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Preface to the Paperback Edition


The wave of anti-authoritarian protests in 2010–12 in several countries of North Africa and the Middle East, which came to be known as the Arab Spring, has deeply affected the Arab state(s) and the Arab world. After the fall of dictators in Tunisia and Egypt, elation about people’s power and democratization prevailed in debates about the causes, meanings and possible outcomes of this epochal wave of popular mobilization. These debates turned to disenchantment and pessimism when Libya and Syria’s uprisings transformed into ugly civil wars (with NATO intervention in the Libyan case), revolts in Yemen and Bahrain dragged on with much outside meddling and Tunisia and Egypt saw the Islamists sweep the first free elections in their countries’ history.


This book provides a different approach to these debates. First published in 2009, it does not deal with the Arab Spring events. Instead it offers a structural analysis of the features of the Arab state in its general evolution in the last three decades and of a cluster of case studies (Morocco, Egypt, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia) deemed representative of the diversity existing within that evolution. This approach has the advantage of providing the current debate about the Arab Spring with much needed keys of analysis and historical depth.


Overall, the analyses presented in this book offer a detailed picture of the situation prevailing just before the outbreak of the Arab Spring. For reasons explained in chapter 1, these analyses consider the political, economic and security sectors as distinct although interconnected sectors of the state’s system of power in each of the countries considered. On the basis of this sectorial, country-by-country analysis, the introductory and concluding chapters of the book outline a number of hypotheses and conclusions about the nature of the Arab states’ systems of power on the eve of the uprisings. We believe that most of the considerations outlined in this book are still useful, not only for a sound understanding of the root causes of the Arab Spring but also for singling out the structural constrains of present and prospective developments, which will take years to fully unfold and consolidate.


One of the main findings of the collective research published in this book is that the evolution of the Arab states in last three decades is not exceptional but, on the contrary, is fully in line with trends of change engendered by neo-liberal globalization, and often typifies such changes. Seen in this light the Arab Spring is not (or not only) the final eruption of popular needs long repressed by exceptionally authoritarian and corrupt regimes; it is the local-specific outburst of a global crisis. In fact, the results of three decades of neo-liberalism – i.e. the prevalence of finance over production, the concentration of wealth in the hands of restricted elites dominating pauperized middle and lower groups, the crisis of mass political participation – are found in Western post-democracies as well as in Arab states. The similarity of these problems is mirrored by similarity in people’s reactions to them and, namely, of the slogans and the styles of mobilization of the “protesting citizen” (Timeman of the year, 2011) in both Western and non-Western countries: from the US “Occupy Wall Street” to the Spanish indignados and from the Arab youth of Tahrir square to the Indian and Chinese anti-corruption movements. Obviously it is easier to spot these similarities, wide open to media scrutiny, than to catch sight of other parallels, for instance in the restructuring of the labour market in the same countries. The analyses in this book do just this kind of in-depth comparison for the Arab world, taking Morocco, Lebanon, Egypt and Saudi Arabia as examples.


Another major finding of the research published in this book is that it is the social question, and not the level of repression or of internal and external conflict, that is the major single problem affecting the stability of the Arab regimes. In fact, the analyses developed by the book’s contributors show how the most destabilizing result of the last three decades’ neo-authoritarian and neo-liberal rule is a devastating social question created by the increased inequality and growing marginalization of large part of the Arab population, as exemplified by rising unemployment rates, the rising concentration of former stateowned assets to only a limited number of well-connected and privileged groups, and the declining role of the state in providing social welfare. The worsening of people’s standard of living and the termination of the old social contract had already begun, before the Arab Spring’s eruption, to meet with resistance (as illustrated in Egypt by the massive strikes of 2006–7) and to fast erode the legitimacy of regimes everywhere (with the partial exception of oil rich countries), triggering the emergence of new forms of opposition.


The countries considered in this book, however, showed a different risk of instability depending not so much on the severity of the social question (as measured for instance by rates of unemployment), but on the country-specific modalities of the prevailing neo-authoritarian neo-liberal Arab state model described in chapters 1 and 13. In this light, Egypt emerged as the most unstable country among the cases considered, with Lebanon, Morocco, and Saudi Arabia being less unstable cases (in descending order) according to the ability of their power structure to cope with their respective social questions. From their different perspectives, the book’s chapters on Egypt all argue how the cumulating processes of change had reached a critical mass, a sort of point of no return for the Egyptian regime: the 18 days uprising in 2011 that toppled Mubarak proved this judgement right. At the same time, the chapters on Saudi Arabia explain why the Saudi regime is able to sail relatively safely through the blowing winds of the Arab Spring and even to reap from it an enhanced regional influence; as Aarts and van Duijne noted for this introduction: “Though not immune to the many changes in the region, the Al Saud at present do not seem too shaken by current events”.


A review of the present socio-economic situation in Egypt and Tunisia, the countries more advanced in the post-uprisings transformation of the state system, shows that the social question remains unresolved and has actually worsened as a consequence of the instability of the revolutionary period. A more worrying fact, however, is that there is no sign of a strategic rethinking of the economic policies that have contributed to the social question. This lack of change at the very heart of the state power structure is the consequence of the structural conditions underlined in this book: on the one hand the “post-revolutionary” Arab countries are labouring over their transformations in the context of an international environment that, in spite of a devastating global economic and social crisis, continues to be governed, politically and ideologically, by neo-liberal dogmas. On the other hand, despite being labelled as revolutions, the uprisings and wars in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen have only succeeded in toppling the head of their regimes, and have not changed much in the composition of their ruling elites. It is true that the political power embodied by representative institutions has changed through elections, and that street protests have earned the people a right of interpellation that no political force can disregard (at least for some time), however the elites that supported the previous regimes have not disappeared and continue to hold considerable power, especially in the economic and security sector. With the exception of the most known figures, pre-uprisings elites can easily adjust to the new circumstances, as shown by their not negligible presence in the newly elected bodies in Tunisia and Egypt side by side with the Islamists, the apparent political winners of the first stage of transformation of the state system.


In effect, to actually monitor the ongoing changes in the structure of power of “post-revolutionary” countries, one should look beyond formal representative institutions and consider that the largely neo-patrimonial and clientelist system of governance typical of the neo-authoritarian neo-liberal Arab state model described in this volume essentially created a fragmentation of the elites (i.e. different segments of business sector, state bureaucracy, security services, ethnic and confessional communities and so on). This pre-uprisings picture of the elites’ configuration provides important pieces of information for the analysis of current transitions, whose erratic path (in Egypt and elsewhere) can also be understood to be the result of intra-elite fighting.


Certainly, intra-elite fighting could provide the opportunity for an enlargement of political and economic participation but the recent Arab history analyzed in this volume proves that, without organized social pressures from below, elites will not form the vanguard of democratic change as they did in other historical contexts (e.g. Eastern Europe in the 1990s). Also, the contributions in this book show how – as a consequence of the neo-liberal age – Arab countries are sharing with other regions of the world an acute crisis of political participation exemplified by the decline of political ideologies and mass-based political organizations such as parties and trade-unions in favour of a purported purely technical economic discourse and a revival of religious-ethnic identities.


In Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen the forces that drove out the presidents were spontaneous combinations of many different small groups plus thousands of individuals engaging in political activism for the first time. The largely incoherent nature of the Arab opposition movements in organizational and ideological terms has made it hard for them to translate their initial political success into a sustained, focused vision for change that can successfully pressure elites towards change.


