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Bolivian Experience with Neoliberalism: What Lessons for Egypt? 

 

By 

 

Ashrakat Abdelsamad1 

 

  

Particularly since the Latin American debt crisis of 1982, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and the World Bank have imposed neoliberal economic reforms on developing countries as the 
price for financial aid programs. These structural adjustment programs (SAPs) have included 
measures to end protectionism and liberalize trade, achieve fiscal and monetary stability, and 
engage more fully with the global economy.  Even though the immediate effect on developing 
countries in Latin America and elsewhere was debilitating, multilateral agencies, such as the IMF, 
have justified reforms as necessary to crisis management and in order to restore economic growth. 
Beyond the decade of the 1980s, which is generally acknowledged as a decade ‘lost to 
development’ for developing countries, economic performance of countries under structural 
adjustment has been mixed. The IMF, however, has insisted that neoliberal policies are necessary 
for sustained economic development, and cites the success of countries such as China following 
its abandonment of insular economic policies for greater openness and trade.  Chinese economic 
success and transformation, while not engineered by the IMF or other multilateral agencies, has 
become a model for the potential rewards of following policies shaped by neoliberal economic 
models. 

Egypt’s experience with neoliberalism, under IMF direction, predates the Latin American debt 
crisis and began in the 1970s.  In 1977, the government of President Anwar Sadat, in the context 
of on-going negotiations with the IMF, decided to cut public expenditure and end subsidies on 
some basic consumer goods, including bread.  The result was immediate and widespread social 
unrest. That forced the government to back down from its announced policy and reintroduce 
subsidies. This unhappy episode did not, however, herald the end of IMF involvement in Egyptian 
economic reforms.  Ten years later, the IMF agreed to an assistance package of $325 million, of 
which only about half the amount was actually disbursed to the Egyptian government.  

Again, following the first Gulf War in 1991, Egypt signed an agreement with the IMF for $140 
million known as the Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment Program (ERSAP). The 
government, however, was selective in the implementation of reforms for fear of provoking any 
further societal backlash. (Seddon, 1990; Korayem, 1997)  Finally, in the next phase, in November 
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2016, Egypt signed a three year extended agreement with the IMF for $12 billion. The first tranche 
of $2.75 billion was disbursed as immediate assistance to the government. Reforms were mandated 
for the Egyptian government and, according to an IMF report (2016), the reform program aimed 
‘…to correct external imbalances and restore competitiveness, place the budget deficit and public 
debt on a declining path, boost growth and create jobs while protecting vulnerable groups.’ In the 
weeks preceding the agreement, the Egyptian government announced three reforms: flotation of 
the Egyptian currency, removal of fuel subsidies, and the introduction of a value-added tax (VAT).  

The reform measures had a direct and damaging effect on a majority of the Egyptian population. 
The Egyptian pound, following its floatation, lost around 45 per cent of its value against the US 
dollar which resulted in in higher import prices and a general increase in prices. While the measure 
was designed to boost export competitiveness and the flow of foreign investment, the burden fell 
mostly on the poorest segment of the population that was least able to afford the higher prices. 
(Egypt: The IMF's hard bargain, 2016; IMF, 2017)  Ultimately, reforms may be beneficial to long-
term economic growth and development but the immediate hardships also point to importance of 
careful management of the reform process in order to avoid the experience of some other countries 
with structural reforms. 

In particular, in this paper I will highlight the Bolivian experience with liberalization and structural 
adjustment. Events in Bolivia did not go as expected, and an attempt to counter the neoliberal 
market-led trajectories to development by a shift to the left and towards socialist ideologies was 
taken on by Bolivia and many of its neighbors in the region. This is not an easy shift, and as 
Margaret Levi (1997: 28) notes, ‘once a country, organization, or individual starts down a track, 
the costs of reversal are very high. There will be choice points, but the entrenchments of certain 
institutional arrangements obstruct an easy reversal of the initial choice.’ The purpose of this paper 
is to show one possible outcome of structural reforms. This is not to say that SAPs are negative, 
there are definitely many positive examples of SAPs, but the purpose of this paper is to illustrate 
an extreme case where policy makers were not cautious enough.  

 

Historical Background 

The history of Bolivia has been marked by colonial exploitation of the land, resources, and labor. 
In 1538, Spanish forces defeated the Incas marking the start of colonization. Due to forced 
colonialism, the relationship between the industrialized ‘North’ and growing ‘South’ had been 
completely marked by exploitative extraction of natural resources — meaning the raw materials 
were under control of the Spanish who exported them to fuel development in the North. Being rich 
in natural resources since colonial times Bolivia has been a major extractor of raw materials, with 
most of its exports being primary products. The city of Potosi (what is now southern Bolivia) was 
mined for silver and tin for over 500 years by the local population who did not benefit from any 
of the revenues. The process of exploitative extraction deprived Bolivia of undergoing 
industrialization as primary goods were being exported to Spain where they were manufactured 
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into consumer goods. In 1825, Bolivia finally gained its independence. Almost a century following 
independence, indigenous communities and natives have lost around half of their lands. This 
resulted in uprisings among these groups that were met by suppression and even massacres by the 
army. (Crabtree & Whitehead, 2014; Lalander, 2016)   

 

Path to Liberalization  

Neoliberalism is generally defined in terms of its advocacy of economic rationality, and the free 
and unfettered operation of markets. Economists have accepted this as the ideal basis for economic 
management in both developed and developing countries. On that basis, the IMF has relied on 
neoliberal principles for the design of economic reforms for countries in crisis. Starting from 1983, 
the Bolivian state took drastic measure to implement neoliberal market policies. In 1985, the 
government signed a stand-by agreement with the IMF, privatized the state oil company 
Yacimientos Petroliferos Fiscales Bolivianos (YPFB), and passed the Hydrocarbons Law in 1996. 
The process of liberalizing the economy was accompanied with administrative reforms. The state 
stopped investing in new capital goods; this paralyzed the state from investing in its capital 
intensive industries. (Kaup, 2010) In the 1990s, the Bolivian state was under pressure since it could 
not fund many of its industries, such as the hydrocarbon industry.  This forced the state to begin 
liberalizing the economy and create a set of new laws that would attract foreign investors. 
Following that, the Bolivian state privatized five main public industries: electricity generation and 
distribution, telecommunications, airline transportation, railroad transportation, and hydrocarbon 
extraction and distribution. Economic and political reforms resulted in a reduction in state 
revenues, widespread social unrest, and allowed multi-national corporations open access to natural 
resources. (World Bank, 2000) The SAPs focused on reforming macroeconomic mismanagement 
of public resources, or the ‘unrelenting expansion of the deficit of the nonfinancial public sector.’ 
(IMF, 1985) However, the focus on greater fiscal discipline resulted in unemployment increasing 
to 20 per cent. Lower state expenditure hurt the poorest members of society and led to heightened 
social unrest.  

On a macroeconomic level, the initial program reform agenda achieved noticeable success.  
Economic growth recovered to around 4 per cent. A second generation of reforms was carried out 
to maintain growth and to further lead the country into development. During the 1990s, the IMF 
started taking into consideration other factors in the Bolivian society that might be hindering 
growth rather than focusing solely on macro-level instabilities and government policies. Factors 
like poverty, bad infrastructure, and low agricultural productivity were taken into consideration. 
In a report published by the IMF in 1994, it showed that the ‘Government's social sector strategy 
is a key element of the economic policy program, and is centered on the development of human 
capital to alleviate poverty and increase the capacity for sustained economic growth.’ An emphasis 
was put on developing human capacity to achieve more sustainable growth. A set of new changes 
including decentralization, land rights, and education were carried out during the mid-1990s. The 



4 
 

changes were outlined and legalized under President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada under the name 
of a Plan for Everyone (Plan de Todos). In wider terms, the plan attempted to attract FDI and build 
a more proficient state administrative body. Privatization created pathways for foreign direct 
investments, and reforms in the health, education, and infrastructure were carried out to create a 
more stable investment environment (Haarstad and Andersson, 2009; Hindery, 2004). 

 

Hostility towards neoliberalism  

Social unrest continued to rise as ordinary citizens felt marginalized and disaffected by the reform 
program. Keeling (2004, pg. 8) argued that ‘policy priorities have been macroeconomic in nature 
and not geared toward addressing poverty, inequality, or the redistribution of access to skills, 
capital, and global opportunities.’ A plan to privatize the water industry resulted in a 400 per cent 
increase in prices, but was later disrupted by the breakout of a series of water ‘wars’. The 
Confederación Sindical Unica de Trabajadores Campesinos (CSUTCB) fought against the 
Bolivian government for three consecutive years. (Kennemore & Weeks, 2011) Hostility towards 
the neoliberal ideology continued rising, this was manifested through protests – the blocking of 
streets, strikes, and so forth. Following the water war in Cochabamba in 2000, there was a gas war 
in El Alto and La Paz in 2003 against the sale of gas to the US. Political instability then was seen 
as the biggest threat to economic development and to the goal of attracting foreign investment. 
With escalating social unrest, the Bolivian government asked to replace the long term adjustment 
program with a one year stand-by agreement in 2003. Ultimately, as a result of domestic tensions 
and imbalances the government of Presidents Carlos Messa and Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada, that 
had led the neoliberal drive, was forced to resign. (Lalander, 2016)  

 

Shift to socialism 

In December 2005, the leader of the coca-growing peasants, Evo Morales, was elected president 
of Bolivia, the first indigenous president ever of Latin America. The election of Evo Morales was 
an after effect of popular mobilization around the problems of gas and water and of the hostility 
towards neoliberal privatization, and has to be viewed as a reaction against neoliberalism. The first 
Morales cabinet did not include many from the indigenous community, as the focus was primarily 
the inclusion of as many left-wing thinkers and activists as possible and with a record of protecting 
the interests of the indigenous population, workers, and the poor. He started with an anti- neoliberal 
agenda that emphasized state control of natural resources (Revette, 2017; Lalander, 2016). He 
executed plans to redistribute unused land and eliminate corruption, and one of his early actions 
was to reduce his presidential salary to roughly US$18,000 a year. The main strategy of this first 
cabinet, the nationalization of the nation's oil and gas industries, was passed in May 2006.  The act 
comprised of fundamentally raising taxes, renegotiating contracts and reviving the state oil 
organization. The Bolivian government arranged forty-four contracts with twelve corporations, 
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which were looked into by the Bolivian Congress and endorsed in April 2007. Gas revenues 
increased from US$173 million in 2002 to an estimated US$1.57 billion in 2007. The 
nationalization of the sector did not stop the government from seeking foreign investment, and 
although Bolivia was under no obligation to the IMF, the IMF still reported Article IV 
consultations, which are annual evaluation reports on the Bolivian economy and policy. (Notisur, 
2006; Lehoucq, 2008) The minister of finance under the Morales government stated in an interview 
that the ‘relation we have with the IMF, we don't have any loans or agreements, but we keep a 
close relationship because we understand that many donors still trust the IMF reports.” (Arce, 
2007) To surpass financial obstacles, Morales sought an interest in regional cooperation. Bolivia, 
alongside Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Ecuador and Venezuela in 2007 established the bank of the 
South, an organization founded to decrease the member states' reliance on the World Bank and 
IMF. After three years of being in office, government revenue increased due to a change in the 
terms of foreign investment and the nation's wealth was allocated into social programs. 
(Kennemore & Weeks, 2011) In order to achieve the goal of poverty reduction, the Morales 
administration began to diversify and upgrade its economy from extractive development to 
industrialization. Revenue generated by the primary sectors– particularly hydrocarbons, mining, 
electricity and natural resources – was used to fund development of sectors that generated higher 
income and employment – such as industrial manufacturing, tourism, commerce, services and 
transport. (Webber, 2016; Revette, 2017)  

