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Introduction 

 

Egypt, Persia, and the Ottoman Empire were three longtime pillars of the Muslim world that came 

increasingly under European imperial hegemony in the nineteenth century. Colonial powers (mostly 

British, but also French, Russian, and Prussian) were largely responsible for arresting their overall 

development, either through direct occupation (as in Egypt’s case), or through establishing spheres 

of influence and exploiting valuable resources (as in the case of Persia), or through embroiling them 

in constant strife with their subjects and neighbors (as with the Ottoman Empire). At the same time, 

ironically, European powers helped bolster the armed forces of these three countries, either to help 

them maintain order in and around the colonial zones (Egypt and Persia), or to be able to nurture a 

loyal class of native officers to further their sway (as in the Ottoman case). But thanks to the Great 

War, and the devastating depression that ensued, the colonial grip began to loosen. The victors in 

the Great War were too exhausted militarily and economically to maintain territorial gains in (what 

soon became) modern-day Turkey, nor could they afford to maintain direct control over the 

Egyptian and Persian governments. And so instead of continuing to serve their European patrons, 

political cliques within these relatively developed officer corps seized power in the three countries, 

sometime around the second quarter of the twentieth century, with the declared aim of achieving 

national independence and revolutionizing society from above using the standard tools of late 

modernization: a centralized bureaucracy, state-led industrialization and socioeconomic 

development, and a secular nationalist ideology. Yet despite the similar origins of these coup-

installed regimes, they followed different trajectories: Egypt metamorphosed into a police state; Iran 

became an absolutist monarchy; and Turkey evolved from a limited to a viable and vibrant 

democracy. How can we account for this divergence? 
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The central argument in this study is that these different pathways were determined by the 

power struggle within the ruling bloc, particularly between the military, security, and political 

institutions––what I refer to here as the ‘power triangle’. This theoretical model is based on the 

historical observation that in these three coups, just as in countless other cases, power seizure by a 

group of politicized officers is immediately followed by a division of labor between those who run 

the government, those who handle security, and those who control the officer corps. The 

components of this internally differentiated regime oscillate between cooperation and competition 

because their interests, while sometimes overlapping, remain essentially separate.1 The political 

leadership (represented by the ruling party, presidency, court, etc.) needs military and/or security 

support to preserve its power should it be forced to resort to coercion, but plays them off against 

each other to safeguard its autonomy and avoid falling hostage to any of them.2 That is why coup 

leaders typically charge a group of army confidants with creating an elaborate security apparatus to 

coup-proof the armed forces and repress the population.3 At the same time, they try to make sure 

that rogue security agencies can be reined in using military units if needs be. The security 

establishment (secret police, anti-riot forces, etc.) understands that its influence is contingent on the 

persistence of autocracy because only authoritarian regimes are obsessed with the ‘enemy within’; 

transition to democracy would certainly spell its downfall from power. As for those who remain in 

the military, the adverse effects of politicization on the combat readiness and public image of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 I am indebted to Alfred Stepan’s (1988: 30-31) distinction in studying Latin American regimes between the ‘military as 
government’ (i.e., politicized officers running the government), the ‘security community’, and the ‘military as institution’ 
(which includes the officer corps and rank-and-file). This division also draws on Theda Skocpol’s depiction of the state 
as “a set of administrative, policing, and military organizations” (1979: 27). At the broadest theoretical level, however, 
this conceptual scheme is rooted in Michael Mann’s analysis of power, which highlights that although “humans enter 
into cooperative, collective power relations” to achieve their goals, once “social organization and a division of labor are 
set up,” competition over who “overlooks and directs the whole” ensues (1986: 6-7). E. H. Carr (2011 [1946]: 80-85) 
presents the best realist critique of the liberal notion of a natural “harmony of interests” among social institutions. 
2 I agree with Gianfranco Poggi (2001: 30, 53) that political power is primarily grounded “in the harsh reality of physical 
coercion,” though once in place it “may endure with a less lavish and visible expenditure of violence.” See also Carr 
(2001 [1946]: 96) and Perry Anderson (1974: 42) on the fundamental role of violence in maintaining political power. 
3 Coups usually beget other coups, as was demonstrated in the case of Syria, Iraq, Algeria, the Sudan, Pakistan, 
Indonesia, and Ghana. Syria alone witnessed fifteen coups between 1949 and 1970. 
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officer corps are usually unsettling. Their preference is to return to the barracks after implementing 

