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Abstract 

  From the 1950s to the 1980s, the World Bank funded development projects in 

Egypt that attempted to control Egyptians on increasingly intimate scales. This study, 

drawing on original research from the World Bank’s archives, analyzes these 

development projects through the theoretical lenses of Michel Foucault, Edward Said, 

and others to better understand how the World Bank used its governmentality to inculcate 

capitalism in the Egyptian populace. I use the metaphor of “mapping” throughout the 

thesis to show how the World Bank used the production of knowledge about Egypt to 

control it and “make it legible” to the World Bank parastate. I examine the World Bank’s 

push for liberalization, its activity in the Nile and Suez Canal, its creation of model 

villages, its funding of luxury hotels, and its support for the Egyptian “sweetmeats” 

industry to argue, borrowing a concept from Foucault, that there was a “downward line of 

governmentality” that attempted to influence Egyptians at every level of the body-politic. 

I conclude with contesting scholarship on the Arab Spring, arguing that in light of the 

hierarchy of neoliberal encroachments examined in this study, the horizontality of the 

revolution takes on a new significance and indicates a more radical political outlook than 

often acknowledged.   
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Inside the Parastate  

In January 2020, before our world became subsumed by the greatest public health 

crisis in a century, I visited the World Bank in person at 1818 H Street in Washington, 

D.C. I was unsure of what to expect from my visit, but having spent time working in 

Congress, I felt I was prepared for whatever inside-the-beltway hierarchy I would find 

inside. I entered into the building through a side door, went through the metal detector, 

had my picture taken for my temporary ID badge, and took an elevator down to the 

bank’s basement. In my short walk from the elevator to the archives, I was struck by the 

amenities; staff received access to an extensive gym with classes throughout the day, a 

massive library, and hallways adorned with art from all over the world. Eventually, I 

nestled into the archives, a comfortable corner of the lowest level of the building devoid 

of pomp, and settled into my work with the help of warm and affable archive staff.  

The archivist assigned to me recommended I take lunch upstairs; the food was 

good, she said, so I followed her advice. It was at this point that I began to comprehend 

the full scale of the building and organization I found myself in. I exited the elevator into 

a steady stream of bank staffers speaking a plethora of languages at a Sorkian pace, and 

followed them to the dining area. The cafeteria was global in its scope, and seemingly 

authentic; curries, sushi, and wraps of all kinds were available to workers and guests. Not 

only was there variety to the food, but the offerings were genuinely good. I took my 

lunch at a bridge situated in the middle of the building overlooking the lobby, and looked 

up at the ceiling.  
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The World Bank’s offices sit enframed within a massive atrium overwhelming in 

its scale. The facility’s roof is a complex geometric pattern of intersecting lines that allow 

natural light to fall onto the café, cafeteria, art exhibit, and lobby below. I wondered at 

the time what the purpose of such a design was beyond aesthetic pleasure. What did such 

an elaborate architecture communicate to those who resided within it? Perhaps more so 

than anything, the design was a confirmation of power, in that it signaled to World Bank 

staff that they were powerful people who worked at a powerful place, because only an 

exceptionally powerful institution could commission such an architectural feat to begin 

with. 

At this point, I began to contrast my experience of the bank with my experience in 

the House of Representatives, working in the Rayburn building. The House and Senate 

Offices were beautiful in their own right, but they felt small in comparison to what I 

found at the World Bank. The hallways of Rayburn seemed bare, dimmed from an 

oppressive Cold War architecture, while the hallways of the bank seemed to radiate an 

electric blue; congressional staffers were underpaid and overworked, with a diet that 

alternated between coffee and wrapped sandwiches from the nearest café, while bank 

staffers seemed like they controlled the world in the palm of their hands as they lunched 

on international cuisine. It was here, sitting down for my first meal inside the bank, that I 

began to think of the World Bank not as a world bank, but a world government. 

Indeed, it is helpful to think of the World Bank as a sort of “para-state,” an extra-

judicial quasi-governmental body unaccountable to the everyday people it is supposed to 

serve. Historian of the World Bank Catherine Caufield nicely summarizes the 

functionality of the bank.  
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It’s not what you think of as a bank, the World Bank. It will take your money and 
if you’re a taxpayer in almost any country in the world, it already has. But don’t 
go to its Washington, D.C., headquarters to make a withdrawal or apply for a loan 
because the World Bank lends only to governments. In fact it lends to only 
governments that can’t borrow money elsewhere. It is the banker of last resort, 
offering loans to countries that are such poor credit risks that they cannot obtain 
capital on reasonable terms from private investors. Since 1946, the World Bank 
has lent more than a third of a trillion dollars to such countries…. But the bank 
does much more than lend money; to a great degree, it also decides how its loans 
will be spent.1  
 

To a certain extent, the World Bank acts as any other bank would, lending loans to 

private and public entities hoping to be paid back with interest; in other ways, the bank 

acts as a global legislator, putting immense pressure on “developing” nations to alter their 

legal structures to privilege the bank’s preferred political economic vision. Indeed, the 

World Bank is more powerful than many national governments, and dwarfs these 

governments in financial capital, with a lending limit of above 50 billion U.S. dollars 

(USD) for Fiscal Year 2020.2  In addition, the bank is only truly accountable to the 

United States, as the U.S. President nominates new bank presidents, because the United 

States is the organization’s biggest contributor. With this structure, the bank can use its 

capital as a bludgeon to shape political change in countries it loans to in order to  serve 

U.S. interests, while the actual residents of the nations affected by the bank’s projects 

have no say in the bank’s decision-making, even though it is a public institution that in 

some cases will have as direct an impact on the everyday lives of these individuals as 

their own government would. The bank calls this impact “development.”  

                                                
1 Catherine Caufield, Masters of Illusion: The World Bank and the Poverty of Nations (New York: 

Henry Holt and Company, 1996), 1.  
 

2 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development International Development Association, 
“FY20 World Bank Budget,” September 6, 2019, 1, 
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/703751569031298844/pdf/FY20-World-Bank-Budget.pdf 

 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/703751569031298844/pdf/FY20-World-Bank-Budget.pdf
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What is Development?  

“Development” is the World Bank’s goal, but “development” is not easily 

defined. To its good-faith proponents, development is simply the most effective way of 

“helping” impoverished countries and communities; the particularities of what constitutes 

development may change as the field evolves, but its theoretical goal of eradicating 

poverty remains constant. For the purposes of this study, however, development can be 

thought of as an amalgam of several converging ideologies, including white supremacy, 

high modernism, anticommunism, and neoliberalism. These aspects combine to create the 

praxis of development examined here, which I term “developmentalism” to highlight that 

development is not a science, but a political belief, and often, one taken to extremes at 

great cost to human life. Those who subscribe to this belief are thus “developmentalists.”  

 White supremacy is a foundational belief for developmentalism. I use the term 

“white supremacy,” whereas many scholars focus on Europeanization, because 

throughout the twentieth century, the Francophilism that characterized many 

developmentalists shifted to a desire to emulate American ways of life; white supremacy 

describes both phenomena. Writing on development in Micronesia, historian David 

Hanlon explains that “development” is “in many ways, an extension of the…patterns” of 

colonialism. “[T]he word ‘underdeveloped,’ it seems, served as a twentieth century 

synonym for ‘savage,’” the colonial catch-all for any indigenous populations the 

European colonizer met.3 Indeed, for Hanlon, “making them like ‘US’” is the ultimate 

goal of development, turning development into a somewhat genocidal project intent on 

                                                
3 David Hanlon, Remaking Micronesia: Discourses over Development in a Pacific Territory 1944-

1982 (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1998), 21.  



5 

destroying local ways of life.4 How a people becomes like “US”—“US” being whatever 

the hegemonic Western cultural superpower is at the time—is defined by both behavior 

and aesthetic. Developmentalists attempt to force the “underdeveloped” to behave within 

their desired parameters for what constitutes “civilized” behavior (a notion which shifts 

with changing geopolitical scenarios), and to adopt the visual repertoire of “developed” 

nations. This will spur the elites of developing nations to “Europeanize,” “Americanize” 

or otherwise “whiten” their architecture, music, fashion, and governments. In Egypt, the 

urge to Europeanize was especially present for the Khedive Isma’il Pasha, whose 

modernizing efforts are discussed further in Chapter III. Emulating his rule, the World 

Bank attempted to Americanize Egypt through many of its development projects, 

especially in creating artificial villages and supporting the sweets industry, covered in 

Chapters IV and VI respectively.  

 This “whitening” of society is synonymous with discourses of modernization in 

development. James C. Scott argues in Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to 

Improve the Human Condition Have Failed that “the most tragic episodes of state-

initiated social engineering originate” in part with an ideology he deems “high-

modernism.” He defines high-modernism as “a strong, one might even say muscle-bound, 

version of the self-confidence about scientific and technical progress, the expansion of 

production, the growing satisfaction of human needs, the mastery of nature (including 

human nature), and, above all, the rational design of social order commensurate with the 

scientific understanding of natural laws. It originated, of course, in the West, as a by-

product of unprecedented progress in science and industry” stemming from the 

                                                
4 Ibid., 51.   
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enlightenment and industrial revolution. In addition, high-modernism is “accordingly, 

uncritical, unskeptical, and thus unscientifically optimistic about the possibilities for the 

comprehensive planning of human settlement and production.” Furthermore, as 

previously mentioned, “the carriers of high modernism tended to see rational order in 

remarkably visual aesthetic terms,” privileging cities that “looked regimented…in a 

geometrical sense,” thus accounting for the artistic and architectural gentrification of 

local aesthetics.5  

 However, for developmentalists, order in and of itself is not enough, this order 

must be capitalist, especially in light of Cold War foreign policy. As Irene L. Gendzier 

argues, “Development policies and accompanying theories were an integral part of 

postwar U.S. foreign policy, designed to deal with the challenges of decolonization and 

the emergence of independent Third World states. They provided a model for the 

transition from traditional to modern societies,” and “their objectives were closely 

aligned with those of U.S. foreign policy…. In practice, the implementation of such 

policies has less to do with promoting democracy than assuring compatible political 

economic alignments in the states involved.”6 Of particular interest to this study is Walt 

Whitman Rostow’s modernization theory of economic growth put forth in his 1960 

publication The Stages of Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto, and detailed here in 

greater depth in Chapter II. Rostow envisioned a series of linear stages of economic 

growth that ended in “high-mass consumption,” the sort of capitalist bliss that the United 

                                                
5 James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 

Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 4.  
 
6 Irene L. Gendzier, “The Question of Development,” International Journal of Political Economy: 

Development in Theory and Practise  47, no. 2 (2018): 95, 10.1080/08911916.2018.1497466.  
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States found itself in following World War II. Gendzier writes that “Rostow’s 1960 

formula regarding stages of growth became the lodestone of the movement. His ‘Non-

Communist Manifesto’ envisaged the ‘developing’ nations as passing through similar 

stages of development, out of tradition-bound poverty, through an industrialized 

modernization overseen by the United States, the World Bank and the [International 

Monetary Fund] IMF, to mass-consumer prosperity.”7 Furthermore, “W.W. Rostow was 

John F. Kennedy’s National Security Advisor and chair of the State Department’s Policy 

Planning Council.”8 The relationship between policymaking and development theory was 

reciprocal and dialectical; each informed the other and was sometimes constructed by the 

same individuals. As such, theories like Rostow’s were explicitly or implicitly in service 

of U.S. foreign policy and business interests. Rostow’s Stages of Economic Growth was 

then as much a weapon against communism as any arms the United States sold to its 

capitalist allies.  

On Neoliberalism 

The logic of anticommunism further created the framework for the next innovation in 

development theory: neoliberalism. Neoliberalism, popularized by University of Chicago 

economist Milton Friedman in his 1962 text Capitalism and Freedom (outlined in greater 

detail and in relation to the World Bank in Chapter II), is a successive and supplementary 

ideology to W.W. Rostow’s growth economics. In pure “economic” turns, it is a sort of 

market fundamentalism or hyper-capitalism that encourages deregulation, privatization, 

                                                
7 Ibid: 98.  
  
8 Ibid: 99.   
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and free trade for the purposes of creating Gross-Domestic Product (GDP) growth, but 

actually results in an upward distribution of wealth. Neoliberalism’s belief in the 

absolutism—and almost holiness—of the “free market” is unwavering. Rhetorically, it 

calls for a total retreat of the government from the “private sector,” but materially, 

neoliberal economies are characterized by high levels of government corruption, as state 

actors move back and forth between bureaucracy and big business and use the offices 

they hold in the public sector to enrich themselves in the private. As Walter Armbrust 

aptly summarizes, neoliberalism is “a conflation of business and politics;”9 that which is 

good for big business will be prioritized by governments, and the divide between 

government and business may be impossible to discern.  

Neoliberalism is more than an economic ideology, however. Rather, 

neoliberalism, pushed onto the Global South by the World Bank, IMF, and the U.S. 

Agency for International Development (USAID) has evolved into a global political-

economic system that has colonized the very way we understand ourselves and the world 

around us. As Arturo Escobar writes in his discursive study of development Encountering 

Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World, “Reality, in sum, has been 

colonized by the development discourse,” of which neoliberalism is now the hegemonic 

school of thought, “and those who were dissatisfied with this state of affairs had to 

struggle for bits and pieces of freedom within it, in the hope that in the process a different 

reality could be constructed.”10 This discursive domination has thus had effects in the real 

                                                
9 Walter Armbrust, “Egypt: A Revolution against Neoliberalism?,” Al Jazeera, February 24, 2011, 

https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2011/02/201122414315249621.html 
 
10 Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 5.  

https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2011/02/201122414315249621.html
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world beyond the increased poverty masses rebelled against in Tunisia, Egypt, and 

elsewhere during the Arab Spring. Neoliberalism, writes Asef Bayat in Revolution 

Without Revolutionaries: Making Sense of the Arab Spring,  

does not just entail contention; it also structures compliance. The political clout of 
neoliberalism lies in its ability to serve as a form of governmentality, in its ability 
to structure people’s thinking to internalize the methods of the market society, 
considering them to be a commonsense way of being and doing things, against 
which no concrete alternative is imagined or needed…. In its ideal form, 
neoliberal normativity considers almost every social institution as if it were a 
business enterprise. Universities, schools, hospitals, art centers, and even the very 
state itself are expected to behave like corporations—with internalized 
hierarchies, working toward unlimited growth and efficiency to produce 
measurable products…in which individuals compete for their own self-interest. In 
this perfect market society, the collectivist ideals of solidarity, common good, 
equality, and real democracy (rather than elections) are dismissed because they 
are deemed antithetical to the norms of such a society.11  
 

I am particularly interested in one aspect of Bayat’s explanation of neoliberalism: the 

governmentality of hierarchal structures. Further, I question, how does this hierarchy 

manifest itself in the World Bank’s development projects, and what does resistance to 

that hierarchy entail?  

Mapping a Downward Line of Governmentality  
 

What follows in this study is an examination of the methods of governmentality 

the World Bank used to control domestic populations for the purposes of “development,” 

using the bank’s projects in Egypt as a case study. Three factors make Egypt is an 

especially rich geographic area to study the World Bank’s governmentality. First, Egypt 

has been celebrated by developmentalists as a poster child for successful 

neoliberalization, as it was considered to be “at the forefront of instituting neoliberal 

                                                
11 Asef Bayat, Revolution without Revolutionaries: Making Sense of the Arab Spring (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2017), 23.  
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policies in the Middle East.”12 Secondly, the World Bank’s modernizing neoliberal 

ideologies infused with orientalist belief structures to create a unique pattern of 

domination informed by histories of colonialism and neocolonialism that warrants further 

scrutiny. Third, Egyptians have not passively accepted imperial impositions by Western 

developmentalists, and have instead contested these interventions through conflicts such 

as the 1956 Suez Crisis, the 1977 Bread Riots, and, as I will argue, the 2011 Arab Spring. 

This contestation allows for dialectical points of contrast between development projects 

and the responses they received, thus allowing for a study with a multiplicity of 

viewpoints. With these dynamics in mind, what I find after analyzing the World Bank’s 

Egyptian development projects from the 1950s to the 1980s is that these projects had 

little to do with improving the lives of Egyptians, and more to do with colonizing the 

lives of Egyptians at the macro and micro levels of their political-economic existence to 

inculcate Western-capitalist values and behaviors within them.  

The World Bank’s strategy of domination aligns closely with a particular 

description of governmentality by Michel Foucault. Describing the state’s relationship 

with the behavior of individuals, Foucault writes that an 

[u]pward continuity [of governmentality] means that a person who wishes to 
govern the state well must first learn how to govern himself, his goods, and his 
patrimony…. On the other hand, we also have a downward continuity in the sense 
that, when a state is well run, the head of the family will know to look after his 
family, his patrimony, which means that individuals will, in turn, behave as they 
should. This downward line, which transmits to individual behavior and the 
running of the family the same principles as the good government of the state, is 
just at this time [the Enlightenment] beginning to be called ‘police….’ The central 
term of this continuity is the government of the family, termed ‘economy.’ The art 
of government…is essentially concerned with answering the question of how to 

                                                
12 Walter Armbrust, “The Revolution Against Neoliberalism” in The Dawn of the Arab Uprisings: 

End of an Old Order?, eds. Bassam Haddad, Rosie Bsheer and Ziad Abu-Rish (London: Pluto Press, 2012),  
115.  
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introduce economy—that is to say, the correct way of managing individuals, 
goods and wealth within the family [emphasis added].13 
 

 This “downward line” of governmentality best describes the structure of World Bank 

development projects in Egypt, as the bank attempted to control populations within 

increasingly intimate spaces.  

 The downward line I reference here was enforced through a variety of 

development projects, but I argue that the strategy through which this downward line was 

created can best be described as a particular kind of “mapping,” especially in reference to 

the Nile. Mapping can be thought of as a convergence of several different dimensions of 

knowledge production, which then forces local populations to adhere to that production. 

Mapping is a process by which governmental forces organize knowledge into schemas 

“legible” to them, so that it can then effectively control its territory. Mapping can also be 

used as a strategy beyond literal maps; mapping can be thought of as any process where 

governmental organizations systematize data for the purposes of administration and/or 

surveillance. This process of mapping can further be considered a kind of Orientalism, 

which Edward Said defines as “the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient…by 

making statements about it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, 

Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over 

it.”14  I argue, however, that there is another stage of mapping that occurs after the first 

stage of knowledge production, wherein after states and parastates have established set 

logic structures for understanding that which they govern, they will then map their 

                                                
13  Michel Foucault, “Governmentality” in Power: Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, trans. 

Robert Hurley et. all, ed. James D. Faubion (New York: The New Press, 2000), 207. 
   
14 Edward W. Said, Orientalism, 3rd ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1994), 3.    
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populations and territory into and onto the maps they already have and force them to 

conform to these schemas, regardless of the maps’ efficacy.     

 The chapters I present here examine the World Bank’s attempts at 

governmentality through mapping at continually smaller scales of political economy, and 

thus my work relies heavily on documents found in the World Bank’s physical and digital 

archives. As a result, this text comprises mostly Western voices, but I attempt to address 

this imbalance through incorporating the work of scholars who focus on the lives of the 

subaltern, and I use art, music, and interviews conducted by other researchers to 

incorporate Egyptian voices into my study. I am also conscious of Said’s critique of 

Orientalism and Orientalist scholarship, and the positionality I hold as a white scholar in 

the Global North, as well as the colonial history of white academics writing on and 

producing knowledge about the Orient. Subsequently, I present this study not as an 

attempt to hold knowledge over the Orient, but an attempt to hold knowledge over the 

World Bank and neoliberalism broadly. With this effort, I hope to invite an anti-

neoliberal, anticolonial discourse into my writing and research.  

