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Note on Transliteration

I have tried to ensure that the reader with little or no knowledge of the
modern politics of Egypt will be able to follow the arguments of the book
and enjoy discovering aspects of an unfamiliar history. In transliterating
the Arabic names of persons and places I have used common English forms
where they are available, and otherwise used a simplified form of a stan-
dard transliteration system. (Two Arabic letters have no easy equivalent in
the Latin alphabet. In the name [A]isha, the [ represents the Arabic letter
ayn, and the ] represents the letter hamza.) For simplicity, I have omitted
diacritics, long vowels, and initial hamzas. Occasionally the transliteration
reflects the Arabic spoken in Upper Egypt rather than the standard written
language. The term “acre” refers here to the Egyptian acre or feddan,
whose area was fixed in the nineteenth century at 0.420 hectares, equiva-
lent to 1.038 British or U.S. acres. To indicate the Egyptian pound I use the
symbol E£ rather than the older French form, LE (livre égyptienne).
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1

Introduction

We have entered the twenty-first century still divided by a way of think-
ing inherited from the nineteenth. Nineteenth-century Europe learned to
understand the modern world as the outcome of history. People came to
believe that the pattern of human affairs manifested neither the working
of a divine will nor the self-regulating balance of a natural system, but the
unfolding of an inner secular force. There were several ways of accounting
for this inner dynamic, all of them referring to the increasing power of
human reason to order social affairs. The movement of history could be
ascribed to the growing technical control that reason acquired over the
natural and social world, to the power of reason to expand the scope of
human freedom, or to the economic forms that were said to flow from the
spread of rational calculation and freedom—the exchange relations of
modern capitalism. Whichever aspect of modern, secular rationality one
emphasized, everything could be understood as the development of this
universal principle of reason, or a reaction against it, or its failure, delay,
or absence.

In the twentieth century, as the study of society became a university
profession and was divided into the separate disciplines of social science,
each field inherited the assumption that a singular logic provided the un-
seen dynamic of social life. Different disciplines took different approaches
to deciphering this logic. Some, like economics, depicted the rationality of
social life in ideal form, proposing to understand particular cases in terms
of their degree of deviation from this unreal abstraction. Others revealed
the logic of modernity in large patterns of social and political change. In
some fields, especially in the later decades of the twentieth century, there
were also attempts to show the limits of this logic. Social historians, cul-
tural anthropologists, and scholars in new fields like area studies, gender
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studies, and cultural studies looked at the weight of resistance to the spread
of rationalization, the market, and what came to be called globalization.
They showed the complexity of local variation in the patterns of moder-
nity, the mixtures of the modern with the nonmodern, even the survival or
revival of alternatives. Yet in attempting to uncover the complexities and
limits of modernity’s singular logic, these critiques for the most part con-
tinued to assume such a logic was at work. Despite the richness of the new
work, this common assumption left us heading into the twenty-first cen-
tury as captives of nineteenth-century thought.

The critiques that were made of the more systematic and nomothetic
kinds of social science took two common forms. The first was to reveal how
things that orthodox inquiries took for granted were inventions. Cate-
gories that nineteenth-century social science had grounded in the material,
racial, biological, or psychological nature of human societies—class, race, na-
tion, gender, modernity, the West, and many more—were shown to be “so-
cially constructed.” The second was to show how the categories’ artificial na-
ture and the subterfuges involved in their invention made these constructs
less universal, stable, pure, singular, and transparent than was usually as-
sumed. In some cases even the underlying idea of historical time, as the ho-
mogeneous chronometric within which human social action is contained,
was placed in question. These achievements defined the fields variously
called interpretive social science, cultural studies, or, in a loose sense, post-
structuralism. Such fields, with all their differences, seemed to be marked by
their common distance from the systematizing social sciences, both those op-
erating at the individualist level of hypothetico-deductive methods, and
those at the structural level of historical systems and processes.

Yet this distance itself became a problem. It left the older kinds of social
science untroubled. It did so by failing to contest the territory on which
they were established. Focusing on the process by which social objects are
imagined or discursively constructed made the work of imagination into its
own sphere. Demonstrating that everything social is cultural left aside the
existence of other spheres, the remainder or excess that the work of social
construction works upon—the real, the natural, the nonhuman. Insisting
on the centrality of the cultural tacitly recognized those other dimen-
sions—the material, the economic—in relation to which the cultural gains
its distinctiveness. Attending to the significance of the local acknowledged
the weight of the global, in reference to which the local is experienced and
defined. Recovering the importance of particular alternatives, mixtures,
and variations acknowledged the force of the universal, to which such var-
iation always refers.

2 / Introduction
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Although the more cultural or critical approaches to social understand-
ing might object to the methods, assumptions, generalizations, or limits of
those social sciences that claimed the rigor of a hypothetico-deductive logic
or the inclusiveness of a systemic analysis, they had already granted the
existence of the terrain that those methods defined as their own. By admit-
ting the existence of a universal process (modernity, capitalism, globaliza-
tion) and of forces that, when all is said and done, underlie it (the forces of
nature, the material, the technological, the economic), these ways of think-
ing again and again handed over to the systematizing forms of social sci-
ence a territory and a logic they would never so easily have been able to es-
tablish. It is that territory and that logic that this book contests.

It is a curious fact that while critical theory has interrogated almost
every leading category of modern social science, it has left perhaps the
most central one untouched. It has critiqued the concepts of class, nation,
culture, society, state, gender, race, personhood, and many others, but not
the idea of the economy. It is as though the varieties of cultural theory had
to leave in place a residual sphere of the economic, as a reserve whose exis-
tence in the distance made cultural analysis secure. Everything else could
be understood as cultural, including particular forms of economic practice
or local ways of thinking about the economy. Anthropological studies of
communities that do not know the modern concept of the economy could
show that nonmarket societies had other ways of understanding value and
organizing exchange. But even these emerged as an alternative kind of
economy, rather than as ways of questioning the foundation of the concept.
Indeed, the classic work of Malinowski helped, if anything, to universalize
the idea of the economy when taken up by later scholars. The economy al-
ways remained, tacitly, as a material ground out of which the cultural is
shaped, or in relation to which it acquires its significance.

Even when the modern concept of the economy has been studied, its sur-
prising history has been missed. From the work of Karl Polanyi in 1944 to
some of the last writings of Michel Foucault, published in English in 1991,
there have been several accounts of the emergence of the economy as a
sphere of government or self-regulation in Europe during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. Polanyi understood its emergence as the sepa-
ration of market relations from the wider social networks in which they
were previously embedded and constrained. During the modern period, he
argued, the economy was disembedded from society. Foucault relates the
formation of the economy to the birth of “government” in the eighteenth
century, a term that in those days referred not to the institutions of the
modern state but to the methods of enumerating, regulating, and managing
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a population, out of which the modern state and modern social sciences
were gradually formed. The practices of government, in this view, formed
the economy as a field of political regulation.

These and other studies overlook an unexpected fact. No political econ-
omist of the eighteenth or nineteenth century wrote about an object called
“the economy.” The term “economy” in that period carried the older
meaning of “thrift,” and in a larger sense referred to the proper husband-
ing of resources and the intelligent management of their circulation. The
classical political economists expanded its meaning to refer to this proper
management at the level of the political order. They used it in ways similar
to the term “government,” in the sense that Foucault explores. “Political
economy” was concerned not with the politics of an economy, but with the
proper economy, or governing, of a polity.

The idea of the economy in its contemporary sense did not emerge until
the middle decades of the twentieth century. Between the 1930s and 1950s,
economists, sociologists, national statistical agencies, international and cor-
porate organizations, and government programs formulated the concept of
the economy, meaning the totality of monetarized exchanges within a de-
fined space. The economy came into being as a self-contained, internally
dynamic, and statistically measurable sphere of social action, scientific
analysis, and political regulation.

Was the economy, then, one more “social construction,” a recent prod-
uct of the collective imagination to place alongside the ideas of culture, so-
ciety, class, or the nation? Or was it, as most would probably argue, just a
new and more coherent name for economic processes that already existed?
After all, since the formation of professional economics fifty years earlier,
in the final decades of the nineteenth century, a body of scholars had been
constructing models and descriptions of the mechanism of market ex-
change, treating the mechanism as a self-contained and self-regulating
process. Moreover, they traced their ideas back to the work of François
Quesnay or Adam Smith, a century or more before, if not to earlier stud-
ies of “political arithmetick” or the writings of Aristotle.

The answer I propose here is that it was neither. It is not adequate to de-
scribe the economy as a social construction, or an invention of the social
imagination, for such an approach always implies that the object in ques-
tion is a representation, a set of meanings, a particular way of seeing the
world. This kind of analysis leaves the world itself intact. Intentionally or
not, it depends upon maintaining the absolute difference between repre-
sentations and the world they represent, social constructions and the real-
ity they construct. It is an analysis that leaves the economists to carry on

4 / Introduction
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undisturbed, pointing out that they are not concerned with the history of
representations, but with the underlying reality their models represent.

Should we agree, then, that at some level the “economy” was just a
new word—or even a new way of imagining—something that always ex-
isted? That will not do either. The birth of the economy did not occur only
at what is called the level of language or the social imagination. Its arrival
can indeed be traced in the writings of economists such as John Maynard
Keynes; in the organization of a new branch of the discipline, macroeco-
nomics, in relation to which most earlier economic theory was reposi-
tioned as “micro”; in the development of the field known as econometrics,
which attempted the mathematical modeling of the entirety of a nation’s
economic system, and of the techniques known as national income ac-
counting, which presented a statistical enumeration of this totality; and in
numerous other intellectual developments of the 1930s and 1940s.
Equally important to the birth of the economy, however, was a series of
events outside the professional fields of economics and statistics, which
those fields had little or no ability to comprehend. These included the col-
lapse of the international financial system in the interwar period; the do-
mestic crises of the Great Depression; the development of Soviet, New
Deal, fascist, and other forms of state control of production, trade, em-
ployment, and investment; the wartime management of technology, in-
formation, supply, and consumption; and, of particular significance, the
collapse in the years during and on either side of World War II of the
global structure of political and economic affairs formed by the European
and Japanese empires. Out of this series of political implosions, social dis-
integrations, financial failures, and worldwide conflicts emerged this new
object, the economy.

The economy did not come about as a new name for the processes of ex-
change that economists had always studied. It occurred as the reorganiza-
tion and transformation of those and other processes, into an object that
had not previously existed. The crises and forces that brought about this
transformation lay partly in actions economists had always studied, but for
the most part were far wider and more diverse. These “extraeconomic” or-
igins of the economy made possible new forms of value, new kinds of
equivalence, new practices of calculation, new relations between human
agency and the nonhuman, and new distinctions between what was real
and the forms of its representation.

So is the conclusion one should draw that the birth of the economy oc-
curred as a transformation at the material level as much as the level of rep-
resentations? Not at all. If we begin from the assumption that these separate
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levels are something fixed and occur in a given relation to one another, such
a transformation cannot be understood.The distinction between the material
world and its representation is not something we can take as a starting point.
It is an opposition that is made in social practice, and the forms of this oppo-
sition that we take for granted are both comparatively recent and relatively
unstable. In an earlier book, Colonising Egypt, I explored the making of the
modern practices of representation in the colonial politics of the nineteenth
century. In the twentieth century, the time span on which this book is fo-
cused, the economy became arguably the most important set of practices for
organizing what appears as the separation of the real world from its repre-
sentations, of things from their values, of actions from intentions, of an ob-
ject world from the realm of ideas. We take these kinds of distinctions as
something foundational, as the basis on which our ordinary understandings
of social life are built, and as the framework of the modern social sciences.
However, since the mechanisms that set up the separations precede, as we
will see, the separation itself, the foundation is not as stable as it seems. This
problem occurs with special force in the case of the economy, because its or-
ganization and understanding are so dependent on the distinctions in ques-
tion.

I suggested just now that one important contribution to the making of
the economy was the collapse of a global network of European and other
empires. Before the 1930s it would have been difficult to describe some-
thing called the “British economy,” for example, in part because the forms
of trade, investment, currency, power, and knowledge that might be consti-
tuted as an economy were organized on an imperial rather than a national
scale. There was no easy way, therefore, to enclose them within a single
space, to envisage them or organize them as the kind of bounded territorial
entity that the making of an economy required. In fact it may have been at
the level of the colony, rather than the metropolitan power, that this terri-
torial framing of an economy was first possible. Keynes, who was a key fig-
ure in the making of the economy within economics and government,
wrote his first book while employed at the India Office in London, the suc-
cessor to the East India Company, the corporate colonizing power in which
James Mill, Robert Malthus, and John Stuart Mill, three of the leading fig-
ures in nineteenth-century political economy, had all held senior positions.
The book Keynes wrote, Indian Economy and Finance, addressed issues
that were critical to his later formulation of the concept of a national econ-
omy—the state’s control of the circulation of money within a defined geo-
graphical space. There are excellent studies of the role that ruling India
played in the formation of modern British political theory. However, the

6 / Introduction
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question of how far twentieth-century economics also has a colonial ge-
nealogy has been overlooked.

This book examines the making of the economy, and broader questions
about politics and expertise, in a postcolonial context. In common with
other uses of the term, the word “postcolonial” in my title does not refer to
the period after the end of colonialism (an end it might be difficult to lo-
cate). It refers to forms of critical practice that address the significance of
colonialism in the formation and practice of social theory. Colonialism,
from this perspective, was not incidental to the development of the modern
West, nor to the emergence there of new forms of technical expertise, in-
cluding the modern social sciences.

The possibility of social science is based upon taking certain historical ex-
periences of the West as the template for a universal knowledge. Economics
offers a particularly clear illustration of this. Certain forms of social ex-
change, contract law, disposition of property, corporate powers, methods of
calculation, dispossession of labor, relationship between public and private,
organization of information, and government regulation that were formal-
ized in western Europe in the nineteenth century as “market exchange”
were abstracted by economics into the framework of a social science. The
new science ignored the importance of a larger structure of empire in mak-
ing possible these domestic arrangements. At the same time, it presented
these categories and arrangements as a general standard, for both scientific
knowledge and social practice. Every country in the world was now to be
measured and understood in relation to this universal model.

I draw attention to this history not, it should be emphasized, to make
the facile argument of cultural relativism: that economics works in the
West, but since other cultures are different they need their own social sci-
ences. The concepts of the social sciences can always be translated from one
context to another, as Dipesh Chakrabarty reminds us. They can operate
just as well outside the West as within, and just as badly. The formation of
the so-called market practices of the nineteenth century and earlier was, as
I said, a global phenomenon. And a worldwide project involving colonial
government, the colleges of the East India Company, American academic
visitor programs, metropolitan universities, intergovernmental organi-
zations, the Ford Foundation, and other agencies transformed economics
into a global form of knowledge—the term global referring to a widespread
but very thin network of ties and exchanges.

Unlike an argument about cultural relativism, a postcolonial perspec-
tive locates these problems of colonialism, global expansion, and transla-
tion within the history and practice of the science, rather than outside it as
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secondary issues that might be addressed after the science is already
formed. And it examines the reasons for and significance of the silence on
these issues in the scientific field, or their location as something secondary.
Although the offices of the East India Company in London have now
given way to the headquarters of the International Monetary Fund in
Washington, D.C. or the World Trade Organization in Geneva, and the
production and export of technocratic expertise is organized from Ameri-
can university campuses rather than the company’s Haileybury College in
Hertfordshire where Malthus taught, the issues raised by postcolonialism
are no less relevant today—and perhaps more so—than in the days of
Malthus and Mill.

The chapters of this book span both ends of this history, from the apex
of British colonial power in the later decades of the nineteenth century, to
the structural adjustment and financial stabilization programs of the IMF
at the close of the twentieth. All the chapters deal with events in one par-
ticular place, the country of Egypt. This gives an element of continuity, I
hope, to discussions that in other ways are quite diverse. Not all of them
are concerned directly with the question of the economy. The issues I have
just raised emerge in the first two chapters and are addressed directly in the
third, and I look at them again from a variety of contemporary perspectives
in the final three chapters.

The book as a whole examines a wider set of issues concerned, to express
them too abstractly, with problems of social calculation, agency, abstrac-
tion, violence, law, capitalism, and expertise. By writing about these ab-
stract issues in a particular place, I also locate them in particular episodes,
projects, conflicts, and transformations. This is a book of political theory,
but it sets forth a kind of theory that, for reasons that will become clearer,
avoids the method of abstraction from the particular that usually charac-
terizes a work of theory. The theory lies in the complexity of the cases. This
introduction abstracts from these particulars in ways that are misleading,
and perhaps at times opaque. It therefore offers no substitute for what lies
in the chapters themselves.

The first theme to which I want to draw attention is the question of “the
character of calculability.” Borrowed from the German sociologist Georg
Simmel, the phrase provides the title of chapter 3, but the theme is taken
up in several other parts of the book. The economy, I have already sug-
gested, can be understood as a set of practices that puts in place a new pol-
itics of calculation. The practices that form the economy operate, in part, to
establish equivalences, contain circulations, identify social actors or agents,
make quantities and performances measurable, and designate relations of
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control and command. The economy must also, as Michel Callon has ar-
gued, operate as a series of boundaries, distinctions, exceptions, and exclu-
sions. For example, the economy depends upon, and helps establish, bound-
aries between the monetary and the nonmonetary, national and foreign,
consumption and investment, public and private, nature and technology,
tangible and intangible, owner and nonowner, and many more. How are
these boundaries and exceptions made? What calculations do they make
possible? What problems arise and what costs are incurred? These kinds of
questions are explored at several points, from a variety of angles, especially
in the book’s final three chapters dealing with the contemporary period.
Chapter 3 looks back to the first half of the twentieth century, however, to
ask how certain forms of calculability were first formatted.

Great Britain invaded and occupied Egypt in 1882, to put down a popu-
lar revolt against government misrule and European financial control.
After putting an end to the uprising and reestablishing Cairo’s authority
over the countryside, one of Britain’s first preoccupations was a vast proj-
ect of calculation. To reorganize the tax revenues and pay the country’s
debts to European banking houses (emergency measures to pay the debts
had precipitated the revolt), the colonial power set out to determine, for
every square meter of the country’s agricultural land, the owner, the culti-
vator, the quality of the soil, and the proper rate of tax. To collect, organize,
and represent this information, the authorities decided to produce some-
thing never achieved before, a “great land map of Egypt.” The map was in-
tended not just as an instrument of administrative control or geographical
knowledge, but as a means of recording complex statistical information in
a centralized, miniaturized, and visual form. It was to provide not just a di-
agram of reality, but a mechanism for collecting, storing, and manipulating
multiple levels of information.

In recent years the production of maps has often been taken to epito-
mize the character of colonial power, and by extension the power of the
modern state. The map signifies the massive production of knowledge, the
accuracy of calculation, and the entire politics based upon a knowledge of
population and territory that Foucault characterizes as governmentality,
the characteristic power of the modern state. The map can also be said to
prefigure the work of twentieth-century economics, defining a contained
geographical space to be organized later as a national economy, and ad-
dressing issues of statistical information that were to play a central role.

Although the great land map of Egypt was celebrated for its accuracy
and for solving several technical problems in the conduct of large-scale
surveys, its successful completion in 1907 obscured something important.
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The map did not produce a more accurate or detailed knowledge of its ob-
ject than earlier forms of governmental practice. In fact, the calculations
that it was supposed to enable were never quite made possible. What ex-
actly, then, was new about this novel politics of calculation, and from where
did it derive its power and appeal? Chapter 3 opens with these questions,
then relates them to the larger project that emerged in Egypt, as elsewhere,
over the following decades: the making of the national economy.

The question of calculation is related to a second theme I want to iden-
tify, that of human agency. In the social sciences, the ability to calculate
often defines the existence and power of human beings as social agents. In
economics and in parts of other disciplines, social explanation is organized
around the question of the calculations made among individuals, present-
ing particular arrangements or events as the outcome of a sequence of in-
teracting computations. (Conversely, the supposed inability of certain so-
cial actors—peasants, for example—to calculate their situation, as we will
see, provided the justification for an entire politics of social improvement,
and for later programs of technical development.) In chapter 1, I present a
complex story from the mid-twentieth century in which the forms of
agency involved appear to be not only those of humans. A variety of other
forces come in to play. These might be called the forces of technology, dis-
ease, hydraulics, war, nature, chemistry, and several others—except that,
because of the way they interact, it would be difficult to contain them
within any of these categories. One of the things with which they interact,
in different ways, is what we call human intention. The results of the in-
teractions are complex, and in several cases disastrous. As one unravels
these interwoven forces, human agency appears less as a calculating intel-
ligence directing social outcomes and more as the product of a series of al-
liances in which the human element is never wholly in control. Is human
agency a disembodied form of reason, observing, calculating, and reorgan-
izing the world before it? Or is it rather more of a technical body, manu-
factured out of processes that precede the difference between ideas and
things, between human and nonhuman? If so, what consequences follow
for thinking about social explanation, or the logic of history, or for analyz-
ing processes, such as the economic, that are formatted as the outcome of
human calculation?

The issues of agency and calculation raise common questions about the
way the modern world is divided—into objects and ideas, nature and cul-
ture, reality and its representation, the nonhuman and the human. Several
other parts of the book explore these divisions in further ways. In each
case, I am interested in the local methods of organization, the particular po-
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litical techniques, and the novel social practices, that seem to secure this bi-
furcation of the world. In each case, the scale and thoroughness with which
the distinction is set up is quite remarkable. Yet at the same time, on closer
examination, and focusing on the process rather than what is presented as
the end result, the status of the binarism is less certain.

Another variety of this separation, one that plays a critical role in the
making of the economy, is the phenomenon of the rule or the institution.
Economic theory, as I discuss later in the book, depends upon maintaining
a continuous but difficult distinction between the act of exchange and the
formal and informal rules or institutions that structure the exchange. At
the wider scale of the economy as a whole, the same problem arises of dis-
tinguishing between the totality of economic exchanges, whose aggrega-
tion is measured as the economy, and the powers of government, law, sta-
tistical production, and economic knowledge that structure the economic
whole.

In a market economy, a central example of such an institution is the law
of property. Property depends upon a set of rules and sanctions that deter-
mine an individual’s power to dispose of an object in the act of exchange.
The rules also establish his or her power to exclude or limit the claims that
others may make upon that object. In the closing decades of the twentieth
century, there was a significant global movement to reinforce, redefine, and
universalize the rules of property. Egypt was one of many countries in the
world where the privatization of state-owned enterprises, the reform of
corporate and contract law, the reorganization of trade barriers, and ex-
panded claims about the corporate ownership of what is called intellectual
property attempted in different ways to recast and extend the rules of
property. In the final part of the book, I examine some of the difficulties
and questions this project encountered.

The law of property gains its power by appearing as an abstraction. It
seems to stand as a conceptual structure, based not on particular claims or
histories but on “principles true in every country,” in the words of a British
colonial administrator. Chapter 2 explores this issue in the context of a
question about the origin and status of such rules, examining the geneal-
ogy of the law of landed property in Egypt and its relation to the formation
of the larger institutional structure of the modern state. The government
officials and European advisors who helped establish the law considered it
the opposite of the older forms of rule that the modern state replaced,
which appeared to them to rest upon arbitrary decision, the making of ex-
ceptions, and the prerogatives of unrestrained power. (The same distinc-
tions were made at the end of the twentieth century, when the universal
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rules of property and the price mechanism were advocated as a replace-
ment for forms of central command, arbitrary state power, and the irra-
tional allocation of resources that characterized nonmarket political
economies.) The genealogy presented in chapter 2, as well as my later dis-
cussions of the contemporary period, suggest we should be suspicious of
this distinction. Did the establishing of a law of property replace the forms
of arbitrariness, particularism, and force said to characterize the old order?
Or was it rather a process that redistributed, concentrated, and concealed
within itself these negative elements? What role do the negatives that
colonialism or contemporary reform programs claim to banish play in
making possible the rule of law or the market, or the institutionalized
forms of power that accompany that rule?

The discussion of the rule of property and the institutionalization of the
law-state connect with a number of other themes that recur in the book, to
which I will refer briefly. The first is the question of territory. If the mod-
ern state is characterized by what appears as a structure of rules or institu-
tions whose regularity and abstractness separates it from the social order it
governs, it is also distinguished by its territorial character. It seems to ac-
quire a new clarity and absoluteness in its control over a particular geo-
graphical region. The containing of individual political and economic ex-
changes within a framework of rules appears to be matched by the
containment of collective exchanges, movements, values, and identities
within a territorial frame. Frontiers are demarcated as fixed lines, the
movement of population and goods across those lines is controlled in un-
precedented ways, and marginal forms of political life, where allegiance to
the central authority was graduated or variable, increasingly give way to
more uniform and rigorous methods of control. These are issues raised in
chapter 2, but their discussion continues at several further points, includ-
ing chapters 6 and 7. These discussions relate the production or material-
ization of territoriality both to the possibility of making the economy and
to the power to make rules, technics, or institutions appear separate from
the supposedly material world they govern.

The production of this new territorial power also makes possible the
making of the nation. It is often forgotten that the modern state that
emerged in the Lower Nile valley in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies was not yet a national state. Cairo and its hinterland were ruled as
part of the Ottoman Empire, and although Ottoman sovereignty was in-
creasingly tenuous, especially after the British occupation, the link with Is-
tanbul was not formally ended until the eve of the Empire’s collapse, in
1914. Even beyond that moment, until the Ottoman defeat in World War
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I, Ottomanism remained the larger context of local political identity, espe-
cially after 1913, when military modernizers led by Jamal Pasha and Enver
Pasha took power in Istanbul. After the war the British reorganized the
local Ottoman dynasty in Cairo as a national monarchy, and saw their own
control reduced by the measures of partial independence they were forced
to negotiate with a new constitutional government in 1922 and 1936. In
the course of these events a national politics emerged, but the tensions be-
tween nationalism, monarchism, and colonialism—and broader popular
pressures that none of these could represent—ended in a military coup in
1952 that brought an end to both the British and the monarchy, and en-
abled a fuller measure of national independence.

It is a minor but indicative fact that the first two leaders of postindepen-
dence Egypt, men born in the final months of the Ottoman Empire in 1918,
had been named by their fathers after the two Ottoman generals, Jamal and
Enver. The governments of Jamal Abdul Nasser and Anwar Sadat helped
complete the recasting of local history as the history of an Egyptian nation,
so the wider Ottoman past, and the alternative futures it had contained,
were forgotten or overwritten by the newer identities of pan-Arabism. The
idea of Egypt as a nation was projected back into the nineteenth century,
and the nineteenth-century rulers of Cairo were transformed into proto-
nationalists. History, once again, could be understood as the unfolding of a
singular logic—the awakening of a nation into the universal consciousness
of modernity.

Making the nation was not a project completed in the earlier part of the
century, for the nation is an identity that must be continually remade. Na-
tional history is something taught in schools and inculcated in the forms of
public culture, but it is also performed in the lives of ordinary citizens. In
Egypt, the performance of the past involved questions of the relationship
of Cairo’s political elites to the West, and at the same time their relation-
ship to their own wider society, especially the mass of people known as
“the peasantry.” Chapter 6 considers the struggle over defining the na-
tion’s past, examined through two interconnected episodes involving a vil-
lage in southern Egypt. What happens when the politics of making con-
temporary Egypt works through the making of its national past? Through
what forms of politics, expertise, violence, and resistance does the identity
of a nation get made?

Nationalism and violence lead back to the question I raised at the start
about the logic of history. Throughout the book I am concerned with the
question of how one can relate what happens in a particular place to what
we call the global forces of modernity, of science and technology, and of the
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expansion of capitalism. Chapter 1, for example, examines a series of seem-
ingly global forces—technology, science, imperial power, and capitalism—
and asks how one might understand the working of these different forces
in a way that avoids lending to any one of them a logic, energy, and coher-
ence it did not have. In particular, I consider how one might write about
capitalism or the economic without attributing to them an internal ration-
ality, an element of sameness, or an inherent power that is then given the
credit for what happened.

I also explore in different parts of the book how the logic or rationality at-
tributed to modernity, the market, law, science, technology, or capitalism
tends to produce a certain restricted understanding of violence. Violence is
thought of as the opposite of these forms of reason or logic. It usually ap-
pears to belong to nature, or to the forms of reaction against the more uni-
versal logics of history. Such reactive violence is a perennial theme in discus-
sions of the countryside: the violence of the peasantry, its resistance to
change, and its reluctance to accept authority, whether expressed in great re-
bellions or in everyday forms of refusal. Chapter 5, for example, deals with a
brief period in the mid-1960s when battles for political control at the center of
state power were also fought in the villages. Events in the Egyptian country-
side coincided with the arrival of a new generation of American social sci-
ence, focused for the first time on the non-Western world. New fields such as
peasant studies, a form of expertise whose genealogy is examined in chapter
4, had been built up by the 1960s, and the questions of violence, disorder, and
change in the countryside were a major concern. Chapter 5 examines how
these new forms of expertise addressed the issue of rural violence. It explores
how the logics of social science translated the question of violence into a re-
active, backward, irrational, and often invisible force.

Similar issues are raised in a different way in the last three chapters of
the book, where I examine the contemporary politics of national develop-
ment, foreign expertise, and economic reform. I show how the outcome of
the reform programs was not the forms of market relations or capitalist de-
velopment promised by the reformers, but a complex rearrangement of so-
cial practices driven by a series of different and intersecting logics. I ask
about the dangers of talking about this kind of transformation in terms of
the rationality and power of capital, the market, or, in the language of the
1990s, globalization. Rather than contributing further to the impression
that these forces have the coherence, energy, and logic they claim for them-
selves, I argue the need for a more careful consideration of what can be
learned from the rather more violent and unpredictable interactions these
terms are used to describe.
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A final theme is the one from which the book takes its title. In each of
the chapters that follow, we encounter modern forms of expertise. We meet
the engineers who built the Aswan Dam, the administrators who defined
the law of property, the scientists and public hygienists who attacked epi-
demic disease, the surveyors who made the Great Map, the political scien-
tists who diagnosed rural politics, the experts who confirmed the irra-
tionality and violence of the peasant, and a series of development
practitioners and economists who devised programs of financial aid and
economic restructuring. From the opening of the twentieth century to its
close, the politics of national development and economic growth was a pol-
itics of techno-science, which claimed to bring the expertise of modern en-
gineering, technology, and social science to improve the defects of nature,
to transform peasant agriculture, to repair the ills of society, and to fix the
economy.

Three questions run through my examination of modern techno-
politics. First, how do the binarisms fixed in place in modern politics open
up the distance that requires and enables this expertise: in a particular way
of writing about the peasant, for example, in a form of development prac-
tice that treats Egypt as an object laid out like a map, or in hydraulic engi-
neering projects that reorganize the river Nile and transform the distri-
bution of power, technology, and information across countryside? In each
case, the place and the claims of expertise are constituted in the separation
that seems to open up, opposing nature to technology, reality to its repre-
sentation, objects to their value, and the economy to the science of eco-
nomics. Second, if those separations, as the book argues, are not what they
seem, if they occur not as fundamental oppositions but as uncertain forms
of difference constituted, and at the same time undermined, in the political
process, how is the expertise actually formed? What can we learn from its
difficult and divided genealogy? Third, if these separations allow reason to
rule, and allow history to be organized as the unfolding of a locationless
logic, how does expertise attach itself to this logic? What strategies, struc-
tures, and silences transform the expert into a spokesperson for what 
appear as the forces of development, the rules of law, the progress of
modernity, or the rationality of capitalism?
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19

1 Can the Mosquito Speak?

In the summer of 1942 two forces invaded Egypt, and each provoked a de-
cisive battle. Only one of the two was human, so only that one is remem-
bered, although the casualties in the other battle were greater. On the
northwest coast, Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Corps crossed the border from
Libya and was halted on its march toward Cairo by the British Eighth
Army at al-Alamein. Four months later the British counterattacked. After
a two-week tank battle they routed the German and Italian forces, whom
they outnumbered in men and tanks by more than two to one. Al-Alamein
was the Allies’ first decisive land victory in World War II and, along with
the Soviet victory a month later at Stalingrad, appeared to turn the tide of
the war. No count of the casualties was possible given the scale of violence
and the disarray among the defeated forces, but somewhere between fifty
and seventy thousand soldiers may have been killed, wounded, or missing.1

Long after the armies moved on, moreover, the battle continued to claim its
victims. Al-Alamein marked the first use of land mines as a major weapon
of war. It was responsible for three-quarters of the twenty-three million
uncleared mines Egypt accumulated in the twentieth century, the largest
number of any country in the world.2

Meanwhile, at the other end of the country another invader arrived, de-
scending down the Nile valley from Sudan: the Anopheles gambiae, a
mosquito native to sub-Saharan Africa but previously unknown in Egypt.
The gambiae mosquito carried in its stomach the malignant form of the
malaria parasite, Plasmodium falciparum.3 Other species of malarial mos-
quitoes existed in Egypt, but these carried a more benign form of malaria
and were confined to small pockets in the north, where the local population
had developed a degree of immunity. There were no local defenses against
Plasmodium falciparum. The first reports of an outbreak of gambiae
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malaria came in March 1942 from the villages of Nubia, the country lying
across Egypt’s southern border with Sudan. The epidemic reached Aswan
by July and Luxor by August, then continued north to Asyut, the largest
city in the south. As at al-Alamein, the number of victims was unknown
and unknowable. It was estimated that three-quarters of a million people
may have contracted the disease in the three years of the epidemic, and be-
tween one and two hundred thousand died.4

I first heard about the 1942 malaria invasion in 1989 from a man named
[Amm Ibrahim, who lived in a village near Luxor where I was spending
time.5 Then in his eighties, he was the most informed narrator of the his-
tory of the village, and the story of the malaria epidemic was always the
most vivid part of his narrative. It killed one-third of the village, he used to
say, and there were not enough healthy men left alive even to carry the
dead. People were hauled to their graves on the back of a camel.

The war and the epidemic interacted with a third threat to the country,
a severe wartime shortage of food. The shortage had complex causes of its
own. In 1933 the dam across the river Nile at Aswan, built at the turn of
the century, had been increased in height, completing a network of dams,
barrages, and canals begun in the mid-nineteenth century that converted
most of the country’s agricultural land to year-round irrigation.6 Only
one-fifth of the Nile valley was now irrigated by the river’s annual flood,
which in the past had fertilized the soil by depositing a layer of silt and nu-
trients. The other four-fifths required chemical fertilizers.7 By the end of
the 1930s Egyptian farmers were using 600,000 tons of fertilizer a year—
mostly the new artificial nitrates—at the highest rate per cultivated area in
the world.8 An international cartel among chemical manufacturers had as-
signed 80 percent of the Egyptian market to a consortium led by the Ger-
man business group I. G. Farben, one of whose companies had invented the
process for synthesizing ammonium nitrate.9 These supplies were cut off
by the outbreak of war.

The lack of fertilizer caused the yield of wheat and other crops to drop by
as much as a quarter.The government introduced food rationing to supply the
cities and the British troops, and introduced fertilizer rationing and acreage
controls to force landowners to switch half the country’s cotton fields to the
cultivation of food.10 In the far south, however, the main commercial crop was
sugarcane rather than cotton, for which no controls were introduced. The
owners of the cane plantations extended the crop’s acreage by as much as 30
percent during the war, exacerbating the shortage of staple foods in the region
hit by gambiae malaria (and increasing the breeding grounds for mosqui-
toes).11 In the second year of the malaria epidemic casualties were much
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higher, since many households had been too sick to harvest the previous
year’s food crop and were weakened by famine and malnutrition.The highest
casualty rates were recorded among the workers on the sugar estates.12 At one
of the largest cane plantations, a few miles south of Luxor, the manager esti-
mated that malaria affected 80 to 90 percent of the people, and the doctor in
the nearby town of Armant reported eighty to ninety deaths a day.13

The elements combining to cause the disaster of 1942–44 represented some
of the most powerful transformations of the twentieth century. First, there
was the damming of the river. The building of the original barrage at Aswan
in 1898–1902 helped inaugurate around the world an era of engineering on
a new scale. Schemes to block the flow of large rivers were to become the
century’s largest construction projects. Dams were unique in the scope and
manner in which they altered the distribution of resources across space and
time, among entire communities and ecosystems. They offered more than
just a promise of agricultural development or technical progress. For many
postcolonial governments, this ability to rearrange the natural and social
environment became a means to demonstrate the strength of the modern
state as a techno-economic power.14 Second, there were the synthetic chem-
icals. The manufacture of artificial nitrates introduced a transformation
even greater than the building of dams. From the largely synthetic-free
world of 1925, the production of new chemicals, led by nitrates, grew at a
phenomenal rate. In the United States output increased tenfold in each de-
cade. By the 1980s there were four million synthetic chemicals in produc-
tion, sixty thousand of which were in common use.This transformation had
an impact at the level of the cell and the organism to rival that of dams at
the national level.15 Third, there was malaria, which took advantage of irri-
gation schemes, population movements, and changes in agriculture to be-
come the world’s most deadly infectious disease. Plasmodium falciparum
represented only 30 percent of clinical malaria cases but was responsible for
up to 90 percent of the deaths. It was so widespread that no one could agree
even to the nearest million how many lives it was taking each year.16 Fi-
nally, there was the war. Al-Alamein was remembered as the first great
mechanized conflict, in which the German panzers, used in new kinds of tac-
tical combination with antitank guns and aircraft, engaged the larger Grant
and Sherman tanks. Yet the battle front was so narrow, and the German and
Italian machinery so short of fuel and ammunition, that the two-week bat-
tle was fought at close quarters, like a battle of World War I. It epitomized a
new and lethal interaction of man and machine.
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Dams, blood-borne parasites, synthetic chemicals, mechanized war, and
man-made famine coincided and interacted. It is not surprising to find dis-
ease brought by environmental transformation, industrial chemistry
shaped by military needs, or war accompanied by famine. Nevertheless,
their interaction presents a challenge. How exactly did tanks and parasites
and synthetic nitrates affect one another? What kind of explanation can
bring them together?

The war and the epidemic interacted on several levels. At the outbreak of
hostilities Britain had reimposed martial law on Egypt, after the country
had enjoyed almost two decades of partial independence from the colonial
occupation established in 1882. The authorities censored reporting of the
malaria epidemic, hoping to contain it in the south. Already preparing to
evacuate Cairo in case Rommel broke through at al-Alamein, the British
were unwilling to divert men and resources from the north to meet the in-
vader from the south. This helped the gambiae mosquito advance. The
British also faced a shortage of quinine, the only treatment against the in-
fection, for in the same month that gambiae malaria was reported in Nubia
the Japanese had occupied Java, cutting off the Dutch cinchona plantations
whose trees supplied the drug to Europe.17 So the Egyptian Ministry of
Health was left to launch its own antimalaria campaign. Its eradication
teams attacked the disease vector—the mosquito—rather than the parasite
itself, spreading Malariol, diesel oil mixed with a spreading agent, on pools
of standing water. The oil formed a film on the water surface, which pre-
vented the mosquito larvae from hatching. Malariol tended to go missing,
however, since irrigation pumps could use the diesel oil as fuel, which the
war had made it difficult to obtain. The eradication teams later replaced it
with Paris green, a mixture of arsenic powder and copper acetate used orig-
inally as a painters’ pigment, which proved a more reliable larvicide, or at
least one less liable to be taken over for other purposes.

The war may even have brought the epidemic. The anopheles mosquito
has a range of only two miles, so to reach Egypt it needed vectors of its own.
One view was that it must have arrived by airplane, a mode of travel not un-
usual for mosquitoes. German air and submarine attacks had made the
Mediterranean unsafe, so the British were flying a new supply route to
Cairo via West Africa and Sudan. But the hostilities may also have enabled
the mosquito to reach Egypt by boat. The war had increased river traffic
with Sudan, and the building and raising of the Aswan Dam had created
new breeding places for the insect along the route. Once in Egypt, the mos-
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quito continued to travel north, moving by boat, train, and motorcar.To pre-
vent its movement, these vehicles were treated by a new technique, the
pyrethrum spray, developed over the previous decade to combat a major
outbreak of malaria in Natal Province on the east coast of South Africa—
like Upper Egypt, a region producing sugarcane. Pyrethrum powder, made
of the dried flowers of the pyrethrum variety of chrysanthemum and some-
times burned to fumigate houses against insects, was mixed with green soap
and glycerine and then forced through the spray nozzle of a stirrup pump,
making a fine poisonous mist that killed the adult mosquitoes.18

Disease often moves with the changing movements of people, and mod-
ern war causes large numbers to find routes outside existing networks of
trade and migration. But having taken advantage of new kinds of transport
and traffic routes, the insect also needed ways to establish itself by coloniz-
ing new territory and populations. The patterns of war and transportation
had to intersect with other developments, in particular changing hydraulics.
In the same years that the gambiae mosquito began to move north from
equatorial Africa along the Upper Nile valley, it also crossed the Atlantic to
the coast of Brazil. In both Brazil and the Upper Nile the mosquito took ad-
vantage of recent irrigation works and changed patterns of water use. In the
case of the Nile, the British had extended the control of the river at Aswan
by constructing further storage reservoirs in the Anglo-Egyptian-occupied
Sudan. Dams were completed across the Blue Nile at Sennar, two hundred
miles south of Khartoum, the Sudanese capital, in 1925, and across the
White Nile at Jabal Aulia, thirty miles above Khartoum, in 1937. These
projects were followed by reports of new levels of endemic disease, includ-
ing schistosomiasis (a parasitic worm infection carried by an aquatic snail
that would eventually affect all of Egypt, and whose treatment later intro-
duced another endemic infection, hepatitis C, in possibly the world’s largest
transmission of blood-borne pathogens from medical intervention) as well
as malaria.19 The linking together of the river control projects enabled the
mosquito to jump barriers from one region to the next. The accompanying
cultivation based on perennial irrigation created many breeding places
among a thicker population of human hosts that often lived much closer to
the water now that flooding no longer occurred in many areas. The engi-
neers who built the irrigation works had not considered the possibility that
snails or mosquitoes would make use of their work to move, or that certain
parasites would travel with these hosts, or that devastating consequences
would ensue. In a private report in 1942, however, the British acknowledged
that the surest way to restore the health of the Egyptian population would
be to destroy the dams and return to basin irrigation.20
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The irrigation works led to other unexpected effects. The damming of
the river altered the distribution and timing of its flow, as well as the tem-
perature and chemistry of the water. This affected the riverbed and banks,
altering the character of the riverine environment. Microorganisms and
plants dependent on the balance of the river’s ebb and flood disappeared,
while other, more aggressive species took advantage of the change. Curly
pondweed, or Potamogeton crispus, one of the most invasive aquatic
plants, began to form large islands of weed, which the river’s current car-
ried in clumps downstream. An Egyptian malaria expert established that
the Anopheles gambiae in turn made use of the pondweed, which trans-
ported the larvae of the mosquito from one breeding area to the next.21

If the gambiae mosquito benefited from the changes in the flow and
chemistry of the Nile, its parasite, needing human bodies for reproduction,
was also able to take advantage. As a spore-forming parasite, the plasmod-
ium did not set out to kill its human victims, but entered their bodies
merely to complete its unusual life cycle. Transferred by the bite of the fe-
male mosquito, the young spores take up residence for about a week in the
cells of the victim’s liver. Each spore then bursts apart and releases into the
bloodstream up to forty thousand offspring, which feed off the blood’s cell
hemoglobin and multiply into further offspring, some of which assume
separate male and female forms. The explosive reproduction is not in-
tended to kill the victim, but to ensure that with the bite of another mos-
quito a number of spores are ingested back into the stomach of the insect,
where they fertilize and complete the reproductive cycle. However, the ma-
lignant form of the parasite brought by the new invader to southern Egypt
makes the red blood cells of its victims particularly sticky, clogging the ar-
teries and depriving the body of oxygen. Most victims survive after a se-
vere fever, which ensures that the parasite still has hosts in which to live.
But if the brain or another vital organ is deprived of oxygen, the unwilling
host can die.

In Upper Egypt the plasmodium found a population with no immune
response to interrupt its infection cycle, for it was a new arrival. It also
found a population whose bodies had been transformed by the sugar in-
dustry. From the 1920s Egypt’s newly independent government was for
the first time able to protect local manufacturing, in particular sugar pro-
duction, the country’s oldest and largest modern industry. Price protection
against the global market in the 1930s and 1940s combined with the irri-
gation work supported the extension of cultivation. Perennial irrigation
and cane cultivation reduced the fertility of the soil and the land available
for food production. When the war interrupted the supply of artificial fer-
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tilizer, these factors combined to make the people of southern Egypt far
more vulnerable to the plasmodium parasite. In contrast to the badly nour-
ished residents of southern Egypt, none of the government officials, medi-
cal workers, or eradication teams, nor the wealthy women from Cairo who
launched a charity relief operation in the south, lost their lives in the epi-
demic.22 Furthermore, reports from Brazil indicate that sugarcane juice,
which those working on sugar plantations consumed on site by breaking
and chewing the cane, can worsen the effects of malaria.23 Thus on several
levels the parasite found that sugar had left the bodies it encountered less
able to resist infection. The chemistry of the epidemic operated at the level
of the nation and of the cell.

The fertilizer shortage that contributed to malnutrition also repre-
sented the interaction of forces on several levels. After German nitrate sup-
plies were cut off by the war, there was a larger reason why alternative
sources of chemical fertilizer could not be found. Natural supplies of am-
monium nitrate were available in only one place in the world, the Atacama
Desert in Chile, and the U.S. processing companies operating there could
supply Egypt with only small amounts. Along with the manufacturers of
artificial nitrates, they were using their fertilizer factories for a more ur-
gent purpose. Ammonium nitrate provided the main ingredient for two
chemically similar but socially different processes, each concerned with life
and death: the fertilizing of crops and the making of high explosives. Eu-
rope and America had converted their fertilizer plants to the manufacture
of wartime ammunition. The lack of nitrates for Egyptian agriculture, and
the consequent food crisis that left much of the population undernour-
ished, was due not only to the loss of a particular source of supplies. The
chemical powers of the nitrates contributed to the course of events.

Finally, war provided the method used to defeat the epidemic, for
pyrethrum sprays and Paris green were not enough. After the first winter
of the epidemic the government declared the gambiae mosquito eradicated,
but in 1943–44 there was a second and much more severe outbreak. Part of
the problem was that the eradication campaign, influenced by current pub-
lic health concerns about the unhealthiness of stagnant water, had concen-
trated on the large standing pools often found on the edges of villages,
whereas this particular mosquito was willing to breed in the smallest
ditches and irrigation channels and in the borrow pits left by the construc-
tion of railway embankments, which were not associated with disease and
were often overlooked.24

The Egyptian government was able to turn for help to a new form of
transnational secular body, the nonprofit corporation. Early in the century,
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U.S. military expansion in the Caribbean, in particular the building of the
Panama Canal, had encouraged extensive efforts to control mosquitoes,
which carried both malaria and yellow fever. (Ferdinand de Lesseps, the
man who organized the construction of the Suez Canal, had been the first
to attempt to dig a canal across the Isthmus of Panama, but in 1889 was
forced to abandon the ten-year effort, in part because of deaths from these
two diseases.) In 1915, the year after the canal’s completion, the newly es-
tablished Rockefeller Foundation took over the mosquito campaign from
the U.S. army and launched a worldwide program to study and control the
two mosquito-borne diseases. Thus the global movements of the mosquito
gave shape to a transnational corporate philanthropy.

Yellow fever was a more immediate concern than malaria, for it threatened
to use the Panama Canal to cross into the Pacific. Rockefeller set up a program
in Brazil to eliminate the disease from the coastal areas of South America.25

The leader of the campaign, Dr. Fred Soper, developed eradication methods
based on modern warfare, in which “brigades” of uniformed men armed with
spray guns went on search and destroy missions. Disease was to be defeated
not by improved social conditions or medical intervention but by the physical
elimination of the enemy species. Detailed maps and index cards recorded the
location of houses to be searched, the discovery of each mosquito, and the
routes and timing of missions to spray or dump the chemicals. With its focus
on yellow fever, the Rockefeller Foundation headquarters in New York was not
interested in reports that the gambiae mosquito had reached Brazil. However,
Soper saw in the arrival of the new and relatively well contained Anopheles
gambiae an ideal opportunity to demonstrate his technical methods. He orga-
nized a campaign in 1938 that eradicated gambiae malaria by the early 1940s.
The success made Soper the world’s most influential malaria expert, able to re-
shape tactics and lay down the new methods of total species eradication, meth-
ods that were not seriously challenged for another fifty years.26

In November 1942, in coordination with the British offensive at al-
Alamein, the United States entered the Mediterranean war, landing troops in
French North Africa. Disease was again a concern, but in this case it was ty-
phus, which had killed tens of thousands of soldiers in World War I. To de-
velop ways to protect its forces, Washington set up a Typhus Commission
with its headquarters in Cairo. Fred Soper of the Rockefeller Foundation was
seconded to the commission and sent to Egypt. As in Brazil, his arrival on an
unrelated mission coincided with an outbreak of gambiae malaria.27 The in-
tersecting networks of U.S. philanthropic and military power had once again
brought Soper and the gambiae mosquito together. He drew up a plan for a
military-style eradication campaign, but the British authorities, objecting to
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this introduction of an American influence into Egyptian politics, forced the
government to shelve the plan. When the epidemic reemerged in 1943–44,
the British began to fear that it threatened the population centers and troop
concentrations of the north. They agreed that the Egyptians should appoint
“a sort of malaria dictator” to organize a campaign against the disease (the
word “dictator” was in vogue in those days).28 They were forced to drop their
earlier objections and allow the Egyptian government to follow the Brazilian
model of eradication, advised by Soper.29 The Egyptian teams finally identi-
fied and destroyed the last gambiae larvae in February 1945, a few kilometers
to the south of [Amm Ibrahim’s village near Luxor.

The chain of events in Egypt seems to create a triangle, formed by the in-
terconnection of war, disease, and agriculture. War in the Mediterranean
diverted attention and resources from an epidemic arriving from the south,
brought by mosquitoes that took advantage of wartime traffic. The insect
also moved with the aid of the prewar irrigation projects and the ecological
transformations those brought about. The irrigation works made water
available for industrial crops but left agriculture dependent upon artificial
fertilizers. The ammonium nitrate used on the soil was the main ingredi-
ent in the manufacture of explosives and was diverted for the needs of war.
Deprived of fertilizer the fields produced less food, so the parasite carried
by the mosquito found its human hosts malnourished and killed them at
the rate of hundreds a day.

The chain is in fact more than a triangle. The connections between a war,
an epidemic, and a famine depended upon connections between rivers, dams,
fertilizers, food webs, and, as we will see, several additional links and inter-
actions. What seems remarkable is the way the properties of these various
elements interacted. They were not just separate historical events affecting
one another at the social level. The linkages among them were hydraulic,
chemical, military, political, etiological, and mechanical. No one writing
about Egypt in this period describes this interaction. There are studies of
military tactics, irrigation methods, Anglo-Egyptian relations, hydraulic en-
gineering, parasites, the sugar industry, and peasants. But there are no ac-
counts that take seriously how these elements interact. It is as if the ele-
ments are somehow incommensurable. They seem to involve very different
forces, agents, elements, spatial scales, and temporalities.30 They shape one
another, yet their heterogeneity offers a resistance to explanation.

The resistance may have something to do with the mixing of natural and
social worlds. Chemical and biological processes are surely of a different
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order than military and political forces. Each of these processes and forces
has its own science, which identifies the agents, time lines, geo-spatial scales,
and modes of interaction appropriate to its analysis. This tends to leave each
of them isolated in their separate sciences. The isolation may be appropriate
for the task of a particular science or technical expertise, but its limitations
are striking as soon as one begins to ask about the kinds of interactions I
have described. Since those interactions belong, as I suggested, to some of
the most profound transformations of the modern era, this presents a prob-
lem for social science. Instead of developing the kinds of analysis that might
address these interactions, responding to the techno-scientific transforma-
tions of the twentieth century, social theory is still largely trapped in the
methods and divisions of labor of the nineteenth century.

There are two characteristics of social explanation relevant to this prob-
lem. First, social theory typically operates by relating particular cases to a
larger pattern or process. Events in a place like Egypt are explained as the
local occurrence of something more general, or an exception to what gen-
erally occurs, or a particular variation in the general range of possibilities.
In some of the social sciences this aim is quite explicit, expressed in rules of
method and styles of writing. In others it is implicit but still at work, for
example in historical scholarship, in which the narrative may focus on a
specific context but draws its structure and relevance from an implied com-
parison with other, more general cases. Inevitably the generic case in such
accounts is the history of Europe or the West, and the particulars of what
happened outside Europe are explained as replicas of Europe’s history, or
variations from that historical pattern, or alternatives to it.31 In studies of
Egypt, for example, events like those I have been describing fit into a vari-
ety of larger narratives: the story of the nation and its development, the
growth of new social classes and other national actors, and the rise of the
modern state, often placed in the context of the development of capitalism,
the expansion of Europe, or the global history of modernity. The story
takes it shape from the way it fits into a sovereign narrative told about
every place, the story of rationalization, technological and social progress,
the growth and transformation of production, and the universalization of
the culture and power of the West. This assumption of a universal arma-
ture is the foundation that makes social theory possible. The development
of forms of explanation placing particular events into a universal frame-
work coincided, of course, with a quite palpable expansion of Western
power, wealth, and technical knowledge. The issue is not whether such ex-
pansion occurred, but its relationship to the grounds on which social the-
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ory is built. The universal to which social theory aspires is a category
founded within and expressed by the particular history of the West.

The second feature of social explanation follows from the first: all the
actors are human. The protagonists of the history of the nation, of moder-
nity, of capitalism, are people. Human beings are the agents around whose
actions and intentions the story is written. This is necessarily the case, for
it is the intentionality or rationality of human agents that gives the expla-
nation its logic and enables particular cases to fit as instances of something
general. The general or universal aspect of events that social theory at-
tempts to identify occurs precisely as the spread of this human reason,
technical knowledge, or collective consciousness. By contrast, although the
river Nile is transnational, and anopheles mosquitoes are quite global, their
generality is not the same as that of capitalism, the idea of the nation, or
modern science. The Nile is not considered an abstraction, nor is the 
mosquito experienced as an expression of the universal.

The result of these two features of social theory is that in the explanation
of events one always knows in advance who the protagonists are. Emile
Durkheim once described the resistance that nature offers to understanding
compared to the ease with which society is explained. “While the scientist
who studies physical nature is very keenly aware of the resistance it offers
him, and which he has so much difficulty in overcoming, the sociologist
seems to move in a sphere perfectly transparent to his view, so great is the
ease with which the most obscure questions are resolved.”32 What is this
ease, this transparency? It arises in part from having already decided who
counts as an agent. It is not that social analysis necessarily ignores disease,
agriculture, chemicals, or technology, but that these are externals—nature,
tools, obstacles, resources—whose role is essentially passive. Even on the
occasions when they are given a more independent force, there is still a fun-
damental divide between human agency and the nonhuman elements.

Social science is always founded upon a categorical distinction between
the ideality of human intentions and purposes and the object world upon
which these work, and which in turn may affect them. There is little room
to examine the ways they emerge together in a variety of combinations, or
how so-called human agency draws its force by attempting to divert or at-
tach itself to other kinds of energy or logic. No explanation grounded in
the universalizing force of human projects and intentions can explore
whether the very possibility of the human, of intentionality, of abstraction
depends on, at the same time as it overlooks, nonhuman elements. These
appear merely physical, secondary, and external.
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If the web of events in wartime Egypt offers a certain resistance to ex-
planation, part of the reason may be that it includes a variety of agencies
that are not exclusively human: the anopheles mosquito, the falciparum
parasite, the chemical properties of ammonium nitrate, the 75mm guns of
the Sherman tank, the hydraulic force of the river, and one or two more to
be introduced shortly. These do not just interact with the activities of
human agents. They make possible a world that somehow seems the out-
come of human rationality and programming. They shape a variety of so-
cial processes, sometimes according to human plans, but just as often not,
or at least not quite. How is it, we need to ask, that forms of rationality,
planning, expertise, and profit arise from this effect?

In social theory there is an important exception to the rule that human
action is put at the center and the external world is treated as an arena for
such action rather than the source of forms of agency and power. It is found
in the work of Marx. For Marx, individual capitalists are to be understood
not as agents in their own right, but as those who personify the power of
capital. The “main-spring” that powers the movement of capitalist history
is not human intention but the expansion of value through the exchange of
commodities, in particular the exchange of labor power. An individual pos-
sessor of money becomes a capitalist, Marx writes, when this expansion of
capital through exchange becomes his subjective aim. He then “functions
as a capitalist, that is, as capital personified and endowed with conscious-
ness and a will.”33 Thus Marx understands capital as something twofold. It
arises from the circulation of money, the development of technical pro-
cesses, and particular patterns of commodity exchange and power relation.
Yet these material processes acquire a quasi-human form. Through ex-
change, the powers of objects take on a consciousness and a will. Most
analyses that draw on Marx move quite quickly over this idea. The ability
of certain historical actors to personify the force of capital is easily taken
for granted. There might be disagreement over which particular actors
achieve this role, and how successfully they accomplish it. But what does it
mean for capital to become personified? How exactly do nonhuman things
or processes form this hybrid with the consciousness of humans? What
does it mean to think of capital as something whose power depends on
being simultaneously human and nonhuman? Marx, as Derrida says, was
“one of the first thinkers of technics,” the first to grapple with the hybrids
of man-machine, capital-consciousness, automatism-will.34 His writing
grasped that human consciousness is an artifactual body, even if in the end
he always wanted to ground his critique of consciousness in absolute dis-
tinctions between real and abstract, presence and representation, object and
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value, labor and ideas. These are distinctions whose apparent stability we
must explore. How is the ambivalent relation between the nonhuman and
the human, or the real and the abstract, constituted? How are the irre-
ducible exchanges or tensions between the two resolved in modern politics
into so simple an opposition?

To begin this task, we need to find a capitalist, someone who can function
in our story as capital personified. Fortunately there is such a capitalist
available, and a big one. As it happens he had a large house on the same
plantation at Armant mentioned above, where eighty or ninety workers a
day were dying of malaria. He was, it will be no surprise to learn, the plan-
tation’s owner. Ahmad [Abbud also controlled the processing mill five hun-
dred yards down the river, together with the eighteen other large sugar
factories in Egypt that made up the country’s sugar industry, and he was
one of the most powerful figures in Egyptian business and politics.35

Trained as an engineer at the University of Glasgow, he had worked on ir-
rigation schemes in Ottoman Iraq before World War I and on the railway
system in Syria and Palestine during the war. He started business in Egypt
in 1924 by obtaining a contract to dredge and maintain the new govern-
ment-financed irrigation canals, his wealth expanding with the expansion
of the public irrigation system.36 His construction company worked on in-
creasing the height of the Aswan Dam in 1929–33 and other large state
projects. Like a handful of other successful entrepreneurs, he used these lu-
crative government contracts and concessions to move into other business
sectors, including shipping, public transport, real estate, trade, and banking.
He joined Egypt’s new class of big landowners by acquiring the six-
thousand-acre sugar plantation at Armant, and in 1939 took control of the
Egyptian Sugar Company, the country’s oldest and largest industrial ven-
ture, which enjoyed a state-protected monopoly over the processing of raw
cane and the sale and export of sugar.37 By the outbreak of World War II, as
his business empire moved its headquarters into Cairo’s first high-rise
structure, the eighteen-story Immobilia Building, [Abbud controlled one of
just two or three family-based entrepreneurial groups competing to mo-
nopolize large sectors of the country’s finance, trade, transportation, and
industry. Following the war, the international press was to rank him as one
of the ten richest men in the world.38

The growth of [Abbud’s empire depended upon his making and remak-
ing circuits of political and social power. In February 1942 the British
forced the appointment of an Egyptian government led by the Wafd party,
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which had earlier negotiated the country’s partial independence from
Britain and seemed its most reliable wartime ally. Through a business as-
sociation with the Wakil family, cotton merchants and landowners whose
daughter Zaynab was married to the Wafdist prime minister, [Abbud
reestablished earlier ties with the Wafd, began to finance its activities, and
helped put his allies and business associates in control. Three months after
the party took power, [Abd al-Wahid al-Wakil, a brother of [Abbud’s busi-
ness partner, was made minister of health, just as the ministry received the
first news of the arrival of gambiae malaria.39 At the same time [Abbud se-
cured the dismissal of the Wafd’s new minister of finance, who had tried to
introduce sugar rationing (and to prosecute the Wakils for the wartime
smuggling of cotton textiles).40 The minister’s removal gave [Abbud’s
sugar monopoly a free hand to negotiate a lucrative deal with the British.
As the negotiations neared completion in February 1943, the British am-
bassador spent six weeks visiting [Abbud and his Scottish-born wife
Jemima at their spacious red-tiled villa on the sugar estate (a long antici-
pated trip that became a “nightmare” after the ambassador suffered a dan-
gerous fever and [Abbud was twice almost killed, first in a plane crash and
then in a driving accident when his horse bolted and threw him against a
brick wall).41 Following the stay [Abbud concluded his “thief’s bargain,” as
the disgruntled British called it in private, agreeing to sell the British mili-
tary authorities his company’s “surplus” stock of sugar (at a moment of
famine on the sugar estates) for a considerable profit. The deal also gave
[Abbud scarce supplies of fertilizer, officially earmarked for other crops, to
use on the sugar plantations.42

Over the following months, as the malaria epidemic took hold again,
[Abbud embarked on an audacious scheme to use his profits from the sugar
deal and the expansion of cane cultivation to make himself into what a
British official, invoking once again the nomenclature of the day, called “a
kind of commercial dictator.”43 [Abbud maneuvered to take over the bank
and the affiliated enterprises of the country’s other major business con-
glomerate, the Misr group, which had a dominant position in textile manu-
facture, the cotton trade, air transport, cinema, insurance, and other fields.44

At the same time he revived a plan from the 1930s for Egypt’s largest in-
dustrial scheme, to install hydroelectric turbines in the dam at Aswan that
had recently been made higher. He proposed to use the electricity to manu-
facture and supply the country’s entire demand for fertilizer.

The interwar years had seen a growing struggle among the rival busi-
ness groups for the dominant position in what Robert Vitalis calls the “rent
circuits” of Egyptian politics, meaning the profits to be made from privi-
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leged control of the economic resources circulating through the country.
Controlling the circulation of rents, however, was dependent upon the con-
trol of resources that had other, interconnected forms of circulation. These
included the complex networks of family power and colonial affiliation
whose significance I have already suggested. But at the center of these
struggles from the 1920s to the 1950s was an effort to command, or at least
turn to profit, one particular kind of circuit, the flow of the waters of the
Nile.45 The Aswan Dam offered the opportunity to reorganize and concen-
trate into fewer hands a series of further circulations—hydraulic, electri-
cal, political, chemical, and agricultural. [Abbud and his rivals competed for
the lucrative rights to build a hydroelectric power station at Aswan and
convert the force of the river’s flow into the power to drive industry, which
in turn would fuel agriculture. Large quantities of electric power would be
used to convert nitrogen into artificial fertilizer. Just as alluvial silt had
once been carried and deposited by the floodwaters of the Nile, synthetic
chemicals would in future be transported in sacks from the nitrate plant at
Aswan and deposited across the country’s fields to restore a little of the lost
fertility of the soil. The complex flows of the Nile flood, channeled into
storage basins, held for several weeks to allow silt and nutrients to settle,
and released again into the river, were to be reorganized and transformed
into the narrower flows of waters through turbine wheels, high voltages
along transmission cables, electrical energy into nitrates, fertilizer sacks
across the countryside, and ammonia from the soil into the proteins of cane
and cotton plants. The political struggle to control rent circuits was a battle
to build and control these interconnected circuits. And it was through these
same circuits—dams, irrigation, sugar cultivation—that the mosquito had
entered Egypt.

Should we explain [Abbud’s power and wealth in terms of his ability to
“personify” capital and become the conscious representative of its power
to reproduce and expand? This seems preferable to the alternative of say-
ing that [Abbud’s success resulted simply from his skill as a calculating
agent who was able to out-calculate his rivals and make an ever larger
profit. The latter explanation attributes all the success to [Abbud himself.
It does not even ask what arrangements (of law, property, political econ-
omy, engineering, irrigation, and much more) made such calculation pos-
sible, or what agencies kept those arrangements in place. The former at
least gives some credit to another power, the circulating force of capital.
Capital can circulate and, by combining with further forces, go through
metamorphoses into other forms—from money into property and labor,
property and labor into sugarcane, sugarcane into processed sugar or al-
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cohol, and back again into money—using resources and arrangements
that do not come from [Abbud alone.46 Clearly, however, the movements
and metamorphoses of capital were not the only circulations at work in
[Abbud’s success. His struggle to divert rent circuits to his own advantage
was at the same time an effort to develop and direct a whole series of 
interconnected circuits: water, electricity, nitrates, military requisitions,
cane, processed sugar, cotton, and several others.

Clearly, too, the idea that these circulations and forces are “personified,”
or represented by the actions of particular individuals, is too simple. Indi-
viduals may at times secure control of certain elements, and they may even
claim to represent those elements in the social world. But no individual
masters them, or submits the world to their intentions. More often there
occurs a series of claims, affinities, and interactions, all of which exceed the
grasp or intention of the human agents involved. Human agency and in-
tention are partial and incomplete products of these interactions. This in-
completeness, as we will see, means that no single line divides the human
from the nonhuman, or intentions and plans from the object-world to
which they refer.

But why insist on all these additional agencies, circulations, and forces?
Surely the task of social science, like all science, is to simplify, to identify a
limited number of more decisive agents. Why not accept a simpler but
more powerful story, one that can depict the big picture and even identify
certain patterns or predictions? There is an old answer to this question:
that if the world is a complicated and indeterminate place, with many agen-
cies and forces at work, then an accurate picture of that world will be a
complex and indeterminate one.47 But the answer I want to propose here
has to do with the role of expertise and reason, explanation and simplifica-
tion, in the politics of the twentieth century. Politics itself was working to
simplify the world, attempting to gain for itself the powers of expertise by
resolving it into simple forces and oppositions.

This is not, therefore, a question of introducing a natural or hydraulic
determinism to replace the determinism of modern technological innova-
tion or capitalist expansion. If social and economic networks were con-
nected with the changing ecology of one of the world’s longest rivers, this
does not mean attributing social outcomes to changes in nature. Long be-
fore the Aswan Dam, before all the irrigation work of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the river was already as much a technical and social phenomenon as a
natural one. Its waters were channeled, stored, raised, distributed, and
drained by the interaction of mechanical, human, animal, and hydraulic
power. William Willcocks, the director of reservoirs for the Egyptian gov-
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ernment, whose studies of Nile hydraulics were used to determine the en-
gineering of the Aswan Dam, considered the old system of channeling
floodwaters in sequence into hundreds of interconnected field basins, hold-
ing them for a certain period, and releasing them in sequence again into the
river a more complex irrigation mechanism than the enormous but singu-
lar barrage and reservoir that replaced it.48 The old methods had manufac-
tured a geography that was no more natural than it was human, and no
less. Rather, it was always both.

Nature was not the cause of the changes taking place. It was the out-
come. The very scale of the technical and engineering works of the twenti-
eth century produced a new experience of the river Nile as exclusively a
force of nature. A visit to the Aswan Dam inspired a European writer to
publish the first popular account of the river, which he called a “biography”
of its life. “When, at the end of 1924, I first saw the Great Dam at Aswân,”
wrote Emil Ludwig, “its symbolic significance burst upon me with such
force that I seemed to comprehend the River Nile forwards and backwards
from this crucial point in its course. A mighty element had been tamed by
human ingenuity so that the desert should bring forth fruit, an achieve-
ment which the centenarian Faust had attempted as the highest attainable
to man in the service of his fellow-men.”49 The reference to Faust is quite
appropriate. Goethe’s great novel of the colonizing transformation of na-
ture was inspired by conversations with Saint-Simonians, secular priests of
engineering who had traveled to Egypt in the nineteenth century and ini-
tiated the irrigation projects completed, and transformed, with the Aswan
Dam. The new scale of twentieth-century engineering, of which the Aswan
Dam was among the first and most dramatic examples anywhere in the
world, turned the bizarre religion of the Saint-Simonians into an everyday
belief: that “human ingenuity” could now dominate the “mighty ele-
ments” of nature. In manufacturing the dam, the engineers also manufac-
tured nature.

Several features of the new construction helped produce the effect of a
world divided into human expertise on one side and nature on the other.
First, there was the concentration of the river control mechanisms at one
site. The old irrigation mechanisms were distributed along the length of
the valley, formed out of hundreds of canals, drains, dikes, basins, sluices,
pumps, and water wheels, as well as the channel of the river itself, and drew
upon steam, animal, hydraulic, and human power. It would have been dif-
ficult in describing these arrangements to say where natural forces ended
and technology began, or to draw a line between ingenuity and nature. In
contrast, the dam at Aswan gathered all the engineering into one location,
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providing an observation point where writers like Ludwig could stand and
suddenly “comprehend” the river as a force of nature tamed by man. Sec-
ond, the concentration of engineering required a parallel concentration of
capital. Building the original dam cost £2,440,000 sterling, and a further
£280,000 was spent to strengthen the base immediately after the reservoir
was filled.50 To organize, and later justify, this expenditure required a series
of proposals, plans, financial statements, political memoranda, annual re-
ports, and newspaper accounts, all of which in different ways described,
enumerated, calculated, and argued about the building of the dam. The ar-
guments and calculations accompanying the old hydraulic system had
been distributed over a much wider territory. Thus a significant reorgani-
zation and concentration of accounting, calculation, description, and
knowledge accompanied the concentration of hydraulic power in the dam.
These and other reorganizations were the kinds of processes through
which the world came to be simplified into what seemed nature on one
side, and human calculation and expertise on the other.

Life was now to be increasingly resolved into this binary arrangement,
rendering up a simple, dualistic world of nature versus science, material re-
ality versus human ingenuity, stonework versus blueprints, objects versus
ideas. This dualism, however, as the Aswan example indicates, was an arti-
fact of particular projects and politics. Like all dualisms, and all artifacts, it
was neither original nor completely stable. The artifactual is the effect of a
process.51 If one turns back from the effect created by the engineering at
Aswan, from the force of the “symbolic” that Ludwig was able to experi-
ence when standing before the completed dam, to recover the process itself,
then the distinction between nature and science, between masonry and
symbol, between the river to be tamed and the expertise that later claimed
to have tamed it, one can locate any number of episodes, elements, and
forces that disrupt the effect created by the final artifact. Engineering the
dam was a messy, uncertain, conflict-ridden, and haphazard project. Public
finances were controlled by an International Debt Commission, which
forced changes in the alignment of the dam. The original plan had allowed
“more play and choice of alignment” to take advantage of the soundest
rock for the foundations. Instead, the granite under the foundation was
rotten, causing delays to the construction and uncertainty about its future
stability. The delays forced the contractors to abandon plans to build the
masonry work using mortar manufactured from local lime and to import
ready-made, faster-drying Portland cement instead. The cement mortar
was less flexible and watertight than lime, leading to problems with leak-
age through the structure. The water spilling through the dam’s sluices
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began to erode its base. The engineers had neglected to consider thermal
stresses. The dam cost twice the original budget.52 Subsequent problems of
silt accumulation, seepage, and evaporation from the reservoir were so
great that instead of increasing the water available, the mean annual dis-
charge of water below the dam was almost one-fourth less in the fifty years
following the dam’s construction than in the thirty years before it was
built.53 None of these problems was foreseen by the experts at work on the
dam. So complex were the forms of calculation required by dam construc-
tion, it later gave rise to the new field called cost-benefit analysis. But as
hundreds and eventually thousands of large dams were built around the
world in the course of the century, the accuracy of calculation cannot be
said to have improved.54

Still, it might be argued, science one by one solved the problems it en-
countered. Many of them were overcome, it is true, but then one would
have to acknowledge that science did not direct the engineer’s work as a
preformed intelligence. The projects themselves formed the science.55 So-
lutions were worked out on the ground. Engineering was an expertise
given shape in these and similar undertakings. The British engineers re-
turned to London after each season of construction in Aswan to present pa-
pers at meetings of the Institution of Civil Engineers. These were published
in the Proceedings of the institution, or in professional journals such as
The Engineer. On a site, engineers could refer to R. B. Buckley’s Irrigation
Pocket-Book, which quoted figures for the adhesion of mortar joints or the
expansion of different materials due to the penetration of moisture, based
on observations drawn from earlier projects.56 The expertise was hybrid,
not an exterior intelligence applied to the world, but another artifactual
body. If one adds to this Willcock’s view that the older system of basin ir-
rigation was more sophisticated than the barrage and reservoir that re-
placed it, the conclusion that follows is that in some ways, rather than ap-
plying knowledge to the world, the engineering work took it away. British
engineers were taught things by the dam and carried this knowledge into
scientific journals and irrigation manuals, but the farmers and local irriga-
tion experts who had managed and maintained the earlier hydraulic sys-
tem had much of their knowledge taken from them.57

The questions and disputes posed by the building of the dam were not
restricted to debates within professional journals and discussions among
engineers at the site. The problems spilled over and drew in government of-
ficials and employees, archaeologists, the national and European press, en-
trepreneurs and investors, and an increasing number of Egyptian intellectu-
als and political figures. The reservoir behind the dam inundated the great
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Temple of Philae and other ancient sites. Archaeologists campaigned against
the building of the dam in the European press and at scientific congresses.58

Cost overruns led to conflicts among financiers, government engineers, con-
tractors, and outsiders, which continued for years and were taken up in na-
tional politics. In 1919 Willcocks criticized the postwar plans of the Ministry
of Public Works to build two further dams in Sudan, claiming the plans
were based on faulty calculations of the Nile flow and pointing out that one
of the dams, at Jabal Aulia, would submerge valuable agricultural land and
displace and cause suffering to a large population.59 Science was formed in
these wars, and so was the country’s new national politics. Willcocks’s pro-
posal to increase the height of the Aswan Dam a second time as an alterna-
tive to controlling the Nile from Sudan was taken up by the nationalist
movement during the 1919 uprising against the British. Willcocks found
himself put on trial for sedition and criminal libel.60 The disputes continued,
especially after commissions of inquiry discovered that the ministry’s pro-
gram included further, more serious miscalculations.

The aim of those involved in the disputes, one might say, was to “per-
sonify” the forces of nature in politics, that is, to translate their potential
into human projects. As with [Abbud’s later attempt to personify certain
circulations of capital, chemical fertilizer, and electricity, the forces put to
work, although portrayed as nature or material resources and therefore
subject to human expertise and planning, never quite accepted this second-
ary role. There were always certain effects that went beyond the calcula-
tions, certain forces that exceeded human intention. Scientific expertise
and national politics were produced out of this tension.

The gambiae mosquito, as we know, figured nowhere in these rival plans
and calculations for the dam, or in the technical and political battles that
followed. When it took advantage of the new reservoirs and river move-
ments and arrived unexpectedly in Aswan, however, a similar struggle de-
veloped to draw the insect into a variety of political alliances. In interwar
Cairo the political problems of the countryside, associated with the spread
of perennial irrigation, the development of commercial agriculture, the
growth of large estates, and increasing poverty, indebtedness, landlessness,
hunger, and parasitic infection among the fellahs, or peasants, were trans-
lated by those in power into problems of what was called “public health.”
They were to be solved by government programs of rural social improve-
ment and hygiene. The Wafd government of 1936 created a Ministry of
Health, and when the party returned to power with British help in 1942,
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one of its first acts was to pass the Law for the Improvement of Village
Health.“The growth of the democratic and national spirit in Egypt after the
war,” wrote an Egyptian political economist in 1940, referring to the period
since World War I, “has made the nation aware that helping the fellah is not
only a duty but also an insurance against social unrest. . . . The creation of
a Ministry of Health in 1936 and of an independent Section of the Ministry
of the Interior devoted to the planning and execution of rural reforms, is a
welcome sign of increased public interest in the fellah.”61 The arrival of
gambiae malaria was interpreted by those in power as evidence confirming
the need for this program of social and hydraulic engineering. The prob-
lems of Egypt were those of limited natural resources and a deficient public
health, and were to be overcome by the methods of techno-science. In De-
cember 1942 the new minister of health, [Abd al-Wahid al-Wakil, blamed
the malaria epidemic on the failure of previous governments to carry
through with the hydroelectric scheme promoted by his friend [Abbud and
with further irrigation projects, arguing that these would have raised the
standard of living in the south and made its population healthy enough to
resist the epidemic.62

Before the war, the program of public health and public works allowed
no place for more radical discussions of the question of private property in
the countryside. Warning that the rural population, in the language of
public health, was “dead as regards healthy nationalistic life,” a number of
political figures had called for limited measures to alleviate the increasing
hardship caused by commercial agriculture and large-scale landownership,
and even the government tried to introduce agricultural rent controls. But
the issue of property rights was not raised.63 It was symptomatic of pre-
vailing attitudes toward entitlement that when the wartime fertilizer crisis
led to food rationing, supplies were assigned to different groups according
to income, with higher income groups getting bigger rations.64

But the impact of the mosquito’s arrival was not so easily controlled. If
[Abbud’s associates translated the malaria epidemic into renewed argu-
ments for projects of public health and public works, the mosquito could be
taken up by rival groups in other directions. A group of women from
wealthy families closely associated with the Egyptian royal family, which
opposed the Wafd government and the British, organized soup kitchens
and other relief projects in the south to aid the malaria victims. By drawing
attention to the crisis they provided the royal palace with an opportunity
to embarrass the government.65 But they in turn could be embarrassed by
the mosquito. The wealthy women invited a young journalist to visit and
describe their relief efforts. The journalist, later to become a leading writer,
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reported instead that the women themselves were like mosquitoes. They
belonged to the class of Egyptians who “suck the people’s blood and turn it
into cakes, caviar and champagne.” The rich were the real epidemic, he
wrote, and their opulent palaces were no better than the stagnant pools in
which the mosquitoes bred.66

The mosquito was put to work by critics of the ruling order to alter the
terms of national debate. As the malaria epidemic in the south became pub-
lic knowledge in Cairo, a number of individual reformers turned the crisis
into an argument for more radical change. Rejecting the government view
that the high death toll reflected poor sanitary conditions in the country-
side and the need for further public works, they linked the crisis to the un-
equal distribution of land. One deputy in parliament claimed that the stan-
dard of living in the Soviet Union, where land was held in common, was
much higher, and others drew attention to the successful land reform pro-
grams of Eastern Europe. From 1944 to 1947 and again in 1951, bills were
introduced into parliament modeled on these reforms, proposing to bar
owners of more than fifty acres from acquiring additional land.67 The mea-
sures were blocked in parliament and no party made land reform an issue.68

Instead, in March 1948 the government launched a program to distribute
land reclaimed from the desert in five-acre plots to small farmers, who also
received “hygienic houses” grouped in four villages, each equipped with a
school, mosque, health unit, and public bath.69 With such measures, made
possible by the raising of the dam at Aswan, there seemed no immediate
threat to the power of men like Ahmad [Abbud, who were able to consoli-
date their political and economic position. Yet thanks to the malaria epi-
demic and to the food shortages and poverty it had made visible, the ques-
tion of land reform was now in circulation.

[Abbud’s electricity and fertilizer schemes were interrupted in October
1944, when his political rivals managed to bring down the Wafd govern-
ment. Five years later, however, he formed an alliance with the rival Misr
group, and together in 1950 they helped put the Wafd back in power and
secure their monopolistic economic positions. [Abbud’s empire expanded
with acquisitions in tourism and textile manufacturing, and new ventures
to manufacture paper and perfumes, both using byproducts of the sugar in-
dustry.70 He abandoned the proposal to build a nitrate plant at Aswan pow-
ered by hydroelectricity, which was to become a government project. In its
place he took advantage of capital loans and a new nitrogen-fixing technol-
ogy available from the United States to build a fertilizer factory at Suez,
powered not with Nile waters but waste gases from the nearby Shell oil
field.
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The fertilizer factory was funded by the United States as an emblem of
its postwar role in the country, “the most substantial, tangible example of
American economic assistance to Egypt,” as the U.S. Embassy reminded
Washington.71 The Americans planned to build political influence and at the
same time subsidize their own industrial technology through a program of
“technical assistance,” which would organize postwar international rela-
tions around a politics of techno-economic development. Besides the fertil-
izer factory, in its first years the assistance program also funded a pilot
scheme for the introduction of hybrid corn, the supply of six helicopters
from United Helicopters of Palo Alto, California, for spraying crops with
new chemical pesticides (more on that in a moment), a demonstration proj-
ect for well drainage to restore land that, thanks to the dam, was “deterio-
rating from excess irrigation and salinity,” and a new technology for build-
ing houses of mud brick.72 People in the Nile valley had been building their
houses with mud brick for several millennia, of course, so this last item
needs explanation.Arthur D. Little, the Boston-based consulting firm advis-
ing the U.S. mission, had determined that an improvement to mud bricks
was “an essential part” of Egypt’s techno-economic development. The peas-
ant’s house “is never clean,” the embassy reported to Washington. “The
very nature of the mud brick promotes dust rather than cleanliness. Its sur-
face is porous and will not readily take whitewash or paint.”73 The consul-
tants received a contract to build twenty mud brick houses by a new process,
using “a special mud brick making machine” instead of the traditional
wooden mold, and improving the normal mixture of mud and straw by the
addition of oil. From the twenty demonstration houses, it was hoped, “the
knowledge of how to build such a house will be spread throughout Egypt.”74

There were three significant features of this new politics based on tech-
nical expertise. First, as with the dam at Aswan, it represented a concentra-
tion and reorganization of knowledge rather than an introduction of ex-
pertise where none had been in use before. Technical knowledge was to be
focused into pilot projects and demonstration sites, from where it would
spread throughout the land. Villages in Egypt already had a straightfor-
ward method of plastering over mud brick, using particular local clays
mixed with straw, employed whenever a house needed smoother or more
impressive walls. But existing practice, like the old knowledge of irrigation,
involved an expertise that was too widely dispersed to provide a means for
building imperial power—or the profits of a Boston consulting firm.

Second, as with the engineering at Aswan, the projects encountered
continuous practical difficulties. In fact, every one of them failed. The
seedlings of hybrid corn “withered,” the oil-stabilized mud brick was a fail-
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ure, the use of helicopters had “run into various complications” (they
broke down), and the new nitrogen-fixing technology for the manufacture
of fertilizer did not work as planned. “It will be a long time before the fer-
tilizer plant will produce satisfactorily,” the embassy reported to Washing-
ton in November 1951. “The basic process is faulty from the design stand-
point. Some of the engineering was done in New York and parts in London
and it turns out to have been a weak job.”75 As at Aswan, the technical ex-
perts tried to learn from these failures. Repairs were improvised, oppor-
tunistic alternatives were introduced, and goals were reformulated. But
what this means is that technical expertise did not work by bringing sci-
ence and technology to develop natural resources. It happened just as much
the other way around, and in ways that tended to be incomplete or unreal-
izable. So-called nature formed the expertise, which never completely es-
caped its compromising origins.