The mean of Bolivia’s GDP growth during Morales’ terms was 5 per cent, with its highest being 
6.8 per cent in 2008. Bolivia came behind Panama and the Dominican Republic in 2014 in 
economic growth with a rate of 5.2 per cent. In Bolivia, FDI during Morales’ term also witnessed 
a dramatic rise. In 2006, it reached US$278 million. By 2010 it was $651 million and in 2013 went 
up to $1.8 billion. In January 2009, a referendum for a new constitution took place and was 
approved. The new constitution is exceptionally ambitious, complex but somehow vague. It 
acknowledged thirty-six indigenous nations, an extensive variety of social, economic and political 
rights, and reforms in the judiciary.  The new constitution reinforced the role of the state in the 
economy; it also stated that all natural resources are to be regarded as the property of the general 
population of Bolivia and must be utilized to profit the country as a whole. In December of the 
same year, Morales was elected for the second term in office and again in October 2014. (Kohl & 
Bresnahan, 2010; Webber, 2011; Webber, 2016) 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, from the 1980s onwards, the Bolivian government took drastic measure to 
implement neoliberal market policies. People started becoming discontent with these policies as 
the trickle-down effect was very minimal. This led to a series of political tensions escalating to the 
Water Wars and the Gas wars. This led to the resignation of president Lozada followed by the 
resignation of president Mesa. Evo Morales was then elected to presidency and started a project 
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attempting to reverse the liberal project carried out by his predecessors. He sanctioned strong 
changes that turned around the neoliberal approaches of the past and redistributed the country's 
riches to the marginalized classes. The country’s GDP and growth rates increased during his terms. 
He was able to establish strong regional ties and to limit US influence. The Morales administration 
is still in the process of replacing liberal policies with socialist ones, and since his election in 2005 
noticeable changes took place in Bolivia. Overall, a series of social unrest and political imbalances 
ushered Bolivia into a new age, but at very high costs.  

In Egypt, the historical, political, and economic contexts are different and there can be no 
suggestion that the Bolivian experience will be repeated here. Nonetheless, the burden and 
hardship of structural adjustment programs is strongly felt, especially by the poor. While many 
people fail to see the long term benefits of these reforms, policy makers have to increase awareness 
among citizens and be cautious with the implementation of policies.  Careful management of the 
reform process, with some sensitivity to popular concerns, will help avert any potential backlash 
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Why a Post-Colonial Perspective is Crucial in Mainstreaming Gender: An Analysis of the 
Gender and Class Inequalities Reproduced by International Development Programs 

by 

Reham El Morally1 

 

“Until the lion learns how to write, every story will glorify the hunter.” ~ J. Nozipo Maraire  

 

 

When discussing International Development, it is important, even crucial, to always remember 
that history is written by the victors. As stated by Maraire, the lions and their fights will not be 
recognized until they are given certain legitimacy and agency within the international community 
which would allow for their perspectives to be credibly considered. The following paper will 
discuss why utilizing an intersectional (Crenshaw, 1991:1242) post-colonial feminist perspective 
in international development scholarship and programs is crucial for gender mainstreaming and 
the enhancement of development programs. As Grepin and Klugman put it ‘Greater gender 
equality can enhance productivity, improve development outcomes for future generations, and 
make institutions function better’ (Grepin and Klugman, 2013:1692). This research is of 
importance because ‘it is impossible to stand outside of dominant discourses such as development 
and instead there is a need to change the discourses from within’ (McEwan, 2009:117) meaning 
that instead of looking at development from without we should take a look from within those 
subject to obtain a better understand of the discourses associated with development schemes and 
how to combat the somewhat imperialist challenges embedded in them. Before we start, it is 
important to clarify what gender mainstreaming, development, and post-colonial feminist 
approaches actually connote.  

Gender Mainstreaming (GM) emerged after the UN’s Fourth World Conference on Women in 
Beijing 1995 where member states agreed that ‘Governments and other actors should promote an 
active and visible policy of mainstreaming a gender perspective in all policies and programs so 
that, before decisions are taken, an analysis is made of the effects on women and men, 
respectively.’ (The 1995 Beijing Platform for Action) Complimentary to gender quotas and 
women’s policy agencies, GM, as defined by Squires, ‘focuses on the policy-making process, but 
aims to integrate a gendered perspective into all policy-making areas, rather than to promote 
women’s interests in specific policy areas conventionally associated with women.’ (Squires, 
                                                           
1  Reham El Morally has an MSc in International Public Policy from the University College 
London. 
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2005:368) 

International development as defined by the UN General Assembly Resolution (UNGA, 1986), is 
‘A comprehensive economic, social, cultural and political process, which aims at the constant 
improvement of the well-being of the entire population and of all individuals on the basis of their 
active, free and meaningful participation in development and in the fair distribution of benefits’ 
(UNGA, A/Res/41/128, 1986) and similarly in the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights 
and the Arab Charter on Human Rights. However, by scholars such as Bernstein, ‘development ... 
is following in the footsteps of the West’ (Bernstein, 1996:439), implicitly critiquing development 
programs set in motion by International Organizations (IOs) such as the UN. (Plumber and 
Neumayer, 2006:723)  

The aim of post-colonial theory is to understand social, cultural, and political discourses about 
societies of former colonies, through an understanding of their colonial and historical contexts. 
The theory is, according to Edward Said, a fabricated image to justify the ‘othering’ of the ‘Orient’ 
in contrast to Western societies, and to also justify and substantiate arguments for ‘intervention’ 
in order to ‘save’ the other (Said, 1978:105) in which the Orient became the landscape of a power 
struggle by ‘power, of domination of varying degree of a complex hegemony’ (Said, 1978:50) 
turning it into a silent war between ‘us’, the West, and ‘them’, the Orient. In turn, Tickner (2011:6) 
combines the post-colonial perspective and feminist analysis to policy scholarship in order to 
‘counter the familiar western narratives … [because they] also share a skepticism about claims to 
universalism and objectivity of modern knowledge’, to produce less Western- and Eurocentric 
narratives to various disciplines, including international relations. 

 

Understanding Post-Colonial Feminism  

Just as post-colonial theory pushes us to contextualize the past and the present, and to position 
one’s historiographical accounts into current global economic and political rivalries in order to 
better understand policies and to furtively attack imperialism, the same approach is useful also to 
comprehend anticolonial feminism and women’s developments. Of course, women’s movements 
and gender dynamics have been at the core of postcolonial thinkers and have substantially added 
to a cross examination of female double2-, or even triple-, burden dilemma. As with Edward Said's 
portrayal of the oriental in feminized terms, a key to understanding the dichotomous relationship, 
between North and South as well as the inferiority of the female in relation to the male, is pivotal 
to an investigation of nationalism and to the discourse that seeks to legitimize Western 
interventionist rationalities.  

                                                           
2 The double burden connotes the ‘traditional gender roles within households may imply that an improvement in labor market opportunities for 
women sim- ply leads them to increase their market effort without releasing them from their household duties, resulting in a “double burden” or 
“second shift”’ (Hochschild and Machung, 1990:258) 
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Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988:297) broadly depicts British intercession in the Sati crisis in 
India as ‘white men saving brown women from brown men.’  Martha Chatterjee (1993:118) 
clarifies that the colonizers were hence ready to ‘transform this figure of the Indian woman into a 
sign of the inherently oppressive and unfree nature of the entire cultural tradition of a country.’  It 
ought not to be onerous for us to perceive this gambit today when we recognize the instrumental 
use of the veiled woman as a justification for the paternalistic and patronizing intervention of 
secular, enlightened and the liberated West to ‘save’ women.  Mrinalini Sinha (1995:45) observed 
that in India ‘Anglo-Indian strategy of using women’s subordination in India as a handy-stick with 
which to beat back Indian demands for political equality…’ Equally, there is nothing unusual when 
Arab Muslims (in France, for instance) reacted and defended their traditional practices, such as 
Female Genital Mutilation, as a counter to Westernization and its apparent belittlement of cultural 
patterns. Historically, nationalist movements for independence more often than not depicted 
women as a symbol of their call for liberation from brutal colonizers, and emphasized also the 
critical role of women in subsequent nation-building processes.  According to Anne McClintock 
nationalism (1995:355) is ‘… constituted from the very beginning as a gendered discourse and 
cannot be understood without a theory of gender power.’  This view is shared also by Elleke 
Boehmer and Naila Kabeer.  

In light of the current situation of globalization and the free market approach didactically imposed 
on the global South, the women’s movements has become a more critical issue than at any other 
time in recent history. Gender issues are, as such, inseparable from scholarly debates of 
postcolonial investigations and analyses. Together, a synthesized and combined post-colonial 
theory and feminism has the potential to critically examine the issues of silence, the lack of 
adequate representation, and the enervation of the developing world. While there is some rivalry 
between the two approaches, there is at the same time, pressure to reconcile the disagreements 
between the two. This becomes all the more evident when women's activists investigate 
postcolonial writings and take issue with the relative incapacity to mainstream gender, opting 
instead to focus on other objectives, for example, nation-building and decolonization, or a scrutiny 
of white dominion. According to Anne McClintock (1995:386), ‘male nationalists frequently argue 
that colonialism or capitalism has been women’s ruin with patriarchy merely a nasty second cousin 
destined to wither away when the real villain expires.’  She ruefully observed that nowhere had 
‘feminism in its own right been allowed to be more than a maidservant to nationalism.’ 
(McClintlock, 1995:386)  Similarly, Bell Hooks (1994:203) states that ‘for contemporary critics 
to condemn the imperialism of the white colonizer without critiquing patriarchy is a tactic that 
seeks to minimize the particular ways gender determines the specific forms oppression may take 
within a specific group.’ 

