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kevan harris

MAKING AND UNMAKING

OF THE GREATER MIDDLE EAST

In 1840, a coalition of European powers decided to take on 
an alarming problem to their south.1 The Albanian-born governor 
of Ottoman Egypt, Mehmed Ali, had spent the past two decades 
building up a formidable industrial and military capacity in his 

assigned territories. A veteran of the Napoleonic wars, the Wahhabi revolt 
and the Greek rebellion, Ali administered Egypt as a province of the 
Sublime Porte in name only; in reality he was forging a Mediterranean 
Prussia. Ali’s troops marched on Palestine, Syria and then Greece, 
claiming territory and stationing men. The Ottoman Sultan could do 
little about it. Eventually, British and Austrian navies cut off Egyptian 
supply lines and entered Alexandria’s waters. Under duress, Ali signed 
a series of capitulations which opened Egyptian markets, dismantled its 
manufacturing base and defanged its military. Egypt experienced rapid 
under-development, becoming an exporter of raw commodities and an 
importer of European manufactures for the next century.2 It was not 
until the rule of Gamal Abdel Nasser that such statist attempts would 
occur again in North Africa, to be met once more with external military 
response. Today, not coincidentally, Egypt lags behind other middle-
income states in industrial capacity, as well as being the world’s largest 
importer of wheat.

Amid these nineteenth-century efforts at geopolitical renewal, Egyptian 
intellectuals attempted a synthesis of Islamic political thought and 
European political economy. Writing in 1869, Rifa’a al-Tahtawi hoped 
that the development of labour in Egypt and other Muslim states might 
speed ‘the advancement of societies’.3 Qasim Amin’s The Liberation of 
Women and The New Woman appeared not long after. Though the actors 
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have changed since Tahtawi and Amin discussed the relation of emerg-
ing social formations to state building, the debates over the prospects 
for regional order, popular cohesion, and political rejuvenation remain 
largely unaltered. To chart the historical terrain, this essay tracks the 
making and unmaking of social compacts and state formations in 
the Middle East and North Africa (mena), amid changing political-
economic conditions, across five broad chronological periods: the tail 
end of the Ottoman and Persian empires, the colonial interlude, the era 
of political independence, the infitah years of economic opening, and the 
current upheaval of unrest and militarization. Despite the lack of set-
tled conceptual or geographic definitions for the region, certain patterns 
can be discerned.

1. empires unravelled

Few zones of the world have been so riven by opposition, real or imag-
ined, for as long as Europe and the Middle East. Most recently, the 
institutional turn in economics has produced attempts to explain anew 
the divergence of socio-economic trajectories between them. These 
accounts focus on the persistence of ‘bad’ institutions in mena areas 
over the longue durée—lack of primogeniture, for instance, or dominance 
of state rulers over local elites.4 Yet economic historians of the region 

1 Thanks to James Gelvin and Kevin Mazur for comments on an earlier version of 
this essay.
2 Ian Lustick, ‘The Absence of Middle Eastern Great Powers: “Political Backwardness” 
in Historical Perspective’, International Organization, vol. 51, no. 4, October 1997. 
3 ‘Even though the common people by nature incline toward indolence and las-
situde, the conditions of the present time might force upon them the activity of 
labour until it becomes natural. The consequences of this development would be 
the advancement of societies via the proficiency of labour, which will benefit all 
communities and states. This prospect is especially bright for those states that for-
merly possessed an ample share therein, such as Egypt, which preceded all peoples 
in its wondrous monuments, and such as the rest of the Muslim states, wherein the 
varieties of human knowledge, social benefits, and civilizational progress formerly 
flourished’: translated in Juan Cole, ‘Al-Tahtawi on Poverty and Welfare’, in Michael 
David Bonner et al., eds, Poverty and Charity in Middle Eastern Contexts, Albany 
2003, p. 225.
4 Timur Kuran, The Long Divergence: How Islamic Law Held Back the Middle East, 
Princeton 2011; Lisa Blaydes and Eric Chaney, ‘The Feudal Revolution and Europe’s 
Rise: Political Divergence of the Christian West and the Muslim World before 
1500 ce’, American Political Science Review, vol. 107, no. 1, February 2013.
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counter that, in reality, institutional pluralism, not uniformity, was the 
rule. Land tenure patterns ranged from small peasant holdings to tax 
farming by notables to imperially administered estates. Commerce and 
credit tended to flow through and between urban locales, overcoming 
or bypassing religious dictates against usury through flexible interpreta-
tions of scripture; the roles of women and religious minorities as traders 
were not insignificant. Nomadic tribal confederations ranged across 
large swathes of the region, coexisting within and around agrarian 
empires and their urban metropoles. The ‘gunpowder empires’ of the 
early modern period—as Marshall Hodgson termed the Ottomans and 
Safavids—more successfully centralized a ruling apparatus and market 
penetration over large territories compared to previous centuries. Long 
before Western colonialism, the internal and external borders marked 
out by these and subsequent warring empires laid the foundations for 
twentieth-century state-building in the mena region.

As elsewhere, the internal authority of these empires was irregularly 
exercised. By the end of the eighteenth century, merchants, artisan 
guilds and religious endowments tended to administer most social aid 
and welfare in imperial urban zones. Charitable giving was, of course, 
an Islamic injunction. Through the pooling of donations and assets 
under religious endowments, Hodgson noted, ‘various civic essentials 
and even amenities were provided for on a private yet dependable basis 
without need or fear of the intervention of political power’.5 Yet the few 
studies that exist show that inequality was quite high in West Asian 
empires. The Gini index during the eighteenth century for sampled 
records in Cairo and Damascus hovered around 0.75, while northern 
Anatolian locales stood at 0.60.6

Increased commercial trade with the capitalist world-economy and pen-
etration by European merchants and militaries did not have a single, 
generalized effect on social structures in the region. The variation of 

5 Marshall Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, Volume 2, Chicago 1974, p. 124.
6 The higher range was similar to income inequality observed in 18th-century 
England, while the lower range was closer to New England. See Colette Establet, 
Jean-Paul Pascual, and André Raymond, ‘La Mesure de L’inégalité Dans La 
Société Ottomane: Utilisation de L’indice de Gini Pour Le Caire et Damas Vers 
1700’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, vol. 37, no. 2, 1994; 
Boğaç Ergene and Ali Berker, ‘Wealth and Inequality in 18th-Century Kastamonu: 
Estimations for the Muslim Majority’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 
vol. 40, no. 1, October 2008.
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peasant tenure patterns, merchant–state relations, and artisan guild pol-
itics differed widely, based on relations between local elites and imperial 
centres. Hardly the paragon of ‘Asian despotism’, Ottoman capacity for 
state regulation was in fact limited and had reached its apex in the six-
teenth century. Most revenues were kept by tax-farming notables, while 
merchant entreaties against foreign competition from European trade 
went largely unheeded.7 The re-centralization of the Ottoman bureau-
cracy through nineteenth-century reforms brought the state back into 
social regulation and class formation, most notably in Mehmed Ali’s 
Egypt and the wealthier Ottoman provinces. A mixed economy of state 
relief took shape, linked to military buildup and urban policing.8 The 
Persian Empire under the Qajar dynasty fared worse at fiscal-military 
centralization, as evidenced by a series of famines during the 1860s–70s. 
During these catastrophes, an imperial ban on cereal exports was man-
dated but unenforceable. Most of the famine aid came from European 
missionaries, not the imperial government in Tehran, and was directed 
towards religious minorities.9

Given the unevenness of state penetration combined with social depriva-
tion, it is not surprising that unrest broke out. The nineteenth century 
witnessed a wave of uprisings on mena imperial peripheries, led by men 
whom Eric Hobsbawm would have instantly recognized as primitive 
rebels: the Sudanese Mahdi, the Daghestani Imam Shamil, the Shirazi 
Bab (precursor to Baha’ism), the Sokoto’s Usman dan Fodio (between 
Lake Chad and the Niger River), or the Somaliland’s Mohammad 
Abdullah Hassan (the original ‘Mad Mullah’). These were generally mil-
lenarian movements which devised radical worldviews and appealed to 
social justice under the guise of Islamic tradition. Whether quickly extin-
guished or successfully converted into proto-states, their presence was 
often a pretext for the intervention of Western colonial armies.