Third, however, it was an important aspect of the politics of technical ex-
pertise that these failures and adjustments were overlooked, in fact actively
covered up. Techno-science had to conceal its extrascientific origins.
Nowhere, first of all, was it mentioned that every one of these technolo-
gies—crop spraying, high-yield corn, drainage mechanisms, fertilizer plants,
or a mud brick more resistant to disease—were themselves responses (and
unsuccessful responses) to problems caused by earlier techno-scientific proj-
ects, in particular the Aswan Dam. Beyond this, the fundamental difficulties
were presented as minor issues of the improper implementation of the plans,
unexpected complications, bureaucratic delays, or the need to follow up. The
hybrid corn, it was decided, needed to be recultivated with greater quantities
of pesticide. The helicopters needed a larger and more continuous supply of
spare parts from California. The new mud brick technology had to overcome
political objections from the Ministry of Social Affairs, which believed that
modern housing should be built of concrete. The pattern was set from the
very start with [Abbud’s nitrate factory at Suez. Since the factory was built
to manufacture not just fertilizer but the political effectiveness of an impe-
rial power, the mistakes in design and engineering could not be made public.
No one was to be told that the engineering was a weak job, or that the entire
plant was wrong, as the jargon put it, “from the design standpoint.” The em-
bassy promised [Abbud and his U.S. partners that “we would cooperate fully
in keeping the situation quiet. In response to inquiries we would continue to
say that operating difficulties in the early phases are to be expected from any
new chemical process factory.”76

Techno-politics is always a technical body, an alloy that must emerge
from a process of manufacture whose ingredients are both human and
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nonhuman, both intentional and not, and in which the intentional or the
human is always somewhat overrun by the unintended. But it is a particu-
lar form of manufacturing, a certain way of organizing the amalgam of
human and nonhuman, things and ideas, so that the human, the intellec-
tual, the realm of intentions and ideas seems to come first and to control
and organize the nonhuman.77

[Abbud’s new fortunes were short-lived. Postwar protests against condi-
tions in the countryside intensified, and a popular campaign against the
British role in Egypt culminated in the Cairo fire of January 26, 1952, when
Shepeard’s Hotel, symbol of the British presence, was burned down. A
newly appointed government began to move against [Abbud’s business
monopoly. After failing to get him to pay E£5 million in tax arrears, the
Ministry of Finance decided to nationalize his sugar company. [Abbud in
response was reported to have bribed the king, who dismissed the govern-
ment after four months in office.78 As the political crisis developed, on July
23, 1952, junior officers in the Egyptian army led by Jamal Abdul Nasser
carried out a coup d’état. Within six weeks they passed a land reform law
and announced that postwar proposals to build a second and far larger dam
at Aswan would go ahead, as the centerpiece of postindependence state
building.

These actions, followed by the 1956 nationalization of the Suez Canal
and the Suez crisis, brought on by the abrupt U.S. withdrawal of support for
the Aswan High Dam, are now remembered as a turning point in Egypt’s
politics. But Nasser and his fellow officers had not seized power with the
aim of carrying out land reform or building a postcolonial state around the
Aswan project. Concerned principally with the incompetence and corrup-
tion of the army high command, they took control when they suddenly
feared their own arrest.79 They forced the king to abdicate in favor of his in-
fant son and appointed a reformist prime minister with the aim of restor-
ing a less corrupt and oligarchic parliamentary order. Since proposals for
land reform were circulating, however, and were even advocated by the U.S.
Embassy (as a defense against an imagined communist threat), they offered
the means for an insecure new regime to win popular approval and weaken
the few dozen oligarchs like [Abbud obstructing political reform. The army
regime went on to expropriate all the estates of the royal family, but for
others set the maximum holding relatively high, at three hundred acres.80

The high limit and the ease with which it was evaded ensured that rela-
tively little land was redistributed, but the reform did establish rent con-
trols and tenant rights that improved conditions in every village, until their
abrogation in October 1997. [Abbud lost most of his six-thousand-acre
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sugar plantation, and subsequently, as the military government moved
against “the monopolies” and other rival sources of power, his business em-
pire as well.81 Hydropolitics had made [Abbud rich, but had also set in mo-
tion other forces, not least the mosquito, that combined to bring him down.

Similar combinations formed the genealogy of the High Dam, involving
exchanges among hydropower, fertilizers, economic collapse, and war. Dur-
ing World War I American fear of Germany’s new nitrate technology, and
its own dependence on the single natural source of nitrates in Chile, per-
suaded Congress to include in the National Defense Act of 1916 the funds
to build a mammoth nitrogen-fixing plant at Muscle Shoals in northern
Alabama. The project included the construction of a large dam nearby, with
a hydroelectric power station to supply the great quantities of electricity
consumed in nitrogen fixing. At the war’s end, after a $100 million federal
investment, both the factory and the partially completed dam and power
station were uneconomic and useless.82 This technical failure, however, en-
abled something much larger to result. In July 1921, Henry Ford proposed
a scheme not just for this corner of northern Alabama, but for the entire
river basin to which it belonged, linking together industry, hydroelectric
power, transmission grids, river navigation, soil improvement through ar-
tificial fertilizer, and scientific agriculture. The proposal envisioned an ex-
pansion of the industrial coordination schemes that Ford had pioneered,
from the scale of car factories and suburban lifestyles, to the transforma-
tion of the entire ecology of a geographic region, organized around the
technicized space of the damming of a river system and the transforming
of its energy into unlimited hydropower. The scale of federal support that
Ford demanded for the project ensured the opposition of his business ri-
vals, and the proposal was rejected. But with the economic collapse of the
Great Depression the project was revived by the federal government. In
1933 an act of congress put Ford’s scheme into effect as the country’s
largest public works project, the Tennessee Valley Authority.83

The TVA, the child of earlier technical and political failures, came to
epitomize the new possibilities of development and planning, especially in
arid regions such as the Middle East. Large dams offered a way to build not
just irrigation and power systems, but nation-states themselves. In 1949
the United Nations sent an economic survey mission to the Middle East.
Its head was Gordon Clapp, the chairman of the TVA board. The following
year, two World Bank experts writing on development in the Middle East
explained how since 1930, “the popular imagination has been captured by
the idea of the development of entire river systems.”84 In the following
years the old schemes of [Abbud and his rivals for a hydroelectric plant and
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fertilizer factory at Aswan were taken up by the new military government
in Egypt. But they now formed part of a TVA-inspired scheme to build the
second dam, on a mammoth scale, just above the existing dam at Aswan.
Work began in 1964 and was completed in 1971. Ignoring the costs of
salinization, waterlogging, declining soil fertility, the displacement of the
people of Nubia, the loss of an archaeological heritage, increased disease,
coastal erosion, the destruction of a large fishing industry, the loss of water
due to evaporation and seepage, and other problems already evident from
the first dam, and without even attempting studies of costs and benefits, the
Aswan High Dam became the centerpiece of postwar nation making in
Egypt.85

Marx published some famous lines about an insect—not the mosquito, but
the bee. Although it builds itself an elaborate hive, he wrote, the bee is no ar-
chitect, for the architect “raises his structure in imagination before he erects
it in reality.”86 Since Marx wrote those words we have come to believe more
and more that this Cartesian notion of the mind-as-architect’s-office is what
captures the difference between ourselves and nature. The work of imagi-
nation puts together plans, images, ideal structures—in fact entire systems
of culture and meaning—before they are taken outside and erected in real-
ity. We have made do for too long with this misleadingly simple view of the
world that Marx himself placed in question. I have already suggested by de-
scribing the work of the engineers at Aswan why this is misleading, and have
offered other examples elsewhere.87 I could make the point again simply by
recalling the work an architect actually does: the visits to the site and consul-
tations with the client that precede any attempt at drawing; the long, eye-
straining hours with the CAD program; the printing and distribution of
drawings; the meetings around a table with the plans spread out to negotiate
the rules of building codes and planning regulations; the day-to-day super-
vision of the building contractor; the arbitrating among electrical, plumbing,
and ventilation contractors installing rival networks of cables, pipes, and
ducts; the measurements that do not fit; the overlooked details; and the
changes of mind as things are taken apart and redone. There is no disputing
that all this involves a constant work of imagination, but none of it precedes
or stands apart from doing things in reality. There is no other, more real
world. Nowhere does one suddenly step from imagination to reality, from
plan to real thing, any more than did the engineers at Aswan.

Yet if we return to the case of the anti-malaria campaign in Egypt, it
might be said, surely the difference between the mosquito and the human
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expert is clear. Anopheles gambiae may have been clever to make its way
across the African continent, but it was no match in the end for the powers
of chemical science, human ingenuity, and planning. Perhaps not. Yet here,
too, the story of expertise versus nature is too simple. After all, the eradi-
cation teams did not kill the mosquitoes barehanded. They needed a lot of
nonhuman assistants. Since the end of World War I, the J. R. Geigy com-
pany in Switzerland, a manufacturer of dyestuffs for the textile industry
(and member of the I. G. Farben chemicals cartel), had been trying to find
a safe, effective, and long-lasting substance to use as a mothproofing agent
for textiles.88 In 1941, with Rommel advancing in North Africa and the
gambiae mosquito making its way northwards from Sudan, a company
chemist named Paul Müller discovered the toxicity of dichloro-diphenyl-
trichloroethane. Mixed 5 percent in an inert powder, the chemical was
found to kill clothes moths and many other insects yet seemed to have no
effect on warm-blooded animals. Since it was a contact rather than an oral
poison, it proved to be a potent killer even of bloodsucking insects, which
do not ingest poisons, including human lice, the parasite responsible for
transmitting typhus.89 The disease that brought Fred Soper of the Rocke-
feller Foundation to Cairo the following year, typhus was a major threat to
soldiers at war and civilians in war-torn cities. The British Ministry of Sup-
ply named the new Swiss chemical after its initials and began manufac-
turing DDT in April 1943, giving its production the highest wartime prior-
ity alongside radar and penicillin.90 The following year, Soper persuaded
the Egyptian government to replace pyrethrum—the powder of chrysan-
themum flowers—with DDT in the gambiae eradication campaign in
southern Egypt. Houses were treated with the chemical, and the ceilings of
trains were spray-painted with a mixture of DDT and kerosene, an innova-
tion later copied around the world.91

Neither the companies manufacturing DDT nor the eradication teams
using it in Egypt had any idea how the chemical worked. They just admired
its potency. In fact, no one knew how it worked, not even the man who in-
troduced its powers. When Müller received the Nobel Prize in Medicine or
Physiology in 1948, he won the award for having demonstrated that DDT
killed arthropods, not for knowing why.92 Bringing its powers into action
had required several years of methodical work, testing hundreds of synthe-
sized organic substances on flies trapped inside a Peet-Grady chamber. This
was an enclosure or room that simulated an insect’s environment, such as a
desert, a rainforest, or the kitchen of an apartment. The insects and the
chemical agent were introduced into the chamber while an observer watched
through one-way glass.93 The discovery that DDT killed the flies was made
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in the Peet-Grady chamber, not in Müller’s head. Techno-science involved
not so much planning in advance or raising structures in the imagination; it
involved erecting a room inside the research lab, which rearranged so-called
nature, much like the dam at Aswan, concentrating its elements in one place,
transporting the rainforest onto the premises of a chemical company, and
providing a place where it could be continuously observed. The chain of
events that took DDT from the Peet-Grady chamber to the field was a pro-
cess of borrowing, translations, and things invented for one purpose taken
over by other forces, all modulated by the politics of U.S.-British rivalry
over Egypt, the needs of war, the accidents and ambitions of a Rockefeller 
career, and the impact of sugarcane production and irrigation works.94

What is more important, as we now know, while the malaria campaign
used the new power of DDT, the pesticide had purposes of its own, well be-
yond the intentions of the research chemists and the eradication teams. In
1944 the U.S. Army Public Health Service and the American Entomologi-
cal Society had already begun to issue warnings: that DDT would kill ben-
eficial as well as harmful insects, was poisonous to fish, and was potentially
harmful to all forms of plant and animal life. The warnings were ignored.
After the “success” of the new chemical in Egypt, and a more famous suc-
cess in eliminating head lice under Soper’s supervision in Naples (in fact
both campaigns mostly employed pyrethrum, with DDT used only at the
end, after the epidemics had largely passed), Soper agreed with the advo-
cates of DDT that it was “an almost perfect insecticide.”95

DDT was not in fact a more lethal insecticide than pyrethrum or other
chemicals it replaced. Like pyrethrum, it did not attack the malaria parasite
directly. The plasmodium spores were too small and too numerous to reach
with poison. The new chemical simply interrupted their breeding cycle by
intervening at its most vulnerable point, when millions of spores were con-
centrated in the bodies of a relatively small number of much larger hosts,
the female mosquitoes. DDT’s greater effectiveness against mosquitoes
was due to its very stable chemical structure. It was practically insoluble in
water and resisted degradation by sunlight or soils. So it remained in the
environment not for days or weeks, but years and decades. (When it does
break down, it was later discovered, the resulting products include DDD,
which is also toxic and resists decomposition for up to 190 years.) When
sprayed in a house DDT lingered, so it “vaccinated” the place long enough
to interrupt the mosquito’s breeding cycle, and without the impractical
need to seal up the house, as the pyrethrum spray required.

In Egypt, however, DDT (and pyrethrum) also gained their effectiveness
from special features of the gambiae mosquito—or rather, of the social 
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relations between the mosquito and its human hosts. As in Brazil, the in-
sect was a new immigrant, so it was not well established in the local com-
munity and was comparatively easy to isolate. At the same time, the
Anopheles gambiae is the most social form of malarial mosquito. It is es-
pecially dependent on its human hosts, preferring human blood to ani-
mal.96 Thus it is generally found only around human habitation. This
makes it unable to travel long distances, hence the importance of boats,
trains, and floating weeds for its travel. But the dependence on humans also
made it easier to eradicate, because the spraying of houses and vehicles
only was relatively effective. For all these reasons, a methodical and relent-
less vector eradication campaign, taking on the mosquito pool by pool,
house by house, and village by village, was successful.

As a result, the malaria experts drew the wrong lessons from Egypt.
Success there suggested, mistakenly, the possibility of a worldwide species
eradication using hunt-and-destroy campaigns and the killing power of the
pesticide. In 1946 Soper and the Rockefeller Foundation embarked on a
malaria campaign in Sardinia, designed to show that DDT could be used
not just to control malaria, but to eliminate it. They sprayed the chemical
from airplanes and helicopters and employed a total of twenty-four thou-
sand men in ground teams, whose equipment included flame-throwers. Yet
despite extending the campaign for five years, they failed to eradicate the
mosquito. It was too well entrenched. Hundreds of thousands of pounds of
DDT were spread over the Sardinian landscape, but tests showed that the
mosquito larvae survived concentrations of the chemical twenty-five times
greater than those used in the eradication campaign—for reasons no one
could quite explain.97

Undeterred by this failure, four years later, in 1955, the World Health
Organization (WHO), which had taken over responsibility for the world-
wide administration of antimalarial campaigns from the Rockefeller Foun-
dation, adopted a plan for the global eradication of malaria using DDT.
Countries where the anopheles mosquito was relatively thinly established
reduced or even eliminated the vector, especially in Europe, but in many
more places eradication was not effective. Although described as “global,”
the eradication program ignored Africa, the world’s major malarial region,
aside from one or two pilot schemes. Elsewhere the parasite gradually de-
veloped resistance to quinine and other drugs and returned in large num-
bers.98 Meanwhile, DDT produced other, more destructive effects. Only in
1969 did the WHO agree to move toward programs of vector management
rather than eradication and begin to warn of the risks of DDT, leading to its
banning (but not elimination), at least in agriculture. At the end of the
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1990s the United Nations Environment Program sponsored negotiations
to end the use of DDT altogether by 2007.99

By this time there was a better understanding of DDT’s long-term ef-
fects. While almost insoluble in water, it dissolves easily in fat, so it accu-
mulates in the fatty tissue of animals, an accumulation that is magnified
through the food web. Although no one still quite knew how it worked, it
was believed that it acts like a hormone, mimicking or disrupting chemical
messengers in the body, affecting the development and functioning of the
organism. It weakens the immune system, decreases lactation, causes male
animals to develop female reproductive organs, and leads to other disrup-
tions of sexual development.100

Since these powers were not limited to killing the lice, clothes moths,
and mosquitoes for which DDT had been developed, its use quickly spread
to other areas, especially agriculture. Far more of the pesticide was used
worldwide in farming, to support the increased use of synthetic fertilizers,
than in public health programs. One of the most popular worldwide appli-
cations was in the protection of cotton crops.

In Egypt, by 1950 the use of chemical fertilizers had returned to their
prewar levels, the highest in the world. The fertilizers were producing
“lush vegetation and flowering,” it was reported, which encouraged insect
pests, in particular the cotton leaf worm.101 Two local companies began im-
porting DDT to combat the cotton pest. With U.S. help the government ac-
quired the six helicopters from United Helicopters to use for spraying the
chemical from the air.102

Meanwhile, the country’s two dominant business monopolies, the
[Abbud and Misr groups, whose increasing power I mentioned earlier, con-
solidated their control by forming a political and economic alliance, which
in 1950 helped bring the Wafd party back to power. The two groups pre-
pared the way for this collaboration a year earlier by agreeing to coinvest
in a new joint venture with the U.S. chemical company Monsanto—to
build a local plant to manufacture DDT.103 A major ingredient of DDT is
ethyl alcohol, which was to be made by Egypt’s only commercial distillery,
the Société Egyptienne de Distillerie, owned by the sugar baron Ahmad
[Abbud, using molasses supplied by his sugar monopoly.104 [Abbud had got
rich helping to build the Aswan Dam, which enabled the spread of sugar
plantations but also required the introduction of fertilizer. The use of fer-
tilizers brought insect pests, which needed treatment with DDT. Now the
DDT would be made from [Abbud’s sugar.

By the time of Nasser’s military coup two years later, the government
had decided to build the pesticide factory itself using the assistance of 
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international healthcare agencies. One week after the coup, on August 2,
1952, in perhaps its first international act, the new government signed an
agreement with WHO and UNICEF to build a factory at Kafr Zayat that
would produce two hundred tons a year of finished DDT.105 With health-
care agencies financing this mass production of the new pesticide, the U.S.
Embassy was able to report with optimism that while “Egypt consumes at
present less pesticides than would be the case if the average farmer were
better educated,” as his education progressed, “increased demand for such
products should develop.”106 Demand did indeed develop. Standard doses
of pesticide were soon found to be ineffective. The DDT had been killing off
natural predators, so the pests that survived the chemical were able to re-
produce explosively. The quantities used had to be doubled and then tre-
bled. Without the government having to spend a penny on further edu-
cation for farmers, but through the working of the chemical’s own poorly
understood powers, the use of pesticides progressed.

Today the Anopheles gambiae has disappeared from the story of Egyptian
politics. Even the one good account we have of the malaria epidemic, by
Nancy Gallagher, does not give the mosquito or its parasite much credit. As
in every other explanation of this kind of politics, history has a limited
number of actors, and the insect arriving from the south is not one of them.
There are the British, manipulating Egyptian politics while resisting the
incipient postwar usurpation of their role by Americans; there are the na-
tional elites—the monarchy and the small landed aristocracy—losing their
power to a more dynamic class of commercial landowners, entrepreneurs,
and military officers; and, now and again, there are the subaltern commu-
nities—the rural population, the urban working classes, women—making
up the rest of the social order. The mosquito, on the other hand, is said to
belong to nature. It cannot speak.

As part of nature, the gambiae mosquito became a problem of public
health.With the mosquito’s help, questions of hygiene, disease, housing, and
ignorance emerged as the principal way of addressing the situation of rural
Egypt. National politics was organized around programs of health improve-
ment, rural reconstruction, technical development, and above all the engi-
neering of the river Nile and the transformation of its power into electricity,
fertilizers, irrigation, and the growth of agriculture and manufacturing. The
resources and limits of nature and, by extension, of rural society were to be
transformed by the dynamic activity of technical development, which re-
quired the application of scientific and social scientific expertise.
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These projects began to arrange the world as one in which science was
opposed to nature and technical expertise claimed to overcome the obsta-
cles to social improvement. The malaria eradication campaign presented an
opportunity to bring the intelligence of medical science, with its resources
of chemistry, hygiene, past experience, and worldwide information, to
work upon the insect vectors, protozoan parasites, fevers, poverty, and mal-
nutrition that made up the defects of the material world and had to be de-
feated. In irrigation projects, the power of technical assistance and engi-
neering was to overcome the limits of natural resources. At al-Alamein, the
first great battle of technicized warfare, two opposing generals, it is said,
combined the mobile powers of mechanized weapons and the new, large-
scale deployment of mines to determine the course of history. Such pro-
grams and campaigns manufactured a world that appeared as natural re-
sources versus technology, bodies versus hygiene, men versus machines,
the river versus human ingenuity.

Yet the projects that produced this binary world could emerge only by
engaging a series of other logics, forces, and chemistries: the hydraulic en-
ergy of the Nile River, the chemical properties of ammonia, the feeding
patterns of the anopheles mosquito, the career making of a Rockefeller epi-
demiologist, the supply lines sustaining an army at war, the reproductive
cycle of the plasmodium parasite, the anticolonial struggle of Egyptian na-
tionalism, the world’s increasing chemical addiction to sugar, and DDT’s
preference for fatty tissue, to name a few. Although technical development
portrayed the world as passive, as nature to be overcome or material re-
sources to be developed, the relations of science and development came
into being only by working with such forces.

The same was true of what was called the development of capitalism.
The circuits that [Abbud tried to control and transform into sources of
profit involved family networks, the properties of sugar and nitrates, the
labor of those harvesting cane, imperial connections, and the shortages
brought by war. The production of profit, or surplus value, came about only
by working within and transforming such other forces and reserves. Thus
a term like “capitalist development” covers a series of agencies, logics,
chain reactions, and contingent interactions, among which the specific cir-
cuits and relations of capital formed only a part.

Introducing these other forces is not a question of describing the resis-
tance of nature or material conditions. It is not a matter of acknowledging
nonhuman forces that worked against human expertise or created obsta-
cles to technical progress and capitalist development. The reports describ-
ing the problems of the Aswan Dam, the setbacks in malaria eradication, or
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the failure of technical assistance programs often used such formulations
to express the difficult relationship between human intention and the
world of experience. Expertise, however, did not confront such resistance
externally, after it was already complete, nor did the power of capital. Plans,
intentions, scientific expertise, techno-power, and surplus value were cre-
ated in combination with these other forces or elements. The technology of
dam construction was formed at the construction site in Aswan, and in ear-
lier and subsequent projects. The methods of mosquito eradication devel-
oped in Brazil and Egypt were the outcome of working with Anopheles
gambiae in particular locations, among a new population of human hosts.
What is called nature or the material world moves, like the plasmodium, in
and out of human forms, or occurs as arrangements, like the river Nile, that
are social as well as natural, technical as well as material. The world out of
which techno-politics emerged was an unresolved and prior combination
of reason, force, imagination, and resources. Ideas and technology did not
precede this mixture as pure forms of thought brought to bear upon the
messy world of reality. They emerged from the mixture and were manu-
factured in the processes themselves.

Resolving these processes into reason versus force, intelligence versus na-
ture, or the imagined versus the real misapprehends the complexity. But this
misapprehension was necessary, for it was exactly how the production of
techno-power proceeded. Overlooking the mixed way things happen, indeed
producing the effect of neatly separate realms of reason and the real world,
ideas and their objects, the human and the nonhuman, was how power was
coming to work in Egypt, and in the twentieth century in general.

Social science, by relating particular events to a universal reason and by
treating human agency as given, mimics this form of power. The normal
methods of analysis end up reproducing this kind of power, taken in by the
effects it generates. In fact, social science helps to format a world resolved
into this binary order, and thus to constitute and solidify the experience of
agency and expertise. In much of social science this is quite deliberate. It
tries to acquire the kind of intellectual mastery of social processes that
dams seem to offer over rivers, artificial nitrates over sugarcane produc-
tion, or DDT over arthropods. It is less important whether one understands
how things work, more important how effective are the immediate results.
But more careful forms of historical or cultural analysis can do the same
thing in less obvious ways, by leaving technics unexamined, or talking
about the “social construction” of things that are clearly more than social.

To put in question these distinctions, and the assumptions about agency
and history that they make possible, does not mean introducing a limitless
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number of actors and networks, all of which are somehow of equal signifi-
cance and power. Rather, it means making this issue of power and agency a
question, instead of an answer known in advance. It means acknowledging
something of the unresolvable tension, the inseparable mixture, the im-
possible multiplicity, out of which intention and expertise must emerge. It
requires acknowledging that human agency, like capital, is a technical body,
is something made. Instead of invoking the force and logic of reason, self-
interest, science, or capital and attributing what happens in the world to the
working of these enchanted powers and processes, we can open up the
question, as I have attempted here, of what kinds of hybrid agencies, con-
nections, interactions, and forms of violence are able to portray their ac-
tions as history, as human expertise overcoming nature, as the progress of
reason and modernity, or as the expansion and development of capitalism.
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2 Principles True 
in Every Country

In 1863 Isma[il Pasha, the Ottoman ruler in Cairo, gave one hundred acres
of land to his coffee maker. He gave another hundred to his head barber. He
had succeeded his uncle Sa[id as viceroy in January of that year, and within
eighteen months he allocated to those around him more than sixty thou-
sand acres of the Nile valley. The recipients were military officers and high
officials, family members and household staff. In the same short period he
also added more than fifty thousand acres to his own estates.1

To Europeans, actions like these expressed everything that was wrong
with the East. They exemplified the shortcoming for which colonial offi-
cials liked to criticize “native” systems of rule: their arbitrariness. Com-
pared to the universal rules of a modern system of law, native government
proceeded by personal decision and the caprice of power. “With respect to
general propositions,” wrote an English administrator in India, “I have yet
seen no reason to admit that principles, unquestionably true in every other
country, should not be applicable in Bengal. It is in the nature of justice and
good government to deduce its arrangements from undisputed points of
original right. It is in the nature of arbitrary power to make exceptions.”2

In non-European government the exceptional was the rule; power gained
its strength from its arbitrariness. Modern government, like modern sci-
ence, the European believed, was based upon principles true in every coun-
try. Its strength lay in its universalism.

This language belongs to an earlier century. But the views it expresses
remain current. At the end of the twentieth century, the law of property
reappeared at the center of Egypt’s political and economic life. As chapters
8 and 9 of this book describe, a program of political and economic restruc-
turing reasserted the primacy of property rights as the institutional frame-
work for the introduction of market relations. The universal rules of prop-
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erty were to replace the system of arbitrary political controls, special
claims, and institutional exceptions that had restricted their operation. The
political economy of Egypt was to be reestablished on the basis of princi-
ples true in every country.

the rule of property

How is the general character of law produced? How do the rules of property
achieve the quality of being universal? There is no straightforward answer
to this question. Modern jurisprudence sees law as self-establishing, exist-
ing as a system of rules whose validity is established only by other rules.3

Modern economics sees the existence of property as self-evident, repre-
senting an axiomatic set of rules without which the act of exchange could
not occur. In the positive accounts of law and economics, the genealogy of
what is taken to be a universal system of rules is not open to investigation.
This is inevitable, for if the axiomatic had its origins in particular histories
and political acts, its claim to universalism would be lost.

In Cairo, the answer to this question about the origin of modern prop-
erty rights was first formulated in 1882. The British occupied the country
that year, following a political crisis caused by Isma[il’s debts to European
banks. They set up the Commission of Enquiry into the Land Tax, whose
purpose was to examine property rights and taxes and propose measures
for their reform.4 These would remove irregularities from the tax system
and increase the revenue, to pay off what was owed to Rothschilds and the
other banks. The reforms required a cadastral survey to establish the
owner and tax rate of each plot of land. This was not completed until after
the turn of the century, so the revenue reforms had to wait. But right away
the Ministry of Finance published a study of property relations, La Pro-
priété foncière en Egypte. Written by the secretary to the Commission of
Enquiry, the study explained property claims in the country in terms of the
history of a concept: the evolution of the right of private ownership.5

The author drew on the work of contemporary French writers to argue
that under the laws of the Ottoman Empire, which had ruled Cairo since
1517, all land was considered the property of the state.6 French scholars had
popularized this interpretation of Ottoman practice to justify the seizure of
village land by French settlers in Algeria. Private property, they believed,
was the foundation of civilization. Its absence in the territories of the Ot-
toman Empire demonstrated the uncivilized state of Muslim peoples and
the progress that colonization would bring them.7 This progress would
come in the form of ideas. European legal principles, it was said, were based

Principles True in Every Country / 55

Mitchell_02  7/9/02  11:24 AM  Page 55



upon universal principles that can be applied uniformly to particular cases,
by the process of abstracting from a particular circumstance to the general
principle that governs it. Drawing on elements of this colonial view to por-
tray a similar transition toward modernity in the Nile valley, the Ministry
of Finance study became the text on which subsequent histories of the
Egyptian law of property depended.8

Before the development of twentieth-century economics and jurispru-
dence, which offered ways to be silent about the genealogy of what claims
to be universal, this kind of account was the only way, outside theology, to
explain the general character of law. Law could claim to be universal, and
thus nonarbitrary, only be appearing as the expression of civilization. The
growth of civilization represented the spread of the principle of human
reason, which overcame the limits of habit, prejudice, caprice, and igno-
rance. The faculty of reason gave men the power to step outside these local
constraints, it was thought, and thus acquire a universal vision and under-
standing. European colonialism, understood as the contemporary expres-
sion of the spread of civilization and reason, established the abstract forms
of law, in relation to which particular histories of the right of property
could be written. Such histories occurred as the local expression or reali-
zation of this universal abstraction.

A certain contradiction is apparent. The virtues of a universal right of
private property were articulated to support seizing land by force in North
Africa. The land could be taken because those who farmed it had not heard
of this universal right. The principle of property was presented as the op-
posite of arbitrary power or coercion, represented by the state ownership
of land; but it justified a violent exercise of power, and in fact was estab-
lished by this violence. The British were now articulating the same princi-
ple in Cairo, a city they had seized by force after first bombarding and de-
stroying a large section of the country’s second city, Alexandria. Private
property was seen as the reversal of the old order of state ownership. Law
based on private rights represented a rupture with the previous world of
arbitrary and despotic power. Yet many of the property claims that were to
be consolidated as private rights, especially the largest ones, came into
being through the “arbitrary” grants that Isma[il had made, and those of
his uncles and grandfather before him. The author of the Ministry of Fi-
nance study, Yacoub Artin, was himself a product of this history of large
estates. His grandfather, Sukias Tcherakian, an Armenian from Istanbul,
moved to Cairo in 1812 soon after Isma[il’s grandfather, Mehmed Ali, came
to power to manage the estates of one of Mehmed Ali’s sons.9 Rather than
there being a rupture, the old had helped form the new.
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The history of private property is rather silent on the conditions that
produced it and the precedents incorporated into it. In fact it is silent on a
lot more, as we will see. Presented as a history of legislation, of an abstrac-
tion, it has little to say about how private property was actually constituted
in a particular place. The abstract arrives from elsewhere, and its particular
histories are incidental rather than part of its nature. If its emergence had
something to do with individual appropriations, exceptional decisions, or
acts of violence, these belonged to the past, from which the present was
now ruptured. The break in history caused by the colonial occupation, by
the arrival of modernity and civilization, helped to establish the universal
character of law. The ad hoc, violent, and exceptional character of the law of
property was entirely hidden by the presentation of law as something ab-
stract, as a universal rule, with its origins elsewhere, applied to particular
circumstances.10

Compared to Artin’s study of 1882, we have a better understanding
today of landholding in the Ottoman Empire before the colonial occupa-
tions. We know that the view that all property was “owned” by the state is
too simple and that for several centuries land in the Nile Delta had been
treated as something that individuals could buy and sell.11 We also know
that landholding did not refer to land as an object, to which single individ-
uals claimed an absolute right. It referred to a system of multiple claims,
and not to the land itself but its revenue. The claimants included the Ot-
toman ruler, the ruler’s local representative, the legal-religious authorities,
the cultivators themselves, and other customary claimants within the
countryside, such as the indigent. The doctrine of state ownership of land
did not correspond to the modern notion of property but registered the
ruler’s political claim to a share of the revenue, while also acknowledging
both the revenue claims of local political forces and the subsistence claims
of the cultivator and other members of the village.12 The network of claims,
moreover, involved not just the land but a variety of processes and rela-
tions: grain as distinct from other crops, trees and their fruits, grazing
rights, the supply of water, the maintenance of irrigation works, and so on.
The claims were related to a wider discourse of justice and reciprocity re-
produced in social practice. They were not fixed in an abstract code of law,
but were guided by legal precedent and by prescriptions developed in re-
sponse to actual circumstances and events.

This understanding opens up further questions. How was it possible to
reduce the productive processes of the countryside to the single issue of
who controlled the land? How was the question of its control moved away
from the competing claims and obligations of those who lived on the land
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and those who ruled them, and turned into a “right” that could be exer-
cised absolutely, even by a person who had no relation to the place? How
were these issues abstracted from forms of justice and reciprocity recog-
nized (sometimes only in their violation) at the level of agricultural life,
and located elsewhere—in the city, in its courts and police forces, and at
some still more distant and abstract level, in propositions “true in every
country”? How, in short, did modern law acquire its power and authority?

Let us return for a moment to Isma[il’s method of establishing claims to
the land. In September 1863, to take a representative example, he issued
the following instructions to his secretary of the treasury:

We have decided that three hundred acres are to be granted as an estate
to His Lordship Nuri Bey, Governor of Sharqiyya. We have given an
order to His Excellency the Inspector of the Lower Nile to have the said
lands surveyed, their boundaries marked, and the list of the boundaries
sent to the treasury. As soon as the list of boundaries reaches you, you
are to record them and issue from the tax registry the required title
deed in the name of the aforementioned and send it to him. This is the
reason we have written this to you.13

Power seems to operate through a chain of personal orders and inter-
connected prerogatives rather than a generalized regime of government. It
is not exactly arbitrary. The document refers to a legal process of recording,
boundary marking, and bookkeeping. But the written record that results
does not invoke any universal rule. In fact, it insists on its own specificity:
“This is the reason we have written this to you.” Compared to the univer-
sal rules of a modern system of law, the document, and the actions and
claims it performs, appears not so much ad hoc, but as a form of power
whose specificity is not disguised. The law announces its specificity, tracing
its own steps. The act of granting land, the inspector’s survey of the bound-
aries, the placing of boundary stones, the recording of measurements and
sending them to Cairo, listing them in the taxation register, and issuing the
title deed: all these acts are prescribed in the decree. The performance of the
law will gain its authority from following this particular sequence of acts.

The order of private property that replaced this was just as particularis-
tic. It, too, was based on individual acts, orders, seizures, descriptions, and
inscriptions. But these processes were reorganized so that some seemed
particular and others general: some appeared fixed, singular, anchored to a
specific place and moment, like objects, while others appeared mobile, gen-
eral, present everywhere at once, universal, unquestionably true in every
place, and therefore abstract. One set of actions, people, and sites was fixed
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in position as “land” and “peasants,” made into objects to supervise and
control. At the same time a series of removals, rearrangements, delaying
maneuvers, simplifications, and silences established other sites and other
actions as what seems the opposite of this: nonlocal, outside actuality, and
therefore universal. This was to create the effect of a fundamental differ-
ence: land versus law, the particular versus the general, the physical versus
the abstract, thing versus idea, force versus order. To understand how this
difference was made we have to reopen the connections between what was
separated, follow the links from one action to another, and see how one set
of elements in this relationship was subordinated, removed, reserved, or si-
lenced. This will bring to light what is buried when we write theories of
“property,” “law,” and “the state,” when we begin with metaphysical ab-
stractions rather than asking what methods of politics and expertise divide
the world into metaphysics on the one hand and mere physics on the other.

putting villagers in their place

Cotton and sugarcane, the modern world’s two main industrial crops, did
not grow in the temperate climates of Europe. They needed the warmth of
semitropical zones, where northern Europeans found it difficult to work or
settle. Over several hundred years the English and French had developed
what many considered a sophisticated institution to solve this difficulty—
the slave plantation. Developed in the Caribbean, it had been expanded 
by the Americans across the southern United States. The government in
early nineteenth-century Cairo was keen to import modern European and
American ways of doing things. In fact it sent its European-officered army
to invade the Sudan in July 1820 to establish control over the sultanates
that ruled the Upper Nile and import slaves to the north. However, the ef-
forts at mass enslavement failed. A system of industrial agriculture based
on the importation and private ownership of humans could not be intro-
duced into the Nile valley. Instead, the government tried a number of dif-
ferent methods to create an industrial discipline among the existing agrar-
ian communities. The result was a further series of failures.

Before the nineteenth century methods of government in the parts of
the Nile valley controlled from Cairo were based on dividing the revenue
of the land. Farmers paid a part of their main crop—a food grain—to the
authorities in exchange, they were told, for the security and justice that au-
thority guaranteed. This method would not work with the modern indus-
trial and export crops in demand in Europe, such as cotton and sugar, or
opium. Farmers had no interest in growing a crop they could not eat, or
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process to serve local needs. The authorities, on the other hand, needed a
way to take the whole crop. For the first time they needed a method of
making farmers grow something they did not want and hand it over en-
tirely. Or perhaps they had often thought of doing this but only now be-
lieved, thanks to the power of the new, disciplined army, that they had the
means to achieve it. As John Bowring, friend of Jeremy Bentham and advi-
sor to Mehmed Ali, later reported to the British parliament, “nothing but
despotic authority would have forced the cultivation of many of those im-
portant articles such as cotton, opium, sugar, indigo, etc., of which Egypt
furnishes so large a supply.”14 Thus a “monopoly” system was introduced,
backed by military discipline, that compelled villagers to grow certain crops
and deliver them to government warehouses.

The response of the rural population was a straightforward one. Large
numbers refused to farm and in many cases abandoned their villages. Tens
of thousands deserted their homes and moved to agricultural regions out-
side government control, or escaped to Cairo and other towns, or moved
further abroad to Palestine and Syria. The Ottoman governor, Mehmed Ali,
responded by instituting a more elaborate system of overseers and penalties
and ordering the confinement of peasants to their villages, with permits re-
quired for those who wished to travel outside their locality.15 These mea-
sures failed to stop the exodus. In 1842 the authorities began to compile a
register with the names of all those reported to have deserted their vil-
lages.16 At the same time they introduced a new system, allocating officials
of the ruling household, or in some cases local notables or merchants, the
responsibility for the tax arrears of particular villages.17 Yet desertion re-
mained a serious problem, continuing under Mehmed Ali’s successors.18

The next response to the problem of keeping the rural population in
place was a series of measures between 1847 and 1862 to restrict or elimi-
nate the customary claims of those who abandoned their land. These are
the regulations later assembled by the Ministry of Finance into the account
of the emergence of private landownership discussed above. Cuno shows
the regulations were concerned less with individual rights and more with
stabilizing the existing land regime after the disruptive agrarian programs
of the first half of the century.19 While Cuno’s arguments are persuasive,
we can state more specifically that the new laws were a response to the con-
tinuing crisis of desertion, legalizing the expropriation of the land of those
who fled and seeking to deter others from fleeing. Four of the six provi-
sions of the first land law in 1847 were concerned with limiting the claims
of those who had deserted their land. Deserters who returned to claim land
that had been allocated as a tax responsibility to someone else were entitled
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to recover only half the land and required to reimburse the taxes paid. The
1855 land law was an amendment to this regulation, setting further limits
on the ability to recover land. After fifteen years returnees lost all rights to
their land and would receive instead only a subsistence plot of between half
an acre and three acres. An 1858 law reduced the period after which desert-
ers lost all rights to their land to five years.20 Despite these measures the
problem of desertion continued. A further decree of December 7, 1862, not
mentioned in the histories of landownership but confirming the preoccu-
pation with desertion, was still more severe: any native who deserted his
village would have his land seized and sold off after two months, unless he
deserted during the cultivation season, in which case it would be seized and
sold immediately.21 Far from representing a gradual accumulation of rights
by the individual, the land laws of the mid-nineteenth century represented
a series of attempts to compel individuals to remain at work on the land
and to confirm the seizure of land from those who fled.

These measures were related to another process, also usually omitted
from histories of private property: the incorporation or erasure of political
communities that occupied the margin, neither outside nor completely
within the jurisdiction of Cairo. Before the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, most people inhabiting parts of the Nile valley beyond the immediate
reach of Cairo lived in autonomous political communities referred to as
tribes or emirates, and were relatively independent of the Cairene authori-
ties.22 Historical sources refer to these populations as [arab, a term usually
translated as “Bedouin” and used in contrast to the fellahs, the settled vil-
lagers.Although the word [arab historically refers to the pastoral nomads of
the desert, in the Nile valley large numbers of them farmed the land and
lived in villages. What distinguished them from other villagers was not nec-
essarily nomadism but their relative autonomy from Cairo and often their
domination over the fellahs themselves. They lived on the geographical
margin, partly within and partly beyond government control. Their lands
were seldom registered or taxed, but they often payed some collective form
of tribute. They were involved in agriculture but did not belong to the
“peasantry.” They formed a complex economic and political borderland.

The new control over the countryside involved eliminating these border
forms of political life. Modern accounts of this process, assuming that the
[arab were nomads, describe it as “the settlement of the Bedouin.”23 In fact
it involved, once again, the attempt to construct a new kind of control over
their lands and livelihoods, and much of their so-called nomadism was
simply the dislocation caused by this attempt. The government of Mehmed
Ali initially recognized the Arab claims to land used for pasture or seasonal
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cultivation.24 But from the 1840s, members of the ruling household began
to take such land to create large estates for themselves.25 Violent struggles
broke out, and by the end of the 1850s the “Arab troubles,” as official
sources refer to the conflict, had become so severe that large numbers had
abandoned agriculture and moved with their herds to areas beyond the
reach of government troops, or fled abroad.26

When Isma[il came to power in January 1863 and began granting estates
to his officials and relatives, he was responding to a series of failures and in-
creasingly violent reactions in the search for new methods of controlling
the way crops were grown. He had spent the preceding years organizing
new estates of his own in the south, developing the production of cotton and
sugarcane and running a sugar refinery that was described as the country’s
most impressive industrial project.27 He brought the expertise acquired in
the managing of sugar mills and plantations back to Cairo, and began reor-
ganizing the whole country as a system of agricultural estates.

In his first week in office he abrogated the 1862 law penalizing rural de-
sertion. He ordered the governors of every province to draw up lists of
those who had lost their land, together with the value of the land and the
names of those who had taken it over. From now on natives who aban-
doned their land were to be treated according to established principles,
which presumably meant restoring the five-year limit of the 1858 law.28

He also encouraged the Arabs to return to their lands. To those without
property he offered parcels of abandoned land, giving two acres to every
household of five persons.29 In exchange, the Arabs were required to sub-
mit to the authority of a military officer appointed in each district to over-
see their affairs. They were to give the officer a list of the heads of the sec-
tions of each tribe, with the number of persons and a description of each
individual enumerated “tribe by tribe, section by section, name by name.”
The officer would then issue a permit with the name, physical description,
and tribe of every individual under his authority. A person who wished to
move from one tribal section to another, or one part of the country to an-
other, required this permit to travel.30

a mad fanatic and a communist

We know very little about the impact of these events on people’s lives.
Most of what we can learn about those lives is from the traces they left
elsewhere. We know about the flight of villagers from the land largely
through such sources as the further acts of dispossession with which gov-
ernment tried to punish them. On occasion, however, the violence of prop-
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erty making, which was also the violence of nation making, provoked a
more concerted reaction. These events left larger traces, although still only
partial.31

The uprising against British rule in India in 1857–58 provided a warn-
ing of what could develop, and the British were soon to bring the lessons
they learned in India to Egypt. But the popular message from India arrived
sooner, reaching the Upper Nile provinces of Jirja and Asyut, where Isma[il
was building his sugar plantations. To convert flood basin agriculture to the
year-round cultivation of cane, workers were digging the Ibrahimiyya
Canal, the largest construction project ever undertaken in the Nile valley
and reported to be the largest canal in the world, extending more than four
hundred kilometers from Asyut to Cairo.32 Both the cane plantations and
the canal required large amounts of forced labor.33

A sign of the impending troubles was a murder that took place in June
1863 in Tanagha, a village about thirty kilometers south of the town of
Asyut, in an area where Isma[il had acquired several sugar estates. The vic-
tim was someone of significance, at least to Isma[il, for the viceroy person-
ally ordered that all firearms be confiscated from the inhabitants of the vil-
lage and that the same be done in any village in Asyut province where a
killing occurred. If any villager was subsequently found with a weapon, the
village head was to be dismissed and his sons and relatives forbidden to as-
sume the headship.34

In the winter of 1864–65 the crisis came. In October Isma[il took over a
large estate, which included a sugar mill and steam pumps, at the village of
Naj[ Hamadi, claiming the land had belonged to his elder brother Ahmad
(who had been drowned in a railway accident six years earlier).35 The diffi-
culties created by the spread of plantations were aggravated by serious
flooding in the autumn, which devastated the nearby town of Jirja and de-
stroyed homes and crops throughout the region.36 By February there were
severe food shortages and most of the cattle were dead. Yet the government
continued to impose burdens. Orders reached local officials to make a levy
of camels to support the continued occupation of the Sudan; to begin work
immediately on improved flood defenses at Jirja, requiring 1,085,000 hun-
dredweight of stone; and to provide another fifty thousand men as forced
laborers on the Ibrahimiyya Canal.37 “The system of wholesale extortion
and spoilation has reached a point beyond which it would be difficult to
go,” wrote a European resident. “Egypt is one vast ‘plantation’ where the
master works his slaves without even feeding them.”38

A month later an armed uprising broke out, beginning in the village of
Qaw, near Jirja, and four neighboring villages, but reaching as far as Asyut
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forty kilometers to the north.39 The revolt was led by Ahmad al-Shaqi,
known as al-Tayyib, the Good, native of the village of Salamiyya, near
Luxor, and said to be the disciple of an anticolonial religious militant from
India who had escaped abroad after the defeat of the 1857–58 revolt and
spent several years near Asyut. The seriousness of the uprising is indicated
by the seniority of those sent to suppress it. Mehmed Fadil Pasha, inspector
of the Upper Nile region, came by steamer from Cairo with an armed force,
and Isma[il himself followed. The secretary of war, Isma[il Pasha Abu Jabal,
commanded the troops. They burned Qaw and its four neighboring villages
to the ground and sent the surviving male inhabitants as prisoners to the
Sudan. The women and children were distributed among other villages.
Ahmad al-Tayyib was rumored to have escaped, but his relatives from
Salamiyya, men, women, and children, were taken in chains to Qina. Re-
ports of the number of villagers who were killed ranged from several dozen
to sixteen hundred. One eyewitness described how Fadil Pasha “had the men
laid down by ten at a time and chopped with pioneer axes.” Fadil was re-
warded after his return to Cairo with promotion to the Council of Justice.40

British consular reports attributed the revolt to the labor that villagers
were forced to supply on Isma[il’s estates. The food shortage had caused
prices to jump, and local wages had also risen. Measures introduced in Jan-
uary to control prices from Cairo by setting up a Prices Committee and
provincial Commerce Committees had failed to halt the increases.41 The
fixed wage of two and a half piastres a day that Isma[il had introduced on
his estates two years earlier represented only one-quarter of prevailing
wages by 1865.42 Local reports agreed that although religious appeals pro-
vided al-Tayyib’s legitimation, his object was the new land regime. “He is
a mad fanatic and a communist,” a European resident in the area was told.
“He wants to divide all property equally and to kill all the Ulema.”43

Isma[il blamed the events on the negligence of the governor of Jirja, whom
he removed and put to trial. He also appointed a separate administrator for
his estates in the south, divorcing their management from those in the
Delta.44 The effort to turn much of the region into his plantation was prov-
ing difficult.

Despite the violence with which the government demonstrated its re-
solve, the problems of villagers abandoning the farming of overtaxed land
and rejecting the authority of Cairo continued. In 1865 the viceroy issued
a decree forbidding officials to grant anyone permission to abandon their
land.45 Later that year he ordered the sale of rights to all abandoned land,
and of any cultivated land that was not registered in the tax registers, while
the period after which those who deserted their villages lost their rights
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was reduced again, from five years to three.46 Another order of the same
year noted that despite the efforts at conciliation the Bedouin were still re-
fusing to submit to the viceroy’s authority. Instructions were given that
any Arab found in a town, at a market, on a road, or in any other place car-
rying a firearm was to be arrested.47 Several orders were also issued in the
same period to inspect and reorganize the country’s numerous prisons.48 In
June 1865, the inspector of the Lower Nile region reported a large increase
in theft, including attacks at night on villages and isolated estates, in which
property and animals were looted. Isma[il declared this to be the work of
evil and malicious individuals, many of them former convicts, who had to
be eliminated—by further incarceration. He ordered the head of every vil-
lage and Arab tribe to round up within thirty days all “depraved and mali-
cious persons and suspicious characters” in their localities. Those arrested
were to be sent to the army or navy if fit, otherwise to labor in the stone
quarries at the Nile Cataracts. If any such persons were found in their dis-
tricts after thirty days, the headmen themselves would be punished.49

Desertion of the land and armed rebellion were not the only problems
the new agriculture faced. The extensive irrigation works required by in-
dustrial crops brought two additional forces into play: disease and debt. In
May 1865, as the rebellion in the south subsided, cholera appeared. The
cholera vibrio followed the same route an anticolonial militant from India
would have taken, coming from South Asia to Mecca with the annual pil-
grimage, then continuing on by boat across the Red Sea and overland to
the Nile valley.50 The main routes reached the Nile in the south, where the
disease struck hardest. It claimed some sixty thousand lives, with the high-
est death rates in the provinces of Jirja and Asyut.51 As with the gambiae
malaria epidemic of the 1940s, the irrigation work in these two provinces
exacerbated the disease. Villages that drew their water from the Nile es-
caped infection, while adjacent villages that used the standing water in the
new canals suffered badly. In the town of Qina, near Jirja, 250 people were
reported dead in a single day. “Shaikh Yussuf laid the mortality at Kenah to
the canal water,” wrote a European resident, “which the poor people drink
there.”52 When the disease reached Alexandria in the north, it panicked the
European business class and sent them fleeing. Thirty thousand left by ship
within a fortnight, bringing all major commerce in the country to a stand-
still.53 Their flight carried the cholera to all the main ports of the eastern
and northern Mediterranean, helping turn the disease into a pandemic that
circled the globe for a decade.

Meanwhile, the cotton boom the country had enjoyed during the block-
ade of the Confederate ports in the American civil war had come to an end.
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Isma[il had taken large loans from European financiers during the boom
years. One of the largest of these was in response to an earlier epidemic,
the cattle murrain of the summer and autumn of 1863, which had killed
anywhere from 250,000 to 900,000 head of cattle, wiping out most of the
country’s draft animals used for ploughing and irrigation. Loans from Eu-
ropean finance houses enabled Isma[il to import hundreds of thousands of
animals from Europe and Asia, along with steam pumps and ploughs and
emergency supplies of food.54 But the food and the loans came too late to
enable people to feed themselves that winter, and tens of thousands lost
their lives.55 The slump of 1865 was followed by the collapse of European
speculative finance in the stock market crash of May 1866. Isma[il managed
to obtain further loans to keep up interest payments to the banks. These
loans only compounded the debt, however, postponing the crisis but mak-
ing the eventual collapse more severe. The debt, as we shall see, was to pro-
vide a mechanism that would lever into place the new law of property, and
with it the colonial occupation.

the private village

The obstacles to the consolidation of a new kind of control over the coun-
tryside included the occurrence of theft and armed attack, the continuing
problem of desertion, the difficulty of establishing authority over the Arab
population, the waves of modern epidemic disease, and what must have
seemed the ever-present risk, demonstrated by the events in Jirja in 1865,
of an armed revolt. These events, and the violence to which they were re-
sponding, constitute the local context that was omitted from the history of
private property. Private property emerged in the form of large agricul-
tural estates. Beginning by the 1840s, and expanding rapidly from the
1860s, the estates represented a further effort to find ways of establishing
a detailed and continuous control over the rural population. This time it
was more successful.

By granting an estate to one of his functionaries, family members, or
servants, the viceroy effectively subcontracted to the recipient, whether
high-ranking officer or household coffee maker, the problem of policing
and extracting revenue from that district. In fact the estate first emerged in
the 1840s not as a form of private property, but as a means of making an
individual official liable for paying the revenue arrears of a particular vil-
lage. Any villager who owed taxes was thereby placed in debt bondage to
the official and compelled to work the land to the benefit of the official
until the debt had been paid.56 (I will return in a moment to this issue of
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debt, a mechanism of coercion working within the right of property.) The
estates Isma[il created in the 1860s and 1870s continued the practice of
making villages or parts of villages the responsibility of individual officials.
At the same time, the much lower tax rates on estates made them a poten-
tially lucrative reward for the loyalty of those who received them. The re-
ward provided a means of binding the recipient in allegiance to the ruler
and thus strengthening his authority.57

In the 1870s the estates were transformed from tax responsibilities into
landholdings over which the recipient enjoyed what came to be called pri-
vate ownership. This change did not occur because the holders sought the
development of private rights. It was forced upon them by the govern-
ment’s and the foreign bankers’ further demands for revenue. In 1871,
sinking deeper into debt, the viceroy offered full ownership rights and the
halving of future tax liability to anyone who would pay a sum equivalent
to six years’ tax. The revenue from this arrangement was pledged to Euro-
pean bankers as security for another loan. The offer was unattractive to
most landholders, so three years later the payment was made obligatory, in
twelve annual installments. The “equivalent” (muqabala), as the payment
was called, in effect a 50 percent increase in taxation, became the principal
cause of indebtedness among landholders.58 Private ownership emerged
not as a right won by individuals against the state but as part of a penalty
imposed upon them as a means of paying government debts, a penalty that
in fact caused many smaller landholders to fall into debt themselves and
lose their land.

The advantage of the estate did not lie in higher productivity. The argu-
ment that large holdings were more productive than small farms was made
after the British occupation and would be made again at the end of the
twentieth century, as we will see, when the restrictions placed on the for-
mation of estates in subsequent decades were once again removed. Small
village farms were considered four times as productive as the large estates
of the ruling family.59 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. The estate
represented a system of supervision and coercion that succeeded for the
first time in fixing cultivators permanently in place on the land and pre-
venting them from abandoning cultivation or moving to another region.
They could now be forced in large numbers to grow crops under the orders
and for the benefit of an outsider.

This power was achieved in several ways. First, the cultivators lost con-
trol not just of the land but of their households and living arrangements.

Principles True in Every Country / 67

Mitchell_02  7/9/02  11:24 AM  Page 67



They were made to live under close supervision in a “private village,”
owned by the new owner of the land. Private landownership was in many
cases the private ownership of a village.

With the creation of large estates, especially those that brought former
flood basins or wetlands under year-round cultivation, the owners required
housing for the labor they used. At first they left the workers to construct
their own huts, but they later discovered that greater power could be ac-
quired over a workforce by taking control of their living arrangements.
There were several recent precedents for the building of supervised accom-
modation for large groups of men, including the construction of barracks
for a modern mass army and similar housing for the labor forces employed
on major construction projects such as the Suez and Ibrahimiyya canals
and the new railway lines.60 There was even an attempt to control the ac-
commodation of ordinary villagers, in the form of a program announced in
1846 to rebuild every village in the country according to a precise and reg-
ular plan. A number of model villages were built on the estates of the rul-
ing family, “in order to show the fellahs how to construct their villages” (as
the consultants Arthur D. Little were to try again a century later).61 The
sketch of the village of Gezzaye (see fig. 1), drawn by an Armenian engi-
neer named Hekekyan, “shows the general style of these villages,” several
of which were built in Lower and Upper Egypt. As the drawing indicates,
the village consisted of three classes of houses: those for sheikhs and the
well-to-do, those for “the middling class of fellahs,” and “lines of huts for
the last class of fellahs.” A separate row of houses accommodated govern-
ment officers and travelers, with a house of prostitution located conve-
niently behind. In the northwest corner, adjacent to the house of prostitu-
tion, was the manor house for the lord of the estate. The irregular size and
shape of this compound, Hekekyan notes, represented a characteristic
“derogation from the rule imposed on the rest of the place.” He added,
however, that by the time of his visit about five years after the building of
the village, “we found the streets already traversed in several directions by
huts and stables in the manner of epaulements to secure privacy.”62

In the later part of the century, beginning once again on the viceregal
estates, landowners began to construct large numbers of “organized” vil-
lages, in which “the owner imposed on his tenants a plan where everything
had its logical place.” The typical layout consisted of several rows of mud
huts to house the workers and their overseers, and at the center of these
was the group of buildings known as the duwwar, consisting of a courtyard
lined on three sides by storerooms and workshops and on the fourth by the
offices, which had accommodation for the manager of the estate on an
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upper floor. On the largest estates the administration, housing the man-
agement offices and lodgings for the agricultural engineers, would be lo-
cated at the center of the property or in the nearest village, while the work-
ers would be housed in a series of compounds around the estate, each built
as a walled enclosure with double doors set in a high gateway, like “a sort
of fortress.” The housing formed a permanent “agricultural colony,” iso-
lated from the main village and known as the [izba. By extension, the term
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Figure 1. The model village of Gezzaye, 1852. Source: Hekekyan, “Journals
1851–54,” folio 355. Reproduced by permission of the British Library.
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[izba came to refer to the spatial and social organization of cultivators, su-
pervisors, and owner that constituted the estate.63

The geometry of these sites expressed the new power over the cultiva-
tors that the estate system made possible. From a more recent period, the
inhabitant of a medium-sized estate with ninety-five acres of land that was
broken up after the 1952 agrarian reform remembered it as a prison. “The
duwwar was surrounded by the houses of the zurra[ (sharecroppers), and
this was the whole [izba at the time. There was a gate which closed at night.
It was like a concentration camp.”64 French scholars who carried out an ex-
tensive study of the [izba in the 1930s described it as “a private village,
where the proprietor is the absolute master. The houses are his private
property. The fellahs whom he employs are there at his invitation; at any
moment he can send them away if he pleases, without being accountable to
anyone.”65 Not only the worker houses, in fact, but their tools and equip-
ment, even domestic animals, were usually the property of the estate
owner. The larger estates had “a veritable brigade of employees whose sole
occupation was to supervise the workers, continuously and in the closest
and most rigorous fashion.”66 The system enabled the proprietor or man-
ager of the estate “to know his people directly, their needs, their likes and
dislikes, their good and bad habits.”67

powers of exception

European legal theory understood the right of property as the control over
things. Since at least Montesquieu, this private right (dominium in Roman
law) was contrasted with sovereignty (imperium), or the rule over people.
Property belonged to individuals, while sovereignty was the power of the
state. But in practice, in both Europe and Egypt, property was a power re-
lation among people as well as things. At a minimum, it was a power to ex-
clude others from taking or using certain things. If people needed those
things to survive, then property rights conferred much wider powers, in-
cluding the ability to make people do as the owner wished.68 The proprietor
of the estates that spread across the Nile valley was a sovereign, an “ab-
solute master.” He was accountable to no one. He could imprison, expel,
starve, exploit, and exercise many other forms of arbitrary, exceptional,
and, if necessary, violent powers. The law of property claimed to be a uni-
versal right, based upon undisputed principles true in every country. But
this general truth enclosed within it a zone of arbitrariness. The walls of
the [izba encircled a realm of exception, within which power operated with-
out rights. The architecture that formed the enclosed agricultural colony, a
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microcolonialism within a larger colonial domain, went hand in hand with
a legal architecture that constructed territories of arbitrary power within
the larger space of legal reason and abstraction.

The power of this sovereignty was constituted not only within the es-
tate, but from the relations between the enclosed domain of the estate and
the wider countryside in which it stood. The estate could operate as a sort
of prison, in part because to escape from the estate meant to become both
landless and homeless. Reinforcing the discipline created by the walls and
gates of the [izba was the power generated by the wider arrangements of
which it was a part. This was the other side of the successful control of
labor: the expansion of the estate system to eliminate the opportunity of
escape to a less coercive alternative. One estimate indicates that by 1863 es-
tates already covered more than one-seventh of the cultivated area.69 Over
the next twelve years their area almost doubled. A local writer noted the
exploitation now suffered by landless agricultural laborers, who were
“compelled to work for whatever wages it is possible to get from the own-
ers, depending upon their pleasure, even though this amount be extremely
small and incommensurate with the labor. This is particularly so in areas
where there are a great many workers, who then accept diminished wages
and compete with one another in this, to the benefit of the landowners.”70

The landless were as much a part of the arrangement as the workers tied to
the estate. Their role lay not just in the discipline they helped enforce
among estate workers by their availability to replace them, but in the pro-
vision of extra labor at harvest and other periods of peak demand for which
the proprietor did not have to provide year-round support. There devel-
oped mobile brigades of workers, controlled by labor contractors and over-
seers, resulting in a dual labor force.71 The estate represented a method of
fixing workers in place and at the same time making other workers mobile.
Both the fixing and the mobility depended upon the rapid removal of land
from village control and its transformation into estates.

A census carried out on the eve of the occupation in 1882 indicated that
there were then five thousand estates in the Delta alone, housing 12 per-
cent of the population. Three years later regulations were introduced to
govern the creation of estates, restricting them to properties of more than
fifty acres. Yet by 1901, half the country’s agricultural land was held in es-
tates of this size. In 1912, in a further attempt to slow down the rate at
which villagers were losing their land and their homes, the British intro-
duced the Five Feddan Law. Modeled on a similar measure in the Punjab,
the law prevented creditors seizing from small farmers their last five acres
(feddans) of land, their essential farm tools, two draft animals, and their
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house. Nevertheless, by the 1920s it was estimated that more than one-
third of the agricultural population in the Delta had become landless, while
the number of estates in the country as a whole had reached about seven-
teen thousand.72 In an official list of place names published in 1932, more
than half the localities listed were private estates.73

These islands of sovereignty were in the majority of cases seized from
villages. It is impossible to determine exactly what proportion of the land
taken as estates was previously uncultivated and what proportion was cul-
tivated land or pasture belonging to villages. Some of the so-called uncul-
tivated land had been made that way by the failed coercions of earlier de-
cades, and other areas had formed part of the transhumant agriculture of
the Bedouins forcibly ended by the government. These issues aside, the de-
cline in the taxable area of village lands between 1863 and 1875 suggests
that about two-thirds of the land taken as estates was cultivated village
land. The villages may have lost even more, for many of the lands taken as
estates continued to be registered as village land.74 Barakat has shown how
large proportions of the estate land seized by Isma[il and his predecessors
was taken directly from the villages.75 Even when estates were formed
from land officially categorized as uncultivated, untaxed, or abandoned, it
was sometimes at the expense of the villages. The recipient of the unculti-
vated lands of a village would in some cases forcibly exchange them for an
area of more fertile village land already under cultivation, claiming the
need for a consolidated acreage for the estate in place of the dispersed frag-
ments of less fertile, uncultivated soil.76 Villagers themselves later made it
clear that they considered the big estates to have been created largely by
the appropriation of cultivated village land.77

A further means of control was provided by the mechanism of debt.
With the village itself under private sovereignty, cultivators could now be
required to work for less than a living wage. The typical arrangement was
to employ the workers without payment or below subsistence wages on
the labor-intensive cotton crop, which was grown on a three-year (some-
times two-year) rotation. On the land rotated out of cotton the workers
grew food and fodder crops, each worker receiving a small plot to provide
for the subsistence of his household and surrendering the rest of the crop
to the owner. In some cases the workers rented rather than sharecropped
their subsistence plots, but in either case the owner tended to retain control
of irrigation and the choice of crops. Only the owners had a surplus to sell,
so they alone had access to capital. The owners therefore provided the
working capital for the subsistence plots. When workers were unable to
repay this or other loans they were placed in debt bondage to the owner.
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The wages for working on the cotton crop were then absorbed in debt and
interest payments, and the workers became an unpaid, bonded workforce.78

The mechanism of debt was not only a power available within the sov-
ereign space of the estate. In 1876 the government agreed with thirteen
European powers and the United States to establish the Mixed Courts, a
parallel judicial system based on French law governing legal relations be-
tween foreigners and local subjects.79 Administered mostly by foreign
lawyers and judges, the new courts for the first time enabled creditors to
seize ownership of a cultivator’s land for nonpayment of debt. In five years
fifty thousand acres in a single province were lost by distraint to money-
lenders, who ranged from large mortgage banks to the small Greek and
Levantine traders that had opened shops in almost every village.80 A
British parliamentary inquiry later reported that the local population re-
garded the courts simply as “a machine for transferring the land” from the
native cultivators to their creditors.81 Once again the law of private prop-
erty created a power that was much more than a control over things. It
manufactured this “machine” that concentrated into certain hands enor-
mous powers of violence. An individual creditor could now use its force to
evict a farmer from the land, seize possession of draft animals and ploughs,
and demolish houses. Since the Mixed Courts did not govern relations
among local subjects, but only those between locals and foreigners, this
power was another enclave of privilege reserved for Europeans, another
exceptional power made possible by a supposedly universal law.

The powers of debt were soon concentrated into a much larger force,
providing the leverage for colonial occupation. “By the irony of fate,” as
Britain’s colonial governor of Egypt later put it, the machine was used to
take over the estates of the country’s largest landowner, Isma[il himself,
and turn the country into a European colony.82 In 1874 a global economic
depression began, brought on by the crisis of speculative European bank-
ing, including the large loans to Isma[il and his government. As the de-
pression caused the price of cotton to fall and made further credit unavail-
able, Isma[il was unable to postpone any longer the financial collapse. In
1876 the banking houses established a Debt Commission in Cairo, which
took control of the country’s finances and used the new Mixed Courts to
take possession of Isma[il’s estates. When Isma[il resisted the takeover the
British and French governments had him deposed in favor of his son Taw-
fiq. The latter began to lose power to a popular constitutionalist movement,
led by junior army officers and disaffected notables.83 In 1882 the British
invaded the country, established a military occupation to eradicate the pop-
ulist movement, and reasserted European control over finances, including
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all of the viceregal estates.84 This course of events was ironic, perhaps, but
the powers at work were not particularly those of fate.

making a difference

The development of the agricultural estate transformed the Nile valley in
the nineteenth century. I have argued that we should describe this devel-
opment not as “the emergence of private property,” but as the develop-
ment of new ways to manage those who farmed the land, achieved after
earlier failures, through new methods of devolution, incarceration, surveil-
lance, and exclusion. This is not simply a matter of reversing the image, as
has sometimes been proposed. Instead of portraying the estate as the cul-
mination of the development of private rights against the excessive powers
of the state, an alternative view portrays it as an arrangement created by
the state to bring order to the system of landholding and increase its own
powers over rural society.85 This image makes better sense of what oc-
curred. Yet the argument that large-scale private property emerged as a
more efficient form of state control begins to exceed the terms in which it
is expressed. The argument assumes a distinction between rural society or
economy and the state. The former is constructed out of private persons
and their rights, and the latter consists of public powers. One has to take
the distinction between state and society not as the starting point of the
analysis, but as an uncertain outcome of the historical process. It is a dif-
ference whose genealogy parallels the one we are tracing between the ab-
straction of law and the materiality of land. The new methods of manage-
ment cannot be understood in terms of an entity called the state imposing
its power upon rural society. What is clear from the details of how the es-
tate emerged is that it was neither exactly an arm of the state nor a private
arrangement standing in opposition to the state. This is not because the es-
tate was a dual entity, but because until this period neither state nor soci-
ety was imagined to exist. As the new methods developed, some took forms
that began to be categorized as aspects of the state, and others took forms
that would be labeled as part of society. Some of the new powers for the
control of land and labor would later appear as public powers, others as pri-
vate. A vocabulary readily existed for labeling certain practices or bodies as
viceregal (miri) and for distinguishing what was public or general ([amm)
from what was exclusive (khass), but such terms did not correspond to our
contemporary vocabulary of state and society or name such distinct enti-
ties. Rather, it was out of the new practices that these categories began to
emerge.86
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The estates granted to officials and servants of the viceroy illustrate this
point. The grant was a means of forcing these functionaries to become re-
sponsible for extracting tax payments. As new canals and steam pumps
made it possible to convert flood basins to year-round cultivation, the grant
was also a means to make the recipients responsible for organizing the
labor, machinery, and other resources required for converting the land. The
estate holders had the local power to command the collection of taxes, but
also to command forced labor for irrigation and conversion projects and to
police the converted land.

Yet the estates were never mere agencies of the central power. Some es-
tates were formed not by functionaries of the ruling household but by
rural lords, tribal heads, or provincial merchants, who enjoyed local net-
works of power independent of the system of central authority. Even func-
tionaries of the viceroy could use their position to build larger estates,
amass personal revenues, and exercise local powers well beyond what the
regime in Cairo intended. They made unrecorded acquisitions of land, con-
fiscated land from those unable to pay taxes, or simply seized village land
for their own use.87 The viceroy’s repeated efforts to prevent government
servants from independently enlarging their landholdings suggests the
scale of this problem. On October 25, 1864, Isma[il instructed the Council
of Justice to enforce a ruling issued under his predecessor that prohibited
provincial employees—clerks, engineers, surveyors, military officers, med-
ical officers, and others—from purchasing or renting village land in the
province in which they were employed.88 A year later the viceroy ordered
the inspectors of the Upper and Lower Nile to inform all provincial gover-
nors that those who held a village district as an official estate were forbid-
den to purchase privately held land within the district, whether belonging
to natives of the district or outsiders.89 Isma[il also frequently transferred
provincial officeholders to new districts, made several unsuccessful efforts
to ban the use of unpaid forced labor on estates, and tried more than once
to undertake a new land survey and offer rewards for revealing unregis-
tered land.90 None of these measures succeeded in keeping provincial offi-
cials and other estate holders under control. The local powers generated by
the estate system served the purposes of the central authority but always
exceeded its control. This excess of power cannot be grasped in terms of
any simple distinction between state and society.

Even more difficult to analyze in these terms are the estates of the rul-
ing family. Like his predecessors, Isma[il made his largest seizures of land
to create estates for himself and members of his family. In a single week in
October 1863 he took more than thirty thousand acres belonging to
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twenty-six villages in the province of Sharqiyya and all the land registered
as untaxed or uncultivated on the borders of the neighboring province of
Daqhaliyya.91 By the end of his reign Isma[il and his family controlled
916,000 acres, or almost one-fifth of the taxable agricultural area of the
country, including much of the most productive land.92 The governing
power was the largest “private” landowner.

The revenue collected on the viceregal estates was not paid into the
government treasury but held by the estate itself.93 A separate adminis-
tration was set up to manage the “domain” (da]ira) of each family mem-
ber, each with its own treasury, staff, and equipment and paying its own
salaries and pensions. The domain of Ilhami Pasha, son of Isma[il’s uncle
and predecessor [Abbas, for example, “owned six steamboats, six palaces,
3,855 animals, an unspecified number of factories and carriages, and a pri-
mary school for the owner’s male slaves. It paid monthly salaries and pen-
sions of 129,531 piastres to 666 employees and former employees, includ-
ing translators, accountants, and clerks.”94 The domains functioned as
separate sovereignties, with far more power and autonomy than ordinary
estates. Yet they cannot, as Hunter concludes, “be regarded as extensions
of state power.”95 Their status became still more ambiguous as they were
pledged as security for loans and fell, like the country as a whole, under
the control of European financiers. In May 1865 Isma[il separated the ad-
ministration of his own estates from the rest of the family holdings, and
pledged them as security for a loan.96 In 1878 he signed over the remain-
ing family domains to Rothschilds. The family domains were transferred
to the government after the Europeans took control and renamed state do-
main, to distinguish them from those mortgaged earlier. Yet state domain
referred to lands controlled and managed not by the state but by the
House of Rothschild. These distinctions were elaborated as a part of the
functioning of political control. They do not define two original and neatly
separable objects. The domains represented another zone of exception,
minisovereignties established by the powers of property, debt, and mort-
gage, and used as levers of occupation.

What is the genealogy of the law of property? How do general principles
become true in every country? The old answer, set forth in Cairo in 1883 by
Artin’s study for the Ministry of Finance, described a series of nineteenth-
century laws, and read them as the steps gradually instituting the principle
of private ownership. It presented this process as the history of 
a conceptual structure, the framework of individual rights. The origin of
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the structure lay outside the Nile valley, in the rational scheme of Euro-
pean legal theory. Artin’s account reinforces the impression of a nonlocal
origin, and thus of law as something ideal, for it abstracts the laws from the
actual circumstances and political struggles out of which they came.

We cannot read such history as an accurate representation of the ge-
nealogy of the law. We can, however, read it as a text that, in its silences
about actual circumstances and struggles, performs the origins of law. The
ideal structure of law is produced by its difference from the particular his-
tory and materiality of local events. The absence of the local and the actual
in the Ministry of Finance study enacts, and reproduces, the difference.
Presenting the law of property as a conceptual structure whose origins lie
outside actuality is part of a process that establishes the law in terms of this
dualism.

The local origins of the law are necessarily hidden, for they lie in ques-
tions of power, discipline, coercion, and dispossession. They are tied up in
specific histories, now largely forgotten, of the failed coercions of an earlier
system and the depopulation of hundreds of villages, of laborers forced to
dig canals and embankments on an unprecedented scale and farmers made
to grow crops they could not eat, of permits and travel restrictions and the
spread of new epidemic diseases, of rebellions crushed with overwhelming
force and prisons and labor camps filled and refilled. Scarcely a word about
these events is found in the standard histories of how the universal right of
property arrived, and today they can be only partially retold.

The colonial presentation of law as a conceptual structure brought from
abroad performs the silencing of the actuality out of which property is
made. But it is not just the colonial legal texts that produce this difference.
The very act of colonial occupation produces it. By the time the law of
property was in place, the British could claim that the days of the old
abuses were over. The colonial occupation marked a rupture with the past,
and the arbitrary rule of despots had given way to the rule of law.

The rupture of colonial occupation was not a complete break with the
past, however. The rule of property consolidated by the British confirmed a
distribution and control of land put in place over the preceding decades.
The exceptions, privileges, injustices, and coercions that produced this dis-
tribution of power and resources were to become a permanent part of the
new order. The new legal order, rather than ending exceptional forms of
control, created a thousand arbitrary powers. Every one of the new private
estates, with their high walls and fortresslike gates, was its own sover-
eignty, a private realm of arbitrariness. Law was presented as the opposite
of violence, exception, arbitrariness, and injustice, yet somehow these fea-
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tures were all incorporated within it. How could law be both order and vi-
olence, justice and injustice, universal and exceptional?

Rather than creating a rupture with arbitrary forms of power, the rule
of law rearranged the arbitrariness. It redistributed its operations and its
effects. The mechanism of this rearrangement was the estate. Law ruled on
the outside, arbitrary power was hidden on the inside, just as it was hidden
in the histories of the law. This happened at many levels, from the village
strongman whose power was now that of local landowner to the larger es-
tates of the absentee landlords, from the great domains of the ruling
household to the state domain of the European banks, and beyond all these,
the country as a whole, reorganized by the same methods as the domain of
colonial power. Thus universal law was founded upon exceptions. Each of
these domains was a zone of exceptionality, a sovereign territory within
which the principles that established it did not apply.

Since law must establish itself as the opposite of violence, and since
principles become universal by fixing their difference from what is excep-
tional and local, the rearranging was also a process of denial, differenti-
ation, and exclusion. The system of private property achieved this not only
at what is called the level of language or representation, in writings like
Artin’s that presented law as a conceptual system. It built the difference be-
tween the actual and the ideal, the material and conceptual, into the archi-
tecture of the countryside. The estate divided the world into law on one
side and land on the other, abstraction versus material reality. The [izba was
much more than a prison. It was a principle of order. It presented the new
structure of difference, enacting it in the regularity of its lines and the rep-
etition of its forms. These inscribed the effect of an absolute opposition: on
one side an agricultural colony consisting of labor, animals, resources, im-
plements, and land, all of them now objects to be owned; on the other, ad-
ministration, bookkeeping, order, property, the right of ownership.

The production of private property created the object quality of modern
space. The forces, powers, processes, and claims whose tension and interac-
tion gave rise to rural life were to be replaced by a world resolved into two
dimensions, the inert materiality of land on one side, legal codes and prop-
erty rights on the other. Thing versus idea, reality versus abstraction, space
versus its meaning. With the rapid expansion of the estate system, these
methods became a central feature of the production of “Egypt” itself as a
closely managed geographical and political object. Alongside the system of
estates, several other processes employed similar methods in a new politics
of the production of space. In the later nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, practices such as the demarcation and policing of frontiers, the trans-
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formation of the country’s agriculture from a system based on capturing
floodwaters to one based on permanent canals, and the overcoming of dis-
tances through the construction of railways, roads, shipping canals, and
telegraphs all involved the creation of surfaces and enclosures that could be
opened, closed, extended, mastered, and improved. Producing Egypt as an
object of state power was the outcome of these novel techniques.97

Most of the time we take for granted the notion that land and even labor
are objects, commodities that can be bought and sold. Following Marx, it is
possible to say that turning labor into a commodity marked a violent act of
alienation in which human life, a living force, was reduced to the status of
a thing. Following Lefebvre, it is possible to make a parallel argument
about land. The “production of space,” as Lefebvre termed the transforma-
tion of landscape into object, leveled the “natural and sacred contours” of
the landscape under the exchange values and sign systems of capital.98

Both are arguments of alienation that trace how a living reality is reified,
turned into a mere thing. They are arguments of misrecognition: capitalist
relations of exchange disguise the real social relations and natural values
embodied in living forces. They are powerful arguments, but they are ar-
guments that work within a binary or dialectical logic. They oppose nature,
a living actuality, to a nonpresent, regulating ideality. We have located the
power of law in a further series of binarisms—those that appear to estab-
lish the universality of law by securing its difference from the actuality of
colonial history, the ideality of property in terms of its difference from the
materiality of land and labor, and the order of colonial rule in terms of its
difference from the arbitrary violence of the past. If our goal is to destabi-
lize these dualisms, then a critique that rests on a dialectical logic, however
powerful, cannot serve. The law of property does not take nature or life and
turn them into objects. Law is produced as the difference between the ide-
ality of rights and the physicality of nature, between the abstraction of the
code and the actuality of life. The concepts of nature or life in which a di-
alectical critique is grounded are produced in the political process we are
examining.

The principle of abstraction on which the order of law depends can be
generated only as the difference between order and violence, the ideal and
the actual, the universal and the exceptional. But the violent, the actual, and
the exceptional—all of which the law denounces and excludes, ruptures it-
self from and supersedes—are never gone. They make possible the rupture,
the denunciation, and the order. They are the condition of its possibility.
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80

3 The Character 
of Calculability

In 1903 the German sociologist Georg Simmel published an essay describ-
ing modern life as a world of unrelenting calculation. People had devel-
oped, he wrote, “a purely matter-of-fact attitude in the treatment of per-
sons and things.” He attributed the new mentality to the growth of large
cities, which encouraged the development of an impersonal, individualized
rationality at the expense of the more deeply felt emotional ties of life in
the countryside and small towns. A calculating mentality was connected
with the concentration of commercial transactions in the large city, or what
he called “money economy”: “The metropolis has always been the seat of
money economy,” Simmel argued, “because the many-sidedness and con-
centration of commercial activity have given the medium of exchange an
importance which it could not have acquired in the commercial aspects of
rural life.”1 If money economy had made the modern mind “more and
more a calculating one,” this could be connected with the way modern sci-
ence was transforming the world into questions of mathematics:

The calculating exactness of practical life which has resulted from a
money economy corresponds to the ideal of natural science, namely
that of transforming the world into an arithmetical problem and of fix-
ing every one of its parts in a mathematical formula. It has been money
economy which has thus filled the daily life of so many people with
weighing, calculating, enumerating, and the reduction of qualitative
values to quantitative terms.2

The new “character of calculability” had introduced a precision and unam-
biguousness in social relationships, Simmel concluded, “just as externally
this precision has been brought about through the general diffusion of
pocket watches.”3
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“The Metropolis and Mental Life,” as the essay was called in English,
became one of the most widely read works of twentieth-century social the-
ory. At the University of Chicago, built with John D. Rockefeller’s money
into a powerhouse of the new professional fields of social science, the essay
was translated into English by Edward Shils and incorporated in 1936 into
the syllabus of a new, unified social science curriculum, to be read by every
undergraduate. Yet just fourteen years later, in 1950, another translation
appeared, which changed the terms of Simmel’s argument about money
economy and the growth calculability.4 The alteration followed a change in
the meaning of the English word “economy” that had occurred in the same
fourteen years.

In the 1930s the word “economy” (and Wirtschaft in German) meant
something like “the principle of seeking to attain, or the method of attain-
ing, a desired end, with the least possible expenditure of means,” to quote
the 1925 edition of Palgrave’s Dictionary of Political Economy.5 By exten-
sion, “money economy” referred to the attitudes and transactions of com-
mercial exchange, a way of “dealing with men and things,” in Simmel’s
phrase.6 By 1950 the word had acquired a new meaning. It no longer re-
ferred to a set of attitudes and relations but denoted a distinct social sphere,
“the economy” (now always with a definite article), the realm of a social
science, statistical enumeration, and government policy.7

This change was reflected in the changed wording of the 1950 transla-
tion of Simmel’s essay. The definite article was inserted into both passages
quoted above: “The metropolis has always been the seat of the money
economy,” wrote Gerth and Mills, the authors of the second translation,
adding the innocent word I have italicized. “The calculative exactness of
practical life which the money economy has brought about corresponds to
the ideal of natural science.”8 The modification made it seem as though
Simmel were referring to this newly realized object, the economy. Simmel
was not the only German social theorist to suffer this revision in American
hands. Talcott Parsons did the same thing in the same period to Simmel’s
more famous contemporary, Max Weber.9

The definite article that slipped gently into the world between the 1930s
and the 1950s was a marker of one of the most profound intellectual and
political changes of the twentieth century. Its importance is only confirmed
by the fact that no one has noticed it took place. Polanyi, Tribe, Dumont,
Foucault, Buck-Morss, and others have argued that the economy became a
distinct sphere of social practice and intellectual knowledge in the eigh-
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teenth or early nineteenth century.10 Yet the political economists of that
period do not describe a distinct structure called “the economy” or use the
term in its mid-twentieth-century sense. They use the word only with the
meaning defined by Palgrave, above, or in an older sense referring to the
“proper governing” of the community’s affairs. The term “political econ-
omy” refers to this economy, or governing, of the polity, not to the politics
of an economy. Even Friedrich List, the nineteenth-century German–
American political economist and entrepreneur who is sometimes singled
out and said to be writing precociously about “national economy,” was
writing in this sense.11

Only toward the end of the 1930s was the new idea of “the economy”
realized, and as late as the 1950s writers still sometimes felt the need to ex-
plain what the word now meant.12 It came to refer to a self-contained struc-
ture or mechanism whose internal parts are imagined to move in a dy-
namic and regular interaction, separate from the irregular interaction of
the mechanism as a whole with what could now be called its exterior. A va-
riety of other spaces could now be conceived in terms of their relationship
to this hermetic field: the sphere of politics or the state; the sphere of law
(previously at the center of questions of political economy); the sphere of
science and technology; and the sphere of culture.13 Among these objects,
the economy was distinguished by the fact that it stood for the material
sphere of life. At the same time, as the sphere of rational and numerical cal-
culation, it was the one most easily represented in statistical and algebraic
forms. For this reason, the most abstract and mathematical of the social sci-
ences, economics, claimed the task of representing what seemed the most
real aspect of the social world.

In the Introduction I criticized culturalist or constructivist approaches to
social understanding for leaving ultimately undisturbed the distinction rou-
tinely made between the constructed and the real, the cultural and the ma-
terial, the social and the economic. So my argument here is not going to be
that the economy was a “cultural construction” of the twentieth century,
that it was something imagined or invented. Rather, I would like to suggest
that in the twentieth century the economy was made. The economy was an
artifact and, like all things artifactual, was made out of processes that were
as much “material” as they were “cultural,” and that were as “real” as they
were “abstract.” Indeed, these distinctions cannot provide a basis for mak-
ing sense of how the economy appeared, for the apparent bifurcation of the
world into the real and the abstract, the material and the cultural, does not
precede the making of the economy. On the contrary, the economy was a set
of practices for producing this bifurcation. It was both a method of staging
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the world as though it were divided in this way into two, and a means of
overlooking the staging, and taking the division for granted.

To uncover the genealogy of the economy, this chapter looks at the ear-
lier decades of the twentieth century, and puts aside the fact that we know
(or think we know) what an economy is. How did those attempting to man-
age the political and economic problems of their times make sense of
things? This approach differs from the normal procedure, in which one as-
sumes that those dealing with finance, trade, agriculture, landownership,
manufacturing, population, urban growth, and related topics were dealing
with “the economy”— even if they did not give it this name and often
dealt with things that today might not be considered part of the economy.
Such an approach attributes to earlier periods a way of dealing with the
world that they did not have, in terms of an object—the economy—that
had not yet been made. It gives us no way of telling what difference was
made by one of the most powerful new objects of the twentieth century.
The realization of the economy made possible new practices (of develop-
ment, management, and government, to name a few), new claims to exper-
tise, new equivalences, and new silences, not one of which is easy to un-
cover when we project the economy onto periods whose politics were not
organized around this object. On the other hand, by examining what it
means to be living in a period when no one knows what will constitute the
economy, or even that such an object might materialize, perhaps we can get
a better sense of what its materialization involved.