the needed reforms, and re-intervene only if necessary.4  

With these observations in mind, this study not only aims to highlight the fundamental 

interdependence and continuous interaction between the governing and coercive apparatuses, but 

also underlines the crucial distinction between the political attitudes of the two wings of the coercive 

apparatus: the military and the police.5 Historically, military and police power have been intimately 

linked.6 Otto Hintze (1975: 201) asserted that the “military state developed into the tutelary police 

state,”7 and in fact, many considered police states a symptom of the “perversion and corruption” of 

military politics (Koonings and Kruijt 2002: 32). But although both military and security organs 

could carry out coercive functions, their political mindset differs considerably. First of all, the police 

force could rarely muster a bargaining power comparable to that of the military once a regime 

collapses. Contrary to the centralized and hierarchical military, security agencies are usually too 

divided to be able to articulate and defend unified corporate interests vis-à-vis new rulers. Secondly, 

security officials are more likely to suffer retaliation should opposition come to power than military 

officers. Unlike the military, which normally represses citizens through deterrence and intimidation 

(via communiqués, curfews, or street parades), security personnel directly administer repression 

(through detention, torture, summary executions), and therefore can scarcely hope for a general 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Soldiers also face the dilemma of explaining why they are still in power if their coup was successful, and what makes 
them think they are competent to rule if it was not (private correspondence with Benedict Anderson on June 5, 2011). 
Alfred Vagts had mentioned in his magisterial study of militarism that “Even without an express prohibition [on military 
participation in politics] it would appear doubtful whether officers as a type have the ability, the suppleness, the 
temperament, or the time for a continuous application to politics” (Vagts 1959: 294; see also Nordlinger 1977). 
5 Middle East experts have employed the term police state derogatively to condemn the draconian methods of 
postcolonial Arab governments without really explaining what constitutes this type of state, and how is it different from 
other repressive states (see for instance Salamé 1994; Makiya 1998).  
6 We know that the creation of the first national army in the early 1790s in France went hand-in-hand with the 
development of the organs of domestic repression under the Reign of Terror. This process was accelerated with the 
militarization of the polity following Napoleon’s coup in 1804. Militarizing the French Revolution thus produced the 
first police state in modern history (Tilly 1993: 170-76). For differences in mission and historical origins between military 
and police forces see Poggi (2001: 184-85). 
7 Though at the time Hintze was writing, the concept of a polizeistaat had not yet received the negative connotation of 
today, and was mostly used in reference to well-ordered and highly disciplined polities. 
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amnesty. Finally, while the officer corps is universally esteemed, receiving special privileges under 

democratic and authoritarian regimes alike (since both have external enemies), the special status and 

prerogatives conferred on security agencies under authoritarianism (with its preoccupation with 

internal enemies) diminishes substantially in a democracy; the extra-legal privileges and immunities 

that security agents receive are abrogated as soon as the extra-legal services they performed are no 

longer required. To sum up, security organs are in a far more vulnerable position than the military 

should democratization succeed, and thus offer a much stronger support to those bent on sustaining 

authoritarianism.8 These diverse institutional attitudes underline the fact that although police states 

could sometimes be regarded as degenerate forms of military states, the two types are qualitatively 

different. Military states are characterized by direct military governance (such as Latin American 

juntas) or repeated military interventions in politics (as exemplified by the Turkish case). What 

defines a police state, on the other hand, is the constant monitoring and security regulation of 

political life with the aim of suppressing all challenges to the existing order, whether from political 

opposition groups or the armed forces (such as in communist and fascist regimes).9 With this 

variation in mind we can begin to understand why military and security organs are as likely to work 

against each other, as they are to complement one another in the political field. 

