.



2012, 2-4, 63). The involvement and closeness of decision-making bodies and top officials 

made it possible to steer the state-business networks towards rent-seeking and rent allocation. 

This enhanced inefficiency and stagnancy of the Syrian economy. The state-business network 

had adjusted itself to the challenge of liberalisation, but the economic structure remained 

untouched. The outcome was an inflated state bureaucracy administering the large public 

sector and its investments, flourishing semi-legal cross-border trade and smuggle with 

involvement of the military, especially with Lebanon and Turkey, and an expansion of 

commercial domestic enterprises with little value-added for the economy, as a whole. Private 

capital accumulation worked only with the blessing of the political and military elite on the 

basis of the politically created rents (Haddad 2012, 63-64; Zuhur, forthcoming).8

In Sudan, the military coup d'état of 1989 was the main turning point towards commercially-

oriented political Islamic rule. The military faction in power purged its opponents, sent 

officers to retirement encouraging them to set up own business, and co-opted other officers in 

crony-capitalist networks that became very attractive when Sudan became an oil-exporting 

country in 1999. With the oil boom, investment in military-owned defence industries with 

additional production of civilian commodities grew rapidly (El-Battahani, forthcoming, and 

Interviews by E. Grawert with a retired general in 2013).

The major oil-producing countries of Iraq and Iran were not under pressure to liberalise 

their economies at that time. The societies suffered from the effects of the 1980-88 war, 

which followed immediately after the Iranian Islamic revolution. The Iranian 

Revolutionary Guards had emerged as a force beside the military, whose role to protect 

the revolution, enhance Islamic education, and strengthen the productive sector was 

openly proclaimed in the Constitution of 1979 (Harris, forthcoming).9

When processes of globalisation accelerated their pace due to the spread of new 

communication technologies, unbound finance markets, and the rapid opening of new 

markets in the former Eastern bloc countries during the 1990s, the militaries in the 

MENA region were prepared to participate in the new opportunities. Increase and 

extension of the military’s engagement in commercial activities included managing 

strategic companies in communication, real estate and construction, agribusiness using 

conscript labour, investment in the tourist sector and pension funds, among many other 

fields. This has created an increasingly autonomous position of the armed forces and 

8 Information based on the research of Sherifa Zuhur, author in our book.
9 Information based on the research of Kevan Harris, author in our book.



added economic power to the original power of the military coming from its control of the 

means of state violence. The commercial revenues of the armed forces partly fed into the 

defence budget, partly into the welfare of soldiers and their families, especially after 

retirement. Corruption usually is the “fellow traveller” (Paes 2003, 76) to military 

business, with patronage networks structuring informal relations and allocation of 

privileges towards consolidating the combined economic, social, political and military 

power of the military (ibid., 89). 

These research results reveal that the military became part of a more general mode of 

accumulating capital in the neoliberal context. It has to be considered as one actor besides 

other, private actors, who took the new opportunities and became large-scale investors, 

share-holders, and speculators in finance market products. Transfers and sales of state 

assets became the basis for the advancement of the military to conduct business in 

finance products. Turkey and Iran spearheaded military engagement in social insurance 

and pension funds, holding companies, banking and investment firms. This paved the 

avenue to enter the stock exchange, and hence, the global finance market, where players 

from the military started dealing in investment funds for an increasing range of civilian 

products, preferably housing and infrastructure (Akça, Harris, forthcoming). In Iran, the 

military got an advantage, like other state officials who went into business, because they 

got control over the gas and oil business and could channel financial liquidity into the 

domestic market without foreign competition, whereas private entrepreneurs had to 

cope with bureaucratic hindrances and, above all, the economic sanctions imposed on 

Iran.

Jordan follows suit with regard to enhanced economic involvement of the military, 

however, not (yet) dealing in a broad range of finance products, but expanding in the 

niche of large scale military fairs and joint ventures with international arms producing 

companies. In Jordan, and similarly, in Sudan the military-based defence industries 

became the most advanced sector of the economy. Beneficiaries of this shift are those 

who are part of the patronage networks of the military officers and retired generals – or 

their relatives - involved in the new fields of business. Private companies face a 

disadvantage, because they usually are taxed and hampered by bureaucratic obstacles, so 

that they hardly can compete with the privileged military entrepreneurs (Marshall, El-

Battahani, forthcoming).