The chapter explores these questions in early twentieth-century Egypt.
Examining what happened in Egypt will enable us to introduce the issue of
colonialism into the history of economics. It is important to appreciate to
what extent the realization of the economy belongs to the history of colo-
nialism. The economy appeared in the context of the collapse of an imperial
order. World-encircling arrangements of investment, management, produc-
tion, information, and trade based on the political control of colonial re-
sources gave way to arrangements based on ostensibly national economies.
The economy was constructed by definition and default as a national rather
than imperial space.14 The nation, and the national economy in particular,
provided the format of what could appear as a postimperial political topog-
raphy. John Maynard Keynes, a critical figure in the making of the economy,
published his first book, Indian Currency and Finance (1913), while em-
ployed at the India Office in London.15 The book addressed a set of questions
whose larger answer was later to be formulated as the national economy:
how to conceptualize, measure, and manage the circulation of money within
a defined geographical space. Indeed, it was in relation to the problems of
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colonial rule that several of the problems of managing the enclosed spaces of
the economy were originally worked through. Moreover, as an apparatus to
be managed and made more efficient, the economy was the object upon
which the new politics of development was built after the 1930s. The devel-
opment of economies provided the forms and formulas through which Eu-
ropean colonial powers could attempt to restructure the relationship with
their colonies in the mid-twentieth century, and through which imperial
powers whose reach was still expanding, in particular the United States,
could find a new mode of operation.

the great map

In 1909 a group of bankers, businessmen, government officials, and scholars
established in Cairo the Société Khédiviale d’Economie Politique de Statis-
tique et de Legislation. The society met in a mansion near the Nile that
housed the new national university, founded a few months earlier.16 It drew
its members from Cairo’s cosmopolitan elite, both native Cairenes and
members of the large community of expatriate Europeans. In January 1910
the society launched what became an influential journal of political econ-
omy, L’Egypte Contemporaine, publishing articles in English, French, and
Arabic. The aim of the society was to organize and support research, con-
gresses, and journeys of study, exploring “the problems of national life.” Its
rules forbade any discussion of a purely political or religious nature.17

Rather than leaving this intellectual activity to the initiative of individ-
ual members, most of who were involved in business or government, the
founders of the association launched a collective research project to which
all members might contribute. Searching for the broadest possible topic,
they proposed an investigation of landed property (propriété foncière) in
Egypt, describing this as the country’s “great problem.”18 They published
an outline of the research program in the journal. The outline makes clear
that with this topic they intended to encompass something far broader
than the question of landownership: Part I, La Nature et L’Homme, would
cover geography and climate, population (the 1907 census, immigration
and emigration, the legal status of natives and Europeans), and the distri-
bution of property. Part II, La Mise en Valeur du Sol, would examine dif-
ferent owner-producer relations, agricultural methods, capital, and forms
of production. Part III would deal with the marketing of agricultural prod-
ucts, including the relation between the market, prices, and the land’s
value. And Part IV would examine the social and economic condition of the
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producers. For the founders of the society, the existence of landed property
provided a way of organizing and picturing a great diversity of social phe-
nomena and economic relations. It portrayed these diverse relations as es-
tablished within a common physical space, the space defined by the agrar-
ian property relations examined in the previous chapter.

The idea that a country’s social and economic relations can be pictured
in terms of agrarian property draws on the nineteenth-century tradition of
Anglo-Scottish and French political economy, the tradition of Quesnay,
Smith, and Say, but especially of David Ricardo. For Ricardo, the dynamic
of creating wealth began not with the act of exchange, but with the process
of settling and cultivating an empty land, a space of colonization. The
power to colonize the land gave rise to private property, and thus to rent,
or the income that flows from exclusive control of the land. As colonization
spread and inferior land was brought under ownership and cultivation, the
difference in rent between land of different quality opened up the possibil-
ity of an increasing profit, and thus the general expansion of wealth.19 The
entire question of wealth was framed by the space of colonization and the
possibility of landed property.

Ricardo’s work was transformed by John Stuart Mill, and again by Marx,
to take account of the production of wealth in manufacturing, and the novel
forms of spatial organization, discipline, and power out of which the modern
factory was built. Then, from the 1870s, a new, academic economics aban-
doned this entire tradition, putting in its place a locationless notion of “ex-
change.” The space of the act of exchange was formulated geometrically, by
the axes of a chart, as the two-dimensional plane in which the desires, or util-
ities, of a buyer and a seller intersected.This planar space carried no reference
to the countryside, the city, the factory, or any other conception of place.

The older tradition of political economy was not abandoned, however,
but was developed in Europe outside the field of economics, especially in
faculties of law. It was French and Italian professors of law who helped de-
velop the field of political economy in Cairo. The salience of the older tra-
dition in Cairo reflected the situation there at the turn of the twentieth
century. The system of private estates, examined in the previous chapter,
was now established. The new space of landed property—a protonational
space, but not the space of a national economy—provided the means to ad-
dress and seek to solve “the problems of national life.”

In 1907, on the eve of the founding of the Société d’Economie Politique,
the Ministry of Finance completed a project that helped format and make
knowable this new spatial order: a countrywide survey of the cultivation and
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ownership of land.20 Apart from the reporting of deaths and contagious dis-
ease, the survey was the first large statistical operation the British undertook
in Egypt. An older Bureau Central de Statistique, set up in 1870 and revived
after a period of inactivity in 1878, had been closed down by the British. The
bureau had carried out a census in May 1882 on the eve of the colonial occu-
pation, and its closing as part of a reduction in government expenses in
March 1883 impeded the processing and publication of the census returns.21

Although another census was taken in 1897, and statistics on foreign trade
were compiled at the port of Alexandria, there was no continuous and sys-
tematic government production of statistical knowledge until the launching
of the land survey. The survey therefore played a central part in making a
space of national calculation available.

Begun in 1898, the survey was based upon a novel technique of figuring
the relationship between people and land embodied in the law of property:
the large-scale map. In the surveyors’ decade of work they produced
twenty thousand separate maps depicting the country’s entire agricultural
area, field by field and plot by plot, at a scale of 1:2,500 (one centimeter rep-
resenting twenty-five meters, or about twenty-five inches to one mile). For
every plot, the smallest of which were just a few millimeters square on the
map, the name of the owner was listed, and these names were compiled
into registers of landowners and their tax liabilities.22 By 1908, a year after
the completion of the survey, the government had distributed some
100,000 of these map sheets, issuing 82,008 to government departments
and selling 17,685 to the public.23 In less than a decade the countryside had
been transformed from a place in which maps played no role in adminis-
trative practice, legal argument, or financial calculation, to one of the most
closely mapped terrains in the world.24

The making of these maps introduced new forms of measurement, rep-
resentation, and calculation. They seemed to be part of the new character of
calculability, in Simmel’s phrase, that would define the politics of the twen-
tieth century. But what precisely was new? There had been modern maps
of different parts of the country for several decades, and the calculation of
land areas and tax liabilities in the Nile valley was probably the oldest con-
tinuous example of administrative practice in the world. A closer look at
what was novel in the making of the cadastral map offers us a way to un-
derstand the new practices of calculation that contributed to the twentieth-
century making of the economy.

The cadastre, or official register of landholders, their lands, and their tax
liabilities, was a long-standing institution, renewed with each foreign con-
quest of the country. When the Ottomans seized Cairo and the Nile Delta
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in 1517 they ordered a survey of landholdings that took sixty years to
complete in the Delta and another thirty to extend toward the south. No
new survey was carried out prior to the French occupation three centuries
later.25 Mehmed Ali ordered a cadastral survey and compiled a new tax reg-
ister in 1813. All these surveys involved measuring the size of each plot in
each village under Cairo’s authority, and recording the total land and tax li-
ability of every household and village. The information was recorded in
village registers and in a government register in Cairo. It was never de-
picted on maps.

Mapping the countryside was probably attempted for the first time in
1853–59, when Mehmed Ali’s successors carried out a comprehensive new
cadastral survey. But the mapmaking was soon abandoned in favor of the
old method of recording landholdings in registers, and any maps produced
were lost. In 1858 a team of astronomers and surveyors began a detailed
topographic study of the country. This provided information for a forty-
five-square-meter relief map of the Delta and Middle Egypt that was the
centerpiece in the palace representing modern Egypt at the famous 1867
World Exhibition in Paris.26 Maps of the Delta were eventually published
in 1871, although on a scale too small to show landholdings. The mapping
of the south was never completed.27

The failure to produce a cadastral map continued after the Europeans
took direct control. The Anglo-French Debt Commission and the Interna-
tional Inquiry that took over the country’s revenues in 1878 ordered a land
survey based on maps. The mapping was interrupted the following year
when Isma[il, the Ottoman viceroy in Cairo, dismissed the Europeans and
briefly put in charge an American (whose survey work the British later de-
clared unreliable). It was slowed after Isma[il’s deposition and Britain’s mil-
itary occupation, by the budget cuts of 1883, and by a cholera epidemic the
same year that took more than fifty thousand lives. It was finally abandoned
in 1888 with less than one-sixth of the country’s agricultural area mapped.28

A decade later, with the collaboration of the Debt Commission, the new
British survey began. Unlike earlier attempts at map making, the survey
was based upon triangulation.29 Instead of starting at the level of each vil-
lage and building the map, plot by plot, by taking measurements with
wooden rods or iron chains, the surveyors first laid a grid that would ex-
tend over the entire Nile valley. Using theodolites and signaling mirrors
set up on the desert plateau on either side of the cultivated riverbanks, they
established a network of lines each up to twenty-five kilometers long,
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crisscrossing the valley and connected into triangles from whose angles the
length of each line could be determined. These they subdivided into
smaller triangles with sides of about 3.5 kilometers. Individual villages,
fields, and plots were then fixed within this triangulate web, the surveyors
measuring each plot with chains and checking position and accuracy by
further triangulation, establishing triangles within triangles within trian-
gles. The “great land map of Egypt,” as the Geographical Journal in Lon-
don called it, would be based for the first time on a “rigorous framework”
and “planned upon [a] connected system.”30

The accuracy of the framework depended on the precise measurement
of the baseline of its first triangle. The base was laid out along a railway
track at Giza, near Cairo, in 1898, using five-meter laminated fir rods fitted
with steel points at each end. The rods were checked against a standard bar
that had been obtained forty years earlier from the firm of Brünner in
Paris for the 1858 mapping project, and was itself sent back to Europe to be
checked at different air temperatures against standards in Paris and
Madrid. After measuring the Giza base, the survey office was dissatisfied
with the accuracy of the rods and decided to replace them with a pair of
100-meter brass and steel Jäderin wires ordered from Stockholm, but these
did not arrive until 1906. So for their second baseline, established at Seila
in Fayyum Province in 1900, they used a 100-meter steel tape. The direc-
tor of the survey, Captain Henry Lyons, gives the following account of how
the base was measured. Along the baseline, approximately three kilometers
(two miles) in length,

stout wooden pickets were driven into the ground at intervals of a tape-
length apart. On the head of each picket was nailed a plate of zinc, with
fine cross lines ruled on it the intersection of which marked the point at
which the measurement was to be made. The base was levelled on Au-
gust 10, 1900, and the measurements occupied the following two days,
one being made at dawn before the sun rose, and the other after sunset,
since the sandy desert became so intensely heated by the sun’s rays
during the daytime as to render it inadvisable to measure between sun-
rise and sunset. The air temperature was determined for each tape-
length by sling thermometers used at each end of the tape.31

With his British assistants and team of locally recruited chainmen, Lyons
stretched and supported the tape by having it

laid on blocks of wood of triangular section, in order to reduce friction
as much as possible, so that it rested on the wooden edges of the blocks,
and only for about two-thirds of its length on the surface of the desert;
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it was strained to uniformity of tension by means of a spring balance
during the first two measurements, and to 15 kilograms during the last
two. Uniformity of tension was secured by having the tape raised clear
of the ground just before the measurement by three chainmen at equal
intervals, who then lowered it gently into position.32

Repeating this procedure between each of the thirty pickets, the surveyors
read off the difference between the end of the tape and the crosshairs
marked on each picket head, “with the aid of finely-divided ivory scales.”
The results were adjusted for the inaccuracy of the tape, the tape’s tension,
the air temperature, the difference in level along the line, and the height
above sea level. After taking the average of the dawn and evening mea-
surements, writes Lyons, “we obtain for the length of the Seila base:
2,902.474 metres � 0.0043 metre.”33 At the end of three days work, they
had measured a line almost two miles long to within an accuracy of one-
eighth of an inch.

This kind of precision was repeated in the theodolite traverses and chain
measurements, and in the offices of the survey in Cairo, where the figures
from notebooks compiled in the field were transcribed, computed, and
checked. Great accuracy and speed were achieved, it was said, “by institut-
ing an almost mechanical system of work, and by carrying the principle of
the division of labour to its extreme possible development.” The mechanical
organization of labor made this human calculating machine self-checking,
so that “any part not up to the requisite standard was automatically re-
jected.”34 The measurements and computations were then translated into
the twenty thousand separate map sheets, which together for the first time
made the country available in the form of a continuous “paper land-
scape.”35 The information on property owners and tax liabilities was com-
piled as an index to the maps. It was organized into two different kinds of
register. The main register, for each village in the country, listed the land of
the village, by field (hod) and plot, and for each plot listed up to twenty-five
items of information, including area, class of land, tax, owner, and occupier.
The second register listed the same information organized by landowner.36

As a method of producing official knowledge of the country, the cadas-
tral map was considered to have four advantages. The first lay in its spatial
presentation of landownership. The old tax registers could record the di-
mensions of every plot of land and relate each plot to an owner, but could
not indicate the relationship between one plot and another. The new map
showed not only the size of a particular landholding, but also its relation to
all the others. The simultaneous presentation of adjoining plots produced a
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new kind of knowledge, the knowledge of irregularity. Since tax rates were
based on the quality of the land, and plots in the same field tended to be of
similar quality, “any anomalies in the rate of tax are at once visible.”37 In
this way the map revealed facts that were previously invisible. The spatial
display could show other distinctive or anomalous features, such as areas of
land under reclamation that might need reassessment in future years. And
as Lyons pointed out, it would now be impossible to record the same plot
of land twice under different owners.38 More importantly, although Lyons
did not mention this, the map made immediately visible any plot of culti-
vated land that had not been registered under an owner, and was thus evad-
ing taxation. This was information the old cadastral register could never
produce.

Political power now had a new form: the knowledge and command of
space. The old cadastre was assembled from a knowledge of households and
villages. Land claims and tax liabilities were the claims and liabilities of
communities of persons, and expressed the relations of those communities
both to the land and to those in power. Movements of information, rev-
enue, and control flowed through these relations. Under the new system,
the list of persons was merely “complementary” to the map, supplying ad-
ditional information “that could not conveniently be inserted on the plan
of a piece of land.”39 Power over persons was to be reorganized as a power
over space, and persons were merely the units arrayed and enumerated
within that space. The spatial order of knowledge was reflected in the
method of mapmaking. The survey began by establishing coordinates not
within the village but across the entire country, built upon a “rigorous
framework.” It recorded every community in terms of its graticulation
within this nationwide context. The nation was emerging as this space, this
material/structural extension, within which villages, persons, liabilities,
and exchanges could be organized and contained. The connections, link-
ages, commands, and flows of information that made up this political order
no longer seemed to pass through particular persons and communities.
They appeared to arise in the space of separation between the land and the
map, the social community and the state, the revenue and its statistical rep-
resentation.

A second advantage the surveyors claimed was that the map made visi-
ble and recorded the tremendous changes that had occurred over the previ-
ous generation. The thousands of hamlets created to house workers on the
new estates (the [izbas discussed in chapter 2), which had developed outside
and largely at the expense of the existing system of village communities,
and thus outside the system of village surveying, were named and attached
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to villages. New boundaries of each village were established topographi-
cally and their land area was mapped and measured. The irrigation works
that accompanied the creation of private estates had reorganized the old
system of flood basins into which landholdings had previously been
grouped. In many cases the basins no longer provided a coherent division
of the land, so holdings were reorganized into standardized parcels of fifty
to one hundred acres. For each of these parcels the names of the landown-
ers were inscribed and then listed in corresponding registers, fixing the
land as a system of objects to be possessed and exchanged.

What the surveyors saw as recent changes, however, as I discussed in
chapter 2, were at the same time a series of exceptions. The estates had
come into being through the exercise of arbitrary and often violent forms
of power, whether through grants from the ruler or the prerogatives of the
European-controlled Mixed Courts. The mapping erased the signs of this
arbitrariness, removing the scars, the abnormalities, through which the vi-
olence could still be traced. By giving each estate an official name and set of
boundaries, and intercalating each one among the old system of village
names and land claims, the arbitrariness of large landownership was
merged into a uniform national space and made invisible. If the map made
some kinds of abnormality newly visible, it made other forms disappear.
Later on, when the economy comes into being, it will not be just a new and
more detailed set of representations. Like the map, it will occur as practices
that redistribute forms of knowledge and ignorance, and rearrange the
normal and the abnormal.

A third advantage of the map was claimed not directly in the official ac-
count, but by implication. The map moved the site where all this knowl-
edge was held. The old cadastre rested on the knowledge of the village sur-
veyors. These men possessed a vital skill, especially in the south, where the
Nile flood still inundated most of the fields each year. After the floodwaters
had drained away, the surveyors marked out the plots along the dikes. The
same expertise produced the old cadastral registers, and was still relied
upon for local assistance in producing the new cadastral maps. The maps
were made in the same years as the building of the first Aswan dam. As we
know, the dam was to reorganize the distribution of expertise, taking away
most of the local knowledge of flood basin irrigation, distributed along the
length of the river, and concentrating technical control at one site.40 After
its raising in 1912 and 1933, the dam left only one-fifth of the land under
flood basin irrigation, so the annual work of local surveyors was also taken
away. The map contributed in its own way to a similar redistribution of
knowledge. The cadastral knowledge of the village surveyors was now to be
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transferred into the map. The reason for the “mechanical” level of accuracy
in the survey work was that the map had to be precise enough to allow the
area of a plot, and thus the tax liability of its owner, for the first time to be
calculated from the map itself. Instead of measuring the land, tax officials
would measure the map.

A final advantage the map seemed to have, it follows, was its unprece-
dented degree of accuracy. The first chapters of Lyons’s account of the proj-
ect were devoted to a history of surveying in Egypt, beginning with the
Pharaonic system and moving on to the Coptic methods of measuring and
calculating area. These methods were still in use as Lyons began his survey,
including the survival of Coptic notation in arithmetic, despite efforts since
Mehmed Ali in the early part of the century to eliminate the use of Coptic
numerals in surveying (the Coptic fractions had survived). Lyons described
what he considered the inaccuracies of the Coptic method of calculating
area before going on to chronicle the failures of nineteenth-century at-
tempts to introduce more modern methods, leading to his own survey, pre-
sented as the culmination of this history of increasing precision, and thus
representing the most complete and accurate measurement of the land.

Yet the historical presentation of the cadastre in terms of the evolution
of precision—as another history of abstraction, that is, another account of
the growing power of human reason to order and take the measure of the
world—hid something. Lyons could not claim, in fact, that the survey he
directed resulted in a more accurate measure of the land. Accuracy is al-
ways a question of where one stands. As we shall see, the new maps were
in significant ways less accurate and more cumbersome than the old meth-
ods of recording landholdings. However, thanks to the gap opened up be-
tween field and map, the question of accuracy could now be recast. It was
now an issue of one, simple relationship: the correspondence between the
map and “the real world.”

The twentieth century’s new regime of calculation did not produce, nec-
essarily, a more accurate knowledge of the world, despite its claims, nor
even any overall increase in the quantity of knowledge. Its achievement
was to redistribute forms of knowledge, increasing it in some places and
decreasing it in others. At the same time, it transferred this knowledge to
new sites. By a series of removals, it opened up a certain distance, the dis-
tance between the field and the computing office, between the farmer and
the colonial survey officer, between the iron triangulation marker and the
paper map.41 The distance of such removals, repeated countless times in the
cadastral survey and in increasing numbers of other projects, was to have a
strange effect. The act of removal began to appear not as an action but as
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something more profound. The distance from the field to the map and back
again, from the village to the computing office, would come to mark what
seemed an absolute gap: the divide between reality and its representation,
between an image-world and its object. The question of accuracy or truth
could now be cast as the degree of correspondence between the object-
world on one side of this divide and the maps, images, and numbers on the
other. This strange effect gave rise to new objects and forms of calcula-
tion—among the most important of them, the economy.

an organization of things and powers

Surely, it may be said, even if an object called the economy was not named
before the middle decades of the twentieth century, and the statistical prac-
tices that measured it had not yet been developed, nevertheless there was
plenty of activity of an economic nature in earlier periods, and govern-
ments tried to regulate and even direct this activity. In that sense the econ-
omy was always there, one could argue, and the transformation I am de-
scribing occurred more at the level of ideas and representations than in
material and political relations themselves.

It is certainly true that many of the activities that contributed to the
making of the economy had long histories. But it would be a mistake to
minimize in this way the importance of the change that occurred. There
was no economy before the twentieth century because the economy be-
longed to a world that was being reorganized around a new axis, the axis
that appears to divide the world into image and object, representation and
reality. This could not be a transformation only at the level of representa-
tions, for the modern belief in a disembodied yet secular realm of repre-
sentation was one of the outcomes of this kind of transformation. Many
quite real things had to be reorganized to make the world appear to sepa-
rate cleanly along its new divide.

The great land map of Egypt was not just a new way of representing an
existing object, private property. The map helped to constitute and consoli-
date the new institution of private property and the forms of debt, title, dis-
possession, and violence on which it depended. Ordered by the Debt Com-
mission, the maps in particular enabled the commissioners to reestablish
boundaries for the hundreds of thousands of acres of state domain, many
parts of which had been encroached upon, or reclaimed, by local farmers,
and to begin auctioning these former khedival estates to private investors.42

Thus mapping played a role in producing the distinction between land as
“mere object” and the abstractions of law, taxation, and title. Likewise the
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making of the economy was not just a new way of representing certain
forms of production and exchange, but part of a general reorganization of
forms of calculation, appropriation, and government.

In the case of Egypt, I have stressed the importance of landed property
in forming a new space of economic processes, to be imagined and orga-
nized as the economy.43 However, private landownership was connected
with a series of further transformations that were to form, and be format-
ted, as the national economy.

First, there was the increasingly widespread cultivation of cotton, which
by the second decade of the century accounted for 92 percent of the coun-
try’s recorded exports of goods.44 A century earlier in England, when Ri-
cardo first outlined a simplified idea of the making of wealth as the ex-
panding control of agricultural land and the consequent increase in
agricultural income, his model of the circulation of wealth was based on the
cultivation and consumption of a single product, wheat.45 With the expan-
sion of large landownership in England, the wheat crop had replaced a
more diversified grain agriculture and played a dominant role in farming,
trade, and consumption. So perhaps it seemed reasonable, especially to an
immigrant banker turned estate owner like Ricardo, to simplify the circu-
lation of wealth to the movements of a single commodity.

This situation had changed dramatically in the 1870s. In a single decade,
from 1868 to 1878, Britain went from producing four-fifths of its basic food
and fiber to producing scarcely one-half.46 In the same decade, the tradition
of political economy built on the work of Ricardo was put aside (except by
Marx) as a new professional economics began to emerge. Stanley Jevons,
Karl Menger, and Leon Walras laid the foundation of the new profession by
abandoning the image of wealth making based on land acquisition and the
grain cycle and proposing in its place, as I mentioned, a mathematical
model of the act of exchange, simplified into an action involving a single
buyer, a single seller, and a single, unnamed commodity.47 It was no longer
possible to consider material relations to be expressed by one dominant
commodity, such as wheat, so economists narrowed the study of wealth to
this contentless act of exchange.

In Egypt, however, the transformations of the 1870s had worked differ-
ently, and brought the country closer than perhaps any other place in the
world to the old Ricardian idea of wealth as the expansion of private prop-
erty and the circulation of a single commodity. The creation of private prop-
erty transferred most of the power to choose what crops to grow from those
who cultivated them to a new person, the landowner. The transfer and con-
centration of power, together with the irrigation works allowing year-round
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cultivation, led to the replacement of food crops with cotton production
across large areas of the countryside. As agricultural production, at least
that part that served the market, tended toward monoculture, cotton began
to provide a single commodity that could be taken to represent economic
processes as a whole. In March 1910, an article in the second issue of the
journal of the Society for Political Economy, L’Egypte Contemporaine,
noted, “To study the economic situation in Egypt comes down to studying
the agricultural situation, for the development of every branch of commerce
and industry, the situation of the banks and property companies, in one
word, the wealth of the country and its general prosperity, depends almost
exclusively on the cotton crop and the price at which it is sold.”48 The im-
portance acquired by cotton made possible a new kind of calculation. It
made it possible to simplify and homogenize economic relations by repre-
senting their complexity in the form of a single commodity. Once again, the
forms of calculation whose genealogy we are tracing did not emerge as a
new representation of existing realities, but in new arrangements that
would help simplify the world into reality and its calculation.

There were several other new arrangements that developed in this pe-
riod related to the regime of private property and the monoculture of cot-
ton, all mentioned in the passage just quoted: the new world of property
companies, local and foreign banks, and commercial houses. These multi-
plied around the turn of the century and produced in turn a new kind of
demand for statistical information. At the same time, their own activities
provided a set of processes for such statistics to represent.

The joint stock company was a critical development. The Cairo bourse
was founded in the 1890s to enable these companies to trade their shares
and raise capital. By the early twentieth century it was one of the three or
four most active stock exchanges in the world. The capital of joint stock
companies established in Egypt or conducting their primary activities
there doubled in two decades, it was reported, from £19,357,358 sterling in
1882 to £40,372,347 in 1902, and more than doubled again in just five
years, to £92,617,219 in 1907.49 Most of this capital was held by property
development companies, involved in both rural land development and
building and speculation in new urban neighborhoods of Cairo, and by
mortgage companies (the latter accounted for £30 million sterling of the
£52 million increase in capital from 1902 to 1905). So the proliferation of
joint stock companies was connected with the new regime of private landed
property and the growth of the metropolis.

Joint stock companies were a new kind of semipublic institution. Histori-
cally, it should be noted, the limited liability company was not a private in-
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stitution that began to open its ownership to the public. It was a form of pub-
lic institution taken over by private interests. Before the later nineteenth
century, the legal privileges of corporate existence and limited liability were
granted only for purposes that could be portrayed as a benefit to the public.
In England limited liability corporations could be established only by an act
of Parliament and were created for public works such as canal, railway, har-
bor, and bridge building, and above all for colonization.50 The oldest and
largest of the British colonizing corporations, the East India Company, had
played an important role in producing the modern science of economics.
Three leading nineteenth-century political economists, James Mill, Robert
Malthus, and John Stuart Mill, spent their working lives as employees of the
company, and after its nationalization and renaming as the India Office, as
we know, it gave the most famous economist of the twentieth century his
first employment. In Egypt from the 1890s, this form of public/private body
also played a role in the generation of economic knowledge. It generated a
new public of shareholders, and the managers and directors answerable to
them, whose financial decisions required the publication of share prices, fi-
nancial results, and other kinds of statistical information, as well as general
information about the financial and political condition of the country.

The financial and commercial activities related to the economics of cot-
ton production in the countryside, including investment and speculation in
land, were imagined to have their location in the country’s expanding cities
of Cairo and Alexandria. Whatever the actual location of the cotton, the
processing industries, the speculation, and the money, if these diverse ma-
terials and activities were imagined to have a single location, it was the city.
In fact the idea of the city offered both a parallel and an alternative to
landed property as a space that gave concrete and visual form to the new
relations of wealth creation. Simmel’s essay with which we began this
chapter proposed a special relationship between “money economy” and the
mental or cultural life of those who inhabit the large city. Prior to the mak-
ing of the economy in its mid-twentieth-century meaning, the idea of the
metropolis could be used in this way to imagine the density and tangibility
of economic relations. In the formative decades of the professional social
sciences, sociologists were preoccupied with the question of the city. It held
a place later to be filled by the idea of the economy.

How was this density of the economic imagined? How were certain ev-
eryday transactions among people and things to become something as solid
and tangible as “the economy”? How was the economy to be made into an
object, something people would take to be real? Simmel’s essay on the city
suggests part of the answer. In the metropolis, Simmel wrote, ideas and val-
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ues took on the appearance of objects. A dense built environment gener-
ated what he called “objective culture.” Objective culture, or objective
spirit, referred to the way in which ideas and values no longer seemed to
reside within the individual, but to have migrated into the bodies of things.
The institutions, buildings, and technologies of the city seemed to be more
than just physical structures. They were themselves a form of “spirit” or
“life.” In the metropolis, “the development of modern culture is character-
ized by the preponderance of what one may call the ‘objective spirit’ over
the ‘subjective spirit,’ “ Simmel wrote.

The individual has become a mere cog in an enormous organization of
things and powers which tear from his hands all progress, spirituality,
and value in order to transform them from their subjective form into
the form of a purely objective life. It needs merely to be pointed out
that the metropolis is the genuine arena of this culture which outgrows
all personal life. Here in buildings and educational institutions, in the
wonders and comforts of space-conquering technology, in the forma-
tions of community life, and in the visible institutions of the state, is
offered such an overwhelming fullness of crystallized and impersonal-
ized spirit that the personality, so to speak, cannot maintain itself under
its impact.51

The terms of Simmel’s argument sound strange today. We no longer talk of
a world full of crystallized spirit (or rather, when we do we no longer use
those words). The phrasing reflects Simmel’s effort to describe “an enor-
mous organization of things and powers,” which had not yet been named
“the economy.” Yet this world already appeared to be dividing along the
axis that would make it possible to fabricate the economy. It was a world of
things and powers, a world in which the quality of being objectified be-
longed to ideas as well as things. Ideas and values no longer belonged to in-
dividuals, just as the measurements of the fields were no longer the prop-
erty of village surveyors. New forms of architecture, engineering, science,
schooling, statistical knowledge, finance, commerce, and government were
ordering up a world in which buildings, educational establishments, tech-
nologies, commercial houses, and the “visible institutions of the state,” in
Simmel’s phrase, presented to the individual what now looked like an “ob-
jective culture.” The metropolis appeared divided into these two dimen-
sions: on the one hand, its material fabric of buildings, institutions, and
technologies, on the other the “crystallized spirit” that these new spaces
and structures seemed to embody.52

For Simmel, this separation can be understood only as the result of an act
of alienation. Ideas and values—the forms of “spirit” taking on an objective
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existence—must previously have resided within the individual, from whose
hands, or mind, they have now been torn. There is no reason for us to sub-
scribe to this thesis of alienation. No doubt this is how the new world was
experienced, for it was a place increasingly organized to isolate and create a
sense of lack or absence within the individual. It would be more reasonable
to assume, however, that forms of ideality and value, the occurrence of the
metaphysical and the meaningful, were always distributed much more
widely in the world, never simply locked inside people’s heads. The new
“organization of things and powers”—the new institutions of government,
architecture of the metropolis, and forms of money economy—like the new
methods of the cadastral survey, were redistributing ideas and values in a
simplified way, to manufacture the apparent separation of objects and val-
ues, things and powers. Only a world reorganized to generate this simple
two-dimensional effect could give birth to the economy.

Another turn-of-the century development in Cairo, also connected with
the property regime, the growth of the city, and land speculation, both en-
abled and demanded a new range of statistical information: the introduc-
tion of a single national currency and of paper money. The circulation of a
national currency was to provide the critical means to imagine, and to for-
mat, the twentieth-century economy.

Mehmed Ali Pasha had introduced his own money system in 1834, based
on a gold coin of one pound. But this coexisted with other Ottoman and Eu-
ropean coins, many of which were no longer legal tender in Europe or
traded at different values from their European value. An 1885 law refixed
the value of the Egyptian pound and determined which other kinds of coin
would be accepted in public accounts and at what value. Despite these re-
forms Egyptian pounds did not circulate in large quantities. The British pre-
ferred to deal in the gold coins (chiefly British sovereigns) that flowed into
the country each year with the export of the cotton crop.53 The situation
began to change from 1898, however, when the statutes of the privately
controlled National Bank of Egypt were approved, with the right to issue
banknotes. The bank was required to cover half the value of the notes in cir-
culation with reserves of gold. By 1914 there were only E£2.4 million in
banknotes in circulation, but thereafter the volume rose rapidly, reaching
E£12.65 million by the end of January 1916 and E£67 million by 1919.54

If the system of landed property brings into being a topographical space
that defines the extension of economic processes, the cadastral survey
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translates this into a paper landscape, cotton production generates a sim-
plified measure of the production and circulation of commodities, and the
building of the metropolis provides a material expression of the intensity
and expansion of exchange relations, paper currency plays another part in
the formatting of social processes as an economy. The new money forms a
system of circulation, one that somehow occurs both as the movement of
wealth and its representation. It seems to work on two levels of represen-
tation. First, the notes themselves are a representation. They circulate as a
system of financial signs that carry value because of the reserves of gold to
which they refer. Second, since these signs are more mobile than the old
forms of gold coinage, the volume of the notes moved and the velocity of
their movement become themselves a system of signs. From 1914, the
Ministry of Finance in Cairo began to publish statistical tables of credit and
circulation. These showed figures for the annual circulation of banknotes
since 1900, as well as the gold reserves and other deposits of the bank, to-
gether with data for the current year indicating the circulation of bank-
notes month by month. This picture of the circulation of money, the gov-
ernment suggested, could be used to measure the general activity of “the
Egyptian market.”55 The following year it proposed that the same statistics
be used as “a barometer of the financial situation of the country.”56

When John Maynard Keynes began to write of an object called “the
economy” in the 1930s, he introduced the term when searching for ways to
account for the special nature of money, whose significance Walrasian the-
ory had been unable to grasp. As we saw, these were issues that had preoc-
cupied him since before World War I, when he tried to understand the pe-
culiar problems of finance in colonial India. The statistical figures with
whose help the economy was gradually constructed—national income
(later called the gross national product), investment, savings, and money
supply—were all measures of the movement of money from hand to hand
within the nation. In its basic form, the economy was conceived as the sum
of every occasion on which money changed hands. Since money works, as I
just mentioned, on two levels of representation, once again we should not
understand the emergence of the economy in terms of the distinction be-
tween new economic practices and their representation. The representa-
tional forms of money bring into being the new kinds of movement that
will be figured as the economy. The separation of the economic from its rep-
resentations is not a single line dividing the material world from a world of
ideas, or the economy from economics. It is an uncertain difference estab-
lished in multiple places within those practices that form the economy.
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One more factor played a role in the production of the new object of
knowledge, and indeed was an aspect of all of those already discussed:
Egypt’s colonial condition. Colonialism had helped institute the regime of
private property and the monoculture of cotton; European-owned property
companies and banks had driven the speculative growth of Cairo; large Eu-
ropean financial houses owned the country’s debt and had demanded the
cadastral survey and the production of many other forms of statistical in-
formation; and European speculators were largely responsible for the
growth of the stock market and the increasing circulation of paper money.
Whether organized from Cairo or the European capitals, this colonial ac-
tivity was the activity of outsiders, those for whom Egypt itself existed as
an object of speculation, investment, government—and curiosity. Foreign
investors and colonial administrators shared with visiting archaeologists
and tourists an outsider’s fascination with Egypt as a strange and unusual
“case.” L’Egypte Contemporaine welcomed the publication of the Annu-
aire Statistique in 1910, with its wealth of social facts, saying

there are few countries where some of these facts present themselves
with a relief as striking, sometimes also as strange, as in Egypt. Her sit-
uation and geographical particularities, the character of her present ac-
tivity, the diversity of races that live there, make Egypt interesting not
only to the archaeologist and tourist. It is also, for the economists and
sociologists of all countries, one of the most fascinating crossroads of
the modern world.57

I suggested earlier that Keynes’s experience in the problems of colonial fi-
nancial administration may have been significant in the later development
of his work. Colonialism opened up a distance, a space of separation, a rela-
tionship of curiosity, that made it possible to see something as “a case,” a
self-contained object whose “problems” could be measured, analyzed, and
addressed by a form of knowledge that appears to stand outside the object
and grasp it in its entirety.

This colonial relationship with India or Egypt as a peculiar social and
economic case was gradually supplemented by an increasing demand from
the major powers and the international organizations they established for
statistical information making every country in the world comparable.
Some of this demand goes back to the late nineteenth century. The estab-
lishing of the country’s first Bureau de Statistique in 1870 directly followed
the khedive’s visit to the Exposition Universelle in Paris, where the presen-
tation of statistical data on each country in the world was one of the orga-
nizing principles of the exhibition.58 The Statistique de l’Egypte published
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for three years (1870–72) by E. de Regny, the Frenchman appointed to head
the bureau, presented material modeled on that of the world exhibitions. It
was collected not for internal administrative purposes but to present at fu-
ture exhibitions, beginning with the Vienna World Exhibition.59

In the twentieth century the international demand for countries to pro-
duce statistical representations of themselves became more frequent and
systematic. In 1922 the new International Labour Office in Geneva asked
member states to compile national figures on population movement. The
International Institute of Agriculture in Rome, forerunner of the FAO, or-
ganized world agricultural censuses in 1929 and 1939, which were the rea-
son for the only surveys of this sort that Egypt carried out in the interwar
period. The Middle East Financial Conference, convened in Cairo by
Britain and the United States in 1944, called on governments in the region
to collect and publish accurate banking statistics, showing all debits to cur-
rent accounts, so that “changes in the velocity of circulation of bank de-
posits can be kept fully under review as an indicator of the volume of busi-
ness activity.”60 It called for bank balance sheets to be published in the
standard form drawn up by the League of Nations in 1934, and for im-
proved statistics on balance of payments. The conference also called for the
compilation of statistics on national income and output, and proposed that
countries send staff to be trained in this new statistical practice in London
or Washington, so that the accounts would be produced in a uniform (and
Anglo-American) way.61 In response to this proposal, following the war
the Egyptian Ministry of Finance sent an employee to complete a doctor-
ate at the University of London, where he produced as his thesis the first
systematic study of Egypt’s national income.62

Landed property, cotton production, joint stock companies, the speculative
growth of Cairo’s built environment, and the increasingly rapid circulation of
money provided a series of processes that constituted new fields of social and
economic calculation. Colonialism provided an effect of separation, like that
between the village and the survey office, that helped establish this space of
calculability as an object. The fields of calculation contributed to their own
“objectivation” by collecting and putting into circulation the statistical infor-
mation on which they depended. In 1905, the government set up a Statistics
Office, which published its first Annuaire Statistique (Statistical Yearbook)
in 1909.63 The statistics service was initially an office within the Survey De-
partment, which was part of the Ministry of Finance. The location was partly
a practical matter. As the cadastral survey reached completion in 1907, some
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of its personnel became available for other kinds of statistical work.64 But it
also reflected the continuity between the statistical work of the survey and
the emergence of a new kind of economic calculation within the country. In
1911 the Statistics Office became a department of its own within the Min-
istry of Finance.The statistics that the government produced, moreover, were
made available by a new method of circulation.The statistics published in the
early years of the Annuaire Statistique represented information that min-
istries and other public bodies had already been collecting on activities such
as the railways, the cotton trade, and import duties, much of it assembled on
the orders of foreign creditors who had been allotted the income from these
sources. The Department of Statistics lacked the resources to conduct large-
scale studies of its own, and no legislation was provided to compel public or
private bodies to supply it with information. Nor did it benefit from any sys-
tem of local government, or local business or agricultural syndicates, as found
in many parts of Europe, engaged in their own collection of data on which the
central statistics office could draw. In its early years, therefore, the Statistics
Office was largely restricted to the role of obtaining information collected in-
ternally by other government departments, by the customs and excise au-
thority, by public bodies such as the railways, telegraphs, and telephone, and
by shipping and other joint-stock companies. This information was gathered
together and published as the Annuaire Statistique.

What characterized this new statistical process, therefore, was not the
collecting of such information so much as the act of making it public. On
the eve of his retirement as director of the Statistics Department in 1924,
I. G. Lévi noted that the department

each year puts into print at least 7,800 manuscript pages of figures,
amounting to more than three million numbers per year or 10,000
numbers per day, which it must calculate, register, verify, and tran-
scribe! It prints in its offices some 11,000 reports and has 32,000 books
or pamphlets distributed by the press each year. It receives, reads, and
files a little under one million documents per year, sends more than
6,000 letters, and receives 10,000.65

Statistics were no longer just to serve the administrative needs of the indi-
vidual departments or organizations that collected them. They were to be
put together and circulated, partly for the benefit of other departments of
the state and partly for making arguments to the political powers in the
metropole, but also for a new kind of user—the public. In the same way, the
new Société d’Economie Politique declared that its role was to study ques-
tions of political economy, statistics, and legislation, “for the instruction
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not only of its members but also of the public.”66 The Annuaire Statistique
was published partly to meet this same demand. L’Egypte Contemporaine
welcomed the Annuaire as “the essential foundation for all economic and
social study relating to Egypt.” It added that such studies were important
not only for residents of the country but “for so many others who have
sent their capital there or conduct commercial relations with it, and follow
anxiously from outside the fluctuations of its wealth and of its economic
progress.”67 The statistical information, as this suggests, did not simply
represent a preexisting sphere of economic activity. It helped to bring this
sphere, with its anxious participants, into being.

This new concern, not just to collect statistical data but to have it in reg-
ular circulation among “the public,” seems to distinguish the use of statis-
tics in the twentieth century from earlier practices, at least in the case of
Egypt. Colonial powers had long made use of statistics, whether for admin-
istrative needs or to produce a larger “illusion of bureaucratic control.”68

Toward the end of World War I, as Britain and other colonial powers faced a
harder task in justifying the continuation of colonial occupation, new sta-
tistical work could clarify the purpose and authority of imperial govern-
ment.69 But the circulation of statistics among a “public,” like the newly vis-
ible circulation of currency, enabled them to take on the form of an
“objective culture,” something with a solidity or substance of its own. One
could begin to conceive of the gap that seems to set this circulating body of
information apart from the processes and activities it refers to. The gap ap-
pears as a divide between two worlds, a sphere of figures, numbers, facts, and
trends on the one side, and the world to which these refer on the other. The
latter must stand as its opposite, the realm of the material, the real.

At this point, in the early decades of the twentieth century, there was no
single term for this realm. Writings I have already quoted indicate the va-
riety of phrases used to invoke the object to which this emerging sphere of
representation referred. The phrase “the Egyptian market” was used occa-
sionally, although the term “market” did not have the abstract force it
would take on at the end of the twentieth century. “The wealth of the
country and its general prosperity,” the “social condition and general eco-
nomics of the country,” its “wealth and economic progress,” and its “eco-
nomic situation” were among the other expressions writers used. Just as
often they invoked phrases like the one that launched L’Egypte Contempo-
raine, “the problems of national life.”70 The Annuaire Statistique of 1914,
which was twice the length of earlier volumes and introduced the use of

The Character of Calculability / 103

Mitchell_03  7/9/02  11:24 AM  Page 103



graphs and introductory essays summarizing the statistical picture, sug-
gested that these “taken together form a summary of the general situation
of the country and show the progress of each of the branches of its activ-
ity.”71 The word economy itself was not used in any of these senses: in En-
glish, French, and Arabic it still carried the older meaning of management
or the conserving and rational use of resources, and it did not necessarily
refer to what were now sometimes called “economic” issues. The Société
d’Economie Politique divided its activities into three sections, which it
termed the Section de Legislation, the Section d’Economie Politique (later
adding “et Statistique”), and the Section d’Economie Sociale.72 Social econ-
omy and political economy were terms referring to the sound government
or arrangement of affairs, not to “the economy” as an object or sphere.

Even a generation later, toward the end of World War II, the use of the
word “economy” to indicate something that could be managed and made to
grow was an Anglo-American neologism that did not always survive
translation into French and Arabic. In 1944 the Middle East Financial Con-
ference published policy recommendations to enable Middle Eastern coun-
tries after the war “to expand their economies.” The French translation
rendered this phrase as “de renforcer leur economie” and the Arabic as
“tanmiyat quwaha al-iqtisadiyya” (to develop their economic forces).73

Within a few years, however, the term economy was widely used in Arabic,
but almost always in phrases such as “the national economy” (al-iqtisad
al-qawmi) rather than standing alone. In 1950 the Statistical Department,
along with the State Domains Administration, the Fisheries Service, and
the Department of Tourism, were joined together to form the Ministry of
National Economy (still without a definite article in the English transla-
tion).74 In December of the same year, the country’s leading newspaper, al-
Ahram, began to publish its business supplement as a separate monthly
magazine. Initially it kept the old name, al-Ahram fi khidmat al-tijara wa-
]l-sina[a (al-Ahram in the Service of Commerce and Industry). A year
later, expanded in size, it added beneath this title the motto “A monthly
magazine dealing with affairs of the national economy.” Two years later,
following the July 1952 military coup, it changed its name to al-Ahram al-
iqtisadi. The lead story of its first issue following the coup was headlined
“The national economy in the new era.”75

reading difficulties

Producing this new object of calculation was not an easy process. The diffi-
culty lay in a particular feature of the way the new statistical practices
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emerged. I have described some of the processes that defined the space of
economic and social relations and gave them a movement and circulation
that could be measured. But these same processes giving rise to a character
of calculability created other effects that undermined the fixed and mea-
surable nature of such relations. Private property, monoculture, the stock
exchange, paper currency, and colonial power all began to contribute to
forms of movement, instability, and crisis that destabilized the process of
making a world of calculation.

The difficulties can be seen with particular clarity in the cadastral sur-
vey. Lyons noted that “the country is ever becoming more densely popu-
lated and every portion of the cultivable land is being reclaimed as fast as
circumstances admit.” The maps could not keep pace with the changes, and
they themselves became overcrowded and “confusing to read.” The diffi-
culty was compounded, Lyons felt, by the fact that maps were annotated in
Arabic, which, he believed, “does not possess the numerous different types
of letters that are available in European writing.”76 Further difficulties
arose from the tiny size of the plots: in 1907 40 percent of holdings were
under half an acre and 90 percent under five acres, a fragmentation in-
creasing as more land was concentrated into larger estates, leaving the ma-
jority of the rural population less and less to share.77

Difficulties also arose from the fact that the surveyors were attempting
to map not just what was changing, but something contested. The incorpo-
ration of land into large estates had exacerbated the problem of boundary
disputes. Lyons admitted that where title to the land was unclear, or where
encroachment may have occurred, big landowners tended to win out. In the
last four years of the survey, the government received 42,962 complaints
about inaccuracies in the recording of property boundaries. Some three
thousand of these were acknowledged to result from incorrect measure-
ment, but 39,073 were declared unfounded.78 Through such declarations,
inscribed onto the map, the arbitrariness of the large estates was to be
erased. The villagers had no means of appeal, but evidently they developed
their own response. At the completion of the survey the government ac-
knowledged the problems of inaccuracy and noted that the third- and
fourth-order triangulation, which relied on triangulation points placed
within the cultivated area, would have to be redone. It had been impossible
to establish permanent points. This was due in part to the character of agri-
culture in the Nile valley, in which every meter of available land was culti-
vated and the borders of plots were marked only by irrigation ditches,
redug after each flooding or ploughing. There were no hedges or other per-
manent features marking plot boundaries, which might be used to establish

The Character of Calculability / 105

Mitchell_03  7/9/02  11:24 AM  Page 105



survey points. But it was also due to the fact that the large stones and
lengths of angle iron used as survey points were frequently lost, sometimes
by accident but “more often by wilful interference.”79 In some cases vil-
lagers assumed they were boundary markers, and quite sensibly moved
them to the edges of their plots. They also found them useful to employ as
building materials, or as levers and weights for the irrigation machines
they now required to lift canal water into their fields.80

A related source of difficulty was that reorganizing the control of agri-
culture according to a system of permanent property rights did not stabi-
lize the countryside, despite the new system that identified each plot of
land and tied it to a named owner. On the contrary, as we saw in the previ-
ous chapter, private property rights led directly to a process of eviction and
dispossession of small owners and tenants through debt foreclosure and
other mechanisms. By the turn of the century the evictions reached a point
of crisis. In 1912 the government was forced to introduce rules to limit the
disruption, preventing the eviction of holders of less than five acres or the
seizure of their houses, essential farm implements, and working animals.
Despite the law, the problem of landlessness continued to grow, producing
an ever-larger population of mobile workers and temporary or permanent
migrants. This unfixing of the population from the land through the sys-
tem of private property made subsequent efforts at census taking or the
measurement of agricultural income increasingly difficult. By 1950 there
was still not even an approximate statistical measure of the size of the
landless agricultural labor force. The agricultural censuses of 1929 and
1939 made no attempt to include a survey of the seasonal and migrant
work force.81 A study published in 1950 tried two different methods of es-
timating the size (and the income) of the agricultural labor force. One
method produced a total about 40 percent higher than the other, and there
was no way of deciding between the two figures.82

Another set of problems resulted from the ever-wider cultivation of cot-
ton, as excessive cropping and perennial irrigation caused a series of diffi-
culties. In the first decade of the twentieth century the crop suffered from
increasing infestation by the cotton worm, forcing emergency legislation
in 1905 to draft every boy between the age of ten and eighteen from agri-
cultural households into compulsory labor in the fields, to remove and
burn the infested leaves (boys who refused to be drafted could be impris-
oned for up to a week). With no annual flood to fertilize and drain the
fields, the soil became poorer and more saline. Crop yields began to decline
rapidly, dropping by almost 50 percent from 5.8 qantars (hundredweight)
of cotton per acre in 1897 to 3.25 in 1909. To compound the problem there
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were rapid swings in the price of cotton, from year to year and month to
month, producing serious difficulties and sometimes crisis.83 The Cotton
Commission was set up in 1908 to establish causes for the declining yields
but found its work hampered by the lack of accurate statistics on areas
planted and yields. This prompted the Survey Department to publish the
Collection of Statistics of the Area Planted in Cotton in 1909, which ana-
lyzed the accuracy of the data on cultivated areas provided by the village
sarraf or tax official. Ernest Dowson, who had succeeded Henry Lyons as
director-general of the Survey Department, proposed to improve the re-
porting by the sarrafs and the interpretation of their reports, in particular
by identifying the fields planted with cotton on the Survey Department’s
new maps. It was hoped in this way to turn taxation statistics into a source
of more general agricultural information, which could be used to address
the problems of cotton production.84 In 1910, on the recommendation of the
Cotton Commission, the British administration agreed to a long-standing
demand to establish a Department of Agriculture, to coordinate efforts to
stem the decline in cotton yields.85

Similar problems affected the stock market and the new national cur-
rency. It used to be thought that the standardization of national currencies
made money into a more homogenous, controllable, and therefore counta-
ble measure of collective wealth. Simmel’s fear that “money economy”
was “transforming the world into an arithmetical problem” became the
common view of the homogenizing effects of the new money.86 Yet as
Zelizer shows in the case of the United States, the standardization of legal
forms of money was typically accompanied by a proliferation of other
kinds of monies—multiple forms of credit, coupons, tokens, shares, checks,
savings schemes, and other varieties of currency, both official and unoffi-
cial—which made the circulation and measure of wealth no less heteroge-
nous than before.87 The possibility of calculating the “velocity of money”
arrived and disappeared at the same time.

In addition, the speed and volume of circulation even of official forms of
currency and wealth produced its own crises. In 1911 the new stock market
crashed, forcing dozens of companies into bankruptcy. The Annuaire Sta-
tistique, which had prided itself on its increasingly detailed reporting of the
activities of joint stock companies, was unable that year to publish any sta-
tistics relating to the stock market. Due to “the crisis,” it reported, too many
companies had disappeared, merged with others, or been re-formed. The
printing of paper money also led to crisis. First there was the surge in prices,
especially in the first decade of the century, which resulted in several at-
tempts to develop explanations of the phenomenon. The most popular was
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to blame it on the abolition of the octroi (the tax on commodities brought
into the town from the countryside for sale), which was eliminated from
the last two towns, Cairo and Alexandria, at the start of 1903. Yacoub
Artin’s “Essai sur les causes du renchérissement de la vie matérielle au
Caire” (1908) dismissed this explanation, and produced copious data relat-
ing the price inflation to the general increase in population, production,
trade, and the size of cities over the preceding decades.88 This was very
much an explanation in terms of nineteenth-century political economy: the
problems caused by paper currency itself, although affecting everyone,
were not yet visible to economic analysis. The situation worsened during
World War I, when the government quietly ignored its own rule that the
printing of money had to be backed by reserves of gold covering 50 percent
of its value. The supply of banknotes increased rapidly during the war, as I
mentioned, and the increase was backed by British treasury bonds instead
of gold. By 1919, when E£67 million in banknotes were in circulation, gold
reserves were down to E£3.33 million, or less than 5 percent. Britain had
taken the rest of Egypt’s gold to finance the wartime Arab Revolt against
the Ottomans. As a result, the Egyptian pound was forced off the gold stan-
dard onto a “sterling exchange standard,” exposing the country to all the
crises that sterling faced in the interwar period.

This range of crises and inexplicable developments made the continuing
work of the Statistics Department both more necessary and more difficult.
The volatility of economic events made the collection of data more arduous
and unreliable. At the same time, the economic crises often deprived the de-
partment of the resources or personnel required to collect the information
that such crises seemed to demand. There were several attempts to introduce
the surveying of prices and to measure the new concept of “cost of living.”
The first effort, in 1914, had to be abandoned because the outbreak of war
made prices so unstable that they could not be reliably measured. After the
war, in 1921, T. L. Bennett, controller of the Statistics Department, managed
to compile a survey of consumer prices. But the effort to make this an annual
exercise failed when the following year Bennett suffered a “deplorable acci-
dent.”89 Subsequently the office lacked the resources to continue his work.

Efforts to measure the movement of commerce and population faced
similar difficulties. There were good statistics on the export and import of
commodities. Giuseppe Randone, a protégé of the famous Italian statisti-
cian Luigi Bodio, had been brought to Egypt to help organize the 1882 cen-
sus and then set up and ran a statistics office for foreign trade within the
Alexandria customs office, before becoming the first director of the Central
Statistics Office in 1905.90 The system of reporting and classifying imports
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and exports that he set up in Alexandria became a model for other coun-
tries. But it did not work elsewhere in Egypt. In 1913 an attempt was made
to reproduce a similar system for internal commerce, by carrying out what
was intended to be an annual survey of river navigation on the Nile. The
attempt was abandoned when the ports and ship owners refused to supply
adequate information. Another effort was made to survey this information
in 1928, but it was only partially successful.

Much more difficult was the attempt to measure the invisible part of for-
eign trade, the import and export of capital. A 1910 report listed the follow-
ing obstacles: the “fictitious circulation” created by banks and commercial
houses, which was completely unmeasurable; the impossibility of establish-
ing the value of the credit notes created for the import and export of com-
modities; tourist expenses paid by checks, letters of credit, and foreign bank-
notes; letters of credit or checks issued to Egyptians who summered in
Europe; payments for the army of occupation; profits or losses of Egyptian
speculators in foreign stock exchanges; fees paid by ships in port or transit-
ing the Suez Canal, or for the loading of coal; rent and investment income
of foreigners resident in Egypt; and rents, interest, and profit on foreign cap-
ital invested in Egypt, especially in banks and joint stock companies.91 Note
that every one of these obstacles relates to the colonial situation of Egypt.

Similar difficulties existed in establishing the movement of the popu-
lation into and out of Egypt. Passports were introduced after World War I,
but were used to record only arrivals, not departures. In 1922, as I men-
tioned, the International Labour Office in Geneva asked member states to
compile national figures on population movement in order to establish
currents of international migration. The Statistics Department eventually
persuaded the passport office to introduce a system of passport cards that
would match arrivals and departures, but the effort was derailed by the
slump of 1929. The measurement of population movements was not re-
sumed until during or after World War II.

The measurement of personal and company income was also very slow
to be established, and once again the colonial situation was part of the rea-
son. Prior to 1936, foreigners resident in Egypt were under the jurisdiction
of their own governments rather than the government of Egypt. The for-
eign governments refused to agree to the imposition of an income tax, so
income tax was not introduced until 1939. This meant that there was no re-
quirement for individuals or companies to report annual income, or to or-
ganize their financial affairs as a yearly system of income and expenses.
Even joint stock companies, which did publish annual figures, followed no
uniform method of accounting, so incomes of different companies were
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not comparable. In the countryside, there was no systematic attempt to
measure agricultural income until 1942. This effort was undertaken in re-
sponse to the wartime crisis of food supply, discussed in chapter 1. But the
crisis led to the introduction of crop controls and rationing and dramatic
shifts in the crops grown and in prices. There was no reliable way to mea-
sure income in the midst of such disruption, so the attempt had to be aban-
doned.

These problems made it impossible to calculate in any convincing man-
ner the country’s total “national income,” despite recent attempts to nar-
row the meaning of this term and transform it into a concept that could be
represented statistically. In 1922 A. L. Bowley published an article in the
Economic Journal in London entitled “The Definition of National Income.”
He proposed that the term be defined to include only monetary income,
thus excluding, for example, “the value of women’s domestic services,” or
the annual value of using one’s clothes, furniture, or motorcar. Even so, he
acknowledged, it would be many years before methods of calculating na-
tional income were feasible, especially given the financial distortions
caused by the war.92 Later that year, however, I. G. Lévi, the director of the
Statistics Department, published the first attempt to estimate a national in-
come for Egypt.93 The attempt coincided with Egypt’s formal independence
from Britain and had a directly political purpose: to argue that the coun-
try’s national income was much higher than the British had believed, and
that it therefore possessed the resources to embark on a program of indus-
trialization, to which Britain was opposed. (Lévi went on to become the
head of the Egyptian Federation of Industries.) Yet there was no agreement
on how to calculate the total. British statisticians accused Lévi of overesti-
mating national income by 50 percent, in particular because his accounting
method failed to deduct many of the expenses incurred in the production
of income, especially in agriculture.94

The political rivalry in the production of economic statistics was not an iso-
lated incident. Indeed the entire history of statistics in the early decades of
the twentieth century was caught up in the struggle between Egypt and
Britain, with France and other European powers often intervening against
the British. The founding of the Société d’Economie Politique in 1909 was
directly supported by the French government, which paid for a French po-
litical economist, Germain Martin, to spend six months in Egypt helping to
organize the association and establish its journal.95 The initiative was con-
nected with the founding of the first Egyptian national university the year
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before, which the British attempted to block and refused to give financial
support.

Such political rivalry was an aspect of a more general set of factors af-
fecting the growth of statistical knowledge. The European colonization of
Egypt made the very economic facts that statistics wished to fix far more
elusive and difficult to define. The fluid movement of capital and popu-
lation, the multiplicity of languages and jurisdictions, and the legal privi-
leges and prerogatives enjoyed by foreign communities in Egypt made it
enormously difficult to represent the country as a singular, national econ-
omy. Consider the problems faced by what might seem the relatively
straightforward process of counting the inhabitants of the country. The
1917 census, said to be the first reliable enumeration of the population, was
carefully scheduled for the month of May, the only period when the popu-
lation was thought to be in its “normal state.” It was the only month in
which there were no foreign tourists, movements of agricultural laborers,
summer exodus to Europe, or major popular feasts. The census still had to
deal with the displacements of labor and restrictions on movement im-
posed by the war and the large army of occupation.96 And although the
census was planned to capture the entire population on a single day, in fact
it took two weeks to conduct. In addition, those responsible described the
following difficulties that they faced:

1. Illiteracy rates of 86.3 percent for men and 97.9 percent for
women, making it necessary for the census agents to fill in the forms
themselves—but among the Muslim population (91.4 percent), the
agents were forbidden access to the home.

2. The population’s “inveterate suspicion of all demands for infor-
mation coming from the government” (despite a public campaign to
convince them of its innocent purpose).

3. The population’s opposition to putting on paper any information
relating to their economic situation, or the ages or even names of
boys.

4. The political situation in which “one part of the population, the
natives, detests the government and the other part, the foreign
colonies, consider themselves to form little states within the state and
do not readily acknowledge the right of the local Administration to
interfere in their affairs without the permission of their diplomatic
representatives.”

5. The absence of a definition of Egyptian nationality, with Greek,
Ottoman, and Persian subjects rarely declaring their true nationality,
“in order to hold open the door of declaring another nationality in
case of need.”
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6. The considerable number of homeless people living on the streets
of the cities.

7. Minor officials in the provinces who have the habit of not dis-
cussing orders from the central government, even to ask for an expla-
nation to ensure a better execution, “leading to illogical actions and
dangerously liberal interpretations.”

8. The “absence or frequent changing of street names, formation of
new villages, division of these or transfer from one administrative
district to another, the absence of numbers on buildings and maps of
towns.”

9. The presence of a large nomadic population on the outskirts of
certain provinces, “so unapproachable and fiercely jealous of their in-
dependence that ordinary census methods could not be applied.”
10. The multiplicity of languages spoken and the confusion of differ-
ent nationalities and races, often in the same buildings and residential
quarters, “so that census agents must be accomplished polyglots and
full of tact to accomplish their task.”
11. The circumstances in paragraphs (4) and (10) required the use of
numerous languages in both the questions and replies, demanding ed-
ucated, professional decipherers.
12. The Europeans who directed the census, lacking close contact
with the natives, were liable to “overlook in the Arabic versions im-
proper expressions that may influence the results.”97

These were the disruptions and displacements that resulted from the colo-
nial situation: the confusion of jurisdictions, languages, and races, the ab-
sence or illegibility of street names and numbers, the formation of new vil-
lages and shifting of their boundaries, and the persistent threat of improper
decipherment and translation. Native officials in the provinces, operating
at a distance from the European authorities in Cairo, made “dangerously
liberal interpretations.” Europeans at the center, distanced from the na-
tives, were unable to keep out the improper expressions that contaminated
the Arabic texts and distorted the results.

Attempts to calculate the country’s national income faced a similar
range of difficulties. Following I. G. Lévi’s much criticized attempt in
1922–23, the first comprehensive calculation was A Study of the National
Income of Egypt, the doctoral thesis published by Mahmoud Amin Anise
in 1950. The author depended for his calculations on whatever existing sta-
tistical information was available, including the population census (with all
its problems) and a variety of partial surveys of various aspects of produc-
tion, prices, and incomes, each relating to different years and different parts
of the country. He also faced the difficulties of Egypt’s particular position
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in relation not to the colonial powers but what were now called other “na-
tional economies,” from which, despite the new terminology, it was not ex-
actly separate. “One of the peculiarities of the Egyptian economy,” the au-
thor explained, “is its cosmopolitan [sic] and to a certain extent its
dependence on foreign capital and technical knowledge. In answering the
question whose income we are attempting to measure I was not completely
satisfied.”98 Industry and commerce, he pointed out, had been developed
mostly by foreign capital or by foreigners resident in Egypt. He decided to
define national income as income accruing to any resident of the country,
whether a national or foreigner. But his income totals for the country also
included profits and dividends going abroad.

The problems of measuring the size of the agricultural workforce have
already been mentioned, one method of estimating producing a figure be-
tween 30 and 40 percent higher than another method, with the result that
measures of agricultural income were a complete guess. Industrial income
was similarly difficult to estimate, in part because most establishments did
not keep annual accounts. Most businesses classified as manufacturing
were in fact engaged in repair work, another reflection of the colonial situ-
ation, making it impossible to calculate the proper value of raw materials
and output.

A further problem was that international organizations now demanded
that statistics be measured and presented in standardized forms, so that
comparison was possible from one country to the next. In practice the
standard form was usually based on the social and economic arrange-
ments found in the West.99 For example, the agricultural census was to be
organized as a study of “farms.” These were the units to be counted and
measured and by which the animals, crops, workers, and machinery were
to be enumerated. Most agricultural households in Egypt worked dis-
persed fragments of land that were not organized as farms, and many held
machinery or animals in partnership. Large estates, on the other hand,
were more than farms, as we have seen, and were operated as “private vil-
lages.” For this reason many aspects of the census were impossible to
apply. Such standardization reproduced on the international level a pro-
cess of homogenization and averaging that is a characteristic of statistical
work in general.

Although colonialism provided an impetus and field for the develop-
ment of statistical and economic knowledge, the stabilization of this
knowledge as the “national economy” would not be possible until the era
of the nation-state—and indeed would be part of the constitution of that
transient era.
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By mid-century, in Egypt as in many other places, politics had acquired a
new object. The economy had come into being as a sphere that could be
measured, managed, developed, analyzed, restructured, and compared. I
have traced some of the practices that helped form the economy, involving
a range of processes from mapping and statistics to property, law, agricul-
tural transformation, and colonial power. The mixture and form of these
processes would vary, of course, in other places, but the details of what
happened in Egypt can enable us to look more closely at what occurred. I
have also traced the “reading difficulties” that arose. There are four things
we can learn from these events about the making of the economy.

First, although economic and statistical practice will claim, like Lyons, to
map this sphere with great precision, we should notice what those involved
actually do. They are often very careful and precise, and they always stress
the accuracy of their work. But we should not be misled by their claims
into thinking that the novelty and usefulness of this knowledge lay in its
accuracy. Once more the cadastral survey can illuminate the point. As we
saw, the attraction of the use of mapping was that from now on informa-
tion about landholding would be contained on the map. To calculate the
area of a holding it was no longer necessary to measure with rods or chains
on the ground. Thanks to the accuracy of the map, one could read the mea-
surement from the surface of the map. The site of control and calculation
had been transplanted from the field to the office.

Yet this calculation from the map was very difficult. There was a prob-
lem of shrinkage, as the moisture in the map paper dried out. Even after
drying the paper for three weeks prior to drawing the map, the surveyors
had to include a calculation for shrinkage of the paper when calculating the
area of an individual plot from the map.100 But the larger problem was how
to calculate this area in the first place. No plot was perfectly regular, so
measuring the sides alone from the map would not work. To solve the dif-
ficulty, the surveyors introduced a device developed by the Revenue Sur-
vey of India, which they called the feddan comb. This consisted of a small
frame made of stiff cardboard, 21 � 17 centimeters (about the size of this
page), with dots printed through the card at 5 millimeter intervals along
the long sides through which fine black threads ran in parallel lines from
side to side, dividing the area within the frame into strips 5 millimeters in
width. When placed over the map, the threads divided a plot into strips
whose breadth corresponded to 12.5 meters on the ground. The surveyor
used a pair of dividers to measure the length of each strip, stepping out the
dividers to read off each measurement against a translation scale printed
on the border of the card. The sum of these measurements gave the area of
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a plot.101 The method was ingenious but far from accurate. “The weak
point about the feddan comb,” Lyons acknowledged, “is that it is almost
impossible to keep the threads tight and parallel. Further, to thread them
through the exact positions is difficult and the dots are not always placed
at the correct distance apart, which may be due to shrinkage of the card-
board after printing.”102 The shrinkage of the cardboard, the shrinkage of
the map paper, the inaccurate placing of the dots, and the difficulty in hold-
ing the threads tight and parallel meant that it would not, after all, be pos-
sible to measure landholdings and determine tax liabilities directly from
the map.

The cardboard frame illuminates an important aspect of the making of
expertise in the twentieth century. The new statistical methods did not
generate a more accurate knowledge, or even a greater amount of knowl-
edge. Captain Lyons was forced to admit that after ten years of work, the
survey had produced a knowledge of the area of each landholding that was
less precise than before. Although he criticized the old Coptic rules of
arithmetic—while admitting the rules were accurate enough when plots
were not too far out of square, and in fact most plots were relatively
square—his own methods resulted in a less reliable calculation. What the
survey accomplished was a series of removals, of transferences, that tried to
shift the site where calculation would occur. In place of the village surveyor
walking with his rod along the boundaries of each plot, the employee in the
survey office would walk his dividers across the feddan comb, stepping
them backwards and forwards from the threads to the scale.

The problem of accuracy was not specific to the survey or the difficul-
ties of drawing maps. Similar difficulties arose with other forms of knowl-
edge. The new statistics on the price of cotton, for example, represented an
approximation. The farmer may well have had a more accurate knowledge
of the cotton price. He knew it from day to day, in his locality, for the vari-
ety of seed he grew, among the particular merchants with whom he had to
deal. The figures collected in the statistical yearbook, or even the weekly
prices published by the Ministry of Agriculture, were not the price of any
particular cotton, or of all the different cottons at all the different places
cotton was sold. Likewise, as we just saw, the agricultural census organized
information in terms of “farms,” a simplification that could never accom-
modate the forms of knowledge and relationship that constituted the world
of the countryside. Here, too, one might say, there were shrinkage prob-
lems. Once again, the statistical knowledge cannot be said to be a more ac-
curate knowledge, or even a greater amount of knowledge. Instead, it rep-
resents a reformatted knowledge, information that has been translated,
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moved, shrunk, simplified, redrawn. What is new is the site, and the forms
of calculation and decision that can take place at this new site.

The second point follows from this act of removal: the new forms of
economic and statistical knowledge did not stand in relation to the econ-
omy in the simple relation of a representation to reality, the way a map is
thought to represent the real world. And yet this is how it would appear.
The removal and concentration of knowledge into new sites opened up a
distance, a gap that came to seem an absolute divide. The movement from
the field to the survey office was not to be experienced as a chain of social
practices, but as the distance between reality and its representation, be-
tween the material and the abstract, between the real world and the map.

This is a point we have encountered in different ways already, in discus-
sions of the making of the Aswan Dam, for example, of the concentration
of property claims into the rules of law, or Simmel’s experience of the me-
tropolis as a world of objectified culture. Both the old system of surveying
and the new involved a variety of social practices, every one of which might
be thought of as a mixture of action and thought, measurement and calcu-
lation, object and idea, thing and value, reality and representation. The vil-
lage surveyor might read off distances with his rod and chain, clean off a
boundary mark with his foot, write down measurements in his register,
argue with the owner of the next plot, and report alterations to the tax of-
fice. All these processes involved mixtures of what are called real and rep-
resentation, thing and value, or object and idea. In fact it would be impos-
sible to hold them apart according to such a distinction. In the same way
the mapmaker, holding the feddan comb in one hand, trying to keep the
cardboard flat and its threads taut, walking the pair of dividers with the
other hand, making sure its point does not slip as he reads the measure-
ment off the scale, cursing the heat that has shrunk his paper, and trying to
prevent the whole sheet lifting into the air under the ceiling fans whirling
above his head, is involved in as much a practical activity as a mental one,
dealing with an object as much as a representation. Saussure, the famous
theorist of linguistic representation, describes the difference between an
idea or representation and the material that represents it as no more than
the difference between two sides of the same sheet of paper. For the map-
maker the difference is even less, and that is exactly the source of his diffi-
culty. The dimensions of the paper are a representation, the signifier of a
certain distance on the ground. But the size of the paper, the distance from
one pen mark to another, is also a distance “on the ground,” or at least on
the table, a real distance, and one that will not stay still. He cannot keep re-
ality out of his representation.
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Our world is made up of technical bodies, hybrids that are neither
wholly objects nor ideas, more than just things but not disembodied spirits
(hence appearing as crystallized spirit), not properly divisible into nature
and culture, or reality and representation. The clerks in the survey office
converted theodolite and chain readings from the field into distances to be
drawn on the map. Their computational labor was divided up and corre-
lated to form “an almost mechanical system,” something close to a piece of
machinery. A calculating apparatus, made out of men, had the mechanical
powers of a computer. Like all computers, it was a mixture of hardware and
software. But at the same time, the new world of modern politics is orga-
nized to manufacture the effect that this difficult, unstable, temporary dis-
tinction between hard and soft, physical and mental, real and representa-
tional, is a permanent, fundamental, and ontological divide. The map
presents itself as a mere representation, an idea or abstraction, set apart
from the real, fixed, physical reality it depicts. It erases and hides the con-
tested, political, representational nature of the world it portrays, in the
same action with which it denies its own (shrinking) physicality. The me-
chanical organization of labor, the movement from the field to the office,
the repeated accounts of the precision and accuracy of the work, all operate
together to produce the effect of a bifurcated world. It is as such an effect
that the economy is brought into being.

Third, it is these processes of organization, movement, reformulation,
and exclusion that set up the economy as a new sphere of calculability. The
making of the economy, it follows, does not lie outside the forms of knowl-
edge that enable statistics and economics to know it.103 Another example—
the introduction of price barometers—can illustrate this. In July 1910, I. G.
Lévi and Germain Martin pointed out that “while for the theoreticians of
economic equilibrium a market consists of the fixity of prices, at a given
moment, for a quantity of products of the same type and of the same qual-
ity, in Egypt prices vary in relation to certain commodities from place to
place, beyond the costs of movement and transportation, especially in the
villages.” The price variation can be found, they pointed out, even between
villages only a few kilometers apart. To remedy the anomaly, they proposed
the publication of price barometers in all the villages of Egypt, listing the
current prices of commodities in nearby towns.104 This simple proposal il-
lustrates the method of constituting the economy. It is repeated in the work
of the surveyors. They found rural property relations contested, the subject
of multiple claims, agrarian transformations, and violent histories. Their re-
sponse was not to record these multiple claims and histories of violence on
the map, but to help format the world they surveyed, dividing it into fields
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and plots, determining ownership, naming estates as villages, marking
boundaries, and rejecting appeals for adjustment. Lévi and Martin found
forms of social practice that did not correspond to the abstract theories of
the market. Their answer was not to alter the theory, to take more accurate
account of what happens, but to propose an alteration to what happens, to
bring it closer to the simpler practice of theory. Expert knowledge works to
format social relations, never simply to report or picture them.

The economic historian Karl Polanyi is remembered for his argument
that the modern world was formed in the “Great Transformation” of the
nineteenth century, in which market relations became disembedded from
the wider social ties in which they were previously contained.105 The sepa-
ration of economic ties from other forms of social practice that had previ-
ously governed and limited them, he argued, gave rise to the self-regulating
market economy (which quickly proved itself incapable of its own regu-
lation). The Great Transformation, published in 1944, was one of the most
influential works to depict the construction of “the economy” as a separate
sphere in the nineteenth century. It can be reread today, however, not just
as an account of nineteenth-century European history, but on another
level as one more contribution to the twentieth-century production of the
economy. The event that Polanyi projects back onto the nineteenth cen-
tury, the emergence of the economy as a separate sphere, was in fact real-
ized only in the mid-twentieth century. And theoretical essays such as
Polanyi’s wartime writing were part of this work of production. The econ-
omy came into being not by disembedding market relations from a larger
social ground that previously contained them, but by embedding certain
twentieth-century practices of calculation, description, and enumeration in
new forms of intellectual, calculating, regulatory, and governmental prac-
tice. The economy, in Callon’s phrase, is embedded in economics, and in so-
cial theory, in colonial administration, in national income accounting, and
in all the other practical activities of mid-twentieth-century social life that
formatted, shaped, and made the new field of national politics.

Finally, it should be recalled, this attempt at formatting, at relocating
the site where calculations occur in the uniform space of a national econ-
omy, was not successful. As we have seen, the forms of social practice that
gave rise to the new kinds of calculability, and that calculation attempted to
format, also continually rendered the world more mobile, uncertain, and
incalculable. The surveyors’ map presented itself as a picture of a reality on
the ground. But that reality “on the ground” did not stay out there, it en-
tered into the making of the map—not only in the problems of shrinkage,
but in everything from the moving of survey marks and the disputing of
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boundaries to the entire politics of rural property claims that were in-
volved in the act of survey. The experts themselves tried to limit this dis-
ruption, to frame and define the world that they hoped to measure and sur-
vey. But in the very act of framing, they were continually exposed to the
difficulties of drawing limits, of successfully transferring political conflicts
to the narrow sites of calculation they had mastered.106

Following the completion of the cadastral survey of Egypt in 1907,
Henry Lyons returned to England and to a career as director of the Science
Museum in London (previously obscure and ill arranged, it is said, but
transformed by Lyons into one of the great technical museums of the
world).107 His successor as director-general of the Survey Department,
Ernest Dowson, remained a professional surveyor in the colonial service.
He accompanied the British army as it occupied Palestine and Iraq in World
War I. In this capacity he helped to spread the new survey expertise devel-
oped in Egypt across the Near East, and later to sub-Saharan Africa. In
1945 he published an article criticizing the “divorce” that had developed
between the practical and technical aspects of surveying on the one hand
and the legal and political on the other. Surveyors needed not just techni-
cal expertise but “knowledge of the social structure, agricultural practices
and land tenures, customary as well as statutory, of the community con-
cerned,” the article claimed. “For it is only in the light of these conditions
and of the juridical, fiscal, economic or other objectives sought, that they
can adjust the technical to the other interlocking requirements effec-
tively.”108 These “interlocking requirements” illuminate the impossible
character of calculation. Any attempt to set the limits of the technical op-
erations of calculation must first establish and understand those limits.
This opens the problem of calculation to an interminable difficulty, the
need to know all those other social, agricultural, and legal practices out of
which the object to be mapped is constituted.
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II
peasant studies
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123

4 The Invention and
Reinvention of the Peasant

Among the figures in the scholarly imagining of the postcolonial world,
“the peasant” is a strange kind of presence. With this abstraction a category
of human being became a field of expertise, the subject of his own scholarly
journals and the object of a distinct body of theory and description. “What
are villagers in India, in Egypt, in Mexico really like?” the anthropologist
George Foster asks, as he begins a brief history of the field. “For nearly fifty
years anthropologists (by no means to the exclusion of others) have
searched for answers [to this question] . . . living with villagers in order to
question them and to observe their behavior, describing their findings in
books and articles.” At first they called their research the study of “folk”
societies, Foster says, but after World War II scholars “came to realize that
‘peasant’ is a more appropriate term, and thus was born the new subfield of
‘peasant studies.’ “1

Foster makes these remarks in his foreword to the book Shahhat: An
Egyptian, by Richard Critchfield, which he recommends for its accurate
portrayal of what peasants everywhere are really like, and which became a
favorite of both hotel bookstores in Cairo and college-level introductions to
the Third World in the United States. The book belongs to a genre of peas-
ant studies for which scholarship on the Middle East, more than other parts
of the Third World, has provided an important home, a genre I would call
descriptive realism. Critchfield sets before us the peasant’s life “like a series
of wonderfully composed photographs,” wrote one of the book’s reviewers;
“when taken together, they make us see and feel the contours and the sub-
stance of fellah culture.”2 Despite the claims of photographic realism, how-
ever, a careful reading of Critchfield’s book reveals his “real peasant” to be
something constructed out of earlier representations, as a collage of familiar
Orientalist images juxtaposed with clippings taken—in fact plagiarized—
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from earlier writings, in particular from the previous popular study in a
similar genre, The Egyptian Peasant by Henry Ayrout.

This chapter examines the genealogy of Critchfield’s Egyptian peasant,
not just to bring to light these forms of repetition and borrowing, but to ask
some larger questions. What is the nature of this realist genre in peasant
studies? Why is the Middle East, with its dearth of more critical examina-
tions of rural society, so well represented? Why are the results so widely ac-
cepted, acquiring so easily the status of classics? Why does the realism of
the peasant’s portrayal seem to require not only the borrowings from ear-
lier writings but also the exclusion from the picture of history, of the West,
and of the presence of the Western author? Overall, what political processes
are at work in the producing and reproducing of all this realism?

The emergence of peasant studies as a new field of expertise more than
half a century ago can be located quite precisely in the widespread rebel-
lions that rural populations were able to organize against occupying Euro-
pean powers during the interwar years. In the Arab world, for example,
rural uprisings in Egypt, Morocco, Syria, and Iraq in the years after World
War I were followed by the Palestinian uprising of 1936–39, the first sus-
tained anticolonial revolt, which required one-third of Britain’s armed
forces to suppress it and a commission of colonial experts to examine rural
life in Palestine and explain the rebellion’s causes. In Indochina, peasant
uprisings during the early 1930s that succeeded in establishing self-
governing soviets were the background to studies such as Pierre Gourou’s
classic Les Paysans du delta tonkinois (1936), a work advising the colonial
authorities of the “delicate” task they faced in preserving the existing
Vietnamese “moral and social” system that it so meticulously described,
along with the peasants’ “strikingly wretched material conditions.” The
book warned that if the author’s words were ignored and this “traditional”
world were allowed to collapse, the peasantry would then “have a clear pic-
ture of its poverty and would center its thoughts on it.”3 As the rebellions
spread, the experts kept up. The uprising in Palestine affected provincial
Egypt, where political organizing and economic protest intensified in 1938
and 1939.4 Several diagnoses of the peasant condition were put into print,
including Ayrout’s famous study of the Egyptian peasant, first published
in 1938 under the title Moeurs et coutumes des fellahs, which claimed to
“photograph” for the first time “the realities of peasant life” among Egyp-
tians—and which compared itself, in turn, to the work on Vietnam by
Gourou.5

124 / Peasant Studies

Mitchell_04  7/9/02  11:25 AM  Page 124



The picture of what peasants are “really like” has a curious history, as the
subsequent reissuing of these kinds of texts reflects. Gourou’s study was
translated into English in 1955 by the Human Relations Area Files, and be-
tween the late 1960s and mid-1970s it became one of the most important
sources for studies on peasant revolt in Vietnam.6 Ayrout’s work, written in
France where its Egyptian author was training to become a Jesuit priest, was
translated into Arabic (1943) and English (1945), and then, following the
shifting focus of foreign interest in Egypt, into Russian in 1954, and finally
into English again in the United States in 1963.7 By the early 1960s Ameri-
can scholarship was becoming increasingly interested in the question of
peasant politics, urged on by events in Indochina and elsewhere and by fig-
ures such as undersecretary of state Chester Bowles, who as chairman of the
Democratic Platform Committee in the 1960 elections had secured American
commitment to a new economic policy toward the Third World.8 Ayrout’s
Egyptian Peasant was published with an introduction by the sociologist
Morroe Berger of Princeton, at that time considered the senior American
scholar of the contemporary Middle East. Berger noted, twenty-five years
after the book’s first edition, that although political feelings in rural Egypt
had still “hardly begun to develop,” the government of President Nasser was
now seeking “to awaken ambition and expectation among the peasants.”9

These observations were preceded by a foreword from Chester Bowles him-
self, warning that everywhere in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, “peasants
are rousing themselves from apathy and despair to ask hard economic and
political questions,” and that with the spread of “communist agitators” they
now “constitute fertile ground for subversion and unrest.”10

American interest in helping Nasser deal with rural agitation and un-
rest subsided in the mid-1960s, after the Egyptians failed to fit their do-
mestic and foreign policy to America’s expanding regional interests. The
need to expand American power reflected problems elsewhere in the world,
in particular the intensification of the war against Vietnam. It is no coinci-
dence that Vietnam was where Richard Critchfield first acquired his an-
thropological interest in peasant villages, while serving there from 1964 to
1967 as a reporter for the Washington Star. “What began as the reporting
of events (conventional journalism),” he explained autobiographically,
“ended in the study of the culture of ordinary people (amateur anthropol-
ogy). It was that kind of war,” he added, echoing a generation later the sen-
timents of the French ethnographer Pierre Gourou: “by 1967 the restora-
tion of traditional Vietnamese values was the only chance left of saving the
country.”11 Critchfield’s first book, The Long Charade: Political Subversion
in the Vietnam War (1968), presented to American readers the views of
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British military advisors in South Vietnam, who represented a colonial ex-
pertise in dealing with rural “terrorism” accumulated earlier in Malaya
and Palestine. The war in Vietnam, he explained with their help, was not a
struggle for national liberation but a problem of “law and order.” The gov-
ernment’s police force had been weakened by terrorism in the countryside,
and only by reestablishing “permanent security in the towns and villages”
could “traditional” leaders and values be reestablished.12 “The villagers
were the key. But how to get to know them well enough to help them
against the terrorism which was destroying their confidence and their cul-
ture,” Critchfield wrote.13 After leaving Vietnam Critchfield went on to
visit and write about villages in Indonesia, India, Mauritius, Iran, and fi-
nally Egypt, where he spent several months during the years 1974–75 get-
ting to know the Upper Egyptian village that was to be the subject of Shah-
hat: An Egyptian, his first full-length village study.

