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Since the dawn of industrialization, many authoritarian regimes have taken on 

massive public works projects which seem impressive or farfetched.  Few onlookers are 

surprised when these projects are not completed or are completed at such a high cost that 

they appear to be an exercise in futility.  Usually these failures are written off as 

dictatorial incompetence and overambition, but the initial motivations for beginning them 

are rarely addressed.  This paper will argue that, rather than being a symptom of 

precipitant development or front for embezzlement, many of these projects were designed 

to fail because the regime received the largest benefit by starting them—not by 

completing them.  Empirically this research will focus on the Toshka ‗New River Valley‘ 

project in Egypt, which is Egypt‘s largest development project and is designed to create a 

second Nile River Valley in the South and eventually be home to 20% of the Egypt‘s 

population.  In this report I explore the governments‘ motivations, their intentions, the 

resulting symbolism and the repercussions of the Toshka project.   
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Chapter 1. Introduction: 

 

In 1958, President Gamal Abdel Nasser tried to construct a second Nile River 

Valley in conjunction with the construction of the Aswan High Dam with the hope of 

being able to expand Egypt‘s amount of arable land.  Shortly after breaking ground on his 

New Valley project, President Nasser realized that the project was not feasible because 

the extremely hot climate led to significant evaporation and because the soil in the region 

had high natural levels of salt, which would have hindered agricultural development 

consequently, and the project was a complete failure.  It became clear to President Nasser 

that Egypt could never create a New Valley that was comparable to the one that Egypt 

already possessed, and he abandoned the project.   

 In 1997, President Hosni Mubarak restarted the project, this time under the name 

of Toshka, with significantly more fanfare than during the original attempt in 1958.  The 

Toshka project to build a second Nile River valley quickly became known as President 

Mubarak‘s signature project.  In the study of comparative politics, scholars are very 

concerned with the question ‗why do large scale development projects fail‘.  The 

dominant theory on this topic comes from James C. Scott‘s 1999 book Seeing Like a 

State.  Scott argues that Phronesis, or practical wisdom, is not taken into account during 

the planning stages, which results in miscalculations that are exacerbated by 

overambition.  However question ‗why would a government try to restart a project that 
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has previously failed‘ cannot be answered by the argument that these governments 

miscalculated the riskiness of the project.  My research tackles this very question.   

I argue that rather than being a symptom of precipitant development, or a front for 

embezzlement, the Toshka project was designed to deceive the Egyptian populace, because 

the regime received the largest benefit by starting it, not by completing it.   In order to 

evaluate this argument I will use government documents and the propaganda that was 

produced during the Toshka project‘s heyday and supplement this textual evidence with 

open-ended interviews and fieldwork in Egypt.   

 

Egypt’s Toshka Project:  

 

The Toshka project was President Mubarak‘s attempt at restarting President 

Nasser‘s 1958 New Valley Project.
1
  The New Valley project was originally conceived of 

as a plan to build a second Nile River valley using water diverted from Lake Nasser in 

order to increase the amount of land available for habitation.  The project was initiated 

because historically approximately ninety-five percent of the Egyptian population has 

                                                           
1
 There is very little available information about the Toshka project in either English or Arabic.   The vast 

majority of information that is available are newspaper articles or other publications in periodicals.   In 

terms of academic research that is available in English, there are just a few scattered references, and most 

of these references contain very little information other than the basic design of the projects.  The most 

extensive information available today from academic sources  include pages 143-147 in The Nile and Its 

Masters: Past, Present, Future by Kerisel, pages  67-69 in The Middle East Water Question: Hydropolitics 

and the Global Economy by Allan, pages 273-274 in Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics and 

Modernity by Mitchell, and pages 228-231 in Hydropolitics of the Nile Valley by Waterbury.    
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lived in the Nile River Valley, which is approximately five percent of the total land mass 

in Egypt.  The initial logic behind the New Valley project appeared to be very basic: 

since the Egyptian population was expanding, the area of land that the population 

inhabited should also expand in order to prevent overcrowding.  The New Valley project 

was undertaken in conjunction with the building of the High Dam, but President Nasser 

eventually abandoned the project because it was deemed to be infeasible.   

Today it is a commonly held belief among Egyptians that the initial impetus of the 

Mubarak regime‘s decision to restart the 1958 New Valley project occurred because of 

the 1996 Nile flood.   In October 1996, the Nile had one of the worst floods since the 

High Dam was constructed.  There was serious concern that the floodwaters would crest 

over the High Dam, which would result in dam failure and widespread destruction.  In 

response to these concerns, the Egyptian government opened up a spillway called the 

Sadat Spillway to alleviate the pressure that the floodwaters were having on the High 

Dam.  When water flowed through the spillway it filled a series of natural depressions, 

creating a chain of lakes called the Toshka lakes.  The subsequent project to create a 

second Nile River valley in the south of Egypt was named the Toshka project after this 

series of lakes.    

The Toshka Project was the signature project of President Mubarak‘s regime, and 

was frequently referred to in the media as ―Mubarak‘s Pyramid‖.  The goals and the 

budget of the project were expansive, with an estimated cost of 86.5 billion USD over a 
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twenty year period.
2
  The project was initially planned to take twenty years to construct, 

from 1997-2017.   However, in 2005 this estimate was extended by an extra three years 

and currently the project is not expected to be completed until 2020.
3
  The initial phase of 

the New Valley project was supposed to divert ten percent of the water from the Lake 

Nasser reservoir to irrigate approximately 550,000 feddans of virgin agricultural land.
4
  

Eventually, more water was supposed to be diverted to the New Valley to irrigate a total 

of two million feddans of virgin soil.
5
  The project consists of a pumping station at Lake 

Nasser, a major canal known as the Sheikh Zayed Canal and four minor branch canals 

totaling 240 kilometer of canal.
 6

  The stated goals of the project were to increase Egypt‘s 

arable land, to provide housing for twenty percent of the country‘s population, to reduce 

unemployment and to increase food production.
7
   

Since the groundbreaking in 1997, Toshka has failed to meet any of its 

benchmarks.  Today, approximately three percent of the 500,000 feddans have been 

irrigated.
8
  Much of the land cannot be irrigated because the soil is either rock or salt 

plain.
9
  However, the failure of the Toshka project has not come as a surprise to many 

Egyptians or outside observers, because of the failure of the ‗New Valley‘ project under 

                                                           
2
 Mitchell, Timothy Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (University of California Press, 

2002), pg 371.  
3
  The Egyptian Government‘s 2005 National Water Resource Plan  

4
 There is approximately 1.038 acres to a Feddan 

5
 Mitchell, Timothy Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2002), pg 371.  
6
 Kerisel, Jean The Nile and Its Masters: Past, Present, Future (Rotterdam: A.A. Balkema Press, 2001), pg 

144. 
7
 Ibid, pg 144. 

8
  Author Interview 08/01/2010 

9
  Kerisel, Jean The Nile and Its Masters: Past, Present, Future (A.A. Balkema Press, 2001), pg143-147. 
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President Nasser skepticism was high and the substantive lack of reliable information 

about the project only increased it.
10

 

 

Argument:  

 

Despite the fact that in the study of comparative politics scholars are very 

concerned with understanding why large scale development projects fail, previous studies 

of megaprojects have not examined why a government would restart a project which has 

already proven to be a failure.  In this report, I argue that regimes will resurrect a 

previously failed megaproject when the regime receives the largest payoff by starting the 

project, not by completing it. The Egyptian regime was motivated to undertake this 

‗White Elephant‘ project because it enabled elites to claim that they were working toward 

a comprehensive solution to major social and economic issues. The large sunk costs that 

the Toshka project incurred was meant to signal to the populace that the government was 

attempting to provide public goods, and that their promise should be taken seriously. 

However, I argue that the construction of the Toshka project was an act of political 

deception.     

 In this report, I provide evidence that the Mubarak regime used the Toshka project 

to send three contrasting messages, or signals, about the future redistribution and public 
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goods provision to three different segments of the Egyptian population. The Mubarak 

regime signaled to the lower classes that the Toshka project would bring food security, 

thus lower food prices, and the ability for lower classes to have more disposable income 

to spend on consumer goods.  I argue that the this signal would have been interpreted as 

mere ‗cheap talk‘ by lower class Egyptians if the signal hadn‘t been so costly to send.  Or 

in other words, if the project was not monumental, the lower classes would probably 

never have believed that the Toshka project could make Egypt food secure. The second 

signal, sent by the Mubarak regime, was directed to the country‘s large youth population. 

The government used the Toshka project to signal to the youth that the government 

would provide them with housing and job opportunities. Yet again, I argue that if the 

signal was not so costly to send, the promise would never have been considered credible 

because the youth population was so large and because government jobs and housing 

were already in short supply during their parents‘ generation. Finally, the third signal was 

sent to elites and upper class Egyptians. This signal was a message that the government 

had no intention of undertaking widespread redistribution or providing new public goods. 

Additionally, by deceiving the lower classes and the youth, the government could 

actually delay redistribution in the near future. In order to show that their message was 

credible, the government used the Toshka project to provide new opportunities for further 

enriching wealthy patrons of the regime.  These three conflicting messages are only 

discernible by examining a wide breadth of governmental propaganda, publications, 
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reports and advertisements, in conjunction with interview data from members of each of 

these three groups of Egyptian society.  

   

Alternative Hypotheses: 

 

In this report, I contend that the argument stated above is the most convincing 

explanation for the Mubarak regime‘s decision to restart the New Valley project. 

However, there exists three other alternative explanations, or alternative hypotheses, that 

I will evaluate in this report.
11

  The first hypothesis is that the Toshka project was just a 

front for embezzlement. However, it can easily be argued that the desire to embezzle is 

constant in Egyptian politics, much like anarchy in the international system. 

Consequently, it is difficult to use this argument to explain why a constant desire led 

resulted in any variation in outcomes.   

The second hypothesis is that the Toshka project was merely a byproduct of 

bureaucratic politics. This hypothesis argues that as the bureaucrats from different 

ministries competed for resources, they promoted different projects that would guarantee 

                                                           
11

 In addition, there exists a fourth hypothesis that I recognize, but will not argue against at this time.  This 

hypothesis is that the Toshka project was a signal to other Nile Basin countries that Egypt was using their 

full allotment of the Nile waters and that any attempt at renegotiation the Nile Basin Waters Sharing 

Agreement was futile.  However, this hypothesis also seems implausible because as early as 1988 Ethiopia, 

Uganda and Tanzania threatened to renegotiate the 1959 water sharing agreement if Egypt tried to restart 

the Toshka project (Kerisel 153).  
 
I would like to thank Dr. Robert Springborg for suggesting this 

hypothesis at the 2010 annual MESA meeting.   



 

8 
 

their ministry funding, and that the Toshka project resulted from the competition between 

bureaucrats to secure long-term government funding.
12 

In the third chapter, I argue 

against the bureaucratic hypothesis by providing empirical evidence that different 

bureaucratic agencies were being controlled hierarchically by the executive branch, with 

regards to the Toshka project.  

  The third hypothesis is that the government miscalculated the risk involved in 

the Toshka project because they failed to take phronesis, or practical wisdom, into 

account.  This argument is from the dominant paradigmatic approach to the comparative 

study of megaprojects, which is the phronetic approach to the social sciences. In the 

fourth chapter, I provide evidence against the fourth hypothesis. In this chapter I argue 

that the idea that the Egyptian government miscalculated the risks associated with Toshka 

is unconvincing, because the project had been previously attempted by the Nasser regime 

and had failed. This is an argument that finds additional support in the fact that the 

Mubarak regime relied on the feasibility studies that were conducted during the Nasser 

era.
13

  

 For the remainder of this report, I will argue in favor of the ‗designed to deceive 

hypothesis‘, which states that the Toshka project was designed to fail because the regime 

received the largest benefit by starting it, not by completing it.  Hence, the Toshka project 

                                                           
12 Allison, Graham and Phillip Zelikow The Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis 

(London: Longman Press, 1999). 
13

 Toshka Today and Tomorrow (Cairo: The Ministry of Water Resources, 2007) pg 10. 
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was not truly a development project, but rather a political tactic designed to deceive large 

segments of the population about future redistribution and public goods provision.   

