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Abstract:

The role of oil in shaping the political landscape of the Middle East extends far beyond
economics, significantly influencing the trajectory of democratic development. This master’s
thesis aims to examine how and through what mechanisms oil wealth affects the quality of
democracy in oil-rich countries in the region. The theoretical framework combines
modernization theory, the resource curse hypothesis, and principles of institutional
development. The research focuses on how authoritarian regimes in oil-producing states
leverage resource revenues to consolidate power, reduce accountability, and bypass the
traditional foundations of social contracts.

The case studies include Saudi Arabia, Iran, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates. The
analysis draws upon both quantitative data — such as Freedom House democracy scores and
economic indicators — and qualitative assessments, including expert reports, constitutional
structures, and the role of civil society. The findings suggest that in countries heavily reliant
on oil, democratic transitions are significantly hampered, while ruling elites utilize oil
income to suppress dissent and maintain authoritarian governance. This thesis underscores
the structural challenges faced by resource-rich states in balancing economic prosperity with

political liberalization.