The years 1974–75 marked the beginning of a new American interest in
rural Egypt, as President Sadat abandoned his predecessor’s policies, aligned
his foreign policy with the United States, and reopened the country to pri-
vate capital investment. Shahhat was published in 1978, two months after
Sadat’s journey to Jerusalem and at the height of his popularity in the
United States. The chairman of the Democratic National Committee this
time around had been Robert Strauss, who was now a Middle East advisor to
the White House and the coordinator of Sadat’s visits to the United States,
including the Camp David negotiations later that year with Israel. Although
Shahhat failed to get a foreword from Strauss to match Ayrout’s foreword
from Chester Bowles, the author’s introduction inadvertently locates the
study of peasants in the context of U.S. interests in Egypt, including the in-
terests of men like Robert Strauss. The introduction summarizes an inter-
view the author obtained with Sadat, who is described as “Egypt’s first ruler
of truly fellaheen origins” (in fact he was the son of a minor functionary
employed by the British army in Egypt, and moved from the provinces to
Cairo as a young child).14 The president, we are told, “was deeply concerned
about the disruptive effect of rapid change as raised in this story, especially
in the villages,” and his plans for rural Egypt included switching to “high-
value cash crops” and “investing heavily in agri-industry.” Transferring
farmland out of village control into large commercial hands coincided with
the interests of American agribusiness corporations, including Coca-Cola
and Pepsico, for whom Camp David confirmed the ending of the Egyptian
boycott of American soft drink companies and the opening up of an impor-
tant new market. Both companies embarked on investment projects in
Egypt in the late 1970s, including a twenty-thousand-acre citrus-growing
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project to produce soft-drink concentrates negotiated jointly by Taha Zaki
(an advisor to the Egyptian government on “food security”) and a director
of Pepsico—the White House advisor Robert Strauss.15

It was in this new period of renewed American interest in the economy
and society of Egypt that Critchfield published his account of what rural
Egyptians are really like. As with “any story set in the Third World today,
particularly the Arab world,” we are warned, the book deals with the diffi-
cult ground of “cultural and psychological turbulence.” Shahhat, the rather
petulant adolescent who is the story’s central character, is said to be in
many ways “typical of the great mass of poor Egyptians,” and since his fel-
low villagers “all represent people found in the Third World today,” the au-
thor tells us that he “found Shahhat and his problems exemplary.” The
problems involved are those that face a violence-prone adolescent as he ad-
justs to the recent death of his weak and alcoholic father amid the demands
of an adoring and overbearing mother (as Robert Fernea remarks in his re-
view of the book, “Freudian constructs haunt the scene”).16 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 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.17

The notion of a village life unchanged in sixty centuries is, of course, a
complete fiction. To take just the nineteenth century, this region of Upper
Egypt had seen the decline and virtual elimination of long-distance trade
with India, Arabia, and the Sudan, the collapse of the local textile industry,
and the introduction and spread of private landowning, export crops,
steam-driven irrigation pumps, and epidemic diseases such as cholera.
Large commercial estates were established, including the “feudal” estate to
which Shahhat’s village belonged up until the 1952 revolution, which be-
came a sugarcane plantation supplying the Egyptian Sugar Company. Eu-
ropean armies arrived—the village of Qurna, adjacent to Shahhat’s village,
was long remembered locally for its inhabitants’ armed resistance to the
French soldiers of Napoleon18—and villagers themselves were conscripted
for the first time into a modern Egyptian army and forced to pay the taxes
to support it. In 1822–23, artisans and peasants in the region rebelled
against conscription, taxation, and the destruction of local textile manufac-
turing, gathered a force of several hundred armed men, and established
their headquarters in Shahhat’s village of Bu[airat. They marched on the
local garrison and sacked it, causing the rebellion to spread throughout the
surrounding countryside. The government dispatched European-officered
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reinforcements who burnt Bu[airat to the ground and rounded up and mas-
sacred the insurgents.19 Police stations and telegraph lines were later built,
and steamships and railways came, carrying government inspectors, Euro-
pean engineers, and great quantities of tourists and archaeologists, many of
whom encamped in or near Shahhat’s village, which lies at the foot of the
Theban necropolis, burial place of King Tut, perhaps the most famous ar-
chaeological and tourist site in the world. It is this place that Critchfield in-
troduces to us as an untouched and therefore typical corner of the Third
World, a hamlet “so obscure it barely has a name” (xxv).

This blindness to historical transformation is carefully achieved. The
essence of Critchfield’s method is to assure us at frequent intervals that ev-
erything we encounter in rural Egypt we have somehow seen before, in
some exotic image from the past. Egyptian peasants are familiar in advance
to those who have visited museum exhibits of ancient Egypt. Shahhat’s
mother, for example, is immediately recognizable, for she has “the peculiarly
straight nose, oval face, fair complexion, and large lustrous eyes familiar
from ancient Egyptian statues and paintings” (4). In fact throughout Upper
Egypt, we are told, “the facial and physical appearance of the villagers” re-
sembles that of “the hundreds of statues and busts in the Cairo Museum”
(xv). Then there are the inevitable echoes of the Bible. When Shahhat res-
cues a blonde female tourist from the cliff above the village, angrily chasing
off some village boys who were following her, we are told that Shahhat, “in
his black robes against the blindingly white rocks with the open blue sky all
about, seemed very much a wrathful Old Testament figure” (111). We also
get a quotation from the Rubayyat of Omar Khayyam (195), and several re-
minders of the Thousand and One Nights. A villager named Mitri, we are
told,“resembled an old gnome out of Arabian Nights” (101) and even the in-
famous Habu Hotel, built in the village about a decade before as a hangout
for the younger kind of European tourist, has “a medieval Arabian Nights
air” (138).20 Everything is encountered, it seems, as the original of some-
thing ancient and exotic that one has already seen in a museum, or read
about in the literature of Orientalism, or imagined from the distant past.21

But Critchfield’s most important means of making peasant life seem
something exotic and thus unchangingly familiar is his reliance on more re-
cent writings, in particular the 1938 work of Henry Ayrout. He paraphrases
The Egyptian Peasant from the opening pages. “Foreign conquerors have
come and gone—the Persians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Turks,
French and English. As Henry Habib Ayrout once observed, while the
Upper Egyptian villagers changed their masters and their religion, their lan-
guage and their crops, they never changed their way of life” (xiii).22 Even
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Shahhat’s village of Bu[airat, where Critchfield stayed, is seen through Ay-
rout’s eyes.23 The Egyptian village, wrote Ayrout, “forms a closed sys-
tem . . . [of] habits, customs and taboos handed down from the distant past”
(106). Forty years later Critchfield discovers that Shahhat’s village “was in
fact a closed system,” which “preserved habits, customs, and taboos handed
down from pharaonic times” (89). The peasant, Ayrout explained in his
most famous line, “preserves and repeats, but does not originate anything”
(132). Egyptian peasants, Critchfield unselfconsciously reiterates, “pre-
served and repeated, but did not originate, create, or change” (xvi).

Thus Critchfield’s village turns out to be the exotic kind of place we have
somehow always visited before, in museums, Arabian nights, and guide-
books, but above all in studies of the Egyptian peasant. As we will see, the
extent of this familiarity is quite astonishing in Critchfield’s case. Yet he is
not the first to present rural Egypt as a living museum, familiar to us in ad-
vance through countless earlier texts and images. If one turns back to Ay-
rout, one encounters a similar problem. Rural Egyptians, Ayrout tells us in
his first chapter (entitled “Changelessness”), are “as impervious and en-
during as the granite of their temples, and as slow to develop.” The images
one has of their daily life, whether from “Pharaonic tombs or from Coptic
legend, from Arab historians or the Description of Egypt, from early En-
glish researchers or the travellers of our own day, seem to form a single se-
quence. . . . These scenes, though separated by so many centuries, only re-
peat and confirm one another” (20). The American edition of Ayrout adds
that urban Egyptians who know nothing of the countryside and find it in-
accessible by private car can now visit instead an agricultural museum in
Cairo, which has been built “to introduce them to village life.”24 Like
Critchfield, however, Ayrout also reads rural Egypt through the pages of a
more popular text, in this case the work of the turn-of-the-century French
social psychologist Gustave Le Bon. Before continuing with my reading of
Critchfield and showing the extent of his dependence on Ayrout, I will ex-
amine Ayrout’s own dependence on the work of Le Bon and explore how
this dependence helped establish Ayrout’s book as the classic study of the
Egyptian peasant.

Le Bon’s writings, including Les lois psychologiques de l’évolution des
peuples and his famous work Psychologie des foules (The Crowd), both of
which were translated into Arabic and widely read in Cairo, were addressed
to two pressing political questions of his day: how to explain scientifically
the difference between advanced and backward societies, and how to explain
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scientifically the difference within a society between the mass of its people
and the elite.25 To account for these differences Le Bon introduced the con-
cept of a people’s psyche or soul, a “collective mind” that consists of ideas,
feelings, and beliefs and is created by a process of slow, hereditary accumu-
lation. This accumulation, claimed Le Bon, which is the measure of a peo-
ple’s evolution, occurs not among the mass of a nation but largely among
its elite. Between the masses in a country such as Egypt, therefore, and
those in parts of Europe, the difference in level of development might be
small. “What most differentiates Europeans from Orientals is that only the
former possess an élite of superior men.” It is this elite that “constitutes the
true incarnation of the forces of a race.”26 In his work on the crowd, de-
scribed by Gordon Allport as “possibly the most influential book ever writ-
ten in social psychology,” Le Bon employed the same principle to explain
social differences within a society.27 The crowd or mass (la foule), he ex-
plained, is composed of cells so merged together that they constitute a “pro-
visional being,” with an unconscious collective mind. In this merger indi-
vidual mental differences, the source—as he had shown—of all excellence,
are lost. The loss of individuality, Le Bon concluded, makes the crowd into
a less intelligent being, like a child, or like a backward nation or race. The
backward nation and the crowd represent parallel states of mental inferior-
ity, both caused by the absence of individuality.28

Henry Ayrout adopted the vocabulary and thinking of Le Bon to explain
the nature of the Egyptian peasant. “The fellah should always be spoken of
in the plural,” he wrote, “because he lives always as a member of a group, if
not of a crowd” (94). The peasant “is like a primitive man or child” (134), he
explained, for like the primitive or the child he has “little individuality.”
This is reflected in the “formlessness” of his village (116), where “all is dust
and disorder. There is no plan or system, and not a single straight line”
(100).29 The lack of form and structure indicates the absence of individual-
ity because without straight lines one cannot have individual houses. Like
their occupants, the buildings are not separate units but are merged to-
gether and indistinguishable from one another, like cells “in the agricultural
hive” (116).The absence of individual houses reflects, in turn, the absence of
distinct families. The family, too, has no individual identity but simply
“shades off into a wider community more or less closely interrelated by
blood and marriage . . . . Just as the house is not a complete unit by itself,
neither is the family which lives in it. As there is no real ‘home’ . . . so there
is no real ‘family’ “ (125). Individuality and structure are also missing at the
level of the village: “nothing is more like one Egyptian village than another
Egyptian village. Here is another example of the monotonous uniformity”
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(95). The village itself, it follows, “is not a community in the social sense,
not an organism, but a mass [une foule].” And, finally, at the level of the
peasantry as a whole and of the nation: “One might well talk of Egypt in the
plural. There is no single Egyptian people . . . but only a seething assem-
blage of the most varied types. . . . Neither is there a true peasant commu-
nity, but only a homogeneous mass [une foule homogène]” (33).

All these absences in turn reflect a more fundamental absence, the lack
of individual mental life, or what Ayrout, following Le Bon, calls “person-
ality.” The peasant is “as little of a personality as he is of an individual,”
Ayrout explains (110). The development of his intelligence, it seems, has
“atrophied,” and what there is of it “is collective rather than personal.” He
does not engage in “individual thinking.” Several “essential features” of
the Egyptian mentality follow from this situation. The peasant is habitu-
ally distrustful and therefore selfish, “cunning to the point of duplicity,”
fond of a “semi-conscious” state of torpor, and yet violent in the extreme
when roused. His sense of justice is corrupt, and he lacks frankness, curios-
ity, ambition, sensibility, and initiative (132–38). How to account for these
monstrous mental absences? “Some sociologists put it down to masturba-
tion, which is fairly common in the Islamic East.” But according to Father
Ayrout, that particular vice seems to be more common in urban areas,
whereas these personality problems are more pronounced in the country-
side (132). He explains them instead in terms of the miserable condition of
rural life, though the “real evils” are not the poverty and hardship itself
but the peasant’s “lack of education and culture,” as a result of which “he
does not feel the depth of his suffering” (154), as well as the indifference of
those who might help him, who have failed to notice “the distress which he
himself could not put into words, and perhaps only half felt” (15).

The solution Ayrout suggests for this problem of an assemblage sans
architecture, matériellement et intellectuellement, as the French original
puts it, is a material and mental “reconstruction of the Egyptian village.”30

He supports the various proposals being put forward in the 1930s and
1940s to replace the villages of Egypt with geometrical “model villages” of
the sort already built on many of the country’s large commercial estates
(his father was a well-known Cairo architect),31 combined with a program
of rural education (to which he devoted his own later life) that would pro-
vide villagers with the mental architecture needed to cope with straight
lines and separate houses.32 Such a program, Ayrout argues, is the respon-
sibility of the Egyptian elite, or more specifically of a group he names the
“rural middle class,” men like the nationalist leaders Sa[d Zaghlul and
Mustafa Nahhas, “conservative, gain-loving, unpretentious” types who
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“live in the country and keep a close eye on the yield of their feddans.” This
class is to be distinguished from the very largest landowners, who live only
in the city and, like their allies the British and the European-owned credit
companies and agricultural processing industries, are opposed to rural re-
form.33

As these proposals make clear, Ayrout’s work forms a part of the political
debate emerging in the late 1930s and 1940s, mentioned above in chapter 1,
in which an educated Cairene elite began to see the rural population as a so-
cial problem. In 1938 alone, for example, the year Ayrout’s book was pub-
lished, there appeared Mirrit Butrus Ghali’s Siyasat al-ghad (Policy of To-
morrow) and Hafiz Afifi’s [Ala hamish al-siyasa (Notes on Politics), each of
which includes an analysis, in different terms, of the situation of the rural
population.34 Ayrout’s contribution to this debate, in the familiar vocabu-
lary of Le Bon, is to demonstrate how the peasantry lacks the ability even to
feel their own suffering, and therefore requires the political intervention, as
Le Bon had always stressed, of the nationalist elite, whose role is to “revive”
the rural population, and yet, indicating the political dangers involved, to
“awaken without exciting” (158–59). The duty of the elite, explains Ayrout,
is “to liberate the fellah’s spirit from its stifling envelope of mud. . . . The
initiative can never come from his own community, which is completely
numbed and powerless, but only from the classes which overshadow him,
from the élite, who with their riches of mind and money can vitalize him. In
this dough must work the leaven of intelligence and sympathy” (23).

This is the complex genealogy of the work that was to reappear in the
United States in 1963, described on its cover by the dean of British and
American Orientalists, Hamilton A. R. Gibb, as “a classic in its field.”35 By
what process had The Egyptian Peasant become a classic? First, there was
what the American Sociological Review called “its continued relevance
and its virtual monopoly of the subject”—twenty-five years after the first
edition. The book was not the only study of the Egyptian peasant, as we
have just seen—indeed if there were any classics they were Ibrahim
[Amir’s al-Ard wa-]l-fallah (The Land and the Peasant, 1958), which in-
fluenced a generation of Egyptian scholars, and the writings of the French
scholar Jacques Berque, but none of this work was translated into En-
glish.36 Ayrout’s book had acquired its continued relevance and hence mo-
nopoly in the minds of Western scholars by its ahistorical method of ex-
planation, in which the condition of rural Egypt is attributed not to
political and economic forces of the day but to a timeless peasant mental-
ity.37 Morroe Berger, the senior American social scientist who wrote the
introduction to the U.S. edition, had used this account of the peasant mind
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as a source for his own study, The Arab World Today (1962), generalizing
Ayrout’s views to help answer the question, “what kind of person is the
Arab?” Berger was able to report that “The Arab seems to harbor two
major contradictory impulses,” combining “extreme self-assertion” with
“an inability to assert independence as an individual,” not to mention his
“virtual obsession with oral functions.” Prejudices of this sort, to which
Ayrout’s milder stereotyping could lend authority, were not considered
abnormal. To the contrary, Berger was at that time the chair of the Near
and Middle East Committee of the Social Science Research Council and
three years later became the founding president of the Middle East Stud-
ies Association of North America.38

Then there was Ayrout’s realism. H. A. R. Gibb claimed that the book
“holds up a mirror to the peasantry as they are.” A mirror was the correct
metaphor, but, as we saw, it was a mirror reflecting not some original peas-
ant reality but a series of other mirrors, ranging from the French Descrip-
tion d’Egypte and the writings of nineteenth-century European travelers
to the exhibits in the Egyptian museum and, above all, the work of Gustave
Le Bon. Such a system of mirrors produced an image of the peasantry ap-
propriate to the writer’s political concerns and pastoral sympathies. But
their overall effect was to make the book appear to confirm everything
Orientalism had always suspected concerning the mentality and way of life
of the Arab, thus guaranteeing its reception as a classic. It was no accident,
furthermore, that Father Ayrout had been educated in France and wrote his
study in French as a dissertation for a French university. Unlike works in
Arabic, it was readily available for translation into British, Russian, and
American editions. The final mechanisms for rendering the book a classic
were the requirements of postwar American politics, in particular the com-
plex of development programs and university Middle East courses. The En-
glish edition of 1945 was made available in the United States through the
Human Relations Area Files, and apparently an initial American transla-
tion was produced by the U.S. Point Four program, presumably as an in-
troduction to rural Egypt for American development experts.39 “There is
no better book,” the Economist remarked confidently when the Beacon
Press edition finally appeared in 1963, “on the magnitude of President
Nasser’s domestic task in rural Egypt.”

Despite its status as a classic, the book required updating for the Amer-
ican edition, and also some minor yet significant rewriting by the author.
Several references to the political violence commonly used by Egyptian
peasants against the authorities were deleted or amended in the U.S. edi-
tion, replacing them with an image of “passive and obedient” villagers. For
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example, the original text describes the reaction of a group of peasants to
an attempt to take possession of their [izba (the workers’ housing complex
on a large commercial estate, discussed in chapter 2, which often evolved
into a self-contained village while the houses, fields, agricultural equip-
ment, and even domestic animals remained the estate owner’s property) by
a financial institution that had foreclosed on its owner:

When the bank’s bailiff arrived to carry out the seizure, the villagers
resisted him, and the police had to interfere. The assistant chief consta-
ble of the markaz [district] arrived on the scene at the head of an armed
force, but was attacked by the people. Seeing that the situation prom-
ised to grow more serious, he felt himself obliged to order shots to be
fired in the air to frighten the fellaheen. The effect was to exasperate
them. They proceeded to cut the telephone wires and to burn the
bailiff’s car. A new body of police soon came to the rescue, but proved as
useless as the first. Finally the Mudeer [provincial governor] appeared
on the scene at the head of yet a third force and order was re-established
only when further shots had been fired into the air. Seven of the police-
men were wounded by stones thrown at them by the villagers. Several
villagers were arrested, and a judicial enquiry was opened. This inci-
dent, which took place in 1936, is by no means abnormal. (41–42)

In the American edition this paragraph has been removed and replaced by a
single sentence: “Occasionally it was necessary to put the ordinarily passive
and obedient peasants down with police force.”40 With such amendments
some of the few references in Ayrout to particular historical and political
episodes were eliminated, and the book’s portrayal of a hapless peasantry
inhabiting a changeless countryside was ready for the American reader.

We can now return to Critchfield. We have seen how he invokes Ayrout to
support the image of an Egyptian village unchanged in six thousand years,
and we have seen the sources of these images in Ayrout, especially the bor-
rowings from Le Bon, and their acceptance in the United States as a rele-
vant and realistic portrayal of rural Egypt in the second half of the twenti-
eth century. Critchfield’s role is to take up these fading images in the last
quarter of the century and reprint them in new colors.

It is not just that Critchfield has read Ayrout before he arrives in the vil-
lage and sees the place through the earlier text. Matters are much worse—
he is unable to put Ayrout down. For example, when Critchfield goes with
Shahhat to the local market (suq), he cannot help turning again to The
Egyptian Peasant. The market, Ayrout had explained,
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lasts from dawn to midday. The sellers . . . make their way to it at day-
break in long files, choose a spot to lay out their wares, and squat down
behind them to wait for customers . . . . All is a noisy, confused mêlée
of men, cattle and goods. (104)

“The suk,” Critchfield tells us,

lasted from dawn to mid-morning, and if Shahhat wanted to sell some-
thing, he came at daybreak, chose a spot along the road to display his
vegetables or tether his sheep, and squatted down to wait for cus-
tomers. By eight o’clock the suk was a noisy, confused hubbub of men,
women, children, cattle, and goods. (86)

Further on Ayrout continued:

Here again can be seen the love of the fellaheen for crowding together
and moving only in congested groups. If they have to cross the Nile . . .
the fellaheen throng so densely into the ferry-boat . . . that accidents
are frequent. When they set out on foot or on donkey-back, laden with
astonishing bundles, it looks like an evacuation. . . . When they have to
travel by train, they arrive several hours beforehand, cluster on a cor-
ner of the platform, and scramble all together into one carriage, even if
there is plenty of room elsewhere. (106)

And Critchfield:

Though there was plenty of space along the road, they all crowded to-
gether in one small area for the fellaheen loved congested groups.
When they crossed the Nile everyone would throng into the same
small ferry so that it was a wonder accidents were rare. When they took
the train, they would arrive two or three hours early, cluster on one
end of the platform and then scramble all together into a single car-
riage, even if there was plenty of room in the next one. The road
through the suk, with so many people hurrying by on donkey or on
foot—most of them laden with enormous bundles . . . —resembled an
evacuation. (86–87)

But not as much as it resembled Ayrout’s book.
How do the characters in Critchfield’s drama cope with the strangely

constructed world in which they find themselves? There is no problem, for
they are constructed the same way. They are as preserved and repeated as
the countryside they inhabit. In the chapter of his book “The Peasant’s
Body,” Ayrout describes under the heading “Race and Type” the racial fea-
tures of the Egyptian—drawing, incidentally, on the scientific racism of
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writers like Gustave Le Bon. Ayrout notes that the peasant of Upper Egypt,
being a mixture of Egyptian and “negro,” is

heavily built [with] rather prominent cheekbones, a thick nose . . . and
a heavy jaw. His features on the whole are rugged . . . neither very sen-
sitive nor very expressive. [The Arab nomads] differ markedly from the
fellaheen by their finer features . . . their more excitable temperament
[and] their cruelty in vengeance. (79–80)

Critchfield tells us that, “except for his curly black hair, with its hint of
African negro blood,” Shahhat “looked more Arabian than Egyptian.”
Most of the other young men in the village were

more heavily built, and had strong cheekbones, thick noses, and heavy
jaws. Among their rugged faces, Shahhat’s stood out as singularly sen-
sitive and expressive. His finer, more Semitic features and more ex-
citable temperament, his sense of vengeance that was not without its
cruel side . . . (5)

made Shahhat resemble the nomads of the desert—or at least the nomads
of Ayrout’s racial classification.

This racial vocabulary, once borrowed from Ayrout, recurs throughout
Critchfield’s story. The “vengeful Bedouin streak in Shahhat’s blood” is
continually invoked to explain his habitual violence (63). His friends and
associates are contrastingly “negro.” In the “dark brown skin, curly hair,
thick lips, and strong cheekbones” of his friend Snake, “there was some-
thing plainly African” (59); Faruk, Shahhat’s sharecropper, has “wet, open
lips” (15), later described as “full, wet lips” (51); and Abdullahi, owner of
the local bar, has a head and chest covered in “frizzy hair like a negro’s”
(35). The racist effect is enhanced by most of the other descriptions of peo-
ple’s facial features. Hagg Ali, for example, has “cunning, calculating eyes,
a hawk nose, wrinkled face, and an ingratiating, obsequious manner” (20).
When he gets annoyed this “cunning face” is “twisted into an angry, pur-
ple fury . . . the veins swelling on his forehead” (55). (Veins and muscles
are continually swelling: when Shahhat gets angry his face and neck turn
“crimson with all the muscles strained” [12], we meet another whose
“neck muscles stood out like ropes” [74], and so on.) The face of Abdullahi,
the bar owner, is “hideously pock-marked,” and those of his customers al-
ways have “a demoniac look” (35). Bahiya’s eyes are “dull and squinty,”
whereas Su[ad has “sly, viperish eyes” (41–42). Sheikh al-Hufni is “a bent,
emaciated, toothless old man” (44), as opposed to Yusef, who is “bent,
toothless, and garrulous” (50). El Got is “a slight, weaselly, pale little man”
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(60); Mitri is “frail and wrinkled” like “an old gnome” with “rheumy blue
eyes” (101); the father of Faruk, the sharecropper, is a “shrunken little
man”; Hasan, a “drunken scoundrel,” has “such a short, thick neck he
looked hunch-backed”; Ali, Hasan’s son, is a “dull, slack-jawed youth”
(147–48); and so on.

To complete the racist effect, these characters are all made to speak, as it
were, like foreigners. None of them knows how to say “a lot,” for example,
so they are always saying things like “there is much grain left” (155), “he
must love money much” (120), and “in the past there was much wheat. . . .
Now we cultivate sugar cane and oh, so many crops and get much money . . .
[and] eat and drink much” (95).When a sharecropper gets dismissed he says,
“All right. Finish. I wanted that” (150), and when Zacharias criticizes the
government a woman announces “The speaking of Zacharias is good” (121).
Someone leaving home says “Tell your mother goodbye. We go to Cairo”
(205), and when he returns they say “Best arrival to you” (212), unless the
arrival is unexpected, when they say “What a strange coming” (169).

Within this racial framework, Shahhat’s whole character seems to have
been determined in advance by Ayrout. “Rural, gregarious, stay-at-home;
such is the Egyptian people in its dominant characteristics” (30), wrote Ay-
rout, noting later “their love of the soil, their sense of rhythm, and their
taste for songs, stories and colours.” The peasant’s intellect, he said, “is con-
trolled by his senses, and remains close to things felt and done. . . . Life to
him is a succession but of todays” (133–34). Sure enough, Shahhat turns
out to be “rural, gregarious, stay-at-home. . . . With his love for the soil,
his feel for physical labor and nature’s rhythms, his taste for songs, stories
and gossip, his mind was governed by the senses and stayed close to things
done and felt; life to him was a succession of todays” (38). Not to mention
a succession of plagiarisms.

Explaining the views on sexuality among his village hosts, Critchfield
also borrows from Ayrout. “The temperament of the fellaheen,” Ayrout
tells us,

is very ardent and sensual . . . [but] the heat of passion is short-lived.
At thirty a fellah woman is no longer attractive, but the children she
has borne her husband bind him to her. . . . The men . . . are kept faith-
ful less by virtue than by village law. (119)

According to Critchfield,

Ommohamed [Shahhat’s mother] knew that young men like Shahhat
were ardent, sensual, and romantic, but that the heat of such passion
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cooled all too soon; after thirty or so it was the children . . . that bound
a husband and wife together. In her eyes men were kept in place less by
their own virtue than by Islamic law and village social pressure.
(29–30)

Perhaps even Ommohamed had been reading Ayrout.
Taking his cue from Ayrout, Critchfield turns the sexuality and violence

of villagers into a major theme of the book. His Author’s Note at the be-
ginning suggests that in Upper Egyptian villages “the occurrence of adul-
tery, fornication, and sodomy, despite severe Moslem penalties, seems an
assertion of pagan sensuality absent elsewhere in Egypt” (xv). The opening
pages set the scene by invoking ancient Egypt as the source of this obscene
and violent paganism. Shahhat’s mother is described, twenty years earlier,
stealthily entering the ruins of a temple at night and observing the local
Pharaonic art. There are wall paintings portraying “a procession led by the
god of the penis,” and reliefs depicting the pharaoh’s military victories that
show “mass decapitations and castrations, with heaps of genitals carved in
stone.” The very sight of these genital heaps, we are told, causes local vil-
lagers to become “filled with lust” (9). Soon after we are informed of the
young Shahhat’s “growing sexual hunger” and told how “the size of his
penis” became the object of village comment. Pride in their masculinity, it
seems, creates in local men “a drive to reduce competing males to lesser
status through domination, sadism, and even sodomy; dominance was ev-
erything.” It comes as no surprise that the villagers, described in this way
as animals, commonly practice sodomy not just with other males but with
animals, too. Shahhat himself, Critchfield informs us, used to do it with a
female donkey (17).

The rest of the book follows in much the same tone, telling us, page after
page, of fights and stabbings and robberies and murders, of men who rape,
men who bite off people’s noses, and men who kill people and cut them into
little pieces. Most of these events occurred before Critchfield came to the
village, or while he was away in Cairo, and are related to him second- or
third-hand by Shahhat, through an interpreter. Their secondhand quality
is obvious. One story, for example, involves Shahhat’s sharecropper, Faruk,
a “drunkard and voluptuary” according to the caption under his photo-
graph, who is involved in “every sort of debauchery, drinking heavily,
smoking hashish, chasing women, and spending long hours gambling”
(16). One night, we are told, he met in the fields with a woman from a
nearby village who used to sell herself occasionally for money. The couple
were discovered, however, by two other villagers—”coarse, filthy, dishon-
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est and drunken men”—who hit the woman, beat Faruk and tied him up,
stripped the woman naked, and took turns raping her, pausing when they
were finished to untie Faruk and beat him again, “pounding and kicking
him until he lost his senses.” Almost every line of the story is clichéd, from
“Faruk could not tear his eyes away as he listened to the woman’s moans,”
to the description of the woman’s breasts as, inevitably, “full” and “firm.”
We are also told by the author that she enjoyed being raped (78–79). The
book’s tone is persistently misogynist; another rape victim is shown in a
photograph, smiling at the camera, with a caption that describes her as a
“willful, flirtatious fourteen-year-old” (103).

Critchfield retells this tale not as an example of how a vexatious village
youth offers colorful stories to a visiting American, but as a detail for his
picture of what villagers, as Professor Foster’s foreword puts it, are really
like (indeed, Foster particularly praises Critchfield for bringing into view
the “darker side” of peasant behavior—which, he assures us, given the
peasants’ poverty and lack of opportunity, “is highly adaptive” [x]). Critch-
field’s factual presentation of such episodes is especially surprising given
that he admits elsewhere in the book that local stories could become “ex-
aggerated and dramatized” as they “spread through the village” (139), and
that Shahhat in particular “had ceased to be able to distinguish” between
tales he had heard from others and those he had invented himself. “The
most fantastic unreality easily paled and mingled with the real.” An “edu-
cated outsider,” Critchfield adds, “might be expected to grow bored and
skeptical” (100).

He or she might indeed—especially as Critchfield seems to share Shah-
hat’s problem of being unable to distinguish the unreal from the real, and
with the help of Ayrout has put some additional tales of violence into the
mouths of his informants. Describing the military conscription of the
peasant, Ayrout had explained that

to ensure his rejection he may put out one of his eyes, or cut off a cou-
ple of fingers. . . . If he can, he will hide or escape. . . . When there is no
way out, and he cannot avoid leaving home to join the army, the family
receives condolences and abandons itself to mourning as if for a be-
reavement. To leave the village is like going abroad. Partir, c’est mourir.
(107)

Critchfield relates that

Shahhat had heard how in past times young men in the village had
been known to cut off their fingers or put out an eye to be rejected, or
try to hide in the desert to escape. If there was no way out and they
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could not avoid going into the army, their families received condolences
and abandoned themselves to formal mourning as if their sons were al-
ready dead. In the old days, to leave the village was to die. (162)

Describing the working of vendettas in rural Egypt, Ayrout had said that
sometimes

the feud is kept up in every family from generation to generation. . . .
The antagonism, though usually latent, will show itself suddenly over
some trivial matter, such as the shifting of a boundary mark, a theft of
manure, or a gamoossa trespassing. Then human life counts for noth-
ing. (109)41

Critchfield tells us that even in Bu[airat

a feud, once started over a diesel pump or some other trivial affair,
could go on a long time. Antagonism might show itself over something
so trifling as a trespassing sheep, missing fodder, or the shifting of a
boundary marker, and before long it could seem as if human life
counted for nothing. (89)

Ayrout’s account had continued:

Thus life is lived in constant insecurity. To feel this one must spend a
night in a village. As soon as night falls . . . the dogs begin to bark . . .

He goes on to describe an incident in the village of Qalandol in 1936 (an-
other of the historical episodes eliminated from the U.S. edition of the
book), where to avenge an earlier killing in a struggle over the selection of
the village headman, a man was stabbed in the marketplace. The victim’s
friends then

bore down on the spot with rifles and staves, crying “Allah, Allah!” . . .
By midnight the two parties [were] determined to fight to the death. . . .
The police had the greatest difficulty in restoring order. (109–10)

Critchfield’s passage continues with a description of the village adjacent to
Bu[airat:

But in Qurna life was lived in constant insecurity. As night fell, the
dogs would start to roam and bark. . . . Sometimes a fight could start
for no good reason and before long men would come running to rein-
force both sides, armed with rifles and staves and shouting “Allah,
Allah!” In no time both parties would vow to fight to the death and the
police faced great difficulty in restoring order. (89)
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Note that in Ayrout’s story the violence arose out of a serious political dis-
pute, whereas the only point of originality in Critchfield’s version is that
violence now occurs “for no good reason.”42

In this construction of what the Egyptian—and Third World—peasant is
“really like,” there is more than just a persistent plagiarism and the addition
of invented incidents. There is also something missing. The account is writ-
ten entirely in the third person, rendering the author, who was partly pres-
ent in the village, completely absent from the scene. Critchfield only pre-
sents himself at the end, in an afterword, in which there is a photograph of
him standing in the village and a careful explanation of his method. He al-
ways begins the study of a “traditional village” by laboring in the fields,
working alongside the person he refers to, using the possessive, as “my
peasant subject.” He then works with interpreters, using two of them a day
(“interpreters tend to tire after five or six hours of steady translation”), to
compile a voluminous ledger of his subject’s recollections of past adventures
and dialogues. “These became seven hundred pages of single-spaced type-
written notes,” we are told. “Shahhat and I,” the author adds, “were to-
gether, virtually every waking hour, for almost a year” (227–31). Moreover,
we have been assured in the preface that the names of the characters in the
story, as well as the photographs that illustrate it, are all “real” (xiv).The re-
sult is “as true a portrait” as he can write, Critchfield concludes, ending the
book with a circular, almost desperate, assertion about Shahhat’s story: “A
real person, his identity and existence are its verification” (233). The claims,
the details of how the account was constructed, and the confidential and
possessive tone in which they are imparted to us—all placed outside the
telling of the story itself—are intended to establish the author’s authority.

While in the village, Critchfield adds in the afterword, he and his inter-
preter “tried, as much as we were able, to remain observers and not partic-
ipants, and I think, in the main, we succeeded.” But this required the “re-
straining influence” of the interpreter, for on several occasions, Critchfield
informs us in the same paragraph, he and his peasant subject “had violent,
usually drunken fights, Arab-fashion, coming to blows, once throwing
chairs at each other, and sometimes actually knocking each other down.”
Although these bouts of “Arab” violence left the villagers “always upset,”
the American “rather enjoyed them,” as did his subject. “With the possi-
ble exception of one or two other peasant subjects, I doubt if I have ever
gotten to know anyone, including members of my own family, as inti-
mately as I grew to know Shahhat.” This intimacy, secretly confided to us,
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is intended to increase rather than undermine the author’s authority, for
apparently it has nothing to do with what Critchfield calls “the story”:
“when it came to events that represented progress in the story, [the inter-
preter] and I kept carefully aside” (231–32). Thus the device of the confes-
sional afterword assures us of the author’s intimate understanding, while
the removal of all traces of the author’s presence from the story itself cre-
ates an effect of objectivity.43

In my own copy of Shahhat, however, some of the book’s pages are
bound out of place, with the result that a part of the afterword comes in the
middle of the “story.” In the heat of a violent quarrel Shahhat is having
with his mother and uncle, which causes him to leave the village for Cairo,
Critchfield himself accidentally appears, speaking to us in the first person:
“Advised of the quarrel by Shahhat in Cairo, I returned once more to the
village. Hence I was physically present during the more dramatic episodes
of the closing section.” In one of these episodes, he mentions, “I had to
throw a violently hysterical scene” (230–32). After one more misplaced
page we return to these very episodes, which are now haunted by this in-
visible, inadvertently announced presence. The separation of the author
from his story is subverted, and the effect of objectivity slips away.

Yet even if your own copy of the book is correctly bound, you will sense
another subversive presence haunting its pages. The storytelling elides the
presence not only of the American author, but of the Westerner in general.
The Western tourists and archaeologists who frequent the village and its
surroundings are mentioned, but only obliquely and at a distance. Like the
author, they are never allowed a presence of their own. The only straight-
forward account of them is the humorous description of a fleeting visit by
a busload of tourists to the local Pharaonic temple. The sudden intrusion is
shown strictly from the villagers’ point of view: the village square is
shaken into life, chairs are put out in front of the café, Coca Cola and fake
antiques are brought out to peddle, children demand baksheesh, and guides
shout their instructions to the harried visitors. Then suddenly the bus is
gone again, and the village regains its peace and quiet (107). Nevertheless,
despite this deliberate distancing of the American and European presence,
several other signs slip in to indicate a more pervasive relationship.

First there is the Habu Hotel, built in the early 1960s, where Critchfield
himself stayed. He describes it disingenuously as a “country inn” (227). As
far as I know, however, it catered not to local travelers but largely to north-
ern Europeans, attracted across the river from Luxor by the cheap rates for
rooms and the even cheaper rates for local hashish. The village café, where
Critchfield often spent his evenings, seems to have catered to a similar clien-
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tele; it was where villagers learned their English. Several of the key charac-
ters in the story earn their livelihoods and have even made fortunes from
tourism or archaeology. Shahhat’s uncle, Ahmed, who we are told represents
in the story the kind of Egyptian that “accepts modernization and its values”
(xiv), works as a night watchman at the largest tourist hotel in Luxor (30).
His father’s cousin, the notorious Hagg Ali,“had grown mysteriously rich in
a short time,” allegedly from illicit dealing in archaeological treasures (19).
He also organizes the supply of laborers for American archaeological digs all
over Egypt, and is well known to organizations like the American Research
Center in Egypt. Archaeology and tourism, in fact, appear to be a significant
source of income for the village and certainly an integral part of its life. One
or two more successful villagers have themselves become Egyptologists, in-
cluding a man from the village who went on to study for a French doctorate
at Montpellier and became a professor of Egyptology in Cairo.44

The book ignores the village’s dependence on archaeology and tourism,
just as it ignores Shahhat’s dependence on the author. Critchfield arrived in
Bu[airat just after the death of Shahhat’s father, when the boy’s family
suddenly found itself seriously in debt. The opportune arrival of an Amer-
ican writer, willing to pay a village youth for his stories, can hardly have
been irrelevant to the relationship that developed between them. Yet these
forms of dependency upon Westerners and the Western economy are not
discussed (“spending patterns remain traditional,” we are told [xviii]), and
there is no attempt to analyze the larger causes of local poverty and debt
essential to such dependence. The story is one of “cultural and psycholog-
ical turbulence,” and the closest it comes to discussing economic depen-
dence is a passing reference to the male prostitution that is often part of
these contemporary forms of the colonial relationship. Shahhat’s friend
Snake had often told Shahhat, who in turn had told Critchfield, “that if the
foreign tourists who came to visit the tombs of Qurna were more inter-
ested in himself than the fake antiques he peddled, he took them out into
the desert, where he would provide any service, as long as he was paid
handsomely. It was not an uncommon way of earning money among the
young men of Qurna.” But Shahhat himself, we are reassured immedi-
ately, “had little to do with tourists” (107).

Since the 1970s tourism has become the largest industry in the Nile val-
ley in terms of foreign earnings. Shahhat’s village might actually be some-
what “typical,” therefore, although not in any of the ways Critchfield sug-
gests. In its inhabitants’ employment as peddlers, guides, café owners, hotel
staff, part-time prostitutes, archaeological laborers, and native informants,
the village perhaps typifies some of the novel ways in which the world of

Invention and Reinvention of the Peasant / 143

Mitchell_04  7/9/02  11:25 AM  Page 143



the West reorganized areas such as rural Egypt in the late twentieth cen-
tury, and put the villager once more to work. Thus by eliding the presence
of the tourist and archaeological industries, as well as his own presence as
a writer, Critchfield helps conceal the multiple ways in which villagers con-
tinue to be organized as producers for nonvillage consumption.

Concealment, however, is the wrong word, for Shahhat itself forms a
part of this system of production. Its role is to produce the peasant voice.
Although we are assured in the afterword that Shahhat “knew no English”
when Critchfield first met him, we have been told in the story itself that he
had picked up some English “listening to foreigners in the café.” But, it is
quickly added, “he never talked with them. If his friends asked why, he
would say, ‘God gives me my work. I have land. Why should I speak with
these foreigners . . . ? My work is to cultivate the land’ “ (228, 108). Until,
of course, Critchfield arrived at the Habu Hotel and finally persuaded the
peasant boy to speak. Thanks to Critchfield, as Foster puts it in his fore-
word, “Shahhat the man speaks for and to us” (xii). Just as Ayrout put into
words for us the misery of peasants who were unable to feel their own suf-
fering, Critchfield translates for us the words of a peasant who knows no
English, enabling him finally to find a voice and communicate with us.

In this way, removing from the village both the presence of the Ameri-
can author and the playing of the world economy creates not just an effect
of objectivity but also of a peasant subjectivity. Like many infinitely more
respectable studies of the Third World peasant, Critchfield’s writing pro-
duces a peasant voice that appears self-formed. The voice is presented not
as the product of an American writer, or even of the peasant’s encounter
with the writer or with other local forms of Western hegemony, but as the
speaking of an autonomous subject. Thanks to the invisible writer, the fig-
ure of the peasant is given a place in the monologue of the West, reaffirm-
ing with his presence our myth of partaking in a universal human dia-
logue. In this manner the peasant subject is produced for nonpeasant
consumption, packaged by a university press and sold in the tourist hotels
of Luxor and Cairo and the campus bookstores of American universities.

Should Critchfield’s book be dismissed as merely an unfortunate and iso-
lated case of plagiarism by an author who is more a popularizer than a
scholar? After all, it might be said, he is clearly an enthusiastic writer whose
sense of adventure and evident enjoyment of the company of some of those
he writes about gave him a far greater exposure to villages around the world
than any of his former colleagues among American foreign correspondents.
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I do not think so; not just because inserting the missing quotation marks
around the passages plagiarized from Ayrout would do little to improve
things, but because, in the years since its publication, the book itself and the
realism it claims to present have never been dismissed. The problem posed
by Shahhat is not primarily a question of plagiarism, but the question of
why a book that reproduces yet again the racist stereotype of the Third
World peasant, with all colonial history removed and all the effects of neo-
colonialism made invisible, can still be so easily and widely accepted.

Shahhat was described in the American Anthropologist as “an excellent
dramatization of peasant life,” in the Journal of American Folklore as “en-
joyable and readable,” and in the American Ethnologist as capturing, de-
spite its “undisciplined subjectivity,” “the vividness and passionate inten-
sity of Upper Egyptian life.”45 George Foster’s foreword calls the book “one
of the most absorbing accounts of peasant life I have ever read,” and
stresses “the extent to which it illuminates and confirms the points an-
thropologists have made about peasant society” (xii). A note at the begin-
ning of the book informs us that Richard Critchfield writes about the Third
World for the Economist, the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the
Christian Science Monitor, the Washington Post, Foreign Affairs, and the
New Republic and is the author of numerous other books and articles
about peasant life. These include a subsequent work, Villages (1981), in
which he updates the story of Shahhat and gives what he admits are brief,
“rambling” accounts of about a dozen other villages he has visited, includ-
ing those from his days in Vietnam. “Somewhat unexpectedly,” we are told
in the paperback edition, Villages “drew serious attention from agricul-
tural scientists, students of development, and Washington policymakers.”46

In 1988 Critchfield’s first book on peasants, The Golden Bowl Be Broken:
Peasant Life in Four Cultures, was republished by a university press as a
text “recommended for course use.”47 Critchfield’s research in Egypt was
financed with a grant from the Ford Foundation (and he subsequently re-
ceived grants from the Rockefeller and other foundations and was em-
ployed as a consultant on Third World villages by the U.S. Agency for In-
ternational Development. His “realism” in the portrayal of the peasant was
supported, in other words, by a mass of reviewers, editors, publishers, de-
velopment experts, policy makers, grant committee members, and univer-
sity teachers.

In December 1981, not long after the publication of Shahhat and imme-
diately following the appearance of Villages, Critchfield was named as one
of the first half dozen recipients of the new MacArthur Foundation fellow-
ships, a $250,000 award nominated secretly by unnamed scholars and given
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annually to individuals whose work is of outstanding intelligence and orig-
inality. Besides “the peasant,” and the Middle Eastern peasant in particular,
is there any stereotype in the Orientalist portrayal of the non-West whose
racism and ahistoricism could remain so acceptable that the author of its
latest incarnation might find his work so well received and rewarded?

postscript

This chapter was first published as an article in the International Journal of
Middle East Studies. Following its publication I was contacted by the sis-
ters of Henry Habib Ayrout and indirectly by Richard Critchfield. These
contacts led to further discoveries and opened additional questions.

The reader may be little surprised to learn that Father Ayrout wrote his
classic study of the Egyptian peasant without any firsthand knowledge of
rural Egypt. He had grown up in Cairo and left Egypt secretly in 1926 at
the age of eighteen, against the wishes of his father, who intended him to
follow his two other sons into the father’s profession of architecture.
Dressed in a cassock and carrying a passport supplied by the French Jesuits,
at whose school he had studied in Cairo, Ayrout left for twelve years of
training at a Jesuit college in Lyon. He completed his study of the Egyptian
peasant as a dissertation ten years later, relying on books such as Winifred
Blackman’s The Fellahin of Upper Egypt and on correspondence with for-
mer school friends in Cairo whose fathers owned large agricultural estates.
He himself never visited rural Egypt while writing the book, and had prob-
ably seen no more of the countryside than the view from the train on his
way to Alexandria.48

Ayrout returned to Egypt in 1941. The German army had occupied
Lyon, leaving the Jesuit schools in Egypt and the Levant deprived of funds
from France and forced to reduce their operations or close down. With no
conventional Jesuit employment available, Ayrout began his educational
and missionary work in Upper Egypt, eventually founding more than a
hundred schools among the Coptic community and becoming the resident
authority on rural Egypt for foreign scholars and journalists.49 “Anyone
coming to Egypt to study the fellaheen, the peasants,” wrote Jay Walz, the
New York Times correspondent in Cairo from 1959 to 1964, “sooner or
later called on the dynamic, bristly-haired Jesuit priest.”50 In 1968 the Ford
Foundation decided to tap Ayrout’s expertise, commissioning him to spend
seven months touring villages in East Africa and then flying him to New
York to give eight lectures at Columbia University on rural development.
On reaching New York in April 1969, he suffered a heart attack and died.51

146 / Peasant Studies

Mitchell_04  7/9/02  11:25 AM  Page 146



Ayrout’s sister, Janette De Bono-Ayrout, who graciously invited me to
her apartment in Cairo, did not believe the work of Gustave Le Bon was ever
read by her brother or his circle, as she had never heard the name mentioned.
After tea, she invited me to see the personal library of her late husband, the
Egyptian historian Jacques Tagher. She was gently surprised when we found
on the shelves a two-volume edition of Le Bon’s L’Homme et la Société.

Richard Critchfield acknowledged in a published response to my essay that
he had “paraphrased” Ayrout. Busy with further studies of peasants in Min-
danao and Java, however, he had forgotten to add the references when copy-
editing Shahhat. He promised to add them to a future edition.52 I pointed out
in reply that he would need not just references but quotation marks, since
many of his borrowings from Ayrout were verbatim; that he would also have
to do the same with passages copied from other authors not mentioned in
my essay, such as the nineteenth-century Orientalist Edward William Lane,
which may have been more numerous than those copied from Ayrout (even
the description of Shahhat’s house, for example, including its architectural
details, comes almost word-for-word from the account of “dwellings of the
lower orders” in Lane’s famous 1835 study, The Manners and Customs of
the Modern Egyptians); and finally, that he would have to explain to the
reader why his description of Shahhat’s house comes from a book written a
hundred years before it was built and the portrait of Shahhat’s visit to the
market, his work in the fields, his character, and his facial appearance were
taken from an account written almost a generation before he was born.

I wrote the original essay without visiting the village of Bu[airat, for the
improbability of Critchfield’s account was clear enough from its ignorance
of recent history and its stereotypical image of an unchanging village life.
I subsequently visited the village several times, however, and found the
book’s portrait even more bizarre than I had suspected. Critchfield sug-
gested that the location of Shahhat’s hamlet within Bu[airat, adjacent to
Medinet Habu, the ruined temple of Ramases III, indicated that this was a
particularly ancient community and had preserved more Pharaonic prac-
tices than most. In fact, while the main village a mile to the south was
probably the result of an Arab settlement (on an ancient site) within the
previous three hundred years, Shahhat’s hamlet was built within the pre-
ceding fifty years.53 Most of the families that settled there came to serve
the needs of modern archaeology and tourism. Shahhat’s great-grandfather
Khalifa is said to have moved to the area from Karnak across the Nile, pos-
sibly when the French-run government antiquities service for which he
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worked began excavations nearby. In the 1880s he served as a guide and as-
sistant for an American archaeologist and antiquities collector, Charles
Wilbour.54 Together with another family, who also worked for the antiqui-
ties service, Khalifa’s descendants built most of the hamlet. Many of Shah-
hat’s uncles and cousins continued to work for French archaeologists, oth-
ers for Americans from the University of Chicago, who had begun
excavations at Medinet Habu in the 1920s. Three of the uncles invested
their income in the building of small hotels. Shahhat’s father was less suc-
cessful. He became the local supplier of alcohol to the foreign archaeologi-
cal missions, and died of his alcoholism. Shahhat himself, although happy
to hoe a field when a tourist turned up to videotape the character from
Critchfield’s book, had to spend most winters elsewhere in Egypt as a fore-
man and labor contractor on French archaeological digs—and struggled
himself against his father’s illness.

This long history of relations between local families, foreign archaeol-
ogy, and a small-scale tourist industry, mixed in with the agrarian econ-
omy of sugarcane and household farming, has formed the complex reality
of Shahhat’s village. We cannot read Critchfield’s work as a portrait of this
reality, for the book deliberately ignores the relations between locals and
outsiders that have formed it. We should see the book, at best, as one more
aspect of those relations.

Richard Critchfield died on December 10, 1994, in Washington, D.C. He
had gone there to attend a publication party for his tenth book, The Vil-
lagers, in which he retold stories from the dozen or more villages he had
described in his earlier works.55 His obituary in the New York Times men-
tioned that he was survived by an elder brother, James Critchfield, of Dela-
plane, Virginia. James Critchfield, I subsequently discovered, worked for
the United States Central Intelligence Agency. The discovery led to further
questions about the production of Critchfield’s portraits of the Third World
peasant.

James Critchfield belonged to the founding generation of the CIA. After
working closely with former Nazi intelligence officers in postwar Ger-
many, he was appointed the first director of CIA clandestine operations in
the Near East in 1959, and went on to become a senior architect of U.S. pol-
icy in the Middle East for three decades.56 One of his first actions, in Feb-
ruary 1960, according to a later Congressional investigation, was an at-
tempt to murder the president of Iraq, General [Abd al-Karim Qasim.
Critchfield’s idea was to have the president killed with a poisoned handker-
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chief prepared by the CIA’s Technical Services Division. (The attempt
failed, but Qasim was killed three years later in a coup welcomed and pos-
sibly aided by the CIA, which brought to power the Ba[th, the party of Sad-
dam Hussein.)57 The attempted murder of Qasim was one of the actions for
which James Critchfield’s supervisor, Richard Helms, the director of Cen-
tral Intelligence from 1966 to 1973, was mildly sanctioned by the U.S. Sen-
ate in 1977, for allowing the CIA to function as though it had “a licence to
operate freely outside the dictates of the law.”58

One cannot assume without further evidence that Richard Critchfield
worked in the same profession as his brother. However, he certainly moved
in the same circles. The Villagers, his last book, acknowledged the “advice,
suggestions, help and hospitality” he received from Cynthia Helms, the wife
of his brother’s former supervisor; from Robert S. McNamara, the former
U.S. secretary of defense; and from a number of other figures associated with
the CIA and the politico-military establishment. These were unusually well
placed associates for a man who insisted in each of his books that he was just
a journalist who wrote about peasants in obscure parts of the world.

One might also notice the way his choice of villages, always portrayed
as out-of-the-way places, followed the changing focus of U.S. imperial con-
cerns, some of them at the time quite secretive. He was in India and Nepal
in 1959–62, the years coinciding with probably the largest CIA operation
of the time: a secret program based in Nepal to train and arm Tibetan
refugees to fight the Chinese occupation in Tibet.59 Critchfield’s visits to
Nepal were spaced between spells teaching journalism at the university in
Nagpur, the birthplace and headquarters of the rising Hindu fascist move-
ment. By the mid-1960s, an account of the CIA program in Nepal reports,
“CIA officer James Critchfield described the guerrillas’ achievements in-
side Tibet as ‘minimal.’ . . . In any case, the CIA’s attention was shifting to
Indochina.”60 Richard Critchfield followed suit, arriving in Vietnam in
1964 as a reporter for the Washington Star and writing the book that pro-
moted the views of British military intelligence, which the CIA was then
urging Washington to adopt. From Vietnam he took trips to Java, then
spent a year there in 1966–67, just after the CIA had helped the Suharto
regime seize power and carry out the killing of as many as a million polit-
ical opponents. He also spent a year in Washington as a White House cor-
respondent for the Star, which had its own connections with the CIA.61

In 1969 Critchfield abandoned the Star to become a full-time “reporter
from villages,” with a grant from the Alicia Patterson Fund.62 For his first
long stay in a single village he chose the seemingly out-of-the-way island
of Mauritius, in the southern Indian Ocean. The Indian Ocean, however,
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was then at the center of another U.S. military expansion. Mauritius had
just acquired its independence from Britain and was offering naval facili-
ties to the Soviet Union. The United States was building its own Indian
Ocean naval and intelligence base on the island of Diego Garcia, previously
attached to Mauritius but retained by Britain and leased to the United
States. To ensure the secrecy of the new base, Critchfield’s friend McNa-
mara demanded that the entire population of the archipelago to which
Diego Garcia belonged, the Chagos Islands, be removed. Britain agreed to
secretly round up the inhabitants, against their will and in violation of in-
ternational law, and ship them to Mauritius. As Critchfield arrived on the
island, Britain and the United States were paying the Mauritian govern-
ment £650,000 to help settle the Chagos Islanders, in the hope that news of
their illegal deportation would not reach the West.63

Building the base on Diego Garcia was part of an expansion of U.S.
power in the Gulf and the eastern Mediterranean, an expansion that in-
volved new relations with the two leading non-Western military powers in
the region, Iran and Egypt. Critchfield’s village studies over the ensuing
years followed these shifting concerns. He lived in a village on the border
between Iran and Iraq in 1971, just as his brother had helped persuade
President Nixon to start building Iran into a heavily armed ally of the
United States and begin secretly destabilizing the Ba[thist government in
Iraq. In 1974 he arrived in Egypt, within weeks of Washington reestablish-
ing diplomatic ties with Cairo. Although most of rural Egypt was still off-
limits to visiting Westerners, by choosing a village on the edge of the
tourist area near Luxor Critchfield was able to spend time in the Egyptian
countryside during this critical period of renewed U.S. involvement in the
country.64

So was Critchfield an American spy? I do not know and do not think this
is the interesting question. A few years after Critchfield’s book appeared a
leading Egyptian journal published a series of articles warning about the
“penetration” of Egypt by American scholars and development experts,
whose research posed a threat to the country’s “national security.”65 One
article reported the views of the sociologist Sa[d Eddin Ibrahim, who gave
the example of an American study that had collected data on local leader-
ship in four hundred Egyptian villages, warning that such information
could be used in ways detrimental to Egypt.66 This seems unlikely. Given
the evidence of Critchfield’s writings, it is hard to imagine him gathering
anything in the way of useful information, just as there is very little one
could learn from a survey of “leadership” in four hundred, or even forty,
Egyptian villages. As I explain in later chapters, it would be difficult to
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point to any American research on Egyptian rural development that gath-
ered information reliable enough to threaten the country’s security. If
there was any threat it lay in the danger of invoking the shibboleth of “na-
tional security,” an invocation aiding those forces of repression for whom
this is always a useful term. Sa[d Eddin Ibrahim himself became a victim of
this repression when he was sentenced a decade later to seven years in
prison for alleged activities threatening national security.67

The importance of Critchfield’s connections with America’s “national
security” regime, whether direct or indirect, lies elsewhere, in unraveling
the political genealogy of such expertise on the Middle East, and on the
question of “the peasant” in particular. Only recently has it been under-
stood how pervasively the CIA influenced the production of academic and
intellectual culture around the world in the second half of the twentieth
century. The story of the Congress for Cultural Freedom, established by
the CIA in Paris, is now well known, including its funding of the British
magazine Encounter. The CIA’s efforts extended well beyond this, to in-
clude the funding of art exhibits, in particular those promoting abstract ex-
pressionism; concerts featuring the work of avant-garde American com-
posers; academic and cultural congresses; and books, translations, and a
wide variety of journals willing to criticize Marxism or the Soviet Union
and to support, or at least remain silent on, American violence in Vietnam
and other parts of the world.68 Among the journals the agency funded
overseas was an Arab counterpart to Encounter magazine, al-Hiwar, estab-
lished in Beirut in 1962 under the editorship of a distinguished Palestinian
writer, Tawfiq Sayyigh.69 Al-Hiwar ceased publication in 1967 after the
CIA funding of the Congress for Cultural Freedom was revealed.

These connections with the clandestine U.S. production of cultural and
academic expertise may have extended not only to work like Critchfield’s,
but also to the U.S. publication of Ayrout’s Egyptian Peasant. The book was
published in the United States, as I noted, a quarter of a century after it was
first written, but coinciding with a renewed American interest in domestic
Egyptian affairs. Its publication was arranged by Morroe Berger, who had
played a role in the creation of the National Defense Education Act in 1958
and, as I mentioned earlier, was the first chair of the Near and Middle East
Committee of the Social Science Research Council and the founding presi-
dent of the Middle East Studies Association of North America. As a student
in New York in the late 1930s, Berger had been a member of the New York
Trotskyist movement, with others like Irving Howe, Seymour Martin
Lipset, and Gertrude Himmelfarb, many of whom became active anticom-
munists after the war and in several cases moved far to the right.70 Some of
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them, including the journalist Irving Kristol, the N.Y.U. philosopher Sid-
ney Hook, and the editor of Encounter, Melvin Lasky, were later funded
and promoted by the CIA. Like many other scholars who came to area stud-
ies after World War II, Berger had worked in intelligence during the war,
and he, too, had connections with the CIA. He was a member of the Con-
gress for Cultural Freedom and was the scholar who recruited the editor for
the Arab counterpart to Encounter magazine, al-Hiwar. The generous
amount of CIA money that he offered the prospective editor carried with it
one stipulation: that the journal publish articles dealing with the unfavor-
able position of Muslim communities in the Soviet Union.71

The most serious questions raised by this story are neither Critchfield’s
plagiarisms of Ayrout, nor the possible connections with the activities of
U.S. intelligence work and the clandestine political funding of American
journalism and scholarship. The most important issue is the structure of
academic expertise that enabled these forms of prejudice, ignorance, and
misrepresentation to flourish and gave such dubious books their circula-
tion and acceptance.
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153

5 Nobody Listens 
to a Poor Man

The discussion of rural politics and violence has always been strangely
one-sided. Resistance and rebellion in the countryside have been the object
of a long series of studies. But it seems to be a convention of the literature
that rural violence refers to the violence of the poor and the powerless. The
phrase is not usually taken to mean violence used against these groups. Al-
though the latter may be discussed in explaining the context of rebellions
or the reactions they provoke, it is seldom itself the focus of analysis.1

Part of the reason for this one-sidedness is that any attempt to write
about the everyday use of violence against the powerless faces the problem
of evidence. Violence directed against people within a small community
often relies on the power to impose silence. Victims can disappear, sur-
vivors may fear to speak, investigations, if they occur, produce only accu-
sations and hearsay, or are organized to serve larger political purposes. The
original act of violence is therefore easily lost, and writing about it be-
comes an almost impossible effort to reconstruct events out of fragments
and recover the voices of the missing.

Yet the silence imposed by local forms of violence is seldom total. A vi-
olence that erased every sign of itself would be remarkably inefficient. The
death, the disappearance, the physical abuse or the act of torture must re-
main present in people’s memory. To acquire its usefulness in the play of
domination, violence must be whispered about, recalled by its victims, and
hinted at in future threats. The disappearance or the hidden act of terror
gains its force as an absence that is continually made present.

The missing evidence, it follows, is not simply a methodological prob-
lem that limits the feasibility of writing about everyday violence, making
it impossible to reconstruct a meaningful analysis. Rather, in a very basic
way, in a culture of fear, meaning itself is made possible by what is missing.
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To elaborate a cultural economy that can manufacture terror, obedience,
and submission depends upon the ever-present reference to what has dis-
appeared, upon deaths remembered and violations recalled. Paradoxically,
then, the void that seems to undermine the foundations of a scholarly ac-
count of political violence turns out to be a crucial empty space—”the
space of death” as Michael Taussig calls it, invoking a phrase of Walter
Benjamin—by reference to which the construction of an economy of fear
can proceed.2 It also follows that the recollections, reports, and rumors that
refer us to what is missing are not just secondary evidence, to be employed
as tools offering a partial and unreliable access to the original event. With-
out the patterns of recollection there would be no significance to the origi-
nal event, and in that sense no event. It is the combination of violence and
its recollection, of the absent and its representation, that constitutes the
event.

By realizing the hybrid nature of its occurrence, we can perhaps be more
attentive to the problem of political violence against the poor, and question
the ways rural politics is described. This chapter takes the case of Egypt in
the 1960s, a critical period of political struggle in the countryside, and re-
examines the accounts of peasant politics. It considers the kinds of writing
through which this period was represented, particularly in the United
States, looking for the signs of violence that were missed and asking how
far the narratives that were written were capable of addressing the ques-
tion of violence. I will begin by presenting some fragmentary evidence of
political violence against the poor, gathered in rural Egypt in the 1960s.

The evidence consists of accusations made by the inhabitants of Ghaza-
lat [Abdun, a village in Sharqiyya Governorate in the Nile delta, as
recorded in a secret report drawn up in October 1966 by the Criminal In-
vestigation Department of the Egyptian army and reproduced, twenty
years later, in an appendix to an American study of the politics of rural
Egypt.3 The document is one of about three hundred such reports that were
submitted to the Higher Committee for the Liquidation of Feudalism, a
government body set up in 1966 by President Gamal [Abd al-Nasser in re-
sponse to popular demands that the government investigate and curb the
provincial power of large landowners.4 The report accuses Ahmad Hasan
[Abdun, a former member of parliament and the largest landowner in the
village, of eleven “criminal and terrorist” offenses.

“Approximately ten years ago,” according to the report, Ahmad Hasan
“was accused of killing Muhammad al-Qalshani Ibrahim from the village.”
The victim “vanished from sight and no traces of him were ever found. No
one came forward to testify against him out of fear. The investigations
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were suspended for lack of evidence.” Ahmad Hasan then “took possession
of the land belonging to the slain peasant, which amounts to more than
four feddans [acres] of the village zimam [cultivated area].” Five years
later, the report claims, Ahmad Hasan “beat and tortured the farmer Hasan
Ahmad [Ali, known as Hasan Naqah, who was his private guard.” The tor-
ture “led to bleeding and death,” but “no one in the village dared to lodge
a complaint against him.” He dealt with another farmer, according to the
report, “by tying him to his car and dragging him along the village roads
until he reached the front of his store. The victim was naked and he was
beaten and maimed in front of his mother. This took place because the vic-
tim demanded the conversion into hiyaza [registered tenancy] of a plot of
land he was cultivating,” of which Ahmad Hasan was the owner.5

Three years ago, the report further claims, Ahmad Hasan “beat and tor-
tured the lawyer [Abdel [Azim [Idrawis by burying him up to the shoulders
in a cemetery at night. He was rescued by his relatives. But as a result of
this incident the aforementioned lawyer lost his mind. He now lives as an
insane person in the village.” On another occasion Ahmad Hasan “beat the
citizen Ahmad Yusif in the mosque while he was praying. He also assaulted
his wife.” When the local schoolteacher, a nephew of the wife, intervened,
Ahmad Hasan assaulted him as well, “hitting him with a liquor bottle
which he held in his hand.” In some cases the accusations refer to sexual
harassment, including a murder alleged to have taken place “because the
victim refused to comply with the wishes of the feudalist’s wife, who was
known for her bad behavior,” and the claim that Ahmad Hasan himself en-
ticed “the wife of the fruit seller [Abdel Latif [Ali to run away from her
marital abode and coaxed her to stay with him for a long time until her
husband was forced to divorce her.” Ahmad Hasan then married the
woman, “and she continues to be his wife until now.”6

What can we learn from this kind of fragmentary evidence? In the first
place, the report seems to indicate that a typical cause of violence in the vil-
lage was conflict over the control of its land. More than half the crimes it
mentions occurred in response to the victims’ demands for cultivation
rights. On one occasion, it is claimed, Ahmad Hasan “beat and tortured the
farmer [Abdel Wahid al-[Arushi, who died as a result of his injury. The rea-
son was a dispute over a demand made by the victim for the conversion
into hiyaza of a plot of land he was cultivating, but owned by the feudalist.
This incident took place some four years ago and no one in the village
dared to complain.” In another case the farmer made his demand during
the holy month of Ramadan, and in response Ahmad Hasan mistreated the
man’s wife “by forcing her to break her fast. He then beat her children,
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while her husband was lying sick. They were expelled from the village and
went to settle in [Izbat al-Manshiyya.” Another dispute involved land in a
neighboring village. According to the report, Ahmad Hasan “led a group of
regular and private guards as well as members of his gang in an attack on
the estate of Hajj Ibrahim Najm, close to the village of Ghazalat [Abdun.
They fired several rounds of ammunition to terrorize the peasants. The at-
tack was caused by an old dispute between him and the owner of the estate
over a piece of land.”7 The prevalence of disputes over access to land sug-
gests it would be possible to explain many of these incidents of violence in
fairly straightforward terms: they represent a struggle over local economic
resources between parties of vastly unequal strength.

Such struggles over access to the land appear again and again in the re-
ports on other powerful families that were submitted to President Nasser’s
committee, not included in the American study. The Salih family, for ex-
ample, who owned extensive property in the village of Beni Salih and nine-
teen neighboring villages and hamlets in the district of Fayyum, south of
Cairo, were accused by the local villagers of dozens of acts of violence and
exploitation—including at least six killings and the shooting of the village
carpenter.8 A summary of some of the other complaints against members
of the family seems to reveal the same conflict over cultivation rights be-
hind their use of violence. Complaints were made against Salih [Ali Salih
by Mursi [Abd al-Al Qandil (“appropriated the produce of the land”), by
Mujawir [Abd al-Ghani Mujawir and his mother (“illegal seizure of half an
acre”), and by the heirs of Muhammad Radwan (“arrested and evicted
from the land”); against Anwar [Ali Salih (“eviction of [Abd al-Qawi San-
habi after he demanded a rental contract in writing”); against Anwar Mah-
mud [Ali Salih by [Abd al-Tawwab [Ali Muhammad [Abd al-[Aziz (“illegal
seizure of land he owned, which the former then sold”); and against [Abd
al-Zahir [Ali Salih by Muhammad Muhammad [Abd al-Rahman Hasanain
(“land illegally seized”), by Mizar Makkawi (“appropriated the produce of
the land”), by Naish Tusun [Awad (“land illegally seized”), by Sufi
Muhammad Muhammad Mus[ad and his father Muhammad Muhammad
Mus[ad (“blocking a canal from which they used to obtain free irrigation,
after which they had to pay for water”) and many others.9

The logic of these disputes seems clear. The demands for secure access to
the land come from those who, like most villagers in Egypt, own virtually
no land or none at all. Government figures suggest that in 1965, after the
agrarian reforms of the 1950s and early 1960s, 45 percent of agricultural
families were still landless.10 Among those owning or renting land, 95 per-
cent held less than five acres, at an average of just over one acre per hold-

156 / Peasant Studies

Mitchell_05  7/9/02  11:25 AM  Page 156



ing, while the top 5 percent of owners continued to control 43 percent of
the cultivated area.11 These official figures, moreover, are an unreliable
measure of the inequality of ownership. As we have seen, the villagers’
complaint is that large landowners had the power to misrepresent the ex-
tent of their control.12 Studies of individual villages almost invariably in-
dicated a far greater inequality. A study in 1980–81 of a village in Upper
Egypt showed that the village’s 4,500 officially registered landholdings
were consolidated into about 1,250 farms, including two of more than
three hundred acres.13 A study of three Delta villages in 1984 found that
the official landholding records in one village “only began to hint at the de-
gree of concentration of economic and political power.” Although the
largest dozen owners officially farmed an average of less than fifteen acres
each and none controlled more than fifty acres, in fact one individual
farmed an estate of 150 acres and his extended family controlled three
times that amount, or about one quarter of the village’s cultivated area.14

Another village study, conducted in 1979, found that the largest landowner
in the village owned about two hundred acres but was registered as owning
only thirty acres. The study concluded that in those days a widespread fear
of a future lowering of the land ceiling led “most rich farmers to register
their land under more than one name.”15 The family of Ahmad Hasan
[Abdun owned 290 acres, according to the report from which I have been
quoting, although the village registers showed him owning only 100 acres.
He, too, had violated the agrarian reform laws by registering the land
under different names.

This kind of control of the land provided a means, in turn, for construct-
ing a broader economic and political power. In the case of Ahmad Hasan it
enabled him to monopolize both the village’s labor and its agricultural pro-
duce. “Tenancy contracts do not exist between him and the peasants,” the
report notes, “and he exploits them in the worst manner because he appro-
priates all the crops, while leaving to them only meager amounts of rice and
wheat.” Also, “he imposes forced labor on peasants to work in his orchards
without payment of wages or against very low wages. Whoever opposes
him is punished by beating and torture to be followed by expulsion from
the land and the village.”16 Ahmad Hasan’s power was further extended
through his control of an irrigation pump and the supply of water to the
fields, and through an attempt to monopolize the supply of fertilizer from
the government cooperative in the village. When the clerk of the coopera-
tive, a relative of his, tried to resist his demands for more fertilizer than his
quota, Ahmad Hasan “put the warehouse of the cooperative on fire causing
damage amounting to £180, which was paid by the aforementioned clerk.
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This incident took place in 1963. He also incited some of his assistants to let
the water flow into the warehouse, which damaged the fertilizers stored
there, in order to mete out vengeance on the cooperative’s clerk.”17

The significance of these forms of violence, however, is not simply a ques-
tion of their economic utility. In fact, as Taussig remarks, it would be a mis-
take to make do with a neatly utilitarian explanation of such events.18 Al-
though most of the violent incidents in the report on Ahmad Hasan can be
related to a particular dispute over land, labor, or crops, the violence seems to
exceed this kind of utility: a man is buried alive, another is tied to a car and
pulled naked along the village streets, and other forms of torture are even
worse. The excess appears inexplicable and leads one to question the reliabil-
ity of the reports. The Egyptian army’s Criminal Investigation Department,
after all, was notorious for its own use of terror in collecting information.Yet
despite the problems of reliability in such circumstances, the accusations
against Ahmad Hasan include a kind of detail that suggests the reports come
from the villagers themselves. A certain beating takes place in front of the
victim’s mother, another occurs during the month of Ramadan, the weapon
used in a third case is a liquor bottle. The dates, the locations, the financial
sums, and the relationships between the parties involved are all precisely re-
called. The details suggest, if not the absolute reliability of the events, their
status as stories that have been placed carefully in memory and told and re-
told among the victims. The accounts, by what seems to us their excess
(something we have no way of measuring), reveal a culture of fear.

It is in this context that we should consider the question of reliability. Our
impulse is to get to the bottom of such stories, to establish their truth. But
as I suggested at the start and as the accusations against Ahmad Hasan
seem to confirm, the truth of a culture of fear is built upon absences, upon
tortures “no one dared to report,” victims who “vanished from sight” and
investigations “suspended for lack of evidence.” “Despite all these criminal
incidents,” the report on Ahmad Hasan concludes, “ . . . no one dared to ac-
cuse him, out of fear.”19 To take these accusations seriously as the signs of
a culture of fear is not to imply that such fear and violence was typical of
all Egyptian villages in this period. But it does raise the question of what
exactly, in that case, such reports can be taken to represent.

Some writers on rural Egypt have taken these reports, in a sense, as
highly representative.They are taken to represent not the typical landowner,
but the very limited extent of this kind of exploitation and its essentially feu-
dal nature. In a country of about five thousand villages, it is pointed out, the
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Higher Committee for the Liquidation of Feudalism produced reports on
only some 330 families. From this the conclusion is drawn that there were
only “pockets” of illegality and resistance to land reform during Nasser’s
rule and that exploitation in the countryside was “successfully ended by the
reforms of the Nasserist period.” Any further reference to “exploitation,”
therefore, “cannot be other than political propaganda.”20 The problem with
this use of the Higher Committee’s reports is that conflicts over control of
the land were not confined to those villages the committee investigated. On
the contrary, its investigations were deliberately limited to families subject
to the first agrarian reform law of 1952 (those owning more than three hun-
dred acres) in order to divert a far broader popular discontent with the ex-
ploitative power of large landholders in the countryside, a power that in
many cases the land reforms had strengthened, by misrepresenting the
problem as the survival of the remnants of a pre-1952 “feudalism.”21

We should not be misled into making the reports represent, in this way,
the near absence of rural violence. Although the violence was no doubt less
severe in many other cases, conflicts over the land may have been endemic.
In a study of local conflict in three villages in Middle Egypt between 1967
and 1970, [Abd al-Mu[ti found constant disputes in each village that fo-
cused on the same three issues: tenant farmers falling behind in the pay-
ment of rent, the consequent attempts by the owners of the land to evict
them, and the demand of the tenants to have their rental agreements put in
writing.22 It is true that these disputes were handled by village committees,
whose records were the only available evidence for such a study, rather
than by the more invisible methods of violence favored by Ahmad Hasan.
Like other local institutions, however, the committees were dominated by
the landowners and generally ruled in their favor. They thus served the
useful function of diverting and dissipating the grievances of tenant farm-
ers (they did nothing for the landless), while legitimizing the underlying
relations that are the source of coercive power.

Given the nature of the subject, we cannot resolve the question of how
representative are the reports of violence like that of Ahmad Hasan
[Abdun. To ask how many other large landowners were like Ahmad Hasan
or how many other Egyptian villages endured a similar culture of fear
would be fruitless. What we can do is to employ what this case tells us
about the elusive nature of rural violence against the poor to interrogate
and perhaps unsettle other accounts. Rather than passing over the details
found in the reports of the Higher Committee for the Liquidation of Feu-
dalism, I want to use them to examine the representation of violence
against the poor in American academic accounts of rural Egypt. I will argue
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that these accounts developed ways of writing that, given the nature of
rural violence, tended systematically to exclude it from the picture.

A symptom of this exclusion is that in the American study, published in
1986, the report on Ahmad Hasan was consigned to an appendix. Nowhere in
the text itself does the author refer to its details or consider their significance.
The book opens with another case of rural violence, a detailed recounting of
the story of a murder in the village of Kamshish, to which I will come back.
However, even this account is strangely disconnected from the rest of the text.
Despite an avowed concern with “local community relations,” the author,
Hamied Ansari, follows Leonard Binder in examining the national influence
of the rural bourgeoisie rather than the local construction of its power.23

Other studies of rural politics in Nasserist Egypt show a similar neglect.24 The
only passage of which I am aware describing the role of violence in creating a
culture of fear is the following paragraph from Iliya Harik’s 1974 study of a
village in the Nile Delta summarizing the conduct of Mustafa Samad and his
brother, who until the end of the 1950s were the village’s dominant family:

The conduct of the two brothers in governing the village was harsh but
not ruthless; only two cases of major violence perpetrated by the
Samads were reported to me. The first involved a peasant cultivator
who had urgent business with Mustafa Samad and pursued him per-
sistently, causing Mustafa to lose his temper and beat him. This inci-
dent accidentally led to the man’s death, but the issue was settled pri-
vately by Mustafa and was never discussed by the villagers with
outsiders, a practice quite common in Egyptian villages. A second case
involved the accidental shooting of a woman by a member of the
Samad family. Again, no official investigation followed the incident,
and Mustafa settled the matter with the woman’s family. The only
other use of violence attributed to the Samad’s government involved
the beating, intimidation, and blackmail of villagers who caused prob-
lems or dared challenge the Samads’ authority.25

Harik’s account of the village he calls “Shubra al-Jadida” is the most thor-
ough study that was written of Egyptian rural political life in the 1950s and
1960s. But remembering the report against Ahmad Hasan, one begins to
wonder how many more cases of “harsh but not ruthless” behavior, pri-
vately settled “accidents,” and routine violence against those who “caused
problems” would need to be uncovered for all this to merit proper consid-
eration as belonging to the book’s central concern, described as “the struc-
tures of power in the community.”26 By the time the author arrived in
Shubra in the late 1960s the Samad family had been displaced by another
powerful landowning family, the Kuras. The book mentions in passing that
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one of the Kura men was “given to violent expressions of his feelings” and
that the two lieutenants on whom they relied “for contact with villagers”
were “known for their short tempers.”27 But the question of a culture of
fear or the use of violence is simply not raised.

The failure to examine the question of political violence against the poor
in American academic writing on rural Egypt was not merely a matter of
oversight or neglect. Rather, as the rest of this chapter will argue, the liter-
ature generally constructed its object of study in such a way that any evi-
dence of such violence, given its elusive nature, was inevitably discounted,
or translated into something else. There are several ways in which this oc-
curred, which I will illustrate through a reading of the two major American
works analyzing the period of Nasserist intervention in the countryside,
James Mayfield’s Rural Politics in Nasser’s Egypt (1971) and Harik’s The
Political Mobilization of Peasants. I have chosen these two works because
they deal with the period in which the reports of the Higher Committee for
the Liquidation of Feudalism were compiled, and will enable us to consider
in more detail our understanding of rural violence in that critical period.
There were some important case studies of rural Egypt in later periods,
such as Adams’s study of agrarian poverty and political life in two Egyptian
villages, and Hopkins’s detailed analysis of the transformation of labor re-
lations in the Upper Egyptian village of Musha.28 In the late 1970s the de-
mand for migrant labor in the Gulf and the construction boom in Cairo
made it possible for the rural poor to escape the countryside in unprece-
dented numbers, creating a seasonal shortage of agricultural labor, a rise in
wages (although the figures here are ambiguous), and a burst of rural con-
struction and other economic activity as the migrants returned to the vil-
lages with their savings.29 These sharp, though short-lived, changes did not
end underlying patterns of exploitation or the forms of violence they may
involve (although the question of violence was still not explicitly addressed
in the more recent studies). Nevertheless, the situation described by
Adams, Hopkins and Commander and in other later works is clearly differ-
ent from the 1960s, and is not directly discussed in this chapter.30

Mayfield’s Rural Politics in Nasser’s Egypt is a study of the Arab Socialist
Union, the single political party set up in 1962 as part of the process of
state-capitalist intervention in the countryside, and of the “psychological
barriers” that this process encountered in the form of the Egyptian peas-
ant’s “personality and culture.” Continuing a long tradition of colonial
writing on rural Egypt, mixed with more recent American theorizing on

Nobody Listens to a Poor Man / 161

Mitchell_05  7/9/02  11:25 AM  Page 161



culture and personality, the book translates fragmentary evidence of polit-
ical violence into the symptoms of a cultural psychopathology.

The book explains the peasant personality as an unstable mixture of vi-
olence and submissiveness. The submissiveness is said to be created by the
peasant’s general inability to comprehend the forces shaping his life, and
by the way he raises his children. “The main objective of child training,”
we are told, “is to cultivate a docile and yielding disposition.” The child
learns to cherish authority, being discouraged from “independent think-
ing” by the “feelings of uneasiness or anxiety that may develop in a person
making a decision outside the accepted framework.” The inevitable resent-
ment toward superiors of the peasant, trained from childhood “to obey
without questioning,” “can be relieved only on inferiors—even if it is only
the village animals.” Thus an inbred submissiveness in turn breeds vio-
lence. “When a complaint does occur, it is likely to be in the form of an
emotional protest, or even in the form of violent behavior. With rare ex-
ception there is little training in the kind of pragmatic give-and-take that a
democratic polity requires.”31

The violence lying beneath the peasant’s submissive surface explains
other psychological traits, such as what the American visitor experiences as
the peasant’s “excessive” politeness and generosity. The hospitality and
generosity of the Arab “ward off expected aggression,” explains Mayfield,
quoting the Princeton sociologist Morroe Berger, whose own views have a
genealogy explored in the previous chapter.

One has the feeling, indeed, that the hostility that becomes overt ag-
gression is so uncontrollable that such measures as excessive politeness
(a form of avoidance) or hospitality (a form of ingratiation in a situ-
ation where intimacy cannot be avoided) are at times absolutely neces-
sary if social life is to be maintained at all.32

Given this risk of an uncontrollable aggression threatening the very possi-
bility of social life, the peasant “expects the superior to be strict and firm,”
Mayfield says. “This attitude is often forgotten by bureaucrats and gov-
ernment workers who try to be friendly and kindhearted. Such behavior
immediately creates distrust, since they are not playing the role the peas-
ant expects of them.”33 If peasants seem distrustful of authority, in other
words, it is because they are not getting enough of it.