Compared to the spontaneous and loosely structured nature of 2011–12 Arab social movements, Islamists appeared once again as extremely efficient and deep-rooted organizations, as demonstrated by their historical electoral victory both in Tunisia and Egypt, despite their late and secondary role in the popular uprisings. While the world anxiously watches the first moves of these new majority parties (Ennahda in Tunisia and the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party in Egypt), the question is whether they truly represent an alternative force to the pre-uprisings system of power: are Islamists willing and capable of providing ideology and structure for organized popular mobilization towards a more equal and sustainable distribution of economic and political resources? The findings of this book suggest – for instance in the case of Egypt, Morocco and Lebanon – that mainstream Islamism is probably closer to the interests of a sub-elite which is wary of popular demands for a radical alteration of the status-quo and, at the end, more in line with the tenets of the (neo-authoritarian) neo-liberal governance.


With regards the security sphere we note in chapter 1 that since “the monopoly of the legitimate use of force is the quintessence of state power … it is no surprise that any restructuring of the system of power of any given state is intimately linked to the restructuring of its conception of security and of the means to achieve it”: the restructuring engendered by the Arab Spring is no exception to this rule. Armies played a central, although diverse, role in the demise of the dictatorships in Tunisia, Egypt and Yemen and they continue to play a key role in overseeing the ensuing transformation of the political system. The changes realized by the uprisings in the security sector are substantive but have not still brought about a complete overhaul of the previous structures of power in this field. The analysis of the Egyptian case presented in this book confirms this judgement. As Droz-Vincent noted for this introduction, under Mubarak the Egyptian security system was based on a model of a “strong state” with the military as rear-back pillar, the alliance with the US as the external pillar and repression as the day-to-day pillar of state–society relations. Every constitutive element of this system is now under challenge but not yet radically transformed. The military is eager to go back to its key behind-the-scene role after obtaining a central position in the future Egyptian system from the new civilian powers, but it has no clear roadmap for achieving this, apart from keeping an iron fist when it feels threatened. The role of the US in Egyptian security remains basically unchanged, even though it has had to absorb into its practical working the need for more public accountability. Finally the routine use of the security apparatus for the repression of public demands is less accepted after the uprising broke the wall of fear in people’s mind. However, this novelty in the state–society relationship would require a thorough reform of the police and of the security services, something that the army and the remnants of the old elite are not yet ready to concede. The permanence, although with different modalities, of most of the structural conditions identified in this book for the security sphere of the neo-authoritarian neo-liberal Arab state seems true even when looking at the broader regional and international picture. Here a modest shift in the balance of power between the US and the other international powers (China, the EU and Russia) has surfaced in the management of the crises in Libya, Yemen and Syria. However the US remains the main provider of external security for most Arab countries and it is only the relative disengagement from the Greater Middle East decided by the Obama administration that has left some room open for an increased role of regional powers (such as Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia and, with nuances, Israel). Somehow this recreates the regional security situation prevailing before the ‘90s, which seems fully compatible with the political changes brought about by the uprisings, such as the need to conduct more national foreign and security policies, and does not alter the role that external alliances play in backing the neo-authoritarian neo-liberal regimes.


More generally, the distinction between the various functional areas (politics, economics and security) of state power adopted in this book can provide a rough yardstick for “measuring” changes and continuities in the post-uprisings Arab states.


A final point of introduction to the reading of this book into the post-Arab Spring context, is that the analyses presented here argue that the neo-authoritarian neo-liberal Arab state model has produced, inter alia, a fragmented and atomized society, unable to organize politically and kept together by authoritarianism and clientelism. In the absence of a global context conducive to real changes in the economic and security structures it seems plausible not only that more uprisings will erupt because of the enduring social question, but also that post-revolutionary countries will remain unstable for some time. The development of true participative democracies and the reversal of the neo-authoritarian neo-liberal Arab state model is still a possibility, at least for some countries and under certain circumstances; however we must stress that these fragmented societies may also find stability in a renewed kind of neo-authoritarian neo-liberal Arab state, one based on populism, sectarianism and on the “plurality of dictatorial parties”, for which today’s Iraq may provide an extreme but plausible example.


To conclude, we can say that it is too early to draw any firm conclusion about processes of change which are still unfolding at a global level as well as in the Arab world. Nevertheless the comparison between current events and the analysis of the neo-authoritarian neo-liberal Arab state model presented in this book provides a good guide to understand the roots of change and the structural constrains to its evolution.






Laura Guazzone and Daniela Pioppi, Rome, 15 April 2012
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Preface and Acknowledgements





The drive to write this book originated in our growing frustration with the failure of current social sciences’ explanatory paradigms to foresee and explain political change in the Arab world. Between 2000 and 2003, we were both involved in a collective research project on the prospects for democratization in the Arab region and we came to the conclusion that, not only was the Arab world not democratizing, but the democratization discourse in its international and regional dimensions was configuring and legitimating a re-structuring of the power system which was in many respects reinforcing the authoritarian and patrimonial nature of the regimes.1 We also realized that the Arab world was not “exceptional” in its neo-authoritarian trajectory and that the dynamics observable in the region could be taken as local examples of more general, “global” trends. In this respect, the Arab world could profitably enter the realm of comparative politics, but new empirical data and analytical insights were needed as to how the current Arab neo-authoritarian adjustments interact with change at the global level: What are the effects of the Arab regimes’ growing participation, in a subordinate position, in a renewed globalized order? In what ways are current Arab neo-authoritarian regimes different from their post-independence predecessors in terms of social bases and ruling coalitions, distribution of resources, modes of governing, political discourses?


To answer these and similar questions, in 2005 we launched a research project by the Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI) of Rome and the Swedish Institute of International Affairs (SIIA) of Stockholm. The project, concluded in 2008, was funded by a generous grant from the Swedish Riksbankens Jubileumsfond (RJ) and the Italian Fondazione della Compagnia di San Paolo. In a first stage of the project, we worked out the overarching rationale of the research on the basis of which a core group from the two participating institutes developed three sectorial papers as the conceptual background to the research. We developed the political concept paper; Maria Cristina Paciello, attached to the IAI for this project, wrote the economic concept paper; while Karin Aggestam and Helena Lindholm Schulz, attached to the SIIA for this project, wrote the security concept paper. In a second stage, the core group selected four country case studies (i.e. Morocco, Egypt, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia) and invited an enlarged research group made up of 12 international scholars, three for each chosen country, to develop the project.2 This enlarged research group met in Rome at the IAI in February 2007 to discuss both the concept papers and the outline of their country research in an informal two-day workshop. The project was concluded in September 2008 with an international conference organized by Gunilla Herolf (SIIA) in Stockholm to discuss the research results with a wider public.


This book would not have seen the light without the help of many people and institutions. First of all, we would like to thank the authors of the country studies for their highly qualified contributions and their stimulating and friendly cooperation for the entire duration of the project. We are also very grateful to Maria Cristina Paciello for her valuable intellectual and technical help. David Ashton efficiently language edited or translated most chapters, while Gabriele Tonne (IAI in-house language editor) did the rest of the language revisions. Last, but not least, we are of course indebted to the two foundations, RJ and Compagnia di San Paolo, whose financial support made the endeavour possible.


Finally, a brief note on transliteration. No diacritical marks have been used in the text. The letter ‘ayn is represented by an opening quotation mark and the hamza by a closing quotation mark.


Laura Guazzone and Daniela Pioppi Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI) of Rome November 2008




Notes







1 Bicchi et al. 2004.


2 Unfortunately, the selected author for the political case study for Morocco defaulted at the last minute. As a consequence, one of the chapters originally envisaged is missing from the book.
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Interpreting Change In the Arab World


Laura Guazzone and Daniela Pioppi


Over the last three decades Arab regimes have had to face a number of new or renewed internal and external challenges, ranging from fiscal deficits to legitimacy crises and military interventions. These challenges have been the main driver of a complex process of transformation affecting all aspects of political life, a process which has been analysed by a vast body of literature. Today, a significant number of analysts agree that this transformation neither represents a process of democratization nor is preliminary to such a process, and that, on the contrary, it has actually configured and legitimated a restructuring of the power system that has left unchanged the authoritarian and patrimonial nature of the Arab regimes.1 Yet, in spite of the growing academic consensus on the neo-authoritarian character of the ongoing political change in the Arab world, its inner and international dynamics and effects have remained in many senses obscure.