The inability of mena empires to confront external and internal chal-
lenges spurred urban intellectuals to argue for more radical social 

7 Roger Owen, The Middle East in the World Economy, 1800–1914, London and New 
York 1981; Şevket Pamuk, ‘Political Power and Institutional Change: Lessons from 
the Middle East’, Economic History of Developing Regions, vol. 27, sup1, 2012.
8 Mine Ener, ‘The Charity of the Khedive’, in Poverty and Charity in Middle Eastern 
Contexts.
9 Xavier de Planhol, ‘Famines’, Encyclopedia Iranica, online edition, 2012, accessed 
at www.iranicaonline.org/articles/famines.
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and political measures to be carried out by the state. Along with other 
agrarian empires such as Russia, India and China, the Ottomans and 
Persians underwent anti-imperialist revolts in their urban centres in the 
early twentieth century.10 The dynamics were similar: elites attempted 
to redirect their remaining imperial resources towards military upgrad-
ing, popular mobilization and nationalist myth-making, often combined 
with a degree of emancipation for women of the elite, at least.11 It is not a 
coincidence that the first successful attempt, Kemalism, occurred at the 
heart of West Asia’s imperial arena. The mena social compacts of the 
mid-twentieth century owed much to its example.

2. colonial interlude

The exercise and profile of European power in the Middle East and North 
Africa varied by sub-region. The British pushed Napoleon’s army out of 
Egypt, but the restored Bourbons entered Ottoman Algeria in the 1830s 
and forcibly integrated territory into the French state. In contrast with 
Sub-Saharan Africa, inter-imperialist rivalries slowed the formal usurpa-
tion of power across much of the region. The British viewed a contained 
Ottoman Empire as a useful bulwark against Russian expansion. Tunisia 
only fell to French gunboats in the 1880s; the Moroccan Sultanate, 
which had always maintained independence from the Ottomans, was 
partitioned into French and Spanish protectorates in the 1910s. The 
priority of British imperial policy in the mena expanse was geopoliti-
cal control over travel routes to South and East Asia. Largely for this 
reason, the Persian Empire slowly lost territory during the nineteenth 
century to Russian and British incursions, but never formal independ-
ence.12 In fact, there was only one colony established over two centuries 
of European imperialism in the region—the port of Aden on the Yemeni 
coast, ruled as part of British India.

European capital was less hobbled. French and British banks financed 
Ottoman state reforms in the mid-nineteenth century, which put them in 

10 Cemil Aydin, The Politics of Anti-Westernism in Asia: Visions of World Order in Pan-
Islamic and Pan-Asian Thought, New York 2007.
11 Nader Sohrabi, Revolution and Constitutionalism in the Ottoman Empire and Iran, 
Cambridge 2011.
12 The 1812 Anglo-Persian treaty stipulated that Persia would oppose any European 
army that attempted to invade India via Central Asia. 
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sound position to acquire assets and land after the Ottomans defaulted. 
Eventually a European consortium took over Ottoman finances, an 
arrangement unsurprisingly favourable to creditors.13 The vehicle of 
debt arrears furthered British machinations for control over the Suez 
Canal and indirect rule in Egypt and Sudan. As with Iran, the Maghreb 
region from Morocco to Egypt was racked by famine in the 1870s.14 A 
prime culprit was the shift to monocropped agriculture—usually wheat 
and cotton exports—which then suffered from American competition 
and declining terms of trade during the global depression of the late 
nineteenth century.15 Yet even amidst minor British and French impe-
rial efforts at fostering plantation agriculture, a small landholding 
peasantry existed throughout most of the Ottoman empire into the 
early twentieth century.

A crucial analytic point for the mena region, then, is that European 
imperialist penetration of political and social structures was highly 
un even. So was Ottoman rule, of course—some stretches of the Libyan 
coast were limited to trading posts for warding off Bedouin raids. After 
the Ottoman Empire shattered in World War I, some areas were ruled 
by colonial administration, others in an indirect fashion, while others 
still won formal independence through rebellion. Though in vogue, 
it is hyperbolic to believe that a Franco-British colonial order created 
the modern Middle East; such an order rather cobbled together struc-
tures of rule out of a diverse Ottoman-Persian imperial zone. As this 
zone collapsed in on itself during the early twentieth century, elite-led 
nationalist movements of both minority and majority varieties—Greeks, 
Serbs, Armenians, Kurds, Turks, Arabs, Maronites—manoeuvred 
among the ruins.16 Some of these intelligentsias converted into state 
rulers; others formed the transnational diasporas which today reside 
in Western metropolises.

13 Şükrü Hanioğlu, A Brief History of the Late Ottoman Empire, Princeton 2008, 
pp. 89–92.
14 Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts: El Niño Famines and the Making of the Third 
World, New York and London 2001, pp. 103–8.
15 Faruk Tabak, ‘The Middle East in the Long Twentieth Century’, in Jomo Kwame 
Sundaram, ed., The Great Divergence: Hegemony, Uneven Development, and Global 
Inequality, New Delhi 2006, pp. 146–7.
16 Michael Reynolds, Shattering Empires: The Clash and Collapse of the Ottoman 
and Russian Empires 1908–18, Cambridge 2011; Andreas Wimmer, Waves of 
War: Nationalism, State Formation, and Ethnic Exclusion in the Modern World, 
Cambridge 2012.
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The inter-war period brought together the challenges of external colonial 
imposition and domestic political rejuvenation in contradictory ways. 
In British and French-administered territories, such as Egypt or Syria, 
nationalist elites mobilized on social as well as political grounds. In areas 
where the colonial question was largely settled, as in inter-war Turkey or 
Iran, splits appeared earlier between nationalist elites and labour move-
ments.17 Unlike Latin America, where the inter-war years provided a spur 
towards industrialization, in European-controlled mena the emphasis 
was on regulating the safe flow of goods through the region. Early oil 
discoveries in Khuzestan, Baku, and Kirkuk added to such imperatives. 
But though the geopolitical priority remained control over transit, inter-
European rivalries allowed for the acquisition of capital goods in trading 
zones. Industrial production finally resumed in the late 1930s as another 
world war loomed, leading to increased proletarianization in urban cen-
tres. Domestic capitalists could prosper in the interstices of supply flows, 
which ramped up during the Second World War. The Allied logistics 
chain was managed by the Anglo-American Middle East Supply Centre, 
which legitimized an imperialist Keynesianism of sorts in places such 
as Egypt and Syria through economic planning and public-goods pro-
grammes.18 Ironically, while in the newly formed nation-states of Turkey 
and Iran, a Bismarckian state-led development project had commenced 
under the guise of an anti-imperialist push for independence, similar 
processes were occurring under colonial administration. In contrast to 
the independent states, however, less was spent on welfare and public 
works by colonial elites, and nascent industrial drives remained based 
in enclave areas.

The period from the 1900s to the Second World War forged another 
of the great ironies of modern Middle Eastern history. Amidst crises of 
domestic authority, transnational networks of intellectuals—religious 
and secular, liberal and communist—created a common set of frame-
works for nation-building, myth-making and post-colonial citizenship; 
industrial Japan was a widely held exemplar. Yet their eventual success in 
fostering coherent nation-states out of imperial clay would result in the 
erasure of the memory of their own roles. Transmissions of pamphlets, 

17 Joel Beinin, Workers and Peasants in the Modern Middle East, Cambridge 2001, 
pp. 77–80.
18 Robert Vitalis and Steven Heydemann, ‘War, Keynesianism, and Colonialism: 
Explaining State–Market Relations in the Postwar Middle East’, in Heydemann, ed., 
War, Institutions, and Social Change in the Middle East, Berkeley 2000.
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labourers and revolutionaries along the paths of Istanbul–Baku–Tabriz 
or Cairo–Damascus–Baghdad were only possible in the cosmopolitanism  
of a late-imperial milieu. Bolstered by armed uprisings and mass organi-
zations, these energies would pour into the containers of the nation-state 
over subsequent decades. Yet once the actual work of state-building 
commenced, political theory was not easily translated into practice. If 
there is a common lesson for mena states in the inter- and post-war 
periods, it is the failure of elitist liberalism and the success of popu-
lar mobilization for the purposes of state-building. With a freer hand, 
Kemalist Turkey and Pahlavi Iran had already engaged in such efforts 
during the 1930s. The Wafd Party in Egypt achieved popular appeal while 
under British protectorate status, but focused doggedly on independence 
at the expense of a radical mass agenda. In the inter-war period European 
left movements were of little help; the 1936 French Popular Front gov-
ernment refused independence to Syria, Lebanon or Algeria.19 Once 
decolonization set in, however, a region-wide social compact began to 
coalesce. To map out its contours, a contrast with Latin America is use-
ful. During the 1930s rise of populist states in Brazil, Argentina and 
Mexico, public goods and social citizenship were extended de jure to the 
entire citizenry. Latin American elites crafted nationalist appeals to mes-
tizaje or racial democracy, which attempted to reverse the stark colonial 
legacies of ethno-racial classification under slavery and indigenous ser-
vitude. Yet de facto distribution of these public goods tended to fall along 
pre-existing hierarchical lines of social distinction. The unequal access 
to basic health, education and infrastructural improvements led to the 
notoriously high inequality observed within much of twentieth-century 
Latin America.20 In the mena region, the opposite occurred, due to the 
post-war configuration of state formation though corporatism.