The peasant’s inbred desire for authority produces not only a spasmodic
violence but also a permanent dishonesty of character, termed the “fahlawi
personality.” The fahlawi is a peasant skilled in “deception and trickery,”
who adapts himself according to the situation. He is sycophantic toward his
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employer, “kissing his hand and caressing him with flattering words,” but
as soon as the employer’s back is turned the fahlawi “satisfies his ego and
frustration” by making him the butt of his jokes. Given this dishonesty
and the fact that “superficiality is the accepted behavior,” the fahlawi peas-
ant cannot be trusted as an employee. He has a “wondrous” ability to evade
work and responsibility, to find “the ‘shortcut’ way of doing things,” and to
“finish his job quickly” without seeing to “the ‘finishing touches.’ “ The
fahlawi’s dishonesty even explains evidence that seems to contradict these
racial stereotypes. When the author makes the surprising discovery that
many villagers with whom he talked desired a modern education for their
children, he interprets this as a sign of the fahlawi’s ability “to perceive
what he must do, say and believe in order to be accepted and therefore not
bothered” rather than a serious desire for the advantages of schooling.34

The author cautions us that not every rural Egyptian is necessarily a
fahlawi. The more general characteristics of the peasant’s psyche include
“the obstinate conservatism and parochialism, the suspicion and mistrust,
the general apathy and unconcern,” together with his “hopelessly avari-
cious” preoccupation with just two objects of desire, “the acquisition of land
and money,” a preoccupation “by which his whole personality is twisted.”
The greed and suspicion combine in the peasant personality to produce
“that frantic jealousy which, from passionate and personal causes in the vil-
lages, saps the vitality of private enterprises and government institutions,
and makes mutual confidence and cooperation almost impossible.”35

The reasons for the failure of policies of rural modernization already
seem clear. But the flaws in the peasant personality will cause him not just
to weaken the vitality of capitalist development, but to reject the very au-
thority of landowners, agricultural experts, and the state. In compensation
for his “feelings of inadequacy” the peasant develops an immense egoism,
visible in “the tendency to exaggerate one’s self-importance, abilities, and
control of the situation.” The peasant ego is enhanced by making “private
attacks on the governor, the landlord, or the village doctor” and expressing
“indignation toward anyone or anything that emphasizes difference in
status.” While outwardly respectful toward his superiors, “inwardly he re-
jects their authority. This feeling can be noted in conversations among the
fellahin about the young agricultural engineers who wear ‘the western
suits’ and about whom the fahlawi will say fulan [amil rayyis (‘such a per-
son acts like a boss’).”36 The end result of this pathology of submissive-
ness, violence, distrust, greed, and exaggerated egoism is that the rural
Egyptian “does not look upon government authority as necessary to soci-
ety.”37 The state therefore faces in an acute fashion the problem con-
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fronting all “newly emerging nations”: how to develop among these ab-
normal personalities “a deep and unambiguous sense of identity with the
national government.” The name for this problem is invoked in the book’s
subtitle, “A Quest for Legitimacy,” which is defined as “the process of in-
culcating and deepening the belief among members of a society that the
present political institutions, procedures and ideals ‘are right, are good, and
are appropriate.’ “38

The traits of character described in Rural Politics in Nasser’s Egypt are
in most cases simply an accumulation of earlier Orientalist lore, which is a
major source for the book’s observations.39 This lore generalizes to an ab-
surd degree, and tells us far more about the political frustrations and de-
sires of those involved in organizing the transformation of Egyptian land-
holding and agriculture over the preceding century than about the
particular experiences of Egyptian villagers. (With his reputation estab-
lished by this book, over the following quarter century Mayfield became a
leading academic consultant on rural Egyptian politics, hired continuously
by the U.S. Agency for International Development.) Nevertheless, texts of
this sort can be made, despite themselves, to reveal something of that ex-
perience. What appear to the outsider as patterns of docility and dissimu-
lation, of distrust and disrespect for authority, of conservatism and suspi-
cion, can be read as the characteristic symptoms of a culture of fear. Forms
of coercion that leave no explicit trace of themselves may nevertheless re-
veal themselves to strangers through negative signs: silence, avoidance,
extreme formality, and outward submissiveness.40 As I suggested at the
start of this chapter, there is no way to establish the truth of these signs,
for they are marks left by what is missing. But a writing addressed to the
question of “personality and culture” commits itself in advance to inter-
preting them at face value, as inbred features of the peasant “character.”
This inevitably transforms what may be the fragmentary evidence of ev-
eryday coercion into the symptoms of a cultural pathology. In fact, an
“avaricious” preoccupation with acquiring land and money might actually
be a sign of poverty; “indignation” at differences in social status might in-
dicate the harshness of the inequality; an unwillingness to “finish the job”
might express the alienation of those coerced into producing for others’
consumption at the expense of their own needs; the view that government
is “unnecessary to society” might accurately reflect the way its police and
army help suppress all fundamental attempts to improve things. But in-
stead of pursuing such questions, all these marks of violence are turned
into the psychological defects of its victims, and the violence disappears
from view.
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Iliya Harik’s The Political Mobilization of Peasants criticizes the psycho-
logical focus of works such as Mayfield’s. It covers the same period in
Egyptian politics but studies an individual village and concentrates “on be-
havior rather than personal characteristics” in order to uncover the local
power network that implements development plans and shapes their suc-
cess. Before addressing the somewhat different problems presented by this
approach, I will situate the book’s discussion more closely within the poli-
tics of the period. “Shubra” is located in Buhaira Province, whose governor,
Wagih [Abaza, was a close ally of the Egyptian prime minister of 1964–65,
[Ali Sabri. In March 1965 [Ali Sabri took over as secretary-general of the
country’s single political party, the Arab Socialist Union (ASU), and with
the help of men like [Abaza began reorganizing it as an instrument of mo-
bilization and political surveillance that would simultaneously co-opt or
neutralize the left and undermine the power of large landowners and
provincial bureaucrats. When Harik arrived in Buhaira early in 1967 he
was accompanied by the district secretary of the ASU and a public relations
official from the Ministry of Agrarian Reform. With their help he chose as
his research site a village where the new organizations for peasant mobi-
lization had successfully been set up. He also selected a village that was not
“strife-ridden,” arguing that endemic strife is usually caused by conflict
between family groups and can therefore interfere with “normal change
processes.”41 For both these reasons, the chosen village turned out to be a
model of the success of the new policies of [Ali Sabri and Wagih [Abaza, at
least at first.

During the 1950s, Harik found, the control of the village by the Samad
family, some of whose methods of violence I described above, had been
weakened. Although their own estates had not been subject to the 1952 re-
forms, land they had leased from an absentee owner, a prince of the royal
family, had been confiscated and distributed among small tenants. The
Samads found their political position challenged by the only other large
landowners resident in the village, the Kuras. The two Kura brothers and
their nephew were from a merchant family originally involved in the cot-
ton business.They lived outside the village itself in a large compound on the
family estate, land their father had purchased in the village around 1913. As
businessmen and politicians they were well connected with the new regime
in Cairo, one of the brothers serving as an executive in a nationalized textile
company in Tanta and later as a representative in the National Assembly.
Thanks to the regime’s 1952 reforms the Kuras had become the village’s
largest landowners, and by 1960 they had used their political connections
and their increased influence within the village to replace the Samads as its
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dominant family. These changes were typical of the way larger rural
landowners and the managers of state-owned enterprises transformed
themselves during the dozen years after 1952 into an emergent Egyptian
ruling class. It was the consolidation of the political and economic power of
this class that the ASU mobilization program attempted to undermine in
the years 1965–67. In Shubra, Sayid Kura was replaced as head of the village
council by a twenty-eight-year-old party activist from Alexandria, who
used evidence of the Kuras’ mishandling of council funds and property, to-
gether with numerous village improvement projects, an active youth orga-
nization, and close surveillance of more militant peasants, to win the politi-
cal support of small landowners in the village and isolate the Kuras.

This was the situation witnessed by Harik in the spring of 1967. By
then, however, the mobilization policies were already being slowed down
by conservative forces within the regime. They were brought to a halt by
the Israeli invasion in the war of that summer, which also cut short Harik’s
fieldwork in the village after just three and a half months. When he re-
turned for another stay the following summer, he found the party youth
organizations had been banned after workers and students had led large
antigovernment riots, the young head of the Shubra village council was
being transferred elsewhere, and new council elections were under way.
With organized campaigning prohibited and only seven hundred villagers
voting (out of a population of more than six thousand), the Kuras regained
their political control. These developments paralleled those in the country
as a whole: the state managerial class and their rural allies used the mili-
tary and political defeat of 1967, the economic crisis it accelerated (Suez
Canal fees, Sinai oil, military equipment, tourist revenue, and potential
U.S. economic aid had all been lost), and the resulting pressure upon the
regime to begin accommodating itself within American regional interests,
to reassert their influence over government policy. The Higher Committee
for the Liquidation of Feudalism was disbanded, the lands confiscated from
large owners like Ahmad Hasan [Abdun were restored, and, following
Nasser’s death in 1970, the more populist and pro-Soviet political faction
led by [Ali Sabri was defeated by a faction led by the champion of state and
large landowning interests and the future symbol of the country’s reinte-
gration into the North’s global economic circuits, Anwar Sadat.

Part of the value of Harik’s account is that he was the only scholar to
have captured some of these struggles as they occurred and to have illumi-
nated their local complexion. Despite its obvious improvement over May-
field’s psychological and cultural approach, however, the book exemplifies
the problems of the literature of the late 1960s and 1970s on political de-
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velopment. There are three conventions of the literature that I will ana-
lyze. Rather than transforming the symptoms of violence against the poor
into a cultural pathology in the manner of Mayfield, these conventions
tended to exclude them altogether.

First, there is the question of theme. In any work of political analysis, the
account must invoke a larger political logic that particular events are then
arranged to illustrate. The logic invoked and illustrated in The Political
Mobilization of Peasants is a familiar one for American political analyses
of this period, “the phenomenon of change.” Change is conceived in com-
mon Weberian vocabulary as the modernizing process of rationalization,
initiated by the national government. The regime in Cairo imposed “new
normative rules” on the village, it is said, which brought about “the ra-
tionalization of its economic and political management” and a corre-
sponding development in the villagers themselves of “new capacities and
attributes.” The end result is described as “village pluralism.”42

This kind of narrative of the coming of modernity has been frequently
criticized, and perhaps Harik himself would later have said certain things
differently—although most of the assumptions of modernization theory
were to come back into circulation in the 1980s and 1990s under the rubric
of globalization.43 I do not intend to repeat the criticisms here, but rather to
focus on those aspects that seem to elide the question of violence. A first
problem with the narrative of change is the process of abstraction it in-
volves. To put it simply, to make events from an individual village portray
a phenomenon as abstract as “change,” a lot of detail must be eliminated
from the picture—details that may provide the very clues through which
an elusive political violence is revealed. Exactly what gets eliminated de-
pends upon how the logic of change is conceived. Like most such literature,
The Political Mobilization of Peasants thinks of change as a centralized
force intervening in the village from outside. “In Shubra,” the book ex-
plains, “the major forces that had set in motion the processes of change
came from outside the community, namely, the national government.”44

The forces of change are more or less synonymous with a central power,
the state, which imposes itself on a resistant periphery.

What this conception excludes, on the one hand, is the possibility of
thinking of power as something local in construction; that is, drawing upon
and shaped by larger logics, but built out of the practical relations between
farmers and laborers, landowners and middlemen, bureaucrats and mer-
chants, men and women. The fields that villagers own or rent, labor in or
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supervise, sell or seize control of, are the crucial sites for constructing and
contesting rural power relations—which is why almost every account of
violence in the report on Ahmad Hasan [Abdun mentions fields in one way
or another. “Shubra,” on the other hand, appears to be a village without
fields. For all the book’s richness of information about village life, from the
details of people’s travel habits to the closely observed conduct of a local
election, one closes The Political Mobilization of Peasants without ever
having seen a field, or learning about the day-to-day relations between the
various groups for whom in different ways the fields are the center of their
lives, or about the other forces—technical, animal, agricultural, or hy-
draulic—in relation to which those lives are lived.45

Seen from the perspective of the fields, on the other hand, the state be-
comes a more complex set of relations. These no longer appear primarily in
the form of a central power intervening to initiate change, but as local prac-
tices of regulation, policing, and coercion that sustain a certain level of in-
equality (not just in the control of the land but in a policy of rural pricing and
taxation, for example, that takes from the poor and gives to the rich).46 The
programs of change, from this point of view, appear not as a modernizing
logic but as temporary interventions, which occur in reaction to crises in the
local construction of power and are themselves a site of struggle and reversal.
The temporary, reactive, and uncertain nature of these interventions cannot
emerge from a narrative that seems to generalize such moments, under the
abstract name of “change,” into the unfolding of a unilinear history.

The mid-1960s, as I have already suggested, were years of uncertainty
and crisis, particularly in the countryside. A postcolonial bourgeoisie had
emerged as the dominant force in both the countryside and the national-
ized economic activities of the city, but had not been able to consolidate its
control over the apparatus of government or force upon it the shift, neces-
sary for that consolidation, from dependence on the Soviet Union to de-
pendence on the United States. Even before the disaster of the June 1967
war an economic crisis had set in, as hard currency reserves dried up,
growth rates came to a halt, the United States suspended food aid, and the
cost of living jumped more than 50 percent in four years. The rural poor
were badly hit by the crisis and paid for it in part with their own wages,
which were already well below the poverty level and dropped a further 10
percent in real terms between 1965 and 1967.47 Public protests, marches,
and hunger strikes were organized in the provinces, particularly in the
Delta around large towns like Disuq, Damietta, Kafr al-Shaykh, and
Damanhur, the latter being the market town just a few miles from Shubra.
In Damietta in 1965 an incident between local fishermen and the police
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sparked a large protest, in which people marched on the police station and
were met with gunfire. Peasants, students, and the unemployed joined in,
overturning cars and trucks as barricades, throwing missiles, and ransack-
ing government offices and food cooperatives, until the central authorities
intervened and placed the area under martial law.48 It was incidents of this
sort that persuaded the regime to launch its program of party mobilization,
which was intended to divert discontent away from the government and at
the same time turn the party into an apparatus of local surveillance.

The narrative of “change,” focusing on initiatives from the center and
abstracting them into a story of development, inevitably tends to overlook
the concrete political struggles in which political and economic control is
contested or reaffirmed, as well as the forms of coercion and violence this
involves. Power is not simply a centralized force seeking local allies as it ex-
tends out from the political center but is constructed locally, whatever the
wider connections involved. The so-called mobilizing initiatives from the
center occurred in response to struggles for specific changes at the local
level. The center did not initiate change, but tried to channel local forces
into activities that would extend rather than further threaten the weaken-
ing influence of the regime.

The adverse consequences of such central intervention can further il-
lustrate this point. The local forces the government attempted to co-opt
would inevitably overflow the new channels and require further diversion
or supervision. This was quickly demonstrated by the famous incident in
the Delta village of Kamshish, which is retold in the first chapter of
Ansari’s book and can be briefly summarized. Salah al-Din Husain, a vil-
lager from Kamshish who had been seized and then released again in the
military-ordered arrest of thousands of political activists in the summer of
1965,49 was one of those co-opted by the mobilization program onto the
new ASU committee in his village. He used this position to renew an old
campaign from the 1950s against the political power of the landowning
family that dominated the village. The government’s response was to have
Salah Husain immediately placed under surveillance. Investigators discov-
ered that he was the leader of a group of “communists” in his village, who
were holding meetings among the peasants at which they “exploited the
hatred of the village inhabitants” toward the large landowners and called
for “the collectivization of agriculture and the abolition of private prop-
erty.” Two party officials were sent to Kamshish, a surveillance report
mentions, to hold a public meeting at which they explained the govern-
ment’s idea of socialism. But Salah Husain “insisted after the conclusion of
the discussion in telling the peasants that our socialism is influenced by
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Marxist thought.” He was creating “dangerous divisions” among party
members in the village, the report concludes, and was causing a threat to
the country’s “internal security.”50 It was such local threats rather than
any process of development, as Harik and others would have it, that ex-
plains the central government’s initiatives.

The following month, April 1966, Salah Husain was shot dead in the vil-
lage, and his murder was attributed to the large landowners he had de-
nounced. Unlike the killings attributed to Ahmad Hasan [Abdun, with
whose story we began, Salah Husain’s death quickly gained attention be-
yond the village.51 Party officials and journals took up his case, and the
government was forced to respond. President Nasser visited Kamshish and
promised an investigation, but once again the government tried to divert
popular pressure away from fundamental change and into support for the
regime. Instead of allowing [Ali Sabri and ASU activists to continue inves-
tigating the power of large landowners, Nasser set up the Higher Commit-
tee for the Liquidation of Feudalism and placed it in the trustworthy hands
of his military chief, Field Marshal [Abd al-Hakim [Amir. As I mentioned
earlier, [Amir limited the committee’s investigations to the few hundred
families that had been subject to the original 1952 land reform. The prob-
lem was thus defined narrowly as the survival of individual “feudalists,”
meaning remnants of the old regime, rather than as the power of a
landowning class nurtured by the new regime. Feudalism could be por-
trayed as an isolated obstacle to the larger process of development, obscur-
ing once again the more systematic and local forms of coercion out of
which everyday domination is built.

The case of Kamshish illustrates how complex, uncertain, and violent can
be the struggles in which political control is locally constructed. It also illus-
trates how the literature on political development, by abstracting such events
into the story of how a process of change encounters local obstacles, imitates
the language of the regime—a language incorporated into such institutions
as the Higher Committee for the Liquidation of Feudalism. The limitation is
unsurprising, given that for the writers on development “change” is almost
synonymous with the exercise of central power.We cannot expect, therefore,
that literature of this sort might take as its focus the kinds of everyday coer-
cion against which the villagers of Kamshish campaigned.

The second narrative technique that tends to elide the question of violence
is to construct the story at the local level as an account of interacting indi-
viduals. The analysis of village politics, argues Harik, “has to focus on indi-
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viduals rather than on social classes,” a focus that is again a convention of
such accounts.52 One examines the alliances individuals form, the strate-
gies they pursue, and the dominations they attempt. The picture that
emerges in the case of Shubra is of a “pluralistic” balance of competing vil-
lage alliances, in which individual allegiances continually shift, rather than
any domination of the village by a “power elite.”53 We should note, how-
ever, that the individuality taken as the starting point of such analyses is
always itself politically constructed. It is a position created out of a certain
arrangement of social relations, including relations of subordination and
domination. To take the individual as one’s starting point renders these re-
lations invisible, and obscures the forms of coercion on which they may de-
pend. In a village such as Shubra, the most significant such relations will be
the differing relationship to the land. Although The Political Mobilization
of Peasants argues that “there is very little social differentiation among
the villagers of Shubra” and gives no precise figures, the book provides suf-
ficient information to enable us to outline the different kinds of individu-
ality that social relations in Shubra construct.54

Broadly speaking, social relations in Shubra place its inhabitants—or at
least its adult males, for women and children are subject to additional
forms of subordination about which the book tells us nothing—in one of
four different positions. About 40 percent of them, having no land of their
own, are employed by others and live in severe poverty. Most sell their
labor to middlemen who supply agricultural laborers to village landowners
or provide work gangs for government irrigation projects out in the desert;
others are employed as guards, servants, office boys, vendors, and itinerant
artisans.55 Their average income is E£3 a month, or E£36 a year if they are
fortunate enough to find work all year round.56 In 1967, to sustain an av-
erage family of two adults and 3.25 children at the poverty line cost E£148
per year, or more than four times the annual income of the fully employed
landless villager.57

A second class of villagers, slightly larger than the first, consists of those
with access to small plots of land, either owned or rented.58 All of them are
beneficiaries, directly or indirectly, of the 1952 land reform and farm an av-
erage of 2.5 acres each.59 This provides each farmer with a net income of
about E£200 a year, more than five and a half times the income of the land-
less peasant and enough to keep an average family adequately above the
poverty line.60 With a cultivated area of 3,559 acres, the village has enough
land to give every adult male 2.5 acres of his own and thus end the desper-
ate poverty of the landless (indeed, there would still be a few hundred acres
surplus after such a distribution). A limit of 2.5 acres would be comparable
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to the limit of three chia (2.76 Egyptian acres) imposed in the early 1950s
by two of the most successful land reform programs in the Third World,
those of Taiwan and South Korea, which I discuss in chapter 7.61 But with
the Egyptian government allowing private estates of up to one hundred
acres per family, the remaining land in Shubra was concentrated in the
hands of a few dozen large owners.

Possessing an average of about twenty acres, these landowners together
seem to constitute what one might identify as the third and fourth social
classes. Samir Amin’s analysis of agrarian class relations in Egypt divides
such landowners into “rich peasants” (owners of five to twenty acres) and
“rural capitalists” (over twenty acres).62 This is a convenient shorthand, al-
though I prefer the term “farmer” to “peasant” and, as I explain in chapter
8, I think we should be careful in assuming we know what we mean by
“capitalists.” We need to link with the latter the large shopkeepers and the
middlemen, who, as we will see, play a vital role in the exploitation of the
poor but whose numbers or place in the village are not described. It also
needs to be said that no clear boundary separates the “rich farmers” from
the wealthier of the small farmers, and in fact in the period of party mobi-
lization it was this uncertain boundary that became the site of the shifting
political allegiances that Harik labels pluralism. However, the relationship
between the handful of largest landowners—the Kuras, the Samads, and
about four absentee owners—and those with little or no access to land is
quite clear. The three Kura men, for example, had a registered holding of
136 acres.63 Leaving aside the question whether they had unregistered
holdings and their significant income from other sources, their land hold-
ing gave each of them an annual income from farming alone of at least
E£3,600, or one hundred times the earnings of a landless villager.64

To be an individual in such a village economy means to be already situ-
ated in a set of coercive relations. For the landless 40 percent it means being
positioned as a person living with poverty, malnutrition and a desperate
need for work—all of which constitute forms of coercion, invisible to a nar-
rative that focuses on interacting individuals. To illustrate the coercive
power of these social relations, we can examine the story of an effort to
unionize Shubra’s agricultural laborers. As part of its attempt to reduce
profiteering in the countryside, in 1966 the ASU helped landless laborers in
Shubra establish a labor union to replace the system of labor contractors.
Instead of selling their labor at a rate below market price to a middleman,
who then sold it to government land reclamation projects or agricultural
cooperatives at a profit, the laborers’ own representative was to deal di-
rectly with the employer. Three laborers from the village were trained by
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the party as union leaders, and were shown how “official and semi-official
government agencies exploited them no less than did landlords.”65 Despite
this outside assistance the effort seems to have failed, at least as regards the
village’s largest employer, the government-run cooperative. The workers
needed to be paid every day in order to feed themselves and survive, but the
cooperative paid wages through a central bureaucracy only once every two
weeks. Under the old system, labor contractors possessed sufficient capital
to advance the workers their pay on a daily basis (and also no doubt to pro-
vide small loans to cover medical, marital, or other exceptional expenses
that wages well below the poverty level can never cover, thereby creating a
typical relationship of debt bondage).66 The new union had no resources
from which to make such advances. The local leadership of the cooperative,
which represented the small landowners of the village and was opposed to
unionization, refused to advance the union the necessary credit from coop-
erative funds, and so the attempt to eliminate the middlemen failed.67

The book suggests that we interpret this dispute “without preconceived
ideas of social class.” The two parties involved have “similar humble back-
grounds,” it is said, and we should explain their conflict simply as “a con-
test situation in the context of incompatible interests.”68 It should be read,
that is, as one more example of interacting individuals forming competing
alliances in a system of village pluralism. In fact the parties’ backgrounds
appear similar only when compared to an outsider or to the very largest
landowners. As we just saw, the small farmers who constitute the member-
ship of the cooperative in fact enjoy an average income more than five and
a half times that of landless laborers (and the leaders of the cooperative are
wealthier than the average member). Moreover, their own relative pros-
perity depends on maintaining the low wages of the laborers they employ
on their farms, which is why they support their forcible exploitation by
middlemen (who form a third, but unanalyzed, party to the conflict). It is
precisely these kinds of coercive relationship that an analysis of social rela-
tions can illuminate, and whose form of everyday violence the “focus on
individuals” eliminates from view.

The third and final narrative technique to examine is the positioning of the
author. Like most social science literature, The Political Mobilization of
Peasants situates its author in the position of an objective outsider, discon-
nected from the object he describes.69 My concern with this convention,
needless to say, is not to question the writer’s integrity, but to examine the
means by which the village of Shubra is set up as an object apart from the
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narrative and its author, and the effect of this on the representation of vio-
lence.

An American scholar visiting an Egyptian village is clearly an outsider,
but the outsider can also constitute a position within the village. The Kuras
are outsiders, set apart by the distance of their family compound from the
rest of the village, their political connections, and their large estate, yet
these same factors also situate them within the village. The young party
activist brought in from Alexandria as the new mayor of Shubra is another
sort of outsider situated in a particular way within, as are the district offi-
cials of the ASU to whom he submits his regular surveillance reports.70 It
was these officials, in turn, who introduced the author to the village, and
their close intervention in the villagers’ affairs was the context in which he
began his observation of their political behavior and administered to them
his questionnaire. Such circumstances inevitably situated the author
within the complex political struggles of the village.

One can get a sense of the author’s situation from the book’s account of
accusations of corruption in the village cooperatives. In the case of one co-
operative, villagers made “allegations of fraud and profiteering against the
clerks, sometimes charging the board with complicity.”71 With another, a
group of villagers claimed that its leader, [Ali al-Shawi, appropriated coop-
erative resources for his personal use.

Specifically, they claimed that he had sprayed his clover by using coop-
erative spraying machines free of charge and that he offered to spray
his neighbors’ fields at a low rate. They also charged [Ali’s brother with
having cut down trees belonging to the cooperative and with using the
cooperative’s tractor to transport them to the family compound, where
they were used in constructing a roof. They accused another board
member, Yasin, with complicity from the board, of selling a waterwheel
that belonged to the cooperative.72

An investigating committee set up by the provincial governor found the
board guilty of these offences, but was unable to find sufficient evidence to
establish a number of other charges. The author intervenes at this point in
his own narrative, speaking in the first person, to describe the governor’s
report as “clearly biased.”73 He explains the accusations as the product of
“a community suspicious of holders of public office” and argues that the
board members lacked “the tenacity to withstand the pressures and slights
to which public servants are usually subjected” in such a community. This
explanation happens to reflect exactly the views of the board members
themselves. “People are not appreciative,” one of them complained to the
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author. “They are quite suspicious of a person in office. If a board member
repairs the ceiling of his house, buys a water buffalo, or improves his land,
they think he is using public funds of the cooperative for personal advan-
tage.” Such individuals were “oversensitive,” the author concludes. “Criti-
cism and suspicion of their record came only from a militant few.”74

On the other hand, given the author’s situation, we learn little about
these “militant few.” The accusations against the cooperative came from a
group led by “a tractor driver in need of a job, having been laid off from the
Kura farm.”75 But we discover nothing about, say, his treatment as an em-
ployee, the reasons he was fired, the poverty he may suffer, or the prospects
for such a “militant” of ever finding other employment. The focus of the
study is on the village elite (even though they too constitute, of course,
only “a few”), and inevitably it is through their eyes that the author sees
the village. Still more reflective of the author’s situation in the village is
the exclusion from the study of women. “Because I observed no involve-
ment on the part of women in the public affairs of the community,” the au-
thor explains, “and because of practical research limitations, women were
not included in the survey.”76 What is termed a question of practical re-
search limitations is actually the theoretical issue of the author’s status as
an outsider and a male. One consequence of this status is the researcher’s
conception of politics as “public affairs,” meaning activities that are open to
the observation of a visiting stranger. The problem in both these cases lies
not in the author’s failure to report the views of the unemployed or to gain
access to the women’s realm. Given his situation in the village, this was
probably inevitable. It lies in our willingness to accept an account that says
almost nothing about the poor and excludes all reference to the experience
of women as a picture of “the structures of power in the community.”77

Once again one must wonder, given the exclusions, how any evidence of
the experience of violence among these groups could find its way into the
picture.

There is a further aspect to the method of positioning the author in re-
lation to his object. To establish the objectness of the village, and thereby
the author’s separation from it, the village has to be constructed as some-
thing object-like, available to external observation. This means construing
it as a system of behaviors, something visible to an observer. Its visibility is
contrasted to the invisibility of ideas, which are converted into visible form
by assuming them to consist merely of individual attitudes and recording
these in a questionnaire. Behavioralism is a more recent form of the posi-
tivism that animated the cartographers conducting the cadastral survey at
the start of the twentieth century. Its use in political analysis was criticized
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well before Harik’s study was written (although such criticisms often end
up presenting the same material/mental dualism in more sophisticated
form).78 My purpose here is to relate this issue to the representation of vi-
olence. For reasons I will try to explain, such attempts at representation can
never capture a culture of fear.

First, coercion may be articulated in the form of practices that can be re-
duced neither to observable behavior nor to individual opinions accessible
by questionnaire. For example, people in Shubra share a “cultural norm of
dignity and self-respect,” we are told, expressed not simply in personal at-
titudes but in a system of deferential practices, appropriate behaviors, and
patterns of modesty.79 Such practices can operate as a subtle force of coer-
cion, by which dominant families exercise what Bourdieu calls “symbolic
violence”—those forms of obligation and compulsion that are never recog-
nized as coercive but are experienced as generosity, piety, personal loyalty,
or self-respect.80 The local elections of 1968 in Shubra were governed by
such expectations, which impeded active campaigning and helped ensure
the victory of the Kuras, thanks to their large accumulation of credit
(Bourdieu’s “symbolic capital”) in the system of cultural coercion. This in-
visible kind of coercion cannot be understood from an observation of the
behavior involved, which will appear simply as politeness or decorum. Nor
can it be revealed by a survey of attitudes, since the essence of symbolic vi-
olence is that it is never recognized as such, but is experienced as a system
of morality.

Second, attitudes themselves can express far more than they actually
say, particularly in the case of those living within the coercive constraints
of poverty or political oppression. Although The Political Mobilization of
Peasants reports little of the views of poorer villagers, there is much to be
read from what they tell us. The book reproduces part of the transcript of
an interview with a fifty-five-year-old farmer, [Abd al-Mawla. It begins as
the author poses question number eight from his survey, concerning the
activities in the village of the ASU Leadership Group.

“I don’t know anything about them.”
“You mean you have never heard of them?”
“I have, but I do not know anything about them. I just mind my

own business.”
“How did you hear about them?”
“From my children.” He paused for a moment and then said, “I am

told they go to meetings and talk politics. They want to appear like big
people.”

“You don’t think this is right for them to do?”
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“A peasant should not mix with such things. This is the big people’s
job. These men have left their fields unattended and are going around
doing things that are none of their business.”

We changed the subject and talked about village problems.
“There are no problems,” he said.
“We just need a bakery,” he added. “Not much grain these days in

the village, and people baking at home are causing fires.”
“You think you can do something about it?”
“No, I am a poor man and nobody listens to a poor man.”81

Answers of this sort reveal little about “attitudes,” and therefore seem to
support conclusions about the absence of political consciousness among the
poor. But these statements reveal several things that they do not con-
sciously say. First there is the evident apprehension. [Abd al-Mawla “was
courteous though ill at ease” during the interview, we are told, and each of
his answers begins in the negative and expresses an unwillingness to
speak: “I don’t know anything about them”; “There are no problems.”
When he does consent to speak, his answers express more than anything
else a sense of powerlessness: “I just mind my own business”; “A peasant
should not mix with such things”; “Nobody listens to a poor man.” We
cannot gauge from this brief transcript the degree of apprehension or fear,
the extent of powerlessness or its causes, or the local forms of violence of
which these words might be an indirect expression. What we can judge,
however, is that a culture of fear will never emerge from the measurement
of attitudes.

A connection emerges, therefore, between the methods of analysis re-
quired by the stance of objectivity and the disappearance of any sign of vi-
olence. On the one hand, the writer’s position as an outsider within the vil-
lage makes his writing tend to portray the experience of the wealthier male
landowner at the expense of the experience of women or the poor. On the
other hand, the convention of reducing meanings to those ideas available
to individual villagers and expressible in the form of attitudes, so that they
may be collected from questionnaires or interviews, tends to exclude the
possibility of representing the experience of violence. Those who live in-
tolerable lives, coping with poverty, unemployment, hunger, and other,
more direct forms of coercion, must somehow express their condition and
yet may be unable to find the opportunity, the courage, or the language to
do so. These are conditions that may express themselves not in attitudes or
accounts of observable events, but in silences, an unwillingness to respond,
or the sheer inability to narrate. None of this can be explored by the con-
ventional methods of political analysis found in the works on rural Egypt.
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A close reading of some of the American literature on rural politics in
Nasserist Egypt has shown how the kind of narrative a particular work
adopts can determine whether, and in what way, the question of rural vio-
lence is represented. An account of cultural or psychological obstacles to
development, a narrative of change, an analysis of interacting individuals,
and the construction of an objective view of political behavior and attitudes
can in each case transform what evidence there may be of violence into
some other pathology, or render its effects invisible. This kind of writing
contrasts starkly with the report on the violence of Ahmad Hasan [Abdun.
The report is an isolated document, the by-product of an attempt to dissi-
pate broader forms of popular discontent, accidentally preserved in the
archives. There is no need to suppose that its story is representative of
agrarian relations in Egypt in that period, or even reliable evidence for the
particular case it records. But the report does have an important use. Its un-
settling details challenge us to reexamine the way Western scholars have
represented rural political life in Egypt during the crucial struggles of the
1960s, and to question the almost total absence of any sign of, and certainly
any investigation of, local violence against the poor.
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6 Heritage and Violence

One of the odd things about the arrival of the era of the modern nation-
state was that for a state to prove that it was modern, it helped if it could
also prove that it was ancient. A nation that wanted to show that it was up-
to-date and deserved a place among the company of modern states needed,
among other things, to produce a past. This past was not just a piece of
symbolic equipment, like a flag or an anthem, with which to organize po-
litical allegiance and demonstrate a distinct identity. As many recent stud-
ies of nationalism point out, deciding on a common past was critical to the
process of making a particular mixture of people into a coherent nation.1

The idea of the nation presents a way of living the experience of social
relations by imagining them to extend back over a continuous period of
time. The political community can then understand its present historically.
The projection into the past may help make the present seem natural, dis-
guising some of the arbitrariness, injustice, and coercion on which it de-
pends. Historical thinking achieves this not just by projecting a past, but by
organizing that past as the life of a self-directing object, the “nation” or
“society.” Contemporary political arrangements acquire a degree of in-
evitability by appearing as the genetic destiny of this historical being.

Recent writings on nationalism have also pointed out that to produce a
past a nation-state had to produce a place. If making the nation depended
on extending present social relations back through time, this could only be
done by defining their geographical boundaries. Benedict Anderson argues
that the idea of the nation came about when modern forms of writing en-
abled the social worlds of individual citizens to expand. Innovations such as
the modern novel and newspaper made it possible for people to imagine
unknown others as members of the same community.2 Yet in many parts
of the world, as Anderson also acknowledges, the idea of the nation re-
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quired people not only to expand their sense of community in new ways,
but in equally novel ways to constrict it. People’s sense of religious com-
munity or tribal cognation, their networks of trade and migration, com-
munities of learning and law, and patterns of imperial power and allegiance
were in many places much more diverse than the narrow boundaries of
modern nation-states. Ernest Renan famously remarked that the idea of
the nation required that people learn to forget certain aspects of their past.3

Many people also had to learn to forget, or at least to reconsider, their sense
of place. They were supposed to reduce the significance of those intercon-
nections, exchanges, genealogies, hegemonies, moral systems, and migra-
tions that defined a social landscape whose horizons reached beyond what
became the boundaries of the nation, or even to forget their existence alto-
gether.4

Until the late nineteenth century, those in power in Cairo did not consider
themselves to be ruling over an object that corresponds to the twentieth-
century nation-state known by the name of Egypt. In the 1930s, a British
historian of colonial India popularized the view of Mehmed Ali, the Ot-
toman governor of Cairo in the first half of the preceding century, as “the
founder of modern Egypt.”5 Yet Mehmed Ali saw himself as a provincial
governor within the Ottoman Empire, not as the ruler of a political entity
defined by its geographic body. He undertook a remarkable program of in-
dustrialization and military expansion, colonized the Sudan, and took con-
trol of Ottoman provinces in Arabia, Palestine, and Syria. As Khaled Fahmy
shows, however, these developments were not organized and undertaken as
a proto-nationalist project to build a territorially imagined “modern
Egypt,” but were an attempt to remake, from the province of Cairo, the Ot-
toman order.6 Politics was imagined and undertaken as a world of expand-
ing imperial authority, not of territorially bounded nation-states. The par-
ticular geographic state that began to emerge in the colonial period, it
follows, was one of several possible outcomes of this imperial history.7

The relatively recent formation of the national state is obscured by 
the English words routinely used to translate Arabic place-names from the
nineteenth century. Ottoman provinces were generally referred to by the
name of the city that ruled them.8 Mehmed Ali was the governor of 
the province of Misr, or Cairo. The term suggested not the city alone but
the city and its country, meaning the hinterland of towns and villages that
supported it, politically and materially. This meaning was also invoked
with phrases such as “the Cairo region” and “Cairo country.”9 From the
later nineteenth century, however, the word Cairo (misr) also came to be
used by extension to describe a new object, the territorial state. Phrases like
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“the country of Cairo” (bilad misr) were shortened to just misr, and the
word came to be used interchangeably for the city and the country. Mod-
ern scholars, accustomed to thinking of all history as the history of nation-
states, began to write anachronistically of the Ottoman province of
“Egypt” (instead of Cairo). The term Egypt had come to refer to a spatial
unit identified by geographical boundaries. The older phrases did not pic-
ture a territorial object but referred to the place in terms of a relation-
ship—the connection between a city and hinterland.

One might suppose that the Lower Nile valley, compared to many other
parts of the world, offered a well-defined geography and history within
which to imagine a self-contained society. It should have been relatively
easy to picture Egypt as a self-sufficient nation, to minimize the wider re-
lations people may have had with other regions, and to give its particular
mixture of communities a singular and self-contained past. The survival of
monuments from more than five thousand years before, indeed the power-
ful image of what we call “ancient Egypt” as the cradle of civilization,
would seem to offer modern Egyptian nationalism a neat and uncontrover-
sial way to lay together superincumbent images of people, place, and past.

Yet constructing the past is never so straightforward. In the first place,
ancient monuments do not automatically belong to one’s own past. As
someone from England, I can admire the imaginative power and ancient
precision of Stonehenge, but I cannot feel those stones as part of my own
past. In order to belong to one’s history, monuments must connect with
some aspect of one’s social identity. Something similar seems to be true of
the way the monuments of ancient Egypt figure in the politics of Egyptian
nationalism. Periodically an effort was made to present the Pharaonic past
as a source of modern Egyptian national identity. The idea that modern
Egypt is a society whose ancestry goes back in a continuous line to a
Pharaonic beginning is also the view of the nation’s history found in Egyp-
tian school textbooks.10 However, such uses of the past have generally been
of limited political use in the country’s modern politics.

The most sustained effort to invoke the glories of ancient Egypt as the
source of modern Egyptian identity came in the second quarter of the twen-
tieth century, following the discovery of Tutankhamen’s tomb in the Val-
ley of the Kings, near Luxor, in 1922. When the British archaeologist
Howard Carter unearthed the riches of the first royal tomb to be found in-
tact in modern times, the event attracted worldwide attention. The discov-
ery coincided with Egypt’s winning partial independence from the British
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military occupation established in 1882, and provided the new nationalist
government with a powerful expression of the nation’s identity. The gov-
ernment refused to allow the British archaeologists to take possession of 50
percent of the discovered treasure, the practice followed with earlier finds.11

Its determination to keep control of the treasure provided a useful demon-
stration of the government’s newly acquired authority. Yet in the years fol-
lowing this event, the Pharaonic past played only a subordinate and di-
minishing role in Egyptian nationalism.

In architecture, a neo-Pharaonic style came briefly into fashion, but its
importance lasted less than a decade.12 For a few more years, a group of con-
servative writers with cultural ties to Europe continued to insist on the sig-
nificance of the nation’s Pharaonic origins. But they did so as part of an ar-
gument against northern Europeans who insisted on the Oriental and
therefore backward character of Egypt, and against local intellectuals who
insisted on the exclusively Islamic character of their society. The writers’
concern was to show that Egypt was a modern, Western nation, a view to be
proven by the fact that the West’s own past lay within Egypt. The signifi-
cance of the past for these writers was not so much that it gave the nation a
distinct and authentic identity, but that it showed that the nation belonged
to the larger community of the West, and was therefore modern. The role
of the past, in Dirks’s phrase, was to serve as a sign of the modern.13

In the same period a right-wing populist party, Young Egypt (Misr al-
Fatah), began to emphasize the importance of the Pharaonic past, finding
there an expression of its belief in leader worship, militarism, and an Egyp-
tian imperialism stretching from the Mediterranean to the equator. This
too was short-lived. By the 1930s most political argument in Egypt had re-
verted to themes that connected more readily with people’s everyday ex-
perience and self-conception, principally the themes of Islam, Arabism, and
anti-imperialism.14 These political identifications did not necessarily refer
to the confines of the Nile valley, and gave local politics a much wider res-
onance than a purely Egyptian nationalism.

The difficulties and ambiguities in the production of the nation’s past
can be more fully understood if one shifts one’s attention from the history
of nationalism, as it is conventionally written, to the political process that
I call making the nation. I find it useful here to think in terms of Bhabha’s
distinction between the nation as pedagogy and the nation as perfor-
mance.15 The history of nationalism reconstructs the more or less coherent
story of how the nation emerges as a pedagogical object. It pieces together
the official nation that is invoked in the ideology of political parties, the
propaganda of government programs, the imagery of a national film in-
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dustry, the rhetoric of school textbooks, the memoirs of public officials, and
the news reporting and opinion making of the mass media. These sources
constitute the formal archive examined by any standard history of the
emergence of twentieth-century Egyptian nationalism.16 What such an ac-
count generally overlooks is the more mundane and uncertain process of
producing the nation. I have in mind the variety of efforts, projects, en-
counters, and struggles in which the nation and its modern identity are
staged and performed. The difference between performance and pedagogy
is not a question of looking at the practical realm rather than a realm of
ideas, or the local rather than the national. Both pedagogy and performance
involve the making of meaning, and both take place in particular sites
among particular parties. What is different about making the nation is that
it always involves the question of otherness.

In the nation as pedagogy, the emergence of the national community is
understood as the history of a self that comes to awareness, or of a people
that begins to imagine its peoplehood. History is written to describe the
growing self-awareness or imagination of a collective subject. This imagi-
nation takes the form of a gradual revealing of the collective subject to it-
self, a revelation shaped by those powers of communication, reason, and
consciousness that define our understanding of an emergent self. There is
no encounter with otherness, except as part of the general discovery of a
world beyond the self. In the performative making of the nation, on the
other hand, otherness plays a constitutive role. The nation is made not out
of a process of self-awareness, but out of encounters in which this self is to
be made out of others; or rather, is to be made by making-other. The nation
is made out of projects in which the identity of the community as a mod-
ern nation can be realized only by distinguishing what belongs to the na-
tion from what does not, and by performing this distinction in particular
encounters. Unlike conventional accounts of the emergence of the nation
as pedagogy, our understanding of such encounters cannot be governed by
the consciousness of a collective subject that produces the meaning of the
nation; this collective subject, the nation, is not the author of the perfor-
mance, only its occasional effect. Moreover, one can bring into view the
forms of difficulty, uncertainty, violence, and subversion that the produc-
tion of the nation may involve.

In Egypt, one of the most important figures in this process of making
the self through making-other is the figure of the peasant. In the preceding
two chapters I examined a variety of mostly foreign representations of the
peasant. The new national elite within Egypt developed a more complex re-
lationship to the countryside, a theme that figured prominently in early
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nationalist fiction, film, and political argument. This chapter takes two in-
terconnected episodes from twentieth-century Egypt, both concerned with
the politics of national identity and cultural heritage, and both involving
the lives of a local village community. One is a campaign launched in the
1940s to define and preserve a national cultural heritage, pursued through
a struggle to create a national architecture based on the vernacular forms
of the Egyptian village. The other is a dispute over the protection and pre-
sentation of the heritage of ancient Egypt, in particular the Theban
Necropolis near Luxor where Howard Carter earlier unearthed the trea-
sures of King Tutankhamen. In 1945 these two different efforts to produce
and defend a national heritage came together in the plans to demolish and
rebuild a village in southern Egypt. In the 1990s, more than half a century
later, the village remained the site of an unresolved struggle over the coun-
try’s national heritage.

making the nation

In 1945 the Antiquities Department of the Egyptian government commis-
sioned the Cairo architect Hassan Fathy to design and build a village to re-
house the inhabitants of the village of Gurna. The village lay on the west
bank of the river Nile opposite the town of Luxor, four hundred miles
south of Cairo, adjacent to Shahhat’s village of Bu[airat, which we were in-
troduced to in chapter 4. It consisted of a group of hamlets stacked along
the desert escarpment at the valley’s edge, amid the ancient rock-cut tombs
and funerary temples known as the Theban Necropolis. A year or two ear-
lier the Department of Antiquities had been embarrassed by the removal of
an entire wall of one of the ancient tombs under its guard. It blamed the
local inhabitants for the theft and decided they should be removed from
the hillside and housed in a new village, to be built amid the sugarcane
fields of the valley below.

Hassan Fathy was a visionary architect. In Gurna he pioneered the
adoption of what later came to be known as “appropriate technology.” Be-
lieving in the value and virtue of vernacular building methods, he rejected
the use of reinforced concrete and mass-produced red brick—materials
that were already becoming the standard in public housing projects—and
insisted on building with handmade bricks produced in the local manner
from mud, mixed with straw and dried in the sun. Mud brick was more af-
fordable, he argued, especially if the villagers themselves were allowed to
participate in the building, making their own bricks out of local earth, and
provided better insulation against the heat of summer. It was also more
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aesthetically pleasing, he believed, especially when used not just for walls
but also for roofs, which could be made to support themselves in the form
of elegant vaults and domes. Fathy built New Gurna as a model village to
demonstrate the affordability and beauty of this vernacular peasant archi-
tecture. He intended it as a prototype, not only for other public housing
projects in Egypt, but for the development of an Egyptian national style.17

New Gurna became internationally famous. Its construction announced
the rejection of modernism in architecture and the desire to reappropriate
the styles and materials of an indigenous national heritage. The building 
of the model village also marked, as Kees van der Spek notes, the moment
of this vernacular style’s untimely death.18 The government purchased
fifty acres of sugarcane land in 1945, a dike was built to keep out the irri-
gation water, and the construction of the village proceeded over the follow-
ing three winters. In 1948, with only a fifth of the village completed, Fathy
was forced to abandon the project, partly because of bickering between
government departments, but mostly because one night that winter men
from the old hamlets of Gurna, whose families opposed the planned evic-
tion and resettlement, cut the dike and flooded the low-lying village.

Fathy’s account of these events, published twenty years later, expresses
his disappointment at the failure of his plans “to revive the peasant’s faith
in his own culture” and his bitterness toward the “suspicious and strict”
inhabitants of Gurna who had refused to cooperate and “were not able to
put into words even their material requirements in housing.”19 It is easy to
criticize Fathy today, whether for his paternalism toward villagers who
stood in the way of his architectural vision, or for the cosmopolitanism that
led him to propagate this vision in widely admired books published in En-
glish and French but cut him off from those who preferred to read in Ara-
bic.20 My concern here is not with Hassan Fathy, however, but with those
events in the 1940s in Gurna, where the attempt to reappropriate and pre-
serve an Egyptian vernacular was simultaneously born and destroyed. It is
this relationship between culture and destruction, between national heri-
tage and its subversion, that I am going to explore. Why did the manufac-
ture of the modern vernacular, the attempt to revive or preserve a peasant
culture, as well as the protection of a more ancient, archaeological past,
seem to depend upon a relationship of force and a structure of antagonism?
Is there something larger one can learn from the fact that the birth of a na-
tional heritage movement in New Gurna based upon the building methods
of peasant architecture was also the moment of its violent demise?

The history of Hassan Fathy’s vernacular model village intersects with
a continuing effort to present and preserve a different national heritage,
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the monuments of ancient Egypt. Fifty years later, toward the close of the
twentieth century, the road past New Gurna was filled with tourist buses,
which stopped beyond the village at the Colossi of Memnon before pro-
ceeding to the Valley of the Kings and other ancient sites. None of the
buses ever stopped at the model village, which was barely visible behind
the police inspection points and tourist signs that lined the main road. “The
Village,” as locals still referred to the place, was a thriving community, but
Fathy’s houses were by now overlaid with additions and extra floors (to the
extent that domed roofs allowed), or in many cases pulled down. Fathy’s
village school, whose domed roof had collapsed from neglect, was demol-
ished by the Ministry of Education in the late 1980s and replaced with a
larger school built according to the ministry’s uniform design for all
schools, with a reinforced concrete frame and manufactured brick. The
handmade mud bricks of the original school were used as rubble to make
the new building’s driveway.

One thing, however, survived intact after more than fifty years: the un-
fulfilled desire to evict the inhabitants of the old village of Gurna. After
several intervening failures, between 1992 and 1994 new plans were drawn
up, as part of a master plan for Luxor funded by the United States Agency
for International Development (USAID), to depopulate the seven or eight
hamlets on the Gurna escarpment, from Sawalim in the north to Gurnat
Mar[i in the south, as well as the neighboring hamlet of Medinat Habu (the
home of Critchfield’s Shahhat).21 Over the following four years new vil-
lages again were built, this time located in the desert five to ten kilometers
north of old Gurna, and again the households of Gurna largely refused to
move and see their village demolished. On January 17, 1998, after several
earlier skirmishes, a government bulldozer accompanied by two truckloads
of armed police moved into Gurna to carry out demolitions. A group of
about three hundred villagers gathered, later swelling to several thousand,
and drove the police back with stones, pushing their bulldozer into a canal.
The police opened fire on the villagers with automatic rifles, killing four
and leaving more than twenty injured.22 This incident set back the reloca-
tion plans, but by the end of the same year the head of Luxor City Coun-
cil, Major General Selmi Selim, confirmed that the plans to depopulate
“nine shanty areas known as Old Gurna” would go ahead, as part of a vi-
sion to turn the area into “an open air museum and cultural preserve.”23 As
he explained to the press, “You can’t afford to have this heritage wasted be-
cause of informal houses being built in an uncivilized manner.”24

The major general’s understanding of “heritage” was very different
from Hassan Fathy’s. Fathy had never succeeded in persuading the Egyp-
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tian government that it had anything to learn from the peasant. His con-
viction that a modern, national style, as well as solutions to the practical
problems of modernity, could be found in the ways villagers had tradition-
ally done things had no place in official visions of technical development
and a tourist-based heritage industry. Yet for all their differences, the two
perhaps had something in common. The major general’s use of the term
“uncivilized” to justify the evictions echoed the earlier language of Hassan
Fathy. Fathy’s account of the events of the 1940s tells the history of plan-
ning and building New Gurna as a story of the progress of culture and in-
telligence, impeded by the ignorance and lawlessness of the natives. The
families of Gurna lived mostly as tomb robbers, Fathy said (an accusation
to which I will come back), and it was to preserve this lawless way of life
that they sabotaged his project. (In the plans for the model village there
were to be several public buildings, including a theater and an exhibition
hall, intended to create the kind of public spirit that Fathy felt was missing
in ordinary villages; but there was also to be another kind of building not
usually found in villages, a police station.) This violence and lawlessness
provided the pretext for building the new village. It was only by addressing
the problems of the ignorance of the peasant and the absence of civilization
that an architect interested in a program to create a modern, peasant ver-
nacular could find an opportunity to work. There had to be some lack,
something missing from the peasant, for even a sympathetic modernizer to
transform his house into a national style.

I want to begin my analysis of Fathy’s project by recalling what seems a
minor episode in his account, an event he refers to as the malaria epidemic
of 1947. He notes in passing that the epidemic “killed about a third of
Gurna’s inhabitants,” but concentrates more on the restrictions imposed on
travel from Cairo and other delays the epidemic caused to his project.25 It
seems startling today that Fathy would not discuss any larger objections to
uprooting a community in the midst of such suffering. But in fact there is
more to this oversight. Writing twenty years later, Fathy had collapsed to-
gether two epidemics. And these events were not just an obstacle to his
plans, but the source of the political circumstances that made them possible.

The 1947 epidemic was actually an outbreak of cholera, not malaria, and
affected mostly Lower Egypt, although restrictions were placed on travel to
and from the south (Fathy helped the villagers in Gurna to sterilize their
wells as a measure against any local outbreak). But a few years earlier, in
1942–45, an epidemic of malaria had occurred in the Luxor region, the 
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outbreak of gambiae malaria, the disease’s most lethal form, that I dis-
cussed in chapter 1. Brought from the south by recent irrigation work de-
signed to increase the sugarcane plantations, as I mentioned, and by in-
creased wartime traffic with Sudan, it was this earlier epidemic, along with
the famine that resulted from wartime food shortages and men too sick to
harvest the wheat crop or earn wages cutting cane, that killed more than a
third of the people in the Gurna region.26 Among the 100,000 to 200,000
people who died in the south, the heaviest casualties were in Gurna and
other sugarcane plantations, where perennial irrigation enabled the gam-
biae mosquito to reproduce. It was the manager of the plantation neigh-
boring the Gurna sugar estate who estimated in May 1944 that 80 to 90
percent of the local population had contracted the disease, and the doctor in
the nearest town on the west bank, Armant, who reported 80 to 90 deaths
a day.27 Hassan Fathy arrived in Gurna only a few months after the last
gambiae mosquito was killed, before the survivors in the local villages had
even gathered another harvest.

The gambiae malaria epidemic, as we saw in chapter 1, provoked a politi-
cal crisis in Cairo. Opposition politicians blamed the large number of deaths
on the poverty of the Luxor region and the rest of the extreme south,
where a handful of owners controlled most of the land in sugar plantations
of thousands of acres each, and the majority of the population was landless
and worked for starvation wages. A deputy in parliament argued that liv-
ing conditions in the Soviet Union were far better. The ruling Wafd party,
which expressed the interests of large landowners, was anxious to defuse
this radical threat to the principle of landownership. It argued that the
cause of the epidemic was not poverty and inequality but the unsanitary
living conditions in the villages. Instead of land reform and the redistri-
bution of wealth, it supported a plan to demolish the country’s villages and
replace them with well-ventilated, sanitary, and attractive model villages.28

The idea of solving the problems of the countryside by replacing village
housing with model villages had been promoted by a new generation of so-
ciologists, educators, medical experts, and architects.29 In 1933 the Royal
Agricultural Society built a model [izba (housing complex) on its estate at
Bahtim, near Cairo, and in 1940 gave Hassan Fathy his first large architec-
tural commission, to build a second [izba at the same site.30 Henry Ayrout,
whose father and brothers were architects practicing in Cairo, promoted
the rebuilding of the country’s villages in his study of the Egyptian peas-
ant, Moeurs et coutumes des fellahs (Paris, 1938), which was republished
in Cairo in French and Arabic editions in 1942 and English in 1945.31 In
1941 the Cairo architectural review al-[Imara launched a campaign for vil-
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lage reconstruction and published a plan for a model village.32 None of
these proposals received government funding, until the political crisis of
1944–45, when Hassan Fathy was invited by the Antiquities Department
to construct his model village at Gurna.

The government purchased the fifty acres of sugarcane land from 
Boulos Hanna Pasha, who owned thousands of acres in the Gurna region
and was one of the largest landowners in Upper Egypt. The fifty acres were
to provide space for the village with its generously proportioned houses
and its numerous public buildings, a freshwater pond for swimming (to
keep children from the canals, where they contracted schistosomiasis), and
a public park for recreation—but not a single acre on which to grow food.
Unable to consider the dangerous question of villagers’ rights to agricul-
tural land, Fathy helped establish a textile workshop, employing twenty
child weavers, to provide some income for the village. A visiting govern-
ment official noticed that the children in the workshop “looked thin and
hungry,” and suggested that they be given a bowl of lentil soup every day.
“It was a sensible and practical suggestion,” Fathy admits. But no money
could be found to provide the food.33 The solutions Fathy pursued were ar-
chitectural and did not address questions of landownership. This was not
seen, however, as a limitation. Fathy saw his village as a pilot project
launching a “National Program for Rural Reconstruction” that would lead
“to the complete regeneration of the Egyptian countryside through re-
building its villages.”34

This approach to social problems was founded on the belief that the re-
covery of a vernacular national heritage—a heritage that was pure and un-
debased, and thus clean and sanitary—would provide a means to the recov-
ery of social energy, health, and purpose. Such thinking went beyond the
architectural politics of the later nineteenth century, expressed in the re-
building of Cairo and other large towns and the construction of workers’
housing on agricultural estates as rectilinear, visually organized spaces.35

Planning and rebuilding would now lead to the construction of new peasant
selves. At the same time it offered an alternative to impractical and contro-
versial proposals that threatened the social order of landownership. Fathy
was a farsighted individual, devoted to the new possibilities of planning and
architecture, not just for their end results, but as a process. He insisted on
the participation of villagers in the design—a novel idea—and believed the
very process of planning would be the means for them to recover their lost
individuality (about which Ayrout had written), through developing their
power to make decisions. They would develop into subjects of the nation by
discovering, in the rebuilding of their heritage, the ability to think for
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themselves.“Ideally,” Fathy wrote,“if the village were to take three years to
build, the designing should go on for two years and eleven months.”36

This was a radical view of the possibilities for peasant initiative and
peasant culture. The limitation we can now see—the inability to consider
that villagers might prefer to stay in the houses they had already designed
and built themselves—reflected the new hubris of planning. Fathy prided
himself on the fact that in New Gurna, a village intended to house seven
thousand people, every house was to be individually designed. Yet this de-
sire embodied a contradiction, the oxymoron of planned individuality.
What was distinctive in village housing was precisely that villages never
planned their houses as finished objects. They built them to grow with the
households and activities they housed, expanding and subdividing them,
adding and removing extra floors, turning rooms into workshops, stables,
or storefronts, over years or generations. The irregular streets and inter-
locking houses that Fathy designed for New Gurna expressed his attempt
to recreate the way the villagers’ “customs and taboos, their friendships
and their disputes [were] intimately integrated into the topography, into
every wall and beam of the village.”37 But to produce this irregularity as
something planned in advance, the houses had to be placed tightly to-
gether, so that streets could twist and interlocking relationships find ex-
pression in the village’s topography. As a result, the planning provided no
space for the houses to be later expanded or reorganized.

Fathy’s attitudes toward problems of peasant initiative also expressed
the fact that he himself was from the landowning class (his father was the
owner of one or more estates) and indeed was something of a royalist, with
admirers and supporters among the Egyptian royal family, including the
sisters of King Farouk.38 His architectural commissions came from the
same milieu, for only large institutions or wealthy individuals could afford
the luxury of architecture. Before receiving the commission to build the
village of New Gurna, he designed the model farm for the Royal Agricul-
tural Society (1941) and a headquarters at the Red Sea port of Safaga for
the Anglo-American-controlled Chilean Nitrate Company (1942), two in-
stitutions supporting large-scale farming. Most of his other architectural
designs in this period were country houses for the proprietors of large
agricultural estates.39

If Fathy saw the villagers of Gurna as unable “to put into words even their
material requirements in housing,” when one puts his project into a larger
social context it is the architect who is perhaps not able to put into words its
material basis.The sugar plantations of the Gurna region had originally been
village land. As we saw in chapter 2, from the mid-nineteenth century the
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ruling household in Cairo began to take over village land, paying little or no
compensation, as new irrigation schemes made it possible to channel the an-
nual Nile flood and plant the sugarcane crop year-round. After the country’s
Ottoman Turkish ruling household was declared bankrupt by its British and
French bankers in 1875 and the British army invaded and occupied Egypt,
the foreign bankers managed the estates and then auctioned them off, not re-
turning them to the original village owners but selling them to barons like
Boulos Hanna and Ahmad [Abbud. In 1908, when the bankers auctioned the
former viceregal estates near Gurna, local villagers discovered that their land
and even their houses were to become the property of the new plantation
owners.When the bailiffs later came to evict the villagers, in one reported in-
stance, they met resistance. Fifteen members of the eviction force were in-
jured, and fifty-seven villagers were arrested, one of who died in custody.40

So when the government neglected to provide New Gurna with land to grow
its own food, or even bowls of lentil soup for child workers, this was not an
insignificant oversight. It was the continuation of a process of expropriation
constructed and reconstructed over the preceding hundred years through the
depredations of a ruling elite and their European bankers. And it was to
counter the new challenges to this coercive order, following the malaria epi-
demic of 1942–45, that men were dreaming up plans for model villages and
Fathy was proclaiming the architect’s unique ability “to revive the peasant’s
faith in his own culture.”41

In projects of this sort one sees the difficulties of making the nation. To
perform the nation, groups must be included by first declaring them ex-
cluded for their lack of civilization, villages destroyed in order to preserve
them, pasts declared lost so that they may be recovered. Fathy wanted to
“revive” an indigenous culture as a means of developing an Egyptian na-
tional heritage. To perform this revival, he needed the people of Gurna. Yet
he needed them as a people outside the nation, whose removal would help
bring the nation and its past into being. The Gurnawis were to be treated as
ignorant, uncivilized, and incapable of preserving their own architectural
heritage. Only by seeing them in this way would the architect have an op-
portunity to intervene, presenting himself as the rediscoverer of a local
heritage that the locals themselves no longer recognized or knew how to
value. As the spokesman bringing this heritage into national politics, the
architect would enable the past to speak and play its role in giving the mod-
ern nation its character.

The people of Gurna could enter into national politics only by submitting
to an act of violence. To preserve their heritage, the architect first had to de-
stroy it. Old Gurna was to be pulled down and rebuilt—and not just because
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it was built over antiquities, for if the project succeeded, Fathy hoped that
every other village of Egypt would also be demolished and rebuilt (a proposal
later taken up by the United States development program in Egypt).42 The
preservation of the past required its destruction so that the past could be re-
built. Likewise, the performing of the nation required that every one of its
rural inhabitants be declared outside the nation, uncivilized and unhygienic,
so that in rendering them civilized and clean, the nation could be made.

When Fathy first visited one of his family’s own large farms, near Talkha
in the Nile Delta, “it was a terrible experience,” he reports. “I had had no
idea until then of the horrible squalor and ugliness amid which the peas-
ants on a farm lived. I saw a collection of mud huts, low, dark, and dirty,
with no windows, no latrines, no clean water, cattle living practically in the
same room with people; there was not the remotest connection with the
idyllic countryside of my imagination.”43 Fathy persuaded his parents to
rebuild the workers’ housing, or [izba. As he embarked on this and subse-
quent projects, however, he discovered two difficulties, one aesthetic and
one practical. It was the solution to this dual difficulty that was to define
the style of building for which he became famous. The genealogy of the so-
lution is important, because it involves a series of interlocking elements
over which Fathy had no control. These illuminate the complexities of
turning to the peasant, or to the ideal countryside of the imagination, in
the attempt to solve national problems and define a national style.

The aesthetic problem was that Fathy was unable to discover a model
for the vernacular form he sought to revive in any of the villages he was
rebuilding, or any other village he visited in Egypt. The idyllic countryside
of his imagination existed nowhere. The practical difficulty was that Egypt
was without forests and had no commercial supplies of lumber, which
Fathy needed to build the roofs of his mud-brick structures. In 1941, when
building the model farm for the Royal Agricultural Society at Bahtim, the
difficulty became acute, because the project included large granaries whose
roofs spanned a greater width than those of the ordinary workers’ housing.
To solve the problem Fathy attempted to build the granary roofs without
lumber in the form of vaults and domes, employing the same mud bricks
used for the walls. The vaults were intended to support themselves using
the principle of the arch, and in turn carry the weight of the domes. This
complex method was unsuccessful, however, and the domes collapsed.44

Hassan Fathy’s brother, [Ali, who worked as an engineer on the Aswan
Dam, helped him overcome the problem. He invited him to come and visit
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the village of Gharb Aswan, near the dam, where Fathy finally found houses
whose roofs included large mud-brick vaults. Gharb Aswan, he wrote,

was a new world for me, a whole village of spacious, lovely, clean, and
harmonious houses each more beautiful than the next. There was noth-
ing else like it in Egypt; a village from some dream country . . . whose
architecture had been preserved for centuries uncontaminated by for-
eign influences. . . . Not a trace of the miserly huddle of the usual
Egyptian village, but house after house, tall, easy, roofed cleanly with a
brick vault. . . . I realized that I was looking at the living survivor of
traditional Egyptian architecture.45

Fathy recruited a master mason from the village, [Alaa al-Din Mustafa,
who showed him the method of building vaults and worked with him on
New Gurna and several of his subsequent projects. The mud-brick vault
and dome henceforth defined Fathy’s Egyptian vernacular. At the same
time, he believed, by eliminating the use of expensive timber, these meth-
ods provided a means of building “an architecture for the poor.”

There were problems with Fathy’s solutions on both counts, the aes-
thetic and the practical. On the aesthetic side, Gharb Aswan was a Nubian
village, and its houses were built in the distinctive style of the Kanuzi, one
of the two main Nubian linguistic and cultural groups. Fathy chose to see
this style as the survival of a pure Egyptian architecture, “uncontaminated
by foreign influences.” The Egyptian government did not recognize the
Nubians, whose country spanned the modern border between Egypt and
Sudan, as a distinct people or ethnicity, so Fathy’s view of Nubian cultures
as Egyptian was in accord with official opinion, even if the Kanuzi them-
selves might not have considered their heritage Egyptian. Still, it was
ironic—and instructive—that only among a people whose language, cul-
ture, and history were all different from those said to define modern Egypt
could Fathy find an Egypt uncontaminated by the foreign.46 The point is
not to discredit Fathy’s desire for a vernacular Egyptian architecture, but to
acknowledge its complex and heterogenous origins.

More of an obstacle to the success of this new aesthetic was that in both
Egypt and Nubia domes carried a rather different connotation in vernacu-
lar architecture than the meaning Fathy wanted to give them. They were
traditionally used only for the roofs of mosques, churches, and tombs.
While this association may not have been especially resonant for a cosmo-
politan Cairo architect trained in the modernist style, in rural Egypt, espe-
cially in the south, domes were used everywhere for the small roofs of
saints’ tombs, and never for the building of houses. Despite what many
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agreed was the powerful simplicity and beauty of Fathy’s designs, he could
never erase the existing significance of domes in the countryside, which
transformed his own designs into an inappropriate confusion of sacred and
domestic styles.

On the practical side, vaults and domes were a solution to a problem that
for most villagers in Egypt did not exist. Fathy found timber expensive—
and calculated elaborate mud-brick roofs to be more affordable—because
he was obliged to purchase it commercially. For the farm at Bahtim he was
building an entire model hamlet, and in particular the large granaries to
store the landowner’s grain, something ordinary villagers never had the
luxury of needing, so he required timber in large amounts. Egypt imported
its commercial timber from Romania. The Second World War cut off these
supplies and caused the British army to requisition materials already in the
country. The resulting timber shortage obliged Fathy to turn to the more
complicated alternative of vaults, which required large quantities of mud
brick and the labor of skilled masons.

In Gurna and other parts of Upper Egypt there was a local method of
vaulting using a technique known as tuuf, which was simpler and less ex-
pensive than Fathy’s method.47 But this was used only in exceptional cir-
cumstances, such as where termites were present, and Fathy seems not to
have learned of its existence. In most cases villagers made flat roofs from
the trunks of locally grown date palms, overlaid with palm stalks and mud
plaster. Unlike Fathy, they had no need to purchase commercial supplies of
wood. They built their houses themselves, and when it was time to build or
extend a house another palm tree could always be found, usually one of the
villager’s own. Palms, as it happens, are male or female, and only the latter
produce fruit. Just one male tree was needed to fertilize every fifteen or
twenty females, so the other males could be cut for timber.48 Thanks to the
reproductive mechanisms of the date palm, for the villager, unlike the ar-
chitect, there was no timber shortage, and thus no need for the complexi-
ties of domes.

For reasons both aesthetic and practical, Fathy’s mud-brick domes and
vaults never caught on, except among a small group of his students and
friends. The use of mud brick for any kind of architecture, moreover, was
never supported by Egyptian officialdom or the architectural profession,
and large building contractors like Osman Ahmed Osman lobbied success-
fully against Fathy’s ideas. Villagers continued to build their own houses
with mud brick walls. But even these gradually gave way to the use of
baked red brick and concrete. Curiously, the elements that were bringing
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about the demise of this local heritage were the same developments that
had enabled Fathy to discover his distinctive style—large-scale agriculture,
and the Aswan Dam.

By the end of the 1960s, two decades after the building of New Gurna,
the government had taken the place of large landowners in deciding what
to grow and had constructed a second dam at Aswan. The High Dam ended
the annual flooding of the Nile and enabled the authorities to extend the
cultivation of sugarcane, which displaced the growing of wheat. Villagers
no longer had the long weeks of the Nile flood, which in the past provided
time for the laborious work of brick making and communal house building.
Many no longer had their own wheat to provide the straw needed for bricks
and plaster. For both these reasons, building with mud brick began to lose
its advantages over the faster method of building with reinforced concrete.

Thanks to the dam, moreover, even the mud itself was less and less
available. The fields were no longer flooded, there was no longer an annual
deposit of Nile silt, and no longer any renewal of the alluvial mud out of
which mud-brick houses were built. Before the High Dam, the Nile carried
some 124 million tons of sediment to the sea each year, depositing nearly
ten million tons on the flood plain. After the dam, 98 percent of that sedi-
ment remained behind the dam.49 By the 1980s the government was forced
to ban the use of alluvial mud for brick making, to protect agricultural
land. Fathy’s celebration of a vernacular based on centuries of accumula-
tion of local mud was launched at precisely the moment when (and for rea-
sons connected with the fact that) the mud for the first time in history was
no longer in supply.

If the irrigation works at Aswan caused mud-brick building to gradually
disappear, ironically they had also played an unnoticed role in Fathy’s pro-
duction of an Egyptian vernacular. Gharb Aswan, the village in which
Fathy discovered an Egyptian architecture “preserved for centuries,” was
in fact a modern village. It was built at the turn of the century to house
people from the Nubian villages to the south, which were submerged by
the reservoir created by the first Aswan Dam.50 The dam had given Fathy
the opportunity to build his vernacular village, by creating first the estates
and then the epidemics that brought the politics of rural reconstruction
into being. These irrigation works had simultaneously destroyed the coun-
try of Nubia, whose rebuilt houses were the inspiration for his Egyptian
vernacular. The nation, and its heritage, must be made out of the material
lives of others. In doing so, however, it incorporates processes and materi-
als whose use and meaning it does not entirely control.
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the performance of the past

Fifty years later the government was still trying to evict the population of
old Gurna, and still describing them as lawless and unhygienic. To the old
arguments about tomb robbing, official statements in the 1990s now added
the claim that their “living conditions are poor, unhygienic, and spoil the
view,” and that the presence of this large population in what was now rec-
ognized by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site prevented its archaeological
preservation and its development as an “open air museum.”51

The issues were still those of heritage and civilization. But by the close
of the twentieth century, Hassan Fathy’s vision of a national culture in-
spired by the revival of peasant initiative and know-how had disappeared,
along with most of the houses of his model village. Instead the government
planned an open-air museum, in which the role of the peasant, as we will
see, was rather smaller. The development plans of the 1980s and 1990s are
discussed more fully in the final section of this book. But the plans for the
development of tourism and national heritage in Gurna can provide an in-
troduction to these issues, as well as a contrast with the peasant politics of
an earlier period.

In 1982 the World Bank hired the U.S. consulting firm Arthur D. Little
to draw up a program for increasing tourism revenue in Luxor (the same
firm had been hired to do a similar study in 1953).52 The consultants re-
vived the proposal for the depopulation of Gurna, along with Hassan
Fathy’s scheme to set up a cooperative to improve the quality of locally
made souvenirs. With the local population removed, the increase in
tourism revenue was to come from better “visitor management” and im-
proved infrastructure to enable the development of luxury hotels and Nile
cruise ships. Since there was a limit to the number of tourists who could be
squeezed each hour in and out of King Tutankhamen’s tomb, income
growth was to come partly from a shift toward wealthier tourists. The gov-
ernment proceeded to spend $60 million on these improvements, more
than half of it borrowed from the World Bank to pay for foreign consul-
tants and contractors.53

These investments made possible a rapid growth in tourism. From 1982
to 1992 the number of visitors to Egypt and their estimated expenditures
more than doubled (although attacks by Islamic militants caused numbers
to dip again in the 1990s).54 In Luxor most of the growth, as planned, was
in luxury hotels and cruise ships. Across the river in Gurna, those who had
established small hotels or other tourist enterprises before the develop-
ment ban was imposed did well. They typically put their profits into im-
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porting small air-conditioned tour buses from Germany and Japan, or buy-
ing land and putting up apartment buildings in Luxor. For many villagers,
however, there was almost no way of breaking into the tourist business,
except for those who found unskilled work on the cruise ships at below-
subsistence wages. A few dozen young men did better by finding a foreign
tourist to marry—usually a much older woman, who might visit each win-
ter for a few weeks and with luck was wealthy enough to set the husband
up in business. One woman, an enterprising California divorcée named
Happy, began to build a small hotel on the edge of the desert south of the
Theban Necropolis.55 The building was stopped by the authorities, of
course, and after six years and many payments to persuade the officials to
allow construction to proceed the hotel was still not quite finished. Most of
the husbands settled for something less, such as an imported car to run as
a tourist taxi. Cruising past those working in the sugarcane fields in their
air-conditioned Peugeots, these young men seemed to underline the sepa-
ration of the tourist world from the village.

The World Bank’s program was designed to increase this separation.
Arthur D. Little, Inc., conducted a survey of tourists’ experiences in Luxor
and reported, as they had in their 1953 study, that the biggest problem con-
cerned the visitors’ contact with the local population. Tourists complained
of being bothered continually by people trying to take them somewhere or
sell them something. The consultants recommended that no further ped-
dlers’ licenses be issued.

More significantly, the visitor management scheme they devised was
planned to minimize unregulated contact with the tourists and increase
their physical separation from the local community. Separate river ferry
and bus facilities were developed to isolate the movement of tourists from
local traffic. An enclosed visitor center with its own restaurant and shops
was to be built to enclose the tourists waiting for transportation. In a village
adjacent to Gurna the plans called for an elevated walkway to be erected
through the middle of the hamlet, so that tourists could cross from the bus
parking lot to the Pharaonic temple without touching the village itself.

Enclave tourism, as this kind of arrangement is called, had become the
typical pattern of tourist development in regions outside Europe and
North America. It appeared to be required by the increasing disparity be-
tween the wealth of the tourists and the poverty of those whose countries
they visited. The Egyptian Ministry of Tourism appealed to foreign capi-
talists considering putting money into hotels or other tourist enterprises
in Egypt with the claim that investors were “enjoying outstanding profits
in the tourism field,” thanks to the easy repatriation of those profits and to
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“labor costs that are more than competitive on a world-wide scale.”56 In the
late 1980s the ministry calculated that each tourist spent on average $100
a day in Egypt, which was more than most hotel employees earned in a
month. A decade later the disparity was far greater.57 The difference in
wealth was so pronounced that the tourists’ enjoyment could only be se-
cured by their physical separation from the host community.

There was a further reason for the creation of enclave tourism. As the
industry became concentrated in the hands of luxury hotels under the
management of U.S.- or European-based international chains, along with
half a dozen large Egyptian entrepreneurs, the hotel managers sought to
increase their profits by containing more tourist expenditure within their
own establishments.58 The grand Egyptian hotels that used to provide little
more than spacious accommodations and an elegant dining room were re-
placed by hotel complexes that offered three or four different restaurants
and cuisines, several bars, shopping arcades, a swimming pool and fitness
club, cruises and excursions, business facilities, and evening lectures and
entertainment. The Nile cruise ships and the walled “tourist villages” pop-
ular where space was plentiful, such as the Red Sea coast, were even more
self-contained.

In chapter 2 we encountered a different kind of walled village, the [izba
or housing complex built for the workers on large agricultural estates.
There is no similarity between the two kinds of enclosures, except this:
both represent methods to contain a population, to establish a local zone of
sovereignty where external forms of law, exchange, or movement might
not apply. In a later chapter we will consider how what is called capitalism
or the market adopts many different strategies to build enclosures or en-
claves of this sort.

If the [izba was built to keep the peasants in, the enclave hotel was built
to keep them out. The local population, except for a small elite, was ex-
cluded by the prices charged and the guards posted at the gate. 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 segre-
gation. Most Luxor tourists found themselves living, eating, and sleeping
in their enclave hotels, traveling in separate air-conditioned taxis and
buses, and going to separate entertainments. The few occasions in which
organized tourists encountered the local street, whether half an hour set
aside for shopping in the Luxor bazaar or a five-minute walk from the
cruise ship to an archaeological site through a strip of village, became fren-
zied scenes in which local peddlers, merchants, and entrepreneurs tried to
secure some small share of the tourist business.
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The segregation was further encouraged by government and World
Bank policy. In the 1980s the World Bank directed Egyptian public funds
into building the infrastructure for tourist development. In the 1990s the
World Bank pushed for the profits from this public investment to be
switched into private Egyptian and foreign hands. Supported by a former
IMF employee and banker–turned–minister of tourism, Fu]ad Sultan, in
1992 the World Bank paid the consultants Coopers and Lybrand Deloitte to
draw up plans to sell off the country’s luxury hotels, which, although man-
aged by international hotel chains, were still owned by the state.59 The ho-
tels were highly profitable, providing returns of up to 50 percent of revenue
or more. As the consultants acknowledged, the investors enjoyed prospects
for windfall profits from the future resale of undervalued properties.60

Whatever the windfall, the increased control of Luxor tourism by out-
side capital had two likely consequences. First, it would send not just the
profits from tourism abroad, but tourist expenditure in general. Increasing
international integration of the tourist industry decreases the proportion
of tourist expenditure that remains in the host country or region.61 The in-
tegration of the hotel industry was accompanied in the 1990s by that of the
foreign tour operators.62 Second, as those who purchased these assets in-
creased the pressure on local managers to build their share of a limited
market, the process of segregating the tourists within their luxury enclaves
would intensify. For the young men of Gurna and neighboring villages
seeking employment, both developments were likely to decrease the pro-
portion of tourism income available to the local community.

Yet even as the process of segregation developed, the lives of the local
community were increasingly affected by the tourist presence. Because of
the kind of industry tourism is, its development involves more than a 
simple process of segregation. A conventional industry, whether based in 
manufacturing or agriculture, involves organizing people to produce. Mass
production relies upon all the well-known methods of recruiting and disci-
plining a workforce, organizing their use of time, their movement, and
their arrangement in physical space, and developing systems of instruc-
tion, supervision, and management. Mass tourism, by contrast, involves
organizing people to consume. It relies upon similar methods of managing
flows and timetables, arranging physical space, and instructing and super-
vising, to maximize the process of consumption.

Tourism is an industry of consumption, and the consumption not of in-
dividual goods but of a more complex commodity, experiences. No object of
modern consumption is ever just a thing. The purchase of food, clothing, or
cars is always the purchase of a certain taste, lifestyle, or experience. One
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pays not just for the thing but for what it signifies. With tourism, this con-
sumption of what things signify is taken to the extreme. The tourist in-
dustry sells not individual objects of signification but entire worlds of ex-
perience and meaning.

In Luxor the tourism industry marketed the consumption of ancient
Egypt. The experience was created out of the archaeological sites, but also
by organizing the contemporary society to appear as a reflection and ex-
tension of the past. The 1982 World Bank report on visitor management
explained that “the creation of an overall environment is needed on the
West Bank in order for Luxor to reach its full market potential.”63 This
meant turning Gurna into an “open air museum,” its population moved
out, and its houses destroyed. A few houses were to be left standing as ex-
amples of local architecture, and used to house artisans and craftsmen pro-
ducing tourist artifacts.

The new plans to evict the population of Gurna were formalized in a study
carried out between 1992 and 1994. The new relocation site, first identified
and surveyed in the 1950s, lay several kilometers to the north. Adopting
themes first articulated by Hassan Fathy and subsequently transformed
into standard development practice, the Terms of Reference for the reloca-
tion study, funded by USAID, emphasized the need for detailed architec-
tural, social, and cultural surveys of the old village and “community par-
ticipation” in the planning. The former now involved the making of an
ethnographic film about the community that was to be removed, while
“community participation” was reduced to constructing plywood model
houses in three sizes, which villagers could visit to select their house de-
sign.64 Several hundred villagers, in most cases those who were able to ex-
change one old house for several new ones, agreed to move to the new set-
tlements, leading to extreme overcrowding (since 1978 the government
had banned further building in old Gurna). So only a few dozen old houses
were available for demolition. When the government tried to force other
villagers to move, the result more than once was resistance, culminating in
the riot and shootings of January 1998.

The World Bank, USAID, and the Egyptian Government spent tens of
millions of dollars during the 1990s alone planning and attempting once
again the eviction of the people of Gurna.65 Despite this large employment
of architects, planners, ethnographers, bureaucrats, and bulldozers, there
was little investigation of the actual need for the evictions or their possible
impact. While there were studies of the aesthetics and culture of old Gurna,
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there was to be no investigation of the actual problems these people were
said to be creating, which might put in question the need for the evictions
and for the employment of so much expertise.

The alleged problems can be briefly examined. First, it was said, the peo-
ple of Gurna were tomb robbers, an accusation repeated so often that even
many critics of the eviction assumed it to be true.The image of tomb robbers
was a standard element in national media representations of Gurna, from
Shadi [Abd al-Salam’s famous film of 1969, al-Mumiya (The Mummy), to a
popular television serial aired during the middle of theses events in
1996–97, Hilm al-janubi (The Southerner’s Dream), whose plot turned on
the conflict between an evil tomb robber in the Luxor area and an educated
hero who sought to defend and rediscover Egypt’s heritage.66 Occasionally
the government reinforced these images by staging a raid on a Gurna house.
In 1996 Muhammad al-Adhim, sixty-three years old, came home to find
that the authorities had discovered a tomb cut into the rock behind the wall
of his late great-grandmother’s bedroom. The tomb was just an empty tun-
nel, but this did not stop the authorities from arresting the old man, who
worked as an assistant in a local dentist’s office, and making a public exam-
ple of him. “I am completely stunned. I never knew there was a tunnel,” he
said. “I think the tourist authority just made a balloon to attract foreigners.
Tomorrow they will say these slippers I am wearing came from Ramses II.”
Tomb robbers, he pointed out, were supposed to make lots of money. “But
can you tell me where is my Mercedes, where is my six-storey house?”67

Over some two hundred years certain households in Gurna formed a
small part of the international network that moved the treasures of ancient
Egypt to the great museums and private collections of Europe and North
America. It is curious that we now look back on the Gurnawis as tomb rob-
bers, but still find it difficult to describe the British Museum in London or
the Metropolitan Museum in New York as collections of stolen goods.68 An
illicit trade in Egyptian antiquities still continued, driven by the demand
from private collectors in the West. Occasionally these trading rings were
broken, however, and news reports showed that the sources of stolen goods
were invariably storerooms under the control of the government, dozens of
which were dotted around the country, holding as many as a million pieces.69

These problems might have best been addressed by measures such as better
pay and training for local employees of the antiquities authority, more se-
cure storerooms, and a more vigorous international campaign against the
American and European dealers. In 1970 UNESCO adopted a convention to
prohibit and prevent the international trade in stolen art and antiquities.
Thirty years later, Britain, Germany, Switzerland, Japan, and several other
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countries that played an important role in the illegal trade had not ratified
the convention.70 Enforcement was so weak that Interpol estimated that 90
to 95 percent of stolen artifacts were never recovered.71 Attempts to get the
United States and other leading importers of stolen antiquities to pass do-
mestic legislation to prevent the trade were also unsuccessful.72 It was easier
to demand the eviction of villagers from a hillside in southern Egypt than to
investigate how the trade in antiquities was actually organized and run and
to collaborate on measures against international dealers and buyers. Devel-
opment agencies, architects, planners, and academics could then repeat with-
out evidence the claim that Gurnawis were tomb robbers.

Second, it was argued, whether or not they were robbing its tombs, the
villagers of Gurna were damaging the Theban Necropolis by their very
presence. The wastewater from the Gurna houses was damaging the tombs,
the authorities claimed, and houses built over tombs “spoiled the view”
and prevented the development of tourism.

Again, it is not clear what the evidence was for these claims. The hamlets
of Gurna were not allowed to have running water or to dig wells. They had
to fetch all the water they needed in wheeled oil drums pulled by donkey.
The only running water on the Theban hillside was in the accommodations
of the European archaeological missions. Although moisture damage was a
serious problem, there was no geological survey of the Gurna site, with its
alternating layers of limestone and shale, to assess the impact of habitation
(versus, for example, the impact of the general raising of the water table and
humidity levels since the building of the Aswan High Dam), or to identify
which locations could support human occupation without damage to the
tombs.73 Once again, despite the millions of dollars spent on outside consul-
tants, these basic studies had not been done. Nor was any effort made to
consider less disruptive solutions to the problem of wastewater.