Postcolonial Feminism cathects a considerable amount of these issues, and is in this manner is a 
dynamic field. It cross examines the premises of post-colonialism as much as those of woman's 
rights, supplementing them with its own specific concerns and viewpoints, although censored by 
western scholars the most, it provides a conceptual and theoretical aspect missing in International 
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Relations scholarship.  With that theoretical framework, the next section will introduce the topic 
of Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs). Using the lens of Postcolonial Feminist, the topic will 
be first defined and then criticized for its failures to accommodate and integrate a postcolonial 
analysis in the formulation of strategies for developing nations.  This is helpful in presenting a 
fuller perspective and in producing policy recommendations that are more helpful to developing 
countries, rather than the ‘one-size-fits-all’ strategy of international financial institutions.  

 
 

SAPs: Emergence and Evolution 

In response to economic and political crises in developing countries in the 1980s, Bretton-Woods 
institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB), prescribed and 
implemented SAPs to address the crisis and to stimulate economic growth.  These strategies were 
based on a neo-liberal understanding of macroeconomic and financial management that the World 
Bank and IMF hoped would provide relief to developing countries.  The logic for this was 
contained in, for example, the World Bank's Berg Report (1981) Towards Accelerated 
Development in Sub-Saharan Africa that suggested that the failure of African economies to reach 
desired economic and industrial targets was due to inadequate administrative structures, flawed 
monetary and fiscal policies, state intervention in the economy, a culture of corruption, subsidies, 
and a less-than optimum taxation system.  The focal point of the report was a suggestion for 
governments to avoid market intervention and realize free markets, by liberating exchange, 
financial and trade flows from controls i.e. a decentralization of the economy in accordance with 
the neo-liberal economic theory of free-market.  Reforms were then made a precondition for aid. 
These Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) had a sweeping impact on development in Africa 
and will be the central focus of this research.  

In most cases, SAPs have emphasized macroeconomic measures to target inflation, privatization 
of state corporations, fiscal stability, and trade liberalization.   SAPs have also required currency 
devaluation in order to attract and encourage foreign direct investment and to manage indebtedness 
to foreign countries.  These SAPs have become known as the so-called ‘Washington Consensus’, 
and have generated extensive public debate in African nations and in development circles. 
Supporters contend that the changes were basic and essential, and had to be executed as soon as 
possible in order to restore economic health.  For its part, the WB (1994) insists that adjustment 
had worked in countries that implemented the reforms, both in industry and agriculture. Critics 
charge that the Washington Consensus did not give careful consideration to the social or 
administrative components of development resulting in shortcomings and, more often than not, a 
failure to promote economic growth. The critical assessment is supported by various studies that 
found that SAPs had minimal effect on development outcomes in Africa. (Mosley et al., 1995; 
Easterly, 2000; Klasen, 2003)  
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How SAPs Can Harm Women and Increase Poverty 

The fundamental goal of SAPs was to offer assistance to countries in desperate financial and 
economic crises.  However, the “one fits all” approach ignored conditions on the ground, denied 
countries their agency, and overlooked their cultural and political circumstances.  This blanket 
approach has been criticized as responsible for increased political and social turmoil and for 
exacerbating social welfare and economic performance. (Ali, 1999:1; Beneria and Feldman, 
1992:11; Cornia, Jolly and Stewart, 1987:7; Floro, 1995:11; Marshall and Woodroffe, 2001; 
Messkoub, 1996; Moser, 1989)  SAPs have also had a negative impact on women in developing 
countries. More than four decades after the United Nations declared 1975 as the International Year 
of the Woman, and over thirty years after the introduction of structural adjustment programs, a 
World Bank strategy report (2001) found no significant change in any sector of the economy or 
the society, where women and men have an equal standard of access to social and public domains, 
financial independence, access to resources, or equitable legal rights. Women's rights associations 
in Asia, Latin America, and Africa have challenged and condemned structural adjustment 
strategies, and the underlying neo-liberal assumptions, as problematic. (Stewart, 1992:17)  

At the Nairobi World Women's Conference in 1985, the Development Alternatives for Women 
(DAWN) criticized SAPs as undemocratic in the way these were being forced on nations in need.   
The DAWN highlighted a virtual absence of support for grassroots civil society groups, needy 
individuals, especially the elderly and poor women, who were pushed below the poverty line.  
These "new poor" in Latin America and elsewhere have been incorporated into the "structural 
poor" of the past. (Beneria, 1995:9)  In response to critics, the IMF and World Bank designed a 
new Poverty Reduction Strategy, targeting the poor through additional measures to counter world 
poverty.  This was an admirable initiative but failed to include gender-based anti-discrimination 
strategies.  This was troubling given that women, according to the Human Development Report 
(1995), constitute 70% of the world’s poor and were thus most affected by the failures of SAPs. 
(HDR, 1995)  

Poverty reduction was recognized as a key issue by the United Nations at the World Summit on 
Social Development (WSSD) held in March 1995 in Copenhagen. Like other UN meetings, the 
WSSD recognized sexual orientation as a topic that cuts crosswise over advancement issues. 
(Oferneo and Acosta, 2001:14) The fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing likewise 
included poverty as one of its ‘Critical Areas of Concern’, requiring governments to fully integrate 
women through empowering active participation as part of their macroeconomic reform plan. The 
United Nations Development Program in its Poverty Report (2000) has additionally focused on 
the weak linkages between members of the society and emphasized the insufficient collaboration 
between state and society in abridging disparities between the rich and the poor, amongst other 
things, and suggested a redistribution of wealth, stricter legal frameworks to criminalize gender-
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based violence and discrimination, and executive reform of micro-loans to the poor. (UNDP, 2000)  

A review by Gender Action of Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) of 13 countries 
composed by Zukerman and Garrett in 2003 finds that only 3 PRSPs (Malawi, Rwanda, and 
Zambia) addressed gender concerns adequately. Although, the three best did not flawlessly 
mainstream gender, they were more gender sensitive than are the other ten. Eight countries that 
had been reviewed had essentially utilized an obsolete Women in Development approach that 
characterized gender issues and women’s issues as mere reproductive health, access to primary 
education and a variety of other issues, but failed to encompass access to the public sphere as a 
general defining character of women’s development. The remaining two countries in the review 
entirely disregarded gender issues. The review concluded that only Malawi and Rwanda had 
successfully integrated women’s rights into development.  

As indicated by Whitehead (2003:14), women's activist associations have called attention to 
PRSPs that are ‘gender blind’, perpetuate inequality between sexes, and advance sex imbalance 
and the impoverishment of women more than men. No particular measures have been taken to 
challenge male prevailing frameworks underway and proliferation. The greater part of the Poverty 
Reduction measures has “taken into account many of the key priorities of women, such as the 
urgent need for improvement in maternal health services; support for food production and 
marketing within the country; and eradication of gender discriminatory practices within the social 
services and economic infrastructure” (Ali, 2003:683). In particular, women remain marginalized 
in the basic leadership procedure of PRSPs at government and society level, particularly women 
of poorer economic and social status. 

 

Failure of SAPs to Intergrade Minorities and Women 

In this section, I will focus on three different perspectives put forward by Wilson, Chant and 
Sweetman, and Jolly around microfinance as a neoliberal discourse meant to perpetuate the north-
south status divide by superficially lobbying for development projects in the global south which 
have no depth and which rely on the most part for the reproduction of gender dynamics.  Wilson 
in her piece tackles the imperialistic notions embedded in the institutional structures of 
development programs and how the neoliberal underlying scheme is used to perpetuate and 
reproduce ‘othering’ patronizing attitudes by western, middle class, females when contrasted with 
realities on the ground with a specific focus on microfinancing of women in the global south. Chant 
and Sweetman advance a similar argument but shift their focus on how the agency of women is 
stripped away due to the lack of focus on underlying institutional inequalities within development 
projects archetypes. Lastly, Jolly explores how development programs have largely ignored queer 
theory and its benefits for Gender and Development (GAD) activists to conceptualize sexuality 
and gender, based on Judith Butler’s (1990) epitomes, and comprehensively articulate and 
challenge heteronormativity implicitly expressed in development projects with the dominating 
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focus on ‘population control strategies’. These articles should not be considered as separate 
entities, rather they are a continuation of the same thought: the importance of having intersectional 
lenses when establishing development policies and programs, especially when they target 
developing nations and are burdened with funder biases and institutional restraints.  

i. Criticizing the Neoliberal Aspect.  In Africa, neoliberal SAPs were a disappointment 
because of various institutional weaknesses, and because, as argued by Stein (1994), these 
programs did little to advance the task of strengthening institutions and markets.  The former 
President of the World Bank, James Wolfensohn (1998:x) conceded that his organization had 
overlooked the essential institutional framework, without which a market economy just could not 
work and that the World Bank was ‘… consistently surprised by cases in which people do not 
respond to incentives in the predicted manner, when an understanding of local institutions would 
reveal these responses to be quite consistent with local culture and habits’.    Neoliberal SAPs were 
formulated on the basis of an underlying faith in free markets, unimpeded by state interventions, 
and in this they exhibited a complete lack of comprehension of how markets function and how 
culture practices and thought shaped 'African markets' to function in ways that was in sharp 
contrast to 'Western markets'.   

The SAPs contained an implicit assumption that women of the third world were ‘homogenous 
powerless group often located as implicit victims of particular socio-economic systems’ (Mohanty, 
1986:340; Wilson, 2015:806). This betrayed a patronizing western view of development as 
schemes for the advancement and liberation of women in developing countries.  Given these 
flawed assumptions, it is necessary to add a postcolonial intersectional approach to development 
schemes, because women in the global south are not homogenous (Jolly, 2000), nor can we allow 
for them to be reduced to essentialist ascriptions that contrasts them from their western 
counterparts.  