Clearly, the premise here is that ruling blocs are not as well integrated as commonly 

perceived. The military and security are not the ‘iron fists’ or ‘heavy hands’ of political authority, or 

other such metaphors that portray them as mere appendages rather than independent institutions 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 This is all summarized in Barbara Geddes (1999) succinct formula that for the military “there is life after democracy.”  
9 Of course all law-governed societies must be policed, and policing, in general, is a form of coercion that could lead to 
numerous instances of social repression. But in ‘police states’ this form of coercion is not only more blatant than in 
democracies, but it is explicitly designed to preserve the rulers in power through dominating all other institutions, 
including the military. The security apparatus checks military autonomy and the rise of subversive elements within it 
through multiple control mechanisms, which include screening recruits, keeping officers under tight surveillance, 
recommending promotions, purging dissidents, designing economic payoffs, in addition to isolating the officer corps 
from the ‘political street’ by reliving it from the responsibility of domestic repression. This control model has been 
devised during the French Revolution, but it was perfected under communist rule in the Soviet Union and the Eastern 
Bloc. 
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with distinct corporate interests. The armed forces and the security establishment are full partners in 

any country’s ruling bloc. They work with rather than for the political apparatus––no matter what the 

constitution says. And while the interests of the three partners sometimes coincide (projecting an 

image of unity) they are never identical, and thus remain separate. 

Machiavelli wrote in the early sixteenth century that: “Between the armed and unarmed man 

no proportion holds, and it is contrary to reason to expect that the armed man should voluntarily 

submit to him who is unarmed, or that the unarmed man should stand secure among armed 

retainers” (2004 [1532]: 68-69). This quintessential axiom rings true today as much as it did back 

then. Yet the conventional approach to analyzing the relation between politicians and the custodians 

of violence assumes that the military and security in ‘healthy’ states act just like other pressure 

groups, bargaining with civilians to promote their interests, and treats military intervention as a 

temporary deviation from its normal course as a professional and supposedly apolitical institution.10 

But these institutions have more at stake than other pressure groups––their corporate interests are 

entwined in the minds of their members with the nation’s security (maybe even its existence), and 

they are therefore determined to compel politicians to assign absolute priority to questions of war 

against foreign and domestic enemies. And because force is their ultima ratio, unlike other social 

organizations, politicians cannot simply check their influence through legal and administrative 

means, or even by increasing their legitimacy. The only way for civilian leaders to subordinate these 

mighty partners is through a negotiated power arrangement that demarcates spheres of influence. So 

whenever officers and security men appear to succumb to politicians, it is because the latter have 

either successfully balanced them against each other or surrendered enough power to keep them 

satisfied, not because they have been trained to learn their place in the ladder of authority and defer 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 See Finer (1962); Huntington (1968); Allison (1971); Perlmutter (1974); Zegart (1999); Cook (2007); and Brooks 
(2008). For an alternative account that emphasizes the intimate and enduring links between political and military power, 
rather than viewing military subordination as the normal state of affairs, see Anderson (1974); Hintze (1975); Mann 
(1986); Downing (1992); and Tilly (1993). 
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to their political masters. Obedience becomes a matter of ingrained habit, but only as long as 

nothing occasions a revision of the existing arrangement.  