Chapter II takes a macroeconomic view of the World Bank’s involvement in 

Egypt. It begins with outlining the ideological history of the World Bank, and 

demonstrating how it moved from Keynesian, to Rostowian, to neoliberal economic 

development philosophies, and how this shift was shaped by the Cold War. I then detail 

the political economy under President Gamal Abdel Nasser, who deemed this system 

“Arab Socialism,” even though it can more accurately be described as state capitalism. 

Then, I examine the World Bank’s difficulties with Anwar Sadat’s administration, under 

which they faced a fragile political environment that required a reluctant push to 
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liberalize so as not to inflame protest. Finally, I examine the World Bank’s successful 

effort to implement austerity in Egypt, hastened by Egypt’s 1989 debt crisis. 

 Chapter III then moves to the smaller but nonetheless macro site of the River 

Nile. This chapter focuses heavily on the concept of “mapping” the Nile as a form of 

imperialism and analyzes subsequent attempts to rebel against that mapping as anti-

imperial. I examine liberal discourses of Europeanization and free trade under Isma’il 

Pasha during the construction of the Suez Canal, and then demonstrate how many of 

these Orientalist discourses returned in the World Bank’s internal documents on Egyptian 

development projects along the Nile during the 1950s. Next, I detail the Suez Canal 

Crisis, and judge it to be a highly anti-imperialist moment in Egyptian history. Then, I 

investigate the World Bank’s reentry into Nile development projects under Sadat and 

analyze the logic of the bank’s obsession with overpopulation along the Nile. I end with a 

case study on Port Said, its “reterritorialization” as a globalized cosmopolis under its new 

free-zone status, and its representation in song during the Arab Spring. 

 Chapter IV focuses on a development project closely related to the World Bank’s 

concerns in Chapter III: the artificial village of New Ameriya City and its associated 

developments in West Nubariya. I examine the model village in Egyptian history, and 

how attempts to force particular modes of organization onto the “fellahs” were intended 

to modernize them, and how the villages of West Nubariya had a similar goal, as the 

villages were focused on recreating the Americana suburban experience in Egypt for the 

purposes of instilling capitalist behaviors and values in the Egyptian populace. 

 Chapter V then looks at the World Bank’s funding of luxury hotels, and how the 

tourist experience that the World Bank and other development agencies hoped to create 
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resembled a sort of colonial theme park, which I describe as “Egyptland.” I examine how 

the World Bank viewed hotels as a key instrument in creating growth through new 

capital, and how the bank attracted this capital by modeling its hotels as a site where 

visitors could reenact the Saidian process of imperialism through “discovering Egypt” for 

fun. Then I look at how this spatial organization extended beyond the hotel to turn Egypt 

into an “open-air museum,” the logic of which necessitated that the local subaltern be 

highly regulated, creating a kind of apartheid known as “enclave tourism.” 

 Chapter VI is the smallest scale of governmentality that I examine, as this chapter 

details the World Bank’s involvement in changing the diet of everyday Egyptians, as it 

invested in the sweets industry. I analyze the World Bank’s troubles with the sweets 

industry as a microcosm of its larger problems of “disentangling” the “public from the 

private,” and how chocolate and soda factories were also viewed through a Rostowian 

lens by the bank. I then analyze that the World Bank also had a socio-cultural interest in 

investing in sweets, as they believed that if Egyptians changed their diets to be more like 

those of Westerners, it would indicate an internalization of capitalist values. 

 Finally, I conclude with revisiting scholarly debate on the radicalism of the Arab 

Spring (or lack thereof) in light of my previous chapters analyzing downward lines of 

governmentality realized through World Bank development projects. I argue that because 

neoliberalism is characterized by authoritarian hierarchies, the organizational structure of 

the Arab Spring’s organizing should be taken into account when analyzing the 

movement’s politics. This new understanding of the Spring’s organizing calls into 

question the conclusions of scholars such as Bayat who argue that the Arab Spring did 

not challenge neoliberalism. Using the concept of “prefigurative politics,” I argue that the 
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evidence of the Spring’s organizing points to a horizontality that is fundamentally anti-

neoliberal in its outlook and methodologies, and that even though the Arab Spring did not 

achieve most of its stated goals, the power of the political organizing and alternative 

society created in Tahrir Square points to an effort that achieved value beyond its external 

demands, and perhaps signals hope for creating alternatives to the global neoliberal 

regime.  
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Chapter II: From State Capitalism to State Cronyism 

In the January 1978 Time Magazine Man of the Year Issue, Egyptian President 

Anwar al-Sadat is depicted in a slick, form-fitting black pinstripe suit, standing in profile. 

In the scale of the photo, he is taller than the Pyramids of Giza, which loom in the 

background, sprouting from a barren desert landscape.1 The message of the picture is 

clear: Sadat, the entrepreneurial peace-maker, has taken a backwards country from 

antiquity to modernity. The story of how Egypt re-entered the U.S. orbit, and 

subsequently reopened itself to the World Bank’s loans after breaking with a monarch 

and then moving away from the politics of a leftist nationalist, is a fraught history that 

was not forgotten in 2011. One graffiti image from the revolution by artist Aya Tarek 

called “The Truth About Superman” shows a diagram of the titular character with every 

aspect of his body labeled with a western brand, from Billabong and iPod, to Trojan and 

Starbucks. President Hosni Mubarak, in the view of the artist, has let in a flood of 

western influence, typified by a branded Superman. For the revolutionaries, the legacy of 

western globalization—brought about in part by the interventions of the World Bank 

ushered in during the Sadat era—was more than mere periphery to their struggle; on the 

contrary, it was a central concern.2 This chapter will outline the history of the 

macroeconomic policy developments that drew the ire of revolutionaries in Tahrir 

Square, and contextualize these developments within the shifting ideologies of this 

study’s primary subject: The World Bank.   

                                                
1 Time Magazine Editorial Board, “Man of the Year: Anwar Sadat: Architect of the Middle East,” 

Time, January 2, 1978, 12.   
  
2 Mia Gröndahl, Revolution Graffiti: Street Art of the New Egypt (New York: The American 

University of Cairo Press, 2012), 35  



17 

Killing the Peasant to Stop the Soviets: The World Bank and the Cold 

War 

The World Bank, or the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

(IBRD), and International Monetary Fund (IMF) were founded by U.S. Treasury 

secretary Harry Dexter White and British economist John Maynard Keynes at the July 

1944 Bretton Woods Conference in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire. Because the Allies 

attributed economic factors to be a leading cause of World War II and the rise of fascism, 

at Bretton Woods they sought to establish new international authorities that would 

maintain global economic prosperity. Originally, these organizations were molded in the 

vision of Keynes and White, who pioneered “Keynesian” or supply-side economics, 

which rose as an alternative to the liberalism partially responsible for the Great 

Depression. Keynesian theory was the economic rationale behind New Dealism; instead 

of allowing the “invisible hand” of Adam Smith’s eighteenth-century laissez-faire 

liberalism to control the market, governments would assume an active role in the 

economy through massive social programs and public spending. This was the original 

purpose of the World Bank and IMF, as their first mission was injecting capital into post-

war Europe that could fund the continent’s rebuilding.3 

Keynes, however, died in 1946, and rumors spread that Secretary White was a 

communist sympathizer, leaving President Harry S. Truman without his favored picks to 

head the IBRD and IMF respectively. The former finance minister of Belgium, Camille 

Gutt, was appointed president of the IMF, but Americans struggled to find a nominee to 

head the IBRD, as financiers declined the offer to run an untested, nascent organization 

                                                
3 Caufield, Masters of Illusion, 43-36. 
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lagging in funding with a precarious future. Eventually, Truman settled on Eugene 

Meyer, publisher of The Washington Post. Meyer, however, was skeptical of loaning to 

Europe, because he felt that before the bank could engage in the socially minded 

Keynsian economics its founders had in mind, the institution needed to first prove itself 

to Wall Street and lend only under strict conditions to borrowers who they were confident 

could pay them back; of course, the war-torn European continent did not meet Meyer’s 

standards. During his one-year tenure, Meyer did not approve a single loan.4 

 The next head of the bank, former Secretary of the Navy John J. McCloy, proved 

more successful at rallying Wall Street and starting the bank’s loan program. He did this 

by shifting the bank’s external political mission. As Caufield writes, “In speech after 

speech, he made the point that he was not operating a charity for foreigners. The Bank 

would be good for American business, he promised; it would ‘create markets for U.S. 

trade…[and] stop Communism.’”5 Certainly, such logic ran parallel with the Truman 

Administration’s Marshall Plan for Europe, a $12 billion fund for reconstruction aimed at 

rescuing the continent from the economic instability that the White House and State 

Department felt empowered Communist agitators. However, even though Meyer’s 

message was well-received by Wall Street (the first day IBRD bonds went public on July 

15, 1947, Wall Street bought 250 million dollars-worth by noon), the capital was too 

little, too late. The bank had already depleted its resources by approving four loans for 

Europe totaling $497 million—a small sum when compared to the Marshall Plan’s 

total—rendering it nearly irrelevant in the effort to rebuild Europe. McCloy then 

                                                
4 Ibid., 51-52.   

 
5 Ibid., 52-53.   
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concluded that to keep the bank relevant, it should retool its geographic focus to Africa, 

Asia, and Latin America, where it could be a more influential political-economic force.6 

McCloy’s new direction of course took place against the backdrop of Truman’s 

paradigm-altering March 1947 declaration that the United States would intervene against 

perceived Communist infiltration in Greece and come to the aid of any nation facing 

supposedly external “Soviet” infections, thus, the Truman Doctrine. The World Bank 

then became another instrument in the Cold War; its purpose was preventative, and the 

institution’s medicine of choice was “development,” undergirded by the Development 

Theory of Walt Whitman Rostow.    

 Rostow’s views are best summarized by the title of his seminal 1960 text, “The 

Stages of Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto.” Though anti-communist, Rotsow’s 

conception of economic development was not wholly dissimilar from Karl Marx’s, in that 

Marx thought of economic development as a set of linear stages that were an 

inevitability. Marx’s theory, however, ends in the collapse of industrial capitalism and the 

revolutionary triumph of the proletariat over the bourgeoisie to create socialized 

ownership of the means of production. Rostow’s alternative also ends in prosperity, but a 

prosperity that is wholly capitalistic. For Rostow, there are five stages of economic 

development: pre-Newtonian “Traditional Society,” “Pre-Conditions for Take-Off” when 

traditional society goes through a period of mass transformation in which traditional ways 

of thinking are destroyed, “Take-Off” when new industries and commercialized 

agriculture emerges, “The Drive to Maturity” where the economy diversifies, and finally 

the “Age of High Mass-Consumption,” when  “leading sectors shift towards durable 

                                                
6 Ibid., 53-54.  
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consumers’ goods.”7 The possible eventuality of this fabled stage of high mass-

consumption—which in the U.S. view was its prosperous 1950s—was the carrot to the 

United States’ militaristically coercive stick in the Cold War. However, if states wanted 

to achieve mass consumption, they had to endure the first four stages of Rostow’s theory.  

Embedded in Rostow’s theory of development is a justification for destruction 

and erasure. In the Preconditions to Take-Off stage, Rostow explains that there is usually 

“some external intrusion” into the state at hand “by some more advanced society” during 

the preconditions stage. “These invasions—literal or figurative—shocked the traditional 

society and began or hastened its undoing; but they also set in motion ideas and 

sentiments which initiated the process by which a modern alternative to the traditional 

society was constructed out of the old culture.”8 

 It is difficult to perfectly place Egypt—or for that matter, any country—along 

Rostow’s continuum of development; his theory is first and foremost a political tool, not 

an immutable science. However, for developmentalists, it is easy to see how a nation like 

Egypt had elements of the “traditional society.” As examined in Chapter III of this study, 

developmental texts on Egypt produced the notion that Egypt was an unsustainable 

amalgam of the “premodern” and “modern.” Timothy Mitchell’s examination of the 

academic construction of “the peasant” in texts such as anthropologist Richard 

Critchfield’s influential Shahhat: An Egyptian demonstrates this logic. “Presented as ‘the 

story of how a deeply traditional Egyptian, when faced with sudden changes in his way of 

life…comes of age,’ Shahhat’s life is to be read as an individual enactment of the larger 

                                                
7 W. W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto, 3rd ed. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 4-11.  
 
8 Ibid., 6.   
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drama of ‘modernization,’ in which villagers who have ‘never changed their way of life’ 

in more than six thousand years are forced to adjust to modernity in less than a decade.”9 

Critchfield, as an anthropologist, may have been sympathetic to his subject, albeit 

paternalistically, but regardless, popular pieces such as this reinforced the idea that 

trauma, foisted on imagined “traditional” Egyptians, was a necessary if not tragic course 

of an inevitable march towards progress. Development then becomes a process of cultural 

genocide, enforced by economic changes and the domination of cultural hegemonies by 

foreign entities such as the World Bank. For World Bank policymakers, the bank was the 

“more advanced society” in Rostow’s theory that “figuratively invades” the “less 

advanced” Egypt to create desired internal results in capitalist development. Under this 

worldview, the bank saw its mission as pushing the “underdeveloped nations” through 

Rostow’s stages of economic growth.  

The most important metric of whether or not states were achieving development 

became GDP growth under the tenure of World Bank President Robert S. McNamara, in 

accordance with Rostow’s writing; the two had a professional history after all, as Rostow 

served in the Kennedy administration alongside McNamara, who was John F. Kennedy’s 

Secretary of Defense. In the official narrative of the World Bank,  McNamara’s tenure 

refocused the bank’s capital towards antipoverty measures in order to create a “sufficient 

minimum” standard of living that would rid the world of “absolute poverty.” Indeed, the 

president even felt that antipoverty and industrialization were compatible, inseparable 

even, because proper industrialization would increase the “productivity of the poor.”10 

                                                
9 Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkley: University of 

California Press, 2002), 127.  
 
10 Robert S. McNamara, quoted in Caufield, Masters of Illusion, 100.  
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His intentions were in-part humanitarian, in-part anticommunist, as in the dominant U.S. 

view, he felt abject material conditions bred communism.11  The research I present here, 

however, contests this narrative of events, and aligns with scholarship that suggests 

otherwise. The development projects examined in this study demonstrate that during 

McNamara’s presidency, economic growth, not antipoverty, was the primary goal of the 

bank. While McNamara was bank president, less than 10 percent of the $77 billion 

loaned to developing nations went to social projects.12 Rather, the social benefits of 

economic growth were assumed instead of steadfastly enforced.  

 McNamara’s already capitalist vision quickly became subsumed by the even more 

right-wing economic ideology championed by successive presidents Alden W. Clausen 

and Barber Conable. Milton Friedman first published his influential Capitalism and 

Freedom in 1962, and his text represented a conscious return to the original economic 

liberalism that in Friedman’s view modern “liberals” had abandoned; thus, Friedman is a 

“neo-liberal.”13 Clausen and Conable were extremely receptive to Friedman’s vision.14 In 

Rostow’s writing, capitalism is important, but governments are not wholly unimportant, 

and there is a place for public social programming. In Friedman’s theory, however, 

almost all government “intervention” in the economy is illegitimate. Instead, 

governments should “retreat” from “the market,” suspending social programming and 

easing financial and trade regulations. Neoliberalism as an ideology became further 

                                                
11 Samuel Moyn, Not Enough: Human Rights in an Unequal World (Cambridge: The Belknap 

Press of Harvard University Press, 2018), 131-132.   
 
12 Caufield, Masters of Illusion, 106.   
 
13 Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom, 40th ed. Rose Friedman (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2002), 6.   
 
14 Caufield, Masters of Illusion, 145-149.   
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legitimated in 1973 by the so-called “Chilean Miracle,” wherein Friedman’s devotees, the 

“Chicago Boys,” advised the newly installed Augusto Pinochet dictatorship to fully 

implement the neoliberal program and institute austerity. The Chilean Government 

slashed its social programs, including healthcare, transportation subsidies, and food price 

controls, and loosened its financial regulations. The resulting double-digit GDP growth 

drew the commendation of development economists worldwide, even as local 

populations suffered under the reforms. 

 Of course, states did not implement drastically damaging cuts to popular social 

programs all on their own. Rather, there were varying degrees of coercion at play here; 

this coercion could be brute military force as in Chile, discursive coercion as examined in 

Arturo Escobar’s Encountering Development, and/or in Egypt’s case, psycho-traumatic 

coercion as theorized in Naomi Klein’s Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism. 

Worldwide, Western banks (among them, the World Bank) lent billions of dollars in 

loans for “economic development projects” to “developing nations” throughout the 

1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. In the 1980s, the transnational debt crisis hit due to a 

combination of the 1979 recession and oil crisis. As commodity purchasing fell in the 

Global North, the export revenue which the Global South had used to repay its interest 

ran dry. Thus, the Global South suffered a “Lost Decade” of “stagflation” (wage 

stagnation and price inflation occurring at the same time) in the 1980s. It was at this point 

that the World Bank, IMF, and the U.S. Agency for International Development [USAID] 

began encouraging aggressive neoliberal reforms so the Global South could “tighten its 

belt” and pay off its debt. As social programs were cut and trade laws were liberalized in 

the name of preserving the freedom of “the market,” income inequality exploded 
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globally; a 2015 Oxfam study presented at that year’s Davos Conference found that 

eighty individuals owned as much wealth as the poorest 3.5 billion individuals as a result 

of transnational economic restructurings.15 Egypt’s story is not unique in this global 

context, but the World Bank faced particular challenges implementing its reforms as 

Egypt emerged from the rule of a nationalist, leftist revolutionary leader in Gamal Abdel 

Nasser.  

A Mixed Market: Egyptian Political Economy Under Nasser 

In July 1952, the Egyptian military’s Nasser-led Free Officer Corps seized power 

from King Farouk’s monarchy. Farouk’s government had practiced a particular form of 

state interventionism that prioritized the growth of capital. Nasser, unlike many of the 

other Free Officers and the Muslim Brothers with whom they were initially allied, was a 

leftist, though not a strict Marxist.16 The first two years of the new government were 

characterized by a muddled economic ideology. While he appointed Marxists to many 

top economic positions and implemented universal social programs, the reforms Nasser 

implemented were mostly progressive-capitalist with some socialist initiatives. In its first 

year in power, the new government encouraged foreign investment, created a universal 

public-education system that extended to the college level, passed an agrarian reform law 

for land redistribution that exempted large corporations, and in 1953 the administration 

gave five-year tax breaks to new industries. Internationally, the new government made 

appeals to both poles of the Cold War, looking to the both the Soviets and USAID and 

                                                
15 Bayat, Revolution without Revolutionaries, 21.    
 
16 Zeinab Abul-Magd, Militarizing the Nation: The Army, Business, and Revolution in Egypt (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2017), 44.   
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the World Bank to fund state-led development projects such as the Aswan Dam.17 

Eventually, however, this position became untenable as Nasser was viewed increasingly 

by the United States as a Soviet ally. 

 Nasser’s nationalism put him at odds with the West over the course of 1950s. One 

by one, Nasser opposed U.S.-sponsored peace initiatives with Israel, refused to join the 

anti-Soviet Central Treaty Organization (CTO), attended the nonaligned conference at 

Bandung, Indonesia, where he connected with communists like China’s Zhou En-Lai, and 

accepted $86 million in weaponry from the Soviets in exchange for 100,000 tons of 

Egyptian cotton.18 Tensions boiled over in April 1956 when Egypt recognized the 

People’s Republic of China, and as a consequence in July 1956, the United States 

announced it was retracting its previous loan offer for the Aswan Dam. Immediately 

Nasser turned his attention towards nationalizing the Suez Canal.19 I detail the ensuing 

Suez Crisis in later chapters to contextualize the World Bank’s attitude towards the Nile, 

but for the purposes of this chapter, the Suez’s nationalization is important for two 

reasons; reason one being that this decision was a decidedly socialist policy; two, the 

nationalization permanently alienated Nasser from the West, allowing him more political 

freedom to move towards a centrally planned economy as he drifted closer to the Soviet 

orbit.  