For this reason, the research presented in this book aims at clarifying the nature of the political change which has occurred in recent decades in the Arab world by adopting an analytical approach that focuses on the state, understood as a system of power, and on the way it has been restructured worldwide by the dynamics of globalization as they have unfolded under the aegis of neo-liberal policies. As applied here, this approach represents an alternative to analyses of political change and globalization in the Arab world which are predicated – critically or not – on normative paradigms which use the “question of democratization” or the “question of cultural exceptionalism” as the fundamental explanatory variable.


Our assumption is, in fact, that, far from representing an exceptional case of resilience against global trends, change in the Arab world is fully in line with trends of change engendered by neo-liberal globalization elsewhere in the world and may even, in some respects, be seen as typifying the effects of such change.


The first two sections of this introduction set out the rationale for the adoption of an analytical approach centred on the concept of “state restructuring”, while the third introduces the starting assumptions behind, and the key issues in, the research, whose findings are presented in the rest of the book and summarized in the final chapter.


1. Interpreting Change in the Arab World: The Limits of the Transition Paradigm


For the last three decades, the study of change in developing countries has been dominated by a framework of analysis – so dominant as to become a paradigm – largely inspired by theories of transition from authoritarianism towards democracy.2 The so-called democratization theory can be viewed as a particularly fortunate offspring of the modernization theory that, since the late 1950s, has provided the most popular framework of analysis of the developing world in Western social sciences.3


Formulated on the basis of the Latin American experiences of the 1970s, the theories of transition postulate the possibility of linear transitions from authoritarianism to liberal democracy whose evolution depends on the existence of structural preconditions, rational choice on the part of the elites and free market reforms.4 This approach was reinforced at the end of the Cold War by the experiences of transition from communism of Eastern European and former USSR countries, whose early political trajectory added emphasis on the liberalization of the economic environment and active international support as key preconditions for successful transition to democracy. In the same period, political science transition theories merged with – and/or become confused with – a much broader ideological discourse about “the end of history”, or more precisely the heralded arrival at “the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government” made possible by “an unabashed victory of economic and political liberalism”.5 Since the early 1990s, the analyses and policies based on this ideological discourse proactively considered the transition to liberal democracy and the free market economy as the inescapable result, for the entire world, of the acceleration of globalization due to the revolution in information technologies and the end of the Cold War.


However, by the beginning of the new century, the faith in this “new world order” had disappeared in most circles, and many studies began to criticize the so-called democratization paradigm for its prescriptive and normative bias. More precisely, they questioned the idea that political change can be analysed and measured on the basis of a rigid and universal path going from authoritarianism to democracy through a set of pre-given sequences, thus determining a sort of teleological search for democracy, even where empirical evidence is very weak (to say the least).6 According to the critics of the democratization “paradigm”, the prescriptive and volontaristic bias of transition theory had the consequence of granting a primary importance to the institutional and formal aspect of politics to the disadvantage of an analysis of power relations and variables in both their national and international dimensions.


The Arab world was no exception to this general trend and from the mid-1990s onwards was widely examined through the democratization analytical prism, although “transitologists” have always considered the Arab countries as latecomers and/or exceptional with respect to the much more advanced transitions taking place in most other parts of the world.7


In the case of the Arab world, the debate has been further obscured by the interlocking of the “democratization paradigm” with the “cultural exceptionalism” paradigm8 that posits the historical or essential inability of Islamic society and culture to accept, let alone implement, democracy as understood in the West. Although there have been many variations and evolutions in this debate, its very existence has strongly contributed to the notion of the exceptionality of Arab political culture, namely the exceptional resilience of its political regimes to the “third wave of democracy”.




2. Interpreting Change in the Arab World: Globalization and the Changing Structure of State Power





The approach adopted in this book aims precisely at overcoming the limits of the explanatory paradigms considered above by approaching the analysis of the ongoing restructuring of the power system in the Arab world from a different and more comprehensive perspective that, as was said at the beginning of this introduction, interprets change as the effect of the interactions between domestic and international factors in the context of neo-liberal globalization.


We use the expression “neo-liberal globalization” to refer to the specific forms that globalization has taken since the early 1980s, when its dynamics have been intertwined with the spread of neo-liberal policies of privatization, liberalization and deregulation. Moreover, we use the expression “neo-liberal globalization” to indicate a clear distinction between neo-liberalism and globalization: the former is a policy approach, while the latter is a new human condition.9


More precisely, globalization is a new context of social relations characterized by the acceleration of interconnections between places and people to an extent which is qualitatively and quantitatively different from any previous historical episode of increased global interaction, such as the period of the great geographical discoveries of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries or that of the spread of new communication and transport technologies, such as the telegraph and the train in the nineteenth century. In this sense, the real novelty of globalization resides in the global simultaneity of the manifestations it produces in the different spheres of social relations: culturally (in the “village” of global information), economically (in the global financial market), ideationally (in global consciousness), physically (in global climate change) and so on.


While the nature and effects of today’s globalization remain subject to debate, there is no doubt that in the last three decades the accelerated growth of global relations has been dominated by and oriented towards a dominant neo-liberal worldview. Neo-liberalism is a policy approach first adopted in the US and the UK in the Reagan and Thatcher years which interpreted and constructed globalization as an unstoppable economically driven process that could only be accompanied by a policy framework based on market economics and more specifically privatization, liberalization and deregulation.


Powerfully sponsored by the leading Western powers and by an emerging global managerial class, the neo-liberal policy framework has derived its strength from the simultaneous pursuit of the policies of privatization, liberalization and deregulation worldwide and across multiple levels and channels of governance including international institutions, supra-state agencies, national governments, local governments and private institutions. This simultaneity has created a global swing from statist to decentralized regulation for all sort of social interactions, not only in the principal fields of economics such as trade, finance and production. This swing towards decentralized regulation has been widely seen as the phasing-out of the state as the overarching structure of social organization and the “retreat of the state” in the face of the unstoppable forces unleashed by globalization, such as civil society, market forces and transnational actors.10


Recent studies on Arab countries, however, have effectively demonstrated that neo-liberal political and economic reforms do not necessarily result in a loosening of the state’s control over society and, hence, the emergence of independent actors.11 In countries like Morocco and Egypt, for example, privatization processes have represented a chance for ruling elites to reorganize or, better, shift patronage networks towards the private sector without undermining the power of the state as the ultimate source of rent. On the contrary, they have provided the state with new sources of wealth and new opportunities for accumulation and distribution. In fact, the emerging private sector in Arab countries remains dependent upon state connections for its own survival and can thus be easily coopted by the regimes.


At the political level, the introduction of limited or formal institutional reform and multiparty systems allows, in the best scenario, for a system of controlled and limited representation of the social groups that have benefited from economic reform. Such a system temporarily eases internal tensions and bolsters the international legitimacy of the regime while most of the population remains excluded from significant political processes, as demonstrated by the lack of social constituencies of most opposition parties and groups. In a similar fashion, the restructuring of the state in the security sector has not diminished the resort to internal and external violence, but quite to the contrary has in many cases increased the regime’s “securitization” of public policies and enhanced the role of physical intimidation and repression as the state’s central device for the management of the increasingly diversified demands of international partners, competing elites and popular movements.


These empirical findings question the state retreat/expanding society approach that characterizes much transition literature. In fact, they all indicate that the state is still the main source of authority and control, although it might delegate some of its functions to private actors and use more indirect and sometime informal modes of government.12


The empirical observation of the endurance of state power in the Arab world has produced a wide-ranging debate on the Arab states’ exceptional “resistance” to global trends.13 In general, this “postdemocratization” literature emphasizes the successful survival strategies of the incumbent Arab elites that have allowed them exceptionally to maintain state power despite externally imposed political and economic reforms.