The military of Egypt and Pakistan settled themselves in the liberalised economies in 

combinations of continued investment of the military companies in a broad range of 

civilian sectors under privileged conditions of intransparent budgets, expenditures and 

profits, and retired officers with special access to influential positions and business 

licenses. In both cases, economic power supported an increase in the political power of 

the military, which has become an arbiter and veto power for civilian governments and 

hence, moved far away from a more balanced competition with civilian powers in politics 

and private entrepreneurs in the economic realm. Being part of patronage networks has 

remained the key for successful enterprise in the context of military-backed crony-

capitalist structures (Abul-Magd, Siddiqa, forthcoming). In both cases, the threat of 

neighbouring powers - India and Afghanistan for Pakistan, the NSAGs in Sinai, the Islamic 

State and the militias in Libya for Egypt – provide welcome arguments for the military to 

conceal economic activities under the need to safeguard security for the population.

War economies and the economic activities of NSAGs

A pattern where armed forces sustain themselves and their relatives by reaping benefits 

from running their own businesses, supported by patronage networks linking them with 

states, appears to be on the rise. An extreme form occurs in war economies where 

completely privatised armed forces, funded by the profits of their own businesses, are 

competing with state forces (Kaldor 2000). Such “oligopolies of violence” (Mehler et al. 

2011) thus consist of militaries and NSAGs and sometimes, private armed forces, that

strive to convert military power into domination. 

States consist of components, which do not necessarily operate in line with one another,

but differ according to the social forces with which local state officials ally, thus shifting

boundaries and creating contradictory outcomes of state action (Migdal et al. 1994, 3). 

These interactions can create more power for the state components and the social groups 

involved, they may weaken both, or state actors may ally with select social groups against 

other groups. This differs in society's fields of action, where domination and opposition

vary, and results in “dispersed or integrated domination” (Migdal et al. 1994, 9), 

depending on the coherence and territorial completeness of domination of any major 

social force, be it the state or a dominant social group outside the state, and even a NSAG. 

A process of transformation as is currently emerging in the Arab region involves that 



NSAGs are contesting the legitimacy of the armed forces, gaining legitimacy from 

sufficiently large social groups. ‘Competing orders’ (Neubert  2011) can be the result, 

whereby ‘orders’ are defined as sets of social relations which are subject to different 

forms of governance or domination, shaped by their own dynamics, interdependencies 

and power balances and patterns of control of economic resources. The connections 

between these orders are entry points for key actors to wield power and to exploit larger 

social settings and their revenues for their own purposes, and this is apparently most 

lucrative in patronage networks (Grawert 2013, 9-10; 61-63).

The ‘Arab Spring’ occurred in the context of a globalising neoliberal economy, which is 

characterised by intertwined spheres of regular, informal and criminal economies (Lock 

2004, 48-51). The informal economic sphere spread at the fringes of the regular 

economy as dynamic survival networks, unregulated labour, business and services and 

very limited reach of rule of law. The criminal economic sphere developed as mafia-like 

networks profiting from exploitation of mineral resources, drugs and arms smuggled from 

war areas, human trafficking and other violently appropriated and traded resources, 

which were linked to the regular economic sphere through money laundering and many 

other transfer activities. This ‘shadow globalisation’ advanced due to the same forces that 

drove regular globalisation, that is, deregulated finance markets, privatisation of state 

companies, opening up economies to the world market, declining costs of communication 

and transport, and shrinking public administrations. The concurrence of liberalised 

commodity and capital markets with the technological innovation in communication 

industries alleviated global movement of illegal goods and services (ibid., 42-53; Schlichte 

2002, 11-18).

Research findings on Syria, Libya and Yemen in our book show, how outcomes of the 

‘Arab Spring’ relates to shadow globalisation, the emergence of orders of violence and the 

formation of competing orders. 

In Syria, after harsh violent clamp-down on peaceful protest movements in 2011, some 

groups of protesters started to arm themselves, and officers and soldiers defected from 

the military. Armed resistance had occurred in Syria’s history before, and spirals of 

violence had involved the use of government militias alongside the military before. These 

struggles used to end with cruel massacres and tremendous repressive measures by 

military and intelligence against particular social groups. 