 Nasser deemed his political orientation to be “Arab Socialist,” but neither he nor 

his government was truly socialist. Nasser placed a focus on “development” in a manner 

                                                
17 Ibid., 47.   
 
18 Douglas Little, American Orientalism: The United States and the Middle East since 1945, 3rd 

ed. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 166.  
 
19 Ibid., 171.   
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not dissimilar to his capitalist counterparts, in that it emphasized economic growth and 

“modern” infrastructure. Arab Socialism was a kind of “state-led development,” writes 

Karen Pfeifer, “characterized by an enlarged role for the government in the economy, 

with public investment in physical infrastructure, industrial production, agrarian reform, 

and human development” through social programs such as universal public education, 

and the strict regulation of foreign investment.20 Zeinab Abul-Magd considers Arab 

Socialism “socialism without socialists,” meaning that Nasser’s economic vision really 

resembled “state capitalism.” For example, Egypt’s agrarian reform was a fundamentally 

capitalist policy, because the intent of land reform was to encourage cultivation and 

commercial production at the micro-level. Nasser’s “socialism” was mostly anti-

monopolistic capitalism, and even though there were socialized services such as universal 

higher education, there were no attempts to fundamentally alter the behavior of “the 

market” or redefine capital’s relationship to labor. Unfortunately for Nasser, there was 

little support for his policies among government leaders. Although Nasser was popular 

among other members of the revolutionary Free Officer Corps, few of his colleagues 

shared his politics even as they implemented his programs.21 Abul-Magd goes on to 

outline the internal debates of his government, which show that the heads of Nasser’s 

cabinet such as Zakariyya Muhi a-din and Sayed Marei were conservative and capitalist-

liberal respectively.22 Therefore, when Nasser died of a heart attack in September 1970, 

                                                
20 Karen Pfeifer, “Economic Reform and Privatization in Egypt” in The Journey to Tahrir: 

Revolution, Protest, and Social Change in Egypt, eds. Jeannie Sowers and Chris Toensing (New York: 
Verso, 2012), 203-204.   

 
21 Abul-Magd, Militarizing the Nation, 36.   

 
22 Ibid., 54.  
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there was no leadership below him ready to fight for the preservation of his economic 

policies. 

“Cooking the Roast:” The World Bank and Sadat  

From the beginning, Nasser’s successor, former vice president Anwar al-Sadat, 

was interested in economic liberalization. An October 1971 travel memorandum to a 

World Bank negotiator notes that “Nasser…promised a high economic growth rate—but 

did little to achieve it, [and] Sadat is believed anxious to prove that unlike Nasser, he can 

keep his promises of economic development.”23 Full commitment to such reforms was 

postponed, however, by the 1973 October War with Israel and the ensuing Oil Crisis. The 

war was in part another battle of the Cold War, fought by the clientele states of the 

United States (Israel) and Soviet Union (Egypt and Syria), but it was also an important 

political gambit for Sadat. As leading biographer of Sadat, Robert Tignor, writes, even 

though Israel won the war militarily, “Sadat emerged from the war in a stronger position 

politically than he had enjoyed prior to the conflict…. By convincing his own people that 

he had succeeded where his predecessors had failed, he came out from under the 

towering shadow of…Nasser…. More important, he persuaded the American political 

establishment that he was a figure of political stature, one with whom American officials 

could work.”24 In addition, the United States was strained by the Organization of the 

Petroleum Exporting Countries’ (OPEC’s) embargo, which raised the price of crude by 

                                                
23 M.P. Benjank, “Egypt-Visit to Cairo” in Bank of Alexandria Project, October 1973. Folder ID 

A1995-136: 17, World Bank Group Archives, Washington, D.C.  
 
24 Robert L. Tignor, Anwar al-Sadat: Transforming the Middle East (New York: Oxford 
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100 percent in response to the U.S. tilt towards Israel in the war.25 Thus, Egypt emerged 

from the war on a more formidable footing vis-à-vis the United States than it ever had 

previously. It was under these thorny circumstances that the World Bank continued to 

provide loans to a country whose geopolitical position straddled two worlds throughout 

the 1970s, until finally reaching a peace through the 1977 Camp David Accords 

negotiated by the Carter Administration.   

Having now outdone Nasser in his foreign policy, Sadat moved on his promise to 

outdo the late president on the domestic economy and achieve higher rates of growth. In 

1974, Sadat began to implement his Infitah (opening), a host of open-door economic 

policies that opened the country to foreign investment, allowed the creation of “free 

zones” with tax incentives for foreign companies, and looked to privatize state-owned 

enterprises (SOEs). What followed was the gradual dismantling of Nasser’s quasi-

socialist economic system that—along with Sadat’s move towards peace with Israel—

brought Egypt back towards the U.S. orbit and the sphere’s associated financial 

institutions. Timothy Mitchell writes that  

one important part of [the infitah] was the new role played in Egypt by three 
Washington-based political agencies increasingly active across the postcolonial 
world, the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and USAID. These 
public sector agencies formed alliances with U.S. and other Western banks, 
corporations, government treasuries, and foreign ministries, and with a variety of 
forces within Egypt, both official and unofficial. They also met with resistance in 
Egypt, official and unofficial, and were seldom able to simply impose new 
policies.26 
 

                                                
25 Little, American Orientalism, 69-70. 
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As previously noted, at this point in its history, the World Bank had been highly 

influenced by Rostow as well as University of Chicago economist Milton Friedman, both 

of whom judged the success and failure of economic policies on how much they grew 

GDP. Furthermore, the economic-policy sphere was just beginning to see the results of 

the aforementioned Chilean Miracle. The World Bank therefore desired any and all 

policies that would create economic growth, including but not limited to the privatization 

of SOEs, free trade, industrialization (including in agricultural sectors), and eventually, 

the gutting of social programs. But, as Mitchell notes, these policies were controversial, 

in part because they represented an abandonment of signature Nasserite policies.  

Nasser’s initiatives (and just as importantly, his memory) were still enormously 

popular in Egypt, so the World Bank had to tread lightly. In a February 1974 memo to 

McNamara briefing him on his upcoming Egypt trip, one Middle East and North Africa 

policy staffer wrote that  

Political cross-currents are my major concern in this trip. Egypt, and the whole 
Arab world, benefits from a new sense of confidence and independence. Too 
hasty action on our part could be misconstrued…as a clumsy effort to ‘get control 
of oil money….’ Precisely because our motives are quite different, we need to 
guard consciously against the danger of misunderstanding. At the same time we 
cannot afford to be too coy…. [Egyptian] Ambassador [Ashraf] Ghorbal…says 
there is a real danger of burning the roast but it would be even more mistaken to 
try to cook it with a candle.27 

 
The World Bank’s political fretting was not without reason. In the years following 1974, 

tensions over foreign investment galvanized leftist organizing. One State Department 

airgram reveals that a December 1975 play was interrupted by a group of communists 

who “tore down posters” and replaced them with placards that read “Where is the 

                                                
27 World Bank Group, “Office Memorandum to Mr. Robert S. McNamara” Travel Briefings: 
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victory? Where is our food? Americans tricked you, only Russians are our friends,” and 

then attempted to lead the crowd in a riot.28 This organizing culminated in in the January 

1977 “Bread Uprising” in which spontaneous riots broke out across the country in protest 

of cuts to food subsidies at the advising of the World Bank and IMF. The military agreed 

to put down the protests in exchange for Sadat reinstating the subsidies. The 

government’s internal figures show that 73 individuals died, 800 were injured, and 1,270 

were arrested in the crackdown.29   

  Amid this volatile political environment, The World Bank did not want to inflame 

internal tensions, and for this reason readjusted for a more incrementalistic approach to 

lobbying the Egyptian government for reform. Subsequently, Pfeifer writes, “the effort to 

curry favor with foreign capital was made without giving up the core role of the state and 

without major structural change in the Egyptian economy…. The system was sustainable 

only as long as inflows of foreign currency continued apace.”30 As a result, the 1980s 

saw a severe economic downturn; oil prices and revenues declined, and there was 

stagnation in agriculture and manufacturing as technology could not keep apace with 

labor demands. Furthermore, “the promise of jobs in the public sector for all graduates, 

and the job protections that formal-sector labor had won…led to overstaffing, 

wasted…resources, and declines in real compensation as inflation overtook nominal 

wage growth. Consequently, Egypt’s economic growth, national saving and public 

                                                
28 American Embassy of Cairo to Department of State, “Communist Eruption at Port Said,” 23 

Jan. 1975, Central Foreign Policy File, 1975, Entry 454, Box 10D.  
 

29 Tignor, Anwar al-Sadat, 140-141.  
 
30 Pfeifer,”Economic Reform and Privatization in Egypt,” 205.   
 



31 

spending all plummeted in the later 1980s.”31 Additionally, the government spent a 

“profligate” sum of money “on the purchase of military equipment, much of its supplied 

and subsidized by the United States.” The Egyptian government began to default on its 

debts “as early as 1983, but as we know, for several years the U.S. government illegally 

diverted its own funds to pay off Egypt’s loans.”32 It was under these dire economic 

circumstances that the World Bank reevaluated the urgency of its recommendations. 

Shock Doctrine: Collapse and Austerity  
 
 Naomi Klein theorizes in her scalding critique of neoliberalism, Shock Doctrine, 

that neoliberal institutions like the World Bank wait until moments of national crisis such 

as war, natural disaster, or economic collapse to force neoliberal reforms, because under 

normal circumstances such attacks on popular social programs would be too politically 

toxic to implement in full, and in a crisis, populations are either too demobilized to 

oppose neoliberalism, or open to trying it because of the state’s current failures. The 

World Bank’s role in Egyptian policymaking certainly supports Klein’s thesis. In a 1989 

comprehensive review of the World Bank’s policies towards Egypt, the authors stressed 

in an urgent tone the need for reform. “The Egyptian economy faces severe problems,” 

warned the bank, “including persistent budget and balance of payment deficits, a highly 

distorted economic structure, and a massive foreign debt.”33 Of course, the World Bank 

was partially responsible for the foreign debt that had contributed to the crisis, as the 
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bank had been happily lending a steady stream of capital to Egyptian development 

projects in the public and private sector since 1971, and had only increased its volume of 

loans in the years following the 1974 infitah. Regardless, the Bank felt strongly that now 

was the time for aggressive neoliberal reforms. In finance terminology, these reforms 

were called “structural adjustment policies,” which were tied to “structural adjustment 

loans” (SALs). SALs married new capital to policy changes such as privatization, 

liberalized price controls, freer trade, and less-stringent labor laws. The World Bank 

understood these loans’ destructive potential, however. It insisted that “while the 

stabilization program will create considerable social costs in terms of growing 

unemployment and depressed incomes, these costs would be even higher if there were no 

adjustment program.” The bank also believed that any negative consequences would be 

offset by the “employment creation” that “would be stimulated by the program itself 

which will remove existing rigidities and distortions in the labor market” (meaning state 

regulation and SOEs).34  

To further dampen the negative impact of its SALs, the bank proposed creating an 

“Emergency Social Fund” which would focus on “poverty, human resource development, 

privatization, environment and women in development.”35 Of course, these policies did 

not aim to recreate the equitable income and wealth distribution characteristic of 

Nasserism that the bank’s internal documents admit had “certainly worsened” by 

becoming more unequal since “the economic liberalization drive that began in the mid-

seventies.”36 Instead, the fund would focus on meeting the “sufficient minimum” 
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championed by now-former President McNamara that would placate the worst-off 

Egyptians.37 This aid strategy was finally accepted by Egypt as a reward for its 

participation in the 1991 Persian Gulf War: in total, $4.8 billion in loans, and $13 billion 

in debt-cancellation.38  

Coupled with this aid strategy was the IMF’s own stabilization plan, which the 

government adopted in Fiscal Year 1990. As Mitchell explains, the plan “allowed the 

currency to collapse against the dollar, decreased the government budget, tightened the 

supply of money, and cut back subsidies to public sector enterprises, which the 

government reorganized into holding companies that were to privatize them or shut them 

down. These ‘prudent’ fiscal policies were implemented more drastically than the IMF 

had demanded, achieving a drop in the government deficit that the IMF called ‘virtually 

unparalleled in recent years.’”39 

Over the successive decades of Hosni Mubarak’s presidency, neoliberal reforms 

accelerated with negative results. Walter Armbrust, writing one month after the start of 

the 2011 uprising in an attempt to diagnose the failures of the Mubarak regime, 

summarizes that the “unfettering of markets and the agenda of privatization were applied 

unevenly at best. The only people for whom Egyptian neoliberalism worked ‘by the 

book’ were the most vulnerable members of society, and their experience with 

neoliberalism was not a pretty picture. Organized labor was fiercely suppressed. The 

public education and the health care systems were gutted by a combination of neglect and 
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privatization.”40 Furthermore, while officially the government had a limited role in the 

economy, in reality all big business was dealt through state connections and patronage as 

bureaucrats intervened on behalf of the rich, who often moved from positions in the 

military to be CEOs of large corporations, therefore making Egypt a perfect model of 

kleptocracy. As Armbrust writes, “in Mubarak’s Egypt business and government were so 

tightly intertwined that it was often difficult for an outside observer to tease them apart.” 

And Egypt’s political-economic history, argues Armbrust, is “by no means unique. 

Similar stories can be told throughout the rest of the Middle East, Latin America, Asia, 

Europe, and Africa. Everywhere neoliberalism has been tried, the results are 

similar:…formal measures of economic activity mask huge disparities in the fortunes of 

the rich and the poor.”41 Armbrust and others argue that the 2011 Arab Spring was in part 

a response to neoliberalism, and whether or not the 2011 Revolution was primarily anti-

neoliberal can be debated, but neoliberalism as a factor should not be discounted. 

Conclusion 
 

The trajectory of neoliberal reform in Egypt outlined here was ultimately based 

firmly in the geopolitical considerations of the Cold War, as the World Bank shifted its 

economic ideology towards anti-communism to embrace the development theories of 

Rostow and Friedman, and Nasser and then Sadat often straddled both poles of the Cold 

War politically and economically. While Nasser left a mixed economy, Sadat guided it 

towards liberalization and the U.S. orbit, even as he maintained some elements of 

Nasserism in the face of mass protest. Under Mubarak however, the World Bank, IMF, 
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and USAID used all the pressure of the Egyptian debt crisis to fast-track austerity 

measures, where as previously the agencies had encouraged reformation in moderation, 

and the resulting stratification of economic inequality proved an instigating factor for the 

Arab Spring. Cold War logic alone, however, does not capture the full discursive scope 

of neoliberal reform and development in Egypt. Rather, anti-communist political 

economic philosophy interacted with orientalist views of Egypt to create a wholly unique 

strand of developmental discourse, seen most prevalently in the development concerning 

one of the grandest Egyptian symbols in the Western imaginary: the River Nile.   
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Chapter III: “Mapping” the Nile 

Time Magazine’s January 1978 Man of the Year edition honoring Anwar Sadat 

featured a think-piece on the Nile entitled “The Gift of the River Nile,” with a subtitle 

that read “Arab by definition, its people have a history that makes them proud.” “Near 

Cairo,” wrote the magazine, “comes the blossom, the Nile Delta…. Almost all the rest of 

Egypt is brutal, dun-colored desert, unchanged…since the pharaohs.” It goes on to state 

that “For most Egyptians the Nile still rules, and a peasant from pharaonic days would 

find life little altered along much of the riverbank today: land is still divided into tiny 

plots and the precious water is still raised by the river by having a cow or blindfolded 

water buffalo turn a primitive screw or crude wooden lift balanced by the weight of mud. 

The ordinary meal of an Egyptian fellah still consists of foul beans; moulekieh, a soup 

made of greens that grow among cotton plans, is a dish reserved for special days.”1 Such 

was the hegemonic conception of Egypt: ancient, “dusty,” unchanged from when it was 

the land of the pharaohs. In the Nile, however, there is salvation. The Western gaze found 

quaint Jeffersonian plots of land drawn by peaceful cows, “peasants” who still ate soup 

made from the greens of the riverbank, all in the cradle of a “blossoming” delta. Such 

romantic imagery—found in a magazine respected as a token of measured 

intellectualism—pervades even the most technocratic of texts that focus on the Nile 

River. When confronted with the Nile, Western writers lose their “rationality” as they are 

stricken with love for the “lush,” exoticized landscape.  

                                                
1 Time Magazine Editorial Board, “The Gift of the River Nile,” Time, January 2, 1978, 18.  
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The language and ideology of this article is representative of an orientalism that 

colored discourses far preceding this January 1978 issue of Time. From the original 

construction of the Suez Canal to the World Bank’s own internal documents, for 

centuries Western developmentalists have romanticized the Nile as an almost mythic 

giver of life that both imbues Egypt with a charming rusticity and can also be an agent of 

modernization. This Orientalizing gaze of Western governmental and extra-governmental 

institutions then became infused with liberalist “high modernism”2 to produce a highly 

concentrated form of orientalism focused through the discursive avenues of the state and 

parastate, most especially the map. As a result, Egyptians’ rebellions against Western 

liberalism were driven not only by a desire for the material expulsion of Western 

influences—for example, ousting British and French presences by nationalizing the Suez 

Canal—but also a need to refute disempowering Orientalist views of themselves that had 

become systematized in the modernism of liberalism and neoliberalism.  

                                                
2 Defined in Chapter I.    
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“Penetrating Asia:” Mapping the Nile in the Time of Isma’il  

 

A central object of Nile discourse is the Suez Canal. The Suez Canal has a long 

history as a site of contestation between foreign and nationalistic influences, and in its 

birth, high-modernist orientalist logic justified its construction. Prior to the canal’s 

opening in 1869, European powers’ trade routes were limited by the Suez isthmus, which 

separated the Mediterranean and Red Sea. Without a sea-route through Northern Africa, 

the empires had to sail around the horn of Africa to reach Asia and especially India, the 

“crown jewel” of the British Empire. If one of the empires could create a path connecting 

the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, the route to India could be halved for a safer and 

shorter journey. 

Therefore, as European powers negotiated their standings in North Africa in the 

first half of the nineteenth century, the idea of a canal connecting the Mediterranean and 

Red Sea appeared increasingly attractive. The possibility of such a canal was first studied 

by French engineer Jacques-Marie Le Père in 1803, who had been commissioned by First 

Figure 3.1. Illustration of Suez Canal from 1869 publication "Le Canal maritime de Suez, illustré. Histoire du 
canal et des travaux par M. M. Fontane. Itinéraire de l'Isthme par M. Riou." Page 114. Here, East moves 
upward as opposed to North. Port Said, the northernmost point on the canal, is in the far-right of the 
illustration. 
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Consul Napoleon Bonaparte during Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign against the British 

Empire. French engineer Barthélemy Prosper Enfantin continued to advocate for a Suez 

canal, and took his followers to Egypt in the 1830s in the hopes of landing a deal with the 

Egyptian viceroy for the canal’s construction.  

Themes of transnationalism and  “civilizing” colonialism drove Enfantin’s vision. 