However, the existence of a coherent global trend towards a reduction of state power to which the Arab world is supposed to be “resistant” is far from being proved. At closer inspection, in fact, not only does the state not seem to be in question globally, but it also significantly remains the main internationally recognized framework for political action and the main mediation structure between the global and the local.14 Local ruling elites in the Arab world derive their power and their patronage networks precisely from their control of a globally recognized state, just as political and economic elites in core industrialized countries utilize state power to expand and protect their interests.


In fact, the idea of a global trend of state “retreat” and, we add consequently, the opposite but symmetrical thesis of the Arab state’s exceptional resilience to this trend15 are based on a substantialist and normative definition of the state as artificially separated from the social group holding power within it and from society at large. Instead, considering the state as a system of power which can extend its control well beyond its formal institutions leads to a more useful approach for the study of the dynamics of change engendered by globalization in the Arab world, as elsewhere. Taking this approach, we see that the state can “retreat” from certain functions (such as providing social services to the population) as a consequence of privatization and/or liberalization, but can still maintain its control over the economy and the accumulation and distribution of wealth through its informal patronage networks. In addition, the appearance of extra-state actors, apparently in opposition to or competition with the state itself, can be interpreted as a redeployment of the state, using new strategies that demonstrate a growing reliance on private intermediaries such as the informal association of state officials with private entrepreneurs in most Arab countries (this can be seen also in the US or Italy), with smugglers in Morocco or with private providers of social services – including NGOs and Islamists – in Egypt and Morocco.16


Hence, what is at issue at the global level (and in the Arab world) is not the relevance of the state as a system of power, but the forms and points of state intervention and the nature of the values and norms that the state reproduces. In fact, the role, functions and formal boundaries of the state have constantly been reformulated according to the results of the struggle for the management and distribution of political and economic resources. This constant reformulation has produced historically and geographically different definitions of what pertains to the private sphere and what to the public; what distributional role the state should have; what is the sacred realm of national sovereignty and what is the sphere of international competence. In this perspective, the epoch we live in does not necessarily represent a radical divide from the past, but it does definitely correspond to a significant alteration of the distribution of political and economic resources both within states and between them. Globalization in the context of neo-liberal policies could therefore be seen as just one specific phase of the continuous historical process of state restructuring, both for industrialized core countries and for peripheral weak states.


As varied as they may be, reforms adopted in pursuit of neo-liberal policies have several common characteristics: they all find approval in (neo-)liberal ideological discourse, they all make increasing use of private means of governing and they all alter not only the forms of economic regulation but also those of political regulation and sovereignty. In other words, they all displace, relativize and redraw the borders between the “public” and the “private”.17


However, the effects, arrangements and responses to this global process of restructuring of the state towards an increased use of private and indirect modes of government vary greatly from context to context, for instance between Western democracies and authoritarian Arab regimes, depending inter alia on the local historical configuration of power, so that some global trends (for example the change in the distributional role of the state reflecting changes in the power relation between labour and capital in favour of the latter) result in very different local or national arrangements or responses.


As the case studies in this book will show, the restructuring of Arab states in response to neo-liberal globalization is characterized by the emergence and gradual consolidation of a new model of authoritarian political regime, in which the state increasingly represents the sum of the private interests of the members of the regime and is less and less accountable to its own citizens (i.e. privatization of the state). This development is characterized by a fragmentation of the power structure and by an increase in informal modes of government (such as neo-patrimonialism and corruption), with a parallel political and economic marginalization of large social sectors.




3. Interpreting Change in the Arab World: Key Issues and Case Studies





The ideas outlined above represent the starting-point and common conceptual framework for the empirical research presented in the following chapters. The design of the research was organized to test the validity of our starting hypotheses and its scheme is quite simple. We selected four Arab countries as case studies – Morocco, Egypt, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia – and asked a group of international scholars of the Middle East to analyse the changes that have taken place in each of these four countries since the 1980s in the three main sectors of traditional state power: politics, economics and security. The three parts into which this book is divided mirror this division. In choosing to focus the research on these three sectors we were aware of the fact that from many points of view the three sectors are not equivalent, mostly because the “security” sector does not correspond to any distinct fundamental structure of social interactions as politics and economics do. Nevertheless we decided to consider security as a distinct sector of the power system not just because it is commonly accepted as a distinct field of research, but because we considered it particularly relevant to the object of our research: not only is the monopoly of the legitimate use of force the quintessence of state power, but also the military and the security apparatus have had a central role in the history of the formation of the postcolonial Arab states and regimes.


The selection of the national cases was based on the principles of representation and most different comparison. First, the four countries selected are representative of the different sub-types of political, economic and security conditions that have existed in the Arab world since independence. At the same time, these countries are oriented toward different sub-complexes of the Arab world and, to a certain extent, are representative of the conditions prevailing in their respective sub-regions: the Maghreb for Morocco; the Mashreq for Lebanon; the Gulf for Saudi Arabia; and the entire Arab world for Egypt.


For each of the three sectors of traditional state power – politics, economics and security – we singled out a number of research issues that we deemed representative of the ways in which the restructuring of state power as a result of neo-liberal globalization has taken place. The list of key indicators of state restructuring in the political, economic and security sectors was thoroughly discussed with the scholars involved in the project and, at the end of the discussion process, some issues were dropped, some were refined and/or framed in different terms and others were considered relevant only for certain of the countries considered.


Following this design, our research project has “produced” a total of 11 case studies – the chapters of this book – whose findings can be read and compared along three main axes:









(a) a sectoral axis that reveals the differences and similarities between the processes of change in the economic, security and political sectors;







(b) a country-system axis that highlights the specificities of different national trajectories within the general patterns of the restructuring of the (Arab) state as a result of neo-liberal globalization;







(c) a regional axis that looks at the features of a model of the “new” Arab state and its modalities of participation in the new globalized international order.








In the following paragraphs we will briefly present our starting hypotheses as regards the key indicators of the change that has taken place both globally and in the Arab states in the three fundamental sectors of traditional state power under consideration. In the concluding chapter of the book the issues and hypotheses introduced here will be reconsidered in the light of the findings of the various case studies presented in the intervening chapters.










3.1 Key research issues in the political sector: changing patterns of participation and mobilization





Globally, as well as in the Arab world, the general direction of change in the political arena is, above and beyond the different political contexts, towards a strong elitism in and privatization of political decisions. Decisions are increasingly taken by restricted circles and technocrats, often through private or semi-private institutions and without democratic oversight, where such oversight exists. In addition, one can observe a marked decline in political ideologies and mass-based political organizations in favour of a purported purely technical economic discourse and a revival of globalizing religious-ethnic identities.

In the Arab countries, new patterns of political participation and mobilization have emerged as the result of domestic and international pressure for political reform. Accordingly, the change which has occurred in the political sector is the result of the interaction between, firstly, the changing political strategies of globalizing Arab regimes; secondly, the changing elites, their internal competition and external relations; and, finally, the depoliticization and demobilization of the middle and lower social strata.


As far as the strategies of the regimes are concerned, renewed participatory mechanisms for compliant elites have been combined with repressive policies towards political actors that are potentially autonomous or that simply have a grassroots base (e.g. the Islamists). Top-down political liberalization has been accompanied by a marked decline in nationalist ideology (where, as in Egypt, it constituted a pillar of regime legitimacy), the diffusion of a pervasive pro-reform “technical” discourse and a parallel reinforcement of informal (neo-patrimonialism, private–public symbiosis) and communitarian (tribal, ethnic, religious) affiliation or cooptation.18 One result of this process is increased elite variety and increased competition between different elite factions.19 The new and old elites blur the lines between opposition and regime more and more and have a primary interest in building their own constituencies but no interest in politicizing social conflict for fear of undermining the status quo and hence losing their privileged status. This is why the main liberal, nationalist or leftist parties in the Arab countries evidently lack a popular basis and do not offer alternative political programmes. They are more tools for client-seeking than channels for the expression of competing social interests.