The scale of the civil war following the ‘Arab Spring’ in Syria, however, was 

unprecedented. Divisive propaganda of the government, arming militias in support of the 

regime against a range of increasingly competing NSAGs, and support of the government 

by an alliance with Russia and Iran, the Lebanese Hizbollah and Shi’ite fighters from Iraq

fuelled escalation into a proxy war. The alliance fought against a range of NSAGs that 

gained support from Turkey, Kurdish NSAGs, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, private 

businessmen from abroad, and partly, Western governments. Frequent movements of 

fighters between several larger NSAGs including the Free Syrian Army that was formed by 

defected officers and soldiers, branches of al-Qaeda and the radial al-Nusra Front, and the 

Syria Islamic Liberation Front (SILF), which emerged in September 2013 as an umbrella 

organization of 19 ideologically-varied groups, shaped the fight during 2012 and 2013

(Zuhur, forthcoming). 

Since 2014, the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL, now IS) has become the most 

powerful NSAG, consolidating a rigid dividing line between Shi’ite and Sunnite forces. The 

IS originates from resistance against the US occupation in Iraq as an outcome of the 

biased policies of reconstruction after the US-led military intervention to topple Saddam 

Hussein in 2003. Its aim is an Islamic Caliphate that extends from Iraq through the whole 

Levant. It fights against the Syrian military, but also against al-Nusra Front and Kurdish 

groups. In the conquered areas, the fighters burnt churches and Shi’ite mosques, attacked

non-salafi activists up to cruel executions, and displaced unwanted religious groups such 

as the Yezids. The IS gained numerous fighters for Jihad from Syrian NSAGs, other Middle 

Eastern and North African countries and Europe, not for financial rewards, but through 

ideological mobilisation. This entails huge investments – also from donors abroad – in 

media propaganda (Zuhur, forthcoming).

Not only the NSAGs, but also government militias and army officers engaged in 

smuggling, sale of antiquities, and received financial and material support from abroad. 

Besides this, the main sources of income for the IS have been kidnapping and hostage 

taking for ransom, looting and bank robbery in conquered towns, extortion, collecting 

protection money from the traders and population in conquered territories, smuggling

car parts and drugs, diesel fuel, oil and gas through Turkey and Iraq – even selling gas to 

the Syrian government - from the facilities captured in Syria. ISIL always had promoted

missionary activities, singing of religious songs and recitations from the Qur’an, 

demanded full covering of women and fasting during Ramadan and distributed food and 



fuel in areas under its control (Zuhur, forthcoming). The IS continued this partly 

redistributive and missionary approach and in addition, engaged in jihadi education and 

military training of children in conquered territories. Hence, in the name of Liberation, 

the IS has started to establish its own Islamic order in growing parts of Syria and Iraq –

regulated by violence and nurtured through activities within an economic sphere that 

flourishes in the context of shadow globalisation.

Another proxy war emerged in Yemen in 2015, consolidating the Shi’ite-Sunnite division 

in the Gulf. Military strikes from Saudi Arabia against Iran-backed Houthi NSAGs intensify 

the fights into a civil war with external dimensions like in Syria and Iraq. In Yemen as 

well, the ‘Arab Spring’ has led to a split in the military between pro-government forces 

and those siding with the popular movement for Liberation. As in Syria, factionalisation

of non-armed and armed groups occurred as a consequence of changes in ruling 

bargains and patronage politics over many years, challenging, among other elites, the 

economic and political interests of the Yemeni officer corps.

In Yemen, the military had gained privileged access to public offices after retirement and 

to business under the previous regime, based on its high status as safeguarding for 

regime security, but even more on tribal relations and patronage networks. Like in Syria, 

smuggling is one of the special access opportunities of the military. In addition, the 

Yemeni government has managed to receive military aid from the USA due to skilfully 

using the “war on terror” framework for negotiating a permanent need for protection 

against terrorists (Phillips 2012). This contributed to an exaggerated military budget. 

Privileged access of the military to import licenses, real estate, and other industries 

through the Military Economic Corporation (MECO) – renamed Yemeni Economic 

Corporation (YECO) - indicate an economic importance of the military comparable to 

other MENA countries, which developed into a tribal military-commercial complex (Seitz, 

forthcoming).10

Increasingly violent competition for political power and access to economic resources 

between elite factions and escalation due to the regional military intervention led by 

Saudi Arabia drove Yemen into civil war. Hence, apart from the externally fuelled dividing 

lines, the main conflict is about renegotiating ruling bargains within a difficult

environment. Patronage networks are likely to provide the framework for loyalty, and the 

10 Information based on research of Adam Seitz, author in our book.



military will maintain a crucial role in linking disparate groups to the government again 

(ibid.).