One disciple of Enfantin, Michael Chevalier, even saw the canal as the solution to all 

conflict between East and West, because it would allow Europe to “carry its progress to 

the whole world rendering it peaceful and united” following the dissolution of geographic 

barriers and freer flows of trade.3 Enfantin also thought of the canal as a “space where 

male Europe penetrated female Asia,” creating a global spiritual harmony.4  If maps are 

indeed discursive actors as Tongchai Winichakul theorizes,5 the above Figure 3.1, 

published the same year as the canal’s opening, reinforces discourses of western 

penetration. Here, North to South is situated on a left to right continuum for cartographic 

purposes. If one were to read the image like a page, it would be read from left to right, so 

the eye of the reader follows the line of the canal from the “Western” end of the image to 

the “Eastern” end of the image. This reading experience recreates the penetrative action 

described by Enfantin.6 Ultimately, Enfantin was unable to oversee his mission to 
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completion, as permission to construct the canal was granted to his rival, Ferdinand de 

Lesseps, and the legend of how that permission was granted is an instructive episode on 

the memory of European imperialism.7  

Lesseps was a French diplomat who would later go on to engineer the beginnings 

of the Panama Canal, and his reputation in Egyptian lore as a devious trickster is 

notorious. The popular narrative of Lesseps is that he cunningly befriended Said Pasha, 

the gullible, insecure wāli (governor) of Egypt. Said, remembered as a hapless, 

overweight, and lethargic king, was rumored to have made the Suez Canal deal with 

Lesseps over plates of spaghetti, a dish representative of bourgeois Europeanization. Said 

was also supposedly charmed with the temptation of his name being respected in Europe 

for allowing the canal’s construction.8   

The subsequent development of the canal remains a painful episode in Egypt’s 

history. One-hundred thousand Egyptians who dug the canal by hand were killed in the 

construction process. In addition, Said had entered into an uneven foreign loan agreement 

to fund the canal that would keep Egypt indebted to the French. Worsening the problem 

was Said’s successor, the Khedive Isma’il Pasha, an avid proponent of development who 

further indebted Egypt to European banks to pay off the Suez Canal Company and fund 

additional development projects, especially those focused on irrigation for the purposes 
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of exporting cotton. Isma’il ultimately negotiated a deal between the Egyptian 

Government and Suez Company arbitrated by Napoleon III where Egypt would pay 

damages to the Suez Company in land. The deal stipulated that the government would dig 

a canal that brought sweet water to that land (which was desert at that time) to irrigate it 

and make it cultivatable, and also would create new canal cities, which would in-turn 

produce primary products that would be exported back to Europe. Per the agreement, the 

water of the canal would then be sold by the Suez Company back to the Egyptian 

government.9 Needless to say, this deal was extremely unfavorable to Egypt, and the 

state’s subservient geopolitical position was reflected in the opening ceremonies for the 

Suez Canal.  

The 1869 opening of the canal was occasioned with visits from Empress Eugenie 

of France and the Crown Prince of Prussia, as well as the construction of a new Cairo 

opera house in the Parisian architectural style, in which the orientalist opera Aïda was 

performed for the first time.10 Speaking during the ceremony, Isma’il made the infamous 

observation that “my country is no longer in Africa. I have made it a part of Europe. 

Therefore it is natural for us to adopt a new system adapted to our social conditions.”11 

Here, Isma’il equates Europeanization with industrialization; now that Egypt had the 

literal facades of Europe, it had to mimic its industry as well.  

For Isma’il, however, “Europeanization” was also synonymous with 

indebtedness. As Shana Elizabeth Minkin writes, “By the time Khedive Isma’il ascended 
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to rule in 1863, Egypt was embroiled in growing infrastructure and growing debts…. The 

opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 came at great financial and political cost to Egypt, 

even as it created enormous trade and economic opportunities. The massive overhaul of 

the state left the government bound to European creditors. Their increasing 

demands…led to the establishment of European financial oversight,” including “the 

installation of one British and one French overseer in charge of ensuring the repayment of 

debts.”12 For the next nearly 100 years, France and Britain owned the majority of shares 

of the Suez Canal Company, granting them jurisdiction over the canal (though Britain of 

course directly colonized Egypt in 1882). Both empires operated under the logic that free 

trade would beget world peace and the necessary “modernization” and Europeanization 

of Egypt, while coincidentally benefitting their own markets. Orientalist discourses were 

also consistent for the next 100 years, as Western observers painted a picture of a 

romantic Bedouin land where the peasants lived lives unchanged since the time of the 

Pharaohs. When the World Bank began lending to Egypt in the early 1950s, it echoed 

much of the same liberalist discourse of the 1850s—truly, this was “neo”-liberalism. 
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The Blood of Egypt: Mapping the Nile in the Time of Nasser 

 

 

James C. Scott writes in Seeing Like a State that “the more I examined…[state] 

efforts at sedentarization, the more I came to see them as a state’s attempt to make 

society legible, to arrange the population in ways that simplified the classic state 

functions…. Having begun to think in these terms, I began to see legibility as the central 

problem in statecraft.”13 Writing on mapping in a later chapter, Scott observes that “Land 

maps in general are designed to make the local situation legible to the outsider. For 
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Figure 3.2: “Communication Map Lower Egypt and Faiyüm” in  Ibrahim Mohamed Zaki, “Reviews of 
Irrigation and Drainage Practices in Egypt by Engineer Birahim Mohamed Zaki – Under Secretary, Ministry of 
Public Works, Egypt, November 14, 1954, Folder ID A1997-013: 113, World Bank Group Archives, 
Washington, D.C. 
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purely local purposes a cadastral map was redundant. Everyone knew who held, say, the 

meadow by the river, the value of the fodder it yielded, and the feudal dues it carried; 

there was no need to know its precise dimensions.”14 As previously explored in this 

study, the World Bank can be thought of as an extra-governmental state or para-state, and 

can therefore be seen as engaging in the same sort of statecraft examined in Scott’s work. 

I, however, would like to expand Scott’s definition of mapping. Mapping is a process 

wherein an outside actor forces and systematizes a foreign landscape into a schema that is 

“legible” to the “foreign” reader. But mapping goes beyond the literal map; at the same 

time that the physical environment is forced into schemas legible to the foreign power in 

the form of the map, the very idea of the subject that is being mapped is concurrently 

forced into ideological schemas, which in turn allow the imperial power to process that 

which it rules through its own structures of thought. In the Egyptian case, the process of 

“mapping” the Nile is therefore also an ontological process wherein the Nile as a 

metaphysical concept is mapped onto pre-existing orientalist belief structures.   

World Bank documents on 1950s development projects along the Nile often 

abandoned the developmentalese typical of World Bank reports for sweeping romantic 

statements about the Nile that depict the river as an ancient, almost deified giver of life 

that also modernizes its surroundings. A November 1954 review of irrigation and 

drainage “practices and problems” opens by stating that “in no other country in the world 

does a single water-way play so important a part in the economic and social development 

of a nation as does the River Nile in Egypt…. Suffice it to say that the fertile land of the 

Nile Valley was the cradle of human civilization…. It is therefore very reasonable to 
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prophecy for Egypt an equally significant position as an agriculturally productive region 

of vast possibilities and a leading creative center for the East.”15 In the bank’s view, the 

Nile has always been an agent of “civilization.” Therefore, continuing the development of 

the Nile is only a natural evolution of the Nile’s perceived historical role as a harbinger of 

modernization and export-oriented capitalism. A 1955 study commissioned by the World 

Bank entitled “Towards the Full Utilization of the Waters of the Nile” begins “From the 

dawn of history, Egypt has depended on the flow of the waters of the Nile in as much as 

the individual depends on the circulation of blood. It is therefore not surprising to 

find…[t]hese studies [of the Nile] have begun at a very early stage, when the Ancient 

Egyptians recorded river levels on nilometers…. Again, the nilometer…dates back to 641 

A.D.”16 What follows is twenty pages of technical engineering considerations on how to 

ensure Egypt and Sudan have adequate water supplies in years of low rainfall using the 

water of Nile, before concluding by stating that “This is the story of the development of 

the waters of the Nile…. A story of the life artery of a valley inspired by a glorious past 

and looking forward with determination to the creation of a Greater Egypt…. Indeed, this 

story of Nile water full utilization is the hope of millions in Egypt and the Sudan…. 

Without the spirit of mutual good faith, both Egypt and the Sudan will stand helplessly 

gazing at the rich golden coloured waters wasted to the sea.”17 Here, the Nile is 

anthropomorphized as the “heart,” the “life artery,” or “blood” of the Egyptian body-

                                                
15 Ibrahim Mohamed Zaki, “Reviews of Irrigation and Drainage Practices and Problems in Egypt,” 

November 13, 1954, 1. Folder ID A1997-013: 113, World Bank Group Archives, Washington, D.C. 
 
16 Egyptian National Committee for Large Dams & Barrages, “Towards the Full Utilization of the 

Waters of the Nile,” May 1955, 3. Folder ID A1997-013: 116, World Bank Group Archives, Washington, 
D.C.    

 
17 Ibid., 24.  
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politic. The bank’s writing is enamored with Egypt’s “glorious past” and demonstrates a 

fascination with its “ancient heritage” as it also waxes poetic about the Nile, filling the 

reader with images of the river’s “golden coloured waters” that will be “wasted” if Egypt 

does not develop.  

There is also a claim to legitimacy here; the bank again places itself in the 

tradition of the Pharaohs, making note of the “nilometer” and its use in “premodern” 

development. Therefore, the bank cannot be imperialist, but is rather totally in line with 

Egyptian tradition. Similarly, the history of Egypt is not defined by foreign domination 

from Hellenistic Rome, the Ottoman Empire, and the European powers, but is rather 

defined by a linear march towards progress; Egypt has always “developed,” and the 

World Bank is merely helping Egypt fulfill its inevitable destiny as a high-consumption 

capitalist society. Many Egyptians, however, saw their history quite differently, and 

interpreted the West’s financial domination as yet another chapter of imperial 

subjugation, and in 1956, Gamal Abdel Nasser took steps to rebel.   

 

Whose Canal? Contesting Suez 

Unfortunately for the World Bank, its projects in Egypt were interrupted from 

1956-1971 by, in its own words, “disagreements” with the Egyptian government.18 Such 

“disagreements” were occasioned by the international Suez Canal crisis that sharply and 

finally shattered Nasser’s relationship with the West. Since taking power, the Suez 

Canal’s nationalization had been of high interest to the nationalist President Nasser. Once 

                                                
18 World Bank Group, “Egypt—Country Strategy Paper [CSP],” November 15, 1989, 1. Folder ID 

A1994-113, World Bank Group Archives, Washington, D.C.  
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relations with the United States finally broke down in June 1956 after increasing 

hostilities,19 Congress withdrew its funding for the Aswan Dam, which had been a major 

development project of the Nasser government that would have expanded irrigated 

cropland, controlled flooding, provided hydroelectric power, and created economic 

growth.20 Once Nasser learned the United States was revoking its aid for the dam, he 

immediately turned his focus towards the possibility of nationalizing the canal.21 One 

month later on July 26, Nasser announced he would nationalize the Suez Canal and use 

the funds from the nationalization to finance the Aswan Dam and other development 

projects that the United States had abandoned.22 The nationalization of the canal turned 

out to be more than Britain and France—whose economic interests were threatened by 

the canal—could take. In addition, their ally Israel had long been hoping to seize the 

Straits of Tiran—their only direct route to access the Red Sea, which Egypt had cut them 

off from since 1950. Britain, France, and Israel subsequently approved a military strategy 

where Israel would launch a lightning strike on the Sinai and march through the desert to 

the banks of the canal, and Egypt would retaliate, giving the European powers a thinly 

veiled excuse to come to Israel’s defense.23 Israel launched its strike on October 29, the 

French and English entered the conflict on November 5, and a cease-fire between the 

involved powers was signed the next day amid fears from the United States that the 

conflict would escalate into a direct confrontation between two major European powers 

                                                
19 Detailed in Chapter II.  
 
20 Little, American Orientalism,168. 
 
21 Ibid., 171.  
 
22 Ibid., 172.  
 
23 Ibid., 176.   
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and the Soviet Union. On December 3, U.K. troops withdrew amid the threat of economic 

punishment from the United States, and Israel ultimately received access to the Straits of 

Tiran.24  

 In a speech following the successful ousting of British, French, and Israeli forces 

from the Suez Canal, Nasser, slouching over his lectern with his signature swagger, said 

to his audience, “Our papers aren’t able to insult the [British] Queen and Prime Minister? 

Of course we can. Remember the insults written on the walls of Port Said. Remember 

those words. Should we let them know what you wrote on those walls? You said their 

queen is what?” A member of the audience bluntly responded “a bitch!” and Nasser 

doubled over in laughter.25 Here, Port Said exemplifies anti-western rebellion, and Nasser 

elevated alternative artistic mediums—in this case, graffiti—with his signature populism. 

The lesson American policymakers took from the Suez Crisis was that overt 

military intervention on the behalf of Western business interests was no longer a viable 

strategy, as such actions fueled Arab nationalism. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles 

worried before the invasion that “a military venture by Britain and France…could 

plausibly be portrayed as motivated by imperialist and colonialist ambitions,” and in the 

midst of the crisis complained that the British “might well be considered the aggressors in 

the eyes of the world, engaged in an anti-Arab, anti-Asian war.”26 President Dwight D. 

Eisenhower was just as angry, venting in one White House meeting “Bombs by God…. 

What does [U.K. Prime Minister] Anthony [Eden] think he’s doing?”27 The repercussions 

                                                
24 Ibid., 180.   
 
25 Gamal Abdel Nasser, “Speech After the War of 1956,” television, from Youtube, three min. 50 

sec., https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fUYXy6UhQBI 
 
26 Quoted in Little, American Orientalism, 173; 177.   
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of the Suez Crisis doomed Western interests in the Arab Republic for the next twenty 

years. Nasser further embraced Soviet support and built up the Egyptian military as 

tensions with Israel continued to escalate, culminating in the June 1967 Six-Day War 

between Egypt and Jordan and Israel sparked by Egypt’s reclosure of the Straits of Tiran. 

The war resulted in massive territorial gains for Israel in Egypt’s Gaza Strip and Sinai 

Peninsula, as well as Jordan’s East Jerusalem and Syria’s Golan Heights. Nasser resigned 

in disgrace but was reinstated after popular protests called for his continuation as head of 

state. When Vice President Anwar al-Sadat assumed the presidency after Nasser’s 

September 1970 heart attack, he used the 1973 October War to best Nasser’s legacy on 

Israel and strengthen his negotiating hand vis-à-vis the United States and other Western 

nations. After two decades of being batted about by an explosive Egyptian-Israeli 

relationship, U.S. policymakers had to find new, less overt strategies to win their 

economic goals. In later attempts to further Western business interests, financial 

institutions took these optics into account and reverted to the discourses of mapping and 

liberalization that first marked the Canal’s opening as a strategy of imperialism.  

 

Solving the Population Problem  
 

The World Bank’s documentation of the people who inhabited the Nile was as 

systematic as their mapping of waterways, as they divied up communities into tribes with 

extreme numerical detail; the Madi Bari and Mandari tribes number 60,000; the Nilotic 

                                                
27 Quoted in ibid., 177.   
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tribes number 480,000; the Baggara Arabs number 213,500.28 But in general, the bank 

often understood the people of Egypt to be an extension of the “barren, dusty” landscape 

detailed in the January 1978 Time issue. 

There has been a consistent belief among developmentalists specializing in Egypt 

that remains consistent throughout the period this study examines that Egypt is 

“overpopulated.” Timothy Mitchell breaks down this narrative in Rule of Experts. 

“Despite the visual power of the image” from World Bank documents “of more than 50 

million Egyptians crowded into the valley of the Nile, there is no prima facie evidence for 

the assumption that this population was too large for its cultivatable area…. Development 

experts might insist, however, that the problem was not the size of Egypt’s population but 

the rate at which it was growing” in relation to its agricultural production.29 Mitchell, 

however, decides to “reach for the calculator” and completes a robust statistical and 

historical analysis of Egypt’s food difficulties. What he finds is that Egypt’s 

sustainability problems were complicated by a transition to a more meat-based diet 

encouraged by USAID that diverted resources towards grain production for cattle 

sustenance to  accommodate new elite wealth and increased tourism.30 As Mitchell 

writes,  

In other words, the growing disparity in income between rich and poor enabled 
the better off to divert the country’s resources from the production of staples to 
the production of luxury items…. Egypt’s  food problem was the result not of too 
many people occupying too little land, but of the power of a certain part of that 
population, supported by the prevailing domestic and international regime, to shift 

                                                
28 Jonglei Investigation Team, “Equitorial Nile Project,” 1953, xxvii. Folder ID A1997-013: 116, 
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the country’s resources from staple foods to more expensive items of 
consumption.31 
 

The problem, then, was the distribution of resources, and not the zealous overpopulating 

of poor Egyptians.  

 Regardless, “overpopulation” centered around the Nile River is a consistent motif 

in World Bank documents. An August 1971 report on drainage projects in Egypt writes 

that “Without the immortal River Nile, Egypt would have been a barren land…. Egypt is 

really the gift of the Nile… However, the problem of the steady and rapid increase of 

population at a time the expansion of cultivated area is at a deadlock, has rendered it 

imperative for the Ministry [of Irrigation] to stress the urgency of studying projects 

dealing with development and control of river water supply. In other words, creating new 

cultivatable areas to cope with such an increase in population.”32 As Mitchell so aptly 

observes, “The timeless image of the Nile River and its inhabitants often introduces a 

certain construction of history, from which follows the need for technological rather than 

political solutions.”33 Indeed, such imagery carries a certain “the natives are restless” 

quality about it; the masses of Egyptians—too ignorant to know how to plan their 

families or grow their crops the right way—are kept in temporal stasis by the forces of 

the Nile, and must be civilized.  

The World Bank, then, can enlighten these masses with a gospel of exportation. 

Writing in 1978, one bank report warned “the population of Egypt, currently 38 
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million…will be 65 million by the year 2000. In order to accommodate this increase, the 

Egyptian Government has set as a goal the creation of new concentrations of urban 

growth outside the traditional populated areas of the Nile Valley and the Delta,” looking 

to the Suez Canal as an option for resettlement. “In order to support this population 

growth, a major programme of industrialization is required.”34 Of course, such 

industrialization served an ideological agenda as well. Intent on creating “co-operative 

societies” by increasing the scope of “Small Scale Industry,” the bank theorized 

“members of successful co-operative activities can be the potential source of 

entrepreneurs who can be guided and assisted in developing small scale industries. For 

this reason,” wrote the bank, “co-operative societies” should be “assisted and expanded 

so as to form the focal point for accelerated industrial development…specifically in the 

Suez Canal region.”35 The technological explanation for increased industrialization—that 

Egypt must produce enough to meet the needs of a growing population—obscures the 

World Bank’s political vision of a more capitalist Egypt, a goal which is further obscured 

by seemingly neutral developmentalese that incudes vocabulary such as 

“entrepreneurship” and “small scale industry.” 

For the World Bank and other developmental agencies, textile and agricultural 

production was the easiest way to utilize the Suez. For example, throughout the 1980s, 

the Bank invested close to 70 million Egyptian pounds in yarn, denim, and grey fabrics 

                                                
34 Advisory Committee for Reconstruction, “Suez Canal Regional Industrial Plan—Final Report,” 

May 1978, 1-1. Folder R1988-055: 1001, World Bank Goup Archives, Washington, D.C. 
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plants along the Suez.36 Similarly, USAID spent $38 million on their Egyptian 

Agricultural Mechanization Project from 1979-1987, the purpose of which was “to relate 

[Egyptian agricultural] mechanization to development theory.”37 Of course, such 

“advancements” were for the exportation of primary products, not necessarily 

manufacturing. If Egyptians wanted to buy the products made with the materials they 

were exporting, they had to buy products that had additional value added through other 

material and labor costs, making those products unaffordable. Ironically, the focus on 

exportation negatively impacted Egypt’s ability to reach Rostow’s fifth stage of high-

mass-consumption. However, Egypt would certainly be helping the global economy 

achieve high-mass consumption, and to do that, Egypt needed the modern mechanisms 

necessary for the transportation of primary products.  