 

Conclusion and Outline of the Following Chapters:  

 

In order to undertake this endeavor, I will examine three major strands of political 

propaganda about the Toshka project.  The second chapter is an analysis of children‘s 

literature as political propaganda. This chapter will examine the signals that are being 

sent specifically to the Egypt‘s large youth population and the political impetus for the 

rhetoric that they use and the imagery that they invoke. The third chapter is an 

ethnographic study of an Egyptian bureaucracy that produced cigarettes named after the 

Toshka project. This chapter will examine competing explanations of how bureaucracies 

function and determines that Egypt‘s bureaucracy functioned hierarchically with regards 

to the Toshka project. Additionally, this chapter will examine the political impetus for the 

production of Toshka cigarettes and will discuss the concept that these cigarettes were a 

signal to Egypt‘s impoverished lower-classes about the positive redistributive effects that 

Toshka would have on them. Finally, the fourth chapter examines the Egyptian 

government‘s major publication on the Toshka project, a large ornamental book that was 

produced for upper-class and elite consumption. This book served as a signal to elites that 

Toshka would not threaten their elite status and that the aim of the Toshka project was to 
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prevent redistribution to Egypt‘s lower-classes.   When examining these three messages 

holistically, it becomes clear that all three messages cannot be considered credible 

because of the conflicting information that they contain.  I argue that the messages being 

sent to the lower-classes and the youth cannot be deemed credible, but that the message 

sent to the upper class is credible.  This argument supports the hypothesis that the Toshka 

project was designed to deceive the masses about the future provision of public goods.   
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Chapter 2: Let’s do it for the Kids  

 

Of all the fanfare that surrounded the groundbreaking at Toshka, one of the most 

curious developments was the publication of numerous children‘s books about the 

Toshka project.  Children are a particularly interesting target for propaganda with regards 

to the Toshka project, because the project was supposedly for them.  The project wasn‘t 

to be completed until 2017, and consequently, the entire project was marketed as being 

‗for the children‘. These children‘s books served as pro-regime political propaganda.
14

  In 

these books, there were three types of standard stories.  First, there were stories about the 

creation of Toshka and the achievements of President Mubarak. Second, there were 

stories of the indigenous children living in the oases near Toshka, such as Kharga and 

Dakhla, and how the lives of these children were changing thanks to the Toshka project.  

Finally, there were stories about the future of Egypt, which included descriptions of daily 

life in the New Valley.  The target audience for these books was children, ages ten 

through fifteen, from a middle class background.  The goals of these books were to offer 

hope for the future, to counter criticisms that had been hurled at the project, and finally, 

to send the message that benefits could best be achieved through delayed gratification.   

These books were published in order to indoctrinate children with the regime‘s 

party line regarding the Toshka project.  However, there are two questions about these 

                                                           
14

 For the purposes of this paper, I am using Jowett and O‘Donnell‘s definition of propaganda as ―the 

deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve a 

response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist‖. 
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texts that do not have clear answers.  First, how widely distributed were these books?  

Second, how informative are these texts?  In order to answer these questions, I will first 

discuss the perceived threat that Egypt‘s youth population presents the Mubarak regime.  

Second, I will conduct a content analysis of one series of children‘s books called Wisdom 

from Toshka.  Third, I will discuss the criticisms of the Toshka regime that are included 

in this book, and the how these criticisms provide theoretical support Lisa Wedeen‘s 

argument about the relationship between criticism and the cult of personality in many 

authoritarian regimes.
15

  Finally, I will conclude with a short section about middle-class 

youth, Toshka and science fiction that is representative of how these youth view the 

Toshka project in retrospect.   

 

The Political Economy of the Youth Bulge and Women’s Reproductive Rights 

 

From the beginning of the Egyptian Republic, high ranking officials were wary of 

the population pressures in the delta, and viewed the large youth population as a threat to 

the stability of the nation.
16

   Hence, the idea that overpopulation and the resulting 

unemployment would threaten the ruling government was not a new idea in Egypt.  

President Gamal Abdel Nasser made appeals to the citizenry that it was a part of their 

                                                           
15

 Lisa Wedeen, Ambiguities of Domination (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1999).   
16

 Kamran Ali, Planning the Family in Egypt (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2002), pg 

31. 
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patriotic duty to abstain from having large families. Upon independence, in 1952, 

President Nasser established the National Committee for Population Affairs.
17

  Then, in 

1965, the government established a Supreme National Council for Family Planning. 
18

  

The result was the development of social policies aimed at reducing the crude birthrate by 

one child per thousand per year, which eventually evolved into policies aimed at 

increasing contraceptive use among married women during the Sadat era.
19

  The Mubarak 

regime viewed the large youth population to be a threat to the stability of the regime.
20

  

Since President Mubarak took office, the government has also created the National 

Council for Population and the National Council for Motherhood and Childhood.
21

   

Many of these programs are aimed at keeping poorer and uneducated segments of society 

from reproducing, with the goal of reducing unemployment which was a major strain on 

the Egyptian economy after years of high rates of population growth.  Consequently, 

these programs boarder on eugenics, but rather than being forced permanent sterilization 

they merely provide temporary sterilization of lower-class females through the use of 

intrauterine device contraceptives (IUDs).
22

  The Egyptian government has begun a 

campaign to improve women‘s and children‘s health by trying to increase the time that 

                                                           
17

 Ibid pg 31. 
18

 Ibid pg 31. 
19

 Kamran Ali, Planning the Family in Egypt (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2002), pg 

31-32. 
20

 The Mubarak Regime unequivocally blamed Egypt‘s debt crisis on the large youth population.  Kamran 

Ali, Planning the Family in Egypt (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2002) pg 36. 
21

 Egypt Mubarak: Twenty-Five Years of Achievements(Cairo: State Information Service, 2006) pg 33. 
22

  Kamran Ali, Planning the Family in Egypt (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2002) pg 

33-34 & 46-47. 
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elapses between pregnancies.
23

  However, this program has been done by discouraging 

the use of birth control pills in favor of IUDs, because IUDs last for seven years and need 

to be removed by a medical professional if the woman decides to have a child before the 

end of the seven year period.
24

  Both of these aspects of IUDs give the government 

greater control over women‘s bodies and population growth.   

 Despite reductions in the birthrates, Egypt has still experienced large population 

growth.  In October of 1981, when President Mubarak took office, the population of 

Egypt was approximately 43.9 million, on 1 January 2005 the population had grown to 

71.8 million; today the population is estimated to be approximately 80 million.
25

  The 

Mubarak Regime views the large youth population as the most pressing threat the 

stability of the regime.  In Mubarak‟s Book of Achievements, which is a laudatory book 

that the state produces to honor President Mubarak,  the discussion of population 

indicators starts with the sentence ―The issue of overpopulation has always topped the 

State priorities as it is considered a real challenge that blocks the progress of 

development‖.
26

   

                                                           
23

 Ibid pg 33-36 & 46-58. 
24

 Ibid pg 33-36 & 46-58. 
25

 Egypt Mubarak: Twenty-Five Years of Achievements(Cairo: State Information Service, 2006) pg 33. 
26

 Egypt Mubarak: Twenty-Five Years of Achievements(Cairo: State Information Service, 2006) pg 33. &  
 It is not uncommon for authoritarian governments to create self-auduatory books.  In Sultanistic Regimes 

by Chehabi and Linz they state that  ―Sultanistic rulers also like to be thought of as great thinkers and fil 

many beautifully bound volumes with their speeches, declarations, and proclaimations in additional to their 

numerous (mostly ghostwritten) books―.  Chehabi and Linz, Sultanistic Regimes (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1998) Pg 14.  
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The government has shown direct animosity toward large families, because of 

Egypt‘s significant population growth.  Additionally, this adds a class component to the 

problem, because small family size is directly associated with the upper-class.  In Egypt, 

large families act as a type of ‗welfare‘ system for the lower-classes, in which the able-

bodied members of the family provide financial support for those incapable of working, 

or for those unable to find consistent work.  However, the Egyptian upper-class views 

these large families as a direct threat.   The finances and status of upper-class Egyptians 

is directly related to the robustness of the Mubarak regime, and the Mubarak regime 

views the large youth population as a threat to its stability.  The Egyptian government 

fears that either revolution or the threat of revolution will become so great that they 

would be forced to placate the population by changing the current redistributive 

institutions in the government.
27

  Currently, the government fears youth movements 

above all other opposition movements.  If the youth can overcome the collective action 

problem and mobilize, they would have more bargaining power, and a more cohesive set 

of policy demands than any of the current opposition groups, such as the liberals, the 

socialists or the Islamists.
28

  Whereas the Mubarak regime has been complacent with 

oppressing or co-opting other factions that are viewed as lesser threats.     

                                                           
27

 Acemoglu and Robinson,  The Economic Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2006) pg 23-26 & Smith and Slater, Economic Origins of Democratic 

Breakdown? Contrary Evidence from Southeast Asia and Beyond (2008).   

28
 The Collective Action Problem is the problem that ―rational, self-interested individuals, will not even act 

to achieve their common or group interests‖.  Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1965) Pg 2.   
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By attempting to propagandize middle-class Egyptian youth, the government is 

endeavoring to disseminate upper-class values to a larger section of the Egyptian 

population.  Herman and Chomsky argue that ―in countries where the levers of power are 

in the hands of a state bureaucracy, the monopolistic control over the media, often 

supplemented by official censorship, makes it clear that the media serve the ends of the 

dominant elite‖.
29

  I argue that the production of these children‘s books is a direct product 

of inequality of wealth, power and class interests, and thus conforms to Herman and 

Chomsky‘s propaganda model, and the belief that propaganda is a direct result of the 

political economy of mass media.
30

  

 

Abdel Tawab Youssef’s Opus to Mubarak 

 

For the most part, the propaganda surrounding the Toshka project was designed 

specifically to provide as little information as possible.  Early on, one of the major 

criticisms of the Toshka project was that the government spent a lot of time talking about 

Toshka, but provided very little substantive information about the project.  Example of 

this includes the production of cigarettes named after the Toshka project, or the printing 

of photography books about the New Valley governorate.  One interesting exception to 

                                                           
29

 Herman and Chomsky Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of Mass Media (New York: 

Pantheon, 2002) , pg 1. 
30

 Ibid , pg 2. 
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this model was the production of children‘s literature about the construction of Toshka, 

and how life in Egypt would change because of the project.  The children‘s literature that 

carried the most extreme propagandizing messages, also contained the most information 

about the Toshka project, was a series of 5 books called Wisdom from Toshka by Abdel 

Tawab Youssef.    

In 1997, Abdel Tawab Youssef, a popular religious children‘s author in the Arab 

World, best known for his book The Life of the Prophet Muhammad told in Twenty Short 

Tales, published a series of five books about the Toshka project called Wisdom from 

Toshka. Abdel Tawab Youssef‘s Life of the Prophet Muhammad is one of the most 

popular children‘s book series in Egypt, and he has been nicknamed the grandfather of 

Arabic Children‘s literature.  His Life of the Prophet Muhammad has been reprinted over 

twenty times and has been translated into English multiple times.
31

    In 1998, Youssef 

was honored by the Egyptian government with the ‗Prize for Best Writer for Children‘.  

Then in 1999, he was honored again with the ‗Mrs. Suzanne Mubarak Award‘ for his 

books Wisdom from Toshka and Life of the Prophet Muhammad.
32

   

In Wisdom from Toshka, Youssef discusses the Toshka project through the eyes of 

a young middle-class Egyptian girl named Nagwa.  In Arabic the name Nagwa means 

‗confidential speech‘, or ‗secret conversation‘.  Nagwa takes the reader on a journey 

where they discuss the major issues facing Egyptian youth today: food security, 

                                                           
31

 ―Abdel Tawab Youssef‖  www.ayoussef.org, accessed December 19, 2010.   
32

 ―Abdel Tawab Youssef‖  www.ayoussef.org, accessed December 19, 2010  
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population growth, pollution, housing shortages and unemployment.  However, what is 

unique about these books is that while discussing these issues, these books also bring up 

the major criticisms that were hurled against the Toshka project.   First, I will briefly 

summarize these books.  Second, I will discuss how these books describe each of the 

aforementioned social problems.  Third, I will discuss the criticisms of Toshka and how 

these criticisms are addressed both in these children‘s books, and in official government 

publications.  Then, I will discuss the distribution of these texts and the extent of the 

information that they provided.   Finally, I will conclude with a short section about 

middle-class youth, Toshka and science fiction.   

