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NEO-LIBERAL STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT, POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
AND POLITICAL MOBILIZATION IN EGYPT

by Joel Beinin’

Conceptual Framework

The mid-1970s to the present form a higtorica conjuncture in the Arab World and the
Middle East more broadly in which politicd community and politicad culture have been
remagined, modes of collective action and politicd mohbilization have been
reorganized, and, with some periphera exceptions like Morocco, the core states of the
Arab world have become more authoritarian.  This conjuncture has been informed by a
dhift in the mode of cepitd accumulation in the transnational and locad poalitica
economy, thus linking the histories of globa centers of capitd and its Middle Eastern
peripheries.  Egypt is one of the most sdient examples of this phenomenon and
therefore agood case for examining this argument.

At the globd levd this conjuncture is defined by: 1) the demise of the Fordis-
Keynesan regime of capital accumulation which prevailed from the Bretton Woods
Agreement of 1944 until the delinking of the dollar from gold and the establishment of
floating exchange rates in 1971-73. The shift was marked by the globa recesson of
1973-75, the subsequent decade of dagflation. In the aftermath, a neo-liberd regime of
flexible accumulation and dabilization and dructurd adjusment programs promoted by
the U.S. and British governments, the International Monetary Fund, and the World
Bank was inaugurated; 2) the defeat of the United States in Vietnam, the end of the
Portuguese African empire and chalenges to US dominance in centrd America; and 3)
the withdrawa of British forces from “East of Suez” in 1971. This left the United
Sates with sole respongbility for the security of the oil resources of the Gulf and
enhanced the likelihood of armed intervention in the region.

In the Arab World, this conjuncture is informed by four interlocking developments. 1)
the historic defeast of secular Arab nationdism and Arab socdism in the Arab-lsradi
war of 1967; 2) the retreat from economic nationalism exemplified by Egypt's 1974
“open door” policy and the IMF agreements with Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia
and Algerias sdf-impodtion of a amilar program during the 1980s and 1990s; 3) the
ol boom and bust of 1974-86; and 4) blowback from the anti-Soviet jihad in
Afghanistan (1979-92).

The particularities of this conjuncture in Egypt are informed by its role as the firg Arab
date to sign a peace treaty with Isradl, the dhift in its foragn policy dignment from the
Soviet Union to the United States.  Although the primacy of the US commitment was
never in doubt, Egypt became mgor US dly in the Middle East. As a rewad for
ggning the 1979 Camp David accords and the 1982 Egyptian-lsradli tresty, Egypt has
received a least $60 billion in US economic and military ad since 1979, the second

" Director of Middle East Studies, Professor of History, American University in Cairo; Professor of
History, Stanford University (on leave 2006-08).
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highest level after Isradl.! These foreign policy changes have provided easy targets for
mobilizetion of dl forces opposng the regime, both secular and Idamist.  Such
mobilizations have typicdly had a populig chaacter and indulged in inflated
congpiratoria and anti-Semitic rhetoric.  Often, they have served as an easy subditute
for engagement with domestic policy issues. The leve of represson would likdy have
been much higher had domestic issues been consgently addressed. But, perhaps the
politica field would be liveier today.

In this conjuncture, Idamist politicd and socid movements have emerged as the most
widespread form of resstance to the new globa economy and anti-popular, autocratic,
and corrupt Middle Eagtern regimes. Paradoxicdly, in the same period, Idam has
condituted a form of socid capita dleviaing the uncertanties and exploiting the
opportunities of the new market environment by condituting a network of trust and
reciprocity for Mudim-identified busnesses, such as Idamic  banks, investment
companies, construction companies, department stores, etc.

Idamiam is, therefore, not an anti-modern phenomenon “over there” it is an integrd
component of globa modernity. It comprises a family of diverse and even interndly
contradictory socid movements that may be systemic or anti-sysemic. In the era of
neo-liberad economic restructuring they have been both smultaneoudy.

Mogst western scholars, journdists, and political figures have treated Idamism as an
anti-modern phenomenon “over there” If they attempt to undersgtand it at dl, they do so
by examining the texts and of sdient individuas and organizations, like Sayyid Qutb
(Egypt), Abu ‘Ala d-Mawdudi (Pekistan), Sayyid Yasn (Paedtine), Sayyid Hasan
Nagrdlah (Lebanon), or Abdessalan Yassne (Morocco) or the Society of Mudim
Brothers, Hamas, or Hizbdlah. In contrast, an important minority of scholars have
andyzed Idamism as urban or regiond protes movements or through the lens of
network or socid movement theory. Socid movement theory explains the successes of
Idamig movements in mobilizing the core of ther activids the educated, modern
middle classes But the socid base of Idamian extends well beyond this sector
because, in contradictory ways, it appeds to both the losers and the winners in the new
globd economy.