Neoliberal Encroachments in Port Said  
 

As previously discussed, the preservation of the “free market” took primacy over 

antipoverty measures for the World Bank, and following the logic of Friedman and 

others, the bank prioritized projects that would create economic growth through 

exportation and importation, and free trade zones were a proven way to create said 

growth. Port Said was considered the perfect site for such a project due to its excellent 

location at the north end of the Suez Canal. The free zone was intended to “promote the 

establishment of foreign entrepreneurs” for regional “distribution and packaging of 

                                                
36 Arab Republic of Egypt Ministry of Housing and Reconstruction and United Nations 
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goods…as in the Free Zones in Panama or Singapore.” This would be done through 

“liberal tax incentives” established by a 1971 law.38  

The World Bank ultimately saw the free zone and other projects approved by the 

government, showing they were indeed successful at “cooking the roast” at just the right 

temperature. Like so many other development projects championed by the World Bank, 

the free zone was made possible by Investment Law 43, the first of the so-called Infitah 

or “Open Door” policies that encouraged privatization and liberalized trade laws for 

foreign investors. In 1976 and 1977, the government passed Laws 24 and 12 respectively, 

which established Port Said as a Duty-Free Zone.39 The loans for the “modernization” of 

the Port Said were subsequently approved by the Egyptian government in 1985. The 

World Bank focused its resources on improving the port’s infrastructure and bureaucracy 

to accommodate larger cargo ships, funding the “construction of a multi-purpose berth,” 

the “rehabilitation of existing port facilities,” the “provision of mobile handling 

equipment,” two gantry cranes, and technical assistance to the Port Said Port Authority 

(PSPA).40 In total, the loans cost the bank an estimated $51.6 million.41 

 Due to the new free zone, the population of Port Said doubled in the last quarter 

of the twentieth century, and anthropologist Christine Hegel-Canterella identifies the 
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emergence of a new social class that “locals term the ‘capitalist parasite’ (al-tufailī al-

r’asmālīa,) or simply parasite, referencing both the rapid growth of privatization and 

those who flooded Port Said bent on financial gain.” These “parasites” are seen by those 

with deep roots to the Port as simpletons who “abandoned their skilled trades, and got 

rich quickly.” The “noveau-riche” are also “associated with a group of high-end 

apartment buildings near the canal known as hayy al-budra (the “powder” [cocaine] 

district) and other new housing [developments] near the sea.” These new residents are 

also blamed by old port families as the cause of “overpopulation, informal housing, crime 

and youth delinquency, and drug use.”42 Essentially, older families of the port feel that 

their space has been colonized. The noveau-riche are associated with high-end, 

presumably western-style apartments, and distinctly “western” economic activities; 

“getting rich quick,” luxury drugs such as cocaine, ostentatiousness, and consumerism. 

The image Hegel-Canterella’s interviewees weave is of a distinctly capitalist or “new-

money” class that  is highly visible and occupies a significant amount of space. The 

association of the noveau-riche with informal housing and drug use is in-part a 

xenophobia where the “old families” of the Port conflate the new families with 

neoliberalism and its effects, so even though they identify their problem as the 

personification of neoliberalism, their problem is still neoliberalism.43 

This sensation of a spatial re-ordering or colonization is consistent with 

theoretical scholarship on free zones. Historian Megan Maruschke theorizes that free 
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trade zones should be “understood as a dialectical process of deterritorialization and 

reterritorialization” by state actors, and that this process is a microcosm of 

globalization.44 However, for a country that had undergone a nationalist revolution in 

1952, and a community that in 1956 saw combat as part of an invasion by historically 

colonial powers, the establishment of a free zone in 1976 that opened up the port to 

foreign influence seems to have been understood by locals through a nationalist versus 

imperialist lens. Indeed, for some, Port Said was no longer “a part of Africa,” but, as 

Isma’il Pasha once remarked, “a part of Europe.”  

 

Conclusion: The River Nile in the Arab Spring  
 

In the 2011 protests, Port Said was remembered as a symbol of nationalist 

resistance. The Port Said band El Tanbura was raucously received by protesters in Tahrir 

Square in February 2011. The band performs original music as well as folk classics, and 

they are led by Zakaria Ibrahim, a left-wing activist and musician who was imprisoned by 

Sadat in the 1970s for writing political fiction.45 Among the revived folk songs they 

performed in Tahrir Square was “Zayy el Nhardah (The canal song).” In one verse, the 

band sings “It happened 50 years ago/ We nationalized our Canal, and it is the greatest 

Canal/ Gamal Nasser said this in El Manisha square:/ ‘This water is Egyptian’/ And he 

said to all the people around the world/ ‘Get up and take your freedom’” [emphasis 
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added].46 Here, the band and the protestors remembered Port Said and the Suez Canal as 

symbols of nationalism, and protestors understand themselves as being the next historical 

iteration of the uprisings Nasser described. Kicking out France, the United Kingdom, and 

Israel in 1956 then becomes a precursor to ousting President Hosni Mubarak in 2011.   

It is impossible to know the totality of how protestors interpreted El Tanbura’s 

2011 performance, but there is an undeniably anti-imperial—and therefore an anti-

neoliberal—signification of this spectacle. The history of Port Said and the Suez Canal is 

unique compared to concurrent instances of imperialism in the nineteenth century, 

because from the start, the imperial powers’ relationship with the region was not one of 

direct settler-colonialism, but rather was couched in the language of free trade and 

laissez-faire economics. The free flow of goods, theorized proponents of the canal, would 

create global peace, not because there would be a co-equal relationship between East and 

West and the two imagined communities would come to understand each other better, but 

because the canal would allow the West to “penetrate” the “East,” ending in the West’s 

cultural dominance. In the 1950s, the World Bank echoed this logic, romanticizing the 

canal and diminishing its residents through an orientalist viewpoint. When Egyptians 

attempted to stand up for their own economic and political definitions of self through the 

nationalization of the Suez, neo-colonial powers resorted to blunt force to protect their 

economic interests, but that backfired and only served to bolster Arab  nationalism. The 

World Bank, being cautious about evoking nationalist sentiments, returned to liberal 

rhetoric and policies of free trade to achieve their economic goals of exportation and 
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liberalization. Given this history and El Tanbura’s Port Said roots, there is an association 

here that expelling Mubarak is just the latest battle against imperialism; that by ending his 

rule, protestors are also ending the rule of the foreign business interests that had come to 

control his regime and colonize spaces such as Port Said. By reclaiming Port Said as a 

symbol of nationalism, protestors asserted that “this water is Egyptian” as opposed to 

“international,” “global,” or “Western” as the World Bank would have it. Therefore, to 

rebel against neoliberalism for these protestors also necessitates nationalist resistance. 
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Chapter IV: Recreating Suburbia in West Nubariya 

 

 

 

  

In his study of the creation of the modern Russian village in the early nineteenth 

century, James C. Scott writes that “state officials and agrarian reformers reasoned that, 

once given a consolidated, private plot, the peasant would suddenly want to get rich and 

would organize his household into an efficient workforce and take up scientific 

agriculture.”1 In other words, space would create behavior. The land reforms Scott 

studies in Seeing Like a State were an attempt by the Russian government to reshape rural 

life around liberal capitalism. By encouraging small-scale agricultural production, the 

state pushed farmers away from subsistence and towards commercial exchange. After 

                                                
1 Scott, Seeing Like a State, 43.   

Figure 4.1: West Nubariya Settlement Project Phase III Reassessment; Ministry of Development 
and of State and of State for Housing and Reclamation, “West Nubariya Settlement Project and 
Reassessment of the Proposed Third Phase,” January 1984. Folder ID R1994-108: 18, World 
Bank Group Archives, Washington, D.C. 
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taking up “scientific agriculture,” “the peasant” could make his household self-sufficient 

to allow for individual taxation, as opposed to the former system of communal taxation of 

consolidated village plots.2  

In Egypt, the World Bank took a similar approach. Fearing overpopulation along 

the Nile (studied in Chapter III), the World Bank loaned the Egyptian Ministry of 

Development funds for the construction of new housing developments on desert lands far 

away from the Nile supported by extensive irrigation systems. Together, the bank and 

government formed the General Authority for Rehabilitation Projects and Agricultural 

Development (GARPAD) to create these new communities. In this chapter, I examine 

one of these development projects, a complex in West Nubariya planned throughout the 

early 1980s called “New Ameriya City.” New Ameriya City’s economy revolved around 

a sugar beet factory located in the “Project Centre,” which had several subsequent “settler 

villages” extending out from the main complex. The village was developed with full 

amenities including shops, churches, community centers, and even shrubbery.3 These 

communities’ economies were based on the factory production of an export, usually from 

the agricultural or textile sector. Importantly, these communities were truly intended to be 

communities, as the settlements had a psycho-social-emotional goal as well as an 

economic one. Residents were supposed to feel contented with their amenities, which 

were designed to ensure that those who called West Nubariya home had meaningful 

social and recreational institutions outside of work. Indeed, “community development” in 
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West Nubariya received significant attention from the World Bank, but the sort of 

“community” the bank envisioned was highly influenced by its own notions of what a 

modern “community” should be. Ultimately, what the bank envisioned was an 

exportation of the American suburb to Egypt, which in their view would encourage 

resettled Egyptians to behave more like capitalists; the very design of the village 

inscribed an American capitalist routine onto the daily lives of the resettled, as the 

physical and metaphysical structures of the development mapped a path from home, to 

the café, to the bus, to work, to the supermarket, and home again. Much in the way the 

bank “mapped” the Nile and its peoples, so too did the bank “map” Egyptians unto its 

own understanding of what a “community” should be. 

Historical Precedents for Model Villages in Egypt  

The practice of resettling “peasants” in model villages created by the state—like 

so many of the World Bank’s practices—dates back to Khedive Isma’il Pasha. Ismai’l, as 

evidenced by his infamous quote that Egypt was “no longer in Africa, but a part of 

Europe,” was a Europhile who craved order and desired the approval of European heads 

of state such as Napoleon III. In Chapter III, I detail the European aesthetic of the Suez 

Canal opening ceremony, but these aesthetics of modernization extended to all aspects of 

Isma’il’s infrastructure; “harbors were deepened and widened, lighthouses built, roads 

paved, bridges built,” roads and railway lines were constructed, and in the city, 

surveillance increased as the khedive built Cairo’s first street lights, making all residents 

permanently legible to the state at all hours of the day.4  
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As previously noted, Isma’il tended to massive agricultural estates. Timothy 

Mitchell analyzes that “the estate’s advantage was that it enabled the most powerful 

households to achieve a direct and continuous control over the process of farming” and 

its laborers.5 One of the inventions of control that Isma’il pioneered on his estates was the 

“model village,” multiple of which were constructed in the 1850s, 1860s, and 1870s.6 

The villages were designed as orderly geometric grids that made for simplified 

surveillance, a formula which James Scott argues has its roots in a “straightforward 

military logic” that treats citizens as though they were soldiers in barracks.7 Indeed, 

workers were housed in “compounds” around the estate, which were supposed to “show 

the fellahs how to construct their villages” the proper way, which here meant an orderly 

“plan where everything had its logical place.”8 This indicates that the villages served a 

socio-cultural purpose beyond the cold math of product exportation. In fact, “the 

advantage of the estate did not lie in higher productivity…. Small village farms were 

considered four times as productive as the large estates.” Rather, “the estate’s advantage  

was that it enabled the most powerful households to achieve a direct and continuous 

control over the process of farming and claim complete possession of its product.”9 The 

estate represented an innovation on methods of governmentality and control, forcing the 

“fellahs” into a particularly “ordered” existence that allowed for greater surveillance and 

                                                
5 Mitchell, Rule of Experts, 67.     
 
6 Ibid., 68. 
  
7 Scott, Seeing Like a State, 55. 
 
8 Mitchell, Rule of Experts, 68-69.  
  
9 Ibid., 67. 
 



63 

legibility for the state. As one inhabitant of a model village described it as the land was 

redistributed in 1952, “It was like a concentration camp.”10 Indeed, Isma’il was often 

trying to emulate a Western aesthetic in his development projects, but the Western 

institution his estate most closely parallels may have been the American slave plantation. 

After all, cotton was a significant production of these estates, as Isma’il was attempting to 

take advantage of America’s retreat from the cotton market due to its Civil War.11   

Mitchell studies another case study of the model village from 1945. Responding 

to damage to the Theban Acropolis adjacent to the village of Gurna, for which the 

village’s inhabitants were deemed responsible, the Egyptian government commissioned 

the architect Hassan Fathy to “save” the site from its neighbors and resettle the 

population for the preservation of the ruins. Fathy hoped to create an entirely new village 

in an aesthetic he described as “vernacular peasant architecture,” melding contemporary 

European styles and “peasant” styles, which he felt would “revive the peasant’s faith in 

his own culture.” Instead, men from Gurna sabotaged the construction by flooding the 

site. Fathy then blamed the project’s failure on the villagers for not being able to 

articulate what they needed for housing.12 Mitchell ultimately concludes that “Fathy was 

unable to discover a model for the vernacular form he sought” because the “idyllic 

countryside of his imagination existed nowhere.”13 The closest ideal for his vision was 

the village of Gharb Aswan near the construction site for the Aswan Dam. For Fathy, this 

village was a “village from some dream country…. Not a trace of the miserly huddle of 

                                                
10 Quoted in ibid., 70.  
  
11 Marsot, A Short History of Modern Egypt, 67.  
 
12 Mitchell, Rule of Experts, 184-185.   

 
13 Ibid., 192.   
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the usual Egyptian village.”14 For the World Bank, avoidance of the “miserly huddle” 

also became a justification for population resettlement.  

Avoiding the Miserly Huddle and Creating Suburbia  

As previously explored, the population growth around the Nile was a constant 

source of anxiety for the World Bank and developmentalists. Subsequently, the World 

Bank cooperated with the Egyptian government on projects that resettled populations in 

new communities placed in the middle of the desert, far away from the banks of the Nile. 

New Ameriya City, explained one report, was “one of four new cities being constructed 

to accommodate Egypt’s increasing population. The cities are all being constructed on 

desert land in an effort to encourage the population and industries to locate off the 

agricultural lands of the Nile Delta and Valley…. It is planned that within 5 years the 

population [of New Ameriya] will have reached 50,000 persons.”15 In the World Bank’s 

view, that was 50,000 fewer persons crowding the Nile’s banks, or the cities of 

Alexandria and Cairo, which were experiencing urban to rural migration at the time.16   

Such new settlements were also attractive from an ideological standpoint, as the 

towns presented a chance to inculcate capitalism in their residents. By geographically and 

economically centering communities on one main mode of economic production—in this 

case, a sugar beet factory—the World Bank forced populations to contribute to the 

project sustaining their community’s economy. New Ameriya was “designated as a centre 

                                                
14 Quoted in Mitchell, Rule of Experts, 193.   
 
15 Ministry of Development “West Nubariya Settlement Third Phase,” A12.  
 
16 Marsot, A Short History of Modern Egypt, 142.  
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for light industry…. The relevant ministries have, therefore, decided that agro industries, 

in particular the sugar beet complex…should be built within New Ameriya City.”17 

Furthermore, “the ultimate objective” regarding agriculture was that “every farmer” of 

the 6,000 who relocated to West Nubariya “will optimize the profitability of his holding” 

in a manner not unlike the Russian peasants outlined in Scott’s study.18 In the bank’s 

view, the centrally planned village would allow them to stamp out pre-modern 

subsistence farming and trade it for legitimate commercial agriculture.   

However, capitalism is more than mere production; it is an adherence to certain 

market-based behaviors that the World Bank also attempted to plant in the new 

settlement by designing it after the American exurb. The villages of West Nubariya were 

“divided into 5 zones, a central area for the community, commercial and administrative 

buildings, an area for the school and an adjacent football field, an area for staff housing, 

an area for settler housing, and an area for unallocated future expansion.” In addition, 

“Community buildings particularly mosque, shops and farmers club should form a central 

focus for the village and generally be within the settler housing,” and this area should be 

“pedestriarised.” Furthermore, “main villages are provided with a central shopping area” 

including “a bakery, a café, a supermarket, a bank/insurance hall, and a post office…all 

situated round a courtyard.” Schools, health clinics, and police stations were also planned 

by the Egyptian government and the World Bank.19 Taken together, these plans constitute 

                                                
17 Ministry of Development, “West Nubariya Settlement Third Phase,” A3.  
 
18 General Authority for Rehabilitation Projects and Agricultural Development, “Management 

Advisor’s Monthly Report,” November 1985, 6. Folder ID R1994-108: 18, World Bank Group Archives, 
Washington, D.C.    

 
19 Ministry of Development “West Nubariya Settlement Project Third Phase,” January 1984, A3-

A4.  



66 

the picture-perfect Western hamlet; villagers can walk to the café to get their morning 

coffee, walk or bus to work, get groceries at the “supermarket” (undoubtedly a foreign 

concept for many of those resettled) on their way home from the sugar beet factory or 

otherwise peruse shops in the central area, and have the community police station within 

spitting distance. It was as if the World Bank was trying to recreate 1950s small-town 

America in Egypt. In many ways, this fictionalized notion of Americana legitimizes 

capitalism itself. How bad can an economic system be, after all, if there is a fully stocked 

supermarket and a school football field for children to play in?  

Perhaps the most telling detail of the report is that the settlements were ordered to 

be adorned with a sufficient number of trees, shrubs, and flowerbeds for the purposes of 

creating “a pleasant environment.”20 Such a provision makes little technocratic sense. 

From an environmental standpoint, these villages were in the desert; this added 

agricultural element—which did not create a commercial return—should have been 

considered a needless and expensive waste of resources. But the World Bank was 

interested in colonizing the very aesthetic of Egypt, creating uniform sprawls buttressed 

by orderly rows of decorative flora to produce a result not unlike the American suburb. 

Indeed, the bank and ministry wrote that “the fundamental objective of the department is 

the creation of a domestic and social environment which gives settlers a sense of 

belonging, of purpose and of belonging.”21 But this belonging had to be a distinctly new 

phenomenon, separate from the imagined past. 

 

                                                
20 General Authority for Rehabilitation Projects, “Management Advisor’s Monthly Report,” 8.  
 
21 Ibid., 6.   
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To Modernize or Museumize?  

The West Nubariya villages presented a daunting engineering challenge to 

developmentalists beyond the complicated irrigation system needed to sustain the 

communities. GARPAD soon realized that a portion of its construction site encompassed 

the ancient Roman ruins of Abu Mena, a church complex. Dating back to the third 

century C.E., the site was built for Saint Menas, a wealthy Egyptian who was killed by 

the Roman Army for deserting after declaring himself a Christian. The Abu Mena 

complex was believed to be built on his remains, and it became a significant pilgrimage 

site for Christians hoping to be healed by Saint Menas’s relics.22 The report on the site 

explained that Abu Mena “is well preserved because the site is isolated, the climate is dry 

and groundwater is relatively deep. Unless certain protective measures are taken…the 

West Nubariya Settlement Project will have a destructive effect upon the ruins” because 

it “would cause the groundwater to rise…flooding the underground crypt in the main 

church and various cisterns, endangering their stability.”23 The development agencies 

were also distrustful of the villagers, who they felt would “use their ruins as a source of 

building materials, a place to keep their animals for children to play, with consequent 

damage to the ruins.”24  

GARPAD dedicated significant planning to preserving the “ruins,” outlining the 

maximum water levels each section of Abu Mena could withstand and making the 

                                                
22 General Authority for Rehabilitation, “West Nubariya Settlement Project: Reassessment of the 

Proposed Third Phase, Progress Report,” December 1983, 5. Folder ID R1994-108: 18, World Bank Group 
Archives, Washington, D.C.    