Detailed information was available, on the other hand, about the damage
that tourists were doing, and especially the damage done by tourists’ waste-
water. If a tomb in the Theban Necropolis was occupied by twelve visitors, in
one hour their sweat increased the relative humidity by 5 percent. At the
peak of the tourist season, up to 4,500 tourists visited the Necropolis every
hour. More than one-third of them, between 1,500 and 2,000, visited the
three most popular tombs, causing the humidity in them to increase by up to
100 percent, a level at which one-fifth of the wall painting can be lost.74 Al-
though villagers could be denied running water to reduce the problem of
wastewater, there appeared to be no equivalent way to stop tourists from
sweating. The master plan for Luxor, of which the depopulation of Gurna
was a part, envisioned quadrupling the number of tourists within twenty
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years, from one million each year to four million. Every one of those three
million extra visitors would want to squeeze themselves, dripping with per-
spiration, into and out of the tombs of Gurna. Far from eliminating the prob-
lem of wastewater, the plans for Gurna were going to add to it significantly.

As for access to the ancient tombs, although a handful of them had
houses built over their entrances, there were many hundreds of others that
were not concealed by houses yet were not opened up to tourism. Some of
these were used by the authorities for other purposes, such as storerooms.
The tombs concealed by the houses the authorities wanted to demolish
were arguably better off than all the rest. Although tombs of no archaeo-
logical significance were often simply cavelike extensions of the house
built against them, the few of archaeological merit were closed off from the
house itself and controlled by the antiquities department. Moreover, the
relationship between household and tomb may represent a more histori-
cally interesting aspect of the local heritage than many of the empty tombs
cleared out and opened up as tourist sites. Indeed, one or two archaeologists
working in the area had started to dig not in uncleared tombs but in the
piles of debris cleared out by earlier excavations. Earlier excavators were
interested only in Pharaonic treasure, or at most in the art and artifacts of
the Pharaonic period. Yet many of the tombs came to serve as human habi-
tations over subsequent centuries, and the debris of earlier excavations
contains rich evidence of this long period of Coptic and early Islamic local
life. The communities living among the tombs today may date back a mere
four or five hundred years. But as van der Spek argues, the relationship
they represent between a dead past and a living community is part of the
history of the Theban Necropolis.75

In 1981 half a million tourists visited Luxor and each stayed for an average
of only 2.1 nights. By the 1990s the number of visitors in a good year was
more than double that, but the length of stay had declined to an average of
less than one night.76 The local tourist industry had less than twenty-four
hours within which to maximize the tourist’s consumption. This required
a meticulous planning of meals, drinks, sleeping, and entertainment, as
well as the requisite trips to Karnak and Luxor temples, the sound and light
show, the felucca ride, a visit to the Luxor bazaar, plus trips to King Tu-
tankhamen’s tomb and other sundry tombs and temples of the Theban
Necropolis across the river.

This mass production of experience produced a curious common inter-
est between tourism’s overorganized heritage consumers and some of the
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local community. In the 1982 World Bank survey, alongside the complaint
about the behavior of peddlers and local merchants, the most frequent
tourist request was for more meaningful contact with the local population.
Many tourists to Luxor were anxious to escape the routine and meet “real
Egyptians.” Many of the local population, interested in diverting tourist
expenditure back toward their own needs, were keen to help. Zaynab, for
example, had a house directly in front of a parking area for tour buses. Her
children would hang around the buses, out of sight of the tour guides, and
catch the eye of tourists lagging behind the main group as it headed off to-
ward the temple. They then invited them into the house to watch their
mother baking bread at the earthen oven. The children expected a tip of a
pound or so, and some of the tourists even offered money to their mother.

The mass consumption of heritage included countless small encounters
of this sort, in which the logics of exclusion, impoverishment, and eviction
were briefly suspended. Such events operated like a local ecotourism, al-
most invisible to the large-scale tourist industry, performing, like Zaynab’s
children, behind its back, yet for many individual tourists often represent-
ing the highlight of their day, far more memorable than all that sweaty
Theban heritage. These encounters very occasionally developed into longer
exchanges, including the foreign women who as tourists found a part-time
husband in the village. None of this was necessarily an ecotourism to cele-
brate, for it was usually constructed on considerable inequalities and mis-
understandings. But it does remind us that the manufacture and consump-
tion of heritage produced encounters beyond the control of heritage
managers, where the act of consumption briefly undermined the place of
things in the heritage system.

Let me conclude by bringing the question of tourism and the heritage
industry back to the issue of producing the nation. In November 1996, the
heads of more than seventy Gurna households threatened with eviction
and the demolition of their homes signed a petition to the authorities. “We
the people of Gurna,” it stated,

. . . have become threatened in our homes, we have become agonized
with fear, while our houses are demolished above our heads and we are
driven from our homeland. Sirs, you know the feelings suffered by the
refugee driven from his home, the exile from his land, the person who
becomes a stranger in his own country. We have begun to wonder
whether we are Egyptians.

The petition describes the fear and violence of relocation, connecting it to
other, more brutal expulsions of a sort that Egyptians in recent history
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have not had to face. The villagers then invoke for themselves the idea of
the nation, asking the question “whether we are Egyptians.” This simple
question opens up the contradictions of nation making. Their eviction has
been justified as a project of producing the nation. To preserve the heritage
of the nation, and to turn those portrayed as lawless and uneducated into
honest citizens of the state, they must be expelled from their homes. To
produce the nation requires an act of violence, and in revealing this vio-
lence its victims bring to light the forces and instabilities that nation mak-
ing brings into play. The petition continues:

The pretext for all this is that we damage and do harm to tourism and
that we threaten the safety of the monuments. We do not understand
who has fabricated these rumors. We come from the monuments and
by the monuments we exist. Our livelihood is from tourism. We have
no source of sustenance beyond God except for our work with
tourism. . . . We are married to the tourists. 77

Against the popular official portrayal of them as backward, unclean, igno-
rant, and an obstacle to the development of a modern heritage site, they de-
clare “we are married to the tourists.” Both a metaphor for their close in-
volvement with the tourist industry, and a reference to the fact that foreign
women have in fact married local men, this claim gently but insistently
subverts the official rhetoric.

Given that the authorities had been periodically attempting to evict the
people of Gurna for more than five decades, and now had on their side all
the resources of bulldozers, armed police forces, tourism investors, and U.S.
and World Bank consultants, it is important to take seriously the power to
subvert the violent plans of the heritage industry. This subversion, I have
argued, was not the pure resistance of an indigenous community opposed
to the plans of the authorities. It was a subversion that operated within, and
opened up to view, the contradictions of the projects of heritage and nation
making. The manufacturing of a national heritage attempted to divide the
world into consumers of tradition and the dead, depopulated heritage they
were to consume. But on numerous levels and in multiple ways, neither
the consumers nor those facing eviction agreed to this program. And in
their minor acts of disruption, they brought its hidden violence into view.
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III
fixing the economy
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7 The Object of Development

Open almost any study of Egypt produced by an American or interna-
tional development agency and you are likely to find it starting with the
same simple image. The question of Egypt’s economic development is al-
most invariably introduced as a problem of geography versus demography,
pictured by describing the narrow valley of the Nile River, surrounded by
desert, crowded with rapidly multiplying millions of inhabitants.

A 1980 World Bank report on Egypt provides a typical example. “The
geographical and demographic characteristics of Egypt delineate its basic
economic problem,” the report begins.

Although the country contains about 386,000 square miles, . . . only a
narrow strip in the Nile Valley and its Delta is usable. This area of
15,000 square miles—less than 4 percent of the land—is but an elon-
gated oasis in the midst of desert. Without the Nile, which flows
through Egypt for about a thousand miles without being joined by a
single tributary, the country would be part of the Sahara. Crammed into
the habitable area is 98 percent of the population . . . . The population
has been growing rapidly and is estimated to have doubled since 1947.1

The visual simplicity of the image, spread out like a map before the reader’s
eye, combines with the arithmetical certainty of population figures, surface
areas, and growth rates to lay down the logic of the analysis to follow:
“One of the world’s oldest agricultural economies,” a report written for the
United States Agency for International Development (USAID) begins,

Egypt depends upon the fruits of the narrow ribbon of cultivated land
adjacent to the Nile and to that river’s rich fan-shaped delta. For more
than 5,000 years agriculture has sustained Egypt. During the first half
of this century, however, . . . the growth of agriculture failed to keep up
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with the needs of a population which doubled, then nearly tripled. It is
a matter of simple arithmetic . . . 2

The popularity of this image of space and numbers is summed up in the
World Bank report. “These two themes—the relatively fixed amount of
usable land and the rapid growth of the population—will be seen as leit-
motifs in the discussion of Egypt’s economic problems.”3

Fields of analysis often develop a convention for introducing their ob-
ject. Such tropes come to seem too obvious and straightforward to ques-
tion. The somewhat poetic imagery favored by writings on Egyptian de-
velopment seldom lasts beyond the opening paragraph, and the text moves
quickly on to the serious business of social or economic argument. Yet the
visual imagery of an opening paragraph can establish the entire relation-
ship between the textual analysis and its object. Such relationships are
never simple. Objects of analysis do not occur as natural phenomena, but
are partly formed by the discourse that describes them. The more natural
the object appears, the less obvious this discursive manufacture will be.

The description that invariably begins the study of Egypt’s economic
development forms its object in two respects. In the first place, the topo-
graphic image of the river, the desert surrounding it, and the population
jammed within its banks defines the object to be analyzed in terms of the
tangible limits of nature, physical space, and human reproduction. These
apparently natural boundaries shape the kinds of solutions that will follow:
a more scientific management of resources, and new technologies to over-
come their natural limits. The world is divided into nature and science, the
material and the technological, a realm of objects and a realm of ideas. Yet
the apparent naturalness of the imagery is misleading. The assumptions
and figures on which it is based can be examined and reinterpreted to re-
veal a very different picture. The limits of this alternative picture are not
those of geography and nature but of powerlessness and social inequality.
What appears as nature is already shaped by forms of power, technology,
expertise, and privilege. The alternative solutions that follow are not just
technological and managerial, but social and political.

In the second place, the naturalness of the topographic image, so easily
pictured, sets up the object of development as just that—an object, out
there, not a part of the study but external to it. The discourse of interna-
tional development constitutes itself in this way as an expertise and intelli-
gence that stands completely apart from the country and the people it de-
scribes. Much of this intelligence is generated by organizations such as the
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World Bank and USAID, which came to play a powerful economic and po-
litical role within countries like Egypt. International development has a spe-
cial need to overlook this internal involvement in the places and problems it
analyzes, and present itself instead as an external intelligence that stands
outside the objects it describes. The geographical realism with which Egypt
is so often introduced helps establish this deceptively simple relationship.

Earlier chapters of this book have discussed a series of projects and
forces that configured the Egyptian countryside in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, including the estate system and the law of property, ir-
rigation works and epidemic disease, artificial fertilizer and industrial
crops, the manufacture of heritage, and the importation of social science.
The final part of the book turns to the end of the twentieth century.

In 1973–74 the government of Egypt announced an “open door” eco-
nomic policy (infitah), after almost two decades of close regulation of for-
eign investment and imports. The government’s ownership, funding, and
management of large industry, trade, construction, and finance was now to
be complemented by foreign and local private sector initiatives, often in
partnership with state banks and enterprises. The significance of this
change in policy should not be exaggerated. Economic relations had been
formatted as a mix of government and so-called private processes since at
least the creation of modern landed property, law, irrigation works, rail-
ways, policing, hygiene, and other networks in the nineteenth century, as
we saw in chapter 2, and this formatting had gone through numerous
crises and adjustments. The reforms of the last quarter of the twentieth
century represented another series of adjustments, rather than any simple
shift from “the state” to “the private sector” or, as it came to be known,
“the market.”

One important part of this reformatting was the new role played in
Egypt by the 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 un-
official. They also met with resistance in Egypt, official and unofficial, and
were seldom able simply to impose new policies, still less to control the
outcome when their interventions were successful. Where they did achieve
results, however, was in their monopoly of expertise.

The final three chapters examine this expertise and its place in Egyp-
tian politics. The current chapter examines the reforms of the 1970s and
1980s, and the way these were formatted as solutions to the problems of

The Object of Development / 211

Mitchell_07  7/9/02  11:26 AM  Page 211



geography and nature in terms of which Egypt was always defined. Chap-
ters 8 and 9 look at the crisis that followed at the end of the 1980s, and the
remaking of the economy in the economic reforms of the 1990s.

too many people?

We can start with the common image of overpopulation and land shortage.
Whenever you hear the word “overpopulation,” Susan George suggests,
“you should reach, if not for your revolver, at least for your calculator.”4 It
is seldom clear, as she points out, to what the prefix “over” refers. What is
the norm or the comparison to which it relates? “Egypt has the largest
population . . . in the Middle East,” noted the World Bank report Trends in
Developing Economies in 1989: “Its 52 million people are crowded into the
Nile delta and valley . . . with a density higher than that of Bangladesh or
Indonesia.”5 Why Bangladesh and Indonesia? The World Bank might
equally have mentioned Belgium, say, or South Korea, where population
densities were respectively three and four times higher than Indonesia—
but where the comparison would have had a less negative implication.

It is true that Egypt’s level of agricultural population per hectare of
arable land was similar to that of Bangladesh, and about double that of In-
donesia.6 But this comparison is misleading, for arable land in Egypt is
vastly more productive. It was estimated in 1986 that Egyptian agricultural
output per hectare was more than three times that of both Bangladesh and
Indonesia.7 So it is not clear that Egypt was overpopulated in relation to ei-
ther of these countries.

Perhaps it would be more realistic to gauge Egypt’s land shortage by
comparing it not with poorer countries but with places that had a similar
total population and per capita gross national product, combined with far
greater areas of cultivated land. The Philippines and Thailand were the two
closest examples in population size and GNP and had cultivated areas three
times and eight times that of Egypt, respectively.8 Yet despite having far
less land to farm, Egypt’s agricultural population produced more crops per
person than either of these countries. Egyptian agricultural output per
worker was perhaps 8 percent higher than that of the Philippines and 73
percent higher than that of Thailand.9

Despite the visual power of the image of more than 50 million Egyp-
tians crowded into the valley of the Nile, there is no prima facie evidence
for the assumption that this population was too large for its cultivable area.
Perhaps it might be argued in more general terms that the world’s popu-
lation is too large in relation to the earth’s limited resources.10 In that case,
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however, there is no reason to single out Egyptians. On the contrary, Egyp-
tians made very modest demands on the world’s resources (measured in
terms of energy consumption per capita) compared with inhabitants of
Western Europe, Japan, and North America. One inhabitant of the United
Kingdom, for example, required more of the world’s energy per year than
six Egyptians, and one American was more expensive in energy terms than
a dozen Egyptians.11 So it can hardly be the latter who were threatening
the world’s limited resources.

Perhaps it can be agreed that having more than fifty million inhabitants
did not necessarily make Egypt “overpopulated.” Development experts
might insist, however, that the problem was not the size of Egypt’s popu-
lation but the rate at which it was growing. A report in 1976 by the United
States Department of Agriculture asserted that the country’s “exploding
population is the most serious problem facing Egypt today.”12 The rapid
growth in population appeared to have outstripped the country’s ability to
feed itself, and in 1974 Egypt became a net importer of agricultural com-
modities. By the 1980s food accounted for almost 30 percent of Egypt’s
merchandise imports, a higher proportion than for all except one of the one
hundred countries for which figures were available.13 It would appear from
these figures that the case for an imbalance between population figures and
agricultural resources had been established after all. But before accepting
this conclusion we should reach, once again, for the calculator.

not enough food?

Between 1965 and 1980, according to World Bank tables, the population of
Egypt grew at an annual rate of 2.1 percent. Yet during the same period, the
World Bank also shows, agricultural production grew at the even faster
rate of 2.7 percent a year. During the 1980s, when the population growth
rate increased to 2.4 percent a year, agricultural growth continued to keep
ahead.14 In 1991, food production per capita was 17 percent higher than at
the start of the previous decade.15 So it is not true that the population was
growing faster than the country’s ability to feed itself.

If this is the case, then why did the country have to import ever in-
creasing amounts of food? The answer is to be found by looking at the
kinds of food being eaten, and at who got to eat it.

Official statistics suggest that Egyptians were consuming relatively
large amounts of food. The World Bank ranked Egypt as a “low income”
country in the 1980s, yet the country’s daily calorie supply per capita was
estimated to be higher than all except one of the “lower middle-income”
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countries, and indeed higher than a majority of the world’s upper-middle
and high-income countries.16 The daily protein supply per capita also ex-
ceeded the level of most middle-income countries and rivaled that of many
high-income countries.17 Despite these figures, Egyptians suffered from
high rates of undernutrition. A 1988 survey found that 29 percent of chil-
dren suffered from mild undernutrition and another 31 percent from mod-
erate or severe undernutrition.18 Between 1978 and 1986 the prevalence of
acute undernutrition may have more than doubled.19 A study of anemia
(probably caused by the interaction of malnutrition and infection) in Cairo
found the condition in 80 percent of children under two years old and in 90
percent of pregnant women,20 rates that the World Bank described as
“alarmingly high.”21 Clearly the high figures for calorie and protein sup-
ply per capita did not reflect the actual distribution or consumption of food.

What the calorie figures probably reflected was high levels of food con-
sumption among the better off, a shift in what they consumed toward
more expensive foods, especially meat, and the diversion of food supplies
from humans to animals. A World Bank study of agricultural pricing pol-
icy in Egypt in the 1980s noted that there was a very high variation in the
value of food consumed between rich and poor, which it attributed to the
low per capita level of income and its unequal distribution.22 This inequal-
ity was already increasing from 1964/65 to 1974/75: in the countryside the
share of household expenditure of the lowest 20 percent of households de-
creased from 7 to less than 6 percent in that decade, while in urban areas
the share of the top 20 percent of households increased from 47 to 51 per-
cent.23 During the brief oil boom from the late 1970s to the mid-1980s, the
income of the poor improved and the gap between low- and middle-income
families may have narrowed. But the wealthiest 5 percent increased their
income share between 1974/75 and 1981/82 from 22 percent to 25 percent
in the case of rural households and to 29 percent in the case of urban.24 In
the late 1980s, as USAID and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) fi-
nally succeeded in imposing restructuring policies that removed price sub-
sidies, increased unemployment, and brought economic recession, the de-
gree of inequality almost certainly increased. A 1992 report on Egypt for
USAID made clear that under these policies “losers necessarily outnumber
winners.” While arguing that the increased poverty for the majority would
occur only in the short term, the report admitted that there was no indica-
tion of any significant progress toward the long-term benefits this poverty
was believed to bring.25

Increasing wealth, together with increasing numbers of resident for-
eigners and tourists, led to a large increase in the demand for meat and
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other animal products, which were “chiefly consumed by tourists and
other non-Egyptians, plus middle- and upper-class urban residents.”26 A
1981/82 household survey showed that the richest 25 percent consumed
more than three times as much chicken and beef as the poorest 25 per-
cent.27 In the subsequent oil-boom years, income growth together with ex-
tensive U.S. and Egyptian government subsidies encouraged a broader
switch from diets based on legumes and maize (corn) to less healthy diets
of wheat and meat products. From 1970 to 1980, while crop production
grew in real value by 17 percent, livestock production grew almost twice as
much, by 32 percent.28 In the following seven years crop production grew
by 10 percent, but livestock production by almost 50 percent.29 To produce
one kilogram of red meat requires ten kilograms of cereals, so feeding these
animals required a large and costly diversion of staple food supplies from
human to animal consumption.30

fodder for peace

It was this switch to meat consumption, rather than the increase in popu-
lation, that required the dramatic increase in imports of food, particularly
grains. Between 1966 and 1988 the population of Egypt grew by 75 per-
cent. In the same period, the domestic production of grains increased by 77
percent but total grain consumption increased by 148 percent, or almost
twice the rate of population increase.31 Egypt began to import large and
ever increasing quantities of grain, becoming the world’s third biggest im-
porter after Japan and China. A small proportion of the increase in imports
reflected an increase in per capita human consumption, which grew by 12
percent in this twenty-two-year period. But the bulk of the new imports
was required to cover the increasing use of grains to feed animals. Grain
imports grew by 5.9 million metric tons between 1966 and 1988, to cover
an estimated increase in nonfood consumption of grains (mostly animal
feed, but also seed use and wastage) of 5.3 million tons, or 268 percent (see
fig. 2).32

The dependence on grain imports after 1974 was caused not by popu-
lation growth, which lagged behind the growth of domestic grain produc-
tion, but by a shift to the consumption of meat. This shift was obscured,
however, by the way different grains were used. Rather than importing an-
imal feed directly, Egypt diverted domestic production from human to an-
imal consumption. Human consumption of maize (corn) and other coarse
grains (barley, sorghum) dropped from 53 percent in 1966 to 6 percent in
1988.33 Human supplies were made up with imports, largely of wheat for

The Object of Development / 215

Mitchell_07  7/9/02  11:26 AM  Page 215



bread making. So it appeared as though the imports were required not to
feed animals supplying the increased demand for meat, but because the
people needed more bread. USAID supported the shift to meat consump-
tion among the better off by financing at reduced interest rates more than
three billion dollars worth of Egyptian grain purchases from the United
States between 1975 and 1988, making Egypt the world’s largest importer
of subsidized grains. Yet the agency claimed that the purpose of these sub-
sidies was “to help the poor.”34

Subsidized American loans financed only a part of the grain imports.
The rest required further borrowing, contributing to a total external debt
that in 1989 reached $51.5 billion, a figure surpassed that year by only five
other countries. Whereas the debt levels of the other five heavily indebted
countries ranged between 22 and 95 percent of gross national product,
Egypt’s debt amounted to 165 percent of its GNP.35 Egypt began to default
on the debt and required large loans just to keep up payments on its earlier
loans. To address this crisis, the United States used the pretext of Egyptian
support in 1990–91 for a war against Iraq to write off Egypt’s $7 billion
military debt and to arrange for a relaxation of the remaining $28 billion
of long-term bilateral debt, half of which was written off and half resched-
uled.36 As a condition of this refinancing, the United States insisted on a
further shift toward export crops, away from staple foods, to produce more
hard currency to pay the debts.
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Figure 2. Supply and consumption of grains in Egypt, 1966–90. Source: Calcu-
lated from USAID, Status Report (Cairo, 1989).
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The transformation in food consumption habits affected not only agri-
cultural imports and the balance of payments, but also domestic agricul-
ture. By the 1980s it was no longer accurate to write that Egyptian capital-
ist agriculture “still is to a large extent the cultivation of cotton.”37 In
terms of the commitment of land and labor, the priority was now the pro-
duction of meat, poultry, and dairy products. In 1989 cotton occupied only
about one million of Egypt’s six million acres.38 The other major industrial
crop, sugarcane, occupied a little over a quarter of a million acres. Of the re-
maining four and three-quarter million acres, more than half was used to
grow animal fodder—principally Egyptian clover (berseem) in the winter
and maize and sorghum in the summer and autumn.39 Egypt was now
growing more food for animals to consume than for humans.

The shift to the production of meat and other animal products (which
was accompanied by an increased production of other more expensive,
nonstaple agricultural products, particularly fruit and vegetables) had two
principal causes. First, as the World Bank put it, “effective demand has been
modified by a change in income distribution.”40 In other words, the grow-
ing disparity in income between rich and poor enabled the better off to di-
vert the country’s resources from the production of staples to the produc-
tion of luxury items. Second, the Egyptian government, supported by the
large American loans already mentioned (called “Food For Peace”), encour-
aged this diversion by subsidizing the import of staples for consumers,
heavily taxing the production of staples by farmers, and subsidizing the
production of meat, poultry, and dairy products.41 Livestock raising was
particularly concentrated on large farms, those over ten acres, where there
were three to four times as many cattle per acre as on farms of one to ten
acres.42 Yet government food policy forced even the smallest farmers to
shift from self-provisioning to the production of animal products and to
rely increasingly on subsidized imported flour for their staple diet.

The image of a vast population packed within a limited agricultural area
and increasing in size at a rate that outpaced its ability to feed itself is
therefore quite misleading. The growth in agricultural production was al-
ways ahead of population growth. 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 interna-
tional regime, to shift the country’s resources from staple foods to more
expensive items of consumption.

Population growth rates of over 2.5 percent a year, some might argue,
were nevertheless still very high. Surely it would have been better to pro-
duce fewer children and more buffaloes, cows, and chickens—as in fact a
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1990 family planning initiative proposed. But this depends on one’s point
of view. Such a proposal would probably have seemed reasonable to an
upper-class or middle-class family in Cairo, and indeed the birth rate
among such families was already much lower. But to a rural family or
among the urban poor it might seem far less reasonable.

In a social world where daughters leave their parents’ family at mar-
riage to join their husbands’ households, and where there is virtually no
system of social security to support parents when they become too old or
sick to work, it can be argued that to desire a minimum of two surviving
male children was not excessive. According to figures for 1980, in rural
Upper Egypt, the poorest part of the country and the region with the high-
est fertility rate, women gave birth to an average of 7.5 children during
their childbearing years. But almost one in three of their children (2.7 out
of the 7.5) died in childhood.43 Under these circumstances, if the parents’
aim was to ensure that at least two sons survived to support them in later
life, then 7.5 children was not an unreasonable birth rate. After 1980 infant
deaths were reduced, thanks largely to a simple treatment for diarrhea, and
women began to have smaller families.44

These women were unlikely to attribute their economic problems to
population growth, as did the World Bank. Far more serious, perhaps, was
the insecurity of their futures, their meager share of local, national, and
global resources, and the political and economic powerlessness that pre-
vented them from altering this condition. Any discussion of their situation
would have to start from this question of power.

not enough land?

The effect the pictorial framework has on the analysis it introduces can be
seen by turning to the question that is central to the problem of rural
poverty and powerlessness, that of land distribution. The image of a nar-
row strip of fertile land crammed with so many millions of inhabitants en-
abled most contemporary analyses of Egyptian economic development to
move very quickly past the problem of access to land. With so many peo-
ple occupying so little space, the problem appeared to be already explained.
“The present picture is not bright,” concluded a study for USAID in 1976
discussing the economic status of the farmer, “mainly because there is just
not enough land to go around. The average size of a holding is two feddans
[acres], 94 percent of all owners have less than 5 feddans each, and only 0.2
percent have at least 50 feddans each.”45
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This picture of a countryside made up of millions of tiny parcels of land
suggested once again that if Egyptian farmers were finding things difficult,
it was because there were just too many of them for the space available. As
before, however, we should ignore the image and check the figures.

First of all, holdings of less than five acres are not as small as they may
seem. With Egypt’s fertile soils, year-round sunshine, and permanently
available irrigation water, the country is like an open-air greenhouse in
which high yields can be obtained from two or even three crops a year. A
five-acre holding produces between ten and fifteen acres of crops a year. In
fact five acres is reckoned to be the maximum size for a family farm—the
maximum area a family of five can cultivate on its own, working full time,
without hired labor.46 The minimum farm size required for such a family
to feed itself, assuming an annual consumption of 250 kilograms of grains
(or equivalent) per head and a state tax of 30 percent of production, was es-
timated in 1982 to be 0.8 feddan (acre), or just over 19 qirats (1 feddan = 24
qirats).47 Given the increase in yields in the 1980s, the minimum area re-
quired by 1988 was only 0.625 feddan, or 15 qirats.

The USAID report mentioned that 94 percent of landholdings were
smaller than five acres, the limit of a family farm. What it failed to mention
was that the remaining 6 percent of landholders, with holdings from five
acres up to the legal limit of fifty acres per individual or one hundred acres
per family with dependent children, controlled 33 percent of the country’s
agricultural area.48 From the mid-1970s, moreover, these large landhold-
ings increased in number. By 1982 they represented 10 percent of holdings
and controlled 47.5 percent of the country’s cultivated area.49

The official figures, furthermore, underrepresented the concentration of
landholding, for they were based on village land registers. Studies of land-
holding in individual villages frequently revealed a much greater concentra-
tion of ownership, as I discussed in chapter 5, with the largest farms being
registered under several different names to stay within the legal limit. The
official limits also did not apply to the large holdings of agribusiness corpo-
rations. In the 1980s, for example, Bechtel International Agribusiness Divi-
sion managed a ten-thousand-acre estate in Nubariyya owned by a Gulf in-
vestor,50 and the Delta Sugar Company, a joint venture of the Egyptian state
sugar company and a group of Egyptian and international banks, owned a
forty-thousand-acre estate on irrigated land in the north-central Delta.51

Even if one ignores these additional forms of landholding, the official fig-
ures still represented a large concentration of land in relatively few hands.
The limit of fifty to one hundred acres should be compared with the limit of
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about 2.5 to seven acres (one to three hectares) achieved in the 1940s and
1950s by the land reform programs of Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea.52 In
Korea, less than 20 percent of the land in 1975 was held in farms of two
hectares or more (approximately five acres), while in Egypt almost half the
land (47.5 percent) was in holdings above this limit.53 On the other hand, al-
most one-third of landholders in Egypt (32.3 percent) had holdings under
one acre, amounting to only 6 percent of the agricultural area.54 In addition,
a significant but unmeasured proportion of the agricultural workforce, which
totaled 4.3 million workers in 1985,55 remained without any land at all.

If Egypt were to carry out land reform measures comparable to those of
Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, the problem of landlessness and near land-
lessness would be eliminated.56 By placing the ceiling on landholding at
three acres (an area several times the minimum required to feed a family),
at least 2.6 million acres of land would be available for redistribution.57 If
distributed to the landless and near landless, no agricultural household in
Egypt would have less than the fifteen qirats required to feed itself. Total
agricultural production would also be likely to increase, as there is ample
evidence that small farmers produce larger yields per acre than large farm-
ers.58 East Asia also provided a model for financing such a redistribution. In
the Taiwanese land reform of 1953, the government compensated large
owners through a concurrent privatization program, giving them shares in
the Taiwan Cement Corporation and other state-owned industries inherited
from the Japanese occupation.59 In the 1990s Egypt launched a program to
privatize state-owned enterprises, including several cement companies. The
distribution of shares in this property offered a straightforward method of
paying compensation for the redistribution of land in the countryside.

The discussion of landholding in Egypt usually ignores the large pro-
portion of land held in amounts over five acres, and refers to such holdings
as merely “medium” sized. Only owners of more than fifty acres are la-
beled “large.” The fifty-acre threshold, incorporated into the 1961 land re-
form law, was the definition of large landowner formulated in 1894 by the
British consul-general in Egypt, Lord Cromer, in accordance with British
political and fiscal interests.60 It takes no account of the contemporary in-
terests of most Egyptian farmers. Nor does its continued use reflect the fact
that crop yields increased by a factor of 4.5 over the one hundred years
after the British occupation.61 A 50-acre farm in 1982 produced as much as
a 225-acre farm of the 1880s, or perhaps a 450-acre farm if one took into
account the spread of perennial irrigation and double and triple cropping.
From 1982 to 1999, moreover, yields of wheat, the major food crop, grew
by another 80 percent, further increasing the output of large farms.62
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The redistribution of agricultural land also offered a way to create non-
agricultural livelihoods in the countryside and provincial towns. Increasing
the number and assets of small farming households would generate three
kinds of local economic linkage.63 It would increase demand, first, for lo-
cally made agricultural inputs (ploughs, hand tools, draft animals, carts,
threshing machines, and small irrigation pumps); second, for consumer
goods made and serviced by local industry (furniture, building materials,
basic appliances and electronics) rather than luxuries imported from
abroad; and third, for a variety of local processing industries for food and
textile crops, such as small wheat and rice mills, sugarcane processing, and
textile looms. Compared to the large-scale, capital-intensive industry fa-
vored by the state and international financial institutions, small-scale pro-
cessing industries based on intermediate technology had two advantages.
They typically produced a less refined and more nutritious product, such as
brown sugar or whole-grain flour. And they employed more people and
produced goods at lower overall cost.64

The redistribution of agricultural land offered a workable and proven
means of creating sustainable rural livelihoods.65 Over the following de-
cade, in other parts of the world land reform was “back on the agenda,” the
U. N. Food and Agriculture Organization reported, mainly because rural
populations put it there. The Chiapas rebellion in Mexico, the invasions of
land seekers in Malawi and Zimbabwe, the Movimento Sem Terra in
Brazil, the demand for restitution of property taken by the apartheid
regime in South Africa, and the success of the 1990s land reform in the
Philippines, all contributed to this new pressure to recognize the impor-
tance of land rights for small farmers.66 But in official studies of the obsta-
cles to Egypt’s further economic development, the question of additional
land reform was simply never raised. USAID refused to support detailed
independent proposals for land reform and instead, as we will see, helped to
introduce a “free market” program for rural Egypt that began to undo ear-
lier reforms and consolidate land into larger farms.67 Thanks to the power-
ful image of millions of Egyptian peasants squeezed into a narrow river
valley, it seemed natural to assume that landholdings were already smaller
than was practicable and that other sorts of solutions were required.

high-payoff inputs

Once the problems Egypt faces were defined as natural rather than politi-
cal, questions of social inequality and powerlessness disappeared into the
background. The analysis could then focus instead on how to overcome
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these “natural” limits of geography and demography. In the 1980s the in-
ternational development industry in Egypt proposed and funded two com-
plementary methods for the solution of Egypt’s problems, the technologi-
cal and the managerial. One required large capital resources from the West,
the other its expertise. “The development problem is essentially a question
of the quantity, quality and proportion of resources to be devoted to devel-
opment on the one hand,” according to a World Bank report on Egypt that
laid out an agenda for the 1980s and 1990s, “and to economic management
on the other.”68 The productive limits set by nature, in other words, would
be overcome by the forces of technology, while existing natural resources
would be made more productive by more rational and efficient manage-
ment—in particular by dismantling the bureaucracy of the Egyptian state
and recasting its power in the form of “market forces.”

The timeless image of the Nile River and its inhabitants often introduces
a certain construction of history, from which follows the need for techno-
logical rather than political solutions. The geographical determinism of the
image implies an agricultural order that remains in essential ways un-
changed since antiquity. Only recently, it seems, has this ancient world dis-
covered the West—or its synonym, “the twentieth century.” This relation-
ship between nature and an unchanging history was expressed in one of
the passages already quoted from a USAID report: “One of the world’s old-
est agricultural economies, Egypt depends upon the fruits of the narrow
ribbon of cultivated land adjacent to the Nile and to that river’s rich fan-
shaped delta. For more than 5,000 years agriculture has sustained Egypt.”69

A similar theme, and similar words, are found introducing an earlier report
for USAID. “The Nile Delta and its lifeline, the Nile River Valley extend-
ing southward some 600 miles, is one of the oldest agricultural areas of the
world, having been under continuous cultivation for at least 5,000 years.”
With this in mind we are ready to accept a few lines further down the
strange idea that, “In many respects, Egypt entered the twentieth century
after the 1952 Revolution.”70 A 1977 USAID report stated baldly that “The
transformation of the Egyptian village started twenty five years ago with
the agrarian reform measures.”71 In the same years, as we saw in chapter 4,
Richard Critchfield was writing the same thing in his Ford Foundation–
funded study, Shahhat, after which he was hired by USAID as an expert on
rural development.

The implication of these statements and images—that until the latter
half of the twentieth century life in the Nile valley had remained essen-
tially unchanged for centuries, if not millennia—is of course highly mis-
leading. As earlier chapters have stressed, it ignores hundreds of years of
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far-reaching economic and political changes, such as the growth in the
Middle Ages and subsequent decline of a network of world trade passing
through the Nile valley, or the consolidation in the nineteenth century of
a system of export-oriented agricultural production based on irrigation
works and private landownership, all of which involved transformations in
Egyptian villages as important as the land reforms and irrigation schemes
of the mid-twentieth century. Ignoring such developments creates the re-
assuring impression that the poverty of the Nile valley is the traditional
poverty of a peasantry that has not yet or has only recently joined the
“twentieth century,” rather than very much a product of the political and
economic forces of that century.

This image of a traditional rural world implies a static agricultural sys-
tem that cannot change itself. If Egypt “is to fully enter the modern
world,” a report for USAID in 1976 explained, the impetus and the means
must come from outside.72 These external forces must carry out not simply
adjustments to the existing system but what the World Bank in 1980 called
a “qualitative transformation” of Egyptian agriculture.73 New capital in-
vestment, new irrigation methods, improved seed varieties, mechanization,
and the switch to export crops such as vegetables and cut flowers to bring
in the foreign capital required to finance such technologies were the prin-
cipal means to achieve this transformation.

USAID’s Agricultural Mechanization Project, which ran from 1979 to
1987, used just this image of a “traditional” agricultural system to justify
technological solutions to the problems of rural Egypt. The project’s aim
was to encourage the mechanization of Egyptian farming by purchasing
agricultural machinery from the United States for field trials and demon-
stration programs in Egypt, financing the construction of service centers
for the machinery, and sending Egyptians to the United States and other
countries for training in “the techniques of technology transfer.”74 USAID
awarded the $38 million contract for this to Louis Berger International of
East Orange, New Jersey. In their final report, the contractors explained the
“underlying philosophy” of the mechanization program. “To ensure that
the project serves the purposes of development, it is necessary to relate
mechanization to development theory so that mechanization does not con-
flict with, but rather is supportive of, development objectives.”75

To supply the kind of theory that would ensure “the purposes of devel-
opment” were served, they drew on the ideas of Theodore Schultz, whose
Transforming Traditional Agriculture (1964) was an early classic in the
field of economic development. Schultz argued that farmers in “tradi-
tional” agriculture make efficient use of their resources within the limits of
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the expertise and technology available to them. Through long years of trial
and error, he claimed, they have eliminated inefficiencies and wastage and
reached “a particular type of equilibrium” in which the agricultural econ-
omy is “incapable of growth except at high cost.” Only the large-scale in-
troduction of new technology and capital from outside this equilibrium can
enable the farmer “to transform the traditional agriculture of his fore-
bears.”76 “In other words,” Louis Berger International explained, “the con-
tinued investment in traditional inputs will produce very little in terms of
an additional income stream. Consequently, the transformation from tra-
ditional agriculture is an investment problem dependent on a flow of new
high-payoff inputs: the inputs of scientific agriculture.”77 There has proba-
bly never been a “traditional” agriculture resembling Schultz’s descrip-
tion. Certainly no such system has existed in Egypt in recent historical
memory, still less in the 1980s when Louis Berger International arrived
there from New Jersey. What was missing most of all from Schultz’s ac-
count of individual farmers making rational decisions to maximize their
income, as an anthropologist’s critique points out, was any concept of social
and economic inequality.78

Schultz tested his theory using evidence from studies of a Guatemalan
village by Sol Tax (1953) and a village in north India by David Hopper
(1957).79 The Guatemalan village was involved mostly in trade rather than
the production of food for local consumption, so it was hardly “typical of a
large class of poor agricultural communities,” as Schultz claimed.80 The In-
dian village yielded evidence that the proportion of land and other re-
sources allocated to various crops corresponded closely to their relative
market prices, so that altering the allocation of inputs would not signifi-
cantly increase the farmers’ income.81 But this analysis paid no attention to
inequality and the difference that poverty makes. “Severely impoverished
individuals,” Hill notes, “who exist in all communities, . . . are necessarily
inefficient if only because they lack the resources to set themselves to work
effectively.”82 For example, poor farmers in Egypt usually cannot afford
sufficient fertilizer for their crops and may get lower yields as a result. The
most “efficient” allocation of resources in Schultz’s terms, Hill points out,
would allocate no land at all to the poorest farmers.

Despite the lack of firm evidence for Schultz’s rather dated argument, it
supplied the “philosophy” to justify American funding for the mechaniza-
tion of Egyptian agriculture. Mechanization was also funded by the World
Bank and by the Japanese Agency for International Cooperation.83 These
external funds required large additional contributions from the Egyptian
government, which was already paying for mechanization by providing
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farmers with subsidized loans and fuel. Consultants hired by USAID
claimed that this “high-payoff” solution to Egypt’s problems would
shorten the interval between crops and increase crop yields by as much as
55 percent.84 This claim contradicted the evidence from other countries,
which suggested that higher crop yields occur with mechanization only in
exceptional cases, and certainly not under conditions of intensive land use
as in Egypt.85 It also contradicted existing experience in Egypt, where, as
Alan Richards reported, there was “no evidence that tractor farms have
higher yields or cropping intensities than unmechanized farms.”86 A sub-
sequent study showed that indeed no increase in yields had occurred.87

The demand for mechanization had intensified among large landowners
in the later 1970s, due to a supposed shortage of agricultural labor that
lasted into the early 1980s. This “shortage” took the form of a temporary
rise in the wages of male agricultural laborers, particularly in regions close
to large cities, caused by the higher wages available for urban construction
work during the building boom of that period and by labor migration to
the oil-rich countries of the Gulf.88 Agricultural wages, having averaged
only one-third of the average real wage for all economic sectors during the
first half of the 1970s, for a while began to catch up with urban wages.
Large farmers, given the artificially low prices they received for their crops,
were unable or unwilling to pay the higher wages. The larger cause of the
labor “shortage,” in other words, was the unequal distribution of land into
large farms requiring hired labor (small farms use mostly family or coop-
erative labor) and the low agricultural prices imposed by the state. Rather
than addressing these problems, however, the government, large farmers,
and international development agencies turned to the high-payoff pro-
gram of mechanization. The high payoffs did not take the form of in-
creased yields, as we have seen, but of higher profits to the new machine
owners and their importing agents and foreign manufacturers. The de-
mand for rural male labor was reduced once again, and the inequalities be-
tween agricultural laborers and landowners were kept in place. It is these
inequalities that mechanization and other “high-payoff” inputs consoli-
date, and that accounts of the Nile valley and the need to transform its
“traditional” agriculture keep from view.

decentralization and the market

There is a second dimension to rural inequality in Egypt, and a second as-
pect to the historical image of the Nile valley that tends to naturalize it.
The rural poor suffered not only from local inequalities in distribution of
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land and other resources, but also from the inequality of central govern-
ment policies that transferred wealth from the rural population to the
state. The state had come to play a major role not just in maintaining in-
equality, but in producing it. This is a political question, requiring an
analysis of the networks of power and privilege that pass through the state
and tap into the wealth it appropriates. International development, with its
naturalized images of the Nile valley and its limited resources, depoliticizes
this issue and transforms it into a question of the proper management of
resources. The solutions that follow are those that are supposed to increase
efficiency: decentralizing the state and reconfiguring some of its networks
and powers as forces of “the market.”

Before 1952 it was mostly the institution of large landowning that ex-
tracted wealth from the farming population and transferred it elsewhere.
The 1952 land reforms preserved significant landholding inequalities, but
placed a majority of farmers directly under the control of the central gov-
ernment and its compulsory cropping requirements, requisitions, and price
policies. Even if one takes into account state investment in irrigation and
the subsidizing of farm inputs, the net effect of government policies be-
tween 1960 and 1985 was estimated to appropriate 35 percent of agricul-
tural GDP.89 Small farmers, moreover, suffered more than larger landown-
ers, as the latter had greater opportunity to invest in more profitable areas
such as fruit, vegetable, and dairy farming. After 1974 the government
began to relax the compulsory cropping and price fixing policies, and after
1986 to abolish them. But the changes were carried out in a way that ben-
efited primarily larger landowners. Smallholders continued to be dispro-
portionately involved in cotton, rice, and sugarcane production, where
fixed prices and compulsory deliveries to the state were the last to be re-
laxed. To complete the reversal of the 1952 reforms, in 1992 the govern-
ment moved to abolish the security of tenant farmers, reestablishing the
“free market” in agricultural land and causing hundreds of thousands of
small farmers to be faced with the risk of eviction (see chapter 8).

The system for appropriating wealth from the countryside needs to be
examined as a political process, in which changing state policies have re-
flected a complex of dominant (although not always coherent) social inter-
ests—those of the state managers and bureaucrats, the growing govern-
ment-supported private sector, and larger rural landowners. The image of
the Nile valley, its population, and a five-thousand-year-old agriculture
makes it possible to ascribe this appropriation instead to a “tradition” of
“strong central government” determined by the very geography of the
Nile valley and stretching back to Pharaonic times. Thus the coordinator of
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a USAID-funded program at Eastern Kentucky University providing man-
agement training to Egyptian local government officials explained, “For
centuries Egypt has been governed as a political system with a highly cen-
tralized decision making process. Although there have been a few minor
exceptions, this statement is valid for the period since the unification of
Upper and Lower Egypt was accomplished late in the fourth millennium
B.C.—i.e. for at least the past 5 thousand years.”90 Drawing on familiar im-
agery, the author went on to explain this centralized power in geographical
and demographic terms. “Integral to the question of administrative struc-
ture of the Arab Republic of Egypt is its principal social and economic
problem—over-population—and the Nile River. Although the land mass
area of the ARE includes 386,000 square miles, over 96 percent of the pop-
ulation resides on the 4 percent of the land area adjacent to the Nile valley
and its delta.”91 Depoliticized in this way, the state’s role in agriculture
ceased to be a question of power and control over people’s resources and
lives. It became instead a problem of management. The intervention of the
state has resulted in “disequilibrium,” it was said.92 The language of neo-
Ricardian economics was employed to imagine a naturally achieved bal-
ance between forces of agricultural supply and demand, a balance called
“the market.” The market is a simple image for picturing the relations be-
tween farmers, laborers, landowners, state officials, international agribusi-
nesses, and consumers, an image that reduces these interrelated but very
unequal concentrations of power into nominally equivalent buyers and
sellers, and represents the inequality between them as the market’s equi-
librium. Building this imagined equilibrium, which has never existed in
two centuries of modern Egyptian agriculture except as a sequence of dis-
possessions, food shortages, monopolies, minor revolts, violent repressions,
and urgent demands for state intervention, was the aim of the process of
“structural adjustment.”

To begin creating such an equilibrium, alongside the supply of “high-
payoff inputs,” USAID began to promote in rural Egypt a gradual reorgan-
ization of the role of the state, under the slogans of “decentralization” and
“privatization.” USAID even talked of encouraging “democracy and plu-
ralism” in the provinces by increasing the role of local officials and involv-
ing the country’s elected village councils.93 To weaken the power of the
central bureaucracy might have been a positive step for rural Egyptians,
but the actual political outcome would depend on the distribution of re-
sources and power at the provincial, district, and village levels to which au-
thority and funds were transferred. Local government or the private sector
is not necessarily more democratic, or even more efficient, than central
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government. Popular village councils, if they had any role at all, were fre-
quently controlled by powerful village landowners and local officials,
largely for their own benefit. Decentralization was likely to do no more
than shift exploitation from one agency to another.

A review of decentralization projects in eight different villages found
that funds had gone to improvements in infrastructure and to income-
producing projects such as the purchase of milk refrigeration units; animal
husbandry; poultry, bee, and silkworm raising; date packaging; olive can-
ning; carpentry and furniture making; and the purchase of trucks, tractors,
and taxis. The report, written for USAID, noted that “naturally, not all vil-
lagers have savings that enable them to invest” in these projects, and there-
fore the profits accrued to those in “middle to upper bracket income groups
more than poor folks.”94 An olive pickling and canning project in a village in
Fayyum, for example, provided employment for two hundred villagers but
served the marketing needs of just five wealthy farmers, for only wealthy
farmers could afford to grow olive trees. Likewise, “only the wealthy vil-
lagers can hope to raise bees, because the economic success of such an en-
terprise requires raising at least 20 beehives, which is a large investment.
Village officials such as agronomists often enter into partnership with such
farmers and undertake such projects on their own.”95 In other words, when
they transferred resources to an existing system of inequality, decentraliza-
tion and privatization were liable to reinforce that inequality. The profits
went to large farmers and local state officials, and the poor received at best
only certain opportunities for wage labor. The USAID report acknowledged
that “the better off, the more educated and expert officials benefit more than
ordinary villagers,” but argued that this was “developmentally advisable.”96

“It would be remiss to call such a phenomenon exploitation simply because
the better-off can benefit more,” the report argued. Exploitation in rural
Egypt existed only “before 1952 where cultivators were given survival
wages or shares by owners.” The relationship between rural capitalists and
wage earners was termed instead “differential advantage,” meaning “the
variable ability of individuals or groups to make better use and reap greater
benefits than others from available opportunities.”97 A sure way to “reap
greater benefits” from an investment, of course, is to pay lower wages to
those one employs. This “ability” was based on a distribution of land that
left many villagers with no resources besides their labor, in the absence of a
minimum wage, and under a system of patronage, policing, and surveillance
in rural Egypt that prevented “poor folks” from protesting against or orga-
nizing to change their condition. Even when exploitation was shifted from
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state to local or private means and renamed “differential advantage,” it re-
mained a politically constructed system of inequality—which decentraliza-
tion and privatization programs would only reinforce.

The reinforcement of inequalities in the name of improved “manage-
ment” of resources and of “removing constraints to the operation of mar-
ket forces” can be seen in another major strategy for reducing the role of
the state. This was what the development industry called “cost recovery”
in the provision of government services.98

Cost recovery was a euphemism for transforming healthcare, schooling,
and other public services into private, fee-based institutions as in the
United States. In education, for example, USAID pushed for the introduc-
tion of private schooling in Egypt at the secondary and university level
and, on a more modest level, for a scheme to sell advertising space on the
covers of school exercise books.99 In healthcare, for which USAID budgeted
only $246 million from 1975 to 1989, representing 1.6 percent of total
nonmilitary assistance to Egypt, the sum of $95 million (almost 40 percent
of the health budget) was scheduled for privatization programs. With tech-
nical assistance from the consulting firm of Emery Associates / Taylor As-
sociates, USAID’s aim was to “establish a sound financial structure for the
health sector emphasizing cost recovery systems.” The programs involved
pushing the Egyptian government to implement “policy changes to allow
a fee structure for curative care” and “to convert selected hospitals and
clinics to fees-for-service facilities.”100 One of the advantages of selective
private healthcare is its increased dependence on imported U.S. drugs and
equipment. It is worth noting that even under the existing system of pub-
lic financing for healthcare and schooling, Egyptians spent large personal
sums on health and education. The percentage of total household con-
sumption expenses spent on medical care in Egypt (14 percent) was already
second highest in the world, after Switzerland, and equal with that of U.S.,
and the percentage spent on education (11 percent) was the third highest in
the world, after Canada and Singapore.101

Privatizing healthcare, schooling, and other social services does not in-
herently create a “sound financial structure.” What it does do is transfer
the source of funding from government revenue, to which people con-
tribute according to their means, to fees or insurance premiums, for which
the poor must pay as much as the rich. This creates or reinforces an un-
equal access to healthcare and schooling. Privileged levels of education and
health become, in turn, a mechanism for transferring wider social privilege
from one generation to the next.
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The rhetoric of management, financial soundness, and market forces de-
politicized these complex issues. Programs for decentralization and cost re-
covery transformed questions of social inequality and powerlessness into
issues of efficiency and control—in the same way that agricultural mecha-
nization programs transformed the question of inadequate wages and
landlessness into issues of technological efficiency. The underlying politi-
cal issues people faced could be ignored, because the naturalized imagery of
the Nile and its population had reduced the topic to questions of natural re-
sources and their more efficient control. It never had to be asked at whose
cost efficiencies were to be made, or in whose hands control was to be
strengthened.

objects of development

A final aspect of the geographical image of the Nile valley was the way it
removed from sight the participation of development agencies in the dy-
namics of Egyptian political and economic life. By portraying the country
and its problems as a picture, laid out before the mind’s eye like a map, the
image presented Egypt itself as something natural. The particular extent of
space and population denoted by the name “Egypt” was represented as an
empirical object, echoing the cadastral survey maps of the beginning of the
century. Development literature reproduced the convention that Egypt 
exists as a sort of freestanding unit, lined up in physical space alongside a
series of similar units. The workings of this unit—its economic functions,
social interactions, and political processes—are understood as internal
mechanisms. They constitute the unit’s inside, to be distinguished from
economic and political forces that may affect it from outside.

This convention of imagining countries as empirical objects is seldom
recognized for what it is—a convention. The relations, forces, and move-
ments that have shaped people’s lives over the last several hundred years
have never in fact been confined within the limits of nation-states, or re-
spected their borders. The value of what people produce, the cost of what
they consume, and the purchasing power of their currency are deter-
mined by global relationships of exchange. Movements of people and 
cultural commodities form international flows of tourists, television pro-
grams, information, migrant workers, refugees, technologies, and fash-
ions. The strictly “national” identity of a population, an economy, a lan-
guage, or a culture is an image that has had to be continually reinvented
against the force of these wider relations and movements. This has always
been the case, for the global interconnection of commodities, populations,
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languages, and ideas is far older than the modern invention of nation-
states.

The apparent concreteness of a modern nation-state like Egypt, its ap-
pearance as a discrete object, is the result of recent methods of organizing
social practice and representing it: constructing frontiers on roads and at
airports, controlling the movement of people and goods across them, pro-
ducing maps and history books for schools, compiling cadastral surveys,
deploying mass armies and indoctrinating those conscripted into them,
representing the nation-state in news broadcasts, international sports
events, and tourist literature, establishing a national currency and lan-
guage, and, not least, the discourse of “country studies” and national sta-
tistics of the American-based international development industry.

These essentially practical arrangements of language, imagery, space,
and movement are mostly of very recent origin, as I explored in earlier
chapters of this book.102 We tend to think of them as processes that merely
mark out and represent the nation-state, as though the nation-state itself
had some prior reality. In fact the nation-state is an effect of all these ev-
eryday forms of regulation and representation, which set it up in the ap-
pearance of an empirical object. The geographical imagery of the Nile and
its inhabitants that introduces so many studies of Egyptian development
invokes and reproduces this effect.

model answers

There are two consequences of the way economics takes for granted the
nation-state as its object. The first is the illusion of the model. Portrayed as
a freestanding entity rather than a particular position within a larger
arrangement of transnational economic and political forces, an individual
nation-state appears to be a functional unit—something akin to a car, say,
or a mechanical pump—that can be compared with and used as a model for
improving other such units. This supposed comparability is emphasized by
the annual volumes of statistics produced by the World Bank and other in-
ternational development agencies. Economic features of one state appear to
be neatly transferable to other states, without regard for their different po-
sition in larger economic and historical networks.

The example of this in Egypt’s case is the way agencies like the IMF and
USAID began to promote the growth of exports as the solution to the
country’s economic problems. Egypt was to develop the export of winter
vegetables and cut flowers to markets in Europe and the Gulf, along with
textiles and possibly other light manufactured goods, in order to earn the
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hard currency to keep up interest payments on its foreign debts. The idea
was that Egypt and similar countries should follow the path of the newly
industrialized countries of East Asia—Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and
South Korea.

This notion that solutions from East Asia provided a model for other
Third World states was curious.103 Egypt’s merchandise exports in 1987
amounted to less than one-fifth of one percent of world trade. More than
two-thirds of this merchandise consisted of oil, the supply of which was ex-
pected to decline in coming decades. To match the per capita level of exports
of Singapore in the late 1980s, Egypt would have had to expand its exports
to capture 23 percent of world trade—or significantly more than the mer-
chandise exports of Japan and the United States combined.104 Even the far
more modest goal of matching South Korea, whose exports were worth
$1,120 per capita in 1987, would have required Egypt to capture 2.35 per-
cent of world trade. This would involve a forty-fold increase in nonoil ex-
ports, from an annual level at that time of about $1.25 billion to more than
$52 billion.105

There was no evidence that Europe’s demand for airlifted shipments of
Egyptian cut flowers and winter tomatoes might grow by even a fraction of
this amount. In the absence of the kind of far-reaching land reform carried
out in South Korea, there was also no evidence that such export policies
would be of any benefit to the landless and near-landless majority of rural
Egyptians.106 In fact other cases of agro-export policies suggest the oppo-
site. For example, Brazil, which was “a stunning success as measured by in-
vestment in agrofood production and exports,” was also “a nightmare of
evictions from the land, displacement of local food systems, hunger, and so-
cial unrest.”107 Finally, as Streeten and others noted, this export-oriented
solution was supposed to occur not during a period of enormous regional
and global demand, such as that generated by Japanese growth and the
Vietnam war during the period when the East Asian economies began to
expand, but in a period of economic retrenchment during the 1980s, a pe-
riod when a dozen or more large Third World countries were adopting sim-
ilar remedies and competing for the same limited market.108 In fact, Adel-
man’s economic modeling suggested that in the situation of depressed
world trade an alternative policy of transferring wealth to medium and
small farmers (via land reform, infrastructural investment, and higher pro-
ducer prices) to stimulate rural employment and consumption would re-
sult in higher rates of growth and larger exports than export-led policies.109

It would also produce a substantial redistribution of income from rich to
poor.
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There is a second consequence of the way the imagery of the Nile valley
and its people—and the larger discourse of development—constitute Egypt
as a self-contained object. By setting out this sort of visual image of Egypt,
the country is imagined as an object that exists apart from the discourse
that describes it. The geographical metaphor that introduces the reports of
an organization like USAID in Cairo evokes an entity “out there,” Egypt,
laid out like a map as the object of the organization’s planning and knowl-
edge. The organization itself, the metaphor suggests, is not an aspect of this
object. It stands above the map of Egypt to measure and make plans, a ra-
tional center of expertise and policy making that forms no part of the ob-
ject observed. USAID is not marked, so to speak, on the map.

Development discourse thus practices a self-deception—what Partha
Chatterjee calls “a necessary self-deception,” for without it development
could not constitute itself.110 Development is a discourse of rational plan-
ning. To plan effectively, it must grasp the object of its planning in its en-
tirety. It must represent on the plans it draws up every significant aspect of
the reality with which it is dealing. A miscalculation or omission may
cause the missing factor to disrupt the execution of the plan. Its calcula-
tions must even include the political forces that will affect the process of
execution itself.

This calculation has a limit, however, which is where the self-deception
is required. As Chatterjee points out, the political forces that rational plan-
ning must calculate affect not only the execution of plans but the planning
agency itself. An organization like USAID, which must imagine itself as a
rational consciousness standing outside the country, is in fact a central ele-
ment in configurations of power within the country. Yet as a discourse of
external rationality, symbolized as the consciousness that unfolds Egypt as
a map, the literature of development can never describe its own place in
this configuration of power.

Consider the case of USAID’s decentralization program, designed to re-
duce the role of the state and encourage “democracy and pluralism” by chan-
neling development funds to private initiatives at the village and district
level. The report quoted earlier suggested that among the principal benefici-
aries of these funds were local government officials, state agricultural engi-
neers, and other members of the state bureaucracy. The other main benefici-
aries, wealthy farmers, often entered into partnership with such officials.111

Far from encouraging a “private sector” in opposition to the state, such pro-
grams made the state an even more powerful source of funds and site of pa-
tronage. The new accumulations of wealth were never more than semipri-
vate, for they were parasitic on this strengthened state structure.
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A similar process was described by Robert Springborg at the national
level. He gave the example of one recipient of USAID funds, a man who
was chair of the Foreign Relations Committee of the State Advisory Coun-
cil (Majlis al-Shura). He was from a family long involved in Egyptian pol-
itics and business and had a personal wealth of several million pounds.
USAID provided him with two sizable loans to purchase American irriga-
tion equipment for large tracts of reclaimed land he owned, parts of which
he sold off immediately after the equipment was installed. Springborg con-
cludes that “a large proportion of USAID private sector assistance has been
utilized by those well connected within the state apparatus to turn quick
profits”—to the extent that even USAID economists in Cairo became dis-
illusioned with the program of private sector loans.112 In chapter 9 we will
meet several other private entrepreneurs who grew rich from USAID pro-
grams, including one multimillionaire in his thirties who gave a new
meaning to the American program of “cost recovery” in health care.

These examples illustrate the characteristic limits of development dis-
course. The major goal of USAID programs in Egypt was to develop what
is termed the “private sector.” The actual effect of these programs, how-
ever, was to strengthen the power of the state. This was not simply some
fault in the design or execution of the programs. USAID itself is a state
agency, a part of the “public sector,” and therefore worked in liaison with
the public sector in Egypt. By its very presence within the Egyptian public
sector it strengthened the wealth and patronage resources of the state.
USAID was thus part of the problem it wished to eradicate. Yet because the
discourse of development must present itself as a rational, disinterested in-
telligence existing outside its object, USAID could not diagnose itself as an
integral aspect of the problem.

opposed to subsidies?

This difficulty in seeing itself as a part of the scene reflected a much larger
deception. The prevailing wisdom of organizations like the World Bank,
the IMF, and USAID was that the problems of a country such as Egypt
stemmed from the restrictions placed on the initiative and freedom of the
private sector.113 The program of “structural adjustment” these organi-
zations attempted to impose on Egypt from the late 1970s, particularly fol-
lowing the 1985–86 collapse of oil prices, which left the country incapable
of keeping up payments on its international debts, aimed to dismantle the
system of state subsidies and controls and enable the private sector to
flourish in the unrestricted freedom of “the market.” Prices Egyptians paid
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to consume, or received for producing, food, fuel, and other goods were to
reflect prices in the international market.

Yet it hardly needs pointing out that world prices for most major com-
modities are determined not by the free interplay of “private” market
forces but by the monopolies or oligopolies organized by states and multi-
national corporations. Oil prices are determined not by the users of cars
and electricity but by the ability of producer states to coordinate quotas
and price levels. The price of raw sugar (a major Egyptian industrial crop),
whose volatility was described as more than twice that of any other com-
modity monitored by the World Bank, is determined largely by U.S. and
other government price support programs. Only about 14 percent of world
production is freely traded on the market.114 The international market for
aluminum, one of the main heavy industries in Egypt, also operates under
extensive state controls.

Perhaps the most significant example is the world grain market. One of
the arguments against Egypt producing the staple foods it needed was that
it could not compete in the world market against the low grain prices of
American farmers. Yet these prices were the product of subsidies and mar-
ket controls. American agriculture, operating under an imperative of con-
stant growth, had come to be dominated by giant corporations that sup-
plied the inputs to farming and processed and marketed its products. By the
1980s more than three-quarters of the American farm supply industry was
controlled by just four firms. Six corporations, all but one of them privately
owned, controlled 95 percent of U.S. wheat and corn exports and 85 percent
of total world grain trade.115 As Congressional investigations had shown,
the monopolies these firms enjoyed enabled them to control the market
and administer prices.116 Squeezed by these monopolies on both ends, in-
puts and marketing, American farmers found themselves having to grow
ever larger quantities of crops merely to survive, investing constantly in
new technologies and getting increasingly into debt. Since the 1930s, this
accelerating treadmill had put more than two-thirds of the country’s farms
out of existence—and continued to ruin them in the present.117

To mitigate the system’s effects, the state introduced large subsidies,
starting with the price supports and crop controls of the New Deal pro-
grams, followed by the subsidized exports of the postwar Marshall Plan,
the Public Law 480 program (which financed up to 58 percent of U.S. grain
exports during the 1950s and 1960s), and President Nixon’s 1972 New Eco-
nomic Policy (which further subsidized exports, and boosted prices by pay-
ing farmers to take 62 million acres out of production, an area equal to ten
times the total cultivated area of Egypt). As a result of these policies, by
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1982 American grain was being sold at prices 40 percent below estimated
average production costs, and keeping farmers afloat was costing $12 bil-
lion a year in state subsidies.118 Despite the low producer prices, moreover,
consumer prices remained so high that 40 million Americans required gov-
ernment subsidies to purchase food, costing a further $27 billion a year in
federal funds.119 Government export subsidies paid for middle- and upper-
class consumers in non-Western countries to shift to a meat-centered diet
and thus expand the market for American feed grains.120 By the 1990s this
system was collapsing. The United States and the European Union could no
longer afford the ever increasing levels of state subsidy, new Third World
agricultural exporters were cutting into the dominant countries’ market
share, and transnational agro-industries were finding some of the restric-
tions on free trade an impediment to further growth and globalization.
Short-term solutions were sought in a reorientation of trade into regional
market blocs and a shift from price supports to income supports (which do
not encourage excessive surplus). But following the U.S. Freedom to Farm
Act of 1996, federal payments to farmers continued to rise, reaching an an-
nual $23 billion—twice the level of 1982—by 1999.121 There was no evi-
dence of a long-term solution or an end to state subsidies and controls. As
we have seen, the largest site in the world to be incorporated into this sys-
tem of state-subsidized American farming was Egypt. The arm of the state
that has organized this incorporation was USAID.

The self-deception of USAID discourse was not just that it set up an ob-
ject called Egypt in which it could not recognize its own internal role. It is
that this supposed object was caught up in a much larger configuration of
power, a network of monopolies and subsidies misleadingly named the
world “market,” of which USAID itself was but a subsidiary arm. An
agency devoting itself to the cause of dismantling subsidies and promoting
the “private” sector was itself an element in the most powerful system of
state subsidy in the world.

USAID’s role as a source of subsidies to American agriculture and in-
dustry can be seen by examining how it spent the $15 billion budget for
“economic assistance” to Egypt from the start of its operations there in
1974–75 up to 1989 (see fig. 3). Almost every penny of this amount, it can
be shown, was actually allocated to American corporations. Just over half
the total, first of all, represents money spent by Egypt to purchase goods
from the United States. The Public Law 480 Food Aid program and the
Commodity Import Program, totaling about $7.7 billion up to 1989, en-
abled Egypt to purchase grain, other agricultural commodities, agricultural
and industrial equipment, and other U.S. imports.122 Egypt paid for about
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half the commodities in dollars, with the United States providing low-in-
terest long-term credit. The other half were paid for immediately or on
short-term credit, but in Egyptian pounds.123

A further $1 billion of the total aid was also paid directly to the United
States, this part by the U.S. government itself, in the form of so-called Cash
Transfers used to keep up payments on Egypt’s military debt. United States
law stipulated that all aid except food must be stopped to a country that
falls more than a year behind in military debt repayments, as Egypt began
to do in the winter of 1983–84.124 The U.S. government responded to this
threatened collapse of the system of subsidies to its own private sector by
converting all subsequent military loans to grants, allocating the bulk of
those grants for progress payments to itself on earlier Egyptian arms pur-
chases, and instructing USAID in the meantime to circumvent the law by
setting aside about $100 million a year from economic development funds
as Cash Transfers, to be deposited in the Federal Reserve Bank of New York
and then returned to Washington as Egypt’s monthly interest payments
on its military debt.125 When this illegal diversion of economic develop-
ment funds for military purposes was discovered by Congress (thanks to
the leak of a USAID cable to the Washington Post), the aid agency denied
it was happening—but continued the practice. The law, an agency lawyer
later admitted, “was an academic question, since actual CT [Cash Transfer]
expenditures were untraceable.”126
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Figure 3. U.S. economic assistance to Egypt, 1975–89. Source: USAID, Status 
Report (Cairo, 1989).
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In 1987, when new accounting rules finally revealed the illegal diver-
sion of funds, the U.S. government reversed itself and argued that such
military use of economic aid was legal, on the grounds that 1) military
debts, once incurred, became an “economic” and not a “military” question,
and 2) in the case of Israel, Congress routinely repaid the U.S. Treasury Is-
rael’s annual military debt out of economic assistance funds. Congress re-
jected the first argument, pointing out that by paying Egypt’s past military
debts USAID was directly ensuring the supply of current military aid, and
rejected the assumption underlying the second argument, that other coun-
tries could receive the same exemption from U.S. law enjoyed by Israel, as
a gross misunderstanding of “the realities of this Congress and what hap-
pens up here with respect to Israel.”127 USAID agreed, once again, to stop
paying Egyptian military debts from its funds—but the following year was
already asking to have the new accounting rules relaxed. In 1990, follow-
ing the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and further Egyptian debt defaults, the
U.S. government wiped out Egypt’s entire $7.1 billion military debt, using
Egypt’s political support for a war against Iraq to overcome Congressional
opposition.128

Thus a total of $8.7 billion, or 58 percent of all U.S. economic assistance,
was spent directly in the United States rather than on development proj-
ects in Egypt, and most of this “American aid” in fact represents money
paid by Egypt to America.

The remaining 42 percent of U.S. economic assistance funds to Egypt,
totaling $6.3 billion, were earmarked for development projects within the
country (see fig. 4). Yet none of this money was transferred directly to
Egypt. The entire amount, as far as one can tell, was spent in the United
States, or on American contractors in Egypt. The major recipients of the
funds were large American manufacturing, construction, and consulting
firms. More than $1 billion went to corporations like General Electric,
Westinghouse, and Overseas Bechtel to purchase thermal power turbines
and electricity distribution systems. More than $1.5 billion went to U.S.
engineering and construction firms to build sewage networks and drinking
water plants. Three hundred million dollars went to American Telephone
and Telegraph and other U.S. communications companies to supply tele-
phone equipment for Cairo and Alexandria. More than $200 million went
to Ferguson International of Cleveland, Ohio, and other U.S. firms for the
construction of two cement plants. American agribusiness and engineering
firms received multimillion dollar contracts to supply grain silos and fats
storage facilities for the country’s expanded U.S. food imports. Dredging
and earth-moving equipment was purchased from firms like Caterpillar,
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John Deere, and International Harvester. Westinghouse Health Systems
received tens of millions of dollars to improve rural and urban “health de-
livery.” And hundreds of millions of dollars went to American universities
and research institutes to provide training in agricultural sciences, man-
agement, and technology transfer.129

Many of these projects also required local payments within Egypt in
Egyptian pounds. In 1988 such local implementation costs were said to
amount to about E£200 million annually, equivalent then to just over $100
million, or about 10 percent of annual U.S. dollar aid for development proj-
ects.130 But such payments were not made from U.S. dollar funds. Instead,
local currency funds paid by the Egyptian government to purchase Ameri-
can imports under the Commodity Import Program, mentioned above, were
used by USAID in Cairo to pay for all local costs. In other words, the local
implementation expenses of development projects (and even the local oper-
ating costs of the USAID mission in Cairo) were paid by the Egyptian gov-
ernment, in exchange for commodities imported from the United States.131

Many millions of Egyptians, needless to say, benefited from this eco-
nomic assistance, at least in the short term. The supply of power stations,
sewage networks, telephone exchanges, and drinking-water plants im-
proved the deteriorated physical fabric, especially in the two metropolises
of Cairo and Alexandria, which had been overwhelmed by migration from
the countryside following the failure to redistribute a better share of 
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income among the rural population. At the same time, the aid program
exacerbated basic problems in the distribution of wealth and political
power, and as several Egyptian scholars argued, came at the price of a crip-
pling dependence on imports of American food, machinery, and technol-
ogy.132 In the 1980s the United States became the largest supplier of Egyp-
tian imports, and by 1988 the country’s imports from America had
reached E£1.94 billion. The following year, 1989, they jumped more than
50 percent, to E£2.93 billion.133

This dependence, and the astronomical levels of debt it caused, gave the
United States a powerful position of influence within the Egyptian state.
USAID conducted what it termed “cabinet-level dialogue” on macroeco-
nomic policy with the Egyptian government. At times, USAID reported,
when this “dialogue” was not “completely successful”—meaning that the
Egyptian government rejected or delayed implementing American de-
mands—“annual releases of funds have been delayed.”134 Acquiring at
every level of the Egyptian bureaucracy this sort of “policy leverage,” as it
was called, became the principal criterion according to which USAID de-
velopment projects in Egypt were evaluated.135 And all this was achieved
by a program whose larger effect was to provide subsidies to the so-called
private sector in the United States—both directly, by the purchase of bil-
lions of dollars of its products, and indirectly, by converting Egypt into a
future U.S. market.136

opposed to the state?

Thus USAID operated, more or less successfully, as a form of state support
to the American corporate sector, while working in Egypt to dismantle
state supports. None of this was explained in the discourse of USAID itself,
which pretended to stand outside Egyptian politics, conducting merely a
“dialogue” at the rational, detached level of “policy.” Yet there is even
more that was missing from the discourse of development on Egypt. The
$15 billion of assistance between 1974 and 1989 represented only about
one-half of U.S. aid to Egypt in that period. The other half consisted of eco-
nomic assistance to the Egyptian military. From 1985 to 1990 total Ameri-
can aid to Egypt was more than $15 billion, half of which consisted of mil-
itary aid.137 The military aid was largely spent in the United States to
purchase weapons, representing in those five years alone a further $7.5 bil-
lion of subsidies to U.S. industry. The United States excluded this aid from
its figures for “economic assistance,” however, and listed it separately as
military aid.
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So American aid, which described its aims in Egypt as the support of the
private sector and “pluralism,” in fact channeled half its funds (or more, if
one includes the Cash Transfer payments with which America paid back to
itself Egypt’s military loans) directly into the most powerful sector of the
state. The Egyptian military, with the support of American funds, devel-
oped into a major presence within the country’s manufacturing, agricul-
ture, construction, and consumption. Its arms industries, which received
state subsidies but whose income went into military rather than national
accounts, became the country’s largest manufacturing sector, producing
exports (mostly to Iraq) estimated to be worth about three times the total
of all other nontextile manufactures.138 The army also moved into civilian
manufacturing, producing clothes, electrical appliances, construction
goods, and pharmaceuticals. In 1986 it negotiated a contract with General
Motors to manufacture passenger cars. Under pressure from the American
Embassy, USAID pledged General Motors a $200 million subsidy from its
aid budget. The project was abandoned for political and financial reasons,
but later on the army began to assemble Jeep Cherokees from the Chrysler
Corporation.139

Agriculture was another sector in which the military became a domi-
nant presence, setting up dairy, poultry, and vegetable farms, fisheries,
land reclamation projects, and food processing industries, particularly in
meat, fruit, and vegetables. Its Food Security Division represented the
largest agro-industrial enterprise in the country, producing in 1985–86
E£488 million worth of food, or almost one-fifth of the total value of
Egyptian food production.140 The military also played a leading role in the
construction of bridges, roads, power lines, telephone systems, and other
civilian infrastructure projects. All these activities provided plentiful op-
portunities for patronage and personal profit making. The Lockheed Cor-
poration agreed in 1990 to pay a $1 million bribe to an Egyptian member
of parliament, who used her influence to persuade the Egyptian military
to purchase three of Lockheed’s C-130 Hercules transport planes, giving
an indication of some of the sums involved. (When Pentagon auditors dis-
covered the bribe Lockheed promised not to pay it, but then paid it the fol-
lowing year, according to U.S. prosecutors, disguised as a “termination
fee.”)141 The Ministry of Defense also began to build its own military
cities, mostly around Cairo. Thirteen cities were built by 1986, each with
a population of 150,000 to 250,000, complete with hospitals, shops,
schools, and mosques, and a further ten were under construction.142 To-
gether with coastal resorts, tourist services, and elite training colleges,
these developments transformed the professional officer class into what
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Robert Springborg called “an almost entirely autonomous enclave of middle-
class modernity in an increasingly impoverished and marginalized Third
World economy.”143 Meanwhile, many from the most senior ranks, often
equipped with diplomas in management from U.S. military colleges,
moved on to enjoy the rents from senior positions in ministries, state-
owned corporations, and local government.

These enclaves of privilege received substantial support from Egyptian
public funds. Among the world’s twenty or so lower-middle income coun-
tries, Egypt in 1987 came near the bottom of the list in the proportion of
central government expenditure devoted to health and education (only
Syria and Mexico spent proportionately less) and near the top in the pro-
portion (20 percent) devoted to the military (only Syria, Jordan, North
Yemen, and El Salvador spent proportionately more). At the same time,
power and privilege on this scale would never have been possible without
the multibillion dollar contributions of United States aid.

Despite its large presence in the Egyptian economy, the large proportion
of government funds it consumed, and its even larger proportion of total
American support, the military received almost no attention in the litera-
ture of organizations like USAID and the World Bank. Given the supposed
objectives of developing the private sector and pluralism, the silence of this
discourse is astonishing. The silence reflects the necessary limits of the dis-
course of development. A systematic inquiry into the economy and power
of the Egyptian military would have revealed its relations to American
military industries, to the system of state subsidies on which those indus-
tries depended, and thus to the larger object of American aid programs. In
the same way, as I have suggested, a proper analysis of Egyptian agricul-
ture examining the causes of the shift to meat production and the coun-
try’s resulting shortages of food and growing indebtedness would have re-
vealed the connections between these events and the crisis of American
farming and the remedy of subsidized food exports. Such analyses would
serve as a reminder that the discourse of development is situated within,
not outside, such relationships.

That is the reason for the silence. Development discourse wishes to
present itself as a detached center of rationality and intelligence. The rela-
tionship between West and non-West will be constructed in these terms.
The West possesses the expertise, technology, and management skills that
the non-West is lacking. This lack is what has caused the problems of the
non-West. Questions of power and inequality, whether on the global level
of international grain markets, state subsidies, and the arms trade, or the
more local level of landholding, food supplies, and income distribution, will
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nowhere be discussed. To remain silent on such questions, in which its own
existence is involved, development discourse needed an object that ap-
peared to stand outside itself. What more natural object could there be, for
such a purpose, than the image of a narrow river valley, hemmed in by the
desert, crowded with rapidly multiplying millions of inhabitants?
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8 The Market’s Place

The dominant theme in the description of the rural Third World at the
close of the twentieth century remains the story of its capitalist transfor-
mation. The theme was exemplified in rural Egypt, where the reform and
removal of state controls through the program known as structural adjust-
ment was intended to turn the land and its produce into market commodi-
ties and remake the countryside for the twenty-first century as a fully cap-
italist economy. There are several ways to critique this story of capitalism’s
advance. In the case of Egypt one can question how seriously some of the
market reforms were applied, ask about the ways people resisted or evaded
them, point to the increasing hardship and poverty they caused, attack
them for reversing the 1952 land reform and other political achievements,
and criticize their appropriateness for the way most households survive
and make a living. What remains remarkably difficult, however, is to ac-
count for what was happening in the countryside in a way that not only
questions the extent or desirability of the advance of market capitalism,
but avoids telling it as the story of capitalism.

Let me return to the themes I introduced at the beginning of this book
and recall why one might want to avoid telling capitalism’s story.The power
of the market economy reveals itself not only in the transforming of peo-
ple’s lives and livelihoods but in its influence over the way we think. It is
one of those ideas that we seem able to grasp only in terms that the phe-
nomenon itself dictates. There are many different ways to describe the na-
ture of the market economy, yet every description carries a common as-
sumption. It is variously said to be based upon principles of self-interest,
profit making, the proper organization of pricing and other forms of infor-
mation, the accumulation and reinvestment of capital, the separation of cap-
ital from the labor it exploits, and a continuous historical process of world-
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wide expansion and transformation. Different accounts may highlight or
ignore different features from this list. But every attempt to describe the
capitalist economy inevitably attempts to capture what distinguishes the
market system from the nonmarket, or the capitalist mode of production
from the noncapitalist. The distinction gives capitalism its identity.1

For capitalism to work as a structure of representation, that is, as a way
of appearing to distribute phenomena in terms of a distinction between a
real world and its meaning, it must have an identity. There must be some
characteristic that is the essence of capitalism, some element of sameness,
so that as it develops and expands one can recognize its occurrence through
different material and temporal manifestations and hold together its story.
One could call this the “homoficence” of capitalism: whatever the local var-
iation, at some level capitalism always does the same thing, or has the same
effect.2 The sameness supplies the theme that enables the narrative to
move forward. It provides a logic that becomes the source of historical
movement and the motor of social transformations. In rural Egypt one can
attribute the spread of free-market practices to the force of self-interest
and individual economic freedom, once the restraints of state control and
other noncapitalist arrangements are removed. Or, following a different
conception of capitalism’s essence, one can ascribe the changes to the power
of Egyptian and international capital, driven by the need to accumulate and
reproduce. Whichever way one tells the story, what is happening in rural
Egypt, or anywhere else in the rural Third World, receives its logic and
meaning from the movement of the principle of market capitalism.

This logic does not mean that there are no other factors at work. The
narrative gives a place to all kinds of noncapitalist features. The country-
side may contain what one thinks of as traditional practices or precapitalist
social arrangements, which resist the spread of the market or even interact
with it in some kind of transitional articulation. It may contain political
forces that present obstacles to the spread of capitalism or corrupt its oper-
ation. People may have social values or cultural norms that differ from
those of the market. What characterizes all these additional features, how-
ever, is that when they are placed within the larger story of capitalism they
are determined by its logic. The narrative marks them as nonmarket fac-
tors, meaning that it defines their identity and significance in terms of
what they are not. Their role is that of negative elements. They stand out-
side the principle of the market, as external, nondynamic, generally resid-
ual, mostly local factors. As the exterior of capitalism, moreover, although
they may impede its progress or distort its path, they do not shape its
essence. They play no part in defining its nature. The market economy is
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understood to be a universal form constituted only from its own internal
logic. The local and residual features encountered in a place like rural Egypt
do not affect its real nature.3

Since the capitalist economy is understood to be determined by its own
inner logic, since it has an inside or essence that determines its nature, one
thinks of it as its own sphere. It appears to be a self-contained space, distinct
from other social spheres such as the household, the state, or the sphere of
culture. During the past two centuries, the changing forms of capitalist
economic discourse have defined this space in different ways. As I discussed
in chapter 3, the classical political economists from the late eighteenth to
the mid-nineteenth century did not refer to an object called the economy.
Writers like David Ricardo described a regular motion of production, ex-
change, and consumption whose regularity derived from the natural cycle
of the country’s major commodity, wheat, and whose movement they
called the market. Later in the nineteenth century, Leon Walras and the
new science of economics turned the market into a mathematical abstrac-
tion, while Marx replaced it with a much broader conception of material
production and exchange. It was only in the 1930s and 1940s that the mod-
ern idea of the economy appeared, reflecting the collapse of a colonial or-
ganization of power, knowledge, and exchange, and the rise of the national
state as producer of statistical knowledge and custodian of the economic. In
the last quarter of the twentieth century these conceptions began to shift
again. In Anglo-American political discourse the market came to stand for
a system of forces that the state claimed was independent of its manage-
ment of the economy, setting limits that this management could not prof-
itably transgress.4

The idea that market capitalism has a unitary and universal nature that
is not determined by the local or nonmarket elements it encounters rests,
therefore, not only on simple distinctions between capitalist and noncapi-
talist or market and nonmarket. These distinctions are part of more com-
plex fields of practice that have established the measures, exclusions, and
power relations that make possible the market or the economy as forms of
technical and material organization. Academic disciplines, state institu-
tions, international development organizations, and bodies of statistical
and theoretical knowledge have all played roles in this process. The ideas of
the economy and the market seem so matter-of-fact that they would ap-
pear as central categories in almost any discussion of the changes trans-
forming the rural Third World. Yet when they are taken for granted they
conceal more than they reveal. A study of contemporary rural Egypt that
assumes the economy to be a universal and unproblematic object would
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overlook the political process of its creation, as well as the local history of
this process in Egyptian politics that I outlined in chapter 3. What is more
important, it would reproduce the assumption that the economy is its own
freestanding sphere, determined by its own logic, and that the obstacles
and resistances to the market economy encountered in the countryside
must be grasped only as the subsidiary, reactive, and local responses to the
universal story of capitalism.

There have been only a couple of studies of the ways in which villagers
in Egypt relate to what we call the market, with many accounts treating the
village in isolation. These studies describe the complexity of the social or-
ganization of marketing, which for any one village involves several differ-
ent kinds of merchants and agents, numerous levels of trade ranging from
the centralized to the very local, a variety of financial arrangements, and
many alternative sites of exchange. They also stress the importance farm-
ers attach to their personal relationship with merchants, because of the
mutual trust on which exchanges often depend.5 Such analyses provide an
excellent corrective to the image of the market one finds among propo-
nents of free-market reforms, which typically begin from an abstract
model of exchange and mention what actually occurs, if at all, only as the
failure of or deviation from this abstraction. They insist, however, that
these complex local practices represent a certain level of development of
“the market” in general, and that farmers are best understood as small cap-
italists. Even when farmers engage in an apparently nonmarket practice,
such as growing food for their own consumption, they are calculating that
this is a better use of resources than marketing their crops and purchasing
food. They are therefore dealing with the market.

If one must decide whether small farmers are capitalist or noncapitalist,
then capitalist seems the correct choice. It avoids attributing apparently
nonmarket relations either to tradition and ignorance, as free-market re-
formers often do, or to a parallel mode of production, oriented toward sub-
sistence, that somehow coexists amid all these complex involvements with
a market system. Yet the effect of describing these local social forms as a
variety of market capitalism is to reproduce the general narrative of capi-
talism. However complex the local variations, they must derive from some
internal principle of capitalism—a principle so abstract it has no location,
and is therefore assumed to be universal or global.