3. postwar corporatist compact

Initially welcomed by newly independent states, post-war us hegem-
ony was double-edged in the mena region. On the one hand, the lack 

19 Beinin, Workers and Peasants in the Modern Middle East, p. 115. As Beinin notes, 
‘Disappointment with the Popular Front’s colonial policy led two Syrian Sorbonne 
graduates, Michel ‘Aflaq and Salah al-Din al-Bitar, to form the circles of students 
who became the nucleus of the Ba’ath Party.’
20 See the methodical recasting by James Mahoney, Colonialism and Postcolonial 
Development: Spanish America in Comparative Perspective, Cambridge 2010.
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of major us corporate interests compared to Latin American markets 
meant that us policy makers largely encouraged import substitution 
and aided state-led development during the 1950s and early 1960s. On 
the other, the us geopolitical strategy of securing favourable access to 
oil resources through informal alliances laid the foundation for a sub-
sequent direct militarization of vital mena areas. The Cold War context 
and its coalescing divides masked a widely shared approach to social 
compacts in the postwar era. No matter the ideological sheen, state-led 
planning amidst scarcity of capital ruled the day.21 This was the con-
text for nationalization projects from Nasser in Egypt to Mossadeq in 
Iran.22 Resources could be mobilized through manoeuvring among 
Cold War alliances, but claims of a distinctive model of ‘Arab social-
ism’ were partly aimed at warding off or co-opting the growing power of 
left-wing movements.23

The Turkish example loomed large. In response to the chaos of Ottoman 
collapse and domestic radical upsurges, the new Kemalist Republic 
forged its own authoritarian version of Polanyi’s ‘double movement’ 
in the 1930s and 40s: Soviet-inspired five-year industrialization plans, 
Italian-inspired corporate labour control, and us-inspired distribution 
of state lands to middle peasants and large landowners. As a result, the 
decentralized land-tenure patterns in Ottoman Anatolia were preserved, 
even into the 1960s.24 For the new nation-states of the mena region, 
this corporatist model of industrialization allowed an emergent political 
class to undercut the power bases of economic and social rivals. Iran’s 
Pahlavi monarchy built up a military and bureaucratic corps in the 
1930s, a concentrated industrial class in the 1960s, and only afterwards 
began to force landowners to divest their holdings of village lands.25 The 

21 Cyrus Schayegh, ‘1958 Reconsidered: State Formation and the Cold War in the 
Early Postcolonial Arab Middle East’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 
vol. 45, no. 3, 2013; Michael Latham, The Right Kind of Revolution: Modernization, 
Development, and us Foreign Policy from the Cold War to the Present, Ithaca 2011.
22 Mossadeq failed, of course, but the Pahlavi monarchy adopted many of his 
reforms after the fact.
23 As astute scholars observed at the time, ‘Arab socialism’ was less a source of 
anti-systemic protest than a form of ‘creative modernization’. See Sami Hanna and 
George Gardner, eds, Arab Socialism: A Documentary Survey, Leiden 1969, p. 10.
24 In 1963, 85 per cent of Turkish agricultural holdings were owner-operated, most 
of which were family farms under 10 hectares, up from 73 per cent in 1950: Beinin, 
Workers and Peasants in the Modern Middle East, p. 122.
25 Eric Hooglund, Land and Revolution in Iran, 1960–80, Austin 1982.
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Shah compared what he labelled Iran’s 1960s ‘White Revolution’ with 
the examples of Meiji Japan and Bismarckian Prussia.

Other countries followed the same route in speedier fashion, thus 
appearing all the more radical. In contrast to Anatolia, land enclosures 
by tribal chiefs and landlords in Egypt, Iraq, Tunisia and greater Syria 
had intensified during the early-twentieth century imperial breakdown. 
The longevity of new Arab states, therefore, was connected to how their 
leaders dealt with the rural question. Sixty per cent of the Egyptian peas-
antry was landless in 1950, with the same ratio in Syria, while Iraq’s 
tribal areas were racked with peasant revolt. In Algeria, an extreme case 
of proletarianized rural wage-labour policed by colonial arms remained 
in existence. These were not traditional social structures inherited by 
postwar states, but rather a product of rapid consolidation by local 
agrarian elites which dislocated segments of the population. As Hanna 
Batatu explained, ‘Extensive tracts of state domain and communal tribal 
land passed into the hands of new men of capital, European colons, ex-
warring shaykhs, or retainees of ruling pashas, often through forced 
purchases or without ground of right or any payment whatever’.26 Under 
this politics of notables, sometimes with liberal-democratic guises, peas-
ants were displaced from kinship networks and communal mechanisms 
of social reproduction. Amid these fraying ties, the revolutionary Arab 
state promised to step in: Egypt in 1952; Tunisia in 1957; Iraq in 1958; 
Algeria in 1962; Syria in 1963; Libya in 1969—not to mention revo-
lutionary guerrilla movements in Oman, Lebanon, Yemen and Jordan 
from the late 1960s onwards. To a large extent, the social origins of this 
new power elite were rural or provincial; they were led by men who had 
risen up through military and other state institutions. The goal was not a 
peasant insurgency, however, but a Kemalist revolution to be carried out 
by bureaucrats from above.27 Democracy was largely seen as a divisive 
distraction from the task of state consolidation.28 

26 Hanna Batatu, The Egyptian, Syrian and Iraqi Revolutions: Some Observations on 
Their Underlying Causes and Social Character, Washington, dc 1984, p. 3.
27 The Pahlavi monarchy under Mohammad Reza Shah copied the Arab states, not 
vice versa: the White revolution was announced a few years after the 1958 over-
throw of the Iraqi monarchy.
28 As Nasser stated to an Indian journalist, ‘Can I ask you a question: what is democ-
racy? We were supposed to have a democratic system during the period 1923 to 
1953. But what good was this democracy to our people? I will tell you. Landowners 
and Pashas ruled our people. They used this kind of a democracy as an easy tool



harris: Middle East 15

The cleavages had been drawn during the tumult of colonial rule, both 
consolidating the power of landed elites and expanding the strata of civic 
and military cadres. These processes have often been jumbled together 
under an umbrella category of clientelism or neo-patrimonialism, some-
times claimed to be a fixed legacy of Ottoman Sultanism in Arab lands. 
But as James Gelvin notes, this line of argument tended to reveal more 
about mid-twentieth century historians and social scientists than about 
the region itself.29 As Gelvin saw it, Arab corporatism was a form of class 
warfare, not between capital and labour but between the new state elites 
and the old, oligarchical landed classes. To some degree, the repressive 
apparatus of many mena states stems from this rapid and stealthy cap-
ture of political power by men of rural lower-middle-class backgrounds 
such as Nasser and Hafez al-Assad. Forever paranoid about retaliation 
by enemies, real or imagined, security forces were first deployed against 
the ‘feudal’ elite and subsequently marshalled against any perceived 
threat of ouster.