The essentialist dichotomies between women being good spenders and men being bad spenders is 
deeply racialized and reduces men of the global south as ‘undeserving’ of microfinancing 
opportunities (Wilson, 2015:808; Agarwal, 1994). These dichotomies of deserving/undeserving, 
good/bad, and caring/selfish in the neoliberal approach to development is inherently problematic. 
First, it reproduces gender assigned roles of women as caregivers, self-less, kind and as ‘those who 
make sacrifices’ instead of deconstructing the gender assigned roles and in fact encouraging men 
to partake in the domestic labor that is now mainly executed by women.  Second, it discounts 
underlying structural and cultural reasons that render make women more vulnerable to social 
injustices, such as the notion that women have the power to shame or honor their family. Karim 
(2008) argues, that women are the primary subject of development programs because they ‘do not 
operate outside of the local patriarchy but within it’, making it easier for donors to locate the 
beneficiaries and to reclaim interests on loans, inter alia, and ensure dependency.  
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ii. Criticizing the Capitalist Aspect. Development programs have done more harm than good 
when they establish dependency of the recipient/subject state and population.  A study by 
Molyneux (2008) noted the deepening and aggravation of poverty in recipient countries, and which 
prompted the World Bank to respond with a ‘New Social Policy’ that, in fact, held the same 
underlying concepts of neoliberalism but was rephrased in a way to make it seem ‘new’. 
Complementing the study, Harvey (2004) and Hartsock (2006) observed that the new social policy 
agenda advanced the values of ‘accumulation by dispossession’. This process, from my 
perspective, involved the perpetuation of gendered constraints and its reproduction for the 
continuation of profit (material and non-material) between dependent and independent states 
through neoliberal capitalist values. Policy makers defended this as the inevitable outcome of 
globalization and of the increasing need for interconnectedness and interdependency.  Yet, it is 
obvious that leaving the gender dynamics intact leaves women as vulnerable as before. Ultimately, 
neoliberal ideals therefore indirectly safeguard the capitalist principle of profit maximization, with 
the false promotion of ‘liberalization’.  

Spatial mobility of women and men of poorer former colonies is also being undermined by 
development programs. This coupled with underlying gender roles and utilizing the patriarchal 
notion of women being able to shame or honor the family are both imperialistic and opportunistic 
in itself. This is deployed and conveyed through the linguistic and structural organization of world 
development programs (De la Roche, 2009), which perceive women of poorer household to have 
the spare time and energy making them good candidates for microfinancing and population control 
policies, for example. The disintegration and inability to grasp the multiple burdens that women 
are subject to in developing nations, emphasizes the need to integrate intersectional post-colonial 
feminist perspectives to advance the deconstruction of gendered perceptions and developed better 
international development schemes.   

iii. Criticizing the Homogeneity aspect. In the 1970s and 1980s, the reproductive rights 
movements in the West, led by white, middle-class women, sought also to export the same values 
to the poor, misguided, oppressed and underdeveloped women of the global south, in a total denial 
of cultural relativism.  It championed universalism and homogeneity of women’s ‘interests’ (Chant 
and Sweetman, 2000). The seeming entitlement of global north scholars to dictate what is right 
and wrong has led to programs being put in place to control women’s bodies in the global south, 
which uncovers the deep contradictions of the value system. The essentialist reduction of identity 
spearheaded by middle-class western women overtly exposed both their deeply held patronizing 
attitudes toward the ‘other’ and their equally strong conviction as the ‘knowers’. An example of 
how neoliberal western feminist values are imperialistic is the precondition of coercive 
sterilization for receiving food relief assistance (Akhter, 1992; Hartmann and Standing, 1985) as 
part of the population control programs for economic development (Biswas, 2014), signaling the 
message that ‘we know what is best for you’. 
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Population control can be understood as an ongoing ‘racialized project’ where a re-appropriation 
of northern feminist ideas is consistent with the ‘neoliberal phase of this project, which is marked 
by an intensification of women’s labor on several levels.’ (Wilson, 2015:817) The need for the use 
of post-colonial perspective is therefore more necessary than ever because it is ‘concerned with 
the elaboration of theoretical structures that contest the previous dominant western way of seeing 
things … [and] involves a conceptual reorientation towards the perspectives of knowledge as well 
as the needs developed outside the west’ (Young, 2003). Furthermore, it unravels discursive 
practices by the subaltern from ‘the moment of colonization till the present day’ (Spivak, 1995), 
which when uncovered would give us new ways of understanding sex and gender and move 
towards putting the subaltern into practice in development. (Jolly, 2000)  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has highlighted the reality that SAPs failed to adequately address sexual gender 
concerns, and that the advancement of business sectors overlooked income disparities and different 
types of imbalances between men and women.  Likewise, SAPs also overlooked basic features and 
imperatives, by regarding the economy as one undifferentiated market. The gender mainstreaming 
procedures of the World Bank disregarded the effect of macroeconomic strategies on women, 
particularly the impact of privatization on working conditions, business, sustenance security and 
prosperity of women.  

This paper has elaborated why having an intersectional post-colonial perspective is crucial in 
gender mainstreaming of international development projects. I have advanced the arguments that 
policy makers, especially women, of the global north have embedded capitalist neoliberal 
articulations in development scholarship and schemes which enunciated global status quos and 
rely on existing gender dynamics and patriarchal power-relations for the realization of western 
capital profit. My arguments relied on Wilson’s theoretical premises of global injustice in 
microfinancing development programs with underlying neoliberal values, as well as Chant and 
Sweetman’s critiques of smart economies as opportunistic and imperialistic. Furthermore, I briefly 
introduced Jolly’s theoretical premise of introducing queer theory in addition to intersectional 
approaches including post-colonial feminism to comprehensively grasp why same-sex sexualities 
and gender dynamics have been largely dismissed as ‘non-existing’ and consequentially silenced 
by international development scholarship and practices. 

Then again, basic modification measures within nations have prompted across the board 
onservation of laborers, including gender specialists, evoking awareness of the necessity of gender 
mainstreaming and giving agency to individual nation states for the construction of a national 
dialogue. The welfare viewpoint dictated by the neoliberal approach has completely disregarded 
such advancements even when confronted with their effectiveness making SAPs generally a failed 
project. International lenders have additionally failed to recognize that interventionist measures, 
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for example, the small scale credit program of Grameen Bank and different local and international 
NGOs, have had an essential effect as far as expanding the income and work opportunities 
available for women, and thus reduced their fruitful effects.  

The suggestions which take after from this examination are to proceed with the prioritization in 
social and public expenditures, especially, healthcare and the establishment of institutional 
structure to address gender based violence and discrimination, thereby enhancing the quality and 
access of women into public sphere as fully functioning individuals.  

I, therefore, urge international development scholars to take a step back and adopt a more 
diversified theoretical framework in order to encompass all social constructs that may render a 
project successful or otherwise. Specifically, I recommend using a post-colonial perspective 
because of its historical contextualization and conceptualization capacities that would assist in 
constructing in-depth development projects for the subjects and not merely about them. Lastly, I 
recommend that development projects seek to rectify deeply rooted gender injustices instead of 
infusing money into former colonies without meticulously constructive gender mainstreaming 
schemes that ‘heal’ the community at large. 
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Introduction 

The Destiny of Arab Revolutions: A Theoretical Analysis for the Purpose of Crystallizing a New 
Strategy of the Left by Salama Killa (pronounced Kaileh) looks critically at the uprisings that 
started in 2011 through a Marxist lens.  It analyzes the momentous events from a leftist perspective 
on one hand, and looks at the role of the left in the Arab world during and after these events on the 
other.  The author is a renowned leftist activist, who has published more than thirty books in the 
Arabic language. Born in 1955, the Palestinian author has lived in several countries across the 
Middle East, and is currently based in Jordan after having been deported from Syria in 2012 for 
his activism. Understandably, his activist background lends a richness to his writing.  

The book was published in 2013, and examines vital aspects of the Arab uprisings, whether the 
leftist ideology played a role, as well as explaining the uprisings as a consequence of the economic 
mode of production and of neoliberalism.  The book is a typical example of the kind of scholarship 
published in Arabic, as well as through a publishing house located in the Middle East.  It is 
important to recognize that scholarly contributions about the Middle East stemming from within 
the Middle East are essential in order to counter-balance the inequality that exists in knowledge 
production. Often, countries in the Global South face tremendous inequality in reaching a wider 
audience due to the dominance of a) outlets of knowledge production situated in the West, and b) 
the dominance of the English language as the lingua franca for publications. This is why it is 
crucial that knowledge production in Arabic about the Arab World be recognized as a valuable 
contribution in a landscape dominated by the ‘epistemic violence’ generated by the fact that we 
are written about, rather than we writing about ourselves.  

In this review, I will provide an extended and critical analysis of the main arguments of that are 
contained essentially in the first chapter titled “Changes at the End of the Twentieth Century: How 
the Class Situation Crystallized the Revolution?”  I will point out the strong suits as well as offer 
a critique of the weaknesses. First, I outline the arguments offered by Killa at length, in order to 
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pave the way for the critique. Next, I will highlight the contribution he has made to scholarly 
thought about the uprisings and, finally, give an assessment about where the analysis could be 
improved.  

Killa begins his analysis by explaining his preference for the term ‘uprising’ over the commonly 
used term ‘revolution’.  The two terms are open to contestation and different scholars have 
expressed a preference for one or the other.  Killa explains his own reasons as follows:   

 

I would like to clarify here that the use of the word uprising doesn’t stem from any belief that 
it is “less” than the word revolution, but rather because that is the form and manner in which 
the ‘revolution’ expressed itself.  An uprising is a spontaneous and unorganized popular 
movement that is represented through protest, and which expresses the rebellion of the popular 
classes and their determination to bring down a regime. This is why I don’t place ‘uprising’ in 
opposition to, or in place of, ‘revolution’, but rather I point out that this is the way the revolution 
unfolded in practice, especially also because the movement lacked clear political organization, 
and didn’t provide any alternatives to move beyond the structures already in place … These 
two conditions are essential for any uprising to be victorious as a revolution, not just in bringing 
down the regime but also the ruling class (Killa, 2013, Introduction).  

 

From his definition we can see why the term uprising is a more accurate term for the events of 
2011, even though Killa acknowledges that it was also a revolution that brought down a long-
entrenched political. In a sense, the purpose was revolutionary; yet in practice it may not have been 
a revolution in the true meaning of the word, as the structures and power relations that were already 
in place continued to exist, to a large extent.  

In this chapter, Killa outlines both the structures and the reasons for how and why the regime, 
ruling classes, and socio-economic situations crystallized over time to reach a point that 
culminated in popular revolt. In his analysis, the changes that started after the Nasserist socialist 
era led to a continuous deterioration in the standards of living of the masses. The education system, 
healthcare, and other state-subsidized initiatives were forsaken for the sake of neoliberal policies 
under the guise of globalization. Rather than dealing with issues of unemployment, poverty, and 
price inflation, the state, along with the ruling class and a new class of businessmen, focused on 
sectors such as tourism, banking, and finance with the hopes that foreign capital will pour in. Along 
with internal political and economic changes, Killa outlines how globalization and changes in 
global capital also affected the Middle East, especially through both economic recessions and war.  

There are two primary points in the introductory chapter. The first is that the situation in the Middle 
East economically, politically, and socially had been deteriorating since the collapse of Arab 
Socialism. He explains in detail how this deterioration happened. The second is that imperialism 
through globalization led to the events of 2011, through wars and conflict.  The Middle East, a 
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Periphery, was used by Center countries in order to solve their internal economic problems and 
recessions and the author explains how the 2008 recession played a role in the eventual uprisings 
in the Arab world.  