Alongsde the emergence Idamis movements, most notably the Mudim Brothers, as
the largest and best-organized movement of oppostion to the Egyptian regime there
have been sporadic efforts by workers, primarily in the public sector, to defend the
rights and socid gains they achieved during the era of Nasserist authoritarian populism.
Collective actions including, dt-in drikes, demondrations, and petitions have typicaly
been led by trade union activigs linked to left-wing parties or with no prior politica
dfiliation. They have dmost adways been opposed by the Generad Federation of
Egyptian Trade Unions and its component sectord general unions, which have been,
since their establishment in 1957, inditutions of the regime.

! Highlights of GAO-06-437 “ Security Assistance: State and DOD Need to Assess How the Foreign
Military Financing Program for Egypt Achieves U.S. Foreign Policy and Security Goals,” April 11, 2006
at http://www.gao.gov/highlights/d06437high.pdf. The Christian Science Monitor, December 9, 2002
reported afigure of $117 hillion.
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The Egyptian State under Presdent Anwar d-Sadat (1970-81) initidly sought to
mobilize Idamic forces to defeat the Nasseris and Marxis left and enhance its
legitimacy. In addition, Sadat authorized a limited politicd opening to dlow oppostion
forces to express themsdves without there being the dightest possibility of a democratic
rotation of power. Paradoxicdly, this dso marked the beginning of the demoabilization
of the party of the state — then the Arab Socidigt Union, now the Nationa Democratic
Paty. Despite its name, the Nationd Democratic Paty is not a politicd paty as
commonly understood. It has no ideology; it has no loca political organization; it does
not have a transparent mechanism whereby its candidates for office are sdected. It is a
machine for digtributing patronage and an arm of the date.

As the oppostion became more vociferous, the date became more repressve.  The
repression backfired, resulting in the assassnation of a-Sadat and the consolidation of a
jihadig movement. One branch focused on Egypt, a second set its horizons on
Afghanigan and eventudly globdly.

The regime of Husni Mubarak (1981- ) initidly lifted the heavy hand of the repression
of the late d-Sadat years. But it too, never contemplated a democratic rotation of
power. Oil weath broadened the political capacities of the Idamist oppostion while
the fitful implementation of neo-liberd, Washington consensus policies provoked
drikes and demongrations by public sector workers. The emergence of a low-leve
amed Idamis insurrection provided the pretext for racheting up the levd of
represson, including massve deentions without charges, violations of legd due
process, systematic torture, and extra-judicid executions.

The ddemate in Egyptian politicad life snce the military defeat of the armed Idamigs
in 1997 was broken in December 2004 with the firs public demondration targeting
Husni Mubarak persondly and opposng the rumored plan to have his son, Gamd,
succeed him to the presdency. Since then, the main political contestants have been: 1)
so-cdled “reform” dements within the regime which have promoted congitutiona
amendments and other “reforms’ which in no way change the basc contours of the
regime or its grip on State power. In fact, these measures, to the extent that they
convince some (a very smal number) people that the regime is democratizing, have
tended to enhance the power of Gamad Mubarak and his dlies such as Miniger of Trade
and Indusry Rashid Muhammad Rashid, Miniser of Invetment Mahmud Muhyi &-
Din, and Miniger of Finance Yusuf Butrus Ghdi; 2) The Mudim Brothers, especidly
after their successin the December 2005 parliamentary eections, 3) Kefaya

(“Enough”) and other forms of extra-parliamentary oppodtion, which appear to have
run out of seam as of this writing due to in-fighting and limited organizationd capacity.
None of these forces has yet succeeded in mobilizing large numbers of people over a
sudained period of time in a way tha would pose a fundamentd chdlenge to the
regime.

What is perhaps most remarkable about this latest period is the nearly complete collgpse
of dl of the legd secular oppostion paties, left, Nasseridt, or liberd. While they may
have an idedlogy (which often condsts of little more than clichéd dogans), they have
litle organization or popular support, especidly outsde Cairo. The only parties to gain
any sedats in the November-December 2005 parliamentary eections were the European
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dyle liberd New Wafd, the leftis Tagammu® (Nationd Progressve Unionist Party),
and a-Ghad (Tomorrow), which split from the New Wafd over persondities with no
discernable ideologica differences. Altogether, they won 9 out of 454 sests.