Inherited from colonial gendarmes or carved from newly independent 
national armies, intelligence agencies in postwar mena states professed 
an enthusiasm for internal military rankings and the exuberant use 
of force. Deployed by leaders against the military to ‘coup-proof’ the 
regimes from the 1970s onwards, security agencies proliferated across 
the mena region to monitor the army and other segments of the state 
as much as the public. Linked solely to ruling families or long-serving 
presidents, armed to the teeth in domestic deployments against leftist 
and Islamist groups, states multiplied their surveillance agencies (and 
payrolls) in tandem with expansion of public industries and corporatist 
associations. One exception should be noted: unlike Morocco’s 1970s 
assaults on the Western Sahara or Algeria’s 1990s dirty war against 
Islamist contenders, Tunisia under Bourguiba had eschewed territorial 

for the benefits of the feudal system . . . [T]he peasants would cast their votes 
according to the instructions of their masters . . . I want to liberate the peasants and 
the workers, both socially and economically, so that they can say “yes”. I want the 
peasants and the workers to be able to say “yes” and “no” without this in any way 
affecting their livelihood and their daily bread. This in my view is the basis of free-
dom and democracy.’ Quoted in Roger Owen, ‘The Practice of Electoral Democracy 
in the Arab East and North Africa’, in Ellis Goldberg, Reşat Kasaba, and Joel Migdal, 
eds, Rules and Rights in the Middle East: Democracy, Law, and Society, Washington 
1993, p. 21.
29 James Gelvin, ‘The “Politics of Notables” Forty Years After’, Middle East Studies 
Association Bulletin, vol. 40, no. 1, June 2006.
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expansion and military buildup to match its fearsome internal security 
state. This lack of relevance in internal politics meant that, post-2011, the 
Tunisian military preferred organizational autonomy to intercession in 
political dynamics after Ben Ali’s hasty escape.30

The incorporation of peasant, worker and professional strata into state-
linked bodies provided a countervailing social base from which to break 
up landholdings and dismantle mercantile networks. As a result, rural 
peasants were not emancipated as a class, but many of their children 
ended up in public employment in the city. A key outcome of the corpo-
ratist model—ideological patinas about rule of the masses aside—was 
the provision of rapid upward social mobility for select individuals. As 
Gilbert Achcar stressed, ‘the state went so far as to largely substitute 
itself for the private sector by means of both far-reaching nationaliza-
tion programmes and massive public investment’.31 The average annual 
rate of manufacturing growth among mena states was 13.5 per cent in 
the 1950s and 10.6 per cent from 1960–73. In the realm of social pro-
tection, non-state charities and philanthropies of the liberal inter-war 
period—schools, workshops, clinics—were eventually taken over by the 
state and homogenized.32

This social compact involved a huge push in credentialing citizens 
through education and high-status professional-technical employment, 
still marked in the high acclaim attached to the title of muhandis (engi-
neer) in nearly every social setting from dinner conversation to death 
rites. The Nasser period in Egypt saw primary-student enrolment rise 
by 234 per cent, and higher education by 325 per cent, between 1954 
and 1970.33 For many of these states, education was the path of least 
resistance for reducing pre-existing class privileges and reordering 
status hierarchies. It was also a tried-and-tested method of steering 
citizens to identify with the nation-state’s imagined community more 
than its competitors.

30 Yezid Sayigh, ‘Agencies of Coercion: Armies and Internal Security Forces’,  
International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 43, no. 3, August 2011.
31 Gilbert Achcar, The People Want: A Radical Exploration of the Arab Uprising, 
Berkeley, ca 2013, p. 69.
32 See Beth Baron, ‘Islam, Philanthropy and Political Culture in Interwar Egypt: 
The Activism of Labiba Ahmad’, in Poverty and Charity in Middle Eastern Contexts.
33 Carrie Wickham, Mobilizing Islam: Religion, Activism, and Political Change in 
Egypt, New York 2002, p. 25.
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Data from combined averages of ten mena states (Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 

Morocco, Syria, Tunisia, Yemen). Source: Farrukh Iqbal, Sustaining Gains in Poverty Reduction 

and Human Development in the Middle East and North Africa, Washington, dc 2006, p. 23

Table 1: Human development indicators for mena 10, 1960–2000 

Once in place, the mena state-led social compact had an impressive 
impact on livelihoods over the next three decades. The World Bank 
deemed the model as combining ‘rapid growth’ with ‘generous transfers 
to large parts of the population’. From 1960–85, Arab states outper-
formed all other Third World regions except East Asia in income growth 
with equitable income distribution. Infant mortality was cut in half, life 
expectancy increased by ten years. As far as we can trust internationally 
comparable poverty lines, mena became a relatively low-poverty region 
in the global South: 5.6 per cent of the population lived under the $1 a 
day ppp line in 1990, versus 14.7 per cent in East Asia and 28.8 per cent 
in Latin America.34 Broadly the same can be said for inequality. Though 
household surveys in mena tend to measure consumption, not income, 
Gini levels of inequality in the region floated from around 0.35 to 0.50, 
well below the extremes faced in Latin America. One survey of Cairo 
in 1982 calculated the urban Gini at 0.32.35 As shown by non-income 
development indicators (see Table 1 and Figure 1 overleaf), a generation 
of social levelling arguably took place in the post-war era, with positive 
trends lasting into the subsequent neoliberal period.

As a social compact, however, corporatism contained at least three con-
tradictions which intensified over time. First, a sharp urban bias sat at its 

Indicator 1960 1980 2000

Years of education (average per person over 15) 0.9 2.6 5.5

Years of education (average per female over 15) 0.5 1.8 4.6

Child mortality (deaths per 1,000 births) 262 138 47

Life expectancy 47 58 68

34 Nemat Shafik, Claiming the Future: Choosing Prosperity in the Middle East and 
North Africa, Washington, dc 1995.
35 For an unpacking of the numbers, see Kevan Harris, ‘Did Inequality Breed the 
Arab Uprisings? Social Inequality in the Middle East from a World Perspective’, 
in Saïd Amir Arjomand, ed., The Arab Revolution of 2011: A Comparative Perspective, 
Albany 2015.
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36 Farshad Araghi, ‘Global Depeasantization, 1945–90’, Sociological Quarterly, vol. 36, 
no. 2, March 1995. Araghi calculates the rate of de-ruralization—the ratio of rural 
out-migration to rural population increase—for Turkey at 39 per cent (1955–60); 
Iran at 43 per cent (1956–66); Syria at 33 per cent (1960–70); and Iraq at 104 per cent 
(1957–65), the latter being an instance of absolute, not relative, depeasantization.

Figure 1: Comparative trends in human development indicators 1960–2000 
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core. Even where living standards rose in the countryside as a result of 
land reforms, rural migrants flocked to cities in search of higher wages 
in the form of cash income. With the rise in population due to invest-
ments in public health, urban bias led to a relative depeasantization of 
the region.36 The increasing mass of sub-proletarian life in urban areas 



harris: Middle East 19

was impossible to absorb into the state and semi-state apparatus, much 
less govern in a systematic manner. The response by mena states was to 
implement systems of subsidies and price ceilings for staple goods and 
fuel. Inefficient in structure, regressive in absolute terms of total dis-
tribution, but progressive in terms of household-consumption effects, 
subsidies comprised the only universal social policy in the Middle East 
other than primary education. They were blunt but effective forms of 
social protection; an understandable approach by states that did not 
possess the capacity to make their populations ‘legible’ enough to tar-
get with anti-poverty programmes.37 After a generation, low prices for 
commodities became understood as citizenship rights, not state priv-
ileges. As population and urbanization increased, the relative weight 
of subsidies in state budgets rose too.38 Here lay the social setting for 
the ‘imf riots’ in Egypt and Tunisia of the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
when these states attempted, and then balked at, raising prices on subsi-
dized goods. From the 1980s most mena states would also open up the 
countryside to capitalist agriculture, which pushed another generation 
into the cities.39

Second, staple subsidies and import-substitution industrialization put 
increasing pressure on mena states’ balance of payments. There was no 
single source of stable foreign exchange with which to buy capital goods 
from wealthy countries: migration remittances, oil-money transfers and 
agrarian surpluses were all too volatile and dependent on cyclical fluc-
tuations in the world economy. The easy phases of manufacturing, from 
textiles to consumer goods to auto-assembly, had pushed up against the 
demand limits of domestic markets. The opec price hikes of the 1970s 
could have, hypothetically, produced the capital to fund a region-wide 
diversified industrialization strategy. That capital, however, largely ended 
up in the hands of financiers in London and New York, with Beirut as a 
secondary beneficiary due to its regional entrepôt function.