 

Deteriorating Living Standards  

Killa argues that as Arab Socialism under Nasser (and across the Arab World in general) began to 
collapse, Middle East embraced capitalism as their mode of production. However, these countries 
were,  

without any industrial strength, or the capacity to employ millions of individuals who flocked 
to the labor market, and almost without any development or progress in the “national income.” 
This led also to a greater reliance on imports because as the Middle East opened up with free 
markets, and liberalization, it led to a destruction of all that was built in the previous decades 
and even before that, in agriculture and industry (Killa, 2013, 11). 

 

Subsequently, this forced regional economies to focus on “tourism and services and real estate and 
banking and finance, becoming critically dependent on imports of even the most basic agricultural 
commodities that were vital for these countries (such as wheat, rice, vegetables, and meat)” (Killa, 
2013, 11). Therefore, lack of industrialization coupled with an incapacity to employ an ever-
increasing population were two of the primary points that led to a deterioration in standards of 
living. In addition, Killa emphasizes the role that the domestic ruling elite, interested only in 
making and keeping as much profit as possible, had in these developments. This marked a shift 
from the previous ways of thinking which were focused on national liberation, ‘agricultural and 
industrial progress, free education and social welfare, the right to work,’ and so on, in favor of 
making quick profit through ‘tourism, banking, and real estate’ (Killa, 2013, 12). This shift in 
thinking solidified ties between domestic ruling elites and global capitalist centers.  

As a consequence of this, education and health services became financial burdens, alongside the 
fact that there were low employment rates, especially in employment in specific sectors, such as 
those related to technology that required a specific set of skills. Despite an attempt by regional 
countries to transition to a capitalist mode of production, wages remained low, increasing at a snail 
pace, while conversely, prices of commodities kept increasing.  

On a political level, Killa argues that regimes that existed alongside these kind of economic and 
political policies only served to marginalize and silence any opposition, and to “turn them into 
“décor” in a “democratic” system” (Killa, 2013, 14). There also was a disconnect between these 
groups or parties and between the people whom they were meant to be fighting for; and rather than 
aim to improve their living conditions, the political system looked at them “with contempt” (Killa, 
2013, 15). Furthermore, the groups or opposition parties that were meant to voice the concerns of 



33 
 

the people and fight for their rights had lost their revolutionary fervor and settled instead on the 
liberal facade of a democratic state. For him, the people became disillusioned with “democratic 
slogans, a focus on the importance of elections, a peaceful transition of power, and freedoms”, as 
these were all far removed from the people’s day to day crises, which the system did not seem to 
care for or be preoccupied with (Killa, 2013, 15). Interestingly, Killa does not overlook the elites; 
stating that they also “suffer from the tyranny of authoritarianism,” which had become a hindrance 
to their upward mobility (Killa, 2013, 15).  

Ultimately, this first point – deterioration of living standards as a precondition and foundation for 
the 2011 uprisings - can be summarized as follows. First, that the Arab states ventured, 
prematurely, into capitalism and neoliberalism as the de facto mode of production without having 
the necessary infrastructure for it, whether in terms of industrialization or in terms of the labor 
market; second, that the ruling elites chose to focus the economy on sectors that made profit 
quickly, foregoing their predecessors’ focus on national liberation and social welfare; and finally, 
that opposition parties and groups became detached from the people they were meant to represent, 
alternatively becoming preoccupied with hollow liberal ideals about a democratic state.    

 

Imperialist Policies in the Middle East  

Killa analyzes several phenomena here, first, the effect of globalization and free markets on 
countries of the Middle East; second, the effect of multiple wars in the region; and third, the effect 
of the economic recession of 2008. These three phenomena give further insight to how 
developments in the Arab world paved the way for the events of 2011.  

For Killa, the US used the fall of socialist regimes, and the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War, to 
make sure that the markets in the Arab world relied on imports rather than on manufacturing and 
agriculture, under the excuse that they were technologically backward.  In the same vein, neoliberal 
discourse became ““scientific” and inevitable” (Killa, 2013, 17).  Killa mentions the World Trade 
Organization, and the International Monetary Fund, as examples of institutions that led to 
structural adjustment in the peripheries to ensure their subordinate position in the global capitalist 
arena. Accompanied by domestic elites who pocketed immense amount of profit, these phenomena 
led to “the formation of a society without a real economy, increasingly marginalized people, rising 
unemployment rates, and a category of people who appeared to have no place in the economy, and 
no place to live other than in informal settlements” (Killa, 2013, 19). This marginalization and 
impoverishment of a large part of society works in favor of the domestic ruling elites, who in turn 
submit to international financial imperialism. 

Regarding war and occupation, Killa asserts that in order to solidify its economic power in the 
post- socialist world and to keep itself out of its own capitalist crises, the US made “war and 
occupation a strategic necessity for the sake of controlling sources of oil, a strategic primary 
resource, as well as control over markets for the purpose of overcoming the economic recession 
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faced by the US and its corporations due to their competition with other capitalist powers” (Killa, 
2013, 18). He cites the War on Terror as an excellent example of this. The reason war and 
occupation are useful from an economic standpoint, he argues, are because they create a gap that 
is able to absorb accumulated wealth through, and in terms of rebuilding infrastructure and 
rebuilding conflict zones in general, thereby creating profit for those who invest in them.    

As for the global economic recession, Killa analyzes its specific effect on the region. He points 
out that it led to rising prices of basic commodities, such as “food, oil, and consequently all other 
vital commodities, after the speculation on sugar, wheat, oil, rice, and corn during 2007 and 2008” 
(Killa, 2013, 31). Accordingly, this had a deeply negative effect socially, making it extremely 
difficult for people to survive, especially with the continuous deterioration of services, healthcare, 
and education. However, the repercussions were wider than that. If anything, the recession was a 
huge indicator of the “frailty of capitalism itself,” and the “weakness of the power of the Centre… 
that is to say the United States” (Killa, 2013, 31). Ultimately, the marginalization, impoverishment 
and forced imperial neoliberal policies under the guise of globalization led to various means of 
revolt in most Arab countries starting from the 1980s. Over that span of time, there were moments 
that foretold the uprisings in 2011. For example, these include protests of solidarity with Palestine, 
and protests against the American occupation of Iraq; however, these also paved the way for the 
people to protest for their own interests and demands within their countries.  

We can summarize the second half of this chapter as follows. Through the construction of 
neoliberal discourse, as well as international financial institutions that required structural 
readjustment, the imperial centers ensured their power through keeping the “Arab countries” in 
debt. Furthermore, war and conflict caused by the centers, (mostly the US, according to Killa) 
were a means for creating a space that could absorb accumulated capital and also generate more 
capital. Added to this is the 2008 recession that was caused by financial speculation; the 
consequences of which added further financial burdens on people. By 2011, people were ready to 
take to the streets – not in solidarity with other countries like Iraq and Palestine – but for their own 
domestic demands.    

There are several elements worth noting in the discussion thus far. One of them is the way Killa 
looks at issues from a macro-perspective and links global issues with internal ones to establish a 
cohesive link. This approach truly highlights how economic modes of production have social and 
political consequences. In addition, this holistic approach, combined with his chronological 
trajectory, is extremely informative and illuminating for readers. While it is true that there has been 
an abundance of literature on the so- called ‘Arab Spring’ – its causes, its events, its aftermath, its 
predicted outcomes – it is rare to find an analysis that is Marxist in nature and published in Arabic.2 

The use of a Marxist lens to analyze the conditions leading to the 2011 uprisings adds a new 
dimension to thinking about the Middle East, of looking at structures rather than at groups or 

                                                           
2 Examples of literature on the ‘Arab Spring’ published around the same time as the book include Abdelrahman 
(2015); Bayat (2013); and Dodge (2012), among others that are too numerous to mention. 
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individuals. Most analyses have focused on political groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood, or 
demographic groups such as young adults, or even the use and role of social media technologies 
in the uprisings. Alternatively, analyses have focused on specific phenomena such as 
unemployment or political stagnation and authoritarian regimes. All of these are crucial in order 
to understand the events of 2011 in their myriad aspects; however, a Marxist framework allows 
for an analysis that combines multiple aspects of an issue in order to analyze it in all its 
complexities.  

On the other hand, there are multiple points that stand out as areas for critique. The first of these 
is that Killa treats all countries as basically the same. He homogenizes the Arab world under one 
category, without highlighting the similarities (or differences) between them or outlining his 
criteria for why he chose to refer to the countries in the Middle East and North Africa region as 
“the Arab countries” or “the Arab world” throughout the chapter. He does not account for any 
differences or nuances, but rather speaks for all of them as though they all underwent the same 
economic, political and social issues; as if each country’s ‘reaction’ to a specific event was the 
same. Moreover, he omits any analysis related to the power dynamics between the countries of the 
Middle East themselves, looking only at their relationship to the Centers (the US is the most 
frequent example he uses) as if they were all one Periphery. While he occasionally points out some 
differences, for example between oil-rich countries in the gulf and between the other countries, for 
the most part he uses general statements such as the “new businessmen” – as if all the “new 
business leaders” were the same in each country.  Equally, the question is whether all ruling elites 
are the same? Do they all have the same interests? Are their relationships to the Centre all the 
same? Killa does not account for variations in this regard.  

Also building on the fact that he homogenizes and makes general, sweeping statements, a critique 
of his analysis is the lack of any nuances, for example, of gender perspectives; everyone is lumped 
together in homogenous fashion. Just as the Arab countries, and the ruling elite are each seen as 
one category without differences, so are his references to the “marginalized and impoverished” 
people. Who are they? Are they the unemployed? Are they those earning specific incomes? Are 
they based on a certain demographic? Are they merely those living in informal settlements? On 
what basis does Killa recognize that they are marginalized and impoverished? These are all 
significant questions, that if answered, would create a much richer analysis.  