 
23  General Authority for Rehabilitation, “Management Advisor’s Monthly Report,” C6.  

 
24 General Authority for Rehabilitation, “West Nubariya Settlement Project Reassessment of the 
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necessary irrigational provisions to prevent those rising water levels.25 Regardless, the 

World Bank proved unsuccessful in preserving the space. Writing in 2001, the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) explained that “A 

land-reclamation programme for the agricultural development of the region, funded by 

the World Bank, has caused in the past ten years a dramatic raise of the water table…. 

The destruction of numerous cisterns, disseminated around the city, has entailed the 

collapse of several overlying structures…. The risk of collapse was so high that the 

authorities were forced to fill with sand the bases of some of the most endangered 

buildings.”26 Ultimately, GARPAD’s instinct to modernize outstripped its inclination to 

museumize. The World Bank attempted to save the ruins from the miserly huddle, but it 

could not save them from development.  

Conclusion 
When compared, there are clear parallels between Isma’il’s estates and New 

Ameriya City. Like the liberal estates of Isma’il, the neoliberal model villages of West 

Nubariya were built to create social control for the purposes of agricultural 

industrialization. Such social control was similarly designed to create self-regulating 

behaviors. Ismai’il’s estate maximized surveillance, organizing the fellahs into a 

militaristic grid that made the workers legible to the estate’s owner, and in West 

Nubariya, villages were organized in a form of idyllic Americana legible to the World 

Bank; the villages of Isma’il were intended to show peasants the “proper” way to 

                                                
25 Ibid., 6.   
 
26 UNESCO, “Abu Mena: Threats to the Site,” 2001, accessed March 10, 2020, 
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organize their lives around an ordered capitalist enterprise, and the settlements of West 

Nubariya did the same, albeit with a warmer touch. As Michel Foucault writes in Truth 

and Juridical Forms on the liberal statecraft of the nineteenth century, “In the age we’re 

concerned with, the aim of all these institutions—factories, schools, psychiatric hospitals, 

hospitals, prisons—is not to exclude but, rather, to attach individuals. The factory doesn’t 

exclude individuals: it attaches them to a production apparatus,” as was the World Bank’s 

goal in attaching villagers to the factory and thus capitalism. These institutions “have the 

object of binding the individual to a process of production, training, or correction of the 

producers. It’s a matter of guaranteeing production…in terms of a particular norm” 

[emphasis added].27 The ultimate goal of these developments—over 100 years apart—

was the same; create a “particular norm” that would “bind the individual” to a particular 

“process of production,” which in both cases happened to be agricultural.  

So too are there shared methodologies between the World Bank’s and Fathy’s 

artificial villages. Both projects had complicated relationships with the imagined ancient 

past. Fathy’s work was an attempt to preserve his particular version of the past; the 

village’s original purpose was to preserve a Theban Acropolis by physically separating 

nearby villagers, who received blame for damage to the complex. In addition, Fathy tried 

to preserve his own idea of the peasant’s way of life by incorporating “peasant” 

architectural styles and construction techniques into his village; such styles, however, 

were ultimately married with the “new” and “modern.” New Ameriya also made an 

attempt to uphold an ancient heritage site, even if such attempts ultimately led to its 

                                                
27 Michel Foucault, “Truth and Juridical Forms” in Power: Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-

1984, trans. Robert Hurley et. all, ed. James D. Faubion (New York: The New Press, 2000), 78.   
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destruction. All at once, New Ameriya was a modern hamlet and a sharp break with the 

past.  

How then does the modern interact with the antique Other in these communities? 

Mitchell writes in his seminal essay “Dreamland,” an analysis of a 1990s Egyptian 

housing development, that the project was advertised in such a way that “buyers were 

invited to sign up now for luxury fiber optic-wired villas, as the shopping malls and 

theme park, golf course and polo grounds, rose out of the desert west of the Giza 

pyramids.”28 A similar phenomenon occurred in West Nubariya. The village attempted to 

bring villagers many of the amenities of modern life without the “miserly huddle,” but at 

the same time, the ancient was within shouting distance of village centers, perfectly 

preserved (or at least intended to be) so that villagers may experience such artifacts in a 

controlled space, as if in a museum. As the modern rises out of a “brown, dusty” desert, 

the ancient is displayed, emphasizing the modernity of nouveau developmentalism 

through its visual contrast. Similarly, as the Pyramids of Giza are seen in the background, 

Anwar Sadat towers above them in his slimmed Italian suit on the cover of Time 

Magazine, dominating the ancient with mercy: a reminder of how far above the past his 

country has risen, and how it will only continue to rise.   

                                                
28 Mitchell, Rule of Experts, 273.   



71 

Chapter V: Egyptland: the World Bank and Tourism 

Writing on development in Micronesia, historian David Hanlon explains that “the 

planning literature from the 1960s and 1970s cited tourism as…[a] major area of 

economic activity through which Micronesia might achieve a viable, self-sufficient 

economy…. Great irony pervaded the argument for tourism in Micronesia, however: 

cultural practices, regarded as the foremost impediment to general commercial 

development, needed to be enhanced to emphasize the exotic and make profitable the 

different if tourism was to flourish.”1 If development is a process of cultural erasure as 

Hanlon says, on its surface, tourism conflicts with such a process; development usually 

shames the particularities of local cultures, while tourism requires peculiarity to be 

profitable, but ultimately, tourism is its own unique process of degradation, as the 

subaltern becomes alienated from the facts of their everyday lives as their routines are 

made consumable to a foreign other. As Timothy Mitchell writes, “tourism…involves 

organizing people to consume…. It is better seen as a particular form of capitalist 

industry, organized around the maximization not of production but consumption and not 

of individual goods but of a more complex commodity experience…. The tourist industry 

sells not individual objects but entire worlds of experience and meaning.”2 To create a 

lucrative “world of experience,” tourist industries need to find attractions that allow 

                                                
1 Hanlon, Remaking Micronesia (, 120.  

 
2 Timothy Mitchell, “Worlds Apart: An Egyptian Village and the International Tourism Industry” 

in The Arab Revolts: Dispatches on Militant Democracy in the Middle East, eds. David McMurray and 
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tourists to consume something they cannot find at home, as Hanlon says, to “make 

profitable the different.” Tourism therefore becomes an industry that sells culture, but a 

culture that is selected and filtered for maximum financial return.  

 As the World Bank assessed different industries it could use to grow the Egyptian 

economy, it came to prioritize tourism—in particular, tourism centered around luxury 

hotels—as a key plank in its strategy. However, the bank’s thinking on tourism had to go 

beyond its dispassionate mathematical assessments of supply and demand. A market 

analysis of tourism needed an extra level of creative thinking, as the bank was really 

analyzing the sorts of desires it needed to produce in its consumers to be economically 

fruitful. In addition, the World Bank and Egyptian governmental organizations needed to 

rethink the very territoriality of their spaces so that they could be repurposed for the 

tourist. In this process of making Egypt tourist-friendly, development agencies had to 

exercise control over local populations in a number of ways; they dictated legitimate 

expressions of “culture” (only those which generated profit were allowed), rearranged 

physical and metaphysical spaces, and in some cases made formal changes to the legal 

code. The World Bank’s efforts resulted in an “open-air museum” inside and outside the 

hotels it funded that allowed visitors to play colonizer, as spaces were constructed in such 

a way that reproduced the Saidian process of colonization through the study of the 

“Orient.” This combination of museology and roleplay turned Egypt into a theme park of 

sorts, like an Orientalist-themed section of Disneyland; the experience detailed here can 

perhaps best be described as “Egyptland.”  
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Hotels as a Strategy for Growth 

Starting in the late 1970s, the World Bank began financing—often in cooperation 

with other development agencies—luxury hotels owned by multinational corporations. 

Such an effort was a direct result of Anwar Sadat’s Infitah, which incentivized the kind of 

foreign investment that came to control many of Egypt’s luxury hotels. As Karl Schmid 

in his study of “accumulation by dispossession” in Luxor writes, “Although there were 

plenty of hotel beds for tourists and the occupancy rate was low even according to the 

World Bank, both the bank and UNESCO, who produced reports on tourism development 

for the Egyptian government, nevertheless argued that there was a critical shortage of the 

right hotel beds—those of international chain hotels.”3 Other development agencies 

contributed as well. For a June 1979 loan to the Cairo Tower Hotel, the bank granted the 

hotel’s owner, Nabila Fouad Hassan & Co., a total $600,000 in addition to an already-

granted U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) loan of $1.7 million.4 For 

the Cairo Hyatt Prince Hotel a year later, the World Bank and USAID split the cost 

evenly, contributing $950,000 each.5 In addition, these development agencies cooperated 

closely with the government, scoring favorable deals, such as a five-year tax-exempt 

status for the aforementioned Hyatt Prince Hotel,6 and an eight-year tax-exempt status for 

tourism companies.7 As evidenced by their cooperation, both development agencies and 

                                                
3 Karl Schmid, “Accumulation by Dispossession in Tourism,” Anthropologica 57, no. 1 (2015): 
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4 World Bank Group, “Cairo Tower Hotel,” June 6, 1979. Folder ID 30241351, World Bank 

Group Archives, Washington, D.C.  
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the Egyptian government considered the tourism industry a key ingredient in achieving 

growth.  

 Hotels and tourism were thought to grow the economy through several different 

avenues. The first and most obvious agent of economic growth was job creation. The 

World Bank even had a “Cost per job created” figure—estimated at $46,684 for every 

one of the 135 jobs created by the Hyatt Hotel.8 However, hotel jobs, along with most 

jobs in the Egyptian tourism industry, “almost always pay below the UN poverty line and 

involve very long hours, menial work and, not infrequently, workplace harassment.”9 

Spending nearly $50,000 just to produce a job that may not even pay one U.S. dollar per 

day is a stunningly insufficient, roundabout method to deliver wealth or even buying 

power to rank-and-file Egyptians, as a simple direct cash payment to workers would have 

gone dramatically farther in growing their capital. However, the World Bank’s primary 

impetus for lending money for hotels was to bring in foreign streams of finance from 

international clientele. 

Playing Colonist: Luxury Hotels as Colonial Theme Parks 

In its report on the Cairo Tower Hotel, the World Bank divided potential lodgers 

into two categories; one, “tourists who visit Egypt in pursuit of the warm sun and natural 

scenery, and above all the archaeological sites;” and two, “businessmen who come to 
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Egypt within the [f]ramework of the implementation of their projects of investment.”10 

Hotels were then constructed with these two species of tourist in mind. In-house 

attractions were maximized to create a plethora of amenities; The Cairo Tower Hotel 

included a cafeteria, bar, flower shop, pool, sauna, roof garden, and hair salon, and had a 

total 153 rooms, each with their own deluxe bathroom, telephone, “sound system,” radio, 

and television. In addition, the hotel offered telegram, telex, laundry, and ironing 

services.11 Similarly, the Hyatt Prince Hotel contained a tennis court, “deluxe” restaurant, 

bar, night club, “auditorium accommodating 350 persons,” a “swimming pool surrounded 

by a summer night club,” a flower shop, bookstore, bank, “bazaar and souvenir” shop, 

and a boutique.12 Indeed, guests barely needed to leave the hotel to experience business 

or pleasure, as the hotel had both under one roof. In a single day, businessmen could 

attend company meetings in the auditorium, enjoy a happy hour on the roof garden, do 

their faxes and dry-cleaning, and conclude the night with a raucous dip in the pool after 

dancing at the night club. This concentration of services allowed hotel managers to 

“increase their profits by containing more tourist expenditure within their own 

establishments.”13 Additionally, from a marketing perspective, this plethora of features 

attracted a global bourgeoisie, as the hotel could successfully bill itself as a luxury 

                                                
10 World Bank, “Cairo Tower Hotel,” 16-17.  Essentially, the World Bank hoped that those who 

stayed in their investment projects would in turn make similar investments. Of course, such a process is an 
endless loop; if the purpose of investment is to create more investment, at what point does said investment 
“trickle down” as the bank assumed it would? 
 

11 Ibid., 3-5.   
 

12 World Bank, “Hyatt Prince Hotel,”  4-5.   
 
13 Mitchell, Rule of Experts, 198.   
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experience. Of course, “luxury” can be created anywhere, but these hotels sold a specific 

kind of luxury in line with a European tradition of colonial tourism. 

 In its effort to “make profitable the different,” World Bank-funded tourist efforts 

were designed to reproduce a process of colonial discovery, which Edward Said describes 

as “Orientalism’s Worldliness,” a phenomenon perpetrated by the “White Man.” “Being 

a White Man,” writes Said, “was a very concrete manner of being in the world, a way of 

taking hold of reality, language, and thought.”14 Providing an example of this White 

Man, Said quotes T.E. Lawrence, who wrote “the Arab appealed to my imagination. It is 

the old, old civilization, which has refined itself clear of household goods, and half the 

trappings which ours hastens to assume.”15 In her study of postcards produced for South 

African soldiers serving in Egypt during World War II, Suryakanthie Chetty writes of the 

idea of a “mythical Egypt” reminiscent of Lawrence’s “intrepid explorer,” constituting a 

sort of “boy’s own” adventure story.16 Colonialism then becomes, as Said argues, a 

process of claiming knowledge over the other to create a hierarchy that places the 

organizer of knowledge at the top.17 Tourism replicated this process of discovery, as the 

tourist industry designed its experiential scaffoldings to make visitors feel as though they 

were discovering Egypt for the world. Tourists—even those who had been colonized 
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themselves—were allowed to play colonist and get their personal “boy’s own adventure” 

in these spaces, as they pretend-mapped an “undiscovered” Orient. 

   Within the hotels discussed, developers created distinctly “Oriental” spaces 

contrasted with the buildings’ modern trappings. Amid the modernity of Cairo Tower’s 

central air-conditioning, TVs, and sauna, the hotel also featured laborers designated as 

“servants” and two restaurants, one “Oriental,” another “European.”18 Similarly, the 

Hyatt Prince’s guests could entertain themselves in its multiple nightclubs or on its tennis 

court, but also peruse the hotel “bazaar” and “antiquities shop.”19 Within these hotels was 

the very duality Said argues is central to Orientalism. The “West” defines itself against 

what it imagines the “Orient” to be. This dichotomy is also mapped onto a 

modern/premodern divide, where the arbiters of modernity define themselves in 

opposition to the premodern, and discursively invent the latter concept. Said further 

argues that the colonial acquisition of knowledge is also an implicit exploration of 

imagined Oriental roots: “There was a general agreement too that…modern Orientals 

were degraded remnants of a former greatness; the ancient, or ‘classical,’ civilizations of 

the Orient were perceivable through the disorders of present decadence.”20 In addition, 

Lynn Meskell writing on archeology “identifies an overwhelming fascination with the 

country’s ancient pharaonic past, constituting a form of ‘intellectual colonialism’ that 

extricates that period from an intrinsically Egyptian history, designating it instead as a 

‘global resource.’ This, she argues stemmed from the sense that, ‘European heritage 
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could not rival Pharaonic time-depth and complexity and thus it became necessary to 

appropriate and co-opt Egyptian heritage into a Western construction of origins.’”21 In 

these hotels, guests could do just as Meskell describes in what becomes part of the 

colonial theme park that is Egyptland. They could eat comfortably in their “European” 

restaurant, but perhaps if they wanted their “boy’s own” adventure, they could go on an 

archeological expedition to “discover” the “Oriental” restaurant; if guests tired of the 

hotel’s modern café, they could make the trek through the arid lobby to an exotic bazaar 

to discover where it is they really come from. This same dynamic applied to the 

transnational Arab bourgeoisie that frequented such touristic developments. Much like 

the sleekly suited Sadat surveying his dominance over the ancient pyramids, wealthy 

tourists from the gulf states could stare upon what they imagined they used to be like, and 

be proud of how far they had come. 

Museums and the Subaltern: Egyptland Outside the Hotel 

This intentional spatial organization extended beyond the confines of the hotel, as 

development agencies discerned how to optimize Egypt for the tourist’s pleasure. What 

agencies settled on was turning Egypt into a sort of “open-air museum,” as one UN 

development plan put it.22 Egypt’s antiquities would be “museumified,” and the country’s 

facilities would be reorganized around the presentation of these attractions. Museums, 

however, are not accessible to all; nor are they meant to be. Museums are often a space of 

colonialism, as they are crucial to  Said’s concept of knowing the Orient as a means of 
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domination. Therefore, if those who are being made known infiltrate the space of the 

museum, the hierarchy of museology becomes confused. Museums have security for a 

reason, and the Egyptian “museum” needed its own kind of security as well. Tourists 

frequently complained of being haggled by local residents hoping to be hired as their 

guide, so development agencies recommended new laws to limit the activities of informal 

guides. Indeed, even speaking with tourists was illegal if the tour guide was not employed 

by a travel agency. This law was well enforced, as police engaged in “sweeps,” clearing 

out undesirables from public spaces.23 Furthermore, as Mitchell explains, poor Egyptians 

were obviously excluded from luxury hotel because of “prices charged and guards posted 

at the gate.” In fact, “To enter particular areas, such as the swimming pool or gambling 

casino, a foreign passport might be required. The result was a system of almost total 

segregation.” Interactions with “the local street” became minimized for the comfort of the 

tourist, to the point where tourists only encountered locals in unsupervised circumstances 

during the “half hour set aside for shopping” in the local bazaar or “a five-minute walk” 

to local antiquities.24 And of course, locations in proximity to tourist attractions were 

prioritized in site selection for new developments, as the Cairo Tower was lauded for its 

“approximation to many entertainment places such as the…Pyramids, the Sphinx, 

Saqqara, as well as its nearness to the River Nile, Zamalek, and the Center of the City.”25 

Choosing locations near tourist spots is both a practical consideration for the convenience 

of the tourist, and a strategic method of minimizing contact with local populations. The 
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political economy of this kind of tourism can be best described as “enclave tourism,” 

which is a tourism structure where visitors never have to be exposed to anything they do 

not want to be exposed to, and domestic wealth disparities increase drastically as a 

result.26 Indeed, Egyptland was a carefully cultivated, edited, and censored experience 

devoid of discomfort, and to be profitable, how could it have been anything else? Any 

genuine relation with the Egyptian subaltern on the part of the tourist would have been a 

deeply troubling experience for visitors, because it would have required an 

acknowledgement of the immense economic disparity that made possible their 

socioeconomic positionality.    

 However, tourists still craved a feeling of authenticity, hoping to experience the 

“real Egypt” and meet “real Egyptians.” This desire was filled with contradictions, 

because tourists did not want to be inconvenienced by “real Egyptians,” but they still 

wanted to observe them in what tourists thought of as their natural habitat. To solve this 

conundrum, the Egyptian subaltern learned to museumize themselves and become an 

attraction all on their own. Mitchell recounts a chilling anecdote from his research where 

his subject’s aunt “had a house directly in front of the parking area for buses. Her 

children hung around, out of sight of the tour guides, and caught the eye of tourists 

lagging behind the main group…. They then invited them into the house to watch their 

mother baking bread at an earthen oven. In exchange, the kids expected a tip of a pound 

or so.”27 By turning themselves into an exhibit as if in a human zoo, poor Egyptians 
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found a way to be allowed into the tourist’s experience so they could benefit from the 

foreigner’s presence. 

Conclusion  
 The metaphysical processes of the Egyptian tourism industry as supplemented by 

the World Bank can ultimately be thought of as a microcosm of neoliberal capitalism. 

