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1436 Reviews of Books

ZEINAB ABUL-MAGD. Militarizing the Nation: The Army,
Business, and Revolution in Egypt. New York: Columbia
University Press, 2017. Pp. vii, 326. Cloth $60.00, paper
$30.00, e-book $29.99.

When popular uprisings swept across Egypt in February
2011 and drove Hosni Mubarak to step down as president
after thirty years in office, a long-standing theory of
military-state relations was put to the test. In authoritarian
states with professionalized militaries constructed along-
side a centralized governing apparatus, such as in Egypt,
Tunisia, or Jordan, presidents-for-life or their monarchical
equivalents tended to rely on internal security forces for
the coercive means of rule rather than on the armed forces.
As a result, the theory went, military coups became less
likely, since rulers in these states could utilize domestic se-
curity organizations to “coup-proof” their governments
against the officer corps. Furthermore, if rulers and their
security pillars were challenged by rising social unrest,
then military officers would be reluctant to nakedly step in
on the side of the political establishment. Compared to
revolutionary armies or paramilitary groups, bureaucra-
tized militaries with professionalized officers were be-
lieved to be more prone to staying out of politics when the
government was challenged by mass mobilization.

In Egypt, facts have not fit the theory. After a postrevo-
lutionary period of military-guided transition, during
which Muslim Brotherhood officials attempted to
brusquely consolidate control over state institutions and
sideline critics, a July 2013 coup d’état drove underground
all competitors to military rule. Thereafter, Field Marshal
‘Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi took off his officer’s uniform to oc-
cupy the presidency, ushering in an autocracy more high
handed, restrictive, and farcical than had previously been
experienced by most Egyptians. What happened to
Egypt’s coup-proofed political institutions, and what does
this tell us about the types of power wielded by military
organizations across the world?

In Militarizing the Nation: The Army, Business, and
Revolution in Egypt, Zeinab Abul-Magd chronicles the as-
cent of military officers to positions of power inside and
outside the Egyptian state over the past six decades.
Alongside the penetration of political institutions, she also
tracks the extension of military-linked economic enter-
prises into the country’s most lucrative sectors. Trained as
a historian, Abul-Magd penned a series of popular articles
after 2011 outlining the economic pursuits and tony privi-
leges enjoyed by military elites subsequent to Mubarak’s
ouster. With the closing of the public sphere and the
quashing of oppositional politics, Militarizing the Nation
can be read as the culmination of Abul-Magd’s project to
expose the sinews of military power in Egypt.

In Abul-Magd’s reading, an internal logic of power ac-
cumulation propelled the Egyptian military to increasingly
expand into economic, social, and cultural fields. To ex-
plain the impulse of this logic, Abul-Magd draws from a
set of lectures given by Michel Foucault in the late 1970s,
subsequently published in Security, Territory, Population:
ConcordiaUniversity ~ Lectures at the Collége de France, 1977-1978 (2009).
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For Foucault, the political project of the modern state is a
continuation of war not through outright violence, but
rather by use of a “military model as a fundamental means
of preventing civil disorder” (quoted on 81). The organi-
zation and discipline of the military camp, as a technique
of producing and maintaining internal peace and order, is
extended to all social institutions. Abul-Magd’s Foucaul-
dian approach underscores a continuity of military power,
leading to the “full subjugation” (2) of all social classes
via the organization’s “omnipotent presence” (5). There
was no possibility of coup-proofing in Egypt, in this
telling, as the power of the Egyptian state itself was re-
produced, decade after decade, through the spread of
military-linked individuals and organizations into all are-
nas. After sixty years of Egyptian militarization of the na-
tion, the 2011 revolution’s denouement as a caricature of
the modern Arab republic is the final mutation of a country
that used to be the region’s main source of political, cul-
tural, and intellectual emulation.

As a social and institutional history of the Egyptian
military, the book collects an unparalleled range of materi-
als and wealth of details. Abul-Magd draws from score-
settling officers” memoirs; Arabic-language newspapers
across the ideological spectrum; cultural depictions of the
military in films, TV shows, and novels; Western reports
on military aid to Egypt; and the digital ephemera of the
2011 uprisings. Each chapter traces how the military trans-
formed and adapted to new environments. By the 1960s,
in the wake of the Nasserist “revolution from above,” the
military officer corps functioned as a new class inside the
state, competing with technocratic nationalists and social-
ist ideologues alike. During the 1980s, officers spear-
headed a conversion into “peacetime” economic produc-
tion, relying on government subsidies, conscript labor,
Persian Gulf markets, and exemptions from state regula-
tion, all under the rarely perturbed eye of the United
States. During the 1990s and 2000s, military-linked eco-
nomic activities proliferated even while President Mu-
barak gave lip service to private sector—led liberalization.
In reality, Mubarak heavily relied on the appointment of
ex-generals to head positions in strategic provinces, sea-
ports, and logistical organizations.

As an overarching explanation of a counterrevolution-
ary process, however, the argument of an omnipotent mili-
tary logic incessantly charging toward a telos of martial
control is underspecified. Powerful militaries were con-
structed in countries such as Indonesia, Turkey, China,
and Brazil, along with military linkages to domestic and
regional economies. Inasmuch as “professional” militaries
around the world now engage in similar processes of capi-
tal accumulation and subcontractor cronyism, the Egyp-
tian case is instructive given that this common form has
become normalized and overlooked by historians. Yet be-
cause the process is so widespread, reinvigorated military
rule in Egypt cannot be explained through an abstracted
internal logic alone, for similar occurrences took place in
other countries but resulted in different outcomes. What is
missing, at least in the book’s analytical scaffolding, is at-
tention to how changes in the relations between political,
military, and security institutions could account for why
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the military ended up displacing competitors in Egypt, but
did not do so elsewhere.

Given the book’s rich material, though, an astute reader
can glean why the 2011 revolution ended in both tragedy
and farce. The accumulation of networks of privilege
across the state, as well as the relative coherence of the
military alongside a fractured political apparatus, provided
advantages from which military officers could maneuver
to steer revolutionary dynamics and commandeer the po-
litical process. Abul-Magd has given us, cloaked under
Foucauldian regalia, a convincing account of the Egyptian
national saga.

KEvaN HARRIS
University of California, Los Angeles
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