In Libya, the previous regime had marginalised the military and favoured tribally-based 

regime-loyal security and intelligence forces. The state was built on an oil-based economy 

and subsidised commodities for the population, which re-sold these goods unhindered in

black markets and smuggled them across the borders to Tunisia and West Africa. Carrying 

and using weapons was common and barely restricted due to an ineffective police. 

Powerful tribal local leaders with special relations to the regime had semi-autonomous 

control over tribal areas (Hüsken 2011).

The main oil facilities are located in the east of Libya, a region marginalised by the 

previous regime and ready for mass protest in 2011. After the Libyan ‘Arab Spring’ 

uprising and ousting of the regime with support of foreign military forces, local rebellions 

continued so that Liberation of Libya occurred in a “piecemeal fashion” (Droz-Vincent, 

forthcoming).11 Revolutionary brigades and former regime forces constituted numerous 

local and tribal-based militias, which kept their weapons and increased their stocks from 

the stores of the old regime and supplies of new arms from abroad. Militias running local 

councils proliferated in a number of locations, based on the old-established local, tribal 

and neighbourhood networks and “a status as heroes of Libya’s Liberation” (ibid.). Their 

‘revolutionary legitimacy’ together with their ability to protect inhabitants of towns and 

villages alleviated their election into military councils, which became the basis of 

decentralised local governments.

Striving for control over economic resources and institutionalising local orders in various 

parts of the country has led to progressively violent competition between militias. Besides 

foreign funds, particularly from Qatar, militias increasingly managed to get access to 

sources of income from the state. Former fighters employed by the state got a five-fold 

pay increase, which led to a proliferation of alleged liberation fighters (ibid.). Moreover, 

militias received a lucrative responsibility for securing crucial state facilities, including 

airports, international roads, oil fields and refineries. Competition between different 

brigades escalated to armed clashes over the control of these strategic facilities. Militias 

without payment from the state continued to engage in smuggling, racketing and looting, 

bank robbery, drug trafficking and theft of cars and copper, abduction for ransom and 

11 Information based on research of Philippe Droz-Vincent, author in our book.



reaping cash at checkpoints. Some militias made profit from human trafficking and 

protecting traffickers, especially when they were assigned to border control. Those who 

controlled commercial cities gained high incomes from booming imports of consumption 

goods and construction materials, whereas others profited from controlling the black 

market. The weapons market and supply of neighbouring countries with smuggled arms 

boomed. Regional powers – Algeria, Chad, Egypt, Niger, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sudan and

Tunisia are involved in the mounting violent conflict as allies of different NSAG coalitions 

(ibid.). Libya has become a country, which is locally ruled by militias funding their rule 

through numerous activities that are lucrative because of the context of shadow 

globalisation.

Conclusion

Liberation from colonialism or, in the case of Iran, from the Shah regime, provided the 

justification for a role of the military in development, modernisation, and hence, the 

economy, disguised behind the proclamation of military self-sufficiency. The collusion of 

global liberalisation policies during the 1980s and its acceleration towards globalisation of 

finance markets since the 1990s with the need of giving huge militaries new fields of 

engagement after the end of wars – in Egypt, after the 1979 peace agreement in Camp 

David, in Iran after the end of the Iraq-Iran war in 1988 – explains in part the rise of 

economic activities of the military in the MENA region. Deep economic transformation 

towards a finance-market led globalisation did not remove the military, but instead, it 

became a player in the new fields, due to privileged access to capitalised former state 

companies. An environment of continuously high militarisation supported the 

advancement of the military-run defence industries, which became leading economic 

sectors in Jordan and Sudan. 

What these rising economic actors have in common, is the privilege of tax exemption and 

lack of control through public auditing. Beyond this, however, the military business has to 

be considered as a logical outcome of the global push for economic liberalisation, which

generated economically embedded military organisations within a range of other 

entrepreneurs in the context of neoliberal globalisation. The military has remained an 

important actor with own political and economic interests, which contributes to shaping 



social power relations, but is also subject to changing social relations of power, which set 

limits to the economic power of the military. 