37 ilo, Rethinking Economic Growth: Towards Productive and Inclusive Arab Societies, 
Washington, dc 2012, ch. 5. Universal subsidies tend to be absolutely regressive 
due to the fact that higher income strata consume more of the goods; they are rela-
tively progressive in that a larger percentage of the consumption basket in poorer 
households consists of staple goods.
38 For instance, Egypt spent 20 per cent of its total budget on food subsidies alone 
in the late 1970s: Farrukh Iqbal, Sustaining Gains in Poverty Reduction and Human 
Development in the Middle East and North Africa, Washington, dc 2006, pp. 57–69.
39 Habib Ayeb and Ray Bush, ‘Small Farmer Uprisings and Rural Neglect in Egypt 
and Tunisia’, Middle East Report, no. 272, Fall 2014.
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Third, even with the exclusionary form of corporatism practiced by 
mena states, wherein entry to formal-sector employment was limited, 
middle-stratum beneficiaries began to protest. Often driven by the 
upwardly mobile and state-employed, such unrest should not be sur-
prising in the era surrounding 1968, when wildcat strikes of formal 
workers and street protests of university students were commonplace in 
Europe. If the corporatist social compact was limited on the outside by 
the extent of public-sector expansion, it was limited on the inside by the 
empowerment of middle-stratum workers and professionals demand-
ing the democratization of that compact. This resulted in a regional 
wave of what Robert Bianchi called ‘unruly corporatism’: in countries 
where ‘authoritarian elites have attempted to force associational life 
into a tighter state-corporatist mould, their regimes have been deeply 
shaken or overturned by unanticipatedly powerful oppositions’.40 From 
Iran to Egypt to Syria to Algeria, these oppositions took secular and reli-
gious forms—or sometimes an amalgam of the two—but they all shared 
similar social bases. In short, mena corporatism produced its own 
gravediggers through twin processes of proletarianization and profes-
sionalization. Hardly the stabilizing ‘authoritarian bargain’ pronounced 
by Western analysts, by the late 1970s the social compact was being reas-
sessed by elites and masses across the region.

What of the smaller oil-producing states and city-states—were they 
exempt from the above dynamics? Though Saudi Arabia had won its 
independence in the 1930s, littoral Gulf states such as the United Arab 
Emirates or Qatar had only come into formal sovereignty by the 1970s. 
In most of these territories, an oligarchy of mercantile chiefdoms had 
long been the ruling elite, with migrant labour utilized in the pearling 
and portage industries. British patronage and preference led to the rise of 
selected families as state rulers by the late 1930s.41 Yet, unlike West Asia 

40 Robert Bianchi, Unruly Corporatism: Associational Life in Twentieth-Century Egypt, 
New York 1989, p. 25. This essay uses the term ‘corporatism’, with its notion of 
social linkages to the state, and not the term ‘bureaucratic-authoritarian’, more 
often used for this period by political scientists. The latter is a static description 
of a regime ideal-type, while the former is a concept which can be understood in 
dialectical relation to its liberal precursors and neoliberal followers. For a standard, 
though quite insightful, iteration of political-science analysis on modern mena 
state formation, see Raymond Hinnebusch, ‘Toward a Historical Sociology of State 
Formation in the Middle East’, Middle East Critique, vol. 19, no. 3, Fall 2010.
41 Shaul Yanai, The Political Transformation of Gulf Tribal States: Elitism and the Social 
Contract in Kuwait, Bahrain and Dubai, 1918–1970s, Brighton 2014.
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and North Africa, the Arabian Peninsula was penetrated earlier by us 
corporate capital, though limited to select sites. In Saudi Arabia, labour 
regulation was borrowed not from Turkey’s Kemalist model, but from 
the racialized model of the United States. As Robert Vitalis has detailed, 
us firms such as aramco exported labour practices from American min-
ing and oil sectors to the Gulf oilfields, with hierarchical tiers of pay and 
benefits for ‘white’ vs. ‘non-white’ labour. The same practices occurred 
in uk-established oil-company towns in southern Iran and Iraq, but in 
those areas nationalization put an end to racial stratification of labour. 
Not so in the Arabian peninsula, where state-led development codified a 
tiered racial citizenship in key zones of production well into the 1960s, 
underpinned by a hard gender division of labour. As the Gulf increased 
in political and economic relevance during the late twentieth century, 
this citizenship regime spread as a peninsular model.42 These states’ 
legitimacy rested on a combination of invented tradition and spectacular 
forms of outwardly displayed modernization. Kinship lineages became 
vital for bounded citizenship and informal networks of capital accumu-
lation, which spilled over into large Arab states in the 1970s. The Gulf 
sheikdoms are not tribal throwbacks by any means, but a sub-category of 
semi-peripheral state formation.43

A distinction should be borne in mind between mena and other capital-
ist world regions for the postwar period. Compared to East Asia or Latin 
America, mena economies remained relatively isolated from outward-
going capitalist investment from the core zones of the world economy. 
The ‘new international division of labour’ that scholars began to notice 
by the 1970s strikingly did not feature mena territories much at all. 
Due to a rapid expansion of state capacity, the absorption of newly mobi-
lized subaltern strata into state-corporate bodies and relative economic 
autarky, mena states built large public sectors to address the pressing 
social questions of the postwar decades. Industrial growth in the mena 
region was thus temporarily high, but qualitatively different from Latin 
American or East Asian industrialization.

42 For Saudi, see Robert Vitalis, America’s Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil 
Frontier, London and New York 2009. For oil company towns in Iran, see the col-
lected articles in the special issue of International Labour and Working-Class History 
edited by Touraj Atabaki, ‘Writing the Social History of Labour in the Iranian Oil 
Industry’, vol. 84, October 2013.
43 Nadav Samin, Of Sand and Soil: Genealogy and Tribal Belonging in Saudi Arabia, 
Princeton 2015.
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States with more limited capacity, such as Lebanon or the Gulf monar-
chies, succeeded in forging outward linkages from within this autarkic 
order. These were the entrepôts which presented their territories as win-
dows to Western sources and sinks of capital. The rise of Gulf city-states 
must be understood in this light, especially after the Lebanese civil war 
from 1975 and the Iran–Iraq war from 1980. They were zones of rela-
tive political stability for capital to reside in and flow through, inviting 
formal us military power as a buffer in due course. Yet the ‘big push’ of 
most states in the Middle East, with subsequent effects on livelihoods 
and social development, should partly be attributed to the relative lack of 
integration with the capitalist world-economy. By the 1960s, the us pre-
ferred indirect geopolitical rule in the region, which remained the case 
until the 1979 Iranian Revolution. This had parallels with the nineteenth 
century. Just as the spread of plantation agriculture in the era of British 
hegemony largely bypassed the Ottoman and Persian imperial zones, 
with the exception of the Nile Delta and Algeria, so the spread of verti-
cally integrated corporations and their lower-waged subcontractor chains 
also bypassed the mena region in the era of American hegemony.44 In 
the climate of nationalist developmentalism, however, this distinction 
between mena and other world regions was harder to perceive.

By the late 1970s, then, the social compact in most mena states 
appeared similar, irrespective of ideological persuasion. Its outlines 
were a relatively large public sector with corporate linkages to various 
subaltern groups, an expansion of primary health and education to 
most of the population, a subsidization of staple goods and services for 
urban classes, and a piecemeal land reform tailored towards strategies 
of import-substitution industrial growth. Each of these segments under-
went partial liberalization from the 1980s onwards. In Arab states, the 
overall approach was labelled infitah: openness.

4. infitah years

Asserting that the Middle East’s main dilemma is neoliberalism—that 
this was the cause of the 2011 Arab uprisings, for instance—tells us lit-
tle about the key dynamics of recent decades. From the 1970s onwards, 
the mena region was not subject to external or internal pressures of 

44 Tabak, ‘The Middle East in the Long Twentieth Century’, pp. 157–8.
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neoliberalization to the same extent as most of Sub-Saharan Africa or 
Latin America. What occurred during the latter decades of the twenti-
eth century can more aptly be described as a linked divergence inside 
the mena region itself. Arab states did not actively dismantle their wel-
fare systems so much as let them ossify. Non-state entities moved into 
these widening gaps of service provision. Turkey and Iran expanded 
their social compacts due to intra-elite factional politics and continued 
reliance on popular mobilization. Gulf monarchies, lastly, cordoned 
off access to social citizenship while actively regulating flows of 
disposable migrant labour.

Two factors help explain why the region was less subject to the dictates 
of the neoliberal wave of the 1970s–2000s. First, after the Sino-us 
détente and denouement of the Vietnam War, the main theatre of mili-
tary build-up, geopolitical conflict, and mass warfare shifted from East 
Asia to the mena region. For most mena political elites, and no mat-
ter the side of the conflict, war and war preparation served as a useful 
excuse to fight off technocratic efforts to shrink the state’s budget and 
privatize national ‘mother’ industries. When state elites did eventually 
engage in such activities, they did so dragging their feet, a half-hearted 
neo liberalism at best.