Al-Ghad leader Ayman Nur won 7% of the vote in the September 2005 presidentia
eections. Since then he has languished in jal after being convicted on fabricated
charges of fddfying the petition to edtablish his paty. The legd political parties have
been unable to mount a united protest to the regime's defiance of even the limited
reforms that enabled the firg multi-candidate presidentid eection in Egypt’s higtory.

The Palitical Economy of Idamism

There is a pre-history to the Idamist upsurge during the oil boom. In the 1960s Saudi
Arabia raised the banner of Idam in oppostion to Nasserigt Arab socidism. The link to
Saudi Arabia and the influence of Saudi-based leaders of the Egyptian Mudim
Brotherhood explan why Idamis movements tended to dly with pro-American
authoritarian regimes, like Egypt under Anwar d-Sadat, against challenges from secular
left opponents. As the oil boom intendgfied and migrant laborers from Egypt, Sudan,
Jordan, Pdegtine, and Yemen found work in Saudi Arabia and the Persan Gulf, Idamic
movements were often funded by recycding the earnings of these workers through
informa exchange networks such as those edablished by exiled Mudim Brothers.
Some of those networks subsequently became mgor financid inditutions such as
Egypt's“Idamic investment companies,” the Faisa Idamic Bank, etc.

The relationship between oil and Idam during the oil boom has often been treated
cruddly, suggesting that Saudi petrodollars crested a religio-politicd movement?.  This
indrumentdis view fals to hidoricize the conjuncture in which specfic forms of
Idamis mobilization emerged. As the price of oil rose twenty-fold from 1973 to 1981,
rentier coditions based on petroleum revenues dominated severd Middle Eastern Sates.

However, they could not establish a stable socid sructure of capitd accumulation or a
new political vison. The political, economic, socia, and mora crises of these dates are
the context for the rise of Idamism.

Economic dahilization and dructura adjustment programs imposed cutbacks in date
budgets and socia spending. Consequently, date efficacy became increasngly
redtricted to urban upper middle class and dite areas. Income didributions polarized.
States became unable to provide previoudy established levels of services or to insure
adequate supplies of commodities to dl sectors of ther territory and population,
undermining the terms of the socid compact established in the era of authoritarian
populism and date-led devdopment. Undermining State capecity provided a windfdl to
[damis movements, enabling them to spesk in the name of ressance to foreign
domination and exploitation of “the people” They edablished a popular base by
offering socid services that dates could no longer afford to provide The populist

Z Daniel Pipes, In the Path of God: Islam and Political Power (New Y ork : Basic Books, 1983.
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dements in the Idamist discourse linked the corruption and autocracy of date dites
with their inability to provide socia services and jobs.

The number of universty graduates nearly tripled from 1975 to 1985. But because of
cuts in the state budget and commodity subsidies imposed by the IMF, public sector
employment no longer provided wages adequate to marry and raise a family. Hence,
fewer universty graduates sought public sector employment, even though they were
entitled to a pogtion by law. At the same time, the declining price of oil on the world
market after 1982 reduced opportunities for young men to migrate to oil-rich countries
and amass savings to buy and furnish an goartment — the prerequisites of a middle-class
mariage. The red unemployment rate in the mid-1980s was wdl over the officid rate
of 12 percent and was concentrated among first-time job seekers with intermediate and
universty degrees.  This “lumpen intdligentsa” as Carie Rosefsky Wickham dubs
them,®> was deeply aggrieved that despite their hard work and academic achievements
they had few prospects for material success. They became the primary socia base of
the Idamist movement in the 1980s, and many joined the Society of Mudim Brothers.

At the other end of the Idamist spectrum, by the late 1980s and early 1990s blowback
from the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanisan fueled the armed insurrection based in Upper
Egypt and the urban peripheries of Cairo and Alexandria.

The Nasser Regime (1952-70)

The Nasser regime can cam important accomplishments — an end to the British
occupation, nationdization of the Suez Cand, land reform and land reclamation, heavy
indudtrid projects like the Helwan Iron and Stee Company and the Aswan High Dam,
expanding access to education, and rasng the living standards of many Egyptians.
However, none of these measures were the result of a popular mobilization. Such dtate-
led initiatives must be diginguished from socid movements that emerge from civil
society and maintain a degree of autonomy from the date in determining thar policies
and directions.