 

Wisdom From Toshka 

 

The story of Nagwa and Toshka appeared as a series of five volumes, containing 

fifteen pages apiece.  The first volume, entitled Toshka the Green, discusses how the 

announcement of the Toshka project becomes a part of the life of young Nagwa.  After 

the groundbreaking at Toshka, young Nagwa, a nascent artist, abandons her previous 

artistic inspirations in favor of painting pictures of Toshka exclusively.
33

  Throughout the 

rest of the series, Nagwa becomes a type of narrator although her personal story is 

intermixed with the stories of other Egyptians.   In the second volume, Toshka the Loyal, 
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Nagwa takes the reader on a journey through the history of the Nile and the Egyptian 

people.  In this story, she discusses how the relationship between the Egyptians and the 

Nile became more technologically advanced as the Egyptian society continued to develop 

from the Pharonic age, to the Ottoman age, to the time of Nasser and the High Dam, and 

finally culminating with Toshka.  In the third volume, Toshka the Development, Nagwa 

tells the stories of her classmates- the youth of Egypt, their fears for the future, and 

discusses criticisms of the Toshka project.  This volume also contains the government‘s 

response to these criticisms.  In the fourth volume, Nagwa takes the reader on a journey 

to Egypt during the era of the Monarchy, through the words of her grandfather‘s dairy.  

The diary discusses the hardships that the Egyptian people experienced, before the 

creation of the High Dam.  Then Nagwa relates her grandfather‘s woes to the problems 

that Egyptian people are currently facing, which will be solved by the construction of 

Toshka.  Finally, the fifth book Toshka the Prosperity, is set in the year 2017, when 

Nagwa is living in the New Valley with her family, and she begins to host relatives 

visiting from the Old Valley. This story discusses daily life in the New Valley in 

comparison to the Old Valley.   
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Unemployment, Overcrowding and Pollution on Sharia Simsim
34

 

 

One of the consistent themes that run through these stories is population growth 

and overcrowding in the Old Valley.  In Toshka the Prosperity, Nagwa invites her cousin 

Salah to come and stay with her family in their home in the New Valley. She begins her 

letter of invitation with the phrase  

―Come and visit us for a few days in a place where you can live in a spacious 

house with big rooms surrounded by a singing garden.  No doubt your houses in 

the Old Valley are small and narrow just like the Old Valley is too small to host 

its own residents‖.
35

 

 

This statement is characteristic of the governments‘ view of the population pressures 

facing the country.  It also contains elements of disgust and resentment toward the 

Egyptian people living in the Old Valley.  In these stories, the Mubarak regime clearly 

blames the problems in the Old Valley on lower-classes, and their large families.  

Deciding to have a large family is depicted as a deliberate decision to both to live in 

poverty and to decrease the quality of life of your neighbors.  Large families and 

population growth are viewed as a direct impediment to development and modernization 

according to government propaganda, such as The Book of Achievements.  When Nagwa 

is reading her grandfather‘s diary, she comes across a depiction of a lower-class Egyptian 

man from the Old Valley named Abdel Atheem.   
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―My village was beginning to flourish with the exception of Abdel Atheem and 

the crowd of children that surround him.  He has two wives and many children.  

When I asked Abdel Atheem about his children, he couldn‘t even remember most 

of their names. Also, he has many grandchildren filling the parlour of his house; 

only a few of them attend school and some of them are barefoot and wear dirty 

rags as clothing.  It is clear that Abel Atheem‘s large number of children ate all 

the good that he obtained from his land by using a basin irrigation system, even 

though this system allows him to plant three crops per year.  All our effort is 

lost!‖
36

  

 

Upon reading these words in her grandfather‘s diary, young Nagwa becomes visibly 

upset and her mother became concerned.  ―Nagwa‘s mother asked her daughter ‗what is 

wrong? What are you thinking of?‘ To which Nagwa replied ―I am thinking of how we 

let overpopulation eat up all the investments in our country‖.
37

   

The government depicted the Old Valley as ‗backwards‘, whereas the New Valley 

was an opportunity to alleviate population pressures, and create a modern society.  

Consequently, those who choose to stay in the Old Valley are depicted as those who do 

not want to live in a modern society.  This phenomenon can also be seen in Cairo today, 

as the rich are moving to the desert outside of Cairo in droves.  Nagwa describes the 

process of the modern and educated moving to the desert when she states that the ―Nile 

will flow to prepare the land for plantation, and to attract people from all over Egypt to 

reside in Toshka where they can start a new productive society ready to knock on the 

doors of the twenty-first century‖.
38

  This modern society was likened to America in 
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much of the propaganda surrounding the Toshka project.  In Toshka the Prosperity, Salah 

describes his first impression of the New Valley by stating 

―‘I feel as if I moved to Europe, which my grandfather described to me.  Actually, 

I think that I am in America‘.  Nagwa told him ‗our land is new, but America is 

no longer new, as it was discovered over five centuries ago.  The New Valley is 

now counted as ―the new continent‖ that was discovered in 1997‘‖.
39

  

 

Immigration is a common dream among members of the Egyptian middle-class.  

Members of the middle-class are typically well educated, and many of them are frustrated 

by the lack of opportunities afforded to them.  For many middle-class Egyptians, working 

abroad is viewed as one of the better opportunities for advancing their standard of living.  

America is one of the most commonly sought after destinations for Egyptian emigrants, 

because of the prevalence of English as a second language in Egypt.  Additionally, for 

every Egyptian who gets a green card through the U.S. Green Card Lottery system, 146 

Egyptians had applied.
40

  Since Abdel Tawab Youssef was writing for an audience that 

wanted to move to America, he compared the New Valley to America.   

 The discussion of overpopulation becomes even more charged when these books 

take up the topic of pollution.  Pollution is viewed as a byproduct of the overcrowding 

that population growth has produced.  Most of the discussion of pollution occurs in the 

final book, when Salah leaves the Old Valley in order to visit Nagwa.  When Salah is on 

his way home from the airport the family passes by a garden and Nagwa‘s family tells 
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Salah ―‗we hope that you did not bring any fruits with you‘.  Salah answered ‗No! I know 

that this is prohibited in order to protect your plantation from any of our lesions in the 

Old Valley!‘‖ 
41

 In rhetoric like this, the diseases of the Old Valley clearly refer to the 

‗runaway overpopulation‘, something that the government does not want to occur among 

‗modern‘ Egyptian families living in the New Valley.  When Salah compares his village, 

which is also Nagwa‘s grandfather‘s village, to villages in the New Valley he was 

amazed because ―everything that Salah saw was clean, elegant and sparkling.  Even the 

greenness of the trees does not have the yellowness that he saw on the leaves in his old 

village‖.
42

 The pollution that exists in the Old Valley is one of the biggest concerns for 

many young middle-class Egyptians.
43

  Consequently, the regime had hoped that by 

blaming pollution and population growth among the lower-classes that they would be 

able to garner support from middle-class Egyptian youth.   

 In Egypt, the lower-classes are very concerned with the issue of food security. It 

is a common belief that salaries in Egypt are so low that if basic necessities are not 

subsidized, then many people will not be able afford enough food to stave off 

malnutrition and starvation.  Additionally, it is a common assertion of the government 

that they cannot afford to subsidize basic foodstuffs when these items are subject to price 

fluctuations on the international market.  Consequently, subsidies have been decreasing 
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since the Infitah, or economic opening, which occurred in the 1970s during the reign of 

Sadat.   

Two solutions to the problem of food security are commonly discussed.  The first 

is that if the population of Egypt was reduced, then the Nile would once again be able to 

produce enough agricultural produce to feed the people of Egypt.   The second is that if 

Egypt could irrigate new lands they would increase the amount of food that could be 

produced, and then Egypt would no longer be forced to import basic foodstuffs.  Both of 

these choices are explored in Wisdom from Toshka. A call for a reduction in the 

population is clear in passages like the one in which Nagwa bemoans how overpopulation 

has eaten up all the money that has been invested in Egypt.   This statement conflicts with 

public opinion, which views the military and the culture ministry as benefitting from 

most of the aid and investments made in Egypt.
44

  The second alternative is to increase 

the productivity of the land by fertilizing and irrigating new lands, just like what was 

being proposed in the Toshka project.  Nagwa clearly speaks as the mouthpiece for the 

regime when she states that problems of food security were created by the lower-classes 

when she bemoans how overpopulation has eaten up all of the investments in Egypt.  

Moreover, her mother sadly responds to her daughter‘s lamentation with the comment 

―yes, my dear, the number of people has out-numbered our production‖.
45

  However, the 

upper-classes have offered them a solution to this problem in the form of the Toshka 

project, and this is evident when Nagwa states that ―The solution is that we must change 
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our mindset of how we think of our desert.  Our western desert, as history states, was the 

‗breadbasket‘ for the Roman Empire
46

.  It is imperative that we restore it to its former 

glory, so that it can be the support for Egypt and the Arab World‖.
47

  The solution is a 

‗March to the Desert‘,
48

  a voluntary population transfer of the educated, the wealthy and 

the patriotic.   

‗The March to the Desert‘ is the belief that those who love Egypt can no longer 

hope of reforming the ignorance and unclean practices that are taking place in the Old 

Valley, and must abandon it in favor of creating a ‗modern‘ society in the New Valley, 

which will serve as a model for progressive civic duty.
49

  In the depictions of Toshka in 

2017, food security is not a problem for the lucky children who grow up in the new 

Valley.  These Egyptian youth see their compatriots literally having their cake and eating 

it too.  In Toshka the Prosperity, children living in the New Valley are able to ―eat 

cupcakes and pastries made from the wheat planted on their lands‖, which is a far cry 

away from contention due to rising bread prices that their parents had seen in the 1970s.
50

 

  One of the most pressing issues for middle-class Egyptian youth is the issue of 

youth housing.  There is a marriage crisis in Egypt, and many Egyptians perceive this 
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‗crisis‘ to be caused by a rising price of necessities for marriage.
51

  The consequence of 

these price hikes is that young men and women must delay marriage into their thirties in 

order to afford these necessities.  One of the most significant barriers to marriage is the 

rising cost of real estate, and the shortage of affordable ‗youth housing‘.  This has led to 

the creation of many government policies, such as the ‗Mubarak National Housing 

Project for Young Graduates‘, which provides youth housing to young college graduates, 

if they relinquish their guaranteed government employment.
52

  Throughout the books 

there are allusions to the abundance of housing available in the New Valley.  The 

illustrations in these book shows rows of houses, with gardens, lining the streets and 

canals in the New Valley.   These houses are all depicted as being clean and modern on 

the inside complete with western style furniture and large televisions sets.
53

   

Additionally, houses in the New Valley are described in the books as being very spacious 

including amenities that are uncommon in the rest of Egypt, like a guest suite for 

visitors.
54

   

All of the illustrations of houses in these books are a modernized interpretation of 

the Hassan Fathy style of architecture.
55

  Hassan Fathy was an Egyptian architect who 

pushed for a movement to use mud brick, and other local materials to provide housing for 
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the poor, as opposed to more expensive ‗foreign‘ materials, like cement.
56

  Dr. Fathy was 

awarded a commission by the Egyptian monarchy to create a model village using mud 

brick outside of Luxor, in a village called Gourna.  This model village was being created 

in order to transfer the population of Old Gourna away from the ancient Egyptian tombs 

that they were accused of robbing.
57

  The Mubarak regime explicitly stated that the future 

housing projects in the New Valley were going to be built in the Hassan Fathy style.
58

  In 

fact, many residences that were built for the engineers living at Toshka were constructed 

in this style.
59

  

The Mubarak Regimes‘ decision to associate the Toshka project with Dr. Fathy‘s 

architectural style is puzzling because the model village at New Gourna was a ‗failure‘.
60

  

The project was flooded and consequently never completed, and nothing but the boy‘s 

school was ever used by the inhabitants, until years later when squatters began to move 

into the houses and sell trinkets and souvenirs at the nearby Colossus of Memnon.
61

  The 

model village at New Gourna is just one of many ‗failed‘ attempts at development the 

government has alluded to when discussing future plans for the Toshka project.   