The only partial exception to this trend is the Islamist movements with a reformist political wing (e.g. the Justice and Development Party in Morocco, the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt or the Islamic Action Front in Jordan). However, in countries such as Egypt and Jordan, the religious-conservative bourgeoisie – which benefited from the oil boom and economic reform – has also used its Islamist popular constituencies to bargain for a greater role within the ruling coalition. An apparent counter-tendency in all countries of the region is the Islamic and nonIslamic associational sector (non-governmental organizations etc.). Many of the opposition reform movements of recent years have been organized and led by associations or platforms of associations (for example Kifaya in Egypt, the Movement for the Reform of the Mudawana in Morocco or the Qornet Shehwan Gathering for the Syrian withdrawal in Lebanon). However, associations can hardly replace the role of political parties and trade unions in the long run in terms of mass representation, and they often indeed contribute to the fragmentation of the political landscape.





3.2 Key research issues in the economic sector: changing patterns of the accumulation and distribution of wealth20






.



Neo-liberal globalization has been at work first and foremost in the economic realm, where its main trends are well known. The privatization of the processes of production and exchange has not only taken the form of the sale of property from the public to the private sector, but also of the outsourcing of former public services (including education, transport and health) that often involves the creation of hybrid public–private partnerships with little democratic accountability. Liberalization has brought the elimination of restrictions on freedom of action, but only in sectors and areas of major interest to the strongest states, corporations and individuals; thus foreign investment and exchange has been liberalized, but, for example, migration and trade in textiles products have not. The Arab world has been no exception to these policies and their effects.




Economic liberalization measures have been used mainly by incumbent elites as a strategic tool for restructuring external relations (e.g. negotiating external rents or reorienting international trade) and redistributing internal resources (e.g. coopting new social groups and excluding others). For instance, privatization policies in Morocco, Egypt and Jordan – just to name a few – have resulted in a shift in patronage networks and the formation of new crony capitalists, rather than in the creation of competitive markets. At the same time, the reduction in state budgets and the decline of social services have resulted in the growing marginalization of a large part of the population.21


With the structural adjustment programmes of the 1980s and 90s, Arab governments, with the exception of Algeria, did not cut social spending as drastically as other countries. However, there is evidence that the social policies of the past have been challenged by declining incomes and the neo-liberal agenda.22 Countries are increasingly unable to finance or sustain their previous levels of health, educational and welfare services. In this context, the state reorganizes itself by increasingly delegating its social welfare functions to private and informal actors. The emergence of various private/semi-public institutions established by key political figures to channel aid provided by private sources to the needy is an example of state restructuring increasingly based on indirect/private modes of government, but not of a decline in the capacity of the state understood as a system of power.


Structural adjustment policies were unable to create sufficient jobs to keep pace with the steady increase in the workforce. The obligation to liberalize trade and reduce customs duties as a result of joining the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership Agreements also exposed local industries to unequal competition, resulting in increased rates of closure of many industrial units or in the further informalization of the labour market. Moreover, under the competitive pressures associated with globalization, Arab governments started to implement measures in favour of capital at the expense of labour. This tendency appears clearly in the Arab countries’ attempts to create free-trade zones providing tax exemptions and other incentives to foreign companies.


Most Arab countries also began to revise their labour laws to introduce greater labour market flexibility in the second half of the 1990s: Algeria, Jordan and Tunisia amended their labour laws in 1996, while Egypt and Morocco adopted a new labour code in 2003.23 Yet, in order to minimize social conflict at a time when unemployment and social tensions are on the increase, Arab states are also reconfiguring labour relations, with the result that trade unions are losing ground everywhere in the region.







3.3 Key research issues in the security sector: changing patterns of global (in)security





The monopoly of the legitimate use of force is the quintessence of state power and hence it is no surprise that any restructuring of the system of power of any given state is intimately linked to the restructuring of its conception of security and of the means to achieve it; the process of state restructuring under neo-liberal globalization is not an exception to this rule. Since the late 1980s, a number of developments linked to globalization, such as the so-called revolution in military affairs and the emergence of global terrorism, have profoundly modified security perception and policies. However, it is not the emergence of new global threats and forms of conflict that has changed the nature of international security, but, conversely, it is the restructuring of the state due to globalization and, in some extreme cases, the disintegration of the state (the failed state) that has brought about the present reconfiguration of international security conditions.24 Globally and in the Arab world, the main features of this reconfiguration have been the emergence of the so called “post-modern” or “new” wars, and a strong securitization of public policies. New wars can be described as a mixture of war, organized crime and massive violations of human rights, supported by an informal criminalized economy and waged for particularistic political goals by actors who are both global and local and public and private.25 “Securitization” can be defined as the construction of a policy subject – e.g. migration – as essential for the survival of the state or of society in order to legitimize the use of extraordinary means to solve the perceived problem.26

The effects of this reconfiguration of international security have been particularly evident and pervasive, although not unique or exceptional, in the Arab world, and especially in the Arab Middle East, to such an extent that the conflicts presently raging in the Middle East in and about Iraq, Lebanon and Palestine are among the most glaring examples of new wars. More broadly, the Arab world – for the reasons analysed below – can be seen as typifying the effects of neo-liberal globalization in the security sector as well.


Firstly, there is a strong link between the “new” global conflicts and regional conflict formation.27 The new patterns of international security have come to be perceived as a global phenomenon, namely with regard to al-Qa‘ida-style global terrorism, through conflicts which have originated in the Arab Middle East, such as the Egyptian–Saudi roots of Sunni jihadism in Afghanistan, the revival of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict since 2000 and Iraqi insurgency since 2004.


Secondly, there is an enduring history of strong foreign involvement in the Arab region. Indeed, the unique concentration of European and US security concerns in the region, as represented by energy resources, Israel’s survival, migration flows to the EU, and the sanctuaries of global jihadism, has translated into different kinds of repeated political and military intervention over the last three decades.


Thirdly, the restructuring of state power in the political and economic sectors, as described above, has increasingly fragmented states and societies in the Arab world, thus facilitating (and often encouraging) the permanence and/or re-emergence of sub-state ethnic and confessional identities, particularly through the increasing privatization and/or communitarization of the provision of public goods, including security. In this context, the relationship between sovereign territoriality and the redistribution of resources is particularly relevant,28 and the enhanced capacity of non-state actors to take control of and distribute resources has reinforced their claims to political authority, as in the case for example of Hezbollah in Lebanon.


Finally, change in the relations between the political regime and the state’s security institutions (the armed forces, the police and the intelligence services) represents a crucial, although less visible, facet of the restructuring of the power system in the political as well as the security sector. In the weak Arab states, such as Lebanon, Yemen or Sudan or the failed Arab states, such as Iraq, Palestine or Somalia, all new patterns of globalized security are fully evident. They can be seen in the high level of direct outside military intervention, in the inability to provide basic security goods (territorial integrity, physical survival) at a purely national level and the consequent limited sovereignty of security institutions and regimes, and, finally, in the key role that non-state actors, such as ethnic or confessional communities, transnational “terrorist” networks, humanitarian NGOs or private contractors, have acquired in security affairs. In the “stronger” Arab states, such as Morocco, Egypt or Saudi Arabia, the most prominent changes in the security sector are the increasing securitization of public policies and the ensuing banalization of violence (routine torture and physical intimidation of opponents). In turn, all aspects of the reconfiguration of international security have an influence on changes in relations between the political regime and the state’s security institutions, and translate not only into different patterns of civilianization of the regime and institutionalization of the armed forces, but also into an increasingly patrimonial management of law and order and military institutions linked to the increased role in business of security institutions and personnel.29
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Neo-liberal Structural Adjustment, Political Demobilization and Neo-authoritarianism in Egypt1