Udng this digtinction it can be argued that, despite Nasser's persond popularity and
charisma, his regime actudly demobilized those sectors of the Egyptian population
which had been mog active in promoting a nationdist and socid reform agenda during
post-World War |1 period that preceded the coup of July 23, 1952. In those years there
were three successve waves of mobilization around

3 Carrie Rosefsky Wickham, Mobilizing | slam (Columbia University Press)
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nationdis and socd issues involving primarily high school and universty students,
recent graduates and trade unionists*

While the military regime granted some of the demands of this socid movement, it
suppressed dl forms of popular initigtive in the political and socid arena, blocking the
formation and then dominating the leadership of a nationd trade union federation until
1957, dissolving the women's politica party led by Doria Shafig, Daughter of the Nile,
subjecting dl oppodtion forces — Maxig, Idamic, and liberd — to extended
imprisonment and torture.  All the socid and political organizations promoted by the
new regime — a series of dngle parties supporting the regime culminating with the Arab
Socidis Union and its secret Vanguard organization, rurd cooperdaives for purchasng
inputs and marketing crops, trade unions, and inditutions of intdlectuds like the Afro-
Asan People's Solidarity Organization and various progressve journas — were subject
to supervison by the state.

Even before the June 1967 Arab-Isragli War the Nasser regime began to turn away from
economic populism as the import-subdtitution-indudridization began to fdter.  This
policy change was deepened with the March 30, 1968 Declaration, which adopted a
more technocratic approach to the economic difficulties Egypt had been experiencing
sne 1965° These measures were balanced by appearing to adopt a more radical
orientation with the edtablishment of the Vanguard Organization, which included many
former communists who, after years of jal and torture, had dissolved the two principa
parties after they were released from prison in 1963, and the Higher Committee for the
Liquidation of Feudalism.®

The“Liberal” Period of Husni Mubarak (1981-92)

The regime of Husni Mubarak, who came to power after Sadat’'s assassnation in
October 1981, can be divided into two. During the first decade, Mubarak lightened the
hand of the repressive apparatus on opponents of the regime. He released the 1,300
political prisoners Sadat had arested a month before his assassnation, among them
hundreds of Idamig activids. Oppodtion press and politica parties were given more
leeway, and an dectord dliance of the Mudim Brothers and the Wafd was permitted to
paticipate in the 1984 paliamentay elections. A more ideologicaly compatible
Mudim Brothers-Labor Party “Idamic Alliance” contested the 1987 eections.

“ Beinin and Lockman, Workers on the Nile Princeton University Press 1987) ; Raoul Makarius, La
jeunesse intellectuelle d’ Egypte au lendemain de la deuxiéme guerre mondial e (Paris 1960). 1) October 8,
1945 (end of martial law) — July 11, 1946 (anti-communist legislation), General strike, National
Committee of Workers and Students Feb. 21, 1946; 2) September 1947 — April 1948, June 1947 — DMNL
formed, Sept 2-Oct. 4, 1947 — strike at Misr Spinning and Weaving; 3) January, 1950 — January 26,
1952 (Cairofire), Abrogation of Anglo-Egyptian treaty — Oct. 8, 1951, Labor strikes, etc., Guerilla
warfare on the Suez Canal.

® Mark N. Cooper, The Transfor mation of Egypt (London: Croom Helm, 1982).

® Joel Beinin, Was the Red Flag Flying There? University of California Press 1990) on communists.
Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts on Higher Committee for the Liquidation of Feudalism and culture of
fear among peasants
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A few of the most prominent sudent Idamist leaders of the 1970s became
parliamentary representetives of the Wafd-Mudim Brothers dliance of 1984 or the
Idamic Alliance of 1987. Mudim Brothers occupied thirty-eight of the sixty seets won
by the Idamic Alliance in 1987, sending a strong signa to the government tha they had
become a powerful force, even within the condraints of Egypt's autocratic political
system.

The parliamentary success of 1987 led ‘Abd a-Mun'im ‘Abd a-Futuh, head of the
Caro Univergty Student Union from 1974 to 1977, and other young Mudim Brothers
leaders to develop a plan to contest the leadership of Egypt’'s professond associations.
Operating under the banner of the “Idamic Trend” or the “Idamic Voice” they and
their dlies ran for pogtions on the executive boards of professona associations
(syndicates, an Anglicized form of syndicat, is a common trandaion for the Arabic
nigaba) enradling some two million enginears, doctors, dentists, pharmacists, teachers,
commercia employees, agronomists, and others. Mogt of the associations were in the
Idamigts hands by 1992. Having established their dominance in most student unions,
Idamists dso won control of the boards of most university faculty clubs, beginning with
Cairo University in 1984.