Liberation struggles of popular movements and NSAGs against military-backed post-

colonial rulers, culminating in the ‘Arab Spring’ and still ongoing, have led to a range of 

localised orders of violence on the territories of Syria, Yemen and Libya. The NSAGs in 

control of conquered territories and local rule sustain the orders of violence through 

activities in the criminal sphere of globalised economy, which can only thrive through its 

links with the regular economic sphere. Hence, neoliberal globalisation is the context for 

the newly established war economies, as well. Legitimised through the Liberation from 

the old regime, the militias and NSAGs in Libya are hard to differentiate. Anyway, these 

militant actors are most advanced in shaping local orders, while at the same time, helping

the rudimentary state to re-establish security in the country. They “act as providers of 

local governance with a high degree of local legitimacy”, creating “pluralism from below” 

(Droz-Vincent, forthcoming). They have absorbed high numbers of young Libyans and 

developed some social welfare and security in localities under their control, similar as the 

NSAGs have done it in conquered territories in Syria. However, violent competition over 

economic assets between NSAGs, fuelled by different competing international alliances 

and their “support” of different groups, contributes to perpetuated civil war.

In sum, the case studies show that armed groups – militaries as well as NSAGs, NSAGs 

forming militaries after Liberation, and military factions fighting against military regimes 

as NSAGs - take over a massive role in struggles for Liberation. On this basis, they justify 

economic responsibilities and initially gain political legitimacy – as military governments 

in Egypt and Pakistan, as local militia councils in Libya. Engagement in the context of 

neoliberal globalisation – be it in its regular or shadow sphere -, seems to be a common 

feature for militaries and NSAGs in the MENA region. ‘Stages of development’ can be 

observed, from modernising vanguards to players at the finance markets, and in parallel 

for NSAGs in war economies, from traders (smugglers) and tax collectors (protection 

money raisers) in the globalised criminal economic sphere, to dealers in oil and receivers 

of foreign funding, linking their activities to the regular economic sphere. The mixture of 

protectionism in local or national economies ‘fenced’ by patronage channels or subsidies 

with economic (neo)liberalism through activities linked to the global economy does not 

only occur for contemporary militaries but also for NSAGs. A further trend pertaining to 

both, the military and NSAGs, appears to be the shift from initial legitimacy derived from 



Liberation to legitimacy derived from protection and security of the population under 

their control. Further cycles of Liberation and security provision certainly will follow in 

the MENA region.

References

Abul-Magd, Zeinab. Forthcoming 2016. “Egypt’s Adaptable Officers: Business, Nationalism, 
and Discontent.” In: Grawert, Elke and Zeinab Abul-Magd (eds). Businessmen in Arms: 
How the Military and Other Armed Groups Profit in the MENA Region. Washington DC: 
Rowman & Littlefield.

Akça, İsmet. Forthcoming 2016. “The Conglomerate of the Turkish Military (OYAK) and the 
Dynamics of Turkish Capitalism.” In: Grawert, Elke and Zeinab Abul-Magd (eds). 
Businessmen in Arms: How the Military and Other Armed Groups Profit in the MENA 
Region. Washington DC: Rowman & Littlefield.

Apter, David E. 1965. The Politics of Modernization. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Ben-Dor, Gabriel. 1975. “Civilianization of Military Regimes in the Arab World.” In Armed 
Forces and Societ,. Vol. 1, No. 3, 317-327.

Droz-Vincent, Philippe. Forthcoming 2016. “Libya’s Tentative State Rebuilding: Militias' 
“Moral Economy,” Violence, and Financing (In)Security.” In: Grawert, Elke and Zeinab 
Abul-Magd (eds). Businessmen in Arms: How the Military and Other Armed Groups Profit 
in the MENA Region. Washington DC: Rowman & Littlefield.

El-Battahani, Atta. Forthcoming 2016. “Civil-Military Relations in Sudan: Negotiating  
Transition.” In: Grawert, Elke and Zeinab Abul-Magd (eds). Businessmen in Arms: How the 
Military and Other Armed Groups Profit in the MENA Region. Washington DC: Rowman & 
Littlefield.

Grawert, Elke. 2009. Departures from Post-colonial Authoritarianism. Analysis of System 
Change with a Focus on Tanzania. Series Berliner Studien zur Politik in Afrika, Vol. 15. 
Berlin /New York / Oxford: Peter Lang.

Grawert, Elke. 2013. Oil Investment and Conflict in Upper Nile State, South Sudan. (with 
Christine Andrä). BICC Brief 48. Bonn: Bonn International Center for Conversion BICC, 
available at https://www.bicc.de/uploads/tx_bicctools/BICC_brief_48.pdf.

Haddad, Bassam. 2012. Buisness Networks in Syria. The Political Economy of Authoritarian 
Resilience. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Halpern, Manfred. 1962. “Middle Eastern Armies and the New Middle Class,” In The Role of 
the Military in Under-Developed Countries, edited by John Johnson, 277-316. Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press.