Another important way of addressing the variety of relations to the
market has been to introduce the idea of “multiple capitalisms,” or, more
broadly, of “alternative modernities.” Such an approach might emphasize
the variety of local, regional, and global forces whose combination shapes
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the particular histories of capitalist globalization, producing different ver-
sions in different places. These formulations provide a less Eurocentric way
of acknowledging the importance and variation of the non-European con-
texts of capitalism’s development and can reveal the complex and multiple
origins of what we too easily unify under the name of globalization. Yet
the strength of this sort of approach also contains a weakness. On the one
hand, the language of alternative modernities can suggest an almost infi-
nite play of possibilities, with no rigorous sense of what, if anything, gives
capitalist globalization what seems its phenomenal power of replication
and expansion. On the other hand, the vocabulary of alternatives still im-
plies a fundamentally singular capitalism underneath, modified by local
circumstances into alternative forms. It is only in reference to this implied
generic that such alternatives can be imagined and discussed.6

Is there another way to make sense of what is happening in places like
the Egyptian countryside? Can one find a way to take this local complexity
and variation and make it challenge the narrative of the market? Can one
do so without positing the existence of a precapitalist or noncapitalist
sphere, or even multiple capitalisms, positions that always reinvoke the
universal nature of capitalism? To begin to do so, we have to stop asking
whether rural Egypt is capitalist or not. We have to avoid the assumption
that capitalism has an “is” and take more seriously the variations, disrup-
tions, and dislocations that make each appearance of capitalism, despite the
plans of the reformers, something different.

I propose to explore these questions by drawing on the experience of a
rural community in southern Egypt in the 1990s.7 There are several as-
pects of the village’s experience I will discuss, but to give a focus to the ac-
count I want to look in particular at the question of wheat.

Wheat provides an appropriate theme for a critique of economic discourse.
The classical political economists, as I mentioned in chapter 3, based their pic-
ture of the market as a natural process on the production cycle of wheat. In-
deed David Ricardo wrote his seminal essay in political economy, the “Essay
on Profits” of 1815, as part of a political debate about protecting the price of
wheat.8 A century later, between 1873 and 1935, the global expansion of the
colonial powers coincided with large increases in the production of wheat and
new ways of transporting it.Wheat became the first major commodity to de-
velop a world market, with producers everywhere facing a single price.9 To-
ward the end of the twentieth century wheat acquired a different signifi-
cance, symbolizing a popular resistance to the global market. In Egypt and
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Jordan and beyond the Arab world efforts to end national protection against
the world market were marked by major riots protesting the increase in the
price of bread. On January 18, 1977, when the Egyptian government an-
nounced it was accepting the demand of the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) to eliminate food subsidies and doubling the price of bread, groups of
workers, students, and the urban poor marched to the center of Cairo in
protest. The demonstrations turned to riots and spread to Alexandria and
nineteen smaller cities, where shops, government buildings, and police sta-
tions were attacked. The government brought the army into the streets to
quell the protests by force but was able to restore order only two days later,
when it rescinded the price increases. The government claimed that 77 peo-
ple had died and 214 were wounded, but unofficial estimates were several
times higher.10 Two decades later, no discussion of the IMF reforms in Egypt
could pass without reference to the bread riots of January 1977.11

Following this confrontation, as all the accounts of the Egyptian eco-
nomic reforms relate, the government moved more slowly and surrepti-
tiously toward the reintroduction of world market prices for wheat. Pro-
tection had begun in 1941 as a measure to counteract the food shortages
and price inflation caused by the war and the associated fertilizer crisis, dis-
cussed in chapter 1. In 1966 the government introduced ration cards to
control distribution after the United States cut off its supply of subsidized
wheat. When nonmarket U.S. wheat returned in large amounts following
Egypt’s realignment with Washington in 1974, the ration system changed
from a form of quantity control into a method of distributing almost un-
limited supplies of highly subsidized bread.12 From the mid-1980s, as the
United States began to demand market prices for the wheat it had previ-
ously dumped (with the express aim of creating a future market), the Min-
istry of Supply started to increase the price and reduce the availability and
quality of subsidized bread and flour. It also stopped issuing ration cards for
children born after 1991. At the same time the Ministry of Agriculture
began to introduce policies demanded by the United States to create an un-
controlled domestic market. The ministry claimed to have ended govern-
ment control of all crop areas, quotas, and prices by 1987, except for rice,
cotton, and sugarcane, and for all except sugarcane by 1992. The govern-
ment also relaxed its control of marketing and processing. In the case of
wheat, it reduced its share of domestic production to about 50 percent after
1992, and also allowed private companies to begin importing wheat flour.13

What was the experience of these changes in rural Egypt? The village
from which I want to draw some observations is located in a sugarcane-
producing region of Qina governorate. It lies about six kilometers from
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the town of Luxor on the other side of the Nile and on the periphery of its
tourist industry.14 Bread is the village’s staple food, but in the 1990s it had
no bakeries and almost none of its more than two thousand households
bought bread already baked.15 Instead they used wheat flour to make the
large sourdough loaves known as [aish shamshi, leavened in the sun and
baked in earthen ovens at home. The dozen or so largest landowners used
only wheat from their own fields, but the rest depended in part or whole
on sacks of purchased flour. As the government-subsidized domestic flour
was made scarcer, more expensive, and of the worst quality, all except the
poorest households came to depend increasingly on highly refined, mostly
imported white flour purchased from local merchants at unregulated
prices.

Many households with small landholdings dealt with these changes by
growing increasing amounts of their own wheat, which they processed at
one of the tiny, one-room village mills and used entirely for household
bread making. Zaynab, for example, who owned twenty qirats (five-sixths
of an acre) and used to produce little or no wheat, now grew it on more
than half her land.16 With eight children but no grown men to feed (her
husband worked eleven months out of twelve at a poultry factory outside
Alexandria), a strong yield would supply all her needs for the year. The
Mahmud household farmed four acres and now used more than half the
land for wheat, although with three married sons and their wives and chil-
dren the crop would not quite supply their needs. Rather than run out of
homegrown wheat, which makes bread of superior texture and taste, the
women added a little white flour each time they baked. The village’s largest
landowner, Salim, who controlled more than 300 of its 2,750 acres, pro-
duced an enormous surplus of wheat, which he sold to grain merchants
from Qina or other large towns. Unlike the smallholders, however, he had
not increased his wheat acreage since the deregulation of the market, pre-
ferring (for reasons to be explored) to keep most of his land in sugarcane.

The Ministry of Agriculture produced statistics that reflected the in-
creased production of wheat, at least among smallholders, and may have
exaggerated it. The official figures for the country as a whole report that
levels of wheat production stagnated at just under two million metric tons
a year from the early 1970s until 1986, then suddenly doubled to more
than four million tons by 1990 and increased to more than six million by
1998. The biggest percentage increase came in 1987, immediately follow-
ing the removal of area restrictions, quotas, and fixed procurement prices,
when production jumped by 40 percent in one year (see fig. 5). The min-
istry, the IMF, and the U.S. Agency for International Development
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(USAID) regularly cited these figures as the best proof of the success of
their program of free-market reforms.

While acknowledging that there was a significant increase in wheat pro-
duction, one can point to two problems with this use of such figures. First,
the system of compulsory cropping and low procurement prices in place be-
fore the 1987 reform, which particularly affected small farmers, gave them
a strong incentive to disguise the size of their wheat yields. (The method of
gathering agricultural statistics offered several opportunities for doing so.
The census staff determined the area planted with a given crop in each vil-
lage, “with the help of village administrative staff,” simply by asking farm-
ers what they had planted. They took field measurements for cotton, wheat,
rice, and cane, measuring only half of each crop, and taking measurements
only along the sides of existing survey parcels. They determined yields by
asking the farmers again, and by eye estimates. Sample field measurements
were made only in two villages in each district.)17 Smallholders who were
required to grow a quota of sugarcane or other commercial crops and sell
them to the government at low prices also had good reason to divert part of
their land to crops they could eat themselves, including wheat. At the very
least they would ensure that any particularly poor soil was allocated to gov-
ernment crops, not those consumed at home. (“There’s the government’s
sesame,” [Amm Mahmud used to say, pointing to a barren patch of whitish
soil that never produced anything.) These sorts of practices may well have
increased during the 1980s, as procurement prices dropped in real terms,
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subsidized flour became harder to obtain, and consumer prices for other
foods increased sharply. The stagnant yields of the years before 1987, which
according to the official view made necessary the shift to an unregulated
market, may in fact reflect, in whole or in part, the smallholders’ unreported
diversion of land and crops to better serve their own needs.18 To the extent
that this is the case, something one has no way of measuring, the impact of
the free-market reforms may have been more on the statistics published by
the state than on what farmers were actually growing.

Second, it is curious that those telling the story of Egyptian agriculture
at the end of the twentieth century as one of successful movement toward
a free market should produce as the best evidence of its progress the fact
that farmers were moving not toward the market but toward increased
self-provisioning and protection from the market.19 The rationale for the
deregulation of agriculture was that farmers would respond by growing
more so-called high value crops, especially export crops such as cotton and
vegetables, drawing themselves more fully into the national and transna-
tional market economy and thereby increasing their own and the nation’s
income. This did not happen. In the six years following the 1987 deregula-
tion the area planted with cotton, the two main vegetable crops (tomatoes
and potatoes), and most other vegetables declined.20 The value of agricul-
tural exports fell sharply, and even a decade after deregulation had not yet
recovered to prereform levels (see fig. 6). The area planted with grain and
fodder crops serving mostly household production, on the other hand, re-
mained steady, and in the case of two staple grains, wheat and rice, dramat-
ically increased.21 In the northern Delta, where rice replaces bread as the
staple food, farmers planted so much of the crop that the government is-
sued 250,000 fines and threatened farmers with imprisonment in an at-
tempt to conserve water supplies for industrial and export crops.22 Alto-
gether, crops intended mostly for the farm household accounted for more
than two-thirds of the crop area following the reforms.23

In the village itself several smallholders reported experimenting with
growing vegetables for the market after the government controls were
lifted, with mixed results. In 1988 Ahmad Hassan planted two qirats of
aubergines and sold the crop for E£700, a good return.24 The following year
he planted six qirats, or a quarter of an acre, which was half his landhold-
ing. There was a shortage of irrigation water one month, the crop dried out,
and his entire yield filled barely three baskets. He sold the crop for E£20.
Others reported planting tomatoes and getting E£2 or E£3 per kilo, selling
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directly to a man with a truck who shipped them to the Rod al-Farag whole-
sale market in Cairo. Then came “ayyam Saddam,” the 1990–91 Gulf crisis,
when tourism collapsed and with it the price of vegetables. People were sell-
ing two or three kilos for just fifty piastres. Others told different disaster
stories, while many more were unable even to consider taking such risks.

Instead farmers adopted other strategies to increase their income, but
these often took them in different directions than the market. To prepare
one of her strips of land for planting the 1996/97 crop of wheat, to begin
with a simple example, Zaynab hired a distant cousin who used a wooden
plough, drawn by a cow and its calf. During the eight years since she
started farming her own land she had always hired tractors. By the end of
the 1980s these had almost entirely replaced animal-drawn ploughs, a pro-
cess encouraged by government subsidies and USAID programs to pro-
mote the importation of agricultural machinery.25 The ending of subsidies,
however, had removed some of the cost advantage of the tractor (E£1.50 to
E£2 for a tractor to plough one qirat, compared to E£2.50 for the cow). Zay-
nab had also learned that animal-drawn ploughs produce a better yield,
because they do not compact the soil as tractors do, especially when mak-
ing tight turns at the ends of the narrow, elongated strips that small farm-
ers own. Moreover, she talked the owners of neighboring plots into hiring
the same plough and received a discount in return that made it cheaper
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than the tractor. (It helped that the plough was owned by a relative.) The
owner was now in such demand that he hired a partner to do the plough-
ing, in return for one-third of the income. Machines have a limited life and
their owners must pay for their replacement. The cow trains its own calf as
it ploughs, and in two or three years the calf can take its place. Fueled with
homegrown fodder and producing its own replacement, the cow repre-
sented another part of people’s engagement in logics that moved away
from or at cross-purposes with the logic of the market.

These alternative strategies do not create a separate sphere of practice
that might be labeled traditional or nonmarket and contrasted to the mar-
ket sphere. On a strip of land in a different part of the village, also prepared
for wheat, Zaynab hired a tractor to plough. The tractor’s owner, Abu
Qumsan, farmed an adjacent strip and Zaynab depended on his son, who
drove the tractor, for other favors during the year. The father owned only
three acres, far less than any other tractor owner, so he was particularly de-
pendent on renting out the tractor to work his neighbors’ plots. Zaynab de-
cided it would be prudent to maintain good relations with him by continu-
ing to hire his tractor. Elsewhere in the village, to give a different example,
farmers had begun to reintroduce the use of camels, particularly to carry
the sugarcane crop. Like the animal plough, camels had been almost com-
pletely replaced by tractors over the previous decade. But then a number of
young men from different hamlets in the village began to invest in camels.
They used them to carry sugarcane in the mornings, then decked them
with saddles and decorated cloths and took them to the ferry where
tourists disembarked from Luxor to earn money offering rides through the
village.

Sugarcane offers a more complex case of this imbrication, an example of
the difficulty of distinguishing between market and nonmarket practices.
The Mahmud household, with four acres and three married sons, while in-
creasing their wheat crop to more than two acres, still kept one acre de-
voted to the year-round production of sugarcane. This was their only cash
crop. The rest of the land grew maize and berseem (Egyptian clover) to feed
the animals and onions, mulukhiyya (a soup green), and other small crops
to feed the household. The cane provided the income to purchase seeds,
diesel for the irrigation pump, and fertilizer they required for growing
household crops. The acre of cane would earn between E£4,500 and
E£5,000 from the government sugar factory. The factory paid part of this
amount in advance, providing a cash loan early in the year on which the
household now depended. This was a further reason why they kept the
sugarcane—as a source of credit. If they switched to another crop they
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could not survive the growing season without the loan. They were in-
volved in production for the market, but its purpose was to support the
much larger system of self-provisioning. This was true for the village as a
whole, and probably for the entire country. The pattern is the reverse of
that described in the old debates on the articulation of modes of produc-
tion, and far more complex. Rather than a subsistence sector surviving in
support of capitalism, market crops, protected and promoted by the state,
survived in support of self-provisioning.

Small and medium-sized farmers like the Mahmud household had no
interest in extending the production of a market crop such as sugarcane be-
yond the needs of their household production precisely because of the ex-
pense and loss involved in getting it to the market.26 They cut and stripped
the cane themselves with the help of neighbors and relatives, but had to
hire a tractor and cart to carry it across the village to the light railway line
running to the mill in Armant, fifteen kilometers to the south, and had to
hire a pair of men to load the railway wagons. For an acre of cane the trac-
tor cost E£500, the loaders E£300. As Rajab Mahmud said, “the tractor
takes our profit.” The mill workers took some too, he swore, for when they
weighed the cane at the factory they always cheated and recorded a lower
weight for each farmer’s wagons. Household crops, on the other hand,
which they also cut themselves, were carried to the house on a donkey cart
or by hand, or in a pickup truck rented for a few pounds if the field was far-
ther away. No one else took their profit.

These same considerations produced a different logic for the handful of
very large landowners, for whom sugarcane had comparatively low labor
costs. Salim, for example, who grew more than a hundred acres of cane,
hired teams of day laborers at E£5 each per day (in 1996/97) for the plant-
ing, weeding, and harvesting of all his crops. His sons and nephews helped
to supervise the laborers working in different areas of the village, and he
employed a handful of permanent workers to drive the tractors he owned
and operate his irrigation pumps and other machinery. Since all his crops
carried the cost of hired labor, sugarcane was no more expensive to grow
than wheat, maize, or broad beans. In fact, its labor costs were much lower.
The cane stayed in the ground for three to five years, reducing the cost of
planting, and needed fertilizing only three times a year. Salim’s crop was so
large that its harvesting took five months, from late December until May.
He employed wagon loaders continuously through this period, at a dis-
count. He paid them only E£2 per ton of loaded cane, compared to the
E£2.50 or E£3 that smallholders paid to hire loaders by the day, making his
labor costs as much as 50 percent lower. Most important, villagers did
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much of his harvesting for free. Those with little or no land used the leaves
of the cane, known as gilwah, as fodder for the household water buffalo.
Mona, for example, who owned only a few qirats and rented several more
to grow berseem, depended on the gilwah as an additional source of fodder.
She helped harvest in the plots adjacent to her house and sent her sons to
the plots on the far side of the same field. They did the difficult and physi-
cally dangerous work of cutting the cane and stripping its razor-sharp
leaves without payment, or for a token amount, in exchange for taking the
leaves, which had no market value. The interaction of paid and unpaid labor
determined that the same crop that small farmers found the most costly to
produce was for large landowners the cheapest. But the profits that led
large owners to grow sugarcane rather than wheat depended upon a large
supply of villagers with little or no land willing to do the most arduous
work of all without payment.

I have been calling sugarcane a market crop, but this is misleading. The
mill that bought the crop was owned by the government, which fixed the
purchase price. Yet this is not the misleading part. If the government were
to have privatized the Egyptian Sugar and Refining Company, the farmers
would still have had little choice over to whom to sell their crop or at what
price. The company owned the narrow-gauge railway, and there was no
other easy way to transport the cane. Once it is cut the cane’s moisture
content and the sucrose proportion of the moisture rapidly decline, so it
must reach the mill within hours. The crop takes eighteen months to grow
when first planted and stays in the ground for at least two further nine-
month cultivations, so farmers had no way to respond to the ups and
downs of international sugar prices.

What is misleading is the very idea that there could be a free market in
sugar. As a crop that requires the year-round sun of tropical or semitropical
regions, and one whose harvesting cannot easily be mechanized, cane is the
only staple food in the world whose cultivation and export are not dominated
by the rich countries of the temperate zone.This anomaly was first overcome
three hundred years ago by colonizing the Caribbean and enslaving Africans
to grow cane there. (The sugarcane plantation was one of the earliest forms
of industrial organization and discipline, as Sidney Mintz has shown, placing
slave-based sugar manufacturing at the center of the emergence of capitalist
production methods and the system of world trade.27 The crop’s history pro-
vides another reminder that the market has no essence, but always requires
a changing variety of nonmarket methods at its core, sometimes including
slavery.) When the United States and Europe lost control of their Caribbean
dependencies in the mid-twentieth century, they responded by promoting
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the cultivation of sugar beet, an inferior crop that requires extensive use of
chemical herbicides and had to be protected with price supports and import
quotas. Surplus beet sugar was then dumped on the world market, depress-
ing and destabilizing the price of cane sugar and costing its Third World pro-
ducers billions of dollars each year in lost revenue.28 In the second half of the
1990s European Union and American subsidies helped produce a global
sugar glut five years in a row, pushing prices below production costs for all
countries except Brazil.29 The price of sugar in the United States included the
hundreds of thousands of dollars the sugar industry paid each year buying
votes in Congress in order to keep the subsidy system in place.30

Just as sugarcane cannot easily be understood as a market crop, neither can
wheat. There is a similar difficulty in describing the movement of wheat
outside the village as a market system. As with sugarcane, cotton, and
other major crops, the agricultural policy reforms in Egypt were not able to
deregulate the price of wheat. From 1992 private merchants were allowed
to import wheat flour, ostensibly creating a free market in white flour. In
practice, however, the reform replaced Egyptian government controls with
a series of other restrictions and controls, running from the world market
to the village merchant.

At the global level, the marketing of wheat was controlled by five or six
international grain-trading corporations, most of them privately owned.
Production prices depended on an extensive system of U.S. and European
Union price supports, required to keep afloat their large and otherwise un-
profitable commercial producers. The failure of large-scale commercial
wheat production dates back more than a century, as I mentioned in the
previous chapter, to the emergence of a global market in wheat between the
1870s and 1930s. As Harriet Friedmann has shown, the emergence of the
market did not follow a logic one could describe simply as capitalist. It co-
incided with a global shift from large-scale commercial farming to the in-
creasing production of wheat by family farms. Relying on their own un-
paid labor, household producers were more efficient, flexible, and resilient
than large farms using wage labor. (The territorial expansion of the United
States, Canada, and other settler states in this period also encouraged, and
heavily subsidized, the establishing of family farms.)31 From the 1930s, as
the crisis of large grain producers worsened, the United States and other
governments began to introduce a system of price supports, which Wash-
ington extended after World War II into a program of subsidized grain 
exports that aimed to convert first Europeans and then parts of the Third
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World into consumers of meat-based diets, which require much higher lev-
els of grain production. In the 1970s and 1980s, as chapter 7 explained, the
largest recipient of subsidized U.S. grain was Egypt, where cheap wheat
imports helped depress farm incomes and diverted government spending
to other sectors, especially the military.

In the United States and Western Europe, government subsidies kept
wheat prices high to protect politically powerful producers. Total annual
subsidies in U.S. agriculture reached about $29,000 for each farmer by the
mid-1990s (or forty times Egypt’s per capita GNP).32 A separate system of
support, using food coupons and welfare payments, made bread affordable
for the poor.33 In Egypt, where producers had no political power and a far
greater proportion of the population could not afford the inflated prices of
the world grain market, the government used subsidies differently, to keep
consumer prices low. As was mentioned earlier, in the later 1980s the
United States began to demand market prices for its wheat, forcing Egypt
to embark on the program of agricultural policy reform. The government
eliminated subsidies for most other goods, cut the quantity and quality of
subsidized flour, and began adding corn flour to the wheat. Despite strong
U.S. and IMF pressure to abolish bread subsidies entirely, however, the
government was unable to eliminate the program. The private sector
wheat market had to coexist with the system of government supply.

Farmers in the village were now caught in the resulting confusion. The
Ministry of Agriculture claimed to have ended the system of area restric-
tions, quotas, and fixed procurement prices. The Ministry of Supply and
Commerce, however, working with the local government authorities, still
attempted to procure about 12 to 15 percent of local wheat production at a
fixed price (E£100 per ardeb in 1996 and 1997).34 The government-run land-
reform cooperatives, which supplied seeds and fertilizer to beneficiaries of
the 1952 land reform, demanded in return that the owners of each holding
(the nimra, or original land-reform unit, which was legally indivisible but
in practice usually shared among several second- or third-generation own-
ers) sell to the government one ardeb (150 kilograms) of wheat. In the sum-
mer of 1996 a crisis erupted when the price of wheat on the commercial
market rose much higher than the government’s price and the Ministry of
Supply was unable to obtain its wheat. The Qina governorate authorities
responded by suspending development projects in any village that failed to
supply its quota, forcing farmers to supply the missing wheat by purchas-
ing it on the market, where prices jumped even higher. The authorities also
reduced the supply of subsidized flour to each distributor. In Aswan gover-
norate to the south, local authorities required that anyone seeking permits
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of any kind or other government assistance produce a document showing
that they had supplied their quota of wheat. In at least one district this re-
quirement was imposed on every village household, including those grow-
ing no wheat or even farming no land at all. To obtain the appropriate doc-
ument, villagers had to pay the cooperative a sum covering the cost of
purchasing wheat on the market to resell to the government. The authori-
ties had banned the transport of wheat between governorates, so villages
had to smuggle supplies through the desert to avoid the roadblocks and in-
spection points that now operated like international frontiers on the main
roads.35 The official accounts of Egypt’s successful transition to a rural mar-
ket economy did not discuss these unusual arrangements.36

There are further reasons why the movement of wheat outside the vil-
lage did not resemble the model of a free market. The international cartel
of grain-trading corporations that controlled world supplies was now
copied within Egypt. A small group of merchants controlled the commer-
cial importing of wheat flour and fixed the price.37 Within the village itself,
the commercial distribution of flour was also tending toward a local oli-
gopoly. Three or four merchants in the village had official concessions to
sell subsidized flour from the Ministry of Supply. Commercial sales of
flour were now concentrated in the same hands. By far the biggest of these
merchants was Hasan Qinawi, who with his brother Ibrahim inherited his
father’s village shop and transformed it in the mid-1990s into the domi-
nant local business.

The history of this merchant household reflects the complexity of the
changes that had been taking place. The Qinawi family was said to have its
roots in the long-distance trade with the Sudan. Little of this trade—once
an important activity of the village, which lies near the start of one of the
old desert routes to the south—remained after the middle of the twentieth
century.38 The Qinawis’ father made his living from a different long-
distance trade that flourished in the region in the 1950s and 1960s, the sup-
ply of eggs by train to Cairo. Beginning as a middleman who went from
door to door collecting eggs from the women who raised poultry, he later
built a large hatchery, the remains of which four decades later still stood
next to the family house. In the 1970s the poultry trade too was wiped out,
partly by the decline of local grain production after the Aswan Dam made
possible the extension of sugarcane cultivation, and partly by the rise of
factory egg and poultry production in the north, subsidized with IMF loans
and nonmarket U.S. feed grains. One of these giant poultry factories in the
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Delta was where one or two of the Qinawis’ poorer neighbors now found
work, including the migrant husband of Zaynab.

The father survived the collapse of the local egg industry. He had be-
come a general merchant and moneylender dealing especially in wheat and
had opened a small shop built into the outer wall of his large house. Fol-
lowing the last round of land transfers in the 1960s, when the state se-
questered land from some of those who had evaded or profited from the
earlier reforms, he acquired fifty acres from an estate in a neighboring vil-
lage. (Its owner was a local magnate who had managed the estate of Ahmed
[Abbud, the sugar baron of chapter 1, and extended his own holdings after
the 1952 land reform broke up [Abbud’s six-thousand-acre property. In the
1960s this local magnate’s own property was sequestrated and he moved
abroad, returning a decade later after President Sadat reversed the final se-
questrations. He now ran the estate, a large hotel across the river in Luxor,
and several other operations from his home near Armant—the restored
country house of [Abbud.) Qinawi was able to send his sons to study in the
faculty of commerce at one of Cairo’s large universities, an education use-
ful less for what the sons were taught than for the connections they made
with the sons of other merchant families in Cairo and throughout Upper
Egypt. They returned home after their father’s death, built a warehouse
next to the mosque that faced the house (and which the father had built
and recently renovated and enlarged), and turned his shop into the center
of a large wholesale business, using their college merchant connections to
ship in goods for all the smaller shopkeepers in the village. Within three
years they had built a larger warehouse on the main road and another
across the river in Luxor, and they were beginning to monopolize the sup-
ply of flour in the district, as well as certain supplies to the big tourist ho-
tels, including a new brand of mineral water called Safi. (Safi was intro-
duced by the food and beverages arm of the Egyptian military, the
country’s largest agribusiness operation, whose unpaid labor force repre-
sented another forced labor system within the so-called market.)

Most of the women who used to supply eggs to the father could no
longer afford the factory-produced eggs. In the late 1980s the supply of
nonmarket U.S. feed grains was cut as part of the program of agricultural
price reforms. At the same time the government lifted a ban on imported
frozen poultry, flooding the market with cheap supplies from the United
States and the European Union, where subsidies had not been cut. Most of
the country’s commercial egg and poultry industry collapsed. The poultry
population was cut in half between 1984 and 1989, and per capita egg con-
sumption dropped from eighty eggs a year to fifty-three. Only the largest
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producers survived (including the one in the Delta that employed men
from the village), building integrated operations with their own feed mills
and distribution systems. By the early 1990s they formed a small cartel
controlling prices and supply.39 With more by-products from their own
farming to use as animal feed, and unable to afford cartel prices, women in
the village began to raise increasing numbers of their own poultry. Zaynab,
for example, was raising at any one time a dozen or more pigeons, an equal
number of chickens, and half a dozen ducks and geese, alongside the water
buffalo and up to two dozen sheep and goats. Most farming households in
the village raised a similar number and range of animals, although the
poorer could not afford the buffalo while the wealthiest might have several
buffalo and cows. Women sold surplus poultry and eggs among neighbors
and at the weekly market in the neighboring village, where their numbers
sometimes rivaled those of regular merchants selling vegetables, feed
grains, and household supplies. Poultry raised at home also replaced beef
purchased from the butcher for Thursday dinner, the one meat meal of the
week for most households, many of whom could no longer afford to pur-
chase meat following the reforms.40

This is the story of one merchant family and one village. Its usefulness
is not for making any general point about the impact of market reforms
but to argue against general points. It illustrates the great variety of factors
at work in the attempt to introduce a market system, many of them in-
compatible with any abstract definition of a market. With poultry, as with
wheat, the result of the market reforms was nothing like a market system.
A similar debacle occurred with fertilizer: when the government ended its
control over the supply of fertilizer in 1994, an oligopoly of three produc-
ers took over the supply and quadrupled the price, forcing the government
to reassume control.41 All these developments reflected not a failure to im-
plement the reforms, but their interaction with existing networks and log-
ics that resituated and transposed them.

I want to return one last time to the issue of bread. The market in flour
could not function freely as a market, as we have seen, in part because for
most people in Egypt bread is the staple food. The government had reduced
or eliminated almost all other food subsidies, but could not end the supply
of subsidized bread. In the village bread formed a large part of almost ev-
eryone’s diet. Compared to the flat loaves of [aish baladi eaten in the towns,
the thick [aish shamshi loaf produced in the villages of the south was ex-
tremely filling. For the poorest households it was almost the only food,
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taken with a cup of black tea at breakfast (the tea helped kill the appetite)
and dipped in a bowl of mulukhiyya to give it moisture as the main meal.

The basic nourishment that bread could provide was the result of a
major resource within the village, a resource that shaped the wheat market
yet could not itself be marketed: the labor of bread making. The work
women did in kneading and baking their bread and supplying fuel for the
bread oven was one of the most important means of creating household
wealth. Most women baked every four or five days, often working jointly
with a sister-in-law, neighbor, or daughter kept home from school that day
to share the labor of producing fifty or sixty loaves. The work was inte-
grated with the other household labor of child rearing, laundry, cooking,
and cleaning, and was closely connected with animal raising. Pats of buf-
falo dung, together with the remains of the maize or corn leaves used as
animal fodder mixed with dung from the donkey, provided the main source
of fuel for the bread oven. (Households needing extra supplies could spread
a little dung on leaves in the lane outside the house, its smell provoking
every passing donkey to provide some more.) Cardboard boxes, used
school notebooks, and other forms of refuse in the village provided an ad-
ditional source of fuel. Tourist groups from Luxor that visited the temple
near Zaynab’s house brought boxed lunches, whose packaging she had
arranged to recycle in her oven. Dried scraps of bread from her table were
never wasted, but carefully collected and fed to the poultry. Even the ashes
from the bread oven were reused, as fertilizer in the fields.

This form of food production could not be reproduced commercially,
given the market costs of fuel and labor, so [aish shamshi was not available
for purchase. In the wealthiest landowning households, women who were
spared some of the other chores of animal raising and collecting fodder still
produced their own bread. Even the handful of younger, better-off women
who lived in the small apartment buildings near the ferry, from where
their husbands commuted to work as lawyers or pharmacists in Luxor, still
usually returned to their mothers’ homes in the village every few days to
bake bread.

The system of self-provisioning would begin with the growing of wheat
and the raising of domestic animals. No household was self-sufficient, for
most lacked enough land to support themselves entirely, and those with
large landholdings purchased tea, sugar, and other goods they could not
grow. But self-provisioning involved far more than the resources repre-
sented by government figures for wheat production and numbers of farm
animals. The village household produced its staple diet not only by raising
crops and animals but by an intensive system of food manufacture. Neither
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the labor used to make bread nor the fuel was a market commodity. The
same is true of the labor used in milking the buffalo and producing cheese,
clarified butter, and other household milk products, or in preparing poultry
to eat. This manufacturing system was probably the country’s largest in-
dustry, at least in terms of the numbers it employed and the mouths it
helped feed. Yet it had no official place in the government’s program of
agricultural reforms. Contemporary methods of estimating the country’s
gross domestic product (GDP) included some guess at the value of crops di-
rectly consumed by those who grow them. But the reforms were concerned
with removing obstacles to the operation of market laws and grasped the
nature of Egyptian agriculture according to the model of a market. This
model has no place for the industry of domestic food manufacture and the
crops and livestock that supported it, except a residual and insignificant one.

The result of reformers implementing the model of the market was to
demonstrate its failure. Ending the compulsory government purchase of
crops at low prices probably stimulated production. The yields of several
major crops appeared to have increased significantly. But some of this in-
crease may have been due to more accurate reporting and much of the rest
to the continuing introduction of high yielding crop varieties, which have
no necessary connection with market principles. (In the 1990s Egypt held
the world record for yields of sugarcane, the one crop that the government
still entirely controlled.) In general, the free-market reforms produced re-
sults opposite from those their proponents anticipated. Instead of moving
toward high value export crops such as cotton and vegetables, farmers in-
creased their production of staples such as wheat, maize, and rice. Markets
did not work because of monopolization, hoarding, speculation, and the ex-
posure of farmers to international price swings that everywhere in the
world make free-market farming impossible. To deal with the instability
their programs had caused, the reformers began to call for the introduction
of futures markets, to enable farmers to sell their crops in advance at more
stable prices. But futures markets seldom work for small farmers and tend
simply to open up another field of financial speculation, shifting more of
the income away from those who grow the food.42 Better alternatives, such
as farmer-run marketing cooperatives, which play a major role in Europe
and the United States, were ignored by organizations like USAID and in
some cases actively opposed.43 Instead, the government was obliged to
manage the crises by retaining or reintroducing acreage controls and floor
prices. Even the reformers acknowledged, furthermore, that “the costs” of
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their policies, as they put it, had “become much more apparent.” The costs
they listed, with no hint of self-recrimination, included “growing unem-
ployment, falling real wages, higher prices for basic goods and services, and
widespread loss of economic security.”44

Reformers claimed that these hardships were the necessary price for re-
moving the barriers to agricultural growth. Once the growth began, the
hardships would be overcome. Since removing the barriers exposed farm-
ers to global price instability and local price fixing, however, it did not stim-
ulate real growth. The World Bank had claimed that the old system of price
controls was penalizing farmers and reducing agricultural GDP by 20 per-
cent.45 Yet in the seven years following the removal of controls in 1986, de-
spite the reported increase in yields, agricultural GDP stagnated or even
declined.46 The reformers subsequently admitted that they did not know
whether the old price controls had depressed output or what effect govern-
ment interventions had on overall agricultural performance, an ignorance
they had failed to mention when advocating the reforms.47 Moreover, ap-
parent success in the other major area of economic reform, currency stabi-
lization (see chapter 9), encouraged large flows of foreign capital into
Egypt, which the IMF claimed were causing the Egyptian pound to become
overvalued in relation to the dollar, perhaps by as much as 30 percent.48 If
so, the decline of real agricultural income, as well as the obstacles to the
further promotion of agricultural exports, was even greater.

Far from a temporary phenomenon, the costs of the reforms were to be-
come a central part of the reformers’ long-term plans for rural Egypt. Fol-
lowing the creation of a commercial market in crops, the next goal was a
free market in land.The 1952 agrarian reform gave agricultural tenants and
their heirs security against eviction and fixed the maximum rent at seven
times the land tax. The U.S. government and international financial agen-
cies argued that this arrangement was “creating disincentives to a more ef-
ficient use of land,” although there was no evidence to support this view.49

A law to abolish the 1952 reform was pushed through parliament in 1992
by the ruling National Democratic Party and the right-wing Wafd, the
party of old landowning families (including the minister of agriculture).50

The law raised the maximum rent from seven to twenty-two times the land
tax for a five-year transition period, after which rents and tenancies were to
be unregulated and all tenants could be evicted. Parliament enacted the law
without any studies of its possible impact, nor even accurate figures about
the number of tenants affected or the size of their landholdings.51

Popular opposition to the law was muted by a security regime that out-
lawed any form of unlicensed political activity—a regime that consider-
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ably tightened its grip during the period of free-market reforms—and at
the same time by repeated suggestions from the government that the law
would not seriously be implemented. Although it carried out the initial
tripling of land rents, to twenty-two times the land tax, the government
announced in October 1996 that this rent ceiling would be retained for an
additional five-year period, until 2002.52 By the end of 1996, however,
farmers began to learn from changes at the local government cooperatives
that the law would go ahead, and the protests began.53 On December 31,
1996, tenant farmers from villages near Bani Suwaif, eighty miles south of
Cairo, gathered on the main railway line and began stopping trains run-
ning to and from Cairo, then marched to the office of the provincial gover-
nor and demanded the abrogation of the law. The security forces arrested
ten of the farmers.54 The two opposition newspapers that reported this and
similar events were later shut down.55

When the law was finally implemented in October 1997, the protests es-
calated, as did the violence of the state. The Land Center for Human Rights,
set up to defend the claims of small farmers, reported that in 1997 and 1998
49 people were killed in disputes relating to the new law, 956 were injured,
and 2,785 were arrested. In the first six months of 1999 another 17 lost
their lives, 205 were injured, and 375 were arrested. Some of those arrested
were also tortured.56 Meanwhile, the government passed a new law to reg-
ulate nongovernment organizations such as the Land Center, banning their
involvement in political activities.57

The impact of the tenancy law varied greatly from one village and dis-
trict to the next, because tenancy arrangements depended on the history of
estate formation, land distribution, and out-migration in a particular
place.58 Of the 905,000 tenant farmers affected, it was estimated that
432,000, or almost half, became landless (12,000 of these, or less than 1.5
percent of those affected, were given alternative land to farm by the gov-
ernment). The other half managed to continue farming, either because
they owned other plots of land or because they renegotiated the tenancy.59

These farmers experienced the change in the law less abruptly, as one more
part of the pressure forcing them over several years into a harsher and
more difficult life. “They put us in the mill,” said Sayyid, a farmer in the
village, “and turn it and turn it.”

The impact of the law also varied with the factors and forces it interacted
with, especially those of local family power. In some cases it was unenforce-
able in the village I studied. Rajab rented one of the four acres his family
farmed and was able to prevent the owners from reclaiming it.Although the
owners lived in a neighboring hamlet of the same village, they were the 
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second-generation heirs of the original owner and had no idea of the exact
location of the dispersed fragments to which they had title.60 Even if they
were to locate them, they would have no path to access them, as the land
was now enclosed within the larger holdings of Rajab and his brothers. Nor
were they powerful enough to find the political support they needed within
the village to take back the land. On the other hand, a young widowed
woman whose inherited landholding of less than an acre was rented out to
a wealthy relative with more than fifty acres was able to reclaim the land.
The latter at first refused but was persuaded when other relatives and the
heads of the village intervened, arguing that the woman had no other means
of support. In this case the ending of a tenancy contract created the opposite
effect to that intended by the proponents of free-market reforms, removing
land from a large commercial farm and returning it to a household-based
woman farmer. Once again the logic of the free market produced different
outcomes when displaced by other logics at work in the village.

The eviction of tenant farmers was not the only part of the reformers’
longer-term plans. A conference in Cairo in March 1995 bringing together
representatives of USAID, the Ministry of Agriculture, agribusiness con-
sulting firms, and some of the U.S. and Egyptian academics they employed
concluded that Egypt’s agricultural future depended principally on in-
creased use of technology to encourage “falling labor use,” which in turn
would release additional labor for industrial employment. This surplus
labor, together with lower prices paid to farmers for producing food, would
“help keep real urban wages low and industry more profitable.”61 The tran-
sitional costs of higher unemployment, falling real wages, and increased
economic insecurity were now revealed as a long-term goal of the reforms.

Perhaps to hasten this process of pauperization, the conference repeated
the demand of the U.S. government and the IMF for the early removal of
the remaining subsidies on bread and flour, on the grounds that keeping
staple food affordable resulted in “waste” and “excess consumption,” pro-
posing instead that a smaller amount of aid be given to the “ultrapoor 20
percent of the population.”62 This smaller subsidy would not have covered
the proportion known, even before the impact of the reforms, to be suffer-
ing from serious malnutrition.63 The decrease in the subsidy might have
increased the proportion of those suffering from malnutrition, for there
was no evidence that those who were eating subsidized bread were guilty
of overconsumption. Even among the two-thirds of the population classi-
fied as nonpoor, food accounted on average for almost 50 percent of house-
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hold expenditure, a large part of it consisting of bread and other carbohy-
drates. Surveys indicated that the average calorie intake of this better-off
two-thirds remained below the minimum recommended allowance, even
before most of the price increases and wage cuts of the 1990s.64

If the U.S. government was concerned with waste and excess consump-
tion, it needed to look elsewhere. Its own estimates suggest that 5 percent
of Egypt’s population were affluent by U.S. standards and that the top 2
percent (more than one million people) were “exceptionally and often os-
tentatiously wealthy.”65 There was no evidence that this class purchased a
significant quantity of subsidized bread (the bread reached only 75 percent
of the urban population in 1984, after which it had declined in quality and
availability).66 The wealth and consumption of the affluent had increased
with the U.S.-led reforms, widening the gap that separated them from the
remaining 95 percent. In 1994 the United Nations’ Human Development
Report categorized Egypt as one of four countries “in danger of joining the
world’s list of failed states because of wide income gaps between sections of
their population.”67

Reading the proposals and reports of the proponents of free-market re-
forms for Egyptian agriculture, one is struck by the almost complete ab-
sence from their accounts of any of the detail or particularity of rural
Egypt. One encounters no farmers or villages in their writing. Much more,
too, is missing. Many of the most sweeping reform proposals were unsup-
ported by adequate evidence. The demands to abolish price controls, crop
quotas, food subsidies, and the protection of tenants were made with no re-
liable knowledge about the effects of these programs or the likely conse-
quences of their removal. The result of removing them was a decline in
rates of agricultural growth, a shift away from high value crops such as
cotton, a large drop in Egypt’s most valuable manufactured export, cotton
textiles and clothes, and repeated crises of over- or underproduction of dif-
ferent crops. None of this, however, prevented the reformers from an-
nouncing the success of their plans. We should see the significance of these
endless reports and announcements less as marking progress along the
path of capitalist development, but more as constantly reiterating the lan-
guage of market capitalism, thereby reproducing the impression that we
know what capitalism is and that its unfolding determines our history.

The policy conferences, IMF documents, government programs, consult-
ing reports, statistical information, newspaper announcements, and academic
papers were part of the continuing project to format and reproduce the Egyp-
tian economy. Once again, we should not mistake this economy for a free-
standing object, but examine it as the relationship between expertise and the
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world to which it refers—a world that, on closer inspection, never has the
simplicity, logic, or fixedness that the expertise of economics assumes.

How, then, can we understand rural Egypt and its relation to the market
system (including its relation to this economic expertise)? There have so
far been two alternatives, broadly speaking, neither without problems.68

One points to a basic distinction in rural society between small peasant
households, usually defined as those farming less than five acres, where
production is oriented toward subsistence and the reproduction of the
household, and capitalist farming integrated into national and interna-
tional markets. The two kinds of farming are related, for the market-sector
farms recruit wage laborers from among the landless and the smallest
owners in the subsistence sector. The relationship allows the market sector
to externalize the process of reproducing its labor force, since the costs are
carried by the subsistence sector, which is dependent on jobs in the market
sector for its survival.69

By taking seriously the subsistence household as a form of production
and examining the methods of articulation between the household and cap-
italist sectors, the aim of this approach was to uncover the diversity of
strategies with which rural populations try to resist or accommodate the
penetration of capital, without reducing the phenomenon to the stubborn-
ness of tradition or a mere delay in the process of proletarianization driven
by the global expansion of capitalism.70 Such an approach, it was hoped,
would relocate the principal dynamic of change within rather than outside
Middle Eastern societies and enable them to “recapture their own history”71

The problem with this way of thinking is that “their own history” must
be a history outside capitalism yet, except in the writings of a Richard
Critchfield, the outside of capitalism is not a place one can easily find.72 The
history of capitalism has to be written as the history of the West, as a 
history of others, so to recover a different history, the people of rural 
Egypt must see themselves outside the dynamic of capitalism. Here, it is
hoped, they can locate a “dynamic” of their own. As we saw in the discus-
sion of the [izba system in chapter 2, however, and as studies of the eigh-
teenth century and earlier periods have shown, the history of rural Egypt
has never been outside what is called the history of capitalism. At the end
of the twentieth century, as this chapter has discussed, there was no self-
contained “subsistence sector” in simple articulation with a sector external
to itself called the market. There would be no coherent way to draw a line
between the two. The difficulty in finding any analytic or descriptive
method of separating the noncapitalist from the capitalist was what
brought the theories of “the articulation of modes of production,” as this
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problem became known, to a halt. A review essay concluded that the “al-
most infinitely multiplex and variable relations” that characterized so-
called noncapitalist farming in the Third World made it difficult to explain
“how a single mode of production can combine so large a number of vari-
ant ‘forms.’ “ Its articulation with capitalist modes, the conclusion contin-
ued, involving links at several levels, heterogenous in form and content,
“can mean little more than a (necessary) recognition of a level of intercon-
nection, while presupposing almost nothing about its precise shape or
character.” In the end, all that could be offered was the hope that “what for-
mulations like this lack in rigour, they more than make up for in vigour:
they point unmistakably to the realities of our time, even if they do not do
much as yet to unravel them.”73

The second approach was to reject the idea that the household sector re-
mained intact as it was incorporated into the wider capitalist system, or
that its articulation with the capitalist sector could be thought of as an ex-
ternal relation.74 It described household-based farmers either as small cap-
italists, stressing the variety of ways in which they dealt with the market
and the entrepreneurial skill with which they turned meager resources
into a basis for survival, or as petty commodity producers, meaning those
who combined the role of capital and worker, and were thus capitalists who
exploit themselves.75 This way of thinking appeared to make better sense
of the complexity of social relations and the central role of small farmers in
what is called the market system. But in stressing the role of household
farmers within capitalism it presented no real alternative to the story of
the market. This means that what happened in rural Egypt was ultimately
ascribed to the logic of capital. Other sorts of elements played only a sec-
ondary role and did not affect the development of capitalism itself.76

There is an alternative to both these approaches, as Gibson and Graham il-
lustrate in the different context of the global finance industry.77 It would
start by questioning what is at stake in the assumption that there is some
universal social form called capitalism, to which Egyptian farmers relate,
and in relation to which they are to be explained. The various processes de-
scribed as capitalist or market are not a self-contained system, imported in-
tact into rural Egypt, whether in the nineteenth-century expansion of capi-
talism or in the late-twentieth-century free-market reforms. One of the
proponents of the reforms in Egyptian agriculture argued that their intro-
duction required “a seamless web” of simultaneous changes in the agricul-
tural system (“seamless web” being the phrase introduced by the economist
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Jeffrey Sachs to characterize shock therapy, the disastrous program he ad-
vocated for Russia and Eastern Europe).78 The expansion of the market
could not be seamless, however, for it had to be stitched together out of peo-
ple and practices already involved in a multitude of agrarian and other so-
cial relations. The project of free-market capitalism not only encountered
this range of existing practice, it depended upon it to proceed. In the village,
as we saw, the major cash crop was sugarcane, whose profitability rested
upon the use of unpaid, nonmarket labor for harvesting. The majority of
cane growers, moreover, produced a cash crop not as market entrepreneurs
but to support a larger system of self-provisioning. Self-provisioning itself
was not incidental to the free-market project. The goal of capitalist expan-
sion through lower wages required farm workers who avoided the market
cost of food by growing and processing many of their own consumption
needs directly. Following the reforms, crops intended mostly for the farm
household accounted for more than two-thirds of the crop area. Even pro-
duction intended for the market was often based on forms of organization
that cannot easily be described as capitalist, structured neither by the price
system of a market nor by the relationship between wage labor and capi-
tal—such as the compulsory labor of the military production sector, the oli-
gopolies that controlled commercial animal raising, or the forms of patron-
age and kinship ties through which local merchants like the Qinawis or
large-scale farmers like Salim managed their operations.

The picture of rural Egypt that emerges was not a system of small com-
modity producers incorporated into a larger capitalist economy. Nor, how-
ever, was there a separate noncapitalist sector in articulation with a market
system. Rather, the so-called capitalist agriculture encouraged by the free-
market reforms included and depended upon a far wider range of practices
that do not fit with any common definition of the essential nature of capi-
talism. These apparently noncapitalist elements were so numerous and so
central that they shaped the outcome of the reforms. The clearest example
of this was that when the government relaxed its crop quotas and acreage
controls there followed a boom not in market and export crops, but in sta-
ples and self-provisioning. When it relaxed its control of the marketing of
farm products there followed not a free-market system but family-based
cartels and price fixing on one side and the reintroduction of floor prices
and acreage controls on the other. Advocates of the market attributed these
setbacks and disruptions to the incomplete nature of the reforms, or the
improper sequence, or unanticipated side effects. In other words, they as-
cribed the setbacks to the failure to introduce the market as a seamless web.
Instead we should see them not as a coordinated resistance to the market
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by people making an alternative history, but as the displacements and re-
formulations that occur because of the dependence of so-called capitalist
arrangements on such a multitude of seemingly noncapitalist logics. Given
the dependence, these other logics no longer deserve the label of noncapi-
talist. But once we introduce them into the dynamic of capital, any attempt
to attribute an essence to capitalism has to be abandoned.

The forms of displacement and reformulation I have described are not in
any sense merely a characteristic of transitional arrangements, where sup-
posed market principles are introduced into a nonmarket system. As my
discussions of the role of subsidies in U.S. agriculture, of slavery in the or-
igins of capitalism, and of the world sugar and grain markets indicate, these
displacements are found everywhere. They are a characteristic of what is
called advanced capitalism just as much as they are of situations labeled
transitional. At the same time, the conclusion to be drawn is not that the
situation in rural Egypt is therefore essentially no different from that of
American farmers, or that the local reformulations might be celebrated as
a coherent or organized challenge to the project of global capitalism. The
project remains one that has immense concentrations of power and re-
sources on its side. The conclusion, rather, is that we need to become much
more attentive to the failures, diversions, and redirections of the project.
The power of what we call capitalism rests increasingly on its ability to
portray itself as a unique and universal form, on reproducing a view of his-
tory and of economics in which the market is the universal system, consti-
tuted and propelled forward by the power of its own interior logic. The dis-
placements and reformulations of the capitalist project show its
dependence on arrangements and forces that this logic needs to portray as
noncapitalist. By revealing the absence of an interior logic, they require us
to look elsewhere for its power.
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9 Dreamland

During the second half of the twentieth century, economics established its
claim to be the true political science. The idea of “the economy” provided a
mode of seeing and a way of organizing the world that could diagnose a
country’s fundamental condition, frame the terms of its public debate, pic-
ture its collective growth or decline, and propose remedies for its improve-
ment, all in terms of what seemed a legible series of measurements, goals,
and comparisons. In the closing decade of the century, after the collapse of
state socialism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the authority of
economic science seemed stronger than ever.1 Employing the language and
authority of neoclassical economics, the programs of economic reform and
structural adjustment advocated in Washington by the International Mon-
etary Fund, the World Bank, and the United States government could
judge the condition of a nation and its collective well-being by simply mea-
suring its monetary and fiscal balances.

In Egypt, according to these ways of thinking, the 1990s was a decade
of remarkable success that vindicated the principles of neoliberalism.
After the government agreed to an IMF reform program, fiscal and mon-
etary discipline brought the inflation rate below 5 percent and reduced the
budget deficit from 15 percent of the country’s gross domestic product
(GDP) to less than 3 percent and for some years less than 1 percent,
among the lowest levels in the world. The economy was said to be grow-
ing at more than 5 percent a year, and a revitalized private capitalism now
accounted for two-thirds of domestic investment. The value of the Egyp-
tian pound was pegged to the U.S. dollar, supported by hard currency re-
serves of more than $18 billion. These half a dozen financial figures, re-
peated countless times in government newspapers and television bulletins
and in publications of the IMF, constituted the picture of the “remarkable
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turnaround in Egypt’s macroeconomic fortunes” in the final years of the
century.2

Yet if one looked beyond the official figures, even elsewhere in the same
newspapers and television programs, other developments seemed to con-
tradict this view. Accompanying the picture of monetary control and fiscal
discipline was a contrasting image of uncontrolled expansion and limitless
dreams. The most dramatic example was the country’s rapidly expanding
capital city. While government budgets were contracting, Cairo was ex-
ploding. “Dreamland,” the TV commercials for the most ambitious of the
new developments promised, “is the world’s first electronic city.” Buyers
were invited to sign up now for luxury fiber optic–wired villas, as the shop-
ping malls and theme park, golf course and polo grounds, rose out of the
desert west of the Giza pyramids—but only minutes from central Cairo on
the newly built ring road. Or one could take the ring road the other way,
east of the Muqattam Hills, to the desert of “New Cairo,” where specula-
tors were marketing apartment blocks to expatriate workers saving for
their futures in the Gulf. “Sign now for a future value beyond any
dreams,” prospective buyers were told, “ . . . Before it is too late.” Pur-
chasers could start payments immediately (no deposit was required) at
agencies in Jeddah and Dubai. “No factories, no pollution, no problems”
was the advertisement’s promise, accompanied by the developer’s slogan,
“The Egypt of My Desires.”3 The development tracts stretched out across
the fields and deserts around Greater Cairo represented the largest real es-
tate explosion Egypt had ever seen. Within the second half of the 1990s the
area of its capital city seemed to have doubled—but a symptom of the way
it happened was that there were no maps available that might confirm this.

The exuberance of the private developers was matched by the state.
While speculative builders were doubling the size of Cairo, the govern-
ment was proposing to duplicate the Nile River. In October 1996 President
Mubarak announced the revival of plans from the 1950s to construct a par-
allel valley by pumping water out of the lake behind the Aswan High Dam
in the south into a canal running northwards that would eventually irri-
gate two million acres of the Western Desert.4 Unable to persuade the
World Bank or commercial investors that the Toshka scheme, as it was
known, was feasible, the government proceeded with building the pumping
station and an initial seventy kilometers of the canal, broadcasting daily
television pictures of Caterpillar earth movers toiling in the desert.5 It al-
located the first 100,000 acres of future farmland to a man described as the
world’s second-richest person, the Saudi financier Prince al-Walid bin
Talal, whose Kingdom Agricultural Development Company appointed a
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California agribusiness, Sun World, to develop and manage what would be-
come the world’s single largest farm, consuming by itself 1 percent of the
waters of the Nile.6

Sun World specialized in growing grapes and other table fruits on irri-
gated lands and owned the global patents of more than fifty commercial va-
rieties of fruit cultivar. The company was to invest no money of its own in
the Toshka project, however, or even pay its own management expenses. In
the excitement of the government’s announcement that the project had
found an American partner, the reason for this went unnoticed: Sun World
had no money. The corporation was another failure of the U.S. farm indus-
try and had recently gone bankrupt. A second struggling California
agribusiness, Cadiz, had taken over Sun World, planning to pay off its
debts by transforming it from a company producing crops into a market-
ing business that would sell its patents and trademarks, including its flag-
ship brand, Superior Seedless™ grapes, around the world. Unable to make
money growing and selling grapes, the company would sell the names of
grapes instead. The company’s global patents would guarantee it a future
payment on every grape, peach, plum, and nectarine that Egyptian farmers
laboring in the Western Desert might one day grow.7 The government
agreed to provide 20 percent of the farm’s capital and granted it the
twenty-year tax holiday enjoyed by large investors, but the government
and Prince al-Walid were still looking for other private sector partners
willing to put up money for the project.

In the meantime the state was subsidizing the urban property develop-
ers as well, selling public land cheaply and building the required express-
ways and Nile bridges in good time. The state was also involved directly, as
a property developer. Down the road from Dreamland, adjacent to a U.S.-
managed speculative development named Beverly Hills, the Radio and
Television Union, a commercial arm of the Ministry of Information, was
building a theme park and filmmaking facility called Media Production
City, at thirty-five million square meters billed as the world’s biggest
media complex outside Hollywood.8 And the largest builder of Cairo’s new
neighborhoods, far bigger than the builders of Dreamland or Beverly Hills,
was the Ministry of Defense. Military contractors were throwing up thou-
sands of acres of apartments on the city’s eastern perimeter to create a new
suburbia for the officer class.

If one’s first reaction was amazement at the scale and speed of these de-
velopments, one soon began to wonder about the contradictions. The IMF
and Ministry of the Economy spoke calmly of financial discipline and sus-
tainable economic growth, but made no mention of the frenzied explosion
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of the capital city or the ecologically disastrous valley-making schemes in
the desert.9 The role of the state in subsidizing this speculative investment,
and the networks linking speculators, bankers, and state officials, went un-
examined. A further problem was that financial stabilization and structural
adjustment were intended to generate an export boom, not a building
boom. Egypt was to prosper by selling fruits and vegetables to Europe and
the Gulf, not paving over its fields to build ring roads. But real estate had
now replaced agriculture as the country’s third-largest nonoil investment
sector, after manufacturing and tourism.10 Indeed it may have become the
largest nonoil sector, since most tourism investment went into building
hotels and vacation homes, another form of real estate.

The reforms were supposed to open Egypt to trade with the global mar-
ket. In fact they had the opposite effect. The country’s openness index,
which measures the value of exports and imports of goods and services as
a proportion of GDP, collapsed from 88 percent in 1985 to 47 percent in
1996–97. In the same period Egypt’s share of world exports also dropped
by more than half.11 The value of nonoil exports actually shrank in
1995–96, then shrank again in 1996–97, leaving the country dependent on
petroleum products for 52 percent of its export income. By the end of 1998
the situation was still worse, as the collapse of world petroleum prices
forced Egypt briefly to halt its oil exports.12 In 1998–99 the U.S. govern-
ment quietly set about rebuilding the OPEC oil cartel, it was reported,
holding secret negotiations with Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Venezuela in
which it traded political concessions for promises to cut production. The
negotiations were a success, doubling the price of oil again within six
months.13 But this unpublicized state management of world trade was too
late to solve Egypt’s new balance of payments crisis and the repeated short-
ages of foreign currency.

The most visible element in Egypt’s picture of success, the stabilization
of the value of its money, owed nothing to the power of the market. It came
about because the government was now better able to insulate the local cur-
rency against speculative exchanges of international finance. In other
words, the reforms depended not on freer trade and greater global integra-
tion but on reorganizing local protection against an international market in
the buying and selling of money. The protection of the currency relied
upon the often announced $18 billion of foreign reserves, a figure that
alone came to symbolize the strength of the economy. The symbolism was
so important that the government was unwilling actually to spend its re-
serves in defense of the currency. When exports fell even further and the
trade balance worsened again in 1998–99, it resorted to a series of ingenious
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measures to impede the flow of imports and thus the exodus of hard cur-
rency, insulating the country further against the global market.14

How does one account for developments that seem so at odds with official
representations? The conventional story was that by 1990 the Egyptian
economy was in crisis, no longer able to support loss-making public indus-
tries, an overvalued currency, profligate government spending, an infla-
tionary printing of money to cover the budget gap, and astronomical levels
of foreign debt.15 After fifteen years of foot dragging and partial reforms,
including the agricultural price reforms discussed in chapter 8, in 1990–91
the government was forced to adopt an IMF stabilization plan that allowed
the currency to collapse against the dollar, decreased the government bud-
get, 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 pol-
icies were implemented more drastically than even the IMF had demanded,
achieving a drop in the government deficit that the IMF called “virtually
unparalleled in recent years.”16

Some accounts were willing to admit that the story had more elements
than this simple tale of a prodigal state starting a new life of prudence.
They may have added, for example, that among the most profligate of the
government’s expenditures was the purchase of military equipment, much
of it supplied and subsidized by the United States—as part of Washington’s
own system of subsidies to U.S. military industries. An impending default
on these military debts, causing an automatic suspension of U.S. aid, helped
trigger the collapse in 1990. (Egypt had begun to default 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 military loans.)17 Some accounts may also
have acknowledged that the crisis was brought on not just by a spendthrift
state but by wider disruptions beyond its control, in particular the decline
after 1985 in the price of oil (the largest source of government revenue);
the halting of secret U.S. purchases of Egyptian weapons for Washington’s
covert war against Afghanistan (1979–89); and the decrease in workers’ re-
mittances, arms exports to Iraq, and other foreign income caused by the
1990–91 Gulf conflict.18 The Iraq crisis enabled the United States and other
creditors in Europe and the Gulf to write off almost half Egypt’s external
debt, cutting it from U.S.$53 billion in 1988 to $28 billion. The savings on
interest payments, amounting to $15.5 billion by 1996–97, accounted for
all of the increase in currency reserves.19 So the largest single contribution
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to Egypt’s fiscal turnaround resulted from a political decision of the United
States and its allies. It had nothing to do with neoliberalism.

Furthermore, an important part of government revenue in Egypt in the
1990s came not from taxing productive activities but from the rent derived
from public resources. About one-third came from two state-owned enter-
prises, the Egyptian General Petroleum Corporation and the Suez Canal
Authority. The revenues of these enterprises were earned in U.S. dollars, so
the one-third devaluation of the Egyptian pound against the dollar in-
creased their value by 50 percent. This increase contributed the bulk of the
growth in government revenues in the stabilization period. Again, the fis-
cal magic was little connected with free-market principles. In this case it
owed more to the extensive ownership of resources by the state.

Beyond all this there was another, still more complex story, one that ex-
ceeded the terms of official accounts and was pushed aside into footnotes.
The crisis of 1990–91 was not just a problem of public enterprises losing
money or a profligate government overspending. It was also a problem of
the so-called private sector and the chaos brought on by deregulated inter-
national flows of speculative finance. The financial reforms that followed
were not so much an elimination of state support, as the official version of
events portrayed things, but more a change in who received it. The “free
market” program in Egypt was better seen as a multilayered political re-
adjustment of rents, subsidies, and the control of resources. In the following
pages I retrieve this story from the footnotes. The second half of the chap-
ter then considers what its burial there can tell us about the larger ques-
tions these events pose: How should we understand the relationship be-
tween the expertise of economics and the object we call the economy?
What combination of understandings and silences, forces and desires,
makes possible the economy? Why do these elements at the same time
render the making of the economy incomplete?

First, it was not in fact the case that public sector enterprises were losing
money. In 1989–90, on the eve of the reforms, 260 out of 314 nonfinancial
state-owned enterprises were profitable and only 54 were suffering losses.
While the latter lost E£300 million ($110 million), the profitable compa-
nies made after-tax profits of E£1.5 billion (about $550 million).20 At the
center of concern in 1990–91 was a crisis not of state-owned industry but
of the financial sector, which brought the country’s banking system close to
collapse. Since 1974 the number of banks had increased from seven to
ninety-eight, as commercial banks sprang up to finance the imports and in-
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vestments of the oil-boom years. The four large state-owned banks made
loans mostly to public sector enterprises. It was estimated that at least 30
percent of these loans were nonperforming.21 But the state banks were also
part owners of the private sector banks, enabling them to channel public
funds toward a small group of wealthy and well-connected entrepre-
neurs.22 These large private sector borrowers were also in trouble.

By 1989 26 percent of private and investment loans were in default, more
than half of them belonging to just 3 percent of defaulters. Many of the big
debtors were able to delay legal action, and others fled the country to avoid
the courts.23 The largest default came in July 1991, when the London-based
Bank of Credit and Commerce International collapsed. (The biggest bank
ever to collapse, BCCI had been the leading global finance house for the fund-
ing of secret wars, helping the CIA launder payments for U.S. wars in the
1980s against Nicaragua and Afghanistan.) Depositors in BCCI’s Egyptian
subsidiary were protected by an informal insurance scheme among Egyptian
banks, which had to contribute 0.5 percent of their deposits and share the cost
of a E£1 billion interest-free loan to make up the missing funds.24

These difficulties reflected the problems of a state in which public inter-
ests, as we will see, were increasingly entwined with the projects of a well-
connected group of financiers and entrepreneurs, whose actions it was un-
able to discipline.25 As with the 1997–99 global financial crisis, however, the
problem of public resources overflowing into private networks cannot be
separated from the difficulties caused by global speculation, especially cur-
rency trading.26 Following the abandoning of international currency con-
trols in 1980, pioneered by the United States and Canada, daily global for-
eign exchange turnover increased from $82.5 billion in 1980 to $270
billion in 1986 and $590 billion in 1989 (by 1995 it was to reach $1.23 tril-
lion).27 The growth of private and institutional speculation in national cur-
rencies overwhelmed the attempts of governments to manage their cur-
rencies according to local needs.

In Egypt global deregulation coincided with a sudden increase in private
foreign currency transfers, as expatriate workers sent home earnings from
the Gulf. More than one hundred unregulated money management firms
were formed to transfer and invest such funds, five or six of them growing
very large.28 These Islamic investment companies (so called because they
appealed to depositors by describing the dividend they paid as a profit share
rather than an interest payment) invested successfully in currency specu-
lation, later diversifying into local tourism, real estate, manufacturing, and
commodity dealing, and paid returns that kept ahead of inflation. The pub-
lic and private sector commercial banks, subject to high reserve require-
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ments and low official interest rates (essential to the government financing
of industry), could not compete and were increasingly starved of hard cur-
rency. The financial system was in crisis.

In 1988–89 the bankers finally persuaded the government to eliminate
the investment companies. It passed a law that suspended their operations
for up to a year, then closed down those it found insolvent (or in many
cases made insolvent) and forced the remainder to reorganize as joint-stock
companies and deposit their liquid assets in the banks. The measure pro-
tected the banks and their well-connected clients but provoked a general fi-
nancial depression from which neither the banks nor the national currency
could recover.29

In response to the financial crisis, the centerpiece of the 1990–91 reforms
was an effort to rescue the country’s banks. After allowing the currency to
collapse and cutting public investment projects, the government transferred
to the banks funds worth 5.5 percent of GDP, in the form of treasury bills.30

To give an idea of the scale of this subsidy, in the United States during the
same period the government paid for the rescue of the savings and loan in-
dustry, which had collapsed following financial deregulation, transferring a
sum that amounted to about 3 percent of GDP over ten years. The Egyptian
payment was almost twice as large in relation to GDP and occurred in a sin-
gle year. Moreover, the government declared the banks’ income from these
funds to be tax free, a fiscal subsidy amounting to a further 10 percent of
GDP by 1996–97. In 1998 the government attempted to end the subsidy by
reintroducing the taxing of bank profits, but the bankers thwarted the im-
plementation of the law.31 The banks became highly profitable, enjoying
rates of return on equity of 20 percent or more. All of these profits were ac-
counted for by the income from the government rescue.32

A further support to the banking sector came when the government
tightened the supply of money to raise interest rates, pushing them ini-
tially as high as 14 percent above international market levels. Nonmarket
interest rates brought in a flood of speculative capital from abroad. This
was quickly taken to indicate the success of neoliberal discipline and mar-
ket orthodoxy. It was nothing of the sort. The money consisted of highly
volatile investment funds chasing interest income whose attractiveness
was due not to “market fundamentals” but state intervention. After two
years interest rates were brought down and the miniboom passed.

In 1996–97 the government manufactured another miniboom by an-
nouncing an aggressive program of privatization. It began to sell shares in
state-owned enterprises on the Cairo stock market, which it had reorgan-
ized to exclude small brokers and eliminate taxes on profits.33 By June 1997
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the government’s income from the privatization sales amounted to E£5.2
billion ($1.5 billion). It used 40 percent of this income to provide further
support to the banking sector by paying off bad debts. In May 1998 the
IMF praised Egypt’s “remarkable” privatization program, ranking it fourth
in the world (after Hungary, Malaysia, and the Czech Republic) in terms of
privatization income as a share of GDP.34

The sell-off fattened the banks and the government budget and fueled a
short-lived stock market boom. But its outcome was not a switch from
state-run enterprise to a reborn private sector. The conventional distinction
between a private and a public sector, used by the government and the IMF,
was too simple to capture the range of political and economic relations in-
volved.35 Many of the largest government-owned enterprises, such as Arab
Contractors, the country’s largest construction firm, and Eastern Tobacco,
the cigarette-manufacturing monopoly, had their own “private sector”
subsidiaries or joint ventures, typically run by members of the same fam-
ily managing the public sector parent.36 The state banks were part owners
of private sector banks, as we saw, and of other nonstate enterprises. A large
number of government ministers and other senior officials, together with
their spouses, siblings, and offspring, were partners or principal investors
in many of the largest so-called private sector ventures.37

In addition, the reorganization of state enterprises into corporate enti-
ties under the control of public holding companies further complicated the
distinction between the public and private sectors. By June 30, 1999, the
government had sold shares in 124 of its 314 nonfinancial public enter-
prises. However, it fully divested only a handful. The holding companies
remained the largest shareholder in many, and the state managers contin-
ued to control others though employee shareholder associations.38 The
press was full of stories of phony privatizations, such as the December
1997 sale of al-Nasr Casting, which in fact had been sold to the public sec-
tor banks.39 (A year later state officials forced the chairman of the stock ex-
change to resign after he tried to improve its surveillance of company fi-
nances and share trading.)40 The state holding companies also set up new
private sector subsidiaries, such as al-Ahram Cement, which was created
by the state-owned cement companies and began to bid for shares in other
cement companies the government was “privatizing.”41 And many gov-
ernment ministries, with the support of public sector banks, began to
launch new profit-making ventures, typified by the vast Media Production
City project of the Ministry of Information.

The IMF’s confident report that Egypt ranked fourth in the world in pri-
vatization missed the complexity of these rearrangements and the multiple
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forms of ownership, interconnection, and power relationship involved. As
David Stark argues in a study of Eastern Europe, by focusing on the enter-
prise as a unit and simply tallying the number and value of those moved
from public to private ownership, orthodox accounts are unable to grasp
the multiple methods of control, or the importance of the networks that
combined them.42 The blurred boundaries between “public” ownership and
“private” had always offered ambiguities for state officials, enterprise
managers, and other insiders to exploit to their own advantage. Structural
adjustment offered opportunities for further combinations and new ambi-
guities. The economic reform was a complicated readjustment of the net-
works connecting and combining a variety of property assets, legal powers,
information sources, and income flows.

The stock market boom lasted less than eighteen months, with the EFG
index of large capitalization companies reaching a peak in September 1997
then losing one-third of its value over the following twelve months.43 As
the stock market slid the government halted the sell-offs, suspending most
privatizations after the summer of 1998 and stalling on an IMF demand to
begin privatizing the financial sector. Instead, to stem the collapse of the
market, the government used its financial institutions to invest public
funds. Between December 1997 and October 1998 the large state-owned
banks and insurance companies and the state pension fund pumped at least
E£2 billion ($600 million) into the market, suffering large losses.44 In the
process the state reacquired shares in most of the companies it had recently
claimed to be privatizing—further complicating the simple story of private
capital replacing public ownership. The market recovered briefly in the
winter of 1998–99, when the financial crises in East Asia, Brazil, and Rus-
sia made Egypt appear, thanks to its state-subsidized banking system, one
of the few safe havens for international speculative funds, but after Febru-
ary 1999 the decline resumed. By the following summer the market was so
flat that a single stock, the country’s newly privatized mobile phone mo-
nopoly, MobiNil, was regularly accounting for more than 50 percent of
daily trading, and often up to 70 percent.45

Most of the remaining stock market activity, and privatization progress,
was confined to just one economic sector, construction. The Toshka irriga-
tion scheme and other large government projects, together with the state-
subsidized real estate boom and tourism development, provided the only sig-
nificant source of economic growth. Cement makers, manufacturers of steel
reinforcing bars, and contracting companies all prospered, with the contrac-
tors’ profit on government projects said to average 30 to 40 percent of in-
come. The demand for cement increased so rapidly that the world’s three
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largest cement makers, Holderbank of Switzerland, the French-based Lafarge
group, and Cemex of Mexico, scrambled to buy up Egypt’s government-
owned cement plants.46 The construction boom had turned the country into
an importer of cement, so these foreign investments in local cement produc-
tion should be classified as a return to the unfashionable policies of import-
substitution industrialization. They had nothing to do with the growth of ex-
port-oriented industry that the economic reformers had promised.47

Real estate booms and stock market swings failed to address the prob-
lem of the country’s low levels of domestic investment. Gross domestic in-
vestment dropped from 28 percent of GDP in 1980 to 19 percent in 1998,
compared to an average of lower and middle income countries of 25 per-
cent.48 Between 1990 and 1997 investment grew at only 2.7 percent a year,
compared to 7.2 percent for all middle income countries and 12.7 percent
for those in East Asia.49 In addition, by June 1996 the number of loss-
making public enterprises had almost doubled since the start of the reforms,
from fifty-four to one hundred, and accumulated losses had risen from E£2
billion to E£12 billion ($3.5 billion).50 The government had redefined its 
finances to exclude public sector companies from the fiscal accounts, how-
ever, so this worsening situation was hidden from view.51 The reformers
could continue to claim that they were replacing government deficits with
a balanced budget.

The reform program did not remove the state from the market or elimi-
nate profligate public subsidies. Its main impact was to concentrate public
funds into different hands, and many fewer. The state turned resources
away from agriculture and industry and the underlying problems of train-
ing and employment. It now subsidized financiers instead of factories, ce-
ment kilns instead of bakeries, speculators instead of schools. Although the
IMF showed no interest in examining the question, it was not hard to fig-
ure out who was benefiting from the new financial subsidies. The revital-
ized public-private commercial banks focused their tax-free lending on big
loans to large operators. The minimum loan was typically over E£1 million
and required large collateral and good connections.52 So the subsidized
funds were channeled into the hands of a relatively small number of ever
more powerful and prosperous financiers and entrepreneurs.

At the top were about two dozen business groups, such as Bahgat,
Seoudi, Mohamed Mahmoud, Mansour, Arabian International, Osman,
and Orascom. These family-owned enterprise networks typically began as
construction companies or import/export agents, which had prospered
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after 1974 when the government allowed large private entrepreneurs to
reemerge following the years of import restrictions and state monopolies.
Many depended on lucrative contracts to supply goods and services to the
Egyptian military. Most expanded subsequently into tourism, real estate,
food and beverages, and computer and internet services, and in some cases
the manufacturing of construction materials or, where tariff protection
made it profitable, the local assembling of consumer goods such as elec-
tronics or cars. Several shared in ownership of the private sector banks,
which emerged in the same period. They enjoyed powerful monopolies or
oligopolies, in particular as exclusive agents for the goods and services of
Western-based transnationals. Nothing one reads in the documents of the
IMF or USAID mentions the nature, history, or power of these groups,
whose existence was hidden behind the bland formulations of “the private
sector” and a revitalized “Egyptian economy.”

The Seoudi Group, for example, had its origins in a local trading com-
pany set up in 1958 by Abdul Moniem Seoudi. In the mid-1970s, with the
opening of the consumer economy, the company began to import food-
stuffs, general merchandise, and Suzuki commercial vehicles, and used the
new tax-free zones to manufacture and export acrylic yarns.The family was
involved in establishing two of the new private sector banks, Al-Mohandes
and Watany. In the 1980s they expanded into agribusiness, producing fac-
tory chickens and eggs with U.S.-subsidized feed grains and importing
American pesticides, feed additives, and agricultural equipment. They also
established their own construction company to build facilities for their ex-
panding enterprises. By the 1990s they were assembling Suzuki vehicles
and manufacturing car seats and radiators, were the sole importers of Nis-
san vehicles, and had become the exclusive agents for NCR computers.53

The Metwalli family took control of Arabian International Construction
when the company was denationalized in 1987, and built it up as the local
partner of transnational firms constructing power stations and other gov-
ernment projects. In the 1990s AIC acquired the local share of two of the
largest government contracts, to pipe drinking water under the Suez Canal
for the North Sinai Development Project and build the canal and pumping
station for the Toshka scheme. The company’s profits on such projects aver-
aged 40 percent of turnover and enabled AIC to become the largest private
construction company in Egypt. The income was channeled into eight other
family-owned companies, all of them, it was claimed, becoming larger than
AIC itself, the largest of them a real estate development company.54

The Mohamed Mahmoud Sons group traced its origins to 1895, when
Mohamed Mahmoud inherited his father’s shoe-making workshop, be-
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coming a shoe retailer in the 1920s and by the 1950s the largest shoe man-
ufacturer and exporter in the Middle East. Like other groups, they diversi-
fied in the mid-1970s into the wholesale import and distribution of con-
sumer goods, and they became the country’s largest manufacturer of
corrugated cardboard boxes. In the 1980s they set up their own engineer-
ing and construction arm, and imported and later began to assemble alu-
minum windows and doors, household and office furniture, and Ukrainian-
made tractors and irrigation pipes. By the 1990s the group’s thirteen
companies included the MM chain of luxury fashion stores, carrying lines
such as Yves Saint Laurent, Church’s, and Fratelli Rossetti; financial inter-
ests in the Egyptian Gulf Bank and the Pharaonic Insurance Company; the
Datum internet service provider; the sole Egyptian agency for Jaguar Cars;
and showrooms selling motor vehicles from Rolls Royce and Ferrari.55

The Mansour family were large cotton traders whose business was na-
tionalized under President Nasser. In 1975, when private trading compa-
nies reemerged, Mansour began importing Chevrolet trucks from General
Motors, and later Caterpillar earth-moving equipment and John Deere
tractors. A decade later, as the local agents of General Motors, they began
assembling Chevrolet and Isuzu commercial vehicles, and by 1993 they
controlled 60 percent of the country’s commercial vehicle market, includ-
ing contracts with the Egyptian military. In the 1990s they acquired the li-
censes to distribute Marlboro cigarettes and other consumer products, half
the Egyptian McDonald’s franchises, and interests in tourism construction
and internet technology.56

The Sawiris family worked abroad as contractors in Libya before Sadat’s
reopening of business to private entrepreneurs. They returned to make their
money as local agents of Hewlett-Packard and AT&T, building U.S.-funded
communications networks for the Egyptian military. The profits (30 to 50
percent of turnover was normal, the family claimed) funded an expansion
into civilian communications, construction, and tourism. By the 1990s their
holding company, Orascom, controlled a dozen subsidiaries that included
Egypt’s largest or second largest private construction, cement-making, and
natural gas supply companies, the country’s largest tourism developments
(funded in part by the World Bank), a military technology import business
with offices close to the Pentagon outside Washington, D.C., more than half
the local market for Microsoft, Hewlett-Packard, and Lucent Technologies,
60 percent of the country’s internet service provision, and mobile telephone
businesses in collaboration with France Télécom controlling a majority of
the Egyptian market and taking over local mobile operators in Jordan, Syria,
Pakistan, and a dozen countries of sub-Saharan Africa.57
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The Bahgat group, the biggest producer of televisions in the Middle East
with a dominant position in the Egyptian market, graduated in the 1990s
from assembling Korean sets to making Philips and own-name brands. It
was linked to senior military officers and used military-owned factories to
build its products. The group’s forty companies (with just three thousand
employees) were also involved in assembling electrical appliances and
computers, importing medical equipment and irrigation systems, whole-
sale and retail marketing, tourism development, and computer software
and internet service.58 They were the builders of the internet-wired
Dreamland. Dr. Ahmed Bahgat, the family head, was reputed to be a front
man for unpublicized moneymaking by the presidential family, which may
explain why the express roads out to Dreamland were built so rapidly.

Certain common features emerge from these descriptions. Most large
business groups were nurtured on government contracts, both civilian and
military. Many of these contracts involved projects promoted and sup-
ported by USAID. Besides receiving state funds, the business groups relied
on close ties with private banks, which were often part of the same family
networks. Most avoided the more public method of raising funds on the
stock market. The exceptions were those groups that expanded faster than
the banks or government could support. The Lakah family, for example,
importers of timber and other construction materials since they arrived
from Syria in the 1890s, claimed by 1999 to be the largest private business
group in Egypt. Rami Lakah had diversified into importing medical equip-
ment and setting up high-tech facilities for the government’s new U.S.-
supported “cost-recovery” hospitals for the affluent.59 To fund further
growth, in August 1999 Lakah had launched the stock market’s largest ever
share offer, and in November became the first Egyptian enterprise to bor-
row on the international bond market. (Disaster, as we will see, was not far
ahead.) A final feature these groups shared was the relatively small num-
bers they employed. With the exception of one or two garment manufac-
turers, the largest business groups had workforces of only two or three
thousand. Most employed considerably fewer.

By the 1990s these enterprises were increasingly concentrating on sup-
plying goods and services affordable to only a small fraction of the popu-
lation. A “Value Meal” at McDonald’s cost more than the day’s pay of most
workers. A family outing to Dreampark, the entertainment complex under
construction at Dreamland, would consume a fortnight’s average wages. A
pair of children’s shoes at MM’s fashion stores might exceed the monthly
pay of a schoolteacher. The Ahram Beverages Company, which produced
soft drinks, bottled water, and beer, calculated its potential market (including
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expatriates and tourists) at just five to six million, in a country of more than
sixty million.60 This narrow market was the same part of the population
that could afford, or could just imagine affording, the country’s 1.3 million
private cars—which is why local manufacturers concentrated on assem-
bling Mercedes, BMWs, Jeep Cherokees, and other luxury models.61 A com-
pany selling upmarket flower bouquets under the U.S. franchise Candy
Boutique did its own market research and arrived at a narrower and perhaps
more accurate assessment of the affluent: “Egypt has a population of 60
million, but only 20,000 can afford what we are selling.”62 Beyond this
small group of state-subsidized super-rich, modest affluence probably ex-
tended to no more than 5 percent of the population.63

What of the other 95 percent? Real wages in the public industrial sector
dropped by 8 percent from 1990–91 to 1995–96. Other public sector wages
remained steady, it was claimed, but could be held up only because the
salaries remained below a living wage.64 A schoolteacher took home less than
$2 a day. One small sign of the times was the reappearance of soup kitchens
in Cairo, offering free food to the poor. A more telling sign was that an arti-
cle in the national press interpreted their appearance not as a mark of how
harsh conditions had become but as a welcome return to the kind of private
benevolence among the wealthy not seen since the days of the monarchy.65

Household expenditure surveys showed a sharp decline in real per
capita consumption between 1990–91 and 1995–96. The proportion of peo-
ple below the poverty line increased in this period from about 40 percent
(urban and rural) to 45 percent in urban areas and over 50 percent in rural.
There was no reliable guide to the changing share of consumption by the
very wealthy, because the surveys failed to record most of their spending.
If household expenditure surveys for 1991–92 are extrapolated to the na-
tional level, the figures show the population as a whole spent E£51 billion.
Yet national accounts gave the total expenditure as E£100 billion. In other
words, half the country’s consumer spending was missing from the sur-
veys (although this did not deter the World Bank and other agencies from
referring to such figures as reasonable indicators of income distribution).66

As in India, where a similar disparity was discovered following a decade of
economic restructuring, the household surveys probably missed the
sharply rising consumption by the very rich, who “downplay their extrav-
agance when the survey people come calling” (or simply have the servants
deal with them).67 An examination of the kind of expenditures missing
from the Egyptian survey and the relative proportion of incomes that dif-
ferent groups spent on food supported the view that the figures underrep-
resented the concentration of wealth among the rich. Even when catego-
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rized quite broadly as those spending more than E£14,000 (about $4,000) a
year, wealthy households in Egypt represented only 1.6 million people.
One study estimated that this group, less than 3 percent of the population,
accounted for half of all consumer spending.68

The difficulty of knowing how much of the country’s wealth was becom-
ing concentrated in the hands of the rich was a small part of a larger prob-
lem. The politics of economic reform was based upon a fabrication. It de-
pended on the idea that the economy existed as a space that could be
surveyed and mapped, much as the Nile valley had been surveyed by
Colonel Lyons a century before. It imagined the economy as a territory
whose boundaries could be drawn and whose separate elements could be
located, transcribed, enumerated, and reorganized. In 1941, when Simon
Kuznets of the National Bureau of Economic Research in Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts, first systematized a method for estimating the total size of a na-
tion’s income, he had warned that “a national total facilitates the ascription
of independent significance to that vague entity called the national econ-
omy.”69 Although many economists since Kuznets might have agreed with
his warning, the method of their work enabled this vague entity, the econ-
omy, to acquire its independence.70 The numbers representing national in-
come and output, consumption and savings, employment and productivity,
deficits and debt, whatever their degree of reliability, were taken to refer to
processes that in principle formed a finite and mappable object.