Second, even though many mena states were not oil producers, the 
commodity bubbles of the 1970s generated sufficient intra-regional 
transfers of capital to let them keep segments of their corporatist-welfare 
systems in place. These capital flows, coupled with new sources of exter-
nal finance for mena states, prevented the deep balance-of-payments 
crises that Africa and Latin America experienced in the 1980s and 90s, 
and allowed for the continued use of the public sector as a provider of 
employment and status attainment. Jordan’s public sector employed 
more people in the 2000s than in the 1980s. Egypt’s public-sector sala-
ries had risen, not fallen, over the same period.45 To this must be added 
us flows of military and development aid, which buffered political elites 
in us-friendly states such as Egypt and Jordan, and were maintained 
regardless of the numbers held in the regime’s torture cells. 

45 Oliver Schlumberger, ‘Opening Old Bottles in Search of New Wine: On 
Nondemocratic Legitimacy in the Middle East’, Middle East Critique, vol. 19, no. 3, 
2010; also see the essays in Tim Niblock and Emma Murphy, eds, Economic and 
Political Liberalization in the Middle East, London 1993.
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Neoliberal elites abound in the Middle East, well received among the 
chattering classes of Northern countries. Yet arguably they have never 
held the reins of power for a long period anywhere but Turkey, and there 
were no crises deep enough to allow the takeover of Arab states and 
purging of old guards until the 2011 protests. In the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, it did seem that limited democratization-cum-liberalization 
might take hold in the Middle East, as in the rest of the global South, 
with political councils established in Jordan and Kuwait and regular 
elections in Iran and Turkey. Yet this proved transient, for the Arab 
cases, at least, where neoliberal upstarts were selectively grafted into the 
state by political veterans, from Egypt to Syria, without radical changes 
to governance. This contrasts again with the Latin American trajec-
tory, where the overthrow of military regimes coincided with the quick 
application of the technocratic blade to economic and social policy from 
the 1980s onwards.

Given that the association of many of these states with a hazy secular-
left discourse was embedded in the popular imagination, Islamist 
movements could more easily take advantage of oppositional politics as 
disillusionment with eroding social compacts mounted. The main ben-
eficiaries of the post-war mena social compact were the middle urban 
strata, created by and linked to state-led development. As countries 
began to experiment with reluctant liberalization, cleavages within these 
middling groups appeared. Political Islam in most Arab states was a phe-
nomenon with middle-class roots, often articulated through university 
and professional associations. Rarely linked with the seminary traditions 
of teaching jurisprudence, political Islam largely originated outside of 
existing religious institutions. From Ali Shariati in Iran to Sayyid Qutb in 
Egypt, lay people who had amassed prestige in other social spheres also 
laid claim to the application of spiritual knowledge in regard to social and 
political reform. Though traceable back to the late nineteenth century, 
political Islam in the late twentieth possessed divisions homologous with 
its radical-secular cousins. There were Leninist-type institutions, verti-
cally organized and seniority-based, the most successful (and exportable) 
being Egypt’s Muslim Brothers.46 There were also more anarchic, cellular 

46 Their dry, bureaucratic political history over seven decades is recounted in Carrie 
Wickham, The Muslim Brotherhood: Evolution of an Islamist Movement, Princeton 
2013. Their adherence to Leninist rituals is well captured by Hazim Kandil, Inside 
the Brotherhood, Cambridge 2014.
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organizations, often revolving around a charismatic spiritual guide, 
which appeared from mid-century onwards.

Arab states’ relations with these Islamists were instrumental at best, 
often seeing them as a tool to harass or compete with the left. When 
the 1979 Iranian revolution produced an Islam-garbed state to replace 
a crucial ally of the us, political Islam was lifted by a wave of prestige 
among many who knew little about Iran or Shi’a Islam at all. The Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan produced another ‘international’ of Islamists 
whose varying ideological persuasions collectively cascaded towards a 
Saudi-supported salafism. These two waves of rebellion sometimes 
flowed in tandem, but occasionally crashed into each other.47 Yet the 
main driver of Islamist success was discontent with the status quo and 
existing alternatives, given the failed communist rebellions in the mena 
region. As an amorphous framework which could equally glom onto 
Third International Marxism, Third Worldist nationalism or high-street 
banking, political Islam had the added benefit of providing a common 
touchstone to the nativist promise of a region-wide renewal.48

These intellectual streams circulated while Arab states slowly peeled 
away layers of the public sector. The initial Egyptian infitah reforms 
under Anwar Sadat were designed to create a nascent private sector to 
fill the space left by a retreating state, partly funded by Gulf state invest-
ment. Formal liberalization efforts largely ended after Egypt’s 1977 bread 
riots and Sadat’s 1981 assassination, however. Syria attempted the same 
under Hafez al-Assad from the 1970s into the 1990s, alleviating foreign 
exchange constraints and formalizing the networks of private smuggling 
already taking place.49 Instead of applying shock therapy, Arab govern-
ments shuffled off state sectors and agrarian holdings in fits and starts. 
The result was a long decline in public investment with no concurrent 
uptick in private investment. Since 1985, the ratio of fixed investment 
to gdp in mena states has remained between 20–25 per cent. East and 

47 See the final comments by Suleiman Mourad, ‘Riddles of the Book’, nlr 86, 
March–April 2014. An excellent collection on the inventions of traditions and divi-
sive schisms within salafi discourse is Roel Meijer, ed., Global Salafism: Islam’s New 
Religious Movement, New York 2009.
48 Thanks to James Gelvin for this point; also see Sami Zubaida, Beyond Islam: A 
New Understanding of the Middle East, London 2011, ch. 4.
49 Volker Perthes, The Political Economy of Syria under Assad, London 1995.
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South Asian investment rates matched and then surpassed the mena 
region in the 1980s and 2000s, respectively.50

The opec ‘revolution’ that washed Gulf states in capital did not produce 
a deluge of investment flowing into populous mena countries. Under 
a different geopolitical order, perhaps, after the 1967 and 1973 Arab-
Israeli wars, these incoming revenues could have been converted into 
the regional equivalent of a Marshall Plan. The real sink of Gulf capital 
was, however, Euro-us financial markets, part of which then flowed back 
to Third World countries in the form of Wall Street private lending.51 
The Gulf capital that did travel to mena states was targeted towards 
activities which barely distinguished it from Western capital—namely, 
finance and real estate—thus evading state clutches and making it 
harder to repurpose for state-defined developmental goals. The form of 
business enterprise attached to Gulf capitalism, the diversified conglom-
erate, was often portrayed as a monarchical atavism. This trope hid the 
fact that family-run holding companies and state-linked conglomerates 
were the most common form of capital accumulation across the global 
South, globally thriving in neoliberal habitats.52 Gulf companies and 
their Turkish counterparts expanded into regional markets, competing 
or collaborating with these countries’ own state-linked conglomerates.  
While mena economists bemoaned the lack of an ‘autonomous’ private 
sector, mena businessmen realized profits from the protracted transfer 
of public goods to the grey zones enabled by private subcontracting and 
joint-ownership with the state.

Amidst the din, the hidden success story of Arab mena states during 
the global neoliberal turn was a marked continuation in improvement 
of non-income welfare levels, at a pace commensurate with the post-
war statist period. This occurred while, relative to wealthy Northern 
states, per capita income levels stagnated and then declined. Between 
1985 and 2000, the World Bank reported, mena ‘developing’ countries 
outperformed other middle-income regions in the global South in their 

50 Achcar, The People Want, pp. 38–40.
51 Giovanni Arrighi, The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power, and the Origins of Our 
Times, London 1994, pp. 333–5.
52 Adam Hanieh, Capitalism and Class in the Gulf Arab States, New York 2011. 
For Gulf-styled conglomerate capitalism across the world, see the stunning 
array of cases in Asli Colpan et al., eds, The Oxford Handbook of Business Groups, 
Oxford 2010.
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improvement of schooling years, literacy levels, child mortality and life 
expectancy. This was ‘despite a considerably slower rate of output growth 
and a decline in levels of public spending’, to the Bank’s puzzlement.53 
In fact, compared to countries at similar income levels, mena states 
performed far worse in terms of income growth from 1980–2000, but 
their non-income welfare indicators caught up with comparators (shown 
above in Figure 1 and Table 1).