Joel Beinin






Introduction





When Egypt was the centre of gravity of the Arab world in the 1950s and 60s, President Gamal Abd al-Nasser could mobilize hundreds of thousands to support a vaguely defined pan-Arab nationalism and Arab socialism. The defeat in the 1967 Arab–Israeli war destabilized the entire Arab system. The rise of Arab petro-power following the 1973 Arab–Israeli war began a still incomplete remaking of the entire Arab region. Because Nasser championed secular Arab nationalism and Arab socialism and his successor, Anwar al-Sadat, demonstratively articulated an alternative orientation, the transformations prompted by the 1967–73 conjuncture were perhaps most dramatic in Egypt. Political community and political culture were reimagined; various forms of Islamism replaced secular Arab nationalism as the dominant populist discourse; authoritarian populism gave way to bureaucratic authoritarianism; Egypt and the broader region began to be reintegrated into the transnational political economy on a subordinate basis regulated by a new mode of neo-liberal capital accumulation. While the official opposition parties have become ineffectual, a diverse Islamist movement, an extra-parliamentary protest movement and a workers’ movement have emerged to challenge the status quo.


The public face of the regime has changed, or perhaps merely aged, under President Hosni Mubarak. A putatively “reform” wing within the ruling National Democratic Party (NDP) is manoeuvring to contain opposition to neo-liberal economic development and secure the succession of first son Gamal Mubarak to the presidency. Economic and political changes since the mid-1970s, while significant, have neither unequivocally reshaped the economy nor undermined the regime’s grip on power. Consequently, the contest for Egypt’s future remains undecided.


The conjuncture of 1967–73 had global, regional and local features, all of which informed the possibilities for collective action and political mobilization in post-1973 Egypt. Globally, the Fordist-Keynesian 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 1971–3, came to an end. The transition to a neo-liberal regime of flexible accumulation and stabilization and structural adjustment programmes promoted by the United States (US) and British governments, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank followed the global recession of 1973–5 and the subsequent decade of stagflation. Politically, the United States was defeated in Vietnam and its dominance challenged in Central America, Portugal’s African empire collapsed, and Britain withdrew from “East of Suez” in 1971. The US assumed primary responsibility for guarding the oil resources of the Persian Gulf, enhancing the likelihood of its armed intervention in the region.


Regionally, the Arab defeat of 1967 was accompanied by a retreat from economic nationalism exemplified by Egypt’s 1974 “open door” (infitah) policy and the imposition of neo-liberal economic policies through stabilization and structural adjustment agreements between the international financial institutions and Egypt, Jordan, Morocco and Tunisia during the 1980s and 90s.2 The oil boom of 1974–86 altered the circulation patterns of labour and capital and infused cash into local Islamist projects as well as the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan (1979–92), which cycled back into the Arab world, most violently to Egypt and Algeria. These economic changes reshaped the possibilities for collective action and political mobilization, although not in a direct and mechanical way.


In Egypt, this conjuncture is indelibly marked by the country having been the first Arab state to sign a peace treaty with Israel and its foreign policy realignment with the United States. As a reward for signing the 1979 Camp David accords and the 1982 Egyptian–Israeli treaty, Egypt has received over USD 60 billion in US economic and military aid since 1979, the second highest total after Israel.3 This foreign policy reorientation became an easy target for both secular and Islamist forces seeking to mobilize opposition to the regime.




1. The Mubarak Regime: From Relative Tolerance to Neo-authoritarianism





The regime of Hosni Mubarak, who came to power after Sadat’s assassination in 1981, can be divided into two periods. In the first decade, Mubarak lightened the hand of the repressive state apparatus on the regime’s opponents. He released the 1,300 political prisoners Sadat arrested a month before his assassination. Opposition press and political parties were given more leeway. Members of the still nominally illegal Society of Muslim Brothers were allowed to run, as individuals, in an alliance with the Wafd as candidates in the 1984 election for the People’s Assembly and again in a more ideologically compatible Muslim Brothers–Labour Party “Islamic Alliance” in the 1987 election. But, like his predecessors, Mubarak never contemplated a democratic rotation of power.


Applying Guillermo O’Donnell’s terminology, the Nasser regime was authoritarian-populist, while the Sadat regime and the first decade of Mubarak’s rule were bureaucratic-authoritarian. The oil boom accelerated the circulation and investment of oil wealth, enhanced the political capacities of Islamist forces, and allowed Sadat to delay implementing neo-liberal policies after a first effort to cut food subsidies sharply ignited widespread popular rioting in January 1977. The oil bust prompted somewhat less dilatory implementation of the neo-liberal agenda symbolized by the 1991 Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Programme (ERSAP) agreements with the IMF and World Bank. Since then, deepening authoritarian rule masked by limited and reversible political liberalization, political demobilization enforced by varying degrees of naked coercion and, since 2004, more vigorous implementation of neo-liberal policies have marked the emergence of neo-authoritarianism.4 The Mubarak regime excused its neo-authoritarianism and obtained sanction for it from its Western patrons because of Islamist violence, the successes of non-violent Islamism, the 1986 riot of the Central Security Forces, and popular opposition to the emerging neo-liberal order.


Muslim Brothers occupied 38 of the 60 seats won by the Islamic Alliance in 1987, a strong signal that despite the constraints of Egypt’s autocratic political system they had become a powerful force. These electoral successes led Abd al-Munim Abu al-Futuh, head of the Cairo University Student Union from 1974 to 1977, and other younger Muslim Brothers leaders to develop a plan to contest the leadership of Egypt’s professional associations. Under the banner of the “Islamic Trend” or the “Islamic Voice”, they and their allies ran for positions on the executive boards of professional associations enrolling some two million engineers, doctors, dentists, pharmacists, lawyers, journalists, teachers, commercial employees, agronomists, and others. By 1992, most of the associations and university faculty clubs were in their hands.


The Islamic Trend’s message of equity, social justice, moral renewal, and criticism of official corruption and neglect of the common welfare provided a cogent explanation for the social experiences and blocked ambitions of students and recent graduates and was an important factor in their professional association victories. Wickham offers this social movement theory explanation for the Islamist successes:









Graduates became Islamists not because of the intrinsic appeal of the da‘wa but because the networks of its transmission were deeply embedded in urban, lower-middle-class communities; its social carriers were familiar and respected; and its content resonated with the life experience and belief system of potential recruits.5










The Muslim Brothers focused on building institutions and social networks, which eventually made them the leading Islamist organization and the strongest opposition to the regime. In contrast, several smaller groups adopted jihad. In June 1985, Islamist radicals attempted to assassinate Hosni Mubarak during his trip to Addis Ababa. This was followed by a rash of fire bombings of video rental stores by the Najun min al-Nar (“Saved from Hellfire”) group, attacks on Christians in several provinces in 1986 and 1987, and three attempted assassinations of prominent pro-regime personalities in 1987. The Islamic Group (al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya) launched an armed offensive signalled by the assassination of secularist journalist, Faraj Fuda, in June 1992. Its targets included the tourist industry, culminating in a massacre of 58 foreigners and 4 Egyptians in Luxor on 17 November 1997. The combination of repression and loss of credibility due to this incident ended the viability of the jihad option in Egypt. But the regime did not end the state of emergency in effect since 1981 or restore civil and human rights.



The Mubarak regime’s relationship to the Islamists has been complex. It largely succeeded in annihilating the armed Islamist opposition by military measures, indefinite detentions without charges, trials in security courts without appeal, systematic torture, and extra-judicial executions.6 Simultaneously, it sought to outflank and coopt the Islamists by promoting a state-sponsored Islam. Until 1991, it also allowed Egyptians to join the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan.