Finally, these books also explore the issue of the high rates of unemployment 

among Egyptian youth, including the issue of high unemployment rates among college 

graduates – a problem that is of particular concern for educated middle-class Egyptian 
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youth.   Nagwa dreams of being an engineer, which is a common goal for many Egyptian 

schoolchildren, because engineering jobs offer both high salaries and high levels of 

prestige.  However, one of the common complaints in Egyptian society is that many 

college graduates, including engineers, remain unemployed or are forced to take jobs 

unrelated to their training, such as driving a taxi, in order to maintain a living wage.
62

  

The Toshka project offers hope to these schoolchildren because Egypt needs 

engineers in order to construct Toshka.  In fact, one of Nagwa‘s paintings depicts the 

western desert without engineers.  Nagwa describes this painting in the following passage 

―These large sand dunes in the desert are graves; this is what the desert was like 

before the engineer came to the desert.  It was full of death and dryness.  These 

shapes are wolves and wild dogs.  This painting is called ‗Before Toshka‘.  Shame 

on Egypt, to let our desert go naked like this!‖
63

 

 

In these depictions of Egypt in 2017, not only is there a demand for more engineers, but 

engineers are an important, venerated segment of society in the New Valley, which is 

described as ―the most magnificent manmade nature on this earth‖. 
64

  In addition to 

needing Engineers, there will be a demand for all workers from agricultural laborers to 

doctors and teachers, which is because the desert was literally a land without a people.
 65

  

This is why Nagwa‘s mother tells her that ―We must conquer the desert by the millions 

(by marching to the desert), not the hundreds.  This is what your generation should do.  
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The desert should have millions of residents‖.
66

  These books offer a calming and 

reassuring message to young middle-class Egyptians.  Not only is there a possibility for 

them to attain jobs in fields like engineering, but with these jobs they can also provide the 

foundation for a new ‗modern‘ society, which will be the pride of the country.    

 

Ambiguities of Domination
67

 

 

 In 1999, Lisa Wedeen published a book examining the politics of the cults of 

personality in authoritarian regimes.  In this text, Wedeen argued that ―exertions of 

symbolic power in authoritarian regimes tend not only to invite transgression but also to 

define what thoughts and practices are deemed transgressive‖. 
68

  Wedeen then 

determined that the only way to criticize the regime is to do so within the context of the 

cult of personality.
69

  Consequently, it is not surprising to find that one of the only serious 

discussions of the criticisms that were hurled at the Toshka project can be found the 

children‘s books that are considered to be part of Mubarak‘s cult of personality.   
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 In addition to discussing social issues, these children‘s books also address the 

major criticisms that were hurled against the Toshka project, and engage in a discussion 

of previous failed irrigation schemes, such as Koum Ousheem in the Fayoum 

Governorate.
70

  What is interesting about the debates in these books is that they are 

actually some of the most informative pieces of propaganda that the regime has ever 

produced.  In the book Toshka the Development, Nagwa paints a picture of a large date 

palm and its offspring.
71

  The large date palm represents the Nile and the Delta, whereas 

the offspring is both a depiction of Toshka and the youth of Egypt.
72

  While these 

pictures inspire her classmates, they are not sufficient to convince them that the Toshka 

project will be a success.  The children still have many questions about the feasibility of 

the project, and through these books the Mubarak regime provided responses to many of 

these questions.   

 One of the first questions that Nagwa‘s classmates raise is about evaporation rates 

and the kinds of technology that the government would use to make sure that the land 

was successfully irrigated.  The children ask ‗Why haven‘t the engineers used pipes to 

transport the water to the Western Desert?‘
73

  The government responds  

―The idea of water pipes was discussed and the conclusion was that they are very 

expensive.  On the other hand, when the water runs in the canal and streams it 
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brings water to its surroundings.  The water is shining as it runs through the canal, 

furnishing the land with greenery, development and growth‖.
74

 

 

When the children learn that the government will not be using pipes to transport the water 

they ask ―will a lot of pure water evaporate, knowing that the region is very hot, during 

the 240 kilometer trip through the Sheikh Zayed canal and artificial river?‖ 
75

  The 

government responds to this with a simple response of ―don‘t you believe that we would 

have taken this point into consideration?‖
76

  When the children press the government for 

further information about evaporation rates, the government responds that studies have 

shown that less than one day worth of water, or 1/356 of the water, will be lost to 

evaporation.
77

   

  Another question about the soil conditions in the south followed.  The children 

asked whether or not the soil is of sufficient quality to be used for agriculture.  This is 

actually the second time that this issue is raised in the series.  In Toshka the Green, when 

Nagwa is talking to her younger brother Ahmed, he asks Nagwa ―people say that these 

are useless and infertile deserts, is this true?‖
78

  Nagwa responds to her brother by telling 

him 

―They lied!  How could the desert be infertile if the desert gave us the Prophet 

Muhammad, the son of Abdullah, peace be upon him?  The desert also gave us 
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Abu Bakr, Omar, Khaled…etc.  Is there any generosity that is comparable to what 

our land has given us?  The people who make these claims are greedy, and do not 

understand the value of these gifts because they cannot be traded in a 

marketplace‖. 
79

 

 

When Nagwa‘s classmates raise the issue of soil conditions in the desert for a second 

time, the government responds by stating  

―The findings of the feasibility studies conclude that we have no reason to worry.  

Everything is calculated.  The soils have been tested and the land reclamation is 

possible.  The soil will give us plenty of production that is worth the effort exerted 

and needed for the project.  However, what we describe as feasibility studies is 

simply asking: is it really profitable to undertake this project? …  The studies we 

conducted to build the High Dam cost eight million USD.  Concerning Toshka, 

we had some studies done before, and we have built upon them.‖ 
80

 

 

  In this passage, the government admits that feasibility studies are very expensive, and 

consequently they aren‘t conducting any comprehensive feasibility studies.  Rather, they 

are using the feasibility study that was conducted for the project during the Nasser era, 

and supplementing it with other smaller studies on specific issues.  The Government goes 

on to tell the children that ―what we mean by feasibility studies is simply asking if it is 

really profitable to have the project?‖
81

  This definition of ‗feasibility study‘ is also a very 

interesting admission and it raises one important question.   Who makes the profit?  The 

Toshka Project was originally envisioned as a way for the government to earn a profit, 

because the government was able to sell off large tracts of land that otherwise would have 
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been literally worthless.
82

  The goal of the government was to build infrastructure and 

provide water, but to have Arab investors and from other parts of Egypt develop the rest 

of the land and provide the demand that would attract a service industry.  Additionally, 

this statement also implies that the government is being proactive and trying to solve 

problems.  They are making the argument that with this rampant population growth the 

government cannot afford not to take action.  The government is claiming that they are 

looking out for the ‗youth‘, and trying to provide for the youth as parents would.  In the 

end, this statement is a very harmful statement for the government, because it shows the 

government downplaying the importance of feasibility studies in regards to the Toshka 

project.   

 The lack of planning was the most serious and the most common criticism to have 

been hurled against the Toshka project.
83

  Many scientists, Non-Governmental 

Organizations, opposition leaders and scholars have all requested copies of the feasibility 

studies for the Toshka project, but none of them have ever received copies of these 

reports – nor do they know anyone who has ever seen copies of feasibility studies for the 

Toshka project.
84

  When feasibility studies were not released, the public began to suspect 

that the government had not made any studies, and they had just blindly undertaken the 
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Toshka project without any planning.
85

  In order to counter these criticisms, the Ministry 

of Water Resources and Irrigation, published a chart of all of the supplementary studies 

that have been conducted.   Although, the Toshka project was viewed as President 

Mubarak‘s signature project, bureaucratically it fell under the purview of the Ministry of 

Water Resources and Irrigation.   

 

Source of the Study Number of Studies 

 Studies undertaken by the Ministry of Water 

Resources 
 

Studies undertaken by the Central Institute for 

Water Research and Water Specialists  
 

A Combination of Various Handicrafts Offices 

& Offices of Specialists & Studies by 

Foreigners  

 

Core Studies 
 

Books and Articles 
 

Seminars and Conferences 
 

Lectures 
 

Studies conducted by the Ministry of 

Agriculture 
 

Official and Unofficial Pictures 
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This table was originally published by the Ministry of Water Resources and Irrigation to 

commemorate the ten year anniversary of the groundbreaking at Toshka as part of a 

booklet called Toshka: Today and Tomorrow.
86

  What is interesting about the assertion 

that adequate planning had been undertaken was that the government only provided the 

number of studies that had been conducted, rather than any of the information that these 

studies had generated.  Additionally, many of these sources are vague and it is unclear 

how they contribute to a greater understanding of the feasibility of the Toshka project.  

The reader is left with many questions, like ‗which books, articles and seminars are 

considered to be feasibility studies ‘.  Or, ‗What handicraft offices are conducting 

feasibility studies‘.   

 Another question that Nagwa‘s classmates raise is ―the new water canal will be in 

a very low region, while the land which will be planted is in a very high region.  

Consequently, the water transfer to this land will be difficult and hard.  Are there any 

solutions?‖
87

 The government immediately responds to this question with the answer 

―Yes… This is what some people, who are jealous of Egypt for having the Toshka 

project, have warned us about.‖  In this statement the government immediately begins to 

associate any criticism of the Toshka project with espionage by foreigners who want to 
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cause problems for Egypt and the Egyptian people.
88

  The government continues to 

reassure the school children by stating that  

―Everything is calculated, as we mentioned before.  We will have power stations 

in this area powered by natural gas extracted from our own land.  So the cost will 

be acceptable and logical.   Also, we are the first people in the history of the 

world who lifted the water to irrigate the land using the waterwheel, the shandouf 

and the Archimedes Screw.‖
89

 

 

Nagwa‘s classmates show concern with this response because they know that the 

waterwheel, the shandouf and the Archimedes Screw are ancient technologies, associated 

with ‗pre-modern‘ Egypt.  The government reassures the children by saying ―They (the 

jealous foreigners) are being unfair to us…because thousands of years ago, we used this 

technology…It will not be difficult for our grandchildren to use it again while 

modernizing it with the use of science‖.
90

  One of the more interesting aspects of this 

passage is that the children are scared of anything that could threaten the New Valley‘s 

status as a ‗modern‘ society.  Consequently, the government proceeds to reassure them 

that their constant questions are welcomed and are not viewed as doubt, or traitorous, but 

rather as concern from the future residents of the New Valley.
91
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 Finally, Nagwa‘s classmates ask the most important question of all. ―When will 

we start to see the results, and reaping the benefits of the Toshka project?‖
92

    The 

government immediately responds to this question with the answer ―not for a very long 

time‖.
93

   The government‘s response to this is also very telling.  The Toshka project has 

given the Mubarak regime the ability to state that they are working to solve all of the 

major problems that the youth are facing, such as youth housing, food security, 

unemployment, pollution and population growth.  Additionally, it relieved any pressure 

to deliver on these promises during President Hosni Mubarak‘s lifetime, because of the 

large scale of the solution.  This coincides with the hypothesis that the Toshka project 

was designed to fail because the regime received the largest benefit by starting the 

Toshka project, not by completing it.  Additionally, the success of previous mega-

projects aids the government with the strategy of capitalizing on the fanfare of an 

unfeasible project, like Toshka.  The government continues to justify their response by 

stating  

―Did you forget that the High Dam needed many years to be built?  For its sake, 

and for the nationalization of the Suez Canal, we had an aggressive war in 1956; 

the building of the dam took ten years.  Only after all of this, did the giving and 

the generosity of the Nile begin‖.
94

 

 

The regime needed people to believe that a solution to all their problems was in the 

pipeline, but not to expect any tangible results for at least twenty years.  Also, a reason 
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for the Toshka project being so far south could be to make the project removed from 

everyday life in Egypt and to keep people from asking about the progress of the project 

before 2017, out of sight –out of mind.  I argue that the regime needed a project that was 

so large that President Mubarak‘s successor would be held accountable for its failure.   