The Idamic Trend's message of equity, socid judice, mord renewd, and criticism of
officid corruption and neglect of the common welfare provided a cogent explanaion for
the social experiences and blocked ambitions of students and recent graduates and was
an important factor in their professona association victories.  In a different era they
would have been leftists.  Indeed, the socid profile of those arested as members of
illegd communist organizetions around this same time resembles that of the Idamist
cadres. Carie Rosefsky Wickham offers this socid movement theory explanation for
the Idamist successes:

Graduates became Idamists not because of the intrinsic gpped of the da‘'wa but because
the networks of its transmisson were deeply embedded in urban, lower-middle-class
communities; its socid cariers were familiar and respected; and its content resonated
with the life experience and belief system of potentia recruits.”

In a different Turkish cdass context, Jenny White terms these socid and culturd
practices “vernacular politics™®  Because its apped was familiar and “resonated with
the life experience and bdief sysem of potentid recruits” this form of Idamism, unlike
that of the armed groups, was often not percelved as politics a dl. Abu'l-‘lla Madi
Abu'l-‘Ila was udng a rhetoricad device when he declared in a 1977 speech, “There is
nothing caled religion and poliics We only know religion® But it was a plausble
cdam for much of his audience. Putting things this way did not require people to
embrace anything other than the beliefs they had grown up with.

Leftis and independent trade union activists dso found somewhat more space to
operate. Some fifty to saventy-five actions a year were reported in the Egyptian press

” Wickham, Mobilizing Islam
8 Jenny White, Islamist Mobilization in Turkey.
° Wickham, Mobilizing Islam.
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during 1984-89, surdy not a comprehensve tdly. The left was an active ad
sometimes a leading component in gruggles involving mgor confrontetions with  the
date, such as the massve drike and uprisng of textile workers in Kafr d-Dawvwar in
September-October 1984, the drike a the Migr Spinning and Weaving Company in
February 1985, the railway workers dsrike of July 1986, and the two St-in drikes a the
Iron and Steed Company in Helwan in July and August 1989.

The Post-Populist National Security State Perfected (1992- )

During the 1990s, as the jihadi Idamigts became more active and especidly after they
launched a low level armed insurrection based in Upper Egypt and the urban peripheries
of Caro and Alexandrig, the regime became more repressve. The legd left Tagammu'
entered a tacit dliance with the regime agang the Idamists. This ultimatdy resulted in
the loss of a subgtantia part of its socid base and credibility. Political life became
ossfied. The date pursued a dua drategy. On the one hand, it sought to annihilate its
amed oppodtion by militay measures, indefinite detentions without charges, trids in
security courts without apped, torture and extra-judicia executions. On the other hand,
it sought to outflank and co-opt the Idamic oppostion by promoting a state-sponsored
Idam. The result was the entrenchment of anti-democratic and extra-legal procedures
as the standard modus operandi, a broad and demondrative Idamization of public
culture, and an amagam of intimidation and co-optation, which resulted in the
fragmentation and corruption of al legd forms of opposition.°

Return of the Arab Afghans

The Idamic Group launched a broad armed offendve sgnded by the assassanation of
the secularigt journdist, Farag Fuda, in June 1992. The arest of ‘Uma ‘Abd d-
Rahman in the United States in 1993 led to intensfied armed struggle centered in Upper
Egypt. The Idamic Group paticularly targeted the tourigt indudry, culminding in a
massacre of fifty-eight foreigners and four Egyptians in Luxor on November 17, 1997.

The combination of represson and loss of credibility following this incident ended the
viability of the jihad option in Egypt.

Rise of the Technocrats
Gama Mubarak, etc

TheEra of Open Criticism of Husni Mubarak
al-Misri al-Yawm (April 2004?) —the fird liberd Arabic daily in haf a century
Kefaya— from the demonstration of December 2004 to fragmentation

10 Eperhard Kienle, A Grand Delusion (I.B. Tauris)
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Ayman Nur, a-Ghad, the 2005 preddentid eection, and the demise of the secular
politica parties
The Limits of the Parliamentary and extra-Parliamentary Opposition

TheMudim Brothersafter the 2005 Parliamentary Elections
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