Some of the problems with this fabrication are well known. The most
frequently mentioned is the impossibility of measuring what is called the
informal or parallel sector of the economy. In Egypt the household- or
neighborhood-based production and distribution of small-scale goods and
services, unregistered with the state and operating on the margins of its
systems of revenue and regulation, represents a large but unknown pro-
portion of the country’s productive life.71 These activities were tradition-
ally excluded from calculations of GDP and other representations of the
economy, although increasing efforts were made to include some estimate.
To give one idea of their scale, in 1996 about three-quarters of the popu-
lation of Greater Cairo was living in informal housing, covering two-
thirds of the land area and accounting for 85 percent of its dwelling units.72

Those living in informal housing were not necessarily employed in infor-
mal livelihoods, but the figures indicate the extent to which one sector, the
construction and possession of urban housing, was conducted outside the
regulation of the state. Estimates of the overall size of informal economic
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activities ranged from 20 to 35 percent of GDP, but these were guesses and
implied a straightforward division between formal and informal that, as
we saw with agriculture in the previous chapter, was too simple to capture
the interconnections involved.73 The economic reforms were aimed chiefly
at formal economic activities. As Mahmoud Abdel-Fadil points out, how-
ever, policies aimed at the formal sector may have had an opposite impact
on the parallel sector, while transformations in the latter, such as those I
discussed in agriculture, had a profound effect on the former.

Not all activities of the parallel sector were small-scale and local. Some
played a large role in the country’s international trade and finance, as the
example of the hemp industry illustrates. In the 1980s Egypt imported
large quantities of processed hemp—cannabis resin— from the Beqa[a val-
ley in central Lebanon, where civil war had stimulated export-oriented
production. The value of Egypt’s clandestine imports was estimated at two
to four billion U.S. dollars. Even the lower of these figures exceeded all
Egypt’s income from nonpetroleum exports.74 After the end of the civil war
in 1990, Syria gradually eliminated Lebanese production.75 This coincided
with currency devaluation in Egypt, which raised import prices, and with
declining personal incomes and a tough government campaign against
drug importers—conviction for drug dealing now carried the death
penalty. As Lebanese hashish became scarce and unaffordable, consumers
responded by developing a taste for smoking bango, locally grown, milder,
unprocessed cannabis (few regions in the world can produce hemp rich
enough in resins to process into hashish).76 Hemp production rapidly be-
came a minor village industry, especially in southern Egypt and Sinai,
facilitated by the ending of government crop controls.77 Thus another 
import-substitution industry had sprung up, eliminating one of the coun-
try’s largest demands for hard currency. None of this was captured in official
representations of the Egyptian economy—although the IMF puzzled over
an unexplained and unusually rapid decline in the circulation of dollars.78

Discussions of the problem of measuring informal and clandestine ac-
tivities usually imply a contrast with the formal sector, which in compari-
son is assumed to be fixed and known. Yet with the formal sector too it is
difficult to ascribe an “independent significance” to the economy. There
can be legal activities whose extent and value is never made public, such as
the extensive production, trade, and consumption organized by the Egyp-
tian armed forces. As the U.S. government put it, military spending in
Egypt was “not transparent,” so none of this activity was accurately repre-
sented in national accounts or in the government budget. In 1989 govern-
ment spending on the armed forces was estimated at E£4.7 billion, or about
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20 percent of government outlays, a figure that excluded foreign military
assistance from the United States ($1.3 billion) and Saudi Arabia, income
from Egyptian arms exports, and possibly the army’s civilian agriculture
and manufacturing projects.79 So one-fifth of government spending and
perhaps 10 percent of GDP was unmeasured and unreported. In fact the en-
tire government budget was misleading, for in the 1990s Toshka and other
giant investment projects were financed without being accounted for in the
official figures. The government reported a spending deficit of just 1.3 per-
cent of GDP for 1998–99, but a year later quietly revised this figure to re-
flect “off-budget spending,” which more than tripled the deficit to 4.3 per-
cent of GDP.80

The problems of informal, clandestine, and unreported economic activi-
ties are so great that these alone would provide sufficient reason to ques-
tion the idea that the economy is an object that can be mapped and mea-
sured. But these issues are not the real problem. The idea of the economy
presents a larger difficulty. Even the most visible and regulated acts of eco-
nomic exchange have effects that escape observation or measurement. In
any economic transaction the parties involved attempt to calculate, as best
they can, what they will gain from the exchange and what it will cost them.
The transaction will also affect others, however, either positively or nega-
tively. These further costs and gains will not enter into the calculation, be-
cause those affected are not parties to the transaction. Since the size of the
economy is measured as the aggregate of all individual transactions, the
additional effects are excluded from the representation of the national
economy. Economists call the excluded elements “externalities,” and often
give the example of pollution: the owners of a cement factory contract with
a customer to supply so many tons of cement, and do not include in the
price the cost of the air pollution the factory creates, because those living
nearby who are harmed by the bad air are not parties to the exchange. In
the language of neoclassical economics, externalities are an example of
“market failure,” situations where the price mechanism that governs ex-
changes fails to reflect the true costs involved, and therefore is unable to act
as an efficient regulator of social action.81

By using examples such as pollution, and by labeling them as external-
ities or failures, the method and language of economics treat these un-
counted costs as something residual. They represent an imperfection in the
market, a lapse in its mechanisms, a secondary rather than essential aspect
of its operation. The example of pollution inadvertently points to much
larger externalities, however, such as the destructive impact of a general
level of economic activity on the ecological balance. These represent not
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individual market failures but an inability of the principle of the market to
account for complex effects whose value cannot be monetarized. But in ad-
dition to these wider issues, there is a more general problem with treating
externalities as something exceptional. Since no transaction takes place in
a vacuum, all acts of exchange produce externalities. Every purchase of an
object or service involves all the costs that went into it that were excluded,
or not properly recognized or compensated.

It is not surprising that an economic actor should want to acquire some-
thing without paying all the associated costs—without accounting for all
the ways its production and consumption might affect others. On the con-
trary, exchange would be impossible if people were made to account for
every cost. A market economy requires conventions and powers that en-
able the completion of an exchange without satisfying such a standard. So
when the calculation of the economy excludes not only much that is infor-
mal or clandestine, but also the “external” aspects that occur within what
is considered formal and regulated, the exclusion is not exceptional or sec-
ondary in significance. As Callon points out, a lot of work and expense goes
into achieving these acts of exclusion.82 Without them, in fact, the market
would cease to function. For example, to sell the cement a factory produces
the management of the factory must prove they own the product. They
must deny the claims of others who may demand some share, such as the
kiln workers who produced the cement but may not have been fully com-
pensated for the value contributed by their labor, or those who supplied the
machinery or the raw materials, as well as those who demand compensa-
tion for the damage pollution has done to their health and other outsiders.
By proving ownership the managers exercise a form of exclusion, the
power to deny the claims of others.

In chapter 2 I examined the genealogy of one kind of ownership claim in
Egypt, the private ownership of land. I traced the process by which a per-
son called the “landowner” came to monopolize the rights to the produce
of the land and exclude the entitlements that cultivators, the indigent, the
ruling household in Cairo, and other claimants had previously enjoyed.
Organizing these exclusions was a complex political project, requiring a va-
riety of forms of violence, supervision, policing, military occupation, legal
argument, imprisonment, and economic theory. As that example showed,
property is not a simple arrangement, nor a static one. In the twentieth
century the cultivators managed to reestablish some of their claims, as did
the government. Toward the end of the century, as we saw in chapter 8, re-
asserting the prerogatives of private ownership required new rounds of vi-
olence, policing, and economic argument.
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Thus the simple idea of “externality” rests upon the operation of com-
plex and mobile forms of law, international convention, government, cor-
porate power, and economics. These multiple arrangements make possible
the economy. Property rights, tax rules, contract and criminal law, admin-
istrative regulation, and policing all contribute to fixing the difference be-
tween the formal and the informal, between the act of exchange and its exter-
nalities, between those with rights and those without, between measurable
values and the unmeasurable. In economic theory many of these forms of
regulation and enforcement are called institutions.A distinction is sometimes
made between formal institutions, such as laws and administrative rules, and
informal institutions, such as codes of conduct, implicit understandings,
and norms of social action. Institutional economics understands these rules
and norms as constraints that organize and set limits to human action.83

Like the concept of externality, the term “constraint” characterizes these
arrangements once again as secondary, as something outside the economic
process itself. The economic act is by definition the expression of an indi-
vidual choice, the fulfillment of a desire, just as the economy is the sum
total of these economic choices and their fulfillment. The desire is the start-
ing point of the economic, while institutions are understood as arrange-
ments that limit the desire, restrict the ways in which needs can be satis-
fied, prevent others from disrupting their satisfaction, and reduce
delinquency or misunderstanding. Constraint is the opposite of desire, an
element of incompatibility, and can combine with it only as something ex-
ternal and subordinate. Yet these secondary, external, residual arrange-
ments at the same time are something prior. The rules, norms, and unwrit-
ten understandings must exist before the act of exchange, otherwise they
could not regulate it.84 They are also ubiquitous, dwelling surreptitiously
within every economic act. So although economics must portray them as
external, secondary, and residual, they are also the condition of possibility
of the economic.

The constraints, understandings, and powers that frame the economic
act, and the economy as a whole, and thus make the economy possible, at
the same time render it incomplete. They occur as that strange phenome-
non, the constitutive outside.85 They are an interior-exterior, something
both marginal and central, simultaneously the condition of possibility of
the economy and the condition of its impossibility. Callon describes what he
calls the “dual nature” of these constraints or frames.86 Their purpose is to
exclude, to keep out of the picture all those claims, costs, interruptions, and
misunderstandings that would make the act of exchange, and thus the econ-
omy itself, impossible to complete. To achieve this “enframing,” the rules,
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procedures, institutions, and methods of enforcement are thought to have a
special status.87 Just as a frame seems distinct from the picture it enframes,
and a rule is supposedly an abstraction in relation to the concrete actions it
governs, the institutions that enframe the economy are imagined to have a
different, and extraeconomic, nature. They are the arena of economic ac-
tions, as distinct from the actions themselves. In practice, however, this dis-
tinction is not a stable one. Each piece of the frame, each rule, procedure, un-
derstanding, constraint, enforcement, and sanction, involves potential
exchanges of its own. To apply a rule, for example, one must negotiate its
limits and exceptions, since no rule contains its own interpretation. These
negotiations become part of the act of exchange they are supposed to regu-
late. To act according to an implicit understanding, or an accepted norm, one
must engage over time in a series of exchanges, economic and noneconomic,
out of which the norm or understanding emerges. To enforce a regulation
involves all the expense and interactions of adjudication, resort to force, and
monitoring. At every one of these points the “frame” opens up and reveals
its dual nature. Instead of acting as a limit, containing the economic, it be-
comes a series of exchanges and connections that involve the act of ex-
change in a potentially limitless series of further interactions.88 Thus the
problem of fixing the economy is not a residual one of accounting for infor-
mal and clandestine activities, or turning externalities into internal costs.
The problem is that the frame or border of the economy is not a line on a
map, but a horizon that at every point opens up into other territories.

There are three issues to elaborate before we return to the question of the
relationship between economics and the economy. First, the rules of the
market are by no means the only kind of frame for economic transactions.
Despite the importance given to laws of property and the principles of the
price mechanism, it would be difficult to establish that the market is even
the most significant arena of exchange. Many other forms of social practice
structure the way transactions occur, often with the purpose of preventing
them from leaking across into the market. One institution that has always
offered alternative rules and powers to those of property and contract is
the household or family. We have seen how in Egypt, as in many parts of
the world, the new large-scale economic activities that flourished with
free-market reforms operated through networks of family-held busi-
nesses. Here the main economic institution was not the market or even the
business enterprise, but a web of personal ties drawing together a series of
businesses, often establishing connections within and across state institu-
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tions, the banking sector, the armed forces, or the local agencies of transna-
tional corporations. These networks operate through relations of kinship or
marriage and put to work all the powers of loyalty, affection, discipline, and
compulsion on which such relations depend.

These powers, like so many other noncapitalist forces operating at the
center of so-called capitalism, need constant attention. They are never en-
tirely controlled by those who use them and can easily take their own
course. Trouble can follow, for example, when the forces of affection or ties
of matrimony break down. The rupture can cause mundane economic dif-
ficulties, or can lead to major crises. In 1995 the entire Egyptian banking
and political system was shaken by the rupturing of one family network.
The Ayuti family controlled, among other interests, one of Egypt’s large
private sector financial houses, Nile Bank. [Isa al-Ayuti, the eighty-one-
year-old chairman of the bank, had become estranged from his daughter
[Aliya al-Ayuti, the bank’s managing director, following her marriage to
Mahmud [Azzam, a large contractor and a member of parliament. In De-
cember 1995 the father accused his daughter of making unsecured loans to
her new husband, providing his construction company with almost E£80
million. A government investigation of the fraud later widened to include
thirty-two bankers and entrepreneurs involved in E£1 billion in fraudulent
deals, including a former minister of tourism, Tawfiq [Abdu Isma[il, who
was chairman of Dakhiliya Bank and also an MP, and two other members
of parliament.89 This was one of a number of fraud cases in this period aris-
ing from the breakdown of family networks. What such incidents reveal is
not that all family networks involve fraud. Rather, the sensational cases
publicized in the media indicate the quieter, everyday work that must be
done to maintain family networks, and the costs that can follow from their
collapse. Once again, the borders of the economic do not occur as a simple
constraint or frame, but open up into further territories, draw upon further
forces, and channel other powers and desires.

Another well-known example of a large-scale nonmarket economic net-
work is the transnational corporation—an institution whose history and
power must be discussed in relation to a parallel mechanism for limiting
the operation of the market, the nation-state. Of course we know from
Marx that any capitalist enterprise is a means of employing nonmarket
arrangements to produce goods or services for the market. While the own-
ers of the enterprise sell its products on the market, those who are em-
ployed to produce the products are typically subject to multiple forms of
discipline, surveillance, compulsion, and, in many cases, the threat or use of
violence. The fact that the employment relation takes the outward form of
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a contract only thinly disguises the “dull compulsion of economic rela-
tions,” as Marx described it in volume one of Capital, that gives most em-
ployees—especially those outside the more privileged economic enclaves
of the West—little room to bargain over the terms of their labor.90 The
large corporation, however, develops nonmarket arrangements to a much
further extent. It establishes extensive hierarchies and controls based on
supervision, surveillance, rules, sanctions, and the manufacture of a corpo-
rate culture. It separates the management of economic processes from the
old powers of ownership. And it organizes multiple transactions within the
corporation itself, producing, distributing, and consuming goods and ser-
vices among its various divisions and subsidiaries. Indeed the closely gov-
erned, nonmarket movement of goods and services within corporate hier-
archies represents as much as one-third of international trade.91

By the time he drafted volume three of Capital, Marx was aware that
the modern corporation represented a break with the principles of capital-
ism he had outlined in volume one. He described the joint-stock company
as “the abolition of the capitalist mode of production within the capitalist
mode of production itself.”92 For Marx this contradiction illustrated the
crisis-ridden nature of capitalism and its tendency toward internal conflict
and eventual collapse. But it could equally be taken to illuminate the con-
tinuous force of noncapitalist elements within the core of what is called
capitalism. To describe the joint-stock corporation as the relatively recent
outcome of the internal development of capitalism implies that market
capitalism came into being first and the large corporation arrived after-
ward, setting limits to the market and contradicting its logic. Given the
power that global corporations had reestablished by the end of the twenti-
eth century, it is important to recall that, if anything, the history of the
market and the corporation happened the other way around. The major in-
stitutions for organizing large-scale global trade in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries were not markets but monopolistic colonizing corpo-
rations, such as the Dutch and English East India companies and the joint-
stock companies that were given monopolies for the colonization of North
America.93 Neoclassical economists like to trace the origins of their field to
the formulation of the market principle in the classical work of Adam
Smith. But Smith wrote The Wealth of Nations as an attack on the power
of these colonizing corporations and formulated the idea of individual ex-
change in “the market” as the program for an alternative. He devoted long
sections of the book to discussing the world’s first successful campaign
against the corporate monopolies, the revolt of Britain’s American colonies,
and to examining the simultaneous crisis in the largest such monopoly, the
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East India Company. Writings such as The Wealth of Nations helped to
construct the idea of the “self-regulating market” as a novel alternative to
corporate power, and this and subsequent writings in political economy
began to formulate the market’s rules and principles. But the idea of “the
market” was not the only response to the crisis of the colonizing corpora-
tion. In 1776, the year The Wealth of Nations appeared, two alternative
methods of governing the wealth of nations were devised. The American
colonists articulated an antimarket principle of economic organization, the
nation-state; and the East India Company proposed a new system of colo-
nial government, the Plan of Settlement, recasting arbitrary corporate
power as a colonial “rule of property.”94 Within fifty years, moreover, the
United States and Britain began to resort once more to the joint-stock cor-
poration as an institution with which to organize nonmarket transactions.
As I mentioned in chapter 3, the unusual legal powers of incorporation
were no longer restricted to ostensibly public projects, such as colonization,
but were made available for any large economic purpose. At the same time,
further projects of colonization were undertaken by Americans and Euro-
peans using the new powers of the state itself. So the framing of the mar-
ket once again was limited by the larger and more significant framings of
the corporation and the colonial monopoly.

The point of this historical detour is the following. By the twentieth cen-
tury the colonizing corporation had been replaced by directly ruled colonies
on the one hand and modern joint-stock companies on the other, the largest
of which developed into transnational corporations far larger than most
postcolonial states. By mid-century the system of colonies was giving way in
most places to one of nation-states. Like the colony, the nation provided a
nonmarket method for organizing economic exchange, especially for pre-
venting free markets in labor and money. Since the science of economics had
concentrated its efforts on framing the rules of the market, parallel fields of
expertise emerged to help coordinate the forms of knowledge needed for the
nonmarket institutions: for the corporation, law, accounting, and business
studies; for the nation, statistical organizations and the field of macroeco-
nomics, which as we have seen developed around the concept of “the econ-
omy” in the middle decades of the century. In addition immigration laws, na-
tional banks or reserve systems, complex taxation and tariff systems, and
extensive state planning and investment all helped to fabricate the twentieth-
century nation/economy, as, like the family network, an alternative to the
market. The practices that attempt to frame the economy are not only those
that regulate the act of market exchange. They include other forms of social
network, powers of desire, technologies of control, and modes of govern-
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ment. Each of these, like the regulations of the market, constitutes both a
limit and a horizon, opening the economic to other forces and logics.

The second general point concerns the question of violence. The market,
the family, the economy, and the nation can all be understood as institu-
tions, based on the operation of rules and conventions. The notion of
“framing” used to describe the working of such institutions is often de-
rived from the work of Erving Goffman, who made particular use of
metaphors from the theater.95 This choice of language and metaphor can
give the impression of an essentially benign process, in which rules and
roles operate by convention, and coercion has only a residual or reserve
function. This reflects a tradition that sees rules and violence, law and co-
ercion, as opposites. One is based upon reason, on the application of princi-
ples “unquestionably true in every country.”96 The other is an element of
irrationality and disorder. However, as I argued in the case of property in
chapter 2, the opposing of law to violence is misleading. The opposition is
itself an effect of the methods of enframing that enable an abstract code or
structure of rules to appear separate from the practices in which they are
brought into being and reproduced. The act of enframing is a work of force
as much as reason, and the two should not be seen as opposites but exam-
ined together.

In the Egyptian economic reforms, the reports of the IMF and other
bodies describing the plan and progress of reform had nothing to say on
the question of the kinds of force and coercion that were required. Yet if
one follows closely the way in which economic expertise carried out its
free-market experiment, it becomes clear that this scientific experiment
could only have been conducted by force. Alternative claims, costs, visions,
and agendas had to be kept out of the picture, using various combinations
of persuasion, argument, threat, and violence. Those pursuing alternative
political agendas in Egypt had very little space for maneuver before the
economic reforms, although the judiciary, the press, opposition political
parties, religious groups, universities, human rights organizations, and
professional associations all offered limited arenas in which people could
criticize the authorities and challenge aspects of the state’s political pro-
gram. The economic reforms were facilitated by a continuous narrowing of
these limited opportunities for dissent. The new repressions included a
parliament more than one hundred of whose members the courts declared
fraudulently elected, but that announced itself to be above the law in such
matters; and in which the handful of opposition deputies were increasingly
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deprived of opportunities to question the government.97 It included re-
moving the right of villagers to select their own heads, of religious com-
munities to choose their own preachers, and of university faculties to elect
their deans.98 It included a regime that admitted no right to organize polit-
ical opposition or hold political meetings, and allowed the few legal opposi-
tion parties no right to public activities. It included a steady remilitariza-
tion of power, especially as control shifted away from ministries, many of
which were now run by technocrats, to provincial governors, most of
whom were still appointed from the high ranks of the military. It included
the systematic use of torture against those detained in police stations and
the offices of the State Security Intelligence, including electric shocks,
beatings, suspension by the wrists or ankles, and threats of death or sexual
abuse of the detainee or a female relative.99 It included prisons holding tens
of thousands of political prisoners, detained without court orders or judicial
process, under emergency powers in place for twenty years, in conditions
described as cruel, inhuman, or degrading.100 It included the silencing of
professional associations, with the engineers’ and lawyers’ associations
placed under judicial sequestration in 1996, and the doctors’, pharmacists’,
teachers’, and scientists’ associations prevented from holding elections.101

And it included the repeated intimidation of human rights workers and
opposition journalists by closures, court cases, and imprisonment.102 In
1999 the regime consolidated these new restrictions by passing a law on
civic associations that dissolved all the country’s licensed nongovernmen-
tal organizations and required them to apply for permission to re-form
under new and more restrictive regulations, including a ban on any activ-
ity the state considered political. Meanwhile, the United States and other
Western governments refused every appeal to speak out in public on these
issues. Washington quietly dropped the “Democracy Initiative” it had in-
troduced in the early 1990s, when political transformations in Eastern Eu-
rope seemed to threaten the system of autocracy it had helped sustain in
the Middle East, and declared no serious concerns in Egypt beyond the en-
durance of the regime and its neoliberal reforms.103

It is not uncommon, among the proponents as well as critics of the re-
forms, to admit that structural adjustment and the opening of markets may
be accompanied by political repression. However, the tendency is to see one
as the consequence as the other, and in that way make the violence some-
thing secondary. From a perspective that favors the market, the repression
is an unforeseen, unfortunate, intermittent, and probably temporary side
effect of the shocks that accompany the expansion of the global market.
From a more critical perspective, that of the Marxist tradition, violence is a
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common instrument of capitalist development, in particular the penetra-
tion of capitalist relations into new territories. It is often required to speed
up the development of capitalism “like a hot-house,” as Marx himself put
it, in regions where changes in the relations of production have lagged be-
hind the global history of capital.104 For this reason, however, violence
must be considered “a common contingency” rather than something “log-
ically necessary.”105 It aids the logic of capital, but, as an element of ran-
domness and unpredictability, or as a means of simply forcing the pace of
history, it must be contingent or external to the logic of history itself.

I would argue against either approach to the question of violence. In
both cases the violence becomes something residual, either the unexpected
side effect of the development of capitalism or merely the contingent in-
strument of its logic. The secondary or reserve nature of violence is re-
quired if one is to present history in terms of the unfolding of a larger
logic. By homogenizing contemporary politics into ineluctable and univer-
sal logics of capitalist globalization, we attribute to reform programs, to the
market, to capital, or to globalization a coherence, energy, and rationality
that they could never otherwise claim. To counteract this tendency we need
to put together accounts of contemporary politics, as I have tried to do here,
that bring to light the incoherences, reversals, and reformulations that ac-
company the apparent logics of globalization. The continuous political
struggles under way in places such as Egypt are not the consequences of a
more global logic, but an active political process whose significance is re-
peatedly marginalized and overlooked in reproducing the simple narratives
of globalization, whether for or against.

The third point also relates to this question of other logics, and represents
another feature and difficulty of enframing. As Callon stresses, the interac-
tions that must be contained within the economy are not merely those
among human agents. An economy is assembled out of a variety of agencies
and forces, some human and some nonhuman. The powers that combine to
make an economy include those of machines, humans, corporations, money,
electrical and other forms of energy, technology, and chemical and biologi-
cal processes, among others. In chapter 1, for example, I examined in a crit-
ical period of Egyptian politics the multiple interactions of human agency
with the technology of war, the virulence of epidemic disease, the unex-
pected properties of DDT, the dual use of artificial nitrates, and the hy-
dropower of the river Nile. In economic science, a fundamental distinction is
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made between the agency of humans and the role of all the other elements
of an economy, which by contrast are considered essentially passive. The
latter are treated as inputs (raw materials or machinery, for example), and
are represented in terms of their cost to the human agents. This conven-
tional view of things aids certain kinds of economic calculation, but is an in-
complete and unsatisfactory account of how economic relations occur.

In practice the nonhuman elements are never so passive. Those with
money to invest can find themselves driven by the reproductive yet unsta-
ble power of capital. Those developing a technology can be quite surprised
by its outcome. Those putting physical, chemical, or biological processes to
work, whether in a cement kiln, a pumping station, a mobile phone net-
work, or a field of sugarcane, enter into a partnership with processes whose
fate they do not completely command. There will always be what Latour
calls “the slight surprise of action,” the tendency of the human agent to be
“slightly overtaken by the action.”106 The nonhuman agencies enter into
human partnership not just as passive elements to be costed and arranged,
but as dynamic and mobile forces with their own powers and logics. Eco-
nomic practice always comes into being in combination with these noneco-
nomic elements, which it cannot fully contain or account for.

Even the element that economics takes as the origin and essence of the eco-
nomic process, individual human utility or desire, is neither an absolute ori-
gin nor a simple, human essence. On the one hand, desires must constantly be
manufactured, generated within the nonhuman machinery of consumption
industries or even the psychological and biochemical mechanisms of addic-
tion. On the other, while the concept of utility in economics is the foundation
that makes possible a rational, calculable world, the utility itself stands for de-
sire, an incalculable and irrational force that can overtake and disrupt the most
carefully calculated actions. An element of irrationality, of something not
quite human, inhabits the rational, human core of the economic.

To sum up, the attempt to enframe the economy occurs alongside other
forms of structuring and network making, including those of the house-
hold or family, large corporations, and nation-states, all in interaction with
one another. Enframing is a work of violence as well as theory. And the
forces and overflows it must contain are not limited to those of human
agency, whose rationality itself contains forms of the irrational and non-
human. With these points in mind, we can return to the question of rela-
tionship between economics and the economy. We are in a better position
to understand the role of economics and what seem the silences and limi-
tations of the IMF and other official agencies in Egypt.
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Economic expertise is forced largely to overlook the forms of leakage, net-
work, energy, control, violence, and irrationality I have been discussing. It
cannot take them seriously, for that is not its task. The role of economics is
to help make possible the economy by articulating the rules, understand-
ings, and equivalences out of which the economic is made. This has been its
impossible project. Economics is part of the enframing that attempts to
make what is internal to the economy distinct from what is external, and
thus make calculation and exchange possible. It is therefore obliged to treat
all these other processes as something secondary, minor, or exceptional.
The self-deception is essential, for otherwise it would have to follow these
links, powers, and leakages, and admit that there could be no economy.

Economics must start from the assumption that the act of exchange, and
the aggregation of all acts of exchange in the economy, occur essentially as
forms of closure or equilibrium. The exchange or the economy must be
self-contained, and thus in principle measurable and manageable. It is well
known that economics begins from this abstraction, from a model, and con-
siders what actually occurs as secondary, as an approximation to this model
or a deviation from it. But this is not just a methodological preference, ex-
pressing a desire for a certain form of scientific rigor. It reflects the fact that
the complex social world of the science must be simplified in the same way,
and that economics is hard at work in this project of simplification. The ex-
istence of an economy depends upon these methods in practice: methods of
designating certain costs as external, certain claims as secondary.

Likewise, making the economy depends upon instituting a fundamental
separation between human action and the world in which this action oc-
curs. If economics attributes agency only to human actors and treats all
other forces as a passive world of nature, this corresponds to an entire pol-
itics of the twentieth century. The construction of the first great barrage at
Aswan in southern Egypt at the start of the century, the centerpiece of
Britain’s colonial project, established on the ground forms of calculation,
engineering, control, and profit that simplified the world into nature on
one side and economy on the other. On the one hand were the natural re-
sources of the Nile, agricultural lands, irrigation systems, and hydropower,
on the other the human agency that could calculate, transform, manage,
and make wealth from these material elements. Again, if economics treats
economic relations as essentially rational and consensual, and reduces co-
ercion and violence to residual questions of enforcement and sanction, this
corresponds to the discipline’s role in the larger project of embedding the
exercise of coercion in the forces of nature and the laws of markets—in
subsuming them under logics of history, capital, or exchange.
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At the start of this discussion I called the economy a fabrication, but that
term should not be misunderstood. It does not mean that the economy is
merely a work of imagination, or that the problem with the economy is
that it is not real. Such criticisms slide back into the language of real versus
imaginary, original versus copy, an object world versus its representation.
These distinctions are complicit in the project of making the economy and
cannot be used to understand it. As we saw in the first three chapters, the
politics of the late-nineteenth and twentieth centuries attempted to orga-
nize a world whose complexities were resolved into the simple dualities of
real and representation, objects and ideas, nature and techno-science, land
and the abstraction of law, the country and the map. The social sciences
emerged in the same period to confirm and reproduce this binary world.
The role of economics was to produce the economy, not as a work of imag-
ination but as a practical project. The economy is an artifactual body—a
fabrication, yes, but as solid as other fabricated objects, and as incomplete.

Thus economic discourse works very hard to help format and reproduce
the exclusions that make the economy possible. This is why there are no
particular farmers or villages in economic discourse on Egypt. It is the rea-
son why the Sawiris family and Ahmed Bahgat, the Seoudi group and the
Metwallis, are never encountered in the writings of the IMF. It is why
nowhere in the reports of USAID can one discover the role of government
ministers, senior officials, and their families in the rent circuits of the so-
called private sector. It is why the extensive importing, manufacturing, and
consumption of goods by the Egyptian armed forces are left opaque in offi-
cial statistics. Examining any one of these issues leads away from a closed
economy, away from the map, away from what is transparent and calcula-
ble, into farming, households, family, state, and power. The closure unravels.

The project of economic reform in Egypt was a work of theory and vio-
lence. Making the market economy required a series of framings, which at-
tempted to fix and to exclude. Less than a decade after the project began, it
had come apart. The confident success story told by the IMF and the gov-
ernment media was no longer possible to sustain.

The Cairo stock market had collapsed, losing almost 50 percent of its value
during the year 2000. By the end of that year prices were lower than when
the government first revived the exchange in 1995.107 The real estate boom
had gone bust. Ahmed Bahgat, the builder of Dreamland, suffered a heart at-
tack in July 2000 while on a trip to Washington, where he was part of an of-
ficial delegation making an unsuccessful effort to encourage investments
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from large U.S. corporations. When news reached Cairo that he was in the
hospital in Bethesda, Maryland, undergoing surgery to the aorta, shares in
his company collapsed. Dreamland was effectively bankrupt. Beverly Hills
and most of the other, smaller developments also came to a halt as speculators
discovered they had overbuilt, and luxury property prices dropped by more
than half.108 Public sector entrepreneurs were in the same trouble. The debts
of the Radio and Television Union, the commercial arm of the Ministry of In-
formation creating the media complex next door to Beverly Hills, reached
E£3.8 billion, and the Ministry of Finance had to bail it out.109 The Arab Con-
tractors Company, the family-run, state-owned construction corporation
building Media Production City and many other large projects, was facing fi-
nancial crisis.110 There was panic in the banks, which had overextended credit
for real estate projects.The chairman of the National Bank of Egypt, the bank
with the largest investments in failed speculations, was removed.111

As a recession set in and the government began to fall far behind on do-
mestic payments, other businesses whose prosperity came from contracts
with the state began to fail. Rami Lakah, the thirty-nine-year-old entre-
preneur who had developed the country’s largest business group by build-
ing fee-paying government hospitals for the affluent, hailed in 1999 as the
first Egyptian enterprise to borrow on the international bond market,
within a year had fled the country. He returned only after the government
and the banks agreed to reschedule his debts, which were reported to have
reached E£1.5 billion.112 “Cost recovery” in health care had acquired a new
meaning. As the government tried to slow the flow of funds the supply of
dollars dried up, affecting importers, including manufacturers, who needed
supplies from abroad. Toward the end of 2000 the government was forced
to give up the attempt to peg the currency to the dollar, and the Egyptian
pound lost 20 percent of its value. Almost the only economic activity that
seemed to thrive was the use of mobile telephones. The country’s million
or so subscribers used four times as many minutes per month per sub-
scriber as the worldwide average. The E£5.6 billion they spent talking on
their telephones in 2000 exceeded the country’s revenue that year from
exports.113

Some blamed the money spent on mobile phone conversations for the
country’s recession. Others blamed it on the off-budget spending by the
state. The government had pushed ahead with what it called its “Phar-
aonic” development projects, concentrating its resources on the most am-
bitious of them, the Toshka irrigation scheme. Convinced, like the United
States Agency for International Development, that Egypt’s fundamental
problems were defined by the limits of natural resources—not enough
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land, too many people—it pursued President Mubarak’s dream of creating
a second river Nile in the desert. Toshka was a very twentieth-century idea.
The century that opened with the construction of the first Aswan Dam
ended with an even bigger project, not just to store up all the waters of the
world’s longest river, but to divert them to build another.

Dreamland was an amusement park in the desert, a mirage under con-
struction, a place of desire promised in television commercials and newspa-
per advertisements long before it was finished. Perhaps it would remain
forever a mirage, an unfulfilled desire. It was one of many dreamlands.
Toshka was the object of a ruler’s desire, as he passed his seventieth birth-
day, to build something by which his rule would be remembered, a fairy
tale to be fulfilled with the help of a billionaire prince and the bankrupt
owner of Superior Seedless™ grapes. These dreamlands are the places of
desire that global capitalism cannot contain.

Capitalism, as I proposed in chapter 1, has no singular logic, no essence.
It survives parasitically, like the Plasmodium falciparum, taking up resi-
dence in human bodies and minds, or in sugarcane or private property,
drawing its energies from the chemistry of others, its force from other
fields, its momentum from others’ desires. The projects of economic reform
in Egypt had to excite the desires that fueled the building of Dreamland and
Toshka, yet capitalism could not discipline those desires. Such desires, such
forces, such other logics, are presented as something exterior to capitalism.
They appear as a noncapitalist excess that derails capitalism from its course.
Yet this outside, these excesses, are at the same time vital to capitalism.
They are a source of its energies, the condition of its success, the possibility
of its power to reproduce. They are a heterogeneity that makes possible the
logic of capital, and thus ensures both its powers and its failures.
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dictions in European liberal theory made apparent by colonialism, see Uday
Mehta, Liberalism and Empire: A Study in Nineteenth-Century British Lib-
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the Hanafite Legal Literature of the Mamluk and Ottoman Periods (London:
Croom Helm, 1988).

12. Huri Islamoglu-Inan, State and Peasant in the Ottoman Empire: Agrar-
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One of his earlier studies of peasants is an account of a group of Arabic-speak-
ing pastoral nomads in southwestern Iran, written during the regime of the
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spells as Jacob. In his preface to the book’s second edition, published by Indiana
University Press in 1988, he explains that “I spelled Jacob the Biblical way to
underscore its old testament quality”—for in those days “nobody mentioned
Ayatollah Khomeini . . . and Islam, though a total way of life for Bedouins,
seemed relatively benign.” The Golden Bowl Be Broken: Peasant Life in Four
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45. M. Yaşar Işcan, Review of Critchfield, Shahhat: An Egyptian, American

Anthropologist 82, no. 4 (1980): 961; Sam Beck, Review of Critchfield, Shah-
hat: An Egyptian, Journal of American Folklore 93, no. 370 (1980): 487–88;
John G. Kennedy, Review of Critchfield, Shahhat: An Egyptian, American Eth-
nologist 7, no. 1 (1980): 220–21.

46. Critchfield, Villages, vii.
47. The book was first published in 1973. The press’s catalogue recom-

mended the book for use in university courses and included an endorsement
from The Annals of the American Academy of Political Science.

48. Winifred S. Blackman, The Fellahin of Upper Egypt: Their Religious, So-
cial and Industrial Life Today with Special Reference to Survivals from An-
cient Times (London: G. G. Harrap, 1927).

49. Yvette Senn-Ayrout, personal communication, Mar. 19, 1993; Janette De
Bono-Ayrout, personal communication, June 1993; “Biography du P. Ayrout,”
Le Messager (Alexandria), Apr. 9, 1989.

50. Newsletter of the American Research Center in Egypt (Cairo), no. 142,
summer 1988.

51. “Biography du P. Ayrout.”
52. See Richard Critchfield, “A Response to ‘The Invention and Reinven-

tion of the Egyptian Peasant,’ “ and Timothy Mitchell, “A Reply to Richard
Critchfield,” International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 23, no. 2 (1991):

334 / Notes to Pages 133–47

Mitchell_10_Notes  7/9/02  11:27 AM  Page 334



277–80, from where I have drawn material in this and the following para-
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circa 1930 shows at most one or two houses. See Deborah Bull, Up the Nile: A
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then only on procedural grounds and not on the substance of the case. Ibrahim
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chapter 5. nobody listens to a poor man
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1988), and A Subaltern Studies Reader, 1986–1995, ed. Ranajit Guha (Min-
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5. Ansari, Egypt: The Stalled Society, Appendix D, 257–58.
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of inequality among landholders decreased, according to official figures, not
through land reform but through subdivision: by 1978, the area of land regis-
tered in holdings of less than one acre had grown by about 10 percent, with the
area in holdings of 10 or more acres decreasing by a similar amount. But the
latter category still accounted for 20 percent of the total land area, controlled
by just 2.3 percent of landholders. Mohaya A. Zaytoun, “Income Distribution
in Egyptian Agriculture and its Main Determinants,” in The Political Economy
of Income Distribution in Egypt, ed. Gouda Abdel-Khalek and Robert Tignor
(New York: Holmes and Meier, 1982), 268–306, at 277.

12. It should also be noted that the official figures exclude land an owner
legally rents out, which is recorded under the name of the tenant. Nicholas
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Hopkins, Agrarian Transformation in Egypt (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press,
1987), 61. This may tend to reduce the size of large landownerships in the sta-
tistics.

13. Nicholas Hopkins, “The Social Impact of Mechanization,” in Migration,
Mechanization, and Agricultural Labor Markets in Egypt, ed. Alan Richards
and Philip L. Martin (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1983), 181–97. Besides
these two farms, Hopkins estimates that another five or six farmers in the vil-
lage of Musha, near Asyut, were operating more than one hundred acres, and
perhaps another dozen were operating more than fifty acres. Thus about
twenty landowners, in a village of 2,500 households, controlled somewhere be-
tween a third and a half of the village’s five thousand acres.

14. Simon Commander, The State and Agricultural Development in Egypt
Since 1973, published for the Overseas Development Institute (London: Ithaca
Press, 1987), 53–55.

15. Richard Adams, Development and Social Change in Rural Egypt (Syra-
cuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 1986), 89. An extreme case of land re-
form evasion was the village of al-Barnugi, in Buhaira in the Egyptian Delta,
where the Nawwar family was discovered in 1963 to still control twenty thou-
sand acres. Iliya Harik, The Political Mobilization of Peasants: A Study of an
Egyptian Community (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1974), 6.

16. Ansari, Egypt: The Stalled Society, 257.
17. Ibid., 259, translation modified.
18. Taussig, “Culture of Terror,” 469.
19. Ansari, Egypt: The Stalled Society, 259.
20. Iliya Harik with Susan Randolph, Distribution of Land, Employment and

Income in Rural Egypt (Ithaca, N.Y.: Rural Development Committee, Center for
International Studies, Cornell University, 1979), 9–10; Iliya Harik, “Continuity
and Change in Local Development Policies in Egypt: From Nasser to Sadat,” In-
ternational Journal of Middle East Studies 16, no. 1 (1984): 46–47.

21. This interpretation of the Higher Committee was made at the time by
Lutfi al-Khuli and other intellectual critics of the regime. See Leonard Binder,
In a Moment of Enthusiasm: Political Power and the Second Stratum in Egypt
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 343, and Raymond Baker, Egypt’s
Uncertain Revolution Under Nasser and Sadat (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1978), 108–13. It is corroborated by the minutes of the com-
mittee’s meetings, reproduced in Rashad, Sirri jiddan.

22. [Abd al-Basit [Abd al-Mu[ti, al-Sira[ al-tabaqi fi al-qarya al-misriyya
(Cairo: Dar al-Thaqafa al-Jadida, 1977).

23. Ansari, Egypt: The Stalled Society, xiii; Binder, In a Moment of Enthu-
siasm.

24. Studies of rural society in the Nasser period by Egyptian scholars, such
as Mahmoud Abdel-Fadil, Development, Income Distribution and Social
Change in Rural Egypt, 1952–70: A Study in the Political Economy of Agrar-
ian Transition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), and Radwan,
Agrarian Reform and Rural Poverty, offer a detailed analysis of agrarian re-
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form and its effect on landownership, income, consumption, and prices. But
they suffer from having to rely on aggregate quantitative data taken from of-
ficial sources, whose problems were mentioned earlier. Nor do they examine
the actual workings of political power in the countryside.

25. Harik, Political Mobilization, 52.
26. Ibid., 27.
27. Ibid., 73, 75.
28. Adams, Development and Social Change; Hopkins, Agrarian Transfor-

mation in Egypt.
29. See Mona Abaza, The Changing Image of Women in Rural Egypt, Cairo

Papers in Social Science 10, monograph 4 (Cairo: American University in Cairo
Press, 1987); Richard H. Adams, “The Effect of Remittances on Household Be-
havior and Rural Development in Upper Egypt,” Newsletter of the American
Research Center in Egypt (Fall 1987): 139; Commander, The State and Agri-
cultural Development in Egypt Since 1973; Elizabeth Taylor, “Egyptian Migra-
tion and Peasant Wives,” MERIP Reports, no. 124 (1984): 3–10.

30. For some of the broader theoretical issues in the study of agrarian poli-
tics in Egypt and the Middle East, see the exchange between Kathy Glavanis
and Pandeli Glavanis, “The Sociology of Agrarian Relations in the Middle East:
The Persistence of Household Production,” Current Sociology 31, no. 2 (1983):
1–106, and David Seddon, “Commentary on Agrarian Relations in the Middle
East: A New Paradigm for Analysis?” Current Sociology 34, no. 2 (1986):
151–72. I discuss these debates in Timothy Mitchell, “Fixing the Economy,”
Cultural Studies 12, no. 1 (1998): 82–101, and in chapter 8 below. James Toth,
Rural Labor Movements in Egypt and Their Impact on the State, 1961–1992
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1999), a detailed study of the role of
the rural poor in Egyptian politics, is an important addition to the theoretical
debates on agrarian political economy.

31. James B. Mayfield, Rural Politics in Nasser’s Egypt: A Quest for Legiti-
macy (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1971), 61–63.

32. Morroe Berger, The Arab World Today (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
1962), 160, cited in Mayfield, Rural Politics, 70.

33. Mayfield, Rural Politics, 71.
34. Ibid., 67–72.
35. Ibid., 72–73.
36. Ibid., 69–71.
37. Ibid.
38. Ibid., 5.
39. Gabriel Baer, “Submissiveness and Revolt of the Fellah,” Studies in the

Social History of Modern Egypt (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969),
93–108, offered a critique of one of these traits, the submissiveness of the peas-
ant, but attributed its popularity simply to the superficiality of travelers’ ob-
servations. On the colonial origins and uses of these kinds of racial stereotypes
in another part of the world, see Hussein Syed Alatas, The Myth of the Lazy
Native: A Study of the Image of the Malays, Filipinos, and Javanese from the
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16th to the 20th Century and its Function in the Ideology of Colonial Capital-
ism (London: Frank Cass, 1977). For an analysis of their more recent uses in the
Egyptian case, see chapter 4.

40. These remarks may suggest an approach similar to that of Scott, Weapons
of the Weak. Scott, however, examines the behavior of the poor to find signs of
an otherwise unnoticed spirit of peasant resistance, an approach I find prob-
lematic (see Mitchell, “Everyday Metaphors of Power”). I am suggesting that
one can examine the same practices for signs of otherwise unnoticed forms of
domination. For the latter argument, see Lila Abu-Lughod, “The Romance of
Resistance,” American Ethnologist 17, no. 1 (1990): 41–55.

41. Harik, Political Mobilization, 8.
42. Ibid., 260–70.
43. Harik remained, however, one of the most optimistic writers on Egyp-

tian rural development. A decade later he reiterated the conclusions established
by his influential book, describing rural Egypt as a place without exploitation,
middlemen, large landowners, or class conflict. Iliya Harik, “Continuity and
Change in Local Development Policies in Egypt: From Nasser to Sadat,” Inter-
national Journal of Middle East Studies 16, no. 1 (1984): 43–66. For a useful
but neglected critique of some of the problems of the political development lit-
erature, see Irene Gendzier, Managing Political Change: Social Scientists and
the Third World (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1985). More recent critiques
are mentioned in chapter 1, above.

44. Harik, “Continuity and Change in Local Development Policies,” 263.
45. There was a parallel problem in studies of urban Egypt, where the work-

place was neglected as a site for the construction of political relations on the
ground that workers are not an active political force. The neglect has now been
repaired by a number of studies, especially Joel Beinin and Zachary Lockman,
Workers on the Nile: Nationalism, Communism, Islam and the Egyptian
Working Class, 1882–1954 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1987);
Marsha Pripstein Posusney, Labor and the State in Egypt : Workers, Unions,
and Economic Restructuring (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997);
and Samer Shehata, “Plastic Sandals, Tea, and Time: Shop Floor Politics and
Culture in Egypt” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 2000).

46. The state did this by lowering the price it paid for staple and export crops
that predominantly small farmers were forced to grow, while subsidizing the
cost of seeds, pesticides, fertilizer, and credit, the bulk of which went to large
farmers. On agricultural pricing in Egypt prior to the reforms of the late 1980s
and 1990s, see William Cuddihy, “Agricultural Price Management in Egypt,”
World Bank Staff Working Paper no. 388 (Washington, D.C.: The World Bank,
1980), and for a broader analysis, Yahya Sadowski, Political Vegetables? Busi-
nessman and Bureaucrat in the Development of Egyptian Agriculture (Wash-
ington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1991).

47. Adams, Development and Social Change, 138.
48. Mahmoud Hussein, Class Conflict in Egypt: 1945–1970 (New York:

Monthly Review Press, 1973), 231–32.
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49. The alleged discovery of evidence that a secret “organization” of the
Muslim Brotherhood was plotting to overthrow the regime, evidence the Min-
istry of the Interior refused to believe, had enabled the military to intervene
instead, ordering the widespread arrests and thus extending its own domestic
influence as well as its control over the apparatus of government. It was this
same internal struggle for control of the regime that resurfaced the following
year in the formation of the Higher Committee for the Liquidation of Feudal-
ism. See Ahmad Hamrush, Qissat thawrat 23 yuliyu, vol. 2, Mujtama[ Jamal
[Abd al-Nasir (Cairo: Maktabat Madbuli, 1975), 240–61.

50. Ansari, Egypt: The Stalled Society, Appendix C, 251–54.
51. John Waterbury reported an alternative version of the Kamshish story

that was later put in circulation, according to which Salah Husain was murdered
at the behest of his wife, who hoped to marry into the large landowning family.
John Waterbury, The Egypt of Nasser and Sadat: The Political Economy of Two
Regimes (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1983), 340. Although Wa-
terbury appeared to lend credence to the story, it was clearly a fabrication, illus-
trating how political grievances can be delegitimized by transforming them into
personal slurs against the victim, the slur depending on the old tactic of im-
pugning the morals of a woman. There is sufficient evidence in the documents
collected in Muhammad Rashad, Sirri jiddan, and in the appendix to Ansari,
Egypt: The Stalled Society, to corroborate Ansari’s version of the story. I dis-
cussed these events with Salah Husain’s widow, Shahinda Maqlad, in May 1993.

52. Harik, Political Mobilization, 217.
53. Ibid., 111, 126.
54. Ibid., 138.
55. According to Harik’s figures, only 44 percent of the village’s adult males

cultivate their own land, leaving 56 percent who make their living by other
means. It is not clear what proportion of the latter have adequate incomes from
other sources and what proportion form the “landless” poor to whom I am re-
ferring. Harik, Political Mobilization, 290, table 2. My figure of 40 percent is
obtained from the table by adding together 100 percent of “agricultural labor-
ers” with 70 percent of “craftsmen and tradesmen” and 70 percent of “native
employees” (70 percent being my estimate of the proportion of these two
groups earning less than the poverty level of E£12 per month [see note 57,
below], based on the income figures given on p. 47), totaling 539, or 40 percent
of the adult male population of 1,350. This figure may underestimate the pro-
portion of families living in poverty, for two reasons: the survey excludes
women, even those heading a household—Radwan and Lee’s survey of 18 vil-
lages found that 8.5 percent of rural households were female-headed and that
such households ranked among the poorest (Agrarian Change in Egypt, 64,
table 4.10)—and it excludes those who own or rent land, but in amounts too
small to keep them out of poverty.

56. Harik, Political Mobilization, 47.
57. Calculated from the poverty table in Adams, Development and Social

Change, 14, adjusted for 1967 using the cost of living index given on p. 138,
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table 6.2. The average family size, taken from population censuses, is calculated
by Adams at 4.37 “adult equivalent units” (AEUs), where it is estimated that,
on average, 1.0 person equals 0.830 AEUs.

58. Small shopkeepers and the more senior government employees appear
to have a similar level of income, but the resources they control may give them
a distinct social position. Harik, Political Mobilization, 47.

59. Ibid., 43.
60. Ibid., 47.
61. John P. Powelson and Richard Stock, The Peasant Betrayed: Agricul-

ture and Land Reform in the Third World (Boston: Oelgeschlager, Gunn 
& Hain, in association with the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 1987), 84,
189.

62. Samir Amin (pseudonym Hasan Riad), L’Egypte nassérienne (Paris: Edi-
tions de Minuit, 1964).

63. Harik, Political Mobilization, 115.
64. The actual income of the Kuras would have been much higher. Apart

from the possibility that they controlled a larger area of land than recorded in
the official registers or in answers to questionnaires, they appear to have been
involved in several other ventures including livestock trading, and Muham-
mad Kura earned an income from his position in a government cotton firm in
Tanta.

65. Harik, Political Mobilization, 253.
66. The system of debt bondage among migrant agricultural laborers is il-

lustrated in Sawsan el-Messiri, “Tarahil Laborers in Egypt,” in Migration,
Mechanization and Agricultural Labor Markets in Egypt, ed. Alan Richards
and Philip L. Martin (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1983), 88–92, with the
case of a laborer who keeps his family alive with loans from a labor contractor
and is obliged in return to spend most of the year in labor camps elsewhere in
Egypt. Adams offers another illustration, an agricultural laborer who fre-
quently has to borrow money to buy basic needs like food or clothing and must
then work for his creditor “a week or more without pay in order to discharge
his loans.” Adams, Development and Social Change, 136.

67. Harik, Political Mobilization, 252–54. On the wider history of this at-
tempt by the state to organize migrant labor and eliminate the labor contrac-
tors, see Toth, Rural Labor Movements, 133–63.

68. Harik, Political Mobilization, 255–56.
69. Although in anthropology and cultural studies the problems of the

scholar’s relation to those being studied has been extensively explored for a
generation, these debates have by-passed the discipline of political science,
which still attempts to model itself on the procedures of techno-scientific en-
quiry. For an example see Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba,
Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research (Prince-
ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994). For a classic discussion of these is-
sues in anthropology, see James Clifford, “On Ethnographic Authority,” Rep-
resentations 1, no. 2 (1983): 118–46.
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70. Harik, Political Mobilization, 92.
71. Ibid., 244.
72. Ibid., 248.
73. Ibid., 249.
74. Ibid., 243, 245.
75. Ibid., 247.
76. Ibid., 30.
77. Ibid., 27.
78. For a conventional critique of behavioralism that seems to reproduce its

dualisms in more sophisticated terms, see for example Charles Taylor, “Inter-
pretation and the Sciences of Man,” The Review of Metaphysics 25, no. 1
(1971): 3–51. On the use of questionnaires, see Robert Chambers, Rural De-
velopment: Putting the Last First (London: Longman, 1983), 49–58.

79. Harik, Political Mobilization, 227.
80. Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1977), 191. There is a brief discussion of how a culture
of deference helps maintain social inequality in an Upper Egyptian village in
Hopkins, Agrarian Transformation in Egypt, 175–76, 187–88.

81. Harik, Political Mobilization, 192–93.

chapter 6. heritage and violence

1. Influential contributions to the debate on nationalism and the invention
of the past include those of Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The In-
vention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); Ernest
Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983);
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and
Spread of Nationalism, 2nd ed. (London: Verso, 1991); and Partha Chatterjee,
Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse? (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), and The Nation and its Frag-
ments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1993).

2. Anderson, Imagined Communities.
3. Ernest Renan, Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? What is a nation? Introduction

by Charles Taylor, English translation by Wanda Romer Taylor (Toronto: Tapir
Press, 1996).

4. For a further discussion of the questions about space raised by Anderson’s
work, see Timothy Mitchell, “The Stage of Modernity,” in Timothy Mitchell,
ed., Questions of Modernity (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2000), 1–34.

5. Henry Dodwell, The Founder of Modern Egypt: A Study of Muhammad
[Ali (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1931). A former curator of the
Madras Record Office, Dodwell wrote numerous studies of British India and
was an editor of The Cambridge History of India and The Cambridge History
of the British Empire.
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6. Khaled Fahmy, All the Pasha’s Men: Mehmed Ali, His Army and the
Making of Modern Egypt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

7. Sudipta Kaviraj makes this argument with respect to India in “The Imag-
inary Institution of India,” Subaltern Studies VII, ed. Partha Chatterjee and
Gyanendra Pandey (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992), 1–39.

8. The Ottoman Province of Sham, usually translated as Syria, would ap-
pear to be an exception to this. But in nineteenth-century Ottoman and Arabic
sources, al-Sham is a name for the city of Damascus, and by extension the
countryside around it (Khaled Fahmy, personal communication).

9. In Arabic, al-diyar al-misriyya and bilad misr. The most important nine-
teenth-century scholarly work on the country, [Ali Pasha Mubarak’s geo-
graphical encyclopedia published in 1886–88, illustrates how the relationship
between city and region was understood. The book was entitled “The Descrip-
tion of Cairo [misr al-qahira] and its Towns and Villages.” Al-Khitat 
al-tawfiqiyya li-misr al-qahira wa-muduniha wa-biladiha al-qadima wa-]l-
shahira (Cairo: al-Matba[a al-Kubra al-Amiriyya, 1886–88).

10. See Gerard Coudougnan, Nos ancêtres les Pharaons: L’Historie phar-
aonique et copte dans les manuels scolaires égyptiens, Dossiers du CEDEJ
1998, no. 1 (Cairo: Centre d’Etudes et de Documentation Economique, Ju-
ridique et Sociale, 1988).

11. Such treasure hunting had provided the main incentive for Western ar-
chaeology, and its major means of support. Its ending led to a sharp reduction
in Western archaeological excavations in Egypt. They did not expand again
until the late 1950s, when funds from UNESCO and other nonprofit sources
became available, in response to the imminent destruction of ancient sites
caused by the building of the High Dam at Aswan.

12. Mercedes Volait, L’Architecture moderne en Egypte et la Revue Al-
[Imara, 1939–59, Dossiers du CEDEJ 1987, no. 4 (Cairo: Centre d’Etudes et de
Documentation Economique, Juridique et Sociale, 1988).

13. Nicholas B. Dirks, “History as a Sign of the Modern,” Public Culture 2,
no. 1 (1990): 25–32.

14. On Egyptian nationalism in this period, see the two books by Israel
Gershoni and James P. Jankowski, Egypt, Islam and the Arabs: The Search
for Egyptian Nationhood (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), and Re-
defining the Egyptian Nation, 1930–1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1995). For criticisms of this work see my review of the latter
book, American Political Science Review 90, no. 2 (1996): 451–52, and the
review essay by Charles D. Smith, “Imagined Identities, Imagined Nation-
alisms: Print Culture and Egyptian Nationalism in the Light of Recent
Scholarship,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 29, no. 4 (1997):
607–22. For further discussion of the intellectual debates of this period see,
among others, Charles D. Smith, Islam and the Search for Social Order in
Modern Egypt: A Biography of Muhammad Husayn Haykal (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1983); and Joel Beinin and Zachary Lockman,
Workers on the Nile: Nationalism, Communism, Islam, and the Egyptian
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Working Class, 1882–1954 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1987).

15. Homi K. Bhabha, “DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Margins of
the Modern Nation,” in The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994),
139–70, at 145.

16. For an example, see Gershoni and Jankowski, Redefining the Egyptian
Nation.

17. There is now a large literature dealing with Fathy’s life and accomplish-
ments. For an overview and guide to further works, see James Steele, An Ar-
chitecture for the People: The Complete Works of Hassan Fathy (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1997).

18. Kees van der Spek, “Dead Mountain vs. Living Community: The Theban
Necropolis as Cultural Landscape,” paper presented at the UNESCO Third In-
ternational Forum, “University and Heritage,” Deakin University, Melbourne
and Geelong, Australia, Oct. 4–9, 1998.

19. Hassan Fathy, Gurna: A Tale of Two Villages (Cairo: Ministry of Cul-
ture, 1969); reprinted as Architecture for the Poor: An Experiment in Rural
Egypt (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973), 43, 51, 40.

20. Fathy was educated in British schools in Cairo. In 1956, with the collapse
of the European presence in Egypt following the failed British, French, and Is-
raeli invasion that year, he chose to leave Egypt himself and spent the next five
years based in Athens. Thus he abandoned Egypt at the moment of triumph of
an alternative vision of national heritage, that of Arab nationalism. Architec-
ture for the Poor was translated into Arabic only in the 1980s. See Steele, An
Architecture for the People, 96, 109. On the problems of Fathy’s cosmopoli-
tanism see Nezar AlSayyad, “From Vernacularism to Globalism: The Temporal
Reality of Traditional Settlements,” Traditional Dwellings and Settlements
Review 7, no. 1 (1995): 13–24. Fathy’s cosmopolitanism, however, may have
been central to his achievement. Perhaps it gave him a certain distance from
the narrower materialism and less generous paternalism of the landowning
class from which he came, and opened him to the influence of other inventions
of the modern vernacular, such as French colonial architecture in Morocco. For
example, the Habous neighborhood built in the late 1930s in Casablanca, and
copied some years later in Rabat, was widely discussed in this period as a reac-
tion against the modernist movement and Le Corbusier (Muhammed Ham-
douni Alami, personal communication, Feb. 10, 1999).

21. Luxor City Council, “El Gurna Region Resident Relocation Study and
New El Tarif Village Planning through Community Participation:Terms of Ref-
erence,” mimeo, Luxor, Egypt, Oct. 1992. The funds for the planning process
were given to the U.S. consulting firm Chemonics, under a USAID Local Devel-
opment II grant. Interview with a Chemonics consultant, Cairo, May 1993.

22. Al-Ahram Weekly, Feb. 12–18, 1998.
23. Ibid., May 7–13, 1998; Middle East Times, Nov. 22, 1998.
24. Mariz Tadros, “A House on the Hill,” Al-Ahram Weekly, Apr. 1–8, 1998.
25. Fathy, Architecture for the Poor, 60.
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26. For the history of the malaria and cholera epidemics, see chapter 1,
above, and Nancy Gallagher, Egypt’s Other Wars: Epidemics and the Politics of
Public Health (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 1990). Toward the
end of his book, Hassan Fathy correctly distinguishes the two epidemics. Ar-
chitecture for the Poor, 166.

27. Gallagher, Egypt’s Other Wars, 32–35.
28. Ibid., 60–66.
29. On the role of Egyptian sociologists in promoting rural reform, see

Alain Roussillon, “Project colonial et traditions scientifique: aux origines de la
sociologie égyptienne,” mimeo.

30. Volait, L’Architecture moderne en Egypte, 78.
31. Henry Habib Ayrout, Moeurs et coutumes des fellahs (Paris: Payot,

1938; reprint ed. New York: AMS Press, 1978); 2nd revised ed., entitled Fellahs
(Cairo: Editions Horus, 1942); Arabic ed., al-Fellahin, trans. Muhammad Ghal-
lab (Cairo: Matba[at al-Kawthar, 1943); English ed., The Fellaheen, trans. Hi-
lary Wayment (Cairo: R. Schindler, 1945). On Ayrout’s work, see chapter 4,
above.

32. Volait, L’Architecture moderne en Egypte, 76–77.
33. Fathy, Architecture for the Poor, 63–64.
34. Ibid., 113, 127, 134.
35. See chapter 2, above, and Timothy Mitchell, Colonising Egypt (Berke-

ley: University of California Press, 1991).
36. Fathy, Architecture for the Poor, 39.
37. Ibid., 17.
38. Ibid., 1; Steele, An Architecture for the People, 96.
39. Fathy, Architecture for the Poor, 5. For a chronology of Fathy’s designs

see Steele, An Architecture for the People, 188–201.
40. Nathan Brown, Peasant Politics in Modern Egypt: The Struggle Against

the State (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press 1990), 114–15, 133, citing
al-Muqattam, Jan. 24 and 28, 1908, and Kitchener to Grey, Apr. 27, 1913, in
United Kingdom Foreign Office Records, Public Record Office, London, FO
371/20291, file 1638.

41. Fathy, Architecture for the Poor, 51.
42. See chapter 1.
43. Fathy, Architecture for the Poor, 3–4.
44. Steele, An Architecture for the People, 24.
45. Fathy, Architecture for the Poor, 6–7.
46. It is also instructive that Fathy either failed to notice or chose not to

mention an earlier introduction of domed, mud-brick architecture, the work of
the English architect and archaeologist Somers Clarke. Clarke’s work before
World War I included at least three domed railway stations, at Idfu, Silsila, and
Kom Ombo, the three stops Fathy passed on the train before reaching Aswan.
See Caroline Simpson, “Nubia, Somers Clarke, and Hassan Fathy,” Bulletin of
the Association for the Study of Travel in Egypt and the Near East, no. 9 (Apr.
2000).
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47. The local method consisted of building a parallel series of mud-brick
arches, set about an arm’s length apart. The gaps between them were filled with
a thick mud plaster mixed with a large amount of straw, laid up by hand work-
ing in circular fashion (tuuf) from the edges towards the center, as though
making an inverted clay bowl. (Indeed, tuuf was typically a woman’s skill, used
for making large bowls and the domed roofs of bread ovens and grain silos.)
The resulting vault was quite shallow, but strong enough to allow another floor
to be built above—another advantage over Fathy’s more highly arched
method, which, like the dome, did not easily allow the later addition of an
upper floor. Nessim Henry Henein, Mārı̄ Girgis: Village de Haute-Egypte
(Cairo: Institut français d’archéologie orientale du Caire, 1988), 40–41, 49;
Boutros Wadieh, personal communication, Jan. 2001.

48. The pollen from the male tree is harvested by hand and distributed
among the females.

49. Lori Pottinger, “The Environmental Impact of Large Dams,” Interna-
tional Rivers Network, available at http://www.irn.org/basics/impacts.shtml.

50. See Anne M. Jennings, The Nubians of West Aswan: Village Women in
the Midst of Change (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1995), 35–36. There may
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116. See U.S. Congress Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Subcom-
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panies (Washington, D.C.: 94th Congress, June 1976); and U.S. Congress
House Committee on Small Businesses, Export Grain Sales (Washington,
D.C.: 96th Congress, June 1979); cited in Wessel, Trading the Future.

117. In the decade 1980–89 alone, the number of farms in the United States
declined by 11 percent. Unlike the attrition pattern of previous decades, which
was concentrated in small farms, the collapse in the 1980s spread to medium-
sized operations. In the 1990s the collapse continued. USDA, Agricultural Out-
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gram, amounting to $2.87 billion between 1975 and 1989. PL 480 Title III (can-
celed after FY 1983) provided an additional $72 million of food, primarily

358 / Notes to Pages 233–37

Mitchell_10_Notes  7/9/02  11:27 AM  Page 358



wheat, purchased in Egyptian pounds. The Commodity Import Program (CIP)
provided $3.660 billion worth of imports purchased in Egyptian pounds and
about $700 million in U.S. dollars. Agricultural commodities and equipment
represented one-third of CIP purchases (USAID, Status Report, 1–8, figure 3).
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1980s. Unlike the easy credit terms given for food and other U.S. imports, these
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away the cable by saying that Egyptian officials often referred to FMS debt
when they meant nonmilitary debt (ignoring the fact that it was the head of
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136. This larger purpose of U.S. assistance funds is made quite clear in gov-
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Trends and their Implication for the U.S. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department
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York Times, Jan. 28, 1995, A35.
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chapter 8. the market’s place

1. The discussion that follows here draws on the work of Ernesto Laclau,
New Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time (London: Verso, 1990), and the
insightful essay by Julie Graham and Katherine Gibson, published under the
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pseudonym J. K. Gibson-Graham, “Identity and Economic Plurality: Rethink-
ing Capitalism and ‘Capitalist Hegemony,’ “ Environment and Planning D:
Society and Space 13, no. 3 (1995): 275–82. Gibson-Graham extend their argu-
ment in The End of Capitalism (As We Knew It): A Feminist Critique of 
Political Economy (Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1996). See also Dipesh
Chakrabarty’s important essay, “The Two Histories of Capitalism,” in Provin-
cializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000), 47–71.

2. “Homoficence” was the term introduced by Aidan Foster Carter in his
discussion of the work of Pierre-Philippe Rey, Colonialisme, néo-colonialisme,
et transition au capitalisme (Paris: Maspero, 1971). The concept of the homo-
ficence of capitalism, Foster Carter suggested, would make it possible “to pre-
serve the coherence of Marxism.” The phrasing is revealing. It used to be
hoped that Marxism would help reveal the incoherence of capitalism. Instead,
capitalism was to be rendered homificent, to preserve the coherence of a certain
kind of Marxism. “The Modes of Production Controversy,” New Left Review,
no. 107 (Jan.–Feb. 1978): 47–77.

3. On the critique of essentialized notions of the economy see Timothy
Mitchell, “Origins and Limits of the Modern Idea of the Economy,” Advanced
Study Center, University of Michigan, Working Papers Series, no. 12, Nov.
1995. For an anti-essentialist theory of the social, see Ernesto Laclau and Chan-
talle Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic
Politics (London: Verso, 1985). On contesting the discourse of capitalist moder-
nity in accounts of the Third World see, among others, Timothy Mitchell,
Colonising Egypt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991); Homi K.
Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994); Gyan Prakash,
“Writing Post-Orientalist Histories of the Third World: Perspectives from In-
dian Historiography,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 32, no. 2
(1990): 383–408, and “Can the ‘Subaltern’ Ride? A Reply to O’Hanlon and
Washbrook,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 34, no. 1 (Jan. 1992):
168–84; Talal Asad, “Introduction,” Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and
Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1993), 1–24; Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe;
and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and
the Interpretation of Culture, ed. C. Nelson and L. Grossberg (Basingstoke:
Macmillan Education, 1988), 271–313, reprinted in Colonial Discourse and
Post-Colonial Theory, ed. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1994), 66–111.

4. See Mitchell, “Origins and Limits of the Modern Idea of the Economy.”
5. Soheir Mehanna, Nicholas S. Hopkins, and Bahgat Abdelmaksoud, Farm-

ers and Merchants: Background to Structural Adjustment in Egypt, Cairo Pa-
pers in Social Science 17, Monograph 2 (Cairo: American University in Cairo
Press, 1994); Nicholas S. Hopkins, Agrarian Transformation in Egypt (Boulder,
Colo.: Westview Press, 1987), and “Small Farmer Households and Agricultural
Sustainability in Egypt,” in Sustainable Agriculture in Egypt, ed. Mohamed A.
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Faris and Mahmood Hasan Khan (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1993),
185–95. On the history of rural markets, see Barbara K. Larson, “The Rural
Marketing System in Egypt over the Last Three Hundred Years,” Comparative
Studies in Society and History 27, no. 3 (1985): 494–530.

6. I elaborate this argument in my essay “The Stage of Modernity,” in
Questions of Modernity, ed. Timothy Mitchell (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2000), on which the present paragraph draws. In political
economy, Michael J. Piore and Charles F. Sabel, The Second Industrial Divide:
Possibilities for Prosperity (New York: Basic Books, 1984), popularized the idea
of alternative paths of capitalist development within the industrialized West.
These alternatives, however, are understood within a historicist framework.
They occur as different branches on the same tree of historical development,
rather than as differences internal to every instance of capitalism and thus
marks of a radical indeterminacy within.

7. For a more extensive analysis of the impact of structural adjustment pro-
grams, see Ray Bush, Economic Crisis and the Politics of Reform in Egypt
(Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1999).

8. David Ricardo, “An Essay on the Influence of a Low Price of Corn on the
Profits of Stock” [1815], in The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo,
ed. Piero Sraffa, vol. 4, Pamphlets and Papers, 1815–1823, published for the
Royal Economic Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951), 9–41.

9. Harriet Friedman, “World Market, State, and Family Farm: Social Bases
of Household Production in the Era of Wage Labor,” Comparative Studies in
Society and History 20, no. 4 (1978): 545–86, at 545–46.

10. Yahya Sadowski, Political Vegetables? Businessman and Bureaucrat in
the Development of Egyptian Agriculture (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Insti-
tution, 1991), 156.

11. See, for example, “Kabir khubara] al-iqtisadiyyin bi-sanduq al-naqd al-
dawli,” al-Ahram, Jan. 25, 1997, 21; Douglas Jehl, “Egypt Adding Corn to
Bread: An Explosive Mix?” New York Times, Nov. 27, 1996, A4.

12. See Harold Alderman and Joachim von Braun, Egypt’s Food Subsidy and
Rationing System: A Description (Washington, D.C.: International Food Policy
Research Institute, 1982).

13. Hassan Khedr, Rollo Ehrich, and Lehman B. Fletcher, “Nature, Rationale,
and Accomplishments of the Agricultural Policy Reforms, 1987–1994,” in
Egypt’s Agriculture in a Reform Era, ed. Lehman B. Fletcher (Ames: Iowa State
University Press, 1996), 51–83, at 63.

14. There is no space in this chapter to give a full account of the political
economy of the village, or to discuss the ways tourism affects it. Briefly, scores
of households derive some income from tourism or the related industry of ar-
chaeology, typically by employment as government workers or guards at the
archaeological sites, as seasonal workers on archaeological excavations, or as
unskilled employees of the hotels in Luxor and the Nile cruise ships based
there. This low-paid work provides a supplement to farm income, rarely an al-
ternative. Only a handful of households have made large profits from tourism,
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by finding the capital to invest in building a budget-class hotel or providing
tourist transportation. The effects of tourism employment are, first, that fewer
men have had to migrate elsewhere to find work (although many have mi-
grated, either to Cairo, the tourist towns of the Red Sea coast, or the Gulf
states); second, many households are vulnerable to the repeated contraction of
the tourist industry in periods of political instability or violence; and third, the
village does not specialize in labor-intensive farming, such as large-scale vege-
table production (villages to the south, between Armant and Esna, supply the
large demand for vegetables for the Luxor tourist trade), or in other nonfarm
industries such as weaving, furniture making, brick making, or pottery found
in neighboring villages. See Timothy Mitchell, “Worlds Apart: An Egyptian
Village and the International Tourism Industry,” Middle East Report, no. 196
(Sept.–Oct. 1995): 8–11, 23.

15. The 1986 census recorded the village’s population as 10,850, consisting of
2,385 dwelling units and 1,914 families. Central Agency for Public Mobilization
and Statistics, Census of Egypt 1986, Qina Governorate (Cairo, n.d.), 96.

16. I have changed the names and certain descriptions of people in the vil-
lage. As in previous chapters, the term “acre” here refers to an Egyptian acre,
or feddan, equal to 0.42 hectares or 1.038 British or U.S. acres. It is divided into
24 qirats, each qirat being 175 square meters.

17. The methods are described in Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations, National Methods of Collecting Agricultural Statistics, Sup-
plement no. 18, Egypt, Mexico, Puerto Rico (Rome: FAO, 1983), 1–3.

18. Cotton is an interesting example. The area planted with cotton is said to
have dropped by 17 percent in the early years of the reforms, from 1.05 million
acres in 1986 to 880,000 acres in 1993. Yet total production remained virtually
unchanged, dropping from 6.9 million qantars (hundredweight) to 6.88 mil-
lion. The official figures conclude that the decline in acreage was exactly bal-
anced by a dramatic and largely unexplained increase in yield, from 6.54 to
7.78 qantars per acre. An alternative explanation would be that the ending of
quotas and compulsory procurement prices for wheat and other food crops re-
moved the need to misreport the area planted with cotton, and that its actual
area, yield, and production remained constant.

19. There are other examples of this move toward self-provisioning else-
where in the world following the promotion of free-market agriculture. An in-
teresting case is that of cotton farmers in Andra Pradesh in southern India,
who switched to growing chickpeas. The switch ended their battles with pests
and markets and their need for extensive fertilizer suppliers and labor. Chick-
peas, which are nitrogen-fixing, restored the fertility of the soil and ended pro-
tein malnourishment in local diets. International Crop Research Institute for
the Semi-Arid Tropics, “A Silent Pulse Revolution,” Food From Thought, avail-
able at http://www.icrisat.org/text/pubs/fft/gpub2.html.

20. In the case of cotton, the area planted began (or continued) to decline
sharply following the removal of acreage controls in 1992 and 1993, dropping
from 850,000 acres in 1990 to 720,000 in 1994 and 710,000 in 1995. The Min-
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istry of Supply had to raise procurement prices as much as 30 percent above
world market prices to maintain supplies to the textile industry. (Khedr,
Ehrich, and Fletcher, “The Agricultural Policy Reforms,” 63, 67). Marketing
was partially deregulated in 1994, but the government retained a floor price.
(There were reports that a single merchant, Mahmud Wahba, monopolized the
commercial market that year.) In 1996 import restrictions were lifted and mer-
chants refused to buy domestic cotton at the floor price of E£500 per qantar.
The government spent E£1 billion purchasing the surplus crop. In January
1997 the Finance Ministry, supported by merchants and private sector firms,
called for the floor price to be abolished, but the Ministries of Agriculture and
Supply insisted successfully that the market could not be deregulated and price
supports had to be retained. The government retained the E£500 floor price and
announced that cotton acreage would be extended to one million acres (“al-
Hukuma tahammalat 522 malyun ginaih li-]l-mawsim al-qutn 96/97,” al-
Ahram al-iqtisadi, Feb. 24, 1997, 40; Jamal Imbabi, “Tusa[id al-khilafat baina
al-zira[a wa-]l-maliyya wa-]l-rayy hawla tahdid misahat al-ruz wa-]l-qutn,”
al-Sha[b, Jan. 31, 1997, 8; “Zira[at milyun faddan qutnan fi al-mawsim 
al-qadim,” al-Ahram, Feb. 7, 1997, 1). As international cotton prices continued
to fall, the higher Egyptian floor price caused exports of cotton textiles and
clothes to decline sharply. Exports in 1996 were 21 percent lower than 1995
(Business Today Egypt, Mar. 1997, 12).

21. See Saad Nassar, Fenton Sands, Mohamed A. Omran, and Ronald Krenz,
“Crop Production Responses to the Agricultural Policy Reforms,” in Fletcher,
ed., Egypt’s Agriculture in a Reform Era, 84–111, table 5.1, 92. Unlike wheat,
rice became less profitable during the reform period (Khedr, Ehrich, and
Fletcher , “The Agricultural Policy Reforms,” 69). This evidence supports the
argument that farmers were shifting to staples to avoid the market rather than
in response to market signals.

22. The government limited the rice area to 900,000 acres in 1996, but farm-
ers planted 1.2 million acres (Imbabi, “Tusa[id al-khilafat,” 8). Production that
year reached 4.5 million tons, but exports dropped from a previous high of
800,000 tons to only 200,000 (“Ma[rakat al-ruzz ma zalat mustamirra,”
Akhbar al-yawm, Nov. 23, 1996, 22). The Minister of Public Works and Water
Supplies wanted to limit the use of irrigation water for rice in part because he
was the proponent of ambitious land reclamation schemes that would require
vast new supplies of water. Shortly before his death in November 1996 he won
the president’s support for a plan to create a “New Delta,” the Toshka project
in southern Egypt (see chapter 9). An important benefit of rice cultivation was
that the large amount of water used in its irrigation prevented the ingress of
salt water in the coastal regions of the northern Delta. Nadir Nur al-Din
Muhammad, “Hiwarat al-zira[iyyin hawl al-miyah wa-]l-aruzz wa-]l-qasab,”
al-Ahram, Mar. 11, 2001, 12.

23. Crop areas for 1990–93 (percent of total) were: berseem 21.7, maize
19.6, wheat 18.0, rice 10.9, cotton 8.8, vegetables 6.2, others 14.8. Nassar et al.,
“Crop Production Responses to the Agricultural Policy Reforms,” 91. The four
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largest crops, accounting for 70.2 percent of the crop area, were produced
mostly for household use. A survey in 1989–91 of 665 farmers in three differ-
ent parts of the country found that about 70 percent of those growing wheat,
almost 80 percent of those growing maize, and nearly half of those growing
berseem used the crop entirely for their own consumption. Most of the rest
sold only a part of the crop, and often to other households within the village,
almost entirely so in the case of berseem. Mehanna et al., Farmers and Mer-
chants, 68–77.

24. The symbol “E£” indicates the Egyptian pound. One U.S. dollar was
equivalent to E£2.75 in 1989–90 and about E£3.40 during remainder of the
1990s.

25. On the mechanization of Egyptian agriculture see chapter 7.
26. A survey in 1989–91 found the costs of marketing to be an important

concern among farmers. Mehanna et al., Farmers and Merchants, 133.
27. Sidney W. Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern

History (New York: Viking Penguin, 1985), 46–61.
28. In 1983 the sugar protection policies of the industrialized countries

caused Third World producers to lose $7.4 billion in revenue, cutting their real
income by $2.1 billion and increasing price instability by 25 percent. The
World Bank, World Development Report 1986 (Washington, D.C.: World
Bank, 1986); World Commission on Environment and Development, Our
Common Future (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 82.

29. Brazil accounted for 28 percent of the increase in production from
1993/94 to 1999/2000. Its dominant role in the market was due to lower pro-
duction costs, but also to its alcohol sector providing an alternative outlet for
cane. United States Department of Agriculture, Foreign Agricultural Service,
“Sugar: World Markets and Trade,” Circular, Nov. 1999, at http://www.fas.
usda.gov/htp2/sugar/1999/november/toc.html; Economist, Nov. 27, 1999, 108.

30. The Center for Responsive Politics cites the sugar industry as a leading
example of how pressure groups use money to influence voting in Congress. In
1996 the industry paid an average of $13,000 to the sixty-one senators who
voted to preserve sugar subsidies, compared to an average of $1,500 to those
who voted against. Cashing In: A Guide to Money, Votes, and Public Policy in
the 104th Congress (Washington, D.C.: Center for Responsive Politics, Jan.
1997). The price of U.S. sugar also included the cost of the embargo on Cuban
sugar, another part of the protection system.

31. Friedmann, “World Market, State, and Family Farm,” 582–86.
32. The figure of $29,000 is from the Organization for Economic Coopera-

tion and Development, cited Kevin Watkins, “Fast Route to Poverty,” Guardian
Weekly, Feb. 16, 1997, 29. Egypt’s 1994 per capita GNP was estimated at $720
(World Bank, World Development Report 1996 [New York: Oxford University
Press, 1996], table 1, 188). In 1991, annual agricultural producer subsidies were
estimated at $83 billion in the European Union, $34 billion in the United
States, and $30 billion in Japan. These subsidies represented 30 percent of
farmers’ incomes in the United States, 49 percent in the EU, and 66 percent in
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Japan (Economist, Dec. 12, 1992). Despite these subsidies, U.S. farmers re-
quired extensive nonfarm income to survive. In 1992, income from nonfarm
sources represented on average 41 percent of farm operator households’ in-
come. United States Department of Agriculture, Agriculture Fact Book 1994
(Washington, D.C.: USDA, 1994), 33.

33. In 1993 the U.S. food stamp program served 27 million people and cost
$27 billion (fiscal year 1994). Another $8 billion was spent on other subsidized
food programs, including the school lunch and the Women, Infants and Chil-
dren programs. Ibid., 76–79.

34. The ardeb is a dry measure, equal to 198 liters. One ardeb of wheat
weighs 150 kilograms.

35. I am grateful to Reem Saad for the information about the events in
Aswan governorate.

36. Six months later a similar crisis occurred with the 1996 rice harvest. De-
spite a bumper crop, the government mills were unable to obtain supplies to
run at even 20 percent of capacity. The cooperative authorities claimed that
speculators were buying the crop with bank loans and storing it in granaries be-
longing to the banks, in the expectation that new acreage controls by the Min-
istry of Irrigation would force prices up the following year. Other officials
blamed the shortage on the existence of forty thousand village-based mills and
hulling machines, most of them unlicensed and some of them milling rice for
sale to others rather than the farmer’s personal consumption, which was
banned by the government. General Fakri Dhikr, director of the Investigations
Department of the Ministry of Supply, announced that 115 village mills had
been closed for these reasons. A plan to ban the transport of rice between gov-
ernorates, as with wheat, was abandoned. Since only eight governorates pro-
duced rice the ban would have left the other twenty with no supplies
(“Ma[rakat al-ruzz ma zalat mustamirra,” Akhbar al-yawm, Nov. 23, 1996, 22).

37. In January 1997 the Minister of Supply acknowledged the existence of
this cartel and promised government legislation against monopolies to give it
“a harsh rap on the knuckles.” “Basic Commodities Abundant in Ramadan,”
Egyptian Gazette, Jan. 10, 1997, 10.

38. On the history of this trade, see Terence Walz, Trade Between Egypt and
Bilad as-Sudan, 1700–1820 (Cairo: Institut Français d’Archéologie Orientale
du Caire, 1978).

39. A. John De Boer, Forrest E. Walters, and M. A. Sherafeldin, “Impacts of
the Policy Reforms on Livestock and Feed Production, Consumption and
Trade,” in Fletcher, ed., Egypt’s Agriculture in a Reform Era, 112–48, at
119–20, 126, 129–31. The ban on importing frozen poultry was reimposed,
protecting the cartel.

40. Following the reforms a local butcher reported that he now slaughtered
and sold only one calf a week, when before the reforms he had slaughtered four
or five. Their price had more than doubled in five years.

41. The government controlled the supply of fertilizer through the Princi-
pal Bank for Development and Agricultural Credit. When its monopoly ended
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in 1994, local producers began to export much of their supply. Bush, Economic
Crisis and the Politics of Reform in Egypt, 69; Mohamed Abd al-Aal, “Farmers
and Cooperatives in the Era of Structural Adjustment,” in Directions of
Change in Rural Egypt, ed. Nicholas S. Hopkins and Kirsten Westergaard
(Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 1998), 279–302.

42. Futures markets stabilize prices but tend to leave quantities unstable. As
a result, incomes may be less stable than if prices were unstabilized and al-
lowed to adjust to changes in quantity. David M. Newberry, “Futures Markets,
Hedging, and Speculation,” in The New Palgrave Dictionary of Money and Fi-
nance, ed. David M. Newberry, Murray Milgate, and John Eatwell, vol. 2 (New
York: Stockton Press, 1992), 202–10.

43. In 1986 E. Lee Fuller, an American expert in agricultural marketing, pro-
posed helping to break the marketing oligopolies in Egypt by introducing a va-
riety of nonmarket organizations common in Europe and the United States, in-
cluding cooperatives. Some Egyptian officials were receptive to the proposal,
but USAID blocked it, as their free-market program ruled out any support for
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