 

Of the Regime, By the Regime, For the Regime 

 

 The final question that is raised by the publication of these books is, ‗why weren‘t 

these books widely distributed‘.  Almost all Egyptian schoolchildren had to write essays 

about the Toshka project to move onto the next level in school in 1997.
95

  There were 

even questions about the Toshka project on the high-school common examination in 

Egypt during the late 1990s.
96

  One of the books that Abel Tawab Youssef had previously 

written The Scarecrow became part of the common curriculum for schoolchildren in 

Egypt, and the government gave Abdel Tawab Youssef a literary award for the Toshka 

book series. Consequently, the limited distribution of Wisdom from Toshka is a very 

curious predicament. Why did the government of Egypt not include these books in the 

common curriculum for Egyptian schoolchildren?   
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There are three hypotheses that could explain this development.  First, these 

books might have been prohibitively expensive for the Ministry of Education to include 

them in the common curriculum.  Wisdom from Toshka was published by a private 

publishing house ‗The Lebanese-Egyptian House of Books‘ and each of the five volumes 

cost ten Egyptian pounds.  Ten Egyptian pounds is the equivalent to one day‘s wages for 

the average Egyptian.  While Wisdom from Toshka was not published by the Egyptian 

government, there is evidence that they were sponsored by the government.  Illustrations 

from were Abdel Tawab Youssef‘s books were also published in Ministry of Water 

Resources and Irrigation pamphlets and fliers.   

Second, if Wisdom from Toshka had been incorporated into the common 

curriculum, then they might have been reused for many years and would have served as a 

permanent reminder of the project.  If the purpose of the Toshka project was to capitalize 

on the fanfare that the project generated, without intending on completing the project, 

then the government would not want these books in the common curriculum and serving 

as a constant reminder of the project.  While the government would easily be able to pull 

a book that was considered objectionable, or licentious, the removal Wisdom from Toshka 

from the curriculum would have been much more difficult for the government. 

 Third, Wisdom from Toshka might provide too much information.  These books 

contain more information about the Toshka project than most of the books and articles 

that were being published at the time.  The government tried to keep the amount of 

available information about Toshka to a minimum, and most of the fanfare surrounding 
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Toshka was done so through cigarettes, picture books and songs.  None of these sources 

provided as much actual information about the project as these children‘s books.  

Additionally, the third volume makes shocking admissions about the feasibility of the 

project.  Finally, these hypotheses are not mutually exclusive.  It is possible that all three 

could be factors in the limited dissemination of these books.   

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Despite the way that the Toshka project was depicted in these books, we are still 

left with the question of how middle-class Egyptian youth perceived the Toshka project.  

Especially considering that very few middle-class Egyptian youths saw the propaganda 

that was made for them owing to the limited distribution of these texts.  During the 

summer of 2010, when I was in Cairo researching the Toshka project I discussed this 

project with my closest friends.  I am young enough that a majority of them were 

between the ages of ten to fifteen in 1997.  When discussing the Toshka project and 

Wisdom from Toshka with their target demographic group, I was surprised at how many 

of them related the Toshka project with science fiction.   
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The person who best articulated this relationship was Wael
97

 a young 

entrepreneur who was from the heart of downtown Cairo.  When I met with Wael and I 

told him about my research, he immediately responded by telling me ―Oh, how I suffered 

because of the Toshka project‖.  When I asked him for further explanation, Wael 

responded by stating ― Toshka was before the days of satellite television, and we only had 

the option of watching state TV, all I heard about was Toshka.‖  I responded by stating 

―wonderful, then I am sure that you know a lot about the project and can tell me all about 

it‖.  Wael responded with, ―I have heard all about it, but I know nothing of it – Toshka is 

like The Island‖.
98

   

The Island is an American science fiction movie from 2005.  In the film, cloning 

is possible, and for five million dollars, anyone can have a clone made to use for organ 

transplants, skin for a facelift, or even to create a surrogate for pregnancy.  Clones are 

supposed to be kept in a vegetative state in order to comply with the ‗eugenics laws‘ 

however, clones that never experience life cannot produce viable organs for transplant.  

Consequently, these clones are born and raised by the Laurent Corporation to be 

slaughtered, and have their organs harvested.  The story is told from the perspective of 

one of these clones, Lincoln Six Echo.  His life consists of being told that he has survived 

a massive environmental catastrophe, but that he has been rescued, and that he has a 

special purpose in life – to move to The Island – the world‘s last toxin free place.  Clones 

can go to the Island when they ‗win the lottery‘.  This system was set up as a way to 
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remove clones from the population for harvest without causing suspicion among other 

clones.   Whereas, the island is nothing more than a mirage.  The island, like Toshka, is a 

promise of a better life.  Both promises were meant to placate those who do not realize 

that they were never intended to be fulfilled.  For the clones, the Island was a way to 

disguise the fact that they were being killed and their organs harvested.  For Wael, 

Toshka was a way of keeping his generation waiting for a better future that would never 

come.      

“Every now and again, the president visits Toshka.  Nagwa smiles by 

saying: „he really is the „manager of this project‟‟.  Her mother smiles 

at her daughter for using that expression, but she knows that her 

daughter really understands its deeper meaning.  President Mubarak 

doesn‟t only care about the huge palm tree, but he also cares about its 

offspring.  This is not at all unusual for the „family‟ that cares about a 

child, doing everything that they can for the good of the children.  

This giving is represented by a „contract‟ in which we vow to protect 

the children, and the comprehensive care given to children together 

with libraries that are spreading across the country for the sake of the 

children!” ~ Wisdom from Toshka
99
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Chapter 3.  The Case of Toshka Cigarettes  

 

 

The most widely accessible form of propaganda associated with the Toshka 

project was a brand of cigarettes named Toshka.  Toshka cigarettes were manufactured by 

the Eastern Cigarette Company, which is based in Giza.  Eastern Cigarette is an example 

of a semi-privatized company, with fifty two percent of the company being owned by the 

state,
100

 and Eastern Cigarette is a prime example of a bureaucratic institution in Egypt.   

 

The Role of the Bureaucracy  

 

The link between bureaucracy and governance has captured the imaginations of 

scholars of politics for almost a century, beginning with Max Weber‘s study of the 

bureaucracy in his treatise The Theory of Social and Economic Organization.  In this 

essay, Weber argued that the bureaucracy ―is capable of attaining the highest degree of 

efficiency and is in this sense formally the most rational known means of carrying out 

imperative control over human beings‖.
101

  Weber‘s writings on the bureaucracy are 

considered to be one of the foundational texts on modernity, the other two being Karl 
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Marx‘s writings on capitalism and Michel Foucault‘s writings on welfare.
102

  Weber 

succinctly described this link between modernity and the bureaucracy when he stated that 

―the development of the modern form of the organization of the corporate groups in all 

fields is nothing less than identical with the development and continual spread of 

bureaucratic administration‖.
103

  However, Weber also feared the bureaucracy, because 

bureaucracies are hierarchies and eventually there is someone on the top of the pyramid 

that controls this highly efficient apparatus.
104

   

Max Weber is not only considered to be one the founders of social science, but he 

is also believed to be one of the forerunners in the anti-positivism movement, a 

movement that calls for an interpretive understanding of social action.  Interpretive 

analysis ―sets out to grasp meaning and action together as parts of a complex, situated 

whole‖.
105

  Scholars who seek to use an interpretive method of analysis in social science 

often model their approach after Weber.  In his seminal work, The Interpretation of 

Cultures, Clifford Geertz states early on that ―believing, with Max Weber, that man is an 

animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those 

webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law 

but an interpretive one in search of meaning‖.
106

  Scholars who employ interpretive 

methods have not only been influenced by Weber‘s writings on method, but also his 
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choice of subject matter.  Consequently, there is a wide breadth of writings on 

bureaucracy that use interpretive/ethnographic methods.   

Bureaucracies, like societies, are often viewed to be large, complex and entangled 

webs, consequently they have their own ‗cultures‘ hence, they have been a favorite 

subject matter among political scientists that take an interpretive, or anthropological, 

approach.  Most studies of bureaucracies have the same goal, to explain the functions of 

the bureaucracy and their outcomes.  Among thick-descriptive anthropological studies of 

bureaucracies there are two competing explanations for how a bureaucracy functions at a 

given time.  The first explanation is that bureaucracies are a hierarchy and the functions 

of the bureaucracy are a direct result of the commands of those at the top of the pyramid.  

The second explanation is that bureaucrats control the functions of the bureaucracies.  

Bureaucrats will start to compete over resources, inside of the bureaucracy, and these 

bureaucrats will promote outcomes that divert more resources to their division.  This 

argument asserts that outcomes are no longer controlled by the top of the hierarchy, and 

the bureaucracies can ‗runaway‘, gain more autonomy and pursue goals that differ from 

those on the top of the hierarchy.
107

  Determining which of these explanations is correct 

depends on in depth understanding of a particular bureaucratic agency, because even a 

straightforward hierarchical explanation for understanding the actions of a bureaucracy 
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must take the alternate explanation of ‗the runaway bureaucracy‘ into consideration and 

provide evidence that this alternative hypothesis is incorrect.   

In Egypt, the bureaucracy is not a new topic among political scientists.  

Specialized bureaucracies are believed to have developed in Pharonic times.
108

  One 

explanation for the development of a specialized bureaucracy in Egypt is that ancient 

Egypt was a ‗hydraulic society‘.  The concept of hydraulic society originated in the 

tradition of Marxist political philosophy.
109

  Marx‘s dialectic was meant to explain 

changes in both economics and society as they moved from feudalism to capitalism to 

socialism and finally culminating in communism.   Marx used structural elements of the 

economy and society to define these stages.  However, the economic structure and 

political institutions that existed in Middle East and Asia presented a challenge to Marx‘s 

dialectic.  Marx was theorizing about the transition from one stage to the next – whereas, 

in Asia and the Middle East, society was still pre-capitalist and showing no signs of an 

imminent revolution.  Marx had set out to explain the changes that were unfolding around 

him when he was faced with a case that did not fit his model.  This led Marx to ask ‗how 

does the structure of the Asian economy and society differ from what was occurring in 

Europe‘.  Marx identified many differing structural elements of the two societies 

including the ―absence of private property, dominance of the state over irrigation works, 

self-sufficiency of villages, unity of handicrafts and agriculture (and) the simplicity of 
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production modes‖
110

.  These factors resulted in what Marx called the ‗Asiatic Mode of 

Production‘.  However, Marx did not expand further on the relationship between the 

dominance of the state over irrigation works and despotism in his future writings.  This 

theory remained mostly dormant until the 1930s, when a young sinologist was intrigued 

by the idea that defining aspect of Asia was the state control over irrigation projects.
111

  

The result was a treatise, twenty years in the making, on the relationship between 

irrigation and despotism by Karl Wittfogel.    