Another criticism that is worth highlighting is that Killa does not elaborate on the ruling elites 
beyond calling them the ‘mafias’, who profit from the marginalization and impoverishment of the 
working class. It would have added a far more nuanced perspective to his analysis had he utilized 
a Gramscian perspective when speaking of the role of the elites. Antonio Gramsci’s work 
highlights the intricate details of the ruling class – namely that it is comprised of multiple 
institutions and groups in society who ally with each other during certain time periods because of 
the shared interest in accumulating capital and amassing wealth. These historical blocs, as he calls 
them, shift their allegiances, and there is a constant power dynamic between the factions of the 
ruling elite in and of themselves and between them and the working class.  
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This leads to the next point which is that Killa does not strictly adhere to a theoretical framework 
per se. While he highlights his use of a Marxist lens, he does not inform the readers whether he is 
drawing on specific strands of Marxist thought or even whether he is drawing on the work of 
specific theorists. He uses phrases that clearly refer to certain theoretical frameworks – the most 
prominent being his regular use of Centre/Periphery, which is central to postcolonial literature – 
yet does not refer to the theoretical framework itself (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, 2007, 32-33). 
Interestingly, there aren’t enough academic resources; the entire first chapter, for example, only 
has four footnotes. In this sense the chapter reads as very opinionated. This is interesting because 
the title of the book contains the phrase “theoretical analysis,” yet does not engage with a specific 
theory in the sense of drawing on the literature, criticizing any of the literature, or illuminating his 
information with quotes or examples from the literature or theory. Some of the general statements 
made in the book do not include any reference, such as his statements on pages 19 and 20 that 
“maybe more than 30% of the labor force is unemployed,” and “maybe more than 60% of the 
population lives in informal settlements” (Killa, 2013, 19- 20). While these numbers may be 
reasonable estimates, these kind of unfounded statements weaken the argument. This relates also 
to the first critique of sweeping statements.  

When speaking about the economies of the “Arab countries,” Killa’s focus is on the traditional, 
orthodox sectors of the economy – agriculture and manufacturing, tourism, finance, real estate and 
so on, but there is barely any mention of new forms of economies that have evolved because of 
technology. While he does acknowledge that there have been technological advancements because 
of capitalism, he does not analyze how these advancements relate to the economies of the Middle 
East. Beyond stating that new sectors that revolve around technology require a specific kind of 
labour force (therefore it is not able to absorb a large number of unemployed people), he does not 
move beyond that and confines his analysis to the traditional sectors of the economy. Generally 
speaking, his writing sometimes reads as though he romanticizes a pre-globalization world.  

In conclusion, Salama Killa brings a multitude of issues under Marxist scrutiny, but the end result 
is more descriptive than analytical because he is concerned with explaining how and why people 
took to the streets in 2011.  There are some noteworthy arguments and observations.  For example, 
Killa is adept at creating a chronological trajectory that links economic, social and political issues 
from post –Arab Socialism until today. He not only focuses on the economic aspect of 
neoliberalism and capitalism, but rather outlines how economic modes of production reverberate 
in spheres wider than the economy; he links capitalism to social and political phenomena within 
the Middle East. Looking at both international issues such as war and the 2008 economic recession, 
and domestic issues such as a shift in the ideology of the ruling elite, political apathy due to a 
disconnect between people and opposition groups or political parties, and internal economic 
policies, Killa creates a strong link between global and local, and how these worked together to 
pave the way for the uprisings in 2011. As a Marxist, writing in Arabic, he adds to the literature – 
especially literature on the ‘Arab Spring’ through his perspective as an activist in the Middle East. 
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Conversely, his writing is not theoretical in nature. While it is well informed by prominent theories, 
such as post-colonialism, he does not mention that he is drawing on them, or that he is using a 
particular school of thought or framework. The work reads more like a manifesto, or an 
opinionated account, than a scholarly piece of work. Furthermore, Killa homogenizes the entire 
region; he overlooks the complexities of each country as well as the power dynamics between the 
countries. He also generalizes frequently, especially when referring to the ruling elites, and to the 
marginalized and impoverished people. Had he used a more nuanced approach regarding all three, 
the analysis would have been much richer.  Moreover, his analysis looks at the economy in an 
orthodox way, without accounting for technological advancements or changes in the economic 
structure. Ultimately, while there are crucial improvements that could be made to the chapter, it is 
nevertheless significant to point out that literature on the Arab Spring in Arabic is crucial in order 
to produce knowledge from the region in a language more accessible to those living in it.  
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A 2004-2014 Comparative Survey of Research Papers by Arab Scholars1 

 

by 
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Abstract 

Scientific productivity and the research output of universities and research centers across the 
world are extensively surveyed by numerous sources across the world.  Scientific productivity is 
usually measured in terms of two criteria, the number of academic papers published in academic 
journals and the number of times these research papers are cited by other academics. Statistics 
on the number of citations is compiled by, for example, the network of web of science, Thompson 
Reuters and Scopus. 

 

In this paper, we present a statistical summary of research papers published by Arab researchers 
for the year 2004 and 2014 on Scimago, a prominent international site that measures scientific 
productivity based on data collected by Scopus. Our purpose is to highlight the huge gap that exists 
in academic productivity and research output between scholars in Arab countries and the rest of 
the world.  In doing so, we hope to encourage Arab researchers to increase the quality and quantity 
of their research publications. 

Despite their wealth and financial capacity, Arab countries have only made very modest 
contributions in the fields of science and technology. Arab academic institutions are weak and this 
is reflected in their knowledge production and contribution to scientific research. The number of 
scientific papers published by Arab researchers is only about 1.1 percent of the total number of 
research papers published internationally.5 In addition to that, the average performance of the Arab 
region as a whole only exceeds that of Africa and South Asia; while it is much less than that of 
                                                           
1 Originally published in Arabic in Al-Mutaqbil Al-Arabi, Center for Arab Unity Studies, Beirut, No. 457, March 
2017.  This is a slightly shorter translation and is reprinted with permission of the publisher. 
2 Professor of electric engineering and computer science, Faculty of Engineering, International Islamic University, 
Malaysia. 
3 Professor of electric engineering and computer science, Faculty of Engineering, International Islamic University, 
Malaysia 
4 Researcher, Office of Research and Creativity, International Islamic University, Malaysia. 

5 United Nation Development Program in the Arab States in cooperation with Muhammad Ben Rashed Al-
Maktoom Foundation. Arab Knowledge report 2009. 
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North America, Europe, Central Asia, and Latin America.6 It is well-known that basic science, 
scientific research, and applied science play an important role in the progress and welfare of society 
and scientific research is an important indicator of individual countries’ social and economic 
development. Countries that are able to apply the findings of scientific research stand out as 
pioneers in scientific fields. After all ‘history’s ultimate geeks are the men and women who 
sacrifice their lives on the altar of science, risking failure to pursue an obsession.’7 

For decades, Arab countries have engaged in lengthy discussions about the importance of scientific 
research and its necessity for comprehensive national development. Nonetheless, the gap between 
the Arab countries and the West is large and that requires us to enquire about obstacles that have 
hindered the progress of Arab countries and the reasons that have held them back from reaching 
their former glory.  The lack of scientific progress shouldn’t be tolerated, especially given 
technological revolution that is sweeping the world and the keen and continuous scientific progress 
elsewhere. At a time when other countries are spending billions of dollars on scientific research, 
Arab countries unfortunately seem content to spend billions on entertainment and consumer goods. 

 

The establishment of universities and the expansion of higher education in Arab countries 

The first Islamic universities in the Arab world were established in the eighth century, and these 
were more like the traditional religious schools.  These include the Zaytoona University in Tunisia 
that was established in 737, Qarawiyin University in Fez established in 859, Al-Azhar University 
in Cairo 970, and Al-Mustansiyriya in Baghdad in 1227. In the ninth and tenth centuries, a number 
of academies were established under the name of ‘the house of knowledge’ (Dar al-‘ulum) or the 
house of wisdom (dar al-hikma). These academies offered free education in all sciences like 
agriculture, astronomy, botany, logic, chemistry, mathematics, medicine, philosophy, physics and 
zoology8.  

By the sixteenth century, the center of scientific prominence had shifted from the Mediterranean 
countries to Europe as a result of the Renaissance and the industrial revolution.  Later, a dramatic 
shift began in the Arab region with the establishment of the American University in Beirut in 1866, 
Omdurman University in 1901, University of Khartoum in 1902, University of Damascus in 1903, 
the University of Algeria in 1909, and University of Umm Al-Qura in Saudi Arabia in 1949. 
During this period, European and American missionaries focused on establishing schools and 

                                                           
6 United Nation Development Program in the Arab States in cooperation with Muhammad Ben Rashed Al-
Maktoom Foundation. Arab Knowledge report 2014: Youth and Localization of knowledge. 
7 Angela Saini. Geek Nation: How Indian Science is taking Over the World. Translated by Tarek Rashed Alyan. ‘alam 
al-ma’refa (The world of knowledge); 422 (Kuwait. The national council for arts , literature and culture 2015) p 25-
26 
8 Mohamad Omar Shabra, The Islamic civilization: the reasons of decline and the need for reform. Translated by 
Mohamad Zoheir El-Samhoury (Herndon: The international institute of Islamic Thought, 2012). P141 
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higher educational institutions in Arab countries, while the French focused on establishing 
institutions of higher education in North Africa.  

Until 1953, there were only 11 public and private universities in the Arab region and most of the 
private universities were foreign universities. In 2011, however, the number of universities had 
reached 400 university, although the ratio of the number of universities to the total number of 
citizens was still lower than the international average (around one university for every million 
people), as shown in Table 1. Even though Algeria is a pioneering Arab country when it comes to 
the number of universities, the scientific output in Algeria is not up to the international or regional 
standards. The reason is that, ‘without basic infrastructure for scientific research, it is useless to 
speak about the role of universities in the economy, especially public universities. And, in these 
conditions, private universities are in no position to contribute much either.’9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Nasser Youssed and Amal Shotary. ‘The New role for the Algerian University’, paper submitted to The Third 
international conference of Industrial Performance and the New role for the University. November 2016 
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Most of the private universities in the region are profit-seeking institutions and in Jordan and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) these universities have contributed substantially to scientific 
research. Private universities in these countries outnumber their public counterparts and have better 
resources and facilities. In Saudi Arabia, however, public universities lead in scientific research 
field.  According to Antoine Zahlan, ‘Some of the on-going changes in the ranking of countries in 
the Gulf Cooperation Council are not substantial and the newly opened universities in Qatar and 
UAE will probably not lead to any significant improvement or alter their rank greatly between the 
years 2006 and 2009. However Saudi Arabia’s ranking as number 28 on the list is worth noting 
and this achievement was a result of massive efforts by the state over the past years.’10 

In private universities, especially in the Arab world, generating profit has become the priority over 
education.  This trend is different than what we know to be the case in American and European 
Universities and it is crucial for Arab states to provide high-tech incubators, funded by the 
government and/or foundations that will allow researchers to contribute to scientific knowledge. 
It should be noted that 90 per cent of American incubators are non-profit in nature.11 