It is indeed puzzling, and the development literature on the region con-
tains no consensus to account for the data. The convergence of mena 
with other regions on non-income welfare indicators is observed even 
when controlling for levels of income and public spending.54 A pro-
visional explanation is that the differentia specifica of the region for its 
non-income basic welfare successes was the absence of full throttled 
neoliberalism. An ossifying yet intact public sector was arguably bet-
ter than one subject to neoliberal strictures. In a weak state, such as 
Lebanon, private spending on health and education was the norm even 
in the postwar years. Yet in those Arab states with a legacy of large pub-
lic sectors, private spending did not serve as a replacement for public 
services. Given the deepening under-investment in the state, however, 
two glaring fissures appeared. The quality of service suffered, leading to 
increased private welfare spending on top of existing social provisions. 
Also, access to advanced healthcare, as in most countries, was limited 
to those with social insurance—mainly public-sector workers and the 
wealthier elite. The welfare institutions of the previous era were never 
upgraded or expanded.55

For Iran and Turkey, a breakdown in postwar elite rule—by 1979 
revolution or by 1980 coup—resulted in a process of unstable intra-
elite competition. For all the well-known differences between the 
two countries, one common fact stands out. This elite competition 
allowed for newly mobilized social groups to force demands onto the 
state. Turkey’s ak Party was the most successful actor of them all, 
wielding a long-curated popular mobilization to eventually transform 
the political structures of the Kemalist republic. In the process, the 
uneven corporatist pillars of the welfare system were remoulded into a 

53 Iqbal, Sustaining Gains, p. xix.
54 Iqbal, Sustaining Gains, ch. 2.
55 See the essays in Ragui Assaad and Caroline Krafft, eds, The Egyptian Labour 
Market in a Time of Revolution, Oxford 2016.
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broader—though perhaps more fragile—social-protection regime that 
mixed market, state and non-state actors.56 In Iran, continual jockeying 
within a fractious post-revolutionary elite resulted in the proliferation 
of new welfare organizations and inclusionary social provisions. Yet the 
inability of the state subsequently to enforce such regulations has pro-
duced a mixed welfare regime, where casualization occurs alongside 
expanding social-insurance protection.57 Nevertheless, in both cases 
there has been a marked change in social-protection systems over the 
past decade, as new segments of the population have been provided 
access to state welfare. 

5. a time of monsters

Given the positive trends mentioned above, why did the 2011 Arab upris-
ings occur? For one, improvements in non-welfare indicators are not 
incommensurate with political unrest. Indeed, coupled with lack of 
income convergence with the wealthy North, especially in light of the 
rapid economic growth in other Southern regions, grievances were plenty. 
Given increases in health and education, and a concurrent demographic 
transition towards nuclear household sizes, exit and voice were preva-
lent strategies among those who felt blocked from pathways of upward 
mobility available to previous mena generations. A common option 
was, as always, migration. Yet mena migration to Southern Europe and 
the Gulf increasingly came under harsh constraints—‘Fortress Europe’ 
in the former, a switch to South Asian labour in the latter. Precarity for 
migrants became the norm, leading to increased internal migration in 
search of work: Syrians working in Lebanon and North Africans mov-
ing seasonally to the Gulf. The classic political safety valve of migration 
was, for these countries, increasingly obstructed as Northern economies 
contracted after 2008. 

56 In a comparative frame, Turkey looks most like Southern European welfare 
regimes, yet with a higher incidence of informal employment and lower levels 
of female labour participation. See Ayşe Buğra and Ayşen Candaş, ‘Change and 
Continuity under an Eclectic Social Security Regime: The Case of Turkey’, Middle 
Eastern Studies, vol. 47, no. 3, 2011.
57 Kevan Harris, ‘A Martyrs’ Welfare State and Its Contradictions: Regime Resilience 
and Limits through the Lens of Social Policy in Iran’, in Steven Heydemann and 
Reinoud Leenders, eds, Middle East Authoritarianisms: Governance, Contestation and 
Regime Resilience in Syria and Iran, Stanford 2013.
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Some of the social grievances highlighted in the 2011 Arab uprisings, 
however, stem from problems that arose from earlier successes. Mass 
primary education and basic healthcare were pro-poor interventions by 
the state. From 1975–2010, Arab mena states enjoyed the fastest rate 
of growth in average years of schooling for any region. Fertility rates 
declined and spending per child increased in households. As a result, 
the subsequent generation’s educational horizons were starkly dif-
ferent from those of their parents. Yet on the tertiary level and in the 
labour market, class inequality was reproduced. Quantitative gains in 
educational attainment masked the qualitative avenues of elite status 
distinction, which reduced the returns on so-called ‘human capital’. 

Deeper structural factors were also at play. The baby boom of the 1970s 
and 80s meant that the number of youth entering working age circa 
2010 was four to six times that of those reaching retirement age. The 
ossification of public investment channelled the search for employment 
towards private forms, usually informal. Reservation wages tended to be 
higher than in other Southern countries, with little incentive for foreign 
capital to hire skilled or technical labour.58 These particulars underlay 
the relatively high formal unemployment rates for youth in the region, 
when compared to other Southern countries.59 As a result, many young 
individuals faced a ‘failure to launch’, as recounted in Tunisia (specifi-
cally, the town where the Arab uprisings began in December 2010):

Strolling through Sidi Bouzid’s small downtown area, even on a weekday 
morning, one inevitably finds the cafés packed with card-playing young 
men—the streets are filled with outdoor tables, with nary a spare seat in 
sight. While the youths who sit at the tables often wear superficial smiles, 
their eyes exude a wistful sadness. Many of these men once had prom-
ising futures—some hold university degrees and years ago envisioned 
themselves in successful professional careers at this point in their lives. 
Now their only solace is their ability to refer to themselves as lawyers or 

58 Djavad Salehi-Isfahani, ‘The Role of the Family in Social Integration in the Middle 
East and North Africa’, difi Family Research and Proceedings, 2013, p. 5.
59 There is not enough space in this essay to cover the other exceptional social fact 
about most mena countries—their low rate of female proletarianization. Part of 
the answer lies in the relatively slow rate of post-1970s demographic transition with 
its so-called youth ‘bulge’, the withering of labour-intensive employment in agrar-
ian and industrial sectors, the flight of capital into construction or finance, and the 
preference of domestic large employers for male labour. 
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engineers; despite never having worked in these fields, the formal titles that 
their generally useless certifications carry confer at least a sliver of dignity.60

This social stratum is awkward to classify in theoretical terms. 
Carrie Wickham has labelled such individuals in Egypt as the lumpen 
intelligentsia, a ‘professional underclass’ with ‘graduates unable to find 
permanent white-collar employment’—‘not unemployed so much as 
forced to accept jobs they perceived as beneath the dignity of someone 
with a university degree’.61 While the 2011 uprisings had roots in earlier 
formal labour protests, this new stratum was present throughout the 
initial protest wave across the region.62

Fortunately, on account of questions added to the 2011 Arab Barometer 
Survey in Tunisia and Egypt, survey data exist which detail some of the 
contours of unrest in these two cases. Protest participants in both coun-
tries tended to be mostly male, with above-average income and education 
levels. Some 46 per cent of surveyed protestors in Egypt, for instance, 
had at least some university education, compared to 19 per cent of the 
population as a whole. Unemployment was not a predictor of protest, nor 
was youth, but protestors disproportionately possessed professional and 
skilled vocational backgrounds compared to the rest of the population. 
More unskilled workers protested in Tunisia than in Egypt, the surveys 
found, but in both cases there was a disproportionately high rate of pro-
test participation by government employees. Women who participated 
tended to be active in the labour market. The younger the age of the 
protestor, the more likely he or she was to identify economic grievances 
or corruption, rather than civil and political freedoms, as the key motiva-
tion for participation.63 Snapshot surveys cannot capture questions of 
timing and process in the two countries’ uprisings, but they do give some 
weight to the lumpen intelligentsia’s role as compared to the formal-
ized proletariat or informal sub-proletariat. It is also not surprising that 

60 Michael Marcusa, ‘Potholes in the Road to Revolution’, Middle East Report, 
no. 272, Fall 2014, pp. 18–9.
61 Wickham, Mobilizing Islam, p. 54.
62 See the contribution of labour unrest in the long left tail of the protest curve in 
Joel Beinin, Workers and Thieves: Labour Movements and Popular Uprisings in Tunisia 
and Egypt, Stanford 2015.
63 Mark Beissinger, Amaney Jamal, and Kevin Mazur, ‘Explaining Divergent 
Revolutionary Coalitions: Regime Strategies and the Structuring of Participation 
in the Tunisian and Egyptian Revolutions’, Comparative Politics, vol. 48, no. 1, 
October 2015.
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such middle-stratum individuals are over-represented among domestic 
and transnational political Islamists of various stripes.64 Some of their 
energetic activity goes towards establishing non-state charities, clinics 
and schools. Arab states usually preferred such energy to go into charity 
rather than politics. As it grew in relative size and scope, the religious-
aid sector in mena Arab states dovetailed with the rise of a neoliberal 
discourse about promoting ‘good governance’ and ‘human capital’. On 
the one hand, this tended to add legitimacy to particular Islamist parties 
which, never having been in office, nevertheless benefited from the rep-
utational esteem associated with technocratic know-how.65 On the other, 
the embourgeoisement of political Islam did not assuage the cleavages 
among political and economic elites in Arab states. In fact, given the 
rapid expansion of a pious yet subordinate intelligentsia in many coun-
tries, intra-elite competition and polarization was to be expected.