Harris, Kevan. Forthcoming 2016. “All the Sepah's Men: Iran’s Revolutionary Guards in 
Theory and in Practice.” In: Grawert, Elke and Zeinab Abul-Magd (eds). Businessmen in 
Arms: How the Military and Other Armed Groups Profit in the MENA Region. Washington 
DC: Rowman & Littlefield.

https://www.bicc.de/uploads/tx_bicctools/BICC_brief_48.pdf


Huntington, Samuel. 1968. Political Order in Changing Societies. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press.

Hüsken, Thomas. 2011. “Politische Kultur und die Revolution in der Kyrenaika.” In: 
Edlinger, Fritz (ed.). Libyen: Hintergründe, Analysen, Berichte., Vienna: Promedia Verlag: 
47-71.

Kaldor, Mary. 1999. New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era. Oxford: Polity 
Press.

Lock, Peter. 2004. “Gewalt als Regulation: Zur Logik der Schattenglobalisierung.” In: 
Kurtenbach, Sabine and Peter Lock (eds): Kriege als (Über)Lebenswelten. Bonn: Dietz: 40-
61.

Marshall, Shana. Forthcoming 2016. “Jordan’s Military-Industrial Sector: Maintaining 
Institutional Prestige in the Era of Neoliberalism.” In: Grawert, Elke and Zeinab Abul-
Magd (eds). Businessmen in Arms: How the Military and Other Armed Groups Profit in the 
MENA Region. Washington DC: Rowman & Littlefield.

Mehler, Andreas, Daniel Lambach and Judy Smith-Höhn. 2011. “Legitimate Oligopolies of 
Violence with Particular Focus on Liberia and Sierra Leone”, in: Forschung DSF, 
Osnabrück: Deutsche Stiftung Friedensforschung.

Migdal, Joel S. 1994. “The State in Society: An Approach to Struggles for Domination.” In 
State Power and Social Forces, edited by J. S. Migdal, Atul Kohli and Vivienne Shue, 7-36. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Neubert, Dieter. 2011. “Competing Orders and the Limits of Local Forms of Socio-political 
Organisation.” In Violence and Non-state Local Conflict Management in West Africa and 
Beyond, edited by Georg Klute and Birgit Embaló, 49-68. Köln: Koeppe-Verlag.

Paes, Wolf-Christian. 2003. „Towards a Political Economy of Soldiers in Business.” In New 
and Critical Security and Regionalism Beyond the Nation State, edited by James J. Hentz 
and Morton Boas, 75-90. Burlington: Ashgate.

Phillips, Sarah. 2011. Yemen and the Politics of Permanent Crisis. New York: Routledge. 

Przeworski, Adam. 1990. “Spiel mit Einsatz.“  In Transit, No. 1, 190-213.

Richards, Alan and John Waterbury. 1996.  A Political Economy of the Middle East. Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press.

Schlichte, Klaus. 2002. „Gewinner und Verlierer.“ In: Medico International (ed.): 
Ungeheuer ist nur das Normale. Report No. 24, Frankfurt a. M.: 8-27.

Schlichte, Klaus. 2009. In the Shadow of Violence. Frankfurt a. M.: Campus.

Seitz, Adam. Forthcoming 2016. “Patronage Politics in Transition: Political and Economic 
Interests of the Yemeni Armed Forces.” In: Grawert, Elke and Zeinab Abul-Magd (eds). 
Businessmen in Arms: How the Military and Other Armed Groups Profit in the MENA 
Region. Washington DC: Rowman & Littlefield.

Sen, Gautam. 1984. The Military Origins of Industrialization and International Trade 
Rivalry. London: Frances Pinter.

Siddiqa, Ayesha. Forthcoming 2016. “Businessmen in Boots – Pakistan’s Entrepreneurial 
Military.” In: Grawert, Elke and Zeinab Abul-Magd (eds). Businessmen in Arms: How the 



Military and Other Armed Groups Profit in the MENA Region. Washington DC: Rowman & 
Littlefield.

World Bank. 1989. World Development Report 1989: Financial Systems and Development. 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Zuhur, Sherifa. Forthcoming 2016. “Syria’s Army and Militias: Ideology, Funding, and 
Shifting Landscape.” In: Grawert, Elke and Zeinab Abul-Magd (eds). Businessmen in Arms: 
How the Military and Other Armed Groups Profit in the MENA Region. Washington DC: 
Rowman & Littlefield.