In 1957, Karl Wittfogel published his seminal work Oriental Despotism: A 

Comparative Study in Total Power .  The term oriental despotism was originally coined 

by Marx however, unlike Marx; Wittfogel argued that oriental despotism was caused by 

‗hydraulic society‘.  According to Wittfogel, hydraulic societies develop when a 

government maintains power by controlling their subject‘s access to water. Hydraulic 

societies are a product of the surrounding geography.
112

  These societies are formed in 

areas where flooding is common, or irrigation is especially difficult, and state 

intervention is needed to provide these services.
113

  The idea of a hydraulic society is a 
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powerful concept and has captured the attention of everyone from Karl Marx to Frank 

Herbert.
114

 

All societies need water to sustain human life hence, ‗the monopoly over water‘ 

functions much like ‗the monopoly over the legitimate use of violence‘ for the ruler of a 

hydraulic state.  Consequently, these states develop a specialized bureaucracy, which 

serves to perpetuate the despotic society that produced them.
115

  In this view of 

bureaucracy, it is the hierarchy that controls the bureaucracy.  The Toshka project is a 

project of Pharonic proportions designed to control the Nile, much in line with the 

expectations of a hydraulic society.  The Toshka project raises the question of whether or 

not bureaucratic functions surrounding the Toshka project can be hijacked by bureaucrats 

competing for resources, or if control will maintain a hierarchical shape with Hosni 

Mubarak presiding over the bureaucratic system.  This question captured my attention in 

the summer of 2010, when I was in Cairo researching the political propaganda 

surrounding the Toshka project.    I decided to investigate this question in regards to the 

most important type of propaganda surrounding the Toshka project, Toshka cigarettes. 
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S.A.E. Eastern Cigarette Company Headquarters 450 Ahram Street Giza, Egypt 

             

   

The Eastern Cigarette Company, which is based in Cairo, is the oldest and largest 

cigarette company in the Arab World.
116

 The company was founded in 1920 by a decree 

by Sultan Fouad.
117

  It manufactures a variety of cigarette brands.  Their factories locally 

produce international brands like Marlboro and they have a wide range of local labels 

available, the most famous of which is the Cleopatra brand – including two offshoots 

Cleopatra Red and Cleopatra Blue.
118

  One of Eastern Company‘s other lines is limited 

releases of promotional cigarettes.   Throughout the company‘s history they have been 

making limited releases of cigarettes to commemorate major events that are occurring in 

Egypt.
119

 These limited releases include cigarettes named ‗Port Said‘, ‗Suez‘ and ‗Taba‘.  

These cigarettes are typically on the domestic market for a few months to a year.  

Consequently, it is not surprising that Eastern Company issued a limited release of a 

brand of cigarettes called Toshka in 1997 to commemorate the groundbreaking of the 

project. However, what is surprising is the impact that Toshka cigarettes made on 

Egyptian society.   

Before Toshka cigarettes, all of Eastern Company‘s limited releases followed 

approximately the same format.  They came in a standard size (20 cigarettes per pack), 
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they were priced to be competitive with Eastern Company‘s other cigarettes and they did 

not fill any particular market niche.  However, Toshka cigarettes were different for two 

reasons.  First, the Toshka project was arguably the most propagandized event of the 

Mubarak Regime (and Egypt under Mubarak has not engaged in major propaganda 

campaigns compared to other Arab countries like Syria or Morocco), and Toshka 

cigarettes were seen as one of the core features of the fanfare surrounding Toshka.  

Second, Toshka Cigarettes were being marketed to the same group of Egyptians that the 

project was being marketed to, the young, the poor and the unemployed.  Toshka 

cigarettes filled a particular market niche.  Packs of Toshka cigarettes came in a smaller 

sized package containing just 10 cigarettes.
120

  Also, they were the cheapest cigarettes on 

the market at that time, costing just one pound per pack. 
121

  Consequently, the cigarette 

became popular among the same socio-economic groups that the Toshka project was 

supposed to provide employment and housing.  Additionally, Toshka cigarettes had a 

double meaning.  In Egyptian Arabic, if you say ―I smoke Toshka‖ in the colloquial 

dialect, it is the exact same phrase as ―I drink Toshka‖ – ―Bashreb Toshka‖.  

Consequently, by producing Toshka cigarettes, a whole generation of young Egyptians 

were already benefitting from the project and ‗drinking‘ from Toshka twenty years before 

the project was supposed to be completed.   

When discussing the project with everyday Egyptians, Toshka cigarettes were 

frequently the topic of conversation.  Many of those who I talked to used to smoke the 
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Toshka brand and they wondered why Toshka cigarette‘s had been replaced with 

Boston
122

, or they had moved up in the world and been able to afford standard size packs, 

or some had quit smoking.  But regardless of their current smoking situation, they all 

expressed the same sentiment.  The disappearance of Toshka cigarettes kept them from 

thinking about the Toshka project, and removed the project from the daily thoughts of 

many Cairenes. 
123

  

On 1 August 2010, I visited the headquarters of the Eastern Cigarette Company in 

Giza in order to learn more about Toshka cigarettes.  Before I arrived, I called the office 

and told them that I was a researcher and I that I wanted visit the company‘s headquarters 

in order to learn more about Toshka Cigarettes.  The operator told me that I was welcome 

to visit the office, but when I arrived at the headquarters absolutely no one was 

anticipating my visit.  I clearly surprised the security guards and everyone felt the need to 

warn me that I could no longer purchase Toshka Cigarettes.  Finally, a random employee 

who was returning to work and passing through lobby offered to direct me to someone 

who would talk to me about Toshka Cigarettes.  I was immediately ushered through what 

was most likely the most crowded bullpens, where I could attract the most attention 

possible.  I was quickly realizing how infrequent it was that foreigners visited Eastern 

Company, and that being seen leading around a foreigner was clearly going to be a boon 

to this employee‘s  reputation until at least the end of the week. After a walkthrough of 
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the company‘s busiest departments, I was lead into the office of the Chief Service 

Officer.   

The office looked like the countless offices of Police officers, ministry officials 

and National Democratic Party (NDP) members that I had seen that summer.  It was air-

conditioned with an older, but well functioning, model.  There was dark wood paneling 

on walls.  A large wooden desk with a picture of President Mubarak on the wall directly 

above the desk, and worn out leather chairs that created a make-shift meeting area.  I was 

immediately ushered into a desk chair directly to the left of Chief Service Officer.  Upon 

sitting down, I was asked three questions.  First, was I from Paris? Second, who had sent 

me? Third, was I a smoker?  I easily explained that I was an American, but that I was of 

French decent and that I was a researcher from the University of Texas, and that I had 

come here on my own accord.  But I had ignorantly not anticipated the third question.  At 

that point in my life, I had never smoked a cigarette before.  However, I felt the need to 

provide an affirmative answer to at least one of these questions, and I believed that the 

third question was the most vital to being well received and being allowed to stay on the 

premises.  So I dissembled.   

Upon confirming my status as a smoker, I was immediately given a Cleopatra 

Blue to smoke, and I was quickly drawn into a conversation about what part of France 

my family was from.  Luckily for me, Cleopatra Blue is a low tar cigarette line and I did 

my best to act like a veteran smoker.  The Service Officer began to tell me about all the 

cigarette lines that the company was currently producing both domestically and for 
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export, and then began to ask me about my research.  When I explained that I was 

researching Toshka and that I wanted to know more about Toshka cigarettes, I was met a 

puzzled look and a one word response, ‗Lih?‘ meaning ‗why‘ in the local dialect.  During 

my summer researching Toshka, this had been an all too common response when I 

discussed my reason for being in Egypt.  In Cairo today, many people want to avoid 

discussing politics with foreigners and those who aren‘t averse, don‘t see the relevance of 

discussing a 13 year-old failed irrigation scheme.   

It was at this time that a marketing executive wandered into the office to meet 

with the Service Officer.  Upon seeing me he immediately asked me first, if I was French. 

Second, why I was there?  And finally, what brand of cigarettes I smoked?  It became 

clear that a rumor was already circulating around that a Parisian woman was visiting the 

company that day.  I explained that I was there to learn about Toshka cigarettes and that I 

smoked Cleopatra Blue.  Considering that at that point in my life, the only two cigarettes 

I had ever smoked were the two Cleopatra Blue cigarettes that I had just chain-smoked, I 

felt comfortable claiming that Cleopatra Blue was my brand.  This enthralled the 

marketing director, but the more that the marketing director began to talk to me,  and the 

more that he told me about Toshka cigarettes, the angrier the Service Officer became.  

Once the marketing director left, after promising to come back with more information 

about Toshka Cigarettes, the Service Office began to confront me with a round of 

questions, such as ‗Are you CIA‘.  Then he pulled out an older catalog, ripped an 

advertisement for Toshka Cigarettes, and handed it to me.  He explained to me that I had 
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received the information about the cigarettes that I had come for, and that now it was 

time for me to leave.   I asked him if I should wait for the marketing director to return as 

promised, but he told me that it would be best if I left right away.  

Upon leaving his office, I got through one bullpen, and halfway down another 

hallway before encountering the marketing director standing in the doorway to an office 

telling all those inside a story about the American who was there to research cigarettes in 

Egypt.  When I approached, I immediately got scolded for having ventured out into the 

hallway.  When I explained that I had been asked to leave, the marketing director saw an 

opportunity and immediately relocated me to the marketing department.  The marketing 

department quickly became my home for the remainder of the day and for all of my 

follow up visits.  I found out by eavesdropping that the Service Officer had become 

scared of me, and that he thought that my being there and asking questions would get him 

in trouble with the government.  Luckily for me, most employees in the Eastern Company 

saw me as a novelty rather than a threat.  I was paraded around to multiple departments 

(with the exception of the Public Relations department, which I was eager to meet with – 

but was prevented from doing so by the market department to ensure that they didn‘t lose 

their monopoly over me), I shook hands with top level executives, and I was brought 

approximately one cup of tea every twenty minutes.     

Eventually, I was able to settle into the marketing department.  I was given a 

corner of a desk to share with one of the department‘s creative directors.  This particular 

branch of the marketing department consisted of two men and four women.  In order to 



 

55 
 

appease me and keep me from venturing into other departments, the department informed 

me that they were in the process of procuring one of the last packages of Toshka 

Cigarettes for me, but that this process would take until the end of the day.  In the 

meantime, I was questioned about my life in America, my travels in Egypt, my studies 

and shown a barrage of pictures of advertisements for new cigarettes and the family 

members‘ of those who were working in the department.  Intermittently, I was presented 

with information about Toshka Cigarettes.   

Toshka Cigarettes were launched in the beginning of 1997, in conjunction with 

the groundbreaking of the Toshka project.
124

 The packaging featured a stylized version of 

the eagle from the Egyptian flag on a background of a complimentary shade of yellow.  

The Eagle was chosen as the symbol for the cigarettes because it represented ‗strength‘. 

125
  At the same time, a full sized pack containing 20 cigarettes was also produced as part 

of the Toshka line.
126

  However, the standard size pack was for export, and only the 

smaller 10-cigarette pack was sold domestically. 
127

 The full sized pack fared better than 

the original 10-cigarette pack, and Eastern Company produced full sized packs of Toshka 

Cigarettes for export until 2008.
128

  And in the end, I was given one of these 20-cigarette 

packs as a souvenir from Eastern Company with the explicit warning not to smoke them. 
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  When I asked about the cancellation of the Toshka line, I was given very 

consistent and surprising answers from everyone at Eastern Company.  The standard 

response was that the cigarettes were part of the line dedicated to major events in 

Egyptian history, but that ultimately they were pulled off the market because nobody 

wanted to smoke Toshka Cigarettes.
129

  It was told to me as a story of pure supply and 

demand.  Toshka Cigarettes weren‘t popular with the people, so Eastern Cigarette refused 

to produce them.  This consistent response caused me great surprise and consternation, 

because it contradicted much of my previous research on the history of Toshka 

Cigarettes, and didn‘t accurately reflect aspects of cigarette consumption in Egypt.   

The country of Egypt‘s Ministry of Health compiled its first comprehensive study 

of smoking this year (2010).
130

  According to the report, 46.1% of Egyptians aged 25-44 

are cigarette smokers. 
131

 The average tobacco user in Egypt is a cigarette smoker, and 

most cigarette smokers consume one pack per day.
132

  Although, there is no government 

data on smoking consumption before 2010, it is generally accepted that widespread 

cigarette consumption in Egypt is not a new phenomenon.  Additionally, Egypt is not a 

wealthy country.  With a Gross National Income per Capita of 2,070 USD in 2009, Egypt 

was ranked 147
th

 out of 213 according to the World Bank.
133

  Consequently, it is not 

logical that the cigarette with the lowest price on the Egyptian market would disappear 
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because of a lack of demand.  Nor is it logical that if the Eastern Cigarette Company 

would willingly dispense with one of their most popular lines if bureaucrats within the 

Eastern Cigarette Company were competing with each other for resources.  However, 

there is an alternative explanation.  This bureaucratic hierarchy could be functioning 

exactly as designed, and the cigarette has disappeared because that was exactly what 

President Mubarak wanted.   