In general, higher education in Arab countries has witnessed substantial improvements over the 
last two decades. New universities and other higher educational institutions have been established 
to meet the growing demand of a large number of high school graduates. There have also been 
attempts to narrow the gap in science and culture relative to the developed countries. It has to be 
said that scientific research is no longer an academic luxury and it is not restricted to academics 
buried in their labs, rather ‘scientific research is a collective task, not merely the effort of isolated 
individuals or societies cut off from the rest of the world.’12 The researcher no longer seeks 
specialized knowledge unless this knowledge connects him with the bigger picture, even though 
we ‘seldom find published books written by social scientists that are read outside academic circles, 
The kind of books that reaches out to beyond academic circles are crucial to bringing up public 
debates on substantial challenges facing Arab and local societies.’13 

These days the world has become dependent on scientific research and is led by it.  There is 
intensive competition for more specialized knowledge that will allow human beings greater 
comfort and luxury. In this regard, researchers who address issues of knowledge in the Arab and 
Gulf countries mostly agree that these countries offer themselves as a new model in establishing 
higher education that will build a scientific community. The gulf countries are creating this new 
model via their competition in opening new branches of foreign universities. In the process, it is 

                                                           
10 Antoine Zahlan. “Science and Dominance: the horizons and expectations for Arab countries, science and national 
security”. Al-Mostakbal Al-Arabi (the Arab furture magazine), edition 390, August 2011, P66. 
11 Nabil Aly. Al-‘akl al-‘araby w mujtama’ al-ma’refa: mathaher al-‘azma w ikterahat bel-holool (The Arab intellect 
and the community of knowledge: the symptoms of the crisis and suggested solutions). Part 1, page 274-275. 
Kuwait: The national council of arts and literature, 2009. 
12 John Gribbin. History of science 1553-2001. Translated by Shawky Galal. (Kuwait: The national council of arts and 
literature,2012). P9. 
13 Sari Hanafy. “Fragmentation: The problems of the academic activity of social scientists in the Arab world”. Idafat 
(Appendices), Beirut, edition 28 (Fall 2014), P9.  
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important that due attention is given to ensure that scientific research conducted in these 
international universities helps solve their social, environmental and developmental problems.  It 
is necessary to avoid research that is focused on the interests of multinational corporations and 
global superpowers that compete with each other, overlooking human rights issues. This point has 
to be made because ‘the criteria of ranking universities based on the number of scholarly articles 
published in international academic journals (this ranking is determined by international judging 
committee), can distract the research work away from the issues of concern on the local and 
national level. A faculty member in the Department of Education at the American University in 
Beirut mentioned that a number of research articles had been altered to suit the international reader, 
which made the articles lose focus as well as the capacity to open public debate at the national and 
regional level.’14 

 

The reality of Scientific Research in the Arab World 

Research institutions in Arab countries, dominated by the state and private actors, are highly 
bureaucratic in nature.  As a result of this bureaucratic culture makes, academic research not 
actually based on the needs for development in different fields of knowledge. This has diminished 
the role of universities and qualified individual researchers in advancing development in their 
home countries. 

Long-term plans are needed to motivate and develop scientific research, and we do not see this as 
possible without a serious political will to make science a national priority and to build the 
necessary infrastructure for making scientific research a local process. These plans require 
adequate financial allocations for educational plans.  Actual allocations differ from one country to 
the other but we find that the percentage of spending allocated to research and development from 
the national income ranges from 2.5 to 5 in developed countries.  This is in addition to monies 
allocated from the profits of production and service sectors. Profits coming from the production 
and service sector allocated to spending on research and development are 50 percent higher in 
developed countries than Arab countries, where most of the production and service sectors fail to 
fund scientific research or share in the budgets of universities. In Arab countries, 89 per cent of 
spending on research comes from government resources, as shown in Table 2. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14 Sari Hanafy. “Authority and knowledge: visual and non-visual knowledge”. Idafat (appendices). Editions 20, 21. 
(Fall 2012, winter 2013), p6.  



29 
 

 

 

 

Table 2 

The percentage of spending on research and development in national income in number of 
countries around the world 

Country Percentage of Spending in Total 
National Income 1996 – 2000 (%) 

Percentage of Spending in Total 
National Income 2001 – 2004 (%) 

Sweden 3.2 – 3.4 3.3 
Japan – Finland 2.7 – 3 3.4 
USA - Switzerland 2.4 – 2.6 2.8 
Germany - Austria 2.4 – 2.6 2.8 
France 2.0 2.3 
UK – Norway – 
Canada - Singapore 

1.7 1.6 

Russia 1.0 1.13 
Greece – India – 
Portugal - Spain 

0.6 – 0.7 0.8 

Malaysia 0.4 1.13 
Turkey – Mexico - 
Cuba 

0.4 0.5 – 0.9 

Kuwait - Tunisia 0.2 – 0.4 0.3 
Egypt 0.2 - 
UAE - Qatar - 0.45 

Source: World bank 2014 http://data.albankaldawli.org/indicator/GB.XPD.RSDV.GD.ZS. 

 
 

i) Contribution of Arab countries in published research in academic journals 

In his book Asr Al-‘elm (The Era of Science), Ahmed Zewail, winner of Nobel Prize in Chemistry, 
mentioned that the number of scientific papers published by scholars based at Arab universities 
was not more than 0.03 percent of the total number of scientific papers published worldwide.  This 
meant that the number of Arab scientific papers was less than 1% and thus statistically 
insignificant.15 According to 2007 statistics the number of published research worldwide was 
1,148,612, however the number published by Arab scholars was less than 15000 research. The 
number of academic articles submitted by Arab universities was 15927 in 2004, and this number 
                                                           
15 Ahmad Zewail. ‘Asr el-‘elm (The Era of Science). Cairo, Dar Al-SShourouk 2010, edition 12, P199. 
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went up to 61658 in 2014. Despite this increase and the improvement in intellectual production in 
recent years, the pace of development is slow when compared to other countries. In addition to 
that, scientific research in the Arab world is subject to random planning, hence research plans 
usually remain on shelves, most Arab researches are not well established in terms of their research 
background and experience. Accordingly academic productivity in the Arab world barely has 
practical implications on the ground, as shown in Table 3 and Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 
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T
able (3) 

N
um

ber of Scientific Papers from
 the A

rab W
orld years 2004, 2014 and the num

ber of citations 

C
ountry 

N
o. of Scientific 

papers 
2004 

N
o. of Scientific 

papers 
2014 

C
itations 
2004 

C
itations 
2014 

International 
Percentage 

2004 

International 
Percentage 

2014 
Jordan 

947 
2307 

13575 
752 

0.06 
0.09 

Em
irates 

906 
3024 

11381 
1193 

0.06 
0.12 

B
ahrain 

196 
369 

1385 
162 

0.01 
0.01 

A
lgeria 

1158 
4619 

11583 
994 

0.07 
0.018 

Saudi 
A

rabia 
2268 

16117 
24838 

9017 
0.14 

0.61 

Sudan 
167 

585 
2186 

181 
0.01 

0.02 
K

uw
ait 

764 
1160 

12288 
452 

0.05 
0.04 

Iraq 
130 

1810 
1156 

473 
0.01 

0.07 
M

orocco 
1408 

4123 
16066 

1204 
0.09 

0.16 
Y

em
en 

68 
346 

96 
960.16 

0.00 
0.01 

Tunisia 
1721 

5863 
14964 

1408 
0.11 

0.23 
Syria 

206 
471 

3102 
97 

0.01 
0.02 

O
m

an 
432 

1267 
4805 

407 
0.03 

0.05 
Palestine 

147 
535 

1536 
499 

0.01 
0.02 

Q
atar 

205 
2350 

2921 
1309 

0.01 
0.09 

Libya 
105 

431 
437 

122 
0.01 

0.02 
Lebanon 

719 
2045 

9769 
798 

0.04 
0.08 

Egypt 
4364 

14196 
52305 

4915 
0.27 

0.55 
M

auritania 
16 

40 
195 

15 
0.00 

0.00 
T

otal 
15927 

61658 
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alaysia 
2612 

25330 
33405 

7234 
0.16 

0.97 
Turkey 

18136 
37095 

251604 
10564 

1.12 
1.43 

South 
A

frica 
6836 

17464 
127400 

8578 
0.42 

0.67 

Iran 
5713 

39573 
72522 

14689 
0.35 

1.52 
Source: Prepared by the authors based on Scim

ago. 
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Figure 2 presents a comparison between seven Arab countries, Jordan, UAE, Algeria, Saudi 
Arabia, Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt, on one hand and some of the other developing countries like 
Malaysia, Turkey, South Africa, and Iran on the other. And here we can find that Iran, the Islamic 
republic, supersedes the Arab countries in the number of published academic articles, while Turkey 
and Malaysia were close to Iran in that regard, especially in the year 2014. 

 

Figure 2 

Comparison between 7 Arab countries and some developing countries for scientific papers 
years 2004 and 2014

 

 

 

In the absence of efficient and practical government policies, the gap between academia in the 
Universities and development keeps widening, this would eventually scientific and technological 
subordination to the outside world. There are ambitious individual research initiatives, however 
governments do not pay the slightest attention to it. According to Zahlan,  

Starting from the 1990s there had been increasing efforts to relate research and 
development with industrial applications, however the progress was slow and limited. 
Good intentions exist, however the empowering environment is either weak or 
nonexistent… In the year 2005 only five Arab countries had published more than 500 
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sciences. Half of the product of published articles in applied sciences were in construction 
engineering and mechanical engineering. Despite that, Arab countries still import these 
technologies, and they are far from utilizing their national resources or being self-
sufficient16.  

These deficiencies are coming back like in the case of Algeria where ‘education is still a 
consumerist demand, rather than being a national investment, and this explains the minimal 
contribution of education in economic development’.17 

There are other indications that tell us about the individual (researcher) productivity and the 
productivity of a given institution or a group of researcher. The most important of these indications 
is the H-index, an indicator that measures the productivity percentage and the number of citations 
and mentions in other published research, ‘the ranking of academic journals now depend on how 
much the researches published in it are being published and how frequent was this citation. Hence 
the periodical whose researches never get cited are treated as if it non-existent, in terms of practical 
goals, in the world of science. Unfortunately, a number of Arabic periodicals that publish scientific 
articles are not in the category of periodicals that get cited.’18 

 The factors used for categorization and rating are based on the number of published 
scientific papers and the number of citations of these published researches; it is noticeable that 
research published in the region are rarely cited, as shown in Table 4 and Figure 3. It has to be 
noted that the number of citations a scientific paper gets doesn’t necessarily imply that the paper 
is significant in its contribution;  but rather it means that it fits with the topic of the research that 
the citers writes about. We notice in Table 4 that there are variations among Arab countries with 
regards to the number of scientific papers and the number of citations they receive; at one time the 
number of papers is big but the number of citations is small or vice versa; and we can also point 
to a clear different between Saudi Arabia and Mauritania in the number of scientific papers and 
numbers of citations it received and the average number of citation for each scientific article.  