Although the Muslim Brothers have been tolerated most of the time, the extent of toleration depends on the whims of the regime. It is useful to the regime that the Brothers appear to be the only alternative to its “secularism”. However, they cannot be allowed to become strong enough to alter the status quo. The Brothers, in turn, do not seek to threaten the regime because doing so would endanger the network of social services and other institutions which form the social base of their political power.


The collapse of the oil boom in 1985–6 increased pressure on Egypt from the international financial institutions to adopt neo-liberal Washington consensus policies resulting in price increases, falling real wages, and fewer opportunities for labour migration.7 In response, there was a sharp rise of workers’ collective actions in 1984–9; some 50 to 75 collective actions a year were reported in the Egyptian press during these years, surely not a comprehensive tally.8 Some elements of the workers’ movement began to assume an insurgent political character linked to both the legal and underground left. Local workers newspapers and organizations were established in the industrial centres of Helwan, Mahalla al-Kubra and Shubra al-Khayma.9


Most working-class collective actions of this period involved public sector workers. In the first three post-open-door policy decades, the capacity for collective action of private sector employees was generally low. Many private enterprises are located in the new cities on the periphery of Cairo where the social fabric creating mutual obligations is still weak. Therefore strikes of workers in these enterprises have never won broad support from the surrounding population, as regularly happens in the established textile centres of Kafr al-Dawwar or Mahalla al-Kubra. There are few trade unions in the private sector. About 1,300 private enterprises are located in Tenth of Ramadan City, but only about 25 trade union committees; Sixth of October City hosts 1,000 private establishments with only about a dozen trade union committees.10 Consequently, even the minimal organization and representation afforded by the Egyptian Trade Union Federation (ETUF) is absent. As part of the drive to encourage private investment, in 1996 the ETUF increased the minimum number of workers required to form an enterprise-level union committee from 50 to 250, making the formation of such committees more difficult in small and medium enterprises, which the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) has been promoting.


Despite the insurgent character of some of the collective actions of 1984–9, most of them, as in the 1970s and early 80s, were framed by a moral economy consciousness.11 They aimed primarily to restore the standard of living and working conditions that public sector industrial workers enjoyed in the Nasser era or to establish parity between private and public sector workers. This partly explains the relatively meagre long-term organizational and political results of the strike wave of 1984–9.


Another factor is the policy of the Tajammu‘ (The National Progressive Unionist Party), a multi-tendency left party. Its popular base radically diminished during the 1990s because it decided to support the Mubarak regime against the Islamist insurgency and the Muslim Brothers alike.12 Tajammu‘ chief Rifat Said convinced both the Tajammu‘ and the Communist Party to adopt this strategy, hoping to create more space for the secular left to manoeuvre on the margin of an authoritarian political structure that showed no signs of weakening. However, this ultimately became a local expression of the global retreat of left and workers’ movements in the 1990s and their incapacity for sustained mobilization opposing the neo-liberal agenda.


Two sit-in strikes at the Iron and Steel Co. in Helwan in July and August 1989 were the fiercest confrontations between workers and the state in the 1980s and resulted in the most important exception to the failure to establish long-term institutions and an alternative political vision in the years 1984–9.13 Kamal Abbas, a leader in these strikes, was fired for participating in an “illegal” strike. In 1990 he and veteran communist militant Yusuf Darwish established the Center for Trade Union and Workers’ Services (CTUWS). The CTUWS subsequently established branches in Shubra al-Khayma and Mahalla al-Kubra, which served primarily the textile workers in these areas and in the upper Egyptian city of Naja Hammadi, the site of the large, modern public sector aluminium mill. In the 1990s Abbas joined Darwish and another veteran communist, Nabil al-Hilali, in the leadership of the underground People’s Socialist Party, a small group that left the Communist Party of Egypt objecting to its strategy of supporting the Mubarak regime against the Islamists. After this early association with illegal Marxist politics, Abbas and the CTUWS abandoned overt political demands to focus on bread-and-butter issues.


The 1986 riot of the Central Security Forces and the Islamist insurrection of the 1990s provided the pretexts for ratcheting up the regime’s repression of its opponents.14 The entrenchment of anti-democratic and extra-legal procedures as standard practice, the demonstrative Islamization of public culture, and an amalgam of intimidation and cooptation resulted in the fragmentation and corruption of nearly all forms of secular opposition, the end of the more tolerant period of Mubarak’s rule, and the consolidation of a neo-authoritarian national security regime.


Political life became ossified. The party of the regime, the NDP, heir of the Nasserist Arab Socialist Union, had already been successfully demobilized in the 1970s by Sadat. The NDP is not a political party as the term is commonly understood. Its ideology is malleable and serves to justify the regime’s policies, whatever they may be; it has little or no local political organization; it does not have a transparent mechanism for selecting candidates for office. It is a machine for distributing patronage and an arm of the regime which would have no coherence without access to state power.


Some of the legal opposition parties had elements of a popular base in the 1970s and 80s. But in the 1990s secular opposition parties – left, Nasserist, or liberal – lost all efficacy and credibility. In contrast to the NDP, they may have an ideology, although this often consists of little more than clichéd slogans. But they have little organization or popular support, especially outside Cairo.


The parliamentary elections of 1987, 1990 and 1995 are widely considered less democratic than those of 1984. Judicial supervision made the 2000 elections cleaner than those of 1995, which were particularly violent and fraudulent. There were declines in the secular vote, the rate of participation of registered voters, and the number of voters as a percentage of those eligible to vote from 1987 to 2000 despite an upward tick in 1995, possibly due to ballot box stuffing.15 The Supreme Constitutional Court ruled that the electoral procedures of 1987, 1990 and 2000 were illegal. There was significant fraud and violence in the 2005 elections as well.16


Egyptian electoral politics cannot be considered a form of political mobilization; rather, it is a form of demobilization. Parliamentary political life has been in decline since the first post-monarchy election in 1956. After the dismal record of the last half-century, it should be no surprise that most Egyptians scorn elections and see them, at best, as an opportunity to secure much-needed services from aspirants for public office. Participation in the 2005 parliamentary elections varied inversely with education and income.17 Except for supporters of the Muslim Brothers, the educated middle class was least likely to participate in parliamentary elections. The constituencies with the highest proportion of turnout were the poorest regions in Egypt, where clientalism, money, or other electoral gifts motivate participation.18


The 2005 elections also revealed the weakness of the NDP. Only 33.8 per cent of its official nominees were elected. In contrast, despite considerable violence and fraud in the third round, the Muslim Brothers won a stunning 88 seats, 19.3 per cent of the members in the People’s Assembly, and elected 54.6 per cent of their candidates.19 The 7 secular opposition parties performed dismally, winning only 14 out of 444 elected parliamentary seats altogether.


In the current stage of neo-authoritarianism, the main political actors, in addition to the intelligence services and armed forces are: (1) the extra-parliamentary opposition; (2) business-oriented elements within the NDP who promote “reforms” which in no way threaten the regime’s reliance on the coercive state apparatuses as its principal social base or weaken its grip on power; (3) the Islamist opposition, of which the largest component by far is the Muslim Brothers; and (4) a working-class social movement involving over 1,300 strikes and collective actions from mid-2004 to mid-2008.