Following the release of Toshka Cigarettes, the newspaper that served as the 

mouthpiece of the Mubarak regime, Gomhuriya, launched an attack on the cigarette 

brand, and demanded that Toshka cigarettes should be renamed.
134

  The logic behind this 

attack was that it was inappropriate to give a cancer-causing cigarette the same name as 

the project that was being touted as the savior of Egypt.
135

  This attack was both logical 

and illogical at the same time.  The argument that it was bad to name any unhealthy 

product after a project that is supposed to help people is valid on the surface.  What is 

illogical about the case of Toshka cigarettes is that this tradition of naming cigarettes 

after major achievements in Egyptian history was started by the Egyptian government.
136

   

Although the company was partially privatized in 1991, the state-owned Holding 

Company for Chemical Industries still owns fifty-two percent of Eastern Company.
137

 

Additionally, Toshka cigarettes were released onto the market at the same time as another 
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commemorative cigarette, Taba.
138

  Taba cigarettes were issued to commemorate Israel‘s 

return of the village to Egypt, which is one of President Mubarak‘s major achievements.  

Consequently, Taba cigarettes were issued inside of Egypt as a limited release without 

facing any governmental opposition.  To this day, Taba cigarettes and another brand 

called President, which dons a different variation of the stylized eagle from the Egyptian 

flag, are still being produced by Eastern Company for export only.
139

  I argue that Toshka 

cigarettes were not pulled from the market because of low demand, or because it was 

inappropriate for Cigarettes to share their name with the Toshka project.   Rather, because 

after the fanfare surrounding Toshka died down, the Mubarak regime needed to remove 

all elements of the project from the public arena.  The cancellation of Toshka Cigarettes 

was an attempt by the government to make people forget about the project by severing 

one of the major ties between the average Egyptian citizen and the Toshka development 

project.   

One final piece of evidence that Eastern Company is a functioning hierarchically 

as the first hypothesis predicted is that in 1997 Eastern Company bought 100 feddans in 

the New Valley in order to grow tobacco.  Successful completion of the Toshka project 

would have enabled Eastern Company to produce more of their own tobacco 

domestically and reduce their need to import more expensive tobacco from Europe and 
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other parts of Africa.
140

 The ability to produce more tobacco locally would lower the 

companies‘ production costs, 51% of which was spent on importing tobacco from abroad 

during the 2006/2007 fiscal year.
141

 On 14 August 2008, the Ministry of Agriculture 

rejected Eastern Companies second request to grow tobacco in the New Valley, because 

they cannot irrigate the 100 feddans that Eastern Company needs.
142

 Consequently, 

Eastern Company has decided that in the future they will not attempt to procure new land 

to grow tobacco in Egypt. 
143
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Chapter 4. Panorama.. New Valley  

 

 In 1997, shortly after the 9 January groundbreaking ceremony at Toshka, the 

Egyptian government‘s State Information Service
144

 produced a large, illustrated, coffee-

table book about the Egypt‘s newest governate, entitled Panorama.. New Valley.  This 

text discussed the status of Toshka as a megaproject, and how this project would affect 

various aspects of Egyptian life.  First, this chapter will review recent political science 

literature on the study of megaprojects.
145

  Second, this chapter will evaluate how the text 

Panorama.. New Valley discusses both the Toshka project and the status of megaprojects 

in Egypt.  In doing so it, this chapter will explore issues of geography, resource 

endowments, development, religion and peasant life.  Finally, this chapter will examine 

recent appeals for future megaprojects in Egypt, specifically Farouk el-Baz‘s plan for 

Egypt‘s Development Corridor.  
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Comparative Politics and Megaprojects   

 

 Megaprojects are a ―technological tours de force with an innovative and, not 

infrequently, an experimental character‖.
146

  They command attention from policymakers, 

citizens, environmentalists and engineers.  Consequently, it is not surprise that they have 

also captured the attention of many academics.  However, the study of megaprojects is in 

many ways just as multifaceted as the projects themselves, because they are both 

technologically and socially complex.
147

   Therefore scholars from a wide variety of 

disciplines from engineering to finance and from anthropology to political science have 

found themselves enthralled with the same empirical cases.  In political science, scholars 

have found themselves primarily occupied with three questions about megaprojects.  

First, why do governments decide to construct megaprojects?  What is the relationship 

between public and private sector financing and the construction of megaprojects?
148

    

How do governments weigh the costs and benefits of said project,
149

 and finally, how do 

policy makers assess risk.
150

  Second, why do certain infrastructure projects fail to 
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improve the human condition?
151

  Third, when do leaders use megaprojects as a political 

strategy?  

 The first question ‗what are the decision making processes for undertaking the 

construction of a megaproject‘ was one of the foundational questions in the book Mega-

Projects: The Changing Politics of Urban Investment by Alan Altshuler and David 

Luberoff.  The authors approach megaprojects from the point of view of urban politics 

and policy studies.  Although Altshuler and Luberoff assert that megaprojects are an 

understudied topic in urban politics, the field of urban politics still produces the lion‘s 

share of political research on megaprojects.
152

   

 Altshuler and Luberoff‘s study of megaprojects focuses on the emergence of 

megaprojects in America, during the second half of the twentieth century.
153

  The 

fundamental question that they seek to answer is ―why did the American government 

undertake such ambitious, highly disruptive activities‖ to begin with and why did 

attitudes toward megaprojects change throughout the latter half of the twentieth 

century.
154

  One of the major focuses of Altshuler and Lubeoff‘s book is on the public 

investment strategies that are used to finance these megaprojects.
155

  The authors are 

interested in exploring how local city-level governments ―shifted tactics in seeking to lure 
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major investors, relying more on fiscal and regulatory inducements, less on public 

infrastructure development; and within the arena of public development they shifted 

tactics as well, striving to reduce disruptions and minimize citizen resistance‖.
156

   

Altshuler and Luberoff identify four political eras in the history of megaprojects 

in the United States.  The first period, was the pre-1950 era, in which both megaprojects, 

and significant levels of aid for local government, were absent.
157

  The second period was 

from the late 1950s to the 1960s.
158

  This period was touted as the ‗great mega-project 

era‘ and was a period of an unprecedented amount of federal aid for urban infrastructure 

programs.
159

  The third period was an era of transition, which lasted from the mid-1960s 

to the early 1970s, when the impact of these projects provoked resentment among the 

citizenry.
160

  The fourth period, the era of ‗do no harm‘ has lasted from the mid-1970s 

until today.
161

  In this era, implementation strategies are focused on avoiding or 

mitigating any disruptions however, public investment in megaprojects has remained 

substantial.   
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Megaprojects in Egypt 

 

A similar study to Altshuler and Luberoff‘s is needed for the history megaprojects 

in Egypt.  The birth of the Egyptian Republic was immediately followed by the creation 

of the Aswan Dam, which was accompanied by scores of controversy.  During the early 

years of the republican government, Egypt sought financing from major world powers, 

such as America and Britain, and international organizations like the World Bank.  When 

Britain, America and the World Bank pulled their funding, Egypt sought financing from 

another major power: Russia.  The period from 1952 to 1970, in Egypt, could be seen as 

the ―great mega project era‖ , much like Altshuler and Luberoff‘s description of the 

1950s and 1960s in America.
162

  Following the international scandal that was caused by 

the construction of the Aswan High Dam and with the beginning of the Infitah (economic 

opening), the Egyptian government shifted their focus from megaprojects to smaller-scale 

infrastructure projects throughout the Sadat Era (1970-1981).  During the first half of the 

Mubarak era (1981-1995), the Egyptian government completed small-scale development 

and infrastructure projects, while beginning to plan for the future construction of large-

scale megaprojects.  Additionally, much like what was observed in the American case, 

the Egyptian government began to shift their strategies for obtaining funding sources by 
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securing capital from other Arab states or East Asian countries, such as Japan.
163

   The 

second half of the Mubarak presidency (1996-present), represents yet another shift in the 

attitude toward, and financing of, megaprojects in Egypt.  In 1996, the Egyptian 

government decided to resurrect the 1958 plan to create a New Valley in the south of 

Egypt.
164

  This project was the first attempt to build a Pharonic megaproject in Egypt 

since the completion of the Aswan High Dam.  The Egyptian government also shifted 

their investment strategies for building Megaprojects beginning in 1996.  While the 

Egyptian government still depended on significant international financing from other 

Arab states and Japan in order to complete the Toshka project, the government also 

solicited large amounts of public financing from inside of Egypt in the form of land sales 

in the region that was set to be irrigated.   

In their study of American Megaprojects, Altshuler and Luberoff use a variety of 

theories to explain the shifts in attitudes and financing of megaprojects, including 

pluralism, regime theory and elite theory, but they give pride of place to public choice 

theory.  It is clear that Egypt has gone through similar eras of megaprojects.  However, 

future research is still needed to determine if the American experience is exceptional, or 

if public choice theory could also explain the emergence of different eras of megaprojects 

in Egypt. 
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Seeing Like a State 

  

In 1999, when James C. Scott published Seeing Like a State: How Certain 

Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, he theorized that a combination 

of four factors were necessary for this ‗failure‘ to occur.  The first element was ―the 

administrative ordering of nature and society‖.
165

  The second was ‗high modernist 

ideology‘, that advocated the rational design of social order in accordance with scientific 

natural laws.
166

  The third element is an authoritarian state.
167

  Finally, the fourth element 

is a powerless civil society, which lacks the ability to resist these structured changes in 

their environment.
168

  Scott believed that the impetus for states to use infrastructure to 

attempt to structure society ―provides the capacity for large-scale social engineering, 

high-modernist ideology provides the desire, the authoritarian state provides the 

determination to act on that desire, and an incapacitated civil society provides the leveled 

social terrain on which to build‖.
169

  

The second question, ‗why do certain infrastructure projects fail to improve the 

human condition‘ is especially relevant for understanding the politics of the Toshka 
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project.  Unlike studies of urban politics in a democracy, this question was asked in order 

to explore the  construction of megaprojects in authoritarian regimes.  This second 

question is also a relevant because until now, the Toshka project has failed to meet any of 

its objective goals.  Currently, less than three percent of the 550,000 feddans of land, 

which were originally supposed to be irrigated for agricultural use, are producing 

anything.
170

   

 James C. Scott examines a wide variety of cases in authoritarian regimes.  

However, the Toshka case does not fit well with Scott‘s model.  The specifics of the 

Toshka project are in line with all four elements of Scott‘s theory and in 1958 the project 

was originally conceived as a high modernist project, in which man was literally shaping 

the course of the Nile and controlling his environment.  Consequently, I argue that Scott‘s 

theory is appropriate for explaining the government‘s initial attempt to build a New 

Valley in 1958, and the subsequent failure of this project.  What Scott‘s theory cannot 

explain is why the government would attempt to build the same project, a second time.  

Scott‘s theory explains how high modernism can capture the minds of authoritarian 

rulers, but it cannot explain why Egypt would attempt to irrigate a large salt plain for a 

second time under a regime that had not displayed a penchant for high modernist 

ideology.  Consequently, Scott‘s treatise makes two implicit assumptions that should not 

be extended to the analysis of the Toshka project, when the government attempted to 

irrigate a New Valley in 1997.  The first would be that the Toshka project was designed 
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to improve the human condition.  The second assumption would be that the Toshka 

project was a failure.   

 The third and final question, ‗when do leaders use megaprojects as a 

political strategy‘ is by far the least theorized of the three questions.  Although, it is clear 

that colossal hydraulic projects from the Aswan High Dam to the Hoover Dam have 

served to advance a particular political strategy, it is rare that political analysis of these 

project‘s focus on the issue of ‗megaprojects as political strategy‘.
171

  As outlined in the 

first chapter of this text, this paper argues that megaprojects should be also analyzed as 

aspects of political strategies.  In regards to the Toshka project, this paper argues that 

rather than being a symptom of precipitant development, or a front for embezzlement, 

many of these projects were designed to fail because the regime received the largest 

benefit by starting them - not by completing them.  Consequently, authoritarian leaders 

around the world have embarked on these boondoggles in order to benefit from the early 

fanfare, and in order to be able to claim that they are addressing some of the major 
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problems facing the nation without being held accountable for the outcomes of these 

lengthy development projects. 