Economic growth was prioritized above all else by development agencies, but this growth 

was distributed unevenly and mostly benefited wealthy LLCs and multinational 

corporations. The state was then mobilized around the protection of these interests as it 

changed its tax laws and deployed its police to guard the emotional security of the 

wealthy, by force when necessary. The working poor, facing increasingly difficult 

conditions, had to reoptimize themselves and sell the image of their way of life to 

preserve their well-being. There are many different layers of governmentality at work 

here as well, as development agencies, the government, and business worked in tandem 

to deliver for investors. The control exercised here is precise, because it designated 

certain permissible behaviors to the lower class and the upper class. The hotel, however, 

would not be the only site at which the World Bank designated behavior. The World 

Bank even looked to sites as small as family cupboards.  
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Chapter VI: Sweetening the Deal and Mapping Diets 

For the World Bank, development took on dimensions beyond mere 

industrialization; the bank wanted to shape habits and behaviors within and among the 

Egyptian populace. As such, the World Bank took an interest in projects that could 

accomplish both economic and cultural priorities. Surprisingly, one industry the bank 

supported throughout the late 1970s and 1980s was Egypt’s “sweetmeats” industry; 

chocolate, candy, and soda companies received—in some cases—multi-million dollar 

loans from the bank and associated development industries for the official justification of 

creating economic growth through a product thought to be growing in demand. While 

such efforts were not on the same scale as say, energy industries (Abu Qir Gas Field 

received a $90 million loan from the World Bank),1 the fact that the bank prioritized an 

industry that was such a nontraditional agent of development warrants investigation. 

Ultimately, the World Bank’s relationship with the sweets industry can be thought of as a 

microcosm of its loan-granting decision-making process; above all else, bank 

policymakers hoped to better define Egypt’s private sector, “modernize” its machinery, 

create GDP and job growth, and cater to what they understood to be an expanding middle 

class. What was unique to the sweets industry, however, was that it allowed the World 

Bank to tackle cultural and economic goals all at once. Junk food is in many ways 

symbolic to the West of its successes vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. In Western discourses, 

the Soviet Union is closely associated with one phenomenon in particular: the breadline. 

An abundance of sweets, however, demonstrates the efficacy of capitalism; it becomes 

                                                
1 World Bank Group, “Abu Qir Gas Development Project,” March 23, 1982. Folder ID R1994-

192: 16, World Bank Group Archives, Washington, D.C.   
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symbolic of wealth, “choice,” and an easy lifestyle when compared to Soviet citizens 

waiting in the cold, not for anything particularly exciting, but merely bread; candy and 

communism were incompatible. Indeed, at the root of the bank’s excitement over the 

sweets industry was a deep feeling that if Egyptians could outwardly behave like their 

Western counterparts, at least in dietary habits, it would signify an internalization of—or 

be an agent of internalization for—capitalist ideology. 

Disentangling the Public from the Private 

The World Bank saw one of its principle goals as disentangling the complex 

relationships between the state and industry, at first hoping to draw bold, bright lines 

between what was “public” and what was “private” sector. As previously noted, Zeinab 

Abul-Magd describes Gamal Nasser’s “Arab Socialism” as “socialism without 

socialists:” a mixed economy with broad social programs that were in some cases 

socialist (for example, universal college education), but in other cases were geared 

towards capitalist development (for example, land reform).2 According to her analysis, 

this system survived the Sadat years—albeit significantly less socialist than before—into 

the 1980s. “Although [President Hosni] Mubarak faced constant pressure from the United 

States and the [International Monetary Fund] IMF to fully liberalize the economy, which 

would entail full withdrawal of the state from the economy, he resented this for fear of 

bread riots similar to what his predecessor faced” (covered here in Chapter I). 

Subsequently, “the state continued to provide the masses with subsidized goods and 

services,” creating an “ambivalent market” which “was neither fully neoliberal nor 

                                                
2 Abul-Magd, Militarizing the Nation ,48-49.    
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socialist.”3 As a result, Mubarak’s Egypt had an opaque definition of the “private sector.” 

Indeed, so often the major actors on both sides of the market were the same. As Walter 

Armbrust writes,  

Privatization provided windfalls for politically well-connected individuals who 
could purchase state-owned assets for much less than their market value…. [T]he 
very limited function for the state recommended by neoliberal doctrine in the 
abstract was turned on its head in reality. In Mubarak’s Egypt business and 
government were so tightly intertwined that it was often difficult for an outside 
observer to tease them apart. Since political connections were the surest route to 
astronomical profits, businessmen had powerful incentives to buy political office 
in the phony elections run by the ruling National Democratic Party.4 

 
These revolving doors between government office, government programming and 

contracting, the military, and big business conflicted with the underlying free-market 

theories governing World Bank policymaking, and created a national kleptocracy. From 

the outset, bank staffers were frustrated with what they saw as a tainted private sector. 

Writing in 1971, one report complained “the importance the Government attaches to the 

development of the private sector is emphasized in general terms. From what we know, 

the bulk of what the Egyptians call the ‘private sector’” pertains to “artisans, technicians, 

and craftsmen…. But, we really don’t know—and the reply makes us no wiser—what the 

Egyptians have in mind of [as] they pledge the importance of and their interest in 

developing the private sector. Does this merely mean more small work shops or will the 

artisan also be allowed to develop into a privately owned, joint stock, industrial unit?” 

wondered the report. “While we should try to find out what the Government’s policy is in 

this respect we should, I feel, not be surprised if we find that this is a sensitive political 

                                                
3 Ibid., 81.  
  
4 Walter Armbrust, “A Revolution Against Neoliberalism,” in The Dawn of the Arab Uprisings, 

116.    
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issue for which no definitive policies have been established.”5 When confronted with this 

vexing local understanding of private enterprise and the fraught relationships that 

accompanied it, the bank attempted to, as Armbrust puts it, “disentangle” what was 

“public” and what was “private.” However, the bank’s strategy for solving such a 

contradiction relied not on encouraging Egypt to strengthen anti-corruption laws, for 

example, but rather involved doubling down on its Rostowian vision of industrialization.  

 In its work, the World Bank dealt with companies that were partially or totally 

publicly owned. One such company was the Alexandria Company for Chocolate and 

Sweets, for which the bank set aside the equivalent of $1.9 million U.S. dollars (USD) for 

new equipment purchases and renovations. The company was actually owned by the 

public sector Egyptian Stock Company. According to the World Bank’s documents, the 

company was formed under Nasser in 1963 through the Egyptian parliament. However, 

the bank writes about the entity as if it were a private company, even while it 

acknowledges that it is publicly owned. In its explanation for the loan, one letter to the 

World Bank Chief of Industrial Development reads “This company is a good client of our 

bank, and an excellent public sector institution with experienced management and a 

record of profitable expansion.”6 It is fascinating that, in the same sentence, the bank 

understands the company as an entity separate from and a part of the government. Instead 

of contextualizing the bank’s relationship with the company as merely an extension of its 

favorable relationship with the Mubarak government, the report thinks of this company as 

                                                
5 World Bank, “Arab Republic of Egypt—Bank of Alexandria (BA)/Industrial Bank of Egypt,” 

December 28, 1971. Folder ID A1995-136: 17, World Bank Group Archives, Washington, D.C.   
 
6 World Bank, Letter to George Zaidan in “Alexandria Chocolate and Sweets Company,” October 

18, 1979. Folder ID R1989-C15: C880, World Bank Group Archives, Washington, D.C.  
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an individual actor devoid of its larger organizational structure within the state. In 

addition, this arm of the government has a proven “record of profitable expansion.” Here, 

there is a paradox; the World Bank’s stated ultimate goal, of course, was a retreat of 

government from enterprise, and its shrinking in general, but in this document the bank 

praises the government’s expansion. In addition, a classically liberal vision of political 

economy would forbid a government’s attempt to “profit:” such activity should be 

reserved for private companies. However, under neoliberalism, the rhetoric of the “free 

market” is just that: rhetoric. In reality, neoliberalism is, as Armbrust puts it, “a 

conflation of business and politics.”7 Beyond just shrinking the state, neoliberalism also 

expands the logic of the private sector to the state and indeed all nonprofit institutions, 

encouraging them to orient all organizational goals around their budgetary bottom lines in 

the same way a business would.8 And to meet this bottom line, businesses needed to 

“modernize” to meet contemporary expectations of consumption. 

Modernization and Growth in the Factory 

In its loans to the sweets industry, the World Bank specified funds to “modernize” 

production facilities. In the case of the Alexandria Chocolate and Sweets Company, the 

“modernization and expansion of production facilities” involved the “importation of 

machinery and equipment necessary for introducing two new production lines, and some 

auxiliary motive power.”9 Similarly, a $700,000 loan to the Sima Chocolate Company 

from 1979 was to be used for the “mechanization of the productive lines of factory,” 

                                                
7 Walter Armbrust, “Egypt: A Revolution against Neoliberalism?,” Al Jazeera. 
 
8 Bayat, Revolution Without Revolutionaries, 23.  
 
9 World Bank, “Alexandria Chocolate and Sweets Company,” October 18, 1979. 
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including new machinery and air conditioning.10 And again, for the El Helb Soft Drink 

Company, the bank loaned $925,500 for the “importation of a new line for 

manufacturing.”11 Such priorities are ultimately tied to Rostow’s logic of development, 

where prior to the final stage of “high mass consumption,” there is a “drive to maturity” 

wherein “the now regularly growing economy drives to extend modern technology over 

the whole front of its economic activity…. The society makes such terms as it will with 

the requirements of modern efficient production, balancing off the new against the older 

values and institutions.”12 These loans from the World Bank helped push Egypt along its 

linear stages of development, “modernizing” its machinery so it can be prepared to “mass 

produce” and cater to “mass consumption.” For Rostow, this “turning point” was 

exemplified by “Henry Ford’s moving assembly line of 1914-1914,” which the World 

Bank was most certainly attempting to replicate with its own programs.13 However, 

assembly lines for “mass consumption” are only financially sound if consumers have 

buying power. In the bank’s view, their efforts balanced both sides of the equation.   

A significant part of the logic of modernization was that new machinery will 

create new jobs and GDP growth, and that this growth will benefit the country at large, as 

a rising tide lifts all boats. Assessing the economic impact of the Alexandria Chocolate 

Company loan, World Bank analysts concluded that the loan would increase the 

                                                
 

10 World Bank, “Sima Chocolate Factory,” 1979, 17.R1988-015, #C890, World Bank Group 
Archives, Washington, D.C.   
 

11 World Bank, Office Memorandum to Mr. George Zaidan in “El Helb Soft Drinks,” July 13, 
1979. Folder ID R1988-015: C890, World Bank Group Archives, Washington, D.C.   

  
12 W.W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth, 9-10.   
  
13 Ibid., 11.   
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company’s exports by 24 percent, create 70 new “labour opportunities,” “reduce waste to 

a minimum,” and increase profits,14 and in the case of El Helb Soft Drinks, the bank 

predicted a net growth of 17.8 percent.15 Growth of all sorts, technological, GDP, etc., is 

of course integral to Rostow’s theory, as his theory is not just the stages of economic 

development but the “stages of economic growth.” Under this theory, so long as the 

economy is growing—a concept usually measured in GDP—“development” is assumed 

to be occurring as well. Such growth is also integral to Friedman’s neoliberalism. As 

noted in Chapter II, the double-digit GDP growth of the Chilean economy is what 

originally legitimated neoliberal practice. Ultimately, modernization theory and 

neoliberalism both prioritize growth as a singular measure of success, and the bank 

understood that investing heavily in this industry would yield a strong growth rate in 

response to certain demographic changes favorable to sweets producers. 

Sweets and the Project of US-ness 

The World Bank assessed that due to certain socio-economic developments, the 

market was appropriately saturated for increased sweets consumption. “Just like any 

other alimentary product, chocolate & sweets are closely related to the volume of 

population & the standard of living,” explained a market analysis for the Alexandria 

Chocolate Company. “We may confidently say that demand for these items will be quite 

sure as long as population is increasing and standard of living is going up. Added to this 

factor is the increasing number of children who form the basis of demand all the year 

                                                
14 World Bank, “Alexandria Chocolate and Sweets Company,” October 1979, 28.  
 
15 World Bank, “El Helb Soft Drinks,” July 1979, 26.  
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round.”16 The assessors of the Sima Chocolate Company agreed, and added that 

“Demand for sweets is not confined in [a] certain class or age as is the case with other 

commodities. People of all ages and classes purchase sweets…. However, we can rely on 

two factors which keep demand in vividness: 1. The increasing population where 

children, the important sweet consumers, constitute 40%.... 2. The increasing per capita 

income which gives an indication that sweets are looked at by some classes as essential 

alimentary stuff, hence demand increases.”17 For the World Bank, the increasing demand 

for chocolate and sweets was evidence that its economic program was succeeding; if 

Egyptians were eating more like middle-class westerners, that could be an indicator that 

they were also behaving and organizing themselves like westerners, therefore 

internalizing capitalist modes of activity. But for the World Bank, such behaviors were 

not wholly new for Egypt. 

In the report on the Sima Chocolate Company, there is another justification for the 

bank’s assessment of the market; the “Sweetmeats industry in Egypt [dates] back to the 

ancient Egyptian era. Naturally, it was then a very primitive industry, but by the march of 

time it developed and matured.”18 Here, the World Bank exhibits the typical 

developmentalist understanding of time as an unerringly linear phenomenon: a “march” 

towards progress. More importantly, the World Bank repeats what has already been 

examined here in previous chapters: a certain fetishization of “Ancient Egypt.” When 

writing on the Nile, the bank was enthusiastic for ancient governments’ measurement and 

                                                
16 World Bank, “Alexandria Chocolate and Sweets Company, October 1979, 28.  

 
17 World Bank, “Sima Chocolate Factory,” 35-36. 
 
18 Ibid., 32.   
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systematization of the Nile. Here, the bank has found another hook into understanding 

Egyptian culture; if chocolate and sweets have always been consumed going back to 

“ancient” times, then perhaps not much effort needs to be put into understanding Egypt, 

because it may not be so different from the West after all.  

The bank put a premium on these ancient habits because its idea of Pharaonic 

Egypt matched closely with its conception of an “advanced” or “modern” society: 

hierarchy, technological mastery, and “order” formed the basis of a valid society for the 

bank, and in its view, the Egypt of old held these qualities. Indeed, such a discourse 

creates what Mona Russell, in her study of soap and clothes advertising for Egyptian 

women, identifies as a “civilization redeemed” narrative. Examining a 1922 

advertisement for Palmolive Soap from a New York-based company, she writes the ad 

“depicts a fair-skinned Cleopatra-type figure gazing contentedly as two dark-skinned 

male slaves mix some sort of concoction in a large tureen. The text discusses how ancient 

Egyptians used olive and palm oils as natural resources for beauty, the same resources to 

which the modern Egyptian has access via Palmolive Soap.” She also notes that “as 

anyone who has studied Egyptian history knows, [Cleopatra] was not Egyptian.”19 Of 

course, whether or not Cleopatra was Egyptian was not as important as the widely held 

idea that she was. In the Western imagination, Cleopatra is representative of a lost Egypt; 

one that was more civilized and indeed, whiter. The World Bank engaged in this same 

narrative; somewhere in the bank’s ideation, Cleopatra oversaw vast feats of 

technological prowess as she snacked on chocolate morsels. If the bank could encourage 

                                                
19 Mona Russell, “Marketing the Modern Egyptian Girl: Whitewashing Soap and Clothes from the 

Late Nineteenth Century to 1936,” Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 6, no. 3 (2010): 35, 
https://doi.org/10.2979/MEW.2010.6.3.19. 
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Egypt to appear more like the Egypt of its desires through the consumption of sweets, it 

would be successful in exporting its market ideology.   

Here, “development” moves beyond material realities. It is no longer just 

humanitarian (if it ever was), nor is it purely profit-driven, or even just global-politically-

driven in its Cold War context. Undergirding the World Bank’s investment in Egypt—

and indeed all economic development—is a cultural imposition and belief in racial 

hierarchy. In his study of development in Micronesia, David Hanlon writes that “Making 

them like US” (or perhaps, making them like the U.S.) can be “another way of describing 

the…agenda of development imposed [on Micronesia by the United States] during the 

occupation and postwar years.”20 Here, Hanlon is trying to get at an explanation for why 

millions of dollars’ worth of development in Micronesia continued on in the absence of a 

cash crop that could be exploited by American capitalists for profit, or the lack of a 

significant geopolitical position versus the Soviets. For Hanlon, development is more a 

process of cultural genocide than it is one of economic return; something about 

“Micronesians” made American occupiers deeply uncomfortable, and so they did 

everything in their power to scrub that culture clean of all they found threatening. I 

suggest that the dynamic Hanlon describes is repeated in Egypt as well. If Egyptians can 

consume chocolate and soda in large numbers like they once did, then they will be more 

“like us,” and being “like us” becomes a means unto itself. Eventually too, all the 

characteristics of Egypt-ness that make the World Bank uncomfortable will disappear in 

the process and reveal a more U.S.-friendly Egyptian.  

                                                
20 David Hanlon, Remaking Micronesia, 51. 
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Importantly, the ways in which a people becomes “like us” is deeply tied to 

personal habits. Writing on the prison, Michel Foucault posits that  

[penal] programs induce a whole series of effects in the real…: they inform 
individual behavior, they act as grids for the perception and evaluation of 
things…. These programmings of behavior, these regimes of jurisdiction and 
veridiction aren’t abortive schemas for the creation of a reality. They are 
fragments of reality that induce such particular effects in the real…in the ways 
men ‘direct,’ ‘govern,’ and ‘conduct’ themselves.21 

 
To create new programs of self-governance that resulted in a more American behavior—

sweets being one of those programs—allowed the West to see itself in the other, perhaps 

in a way not dissimilar to the process that Foucault describes. The process of altering 

behavior may also be a process of the guard preparing themselves to empathize with a 

newly self-regulated felon as he approaches reentry. If the ultimate goal of the guard is to 

engender his own behavior in the prisoner, the World Bank may play a comparable role 

with the “underdeveloped.”   

Similarly, writing on governmentality, Foucault theorizes that “one governs 

things…. The things, in this sense…are in fact men, but men in their relations, their links, 

their imbrication with those things that are wealth, resources, means of subsistence…men 

in their relation to those other things that are customs, habits,” down to the very food they 

eat, and most importantly “ways of acting and thinking.”22 What Foucault is describing is 

a system wherein the creation of desired behaviors is an ultimate goal of governmental 

organizations. This theory can be applied to the World Bank and its regime of sweets, 

because as previously discussed, the bank really acts as an extra-governmental entity. 

                                                
21 Michel Foucault, “Questions of Method” in Power, trans. Robert Hurley et. all, ed. James D. 

Faubion (The New Press: New York, 1994), 232-233.  
 
22 Foucault, “Governmentality” in Power, 208-209.   
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Through its stimuli of cash, the World Bank manipulated supply and demand with the 

intent of totally transforming ways of life that scaled down to the tiniest of details. 

Conclusion    
 

Throughout this study, I have examined the various scales at which the World 

Bank attempted to inject capitalist behavior into the Egyptian populace. On the most 

macro of scales, the bank shaped government economic policymaking; simultaneously, it 

operated on the behemoth geographic scale of the Nile, the community scale of West 

Nubariya, the architectural scale of the hotel, the workplace scale of these factories, and 

finally, the micro-dietary scale of individual Egyptians. If behavior can be controlled on 

this most micro of political economies—that is, if Egyptians can eat more chocolate and 

drink more soda to consume more like “us”—this behavior will infect those most macro 

of political economies as well to produce the World Bank’s desired result. And truly, 

such an enthusiasm for sweets is at odds with the bank’s stated intentions in Egypt. 

Chocolate serves no humanitarian purpose, nor does it combat poverty. It serves solely to 

create a specific aesthetic, a holistic aesthetic of “us-ness” that permeates all aspects of 

daily life, visual and otherwise. Does Egypt look like “us?” Do its towns look like “us?” 