 

                                                           
16 Antoine Zahlan. “Science and Dominance: the horizons and expectations for Arab countries, science and national 
security”. Al-Mostakbal Al-Arabi (the Arab furture magazine), edition 384 (February 2011), P 37. 
17 Hussein Ibn el-‘areya. “The role of education in economic development with referring to the Algerian case”. ”. Al-
Mostakbal Al-Arabi (the Arab furture magazine), edition 397 (March 2012), p 92. 
18 Zahlan, “Science and Dominance: the horizons and expectations for Arab countries, science and national 
security”. P 16-17. 
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Table 4 

H-index ranking for Arab countries years 1996 -2014 

 

Country H-index 
1996 – 
2014 

No. of Scientific 
Papers 
1996 – 2014 

No. of 
Citations 
1996 – 2014 

Average Citations for Single 
Scientific Paper 

Jordan 102 25514 167105 6.55 
Emirates 112 26690 166455 6.24 
Bahrain 48 4180 20118 4.81 
Algeria 97 36490 174096 4.77 
Saudi 
Arabia 

164 91460 547167 5.98 

Sudan 65 5379 40208 7.47 
Kuwait 100 16848 134541 7.99 
Iraq 51 9555 28608 2.99 
Morocco 117 35962 235287 6.54 
Yemen 46 3447 15096 6.17 
Tunisia 109 51590 176247 5.35 
Syria 74 5151 44354 8.61 
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Oman 83 11139 70272 6.31 
Palestine 53 3942 23425 5.94 
Qatar 70 10287 49572 4.80 
Libya 45 3730 15111 4.05 
Lebanon 122 18218 151940 8.34 
Egypt 165 120493 818728 6.79 
Mauritania 30 442 4036 9.13 

Source: Prepared by the authors using Scimago.  

 

The outflow of Arab intellectuals from the region and its implication for science and research was 
discussed in a survey issued by the Arab league in 2009 as a part of a report titled, The immigration 
of qualified calibers… An outflow or an opportunity.  The report touched upon bitter facts that 
reflect the amount of waste and loss to Arab intellectual potential. The report confirmed the 
following: the rise in number of emigres with college degrees to 50 per cent of the total number of 
emigrants in the period between 1950 and 2000, and the actual number of emigrants in that same 
category in the same period increased from 9.4 million to 19.7 million. In the same period the rate 
of immigration had increased between 3 to 9 times in countries like Yemen, Djibouti, Sudan and 
Mauritania. France received 40 percent of the emigrating Arab, the United States received 23 per 
cent, and Canada 10 per cent.  The number of Arab doctors in the European Union reached 18.2 
percent, in addition 54 per cent of Arab students who study abroad do not return to the homelands, 
and finally the Arab countries export 31 percent of the similarly qualified emigrants from 
developing countries.  

  

ii) The International ranking and scientific status of International Universities in the Arab 
world 

Publishing scientific papers is one of the most important tools for enriching the body scientific 
knowledge, and fulfilling the requirements of scientific exchange. The value and concept of 
international competency had raised the importance of publishing in scientific journals according 
to international publishing rules, and the value of published research in different fields is measured 
by the impact of these researches, which is measured by the number of citations by other 
researchers. 

There are a number of international criteria to classify universities based on their international 
scientific rating.  Among them are the following: QS World University Ranking, Webometrics of 
World Universities, and the Shanghai academic ranking of international universities. It is well-
known that the criteria for rating universities depends mostly on the contributions of faculty  and 
the quality and quantity of scientific papers published under the name of this university and the 
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impact of these papers and the number of citations they get from researchers. Hence, it is important 
to talk about scientific research. 

Table 5 demonstrates the international ranking of the top Arab universities in the years 2014-2015 
according to QS rating of international universities which depends on 9 criteria: 30 percent on 
academic reputation,  2 percent on the reputation of graduate employment, 20 percent on the 
proportion of faculty to students, 10 percent on the effectiveness of the electronic website of the 
university, 5 percent on the percentage of faculty who hold doctoral degrees, 5 percent on the 
number of citations that the research conducted by faculty and university researchers receive, 5 
percent on the number of published academic papers, 2.5 percent on the percentage of foreign 
faculty members, 2.5 on the percentage of foreign students. 

 Table 5 shows the ranking of top 10 Arab universities in 2016.  It is worth noting that the 
list of top 200 universities in the world doesn’t have any Arab university in it. It also deserves 
mention that historic and prominent Arab universities like Cairo University, University of 
Alexandria, University of Ain Shams, University of Zaitouna, University of Khartoum, University 
of Beirut, Universities if Baghdad, Tunisia and Rabat are all not amongst the list of top 200 
universities in the world. The reasons behind the failures of these universities to maintain their 
academic excellence are worth investigating. ‘Chinese researchers had ranked 16 Arab 
Universities in ranks that ranged between 637 (for King Fahd University for Petrol and Mineral in 
Dhahran, and the University of Qadi Ayad in Morocco (which came in the ranking 16 amongst 
Arab universities), and it had the rank of 3962 amongst 5000 universities….. The group of 
Shanghai still conducts its annual training, and some of these universities had improved its ranking 
by submitting more information about its activities, that is why Cairo University came in number 
403 in the last survey (in the year 2007).’19 

Table 5 

International ranking of some Arab Universities 2014-2015 

University Country International 
Ranking 

Arab 
Ranking 

The University of King Fahd for Petroleum 
and Minerals 

Saudi 
Arabia 

225 1 

The American University in Beirut Lebanon 249 2 
The University of King Saud Saudi 

Arabia 
249 3 

The American University in Cairo Egypt 360 4 
The University of King Abdul Aziz Saudi 

Arabia 
334 5 

                                                           
19 Antoine Zahlan. “Science and Dominance: the horizons and expectations for Arab countries, science and national 
security”. Al-Mostakbal Al-Arabi (the Arab Future magazine), edition 386 (April 2011), P33. 
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The University of The United Arab Emirates UAE 385 6 
The American University in Shariqah UAE 390 7 
The University of Jordan Jordan 651 - 700 8 
Cairo University Egypt 551 – 600 9 
The University of Jordan for Science and 
Technology 

Jordan 651 - 700 10 

Source: Ranking Web of Universities, <http://www.webometrics.info/en/aw>. 

 

Webometrics of World ranking had also been issued in January 2016; This specific ranking aims 
at encouraging academic institutions all over the world to submit all its scientific activities that 
reflect its scientific ranking on the internet, as it is shown in Table 6. 

 

Table 6 

Ranking of top 10 Arab universities according to the virtual ranking  

January 2016 

University Country Academic 
Ranking 

Arab 
Ranking 

The University of King Saud Saudi 
Arabia 

289 1 

Cairo University Egypt 592 2 
University of King Abd El-Aziz Saudi 

Arabia 
607 3 

University of King Fahd for Petrol and 
Minerals 

Saudi 
Arabia 

821 4 

The American University for Beirut Lebanon 931 5 
The University of King Abd Allah for 
Sciences 

Saudi 
Arabia 

964 6 

The University of Jordon Jordan 1010 7 
The University of The United Arab 
Emirates 

UAE 1040 8 

The University of Mansoura Egypt 1113 9 
The American University in Cairo Egypt 1229 10 

Source: Ibid. 
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iii) Publishing in  Arabic language 

The English language had become the sole research language worldwide and it will remain 
dominant for some time especially in the absence of a competing alternative language. At the start 
of the 1980s, ‘English was the language of 70 per cent of the scientific publishing worldwide, and 
after two decades this percentage had climbed to 90 per cent in the different scientific fields.’20 

By tracing the cycle of languages through history we find that the dominance of any language in 
scientific correspondence and academic publishing is closely associated with the size of scientific 
productivity and the quality of scientific papers published in that language, in addition to the 
economic, political and military status of countries speaking that language worldwide.  

It is obvious that international scientific documentation is biased towards the English language, 
and it serves the interests of the English speaking universities, because research that is not 
published in English is very small in number.  In addition, the number citations that non-English 
researches receive cannot be compared with the English language citations. This has made the 
English language the main official publishing language and increased the feeling that the research 
published in other languages are less valuable or are not of the same class. To cope with this 
challenge, universities all over the world started encouraging their faculty to publish in English 
journals and magazines because it reflected the quality of knowledge. 

Private universities in Arab countries should benefit from the abundance of scientific research 
published in English by strengthening their own scientific research. Otherwise, these international 
universities will become more of a liability. Thus, in the University of King Abd Allah, ‘while it 
is not surprising that the University has made English its official language, it is also at the same 
time a little unusual for a university to choose English as its language when Arabic is the language 
of the region.’21 

In conclusion, researchers in Arab universities who strive to put their universities on the world 
map of top universities and improve their academic status have no choice but to use the English 
language. The use of English language should be on the base of it being the tool for academic 
communication and scientific correspondence in these days, and not on the base of cultural 
dominance or the superiority an identity over the other. At the same time we should work on 
strengthening the scientific status of the Arabic language, and this will not be achieved on the 
grounds unless the Arab countries reach the a pioneering status in the fields of science and 
knowledge, and coming up with an Arabic-index for the researches published in the Arabic 
language. In the time being ‘the social science research published in Arabic are considered 

                                                           
20 Scott L. Montgomery. “Does science need a universal language? The English language and the future of scientific 
research” translated by Fuad Abd El-Motteleb, ‘alam alma’refa (the world of knowledge) (Kuwait: The national 
council of arts and literature,2013) p 42. 
21 Ibid. 
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marginal on the international level, the main reason for that is the weak status of the Arabic 
language, and not the topics or the perspectives or the theoretical frameworks that we use.’22 

 

Conclusion 

The current reality of the universities in the Arab world is not separate from the reality of the entire 
Arab nation, it cannot be imagined that our universities will be distinctive when our economic and 
social conditions are in such deterioration. Nevertheless, the Arab world was the home for the first 
universities in the world ever since universities started to be defined as academic institutions. 
Despite having 400 Arab university; the number of published scientific papers publish by Arab 
researchers is very humble if it I to be compared to countries like Iran, Turkey, Malaysia and 
others. In the past years the ranking of top 100 or 500 universities became a world phenomenon: 
so where do our Arab universities stand from these rankings? 

Improving scientific research and the production of knowledge demands allocating budgets that 
are huge, but it has to be seen as a strategic investment forced upon us by the requirements of 
coping with the world challenges and it is a high national interest. 

The most important conclusion of this research is that the ranking of Arab Universities does not 
reflect the pioneering scientific status that the Arab and Islamic world had enjoyed for long 
centuries, in addition that current scientific gap between the Arab universities and its likes in 
developed countries require collective efforts of civilizations.  

 

                                                           
22 Hanafi, p11. 