The relationship between soldiers, spies, and statesmen is therefore a power relation rather 

than a hierarchal one––even if the dynamics of this relationship are subtle in developed societies and 

crude elsewhere.11 Driven by varying interests the three institutions of the ruling bloc are inevitably 

drawn into a power struggle over regime domination, a struggle that unfolds within a turbulent 

domestic and geopolitical order.12 The goal of this struggle is surely not for one institution to 

eliminate the rest, but rather for one partner in the ruling bloc to subordinate the other two. And 

through a dizzying sequence of alliances, reversals, and confrontations within this triangular ruling 

complex, the balance of power constantly shifts, and with it the overall character of the regime. The 

dominance of the security establishment produces an authoritarian police state, such as the one that 

governed Egypt in 2011, one whose intransigence is such that even after a momentous popular 

uprising and a soft coup it still resists change. Political hegemony over the organs of coercion creates 

a toothless regime vulnerable to overthrow from below once it loses popular legitimacy, as was the 

case in Iran in 1979. Military guardianship imposed by officers with no interest in direct governance 

creates a relatively autonomous political space, which political actors could then strive to expand 

gradually under the nose of the military and ultimately at its expense, as we have seen in the case of 

Turkey, especially after 2002.13 In other words, the relative weight of each of the three institutions is 

what renders one regime democratic, another military-dominated, and a third an authoritarian police 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 What about economic and ideological power? I believe that wealth and ideas are among the ‘sources’ of social power, 
but in terms of ‘institutions of rule’, the modern states knows only three: political, military, and security. Economic and 
ideological organizations are located in civil society, and their influence usually passes through one of these ruling 
institutions. This is why both elements, while powerfully present in the ensuing analysis, are accounted for through their 
relationship with the three main players in the ruling coalition. 
12 As Skocpol noted, state institutions maneuver for power at the intersection of international and domestic pressures 
(1979: 32, 47). For how geopolitics helps shape internal dynamics, see Anderson (1974: 11-33), Hintze (1975: 180-215), 
Mann (1986: 27-30), Tilly (1993: 6), and Zegart (1999: 42-43). 
13 This conclusion is consistent with quantitative studies, which demonstrated that among the authoritarian regimes 
erected between 1945 and 2000, security-sustained single party regimes lasted three times as long as military-dominated 
ones, while personalist autocracies came somewhere in the middle (Geddes 1999). 
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state. Hence, analyzing a regime must begin by clarifying (or demystifying) the relationship within 

this power triangle.  

In that sense, the following empirical study does not only hope to contribute to our 

substantial understanding of the cases at hand, but also to produce a historically grounded 

explanatory model of how ruling blocs operate, a model that is both generalizable and sensitive to 

variation, i.e., a model that does not claim that if a particular set of conditions pertain then a specific 

outcome would invariably follow, but instead identifies the causal mechanisms at work.  

How have sociologists identified these mechanisms in the past? The literature on ruling 

blocs is rich and varied. Class theorists categorize states according to mode of production, and 

privilege the role of the economically dominant class. The undeniable increase in state power has 

forced many of them to entertain some notion of state autonomy, though they still hold that the 

state’s main function is to reproduce the existing social order (Miliband 1969; Althusser 1971; 

Poulantzas 1973; Jessop 1990; Offe and Ronge 1982; Therborn 1982). In other words, they continue 

to perceive the state as “an institutional chameleon, able to adopt the class character of whatever 

class holds economic power” (Kimmel 1990: 19). Exceptional cases of state autonomy are 

recognized as historical contingencies, and maybe added as qualifiers to class-based models, but 

rarely theorized in their own right. The agents of coercion (especially the military) are either 

considered instruments of class domination (as in classic Marxian analyses), or treated as part of the 

‘military-industrial complex’––thus primarily an economic actor (as in contemporary social analysis; 

see Mills 1956; Johnson 2004). Liberals characteristically confuse reality with aspiration, envisioning 

a ruling bloc of elected representatives, responsive to popular demands, and beholden to social 

values and legal regulations (Lipset 1959; Easton 1965; Dahl 1977). As Mann rightly noted (1993: 

46), their view of the state simply reflects “liberal democracy’s view of itself.” And both class 

theorists and liberals commit the same mistake by essentially conceiving the state as an arena for 