Do its people eat like “us?” Such an imposition, however, can only go so long before it is 

contested. 
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Conclusion: A Horizontal Revolt Against Neoliberalism 

 Writing on the Arab Spring, political theorist Asef Bayat argues that as 

“revolutionary movements, these [Arab Spring revolutions] were certainly spectacular.” 

However, “the Arab revolutions lacked any associated intellectual anchor. Revolutions 

usually both inspire and are informed by certain intellectual productions—a set of ideas, 

concepts, and philosophies—that come to inform the ideational subconscious of the 

rebels, affecting their vision or choice of strategies and type of leadership.” Furthermore, 

“the Arab revolutions lacked the kind of radicalism—in political and economic outlook—

that marked most other twentieth-century revolutions.”1 It is because of this intellectual 

vacuum, argues Bayat, that the revolution did not succeed. Bayat, coming out of the 

leftist tradition of the Iranian Revolution, believes that had the Arab Spring been 

ideologically left-wing, it would have had a clearer vision, and not been so easily 

thwarted by the counterrevolution. Perhaps Bayat is correct, and a more leftist movement 

would have made more ground with more concrete demands. However, to argue that 

there is no ideology at all in the Arab Spring overlooks the radicalism embedded in the 

Spring’s organizational structures. The organizing of the Arab Spring was defined most 

of all by an intentional horizontality. The revolution eschewed firm leadership structures, 

had fluid decision-making processes, and most of all, envisioned itself as the product of a 

collective, and behaved like one as well. Out of this horizontal action, I suggest that 

scholars can extract an ideology from the material organizing that characterized the Arab 

Spring. What I find is that the Arab Spring was a fundamentally anti-neoliberal 

                                                
1 Bayat, Revolution Without Revolutionaries, 10-11.   
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movement, because to organize horizontally necessitates an anti-neoliberal political 

consciousness. This horizontal consciousness can be found in the Spring’s roots in the 

Egyptian labor movement, its collectivized notions of identity, and Tahrir Square’s 

socialist organizing. 

 Other scholars have made the argument that neoliberal political economy was a 

contributing factor to the Arab Spring, particularly Walter Armbrust, who cites anger at 

political profiteering, wealth inequality, and poverty as some of the main grievances of 

the protesters. Reducing these concerns to mere “corruption misses the forest for the 

trees…. [C]alling it corruption suggests that the problem amounts to aberrant behavior…. 

But the real problem with the regime was not necessarily that high-ranking members of 

the government were thieves in the ordinary sense…. Rather they were enriched through 

a conflation of politics and business under the guise of privatization” as is characteristic 

of neoliberalism. “Mubarak’s Egypt, in a nutshell, was a quintessential neoliberal state.”2 

Even though protesters’ complaints may have appeared to outsiders as being focused on 

bad actors or a “bad” economy that can be fixed with trials and proper stimulus, really, 

their critique was systemic. Other scholars join Armbrust in arguing for the importance of 

understanding neoliberalism as a factor in the revolution. Omnia El Shakry argues that 

the Arab Spring was caused by a confluence of historical forces emanating from Egypt’s 

“Three Revolutions;” the 1919 anti-imperial revolution against Great Britain, the 1952 

Free Officer Corps-led revolution that institutionalized one-party rule and Nasserite 

authoritarianism, and the 1974 Infitah revolution that brought neoliberalism to Egypt. 

The Infitah and the subsequent “immense polarization of wealth, drastically exacerbated 

                                                
2 Walter Armbrust, “The Revolution Against Neoliberalism” in The Dawn of the Arab Uprisings, 

113-114.  
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since the 1990s, has left many Egyptians consumed by the search for food, shelter, and 

human dignity, with an estimated forty percent living below or near the poverty line. 

Crucially, these policies have not gone entirely uncontested as demonstrated by the Bread 

Riots in 1977 and the Central Security Services…riots in 1986.”3 Jillian Schwedler, 

Joshua Stacher, and Stacey Philbrick Yadav further argue that the economy cannot be 

discounted as an impetus for the Spring, as “Neoliberalism in the region…has featured 

policies that have resulted in social dislocation, dramatically expanded income gaps, and 

widespread poverty.”4 While American media presented the Arab Spring as dealing with 

questions of democracy, political freedom, constitutions, and elections, “it is not that 

these questions are the wrong questions, but they are not the only questions. And more 

importantly, many of the demands of the protesters throughout the region have not been 

focused exclusively (or at all) on questions of political process…. Many protesters have 

been from the beginning (and still are) demanding economic reforms, from the immediate 

and personal (“When am I going to get paid?”; “When will my working conditions 

improve?”) to the broad and systemic (“Reject IMF Structural Adjustment”).”5 I do not 

wish to relitigate here whether or not the Arab Spring was caused partially or mostly by 

neoliberalism, as the scholarship here is extensive and conclusive that indeed it was. 

However, where I differ in my contribution to scholarship is in suggesting that 

neoliberalism not only contributed to why Egyptians chose to organize, but also how 

Egyptians chose to organize. 

                                                
3 Omnia El Shakry, “Egypt’s Three Revolutions” in ibid., 101.  

 
4 Jillian Schwedler, Joshua Stacher, and Stacey Philbrick Yadav, “Three Powerfully Wrong—and 
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5 Ibid., 42.   
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 The Arab Spring, in many respects, grew out of the organizing networks and 

methods of the Egyptian labor movement, which rooted its philosophies in solidarity and 

collectivity. Anne Alexander and Mostafa Bassiouny argue in Bread, Freedom, Social 

Justice that Egyptian workplace organizing was a foundational political context for the 

Arab Spring, and cite one strike in particular as being pivotal. In the December 2006 Misr 

Spinning Strike, mostly female textile workers in the town of Al-Mahalla al-Kubra 

refused to cash their paychecks until they received a bonus that the government said 

would be given to the workers of public-sector companies that reduced their losses. The 

Misr Spinning and Weaving Company had refused to pay the bonus, arguing the measure 

did not apply to public businesses. When the company would not meet workers’ 

demands, the laborers began a 5,000-person strike on December 7, chanting in the 

factory’s courtyard “Here are the women, where are the men?” This strike, argues the 

authors, “can be considered a turning point in the…workers’ movement in Egypt…not 

because of the scale of the strike, nor because of its impact on the media, or even the fact 

that it triggered the largest…strike wave since the 1940s, but because the strikes after the 

Mahalla strike carried the features of this strike.” One of these key features “was the 

duration of the strike, as it set a trend towards a pattern of collective action where events 

were played out over several days or even weeks. Again, this was in sharp contrast to the 

experience of the 1980s and 1990s, when workers’ protests rarely lasted more than 

twenty-four hours.”6 Strike actions such as this proved fertile training grounds for Tahrir 

Square; longer strikes required more collective work and forethought to maintain the 

wellbeing of strikers, and the very feat of carrying out a strike over the course of several 

                                                
6 Anne Alexander and Mostafa Bassiouny, Bread, Freedom, Social Justice: Workers and the 

Egyptian Revolution (London: Zed Books, 2014), 101-103.   
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weeks requires a more substantive internalization of solidarity able to withstand the 

physically and emotionally strenuous task of prolonged striking. The solidarity learned 

here became the same glue that held protesters together in Tahrir as they withstood police 

brutality, internal bad actors, and uncomfortable material conditions. 

 Additional solidarity was fostered in new ways in online spaces, most notably the 

“We are all Khaled Said” Facebook group. Khaled Said was a young man who on June 6, 

2010, was dragged out of an internet café and publicly beaten to death by the police. 

Onlookers snapped gruesome photos of his body, and posted them to Facebook, on which 

they went viral.7 This post was then found by Google Egypt executive Wael Ghonim. 

Ghonim was shocked and horrified by the images, and felt the images needed to be 

contextualized in a greater cause. Noticing that several Facebook pages dedicated to Said 

had sprung up, the most prominent of which was “My Name Is Khaled Mohamed Said,” 

Ghonim looked to create one page that would consolidate the audiences of the several 

disparate pages. The name he eventually settled on was “We Are All Khaled Said.” 

Explaining his decision, Ghonim writes  

I decided to create another page and to use all my marketing experience in 
spreading it. Out of the many options I considered for the page’s name, ‘Kullena 
Khaled Said’—‘We Are All Khaled Said’—was the best. It expressed my feelings 
perfectly. Khaled Said was a young man just like me, and what happened to him 
could have happened to me. All young Egyptians had long been oppressed, 
enjoying no rights in our homeland. The page name…expressed the compassion 
that people immediately felt when they saw…Said’s picture. I deliberately 
concealed my identity, and took the role of anonymous administrator. The first 
thing I posted on that page was direct and blunt…. ‘Today they killed Khaled. If I 
don’t act for his sake, tomorrow they will kill me.’8 
 

                                                
7 Linda Herrera, “Egypt’s Revolution 2.0: The Facebook Factor” in Dawn of the Arab Uprisings, 

91.   
 

8 Wael Ghonim, Revolution 2.0: The Power of the People is Greater than the People in Power 
(New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2012), 60-61.  
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Ghonim’s contribution to the consciousness of the revolution is notable for several 

reasons. First, Ghonim purposefully designed the group as a horizontal space, obscuring 

his identity and ostensibly stepping back only to conservatively moderate commentary. 

“The page did not belong to any specific patron,” emphasizes Ghonim. “The page relied 

on the ongoing contributions of its members and established itself as the voice of those 

who despised the deterioration of Egypt.”9 At its best, the page was a model of 

successful, democratic decision-making. While Ghonim himself became something of a 

celebrity,10 the vast majority of the posts in the group were from the group’s members. 

This horizontal organizing is in stark contrast to the hierarchy and patronage of Egypt’s 

neoliberal dictatorship. More significantly, the rhetoric of “We Are All Khaled Said” 

encouraged solidarity across difference. One “became” Khaled Said simply by being a 

young Egyptian, not by being educated or uneducated, socialist or Islamist, Coptic 

Christian or Muslim; such a vision of shared experience encouraged organizing and 

empathy that transgressed barriers of religion, profession, gender, or, problematically to 

scholars such as Bayat, political orientation. This solidarity was demonstrated materially 

by the organizing that took place in Tahrir Square.  

 For several weeks, hundreds of thousands of protesters crammed into Tahrir 

Square, beginning on January 25 in response to We Are All Khaled Said’s, Kefaya’s, and 

the April 6th Youth Movement’s calls for a national “Day of Rage,” and ending on 

                                                
 

9 Ibid., 66.   
 
10 It is worth noting that Ghonim is something of a controversial figure in left-wing circles, and not 

without reason. Tech executives rarely have the interests of the proletariat at heart, after all, nor are they 
generally the harbingers of anti-neoliberal revolution. Ghonim is by no means a leftist. However, he 
certainly found something poignantly anti-neoliberal in creating “We Are All Khaled Said.”   
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February 11 when President Hosni Mubarak stepped down. Zeinab Abul-Magd describes 

the scene in the square:  

During the occupation, Tahrir was divided into a few areas: the central area, 
where all the tents of the occupiers were erected; the checkpoints at the six 
entrances to the square; the field clinics; and the front lines of fighting next to the 
Egyptian Museum. People of all age groups and all social backgrounds and 
comers from the countryside and the south of the country joined the occupiers. 
Street vendors served cheap meals and hot tea to keep protesters warm during the 
cold weather. Stages were set up in the central area for announcements, short 
speeches, and nighttime concerts of revolutionary songs.11 
 

Mathijs van de Sande adds to this: “on the square health care, medicines, and first aid 

were provided in improvised field hospitals, and food, clothing and blankets were 

distributed. In addition, a whole self-defense system was organized, in which men, 

women, and even children participated.”12 Abul-Magd and de Sande here paint a picture 

of a square where the needs of the collective are taken care of, and individuals do their 

selfless part to make sure that others, who were often of different “age groups” or “social 

groups,” were safe and healthy. To horizontally organize across difference to take care of 

the collective, as opposed to atomizing the individual under an authoritarian corporate 

organizational structure, can be considered highly ideological, even if protesters did not 

always share the same ideologies. 

 De Sande agrees, and uses the concept of “Prefigurative Politics” to find value in 

the revolution beyond a reductive assessment of whether or not the movement was 

“successful” or “unsuccessful” in achieving its goals. “Prefiguration” comes from 

                                                
11 Zeinab Abul-Magd, “Occupying Tahrir Square: The Myths and the Realities of the Egyptian 

Revolution,” The South Atlantic Quarterly 111 no. 3 (Summer 2012): 566, DOI 10.1215/00382876-
1596290.   
  

12 Mathijs van de Sande, “The Prefigurative Politics of Tahrir Square—An Alternative Perspective 
on the 2011 Revolutions,” Res Publica 19 (2013): 234, DOI 10.1007/s11158-013-9215-9.   
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anarchist theory and relates to “specific activist practices.” De Sande defines 

“prefiguration” as “a political action, practice, movement, moment or development in 

which certain political ideals are experimentally actualized in the ‘hear and now’…. 

Thus, in prefigurative practices the means applied are deemed to embody or ‘mirror’ the 

ends one strives to realize.”13 Applying this concept to the organizing of Tahrir, De 

Sande writes the protest “offered protesters the opportunity to experimentally (re-

)formulate and evaluate the means and ends of their practice…. [O]ne purpose of the 

camp that protesters set up in Tahrir Square was precisely to create such new social and 

political mechanisms. Tahrir Square housed a complete alternative ‘society-under-

construction,’ which functioned as a social laboratory, as a place where alternatives 

could be formulated and experimented with [emphasis added].”14 If we accept De 

Sande’s lens of prefigurative politics, what then did this “society-under-construction” in 

Tahrir look like, and what sort of world was it trying to realize? 

 One quote in-particular, calligraphed on a Luxor street wall, captures a key 

sentiment of the revolution; it reads “The revolution is not a monopoly. It’s not yours and 

it’s not mine. It’s owned by the one who threw his chest on the bayonet, the one whose 

eye the bullet took and he didn’t cry.”15 Ownership of the revolution was defined not by 

individual experiences within the revolution, but by mutual relationships of sacrifice; 

ownership required participation. This ethos, further evidenced by collective efforts 

within the square to provide healthcare, childcare, education, entertainment, art, and 

                                                
13 Ibid.: 230.  
 
14 Ibid.: 230.  
 
15 Abd al-Rahman al-Abnoudi, quoted in Mia Grondahl, Revolution Graffiti: Street Art of the New 

Egypt (New York: The American University of Cairo Press, 2012), 192.  
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protection, indicates a non-hierarchal collectivistic notion of society realized in the 

material political organizing of Tahrir Square. If what occurred in Tahrir was indeed 

“prefigurative,” these prefigurative politics point to a much more radical, anti-neoliberal 

political orientation than scholars such as Bayat have considered. 

Downward Versus Horizontal Lines 
 
 The entirety of this study has been devoted to understanding the “downward line” 

of governmentality through which one neoliberal institution, the World Bank, attempted 

to control the Egyptian population. Here, I have examined the various levels of scale on 

which the World Bank reorganized Egypt.  At the macroeconomic level, the World Bank 

used its leverage to encourage liberalization and turn Egypt into a neoliberal state that 

redistributed wealth upwards on a national and international level, implementing 

structural adjustment loans that gutted Egyptian social programs.  

Along the Nile, the World Bank “mapped” this body of water in an attempt to 

have power over it and control it, and fit the river into its material and ideological 

schemas, as they forced the Nile and its associated industries into an orientalist narrative 

“legible” to its western-governmental organization of knowledge. At Port Said, this 

mapping was met with resistance from the local population, which understood the 

globalization it was experiencing as a form of imperialism. Continuing the project of 

mapping, the World Bank helped fund artificial villages in West Nubariya rooted in 

historical parallels with Isma’il’s estates. These villages were modeled after the American 

suburb, under the reasoning that a capitalist arrangement of space would create capitalist 

behavior. The bank also attempted to museumize ancient ruins within their construction 
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site so as to save them from the resettled, who they assumed would deface the antiquities, 

but the bank was ultimately responsible for the ruins’ collapse.  

In an attempt to bring tourism to Egypt to grow the economy, the World Bank 

continued to map Egypt into an “open-air museum,” and exercised control over space and 

local populations, reterritorializing the country into an exhibit inside and outside of the 

hotels the bank provided capital for. This reorganization of space allowed tourists who 

stayed in World Bank-funded hotels to essentially pretend to be a colonist “discovering” 

Egypt for the first time, thus turning Egypt into a sort of colonial theme park that I deem 

“Egyptland.” The control exercised to create Egyptland expanded to reorganizing 

“locals” and their “culture” to extract from it that which would be profitable to 

foreigners.  

 Finally, the World Bank helped “modernize” chocolate and sweets factories in an 

attempt to push Egypt through W.W. Rostow’s stages of economic growth. The bank’s 

work with the sweets industry was a microcosm of their work throughout Egypt, as they 

struggled to disentangle public industry from private industry. The sweets industry also 

served a socio-cultural purpose for the bank, as the expansion of this industry indicated to 

bank analysts that Egyptians were living more capitalist lives as they emulated western 

diets. 

The history of the World Bank’s involvement in Egypt, from its first forays into 

statecraft under Nasser, to its continuing involvement under the country’s current 

dictator, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, has been a series of various attempts at controlling the 

Egyptian populace, through the reorganization of space, the introduction of new 

discourses, and the changing of laws, to make Egypt more capitalist. These attempts 
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ranged from the most macro to the most micro of levels, along a downward line of 

governmentality. The result was a strict neoliberal hierarchy of control that encouraged 

the atomization of individuals and hastened an upwards distribution of wealth.  

Studying this history continues to be a valuable exercise. If Orientalist institutions 

such as the World Bank use the production of knowledge to dominate the Other as Said 

tells us, those who produce knowledge have a responsibility to turn the weapon of 

discourse against agents of imperialism such as the World Bank. If enough knowledge is 

produced on the World Bank and associated institutions, perhaps there is a chance to shift 

the reality that allows its continued methodology of development out from under its feet. 

As of this writing, we continue to live within a neoliberal paradigm that sanctions the 

sorts of development projects studied here. There is no reason, however, to assume that 

this paradigm will continue to go uncontested. My scholarship is one contribution to this 

contestation, but the memory of the Arab Spring indicates there may also be continued 

contestation of neoliberalism “on the ground.”  

Indeed, it is in light of the history that I detail in this study that the legacy of the 

Arab Spring should be reconsidered by scholars. A movement that was organized 

horizontally and had collectivist inclinations, especially in Tahrir Square, is anything but 

a neoliberal revolution. If anything, the Arab Spring modeled an alternative to neoliberal 

hierarchy, the memory of which will live on even as the Spring’s goals faded. Indeed, 

failed revolutions are the first step towards successful ones, and the Arab Spring allowed 

people to imagine what the day after a revolution might look like independent of the 

vision of society institutions such as the World Bank forced on to countries such as 

Egypt. If we are to return to El Tanbura’s Canal Song, it begins “[On a day] Like today, 
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fifty years ago/ We nationalized the canal…and Gamal told all the people in the world 

‘be liberated!’”16 Such a sentiment, that “on a day like today” we made revolution and 

liberated ourselves from our oppressors, flattens the Egyptian historical experience in a 

manner that invites further rebellion; in this representation of action, every day, including 

tomorrow, is a day for revolution, not only for Egyptians, but “for all the people in all the 

world.” As steep as the obstacles may be, just maybe, there is still time for the people of 

Egypt to draw their own map, together, and work collectively to define themselves. To do 

so would be a worthy task. As we have seen, maps have power.

                                                
16 El Tanbura, “Zayy el Nhardah (The canal song),” trans. Elyse Semerdjian, bandcamp,  

https://eltanbura.bandcamp.com/track/zayy-el-nhardah-the-canal-song. 
  

https://eltanbura.bandcamp.com/track/zayy-el-nhardah-the-canal-song
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