2. The Extra-parliamentary Opposition





Since the 1980s, dozens of secular, liberal, and left-oriented nongovernmental organizations rooted among the oppositional intelligentsia have emerged alongside the tens of thousands of community development and Islamist welfare organizations.20 Some receive foreign funding (a matter of sharp contention), and are influenced by the global feminist or human rights movements. They do not have the capacity or mission to mobilize popular opposition to the regime. Nonetheless, to the extent that they are independent of its control system, the regime is very suspicious of such organizations. They operate under constant supervision of the state security authorities. The Arab Women’s Solidarity Association (AWSA) (established in 1982), the New Woman Foundation (NWF) (established in 1984 as the New Woman Research Center), the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights (EOHR) (established in 1985), and The Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies (established in 1988) exemplify NGOs with a feminist or human rights agenda and the likely fate of such organizations.21 AWSA was dissolved by an administrative decree after it criticized the regime’s support for the US-led coalition in the 1991 Gulf War. The EOHR and the NWF were denied registration by the Ministry of Social Affairs. The EOHR was eventually registered. But the ministry has still not implemented a 2003 court order directing that the NWF be duly registered.22 The Ibn Khaldun Center and its director, Professor of Sociology at the American University in Cairo Saad Eddin Ibrahim, were the target of exceptional hostility. Between 2000 and 2003 Ibrahim was imprisoned on spurious charges. In 2007 renewed legal actions forced him into indefinite exile.


The NGO phenomenon inspired a wave of academic studies, which celebrated them along with other expressions of what was imagined to be a resurgent “civil society” and claimed that they would promote democratization.23 Nothing of the sort has happened in Egypt. While NGOs may perform excellent and even essential work, as Langohr argues, such organizations typically promote technocratic expertise over political ideology, weaken parties, and may actually inhibit political mobilization and democratization.24


Extra-parliamentary protests have had more of an impact on public culture. But they are dominated by the same urban upper-middle-class intelligentsia that operates most advocacy NGOs. Therefore, their capacity to strike popular roots is limited.


In the autumn of 2000, twenty NGOs and Nasserist and leftist intellectuals organized a Popular Committee in Solidarity with the Palestinian intifada. In early 2001 the committee held the first legal street demonstrations not sponsored by the regime in half a century.25 Demonstrations of anti-globalization, pro-democracy, Palestine and Iraq solidarity groups subsequently became a regular phenomenon. But they are hardly an unfettered expression of freedom of speech. There is no certainty that any given demonstration will be permitted. The regime has found it useful to allow intellectuals to let off steam on foreign policy questions that arouse considerable emotion but are unlikely to become the basis for a sustained opposition movement. Demonstrations advocating democracy or targeting economic issues have usually been less well tolerated. Permitting some demonstrations has allowed the regime to identify and intimidate political activists by periodically allowing hired thugs to beat or sexually harass them during demonstrations or the police to jail and torture them. Demonstrators are typically surrounded by thousands of security forces who block them from the view of passers-by and prevent those who have not arrived on the scene well before the scheduled start of a demonstration from joining.


Greater room to manoeuvre on the street was accompanied by enhanced, but still limited, freedom of the press. One of the most explosive new topics was expressing opposition to the succession of Gamal Mubarak to the presidency. In the fall of 2002 Nasserist icon Muhammad Hasanayn Haykal became the first prominent personality to break this taboo publicly.26 He was followed by the Nasserist weekly, al-‘Arabi, which, while full of stale slogans and conspiracy theories, began regularly criticizing the Mubaraks by name.27 Two years later its editor, Abd al-Halim Qandil, was kidnapped and told by thugs who beat him and left him naked on the Cairo–Suez road, “This will teach you to talk about your masters (‘asyadak’ )”.28 Al-Misri al-Yawm, a liberal Arabic daily established in May 2004, has transgressed many red lines, usually on a higher journalistic level than al-‘Arabi. Its animating figure and founding editor was Hisham Qasim, a leading member of the liberal al-Ghad (“Tomorrow”) Party. After a long delay in obtaining its licence, in 2007 al-Badil was launched. It aims to present a more consistent left alternative to the regime than the Tajammu‘ weekly, al-Ahali. However, al-Badil’s editorial policies rarely deviate from the nationalist consensus and are at times distant from the values of the international left.


There are now some two dozen independent dailies and weeklies, some with barely distinguishable editorial positions. New liberal and leftist dailies are in the planning stage. While this proliferation has many positive aspects, it is also a symptom of the inability of the intelligentsia to unite in opposition to the regime.


Personally criticizing the President and his family broke a taboo in Egyptian politics. That achievement was consolidated by Kifaya (“Enough”) – The Egyptian Movement for Change, whose first public appearance was in the autumn of 2004.29 Kifaya had a broader political base than the committees in solidarity with Palestinians and against the US war on Iraq, or the Popular Campaign for Change, which grew out of these committees (the Muslim Brothers were founding members of the Popular Campaign, but never fully participated in its activities). Like them, Kifaya’s constituency was primarily intellectuals. Its main demand, endorsed by nearly 2,000 public figures, was for direct and competitive presidential elections. This is both an impressive and a pathetic number in a country of nearly 80 million. While a significant number of people were willing to risk arrest and possibly torture, this is far from a sufficient number to represent a threat to the regime.


Kifaya held its first public demonstration on 12 December 2004. Slogans and chants opposed Hosni Mubarak running for a fifth presidential term in the September 2005 elections and the grooming of Gamal to succeed him. While Kifaya’s national organizational capacity was limited, the slogan caught on in Egypt and abroad. For the next two years, the movement inspired offshoots such as Youth for Change, Workers for Change, Journalists for Change, etc. But after the 2006 Lebanon War, Kifaya lost steam. From then until Israel’s invasion of Gaza in 2008, it turned out no more than 200 people for a demonstration.


Hosni Mubarak tried to outflank Kifaya by announcing in February 2005 that Article 76 of the Constitution would be amended to permit direct, competitive election of the President. The NDP majority in the People’s Assembly duly approved the proposed amendment and submitted it to a popular referendum. Many objected to the limited constitutional change because it would make it nearly impossible for independents to stand for election after 2010 and did not limit the number of presidential terms or restrain the vast powers of the executive. Therefore, a measure promoted as an advance for democracy actually increased the likelihood that Gamal Mubarak would succeed his father in office. Kifaya and others called a demonstration on the day of the referendum. On 25 May 2005, subsequently dubbed “Black Wednesday”, security forces chased demonstrators around the centre of Cairo. Some regrouped in front of the Journalists’ Syndicate, where thugs of the NDP sexually assaulted women activists, a new low for the regime.30


The fate of Ayman Nur, the leader of al-Ghad Party and first runner-up in the 2005 presidential election, indicates the limits of the “democratization” the regime envisioned by amending the Constitution. Nur received 7 per cent of the vote. That was considered enough of a threat for him to be jailed after being convicted on manifestly ridiculous charges of forging signatures (including those of his wife and father) on the petition to establish his party. Signalling their impotence and near irrelevance, the political parties were unable to mount a united protest against this barefaced assault on explicitly legal forms of opposition.


The United States expressed periodic “concern” about Nur. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice postponed a visit to Egypt scheduled for February 2005 in reaction to Nur’s first arrest. By her February 2006 visit, the Bush administration was less assertive about the case; ensuring Egypt’s support in the global war on terror and the non-existent Palestinian–Israeli “peace process” seemed more important to Washington than promoting democracy. Nur was released with no explanation in February 2008.





3. The New Business Class: Agent of Reform?31






The 1991 ERSAP agreement was reinforced by enacting Law 203/1991 permitting sale of public sector industrial, financial and service enterprises. By 2002, 190 of the 314 eligible companies were partially or totally privatized. Privatization slowed while the Egyptian economy experienced a recession and minimal or no growth during 2000–2003. In July 2004, a new cabinet headed by Dr Ahmad Nazif resumed selling off public sector enterprises with increased vigour and adopted other policies to encourage local and foreign investment. Within a year, it sold off 19 additional non-financial and financial companies.32 Sales of public sector enterprises, high oil prices, remittances from migrant workers, a surge in tourism, and increased Suez Canal tolls, boosted Egypt’s foreign reserves and current account balance. All these factors are rents or otherwise unsustainable. Nonetheless, the new policies produced impressive levels of annual GDP growth in the 7 per cent range. Egypt’s macro-economic scorecard looked very respectable if one did not examine too closely levels of debt, trade deficits, inflation, unemployment, inequality and poverty.
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