As a sop to the poorest strata, mena Arab states did not fully liberal-
ize their subsidies on staple goods and fuel. The increasing trend, in 
line with other regions, has been to replace segments of the subsidy 
system with new ‘targeted’ anti-poverty programmes. Unlike in Latin 
America, these are relatively new, small-scale and disconnected from 
party mobilization. Along with decreased spending on public hous-
ing and infrastructure, the erosion of the previously established social 
compact has contributed to the informalization and casualization of the 
domestic labour force, including disguised female labour.

If there is an overriding factor determining the trajectory of mena states, 
however, it is not neoliberalism so much as militarism. While sporadic 
wars took place in the region after 1948, since the 1970s there has been 
a long cascading war with multiple sub-currents. At least three varieties 
can be distinguished. First are national-expansionist projects under us 
protection—Israel in Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, the Sinai; Iraq into Iran; 
Saudis in Yemen; Iranian soft expansionism in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
Second are national-expansionist projects without us protection—Iraq 
into Kuwait, and all that entailed. Third, conflicts with a popular-war 

64 See Diego Gambetta and Steffen Hertog, ‘Why Are There So Many Engineers 
Among Islamic Radicals?’, European Journal of Sociology, vol. 50, no. 2, August 2009.
65 Melani Cammett and Pauline Jones Luong, ‘Is There an Islamist Political 
Advantage?’, Annual Review of Political Science, vol. 17, 2014. Also see Mona Atia, 
Building a House in Heaven: Pious Neoliberalism and Islamic Charity in Egypt, 
Minneapolis 2013.
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dynamic, where social discontent has combined with national anger—
Palestinian intifadas, Yemeni oppositions, Hezbollah, the pkk, Sunni 
militias in Iraq—which often become entangled with internal security 
struggles and temporary external alliances. The exception of Tunisia 
looms over the rest—a military reluctant to exercise power and an 
Islamist party, Ennahda, willing to cede it. This semi-permanent state 
of war and increasingly direct intervention by us-led forces set the stage 
for a series of counter-revolutions after 2011 to contain or, in Libya and 
Syria, militarize the wave of mass uprisings.

The other outcome of this war cascade was to push the political and 
economic leadership of mena states towards the Gulf monarchies. The 
Gulf model attempted to create a costless, codified capitalism: social citi-
zenship for elite kinship minorities, imported professional and working 
classes, and territorial security subcontracted to the American super-
power. Celebrated by sycophants and held up as an obverse to state-led 
development, the model is under strain on all three fronts. Young Gulf 
Arabs are growing tired of being cloistered and pampered without career 
trajectories, leading the monarchies to pursue a half-hearted policy of 
‘nationalization’ of the workforce, with increased costs in tow. The long-
term circulation of South Asian and North African labour throughout 
the Gulf has built up local communities with their own resources of 
social solidarity. Hidden resistance is still the norm, but the costs of con-
taining labour unrest are growing. The us protection umbrella, as royals 
now grumble, is looking more like a protection racket. But if the Gulf 
monarchies had to protect themselves, they would also have to enter 
into a more ordinary balance of power in the region where Iran, Turkey 
and other possible competitors could claim a veto, irrespective of us or 
Israeli wishes. This has occurred to some extent anyway, making the 
Gulf model even more precarious.

Like the 1848 revolutions, the 2011 uprisings brought forth a reactionary 
wave of violent containment. Why have tyrannical regime forms, mon-
archies or republics, maintained such a vice-like grip on this region, 
when elsewhere the dictatorship model has largely been relegated to 
the lumber-room? If modernizing states had initially consolidated 
themselves against oligarchic landowners, they hardened further as the 
corporatist social compact came under strain from the 1980s and 90s, 
with the explosive growth of unabsorbable urban populations and the 
long decline in productive investment. But over-determining this has 
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been the designation of the region’s heartlands as the world’s major war 
zone. The scale of the conflicts there have escalated from 1990, when the 
disappearance of the ussr as a countervailing force lifted restraints on 
us deployment of firepower as a continuation of politics by other means, 
with the aim of maintaining its prerogative over the world’s largest oil 
reserves and protecting Israel. The upshot has been not only to fuel oppo-
sition, in the form of political Islam, but to strengthen us-friendly elites 
with billions in military aid. Where Muslim Brotherhood parties were 
offered the chance to provide an Erdoğan-style alternative, as in Egypt 
and Tunisia, they proved too parochial or debilitated to seize the day. 
Only in Iran has Washington succeeded in extracting a political agree-
ment with popular-democratic support. Across the region, the Western 
response remains as uneven as ever: a full-dress, un-sponsored air war 
on Gaddafi; a blind eye to Saudi and Emirati repression in Bahrain; 
endorsement of Saudi blockading and bombardment of Yemen; covert 
orchestration of Gulf-funded arms flows against Assad in Syria, com-
bined with sporadic aerial devastation of isis strongholds and renewed 
micro-management in Iraq.

If authoritarian retrenchment were the sole outcome, the situation 
would be less dire. In the decade and a half since the us invasion of Iraq, 
segments of the postwar mena political order have shifted back towards 
the politics of notables, local social formations and transnational flows 
of pamphlets, labourers and revolutionaries. In the previous iteration 
of the early twentieth century, it took waves of anti-elite, anti-colonial 
mobilizations, as well as radical political state-building projects, to pro-
duce order from the mayhem. For the time being, however, the chances 
of a repeat look rather slim. Instead, as occurred in Afghanistan dur-
ing the 1980s and 90s, coherent and crafted political systems along 
the Maghreb and Levant are being pulverized into a set of rump chief-
taincies. The labour reserves that had been accumulating during the 
shrinking of the state—unskilled proletarians and skilled professionals 
alike—are now the uprooted migrants sitting in the shatter zones of 
the old geopolitical order. As reported in the lrb, ‘The mobilization 
techniques used in the Arab Spring, which brought thousands of dem-
onstrators to a given place, were now being used to organize the new 
waves of migration’.66 Increases in health and educational attainment 
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produced in post-war social compacts are being reversed for a genera-
tion. It remains to be seen if stand-out regional powers can prevent 
their own further entanglement. More likely, as with the Saudis in 
Yemen or the Iranians and Turks in Syria, powers left standing will 
mistakenly equate long reach offensives with renewed stability in their 
own shaky domestic orders.

If some form of cold peace comes to the region after further population 
resettlement, new social questions for the mena might revolve around 
centres of state power and capital accumulation, their exploited periph-
eries of inclusion and their excluded remainders. Competitive spheres of 
influence are not necessarily anti-developmental, if order is established 
and new cadres are developed. Yet even if geopolitical conditions were 
to improve, stability would require states to build political and social 
compacts that not only incorporate wider segments of the population 
but also significantly reshape their life chances. It is unlikely, though, 
that emulating the developmental models of the present will create a 
solid compact for mena states. Processes of urbanization and depeas-
antization that were corollaries of mena state formation meant that 
the rural reserves of semi-proletarian labour that fuelled rapid growth 
in East Asian markets and lured in Western capital are today nowhere 
to be found. The rural subsidization of social reproduction cannot be 
re-created. As Faruk Tabak has pointed out, access to plantation labour 
attracted Western capital flows in the late nineteenth century, while 
access to rural networks of semi-proletarian labour in East Asia sup-
ported the manufacturing activities in which global capital invested in 
the late twentieth. The Ottoman Empire lacked the former, and today the 
Middle East lacks the latter.67 Its remaking is beyond current horizons.

67 Tabak, ‘The Middle East in the Long Twentieth Century’, p. 165.