 

Politics Illustrated: Coffee Table Books as Political Propaganda  

 

Panorama.. New Valley is one of the most official, and one of the lesser known, 

pieces of propaganda associated with the Toshka project.  The book was published in 

Arabic and English, in the same edition, and appears to have targeted audiences that were 

either western or upper-class Egyptians.  While it is common for the Egyptian 

government to print both English and Arabic editions of many of their publications, 

Panorama.. New Valley is unique in that each page of the book includes both Arabic and 

English.   

In Egypt, most of the books that are marketed for mass consumption are 

paperback, they are printed on low quality paper, and they do not include photos or color 

illustrations.  Panorama.. New Valley is the exact opposite of this.  This book is of 

extremely high quality, it is hardcover and it measures 12 X 9.5 X1 inches and it includes 

a satin-ribbon bookmark with the binding.  Consequently, this book is of higher quality 

than the average book published by the Egyptian government‘s State Information 
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Service.
172

  One of the distinguishing aspects of Panorama.. New Valley is that the book 

was printed using three different types of paper; a translucent wax paper that chapter 

titles are printed on, a high quality photo-paper for the literally hundreds of color photos 

that are included in the book, and a thick cardstock for the few pages that only contain 

text.     

Another interesting aspect about the book is the use of the word ‗panorama‘ in the 

title of the text.  In Egypt, the word panorama is virtually synonymous with governmental 

propaganda because the museum dedicated to the Egyptian Republic‘s principal military 

victory is The October 1973 War Panorama.  This Panorama commemorates Egypt‘s 

victory over Israel in 1973, and Egypt‘s subsequent reclamation of the Sinai Peninsula.  

The success of the October 1973 War is considered to be one of Hosni Mubarak‘s 

greatest achievements.   Mubarak was the commander of the Egyptian Air Defense 

Department during the war, and the performance of this department is considered to be 

one of the most important contributing factors to Egypt‘s victory in 1973.   

The October 1973 War Panorama was originally conceived of by the North 

Koreans, and was modeled after a similar panorama inside of the Victorious Father 

Liberation Museum in Pyongyang.
173

  In 1983, President Mubarak traveled to Pyongyang 
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and was very impressed with the Panorama there.
174

  In a gesture of continued friendship 

and cooperation between the two countries Kim Il-Sung offered to construct a similar 

panorama in Cairo dedicated to the October 1973 War.  North Korean artists were 

brought to Cairo to paint the social realist scenes in the panorama.  The panorama itself is 

the center room of a circular building that rotates, in order to offer the audience the 

experience of seeing a 360 degree mural depicting the Egyptian forces capturing the 

Sinai.  The panorama has all the drama that is typically attributed to North Korean 

political propaganda.  Additionally, ‗panorama‘ is a foreign, or borrowed, word in 

Arabic, and in Egypt is used almost exclusively to describe The October 1973 War 

Panorama.  Consequently, the word panorama alone is sufficient to conjure up patriotic 

images of el-about.
175

 

 Panorama.. New Valley was supposed to be the first in a series of books dedicated 

to different governorates in Egypt.  Although, it appears that since the publication of 

Panorama.. New Valley no other books have been published about any of Egypt‘s 

additional 28 governorates. The goal of these books was to inform the Egyptian populace 

about the New Valley governorate in particular, and the geography of Egypt in general.
176

   

Panorama.. New Valley is divided into five sections: the Introduction, Land and People, 

Monuments, The Land of Promise and The Dream Project.
177

  The book‘s introduction 

begins with the phrase ―Outside of the populous valley is the future envisaged for Egypt; 
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heading for vast horizons, with a view to opening new vistas for development and 

progress‖.
178

The rhetoric about population growth in Panorama.. New Valley is very 

similar to the rhetoric in Abel Tawab Youssef‘s series of children‘s books Wisdom from 

Toshka.  An introductory passage from Panorama.. New Valley states that the Toshka 

project ―aims at unleashing prospects, creating new communities away from the 

overcrowded Delta; giving room to establishing modern civilization parallel to that made 

by Ancient Egyptians along the River Nile over 7000 years ago‖.
179

  However, the 

subsequent depictions of the New Valley in the text do not conjure up images of 

encroaching modernity, but rather celebrate the beauty and simplicity of the life of the 

fellah.
180

   

 

Land and People 

 

This chapter aims to acquaint young, modern, English-speaking Egyptians with 

the natural beauty and the simplistic civilizations that will surround them once they move 

to the New Valley.  The reader is depicted as the savior of these people.  Early on, the 

reader is faced with a color picture of an elderly resident of New Valley staring back at 

them with the caption ―time could not defeat the look of hope and confidence in the 
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future‖.
181

  However, it is not only the elderly that are looking toward these young, 

modern, educated Egyptians as future saviors.  Women are also awaiting these future 

citizens of the New Valley.  Illustrations of the current female residents of the New 

Valley show that these women still wear traditional Islamic dress.
182

   These illustrations 

are accompanied by the caption ―traditional attire still there in the New Valley despite 

modernization…‖
183

  Clearly, this book makes that case that the upper classes have a 

duty to their country, not only to help modernize the New Valley, but to pay special 

attention to places where the government perceives modernization have failed in the past, 

such as the eradication of Islamic dress for women.
184

   

Most of the pages in the chapter entitled Land and People are pictures of fellahin 

engaging in everyday activities, such as cooking or walking outside, with captions like 

―Contentment: it is a life of special nature so particular to the people‖.
185

  However, there 

are more political messages interspersed as well.  For example, page forty-one is 

dedicated to a full page picture of a lone man atop a dune looking back at his footsteps in 

the sand with the caption the ―road of hope starts with a single step‖.
186

  The rest of the 

chapter contains breathtaking photographs of Egypt‘s Bahariyya (white desert) images of 
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indigenous artwork, architecture, handicrafts and pictures of children playing with 

kittens. 

 

Monuments 

 

  The third section of the book is dedicated to the Monuments of the New 

Valley.  In this section, significant attention is paid to both the continuous history of the 

people inhabiting the lands of the New Valley and their religions.  This chapter begins 

with the statement ―the New Valley went through different historical ages that left behind 

several monuments which indicate the kinds of civilization and prosperity this area had 

witnessed in the different ages of Pharonic, Greek, Roman, Coptic and Islamic Egypt‖.
187

  

A majority of the monuments that are focused on in the book are from the Pharonic 

period and can be found in the Kharga oasis.
188

  By 1997, Kharga had been designated as 

the capital city of the New Valley governorate.
189

   The government attested to the 

historic value of the city by claiming that Kharga was a forgotten piece of the Old 

Valley.
190

  In Panorama.. New Valley the government makes sure to discuss how caravan 

roads used to connect both the Kharga and Dakhla oases to the Old Valley, and that many 

of the same roads that were used to connect Assuit in southern Egypt to Darfur in 
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Sudan.
191

  The monuments in the oases attest the unity of these lands with the people of 

the Old Valley.
192

  It is only in modern times that we have abandoned our noble brethren 

in the desert, and that we must ‗march to the desert‘ and revive these caravan routes with 

modern infrastructure; highways, railways and airports.
193

    

 Another aspect to the amount of attention that is paid to monuments in 

Panorama..  New Valley is the relationship between monuments and the megaprojects.  In 

authoritarian regimes around the world, large-scale public works projects have been 

viewed as anything from the structural manifestation of the leader‘s ego, such as Never 

Hoxha‘s decision to build a pyramid in the heart of Tirana to encase his remains and 

serve as a public memorial to his reign, to pure megalomania, such as Nicolae 

Ceauşescu‘s decision to build the world‘s largest office-building in Bucharest.   In 1957, 

Karl Wittfogel stated that the ―palaces, government buildings, temples, and tombs share 

one feature with the ―public‖ works proper: they, too, tend to be large. The architectural 

style of hydraulic society is monumental‖.
194

  Consequently, it should come to no 

surprise that the Egyptian government would want to emphasize the monumental history 

of the New Valley, not only to legitimize their decision to develop the region, but also to 

draw parallels between the monumental achievements that the ancient Egyptians who 
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lived in this region and monumental nature of the Toshka project, which was proclaimed 

to be Egypt‘s fourth pyramid, or Mubarak‘s pyramid. 

 The link to the past is evident in many of the captions that accompany the pictures 

of the monuments of the New Valley.  In fact, the chapter begins with a picture of two 

Pharonic columns with capitals decorated as lotus blossom, and a caption that reads 

―Huge columns showing immortal architectural beauty of the New Valley‖.
195

  Rhetoric 

of this nature continues throughout the text.  The discussion of the Pharonic artwork that 

adorns the temples in the New Valley begins with the phrase ―the New Valley‘s temples 

and antiquities have immortal academic & archeological value‖.
196

  The discussion of 

ancient artwork in the oases has been politicized and has become rhetoric to discuss the 

potential for development, population transfer and urbanization that the Toshka project 

will bring to the New Valley for a second time.   

 ―Art incarnation Pharonic cults and attesting to the immortality of the Ancient 

Egyptian  

 Civilization which extended to such areas (the New Valley) and urbanized them 

thousands of years ago‖.
197

 

 

However, the authors of Panorama.. New Valley did not limit their discussion of 

monuments to the Pharonic past, but rather the text references monuments from the 

entirety of Egypt‘s religious history in chronological order.  These texts make a powerful 
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case for the importance of the New Valley in Egypt‘s Christian history.  The discussion 

of the Christian monuments begins with the statement that the New Valley has a ―rich 

record of religious, particularly Coptic architecture where the oldest early Christianity 

drawings in Egypt were made‖.
198

  Although there are Islamic monuments that are 

discussed in the text, such as the Sheikh Bashandi tomb, the discussions of these 

monuments are very straightforward and descriptive, lacking in all forms of figurative 

language or allusions to the monumental nature of these monuments or the ensuing 

revitalization of the New Valley.  

 The fourth section of the book is called The Land of Promise
199

.  This section, like 

its predecessors, begins with a statement about the attachment that previous generations 

have felt for the lands of the New Valley, and the promise of their future importance to 

the people of Egypt.   

―The food basket was the name for New Valley oases through several eras; 

Pharonic, Greek and Roman.  The land still gives welfare and cultivation is based 

on subaltern waters‖.
200

  

 

There are very many similarities between the texts Panorama.. New Valley and the series 

of children‘s books Wisdom from Toshka by Abdel Tawab Youssef.  For example, 

Panorama.. New Valley also makes the false claim that the New Valley was nicknamed 
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‗the breadbasket‘ during ancient times. 
201

  Additionally, both texts also reference the 

idea of the ‗march to the desert‘ and the young palm tree as a symbol of the agricultural 

lands in the New Valley.
202

    

 

The Land of Promise 

 

  The majority of the chapter, The Land of Promise, discusses industry and 

agricultural production.  This chapter focuses on issues of modernization and 

productivity.  There are many pictures of modern agriculture, infrastructure and factories 

– and these images are accompanied by the promise that these images will soon become a 

familiar scene to the readers because of the South Valley Development project.
203

  The 

captions carry messages like ―desert turned into land rich in fauna and flora thanks to the 

Egyptian man‖
204

 and ―vast areas of land which also waits for the River Nile to flow this 

way and flood in bounty‖.
205

  In addition to the photos of agricultural lands, there are also 

many images of industry ranging from mines to factories, including pictures of the Abu 

Tartour phosphate mine. 
206

 The government included photos of Abu Tartour in order to 

                                                           
201

 Panorama.. New Valley (State Information Service, 1997),   pg 147. 
202

 Ibid,  pg 41 & 47  
203

 Ibid,  pg 152. 
204

 Ibid,  pg 157. 
205

 Ibid,  pg 150. 
206

 Ibid,  pg 158-159. 



 

79 
 

assure future residents that there was a wide range of job opportunities available both in 

agriculture and industry.   

The Abu Tartour project was originally conceived to mine phosphates in the 

Western Desert for export.  This project began in 1995, and initial reports were optimistic 

estimating that the reserves at Abu Tartour were approximately seven billion tons of 

phosphates.
207

  The mine was estimated to have an annual productive capacity of 4.4 

million tons of phosphates, or 2.2 million tons of phosphate concentrates, per year.
208

  

These phosphates would be mined near in the New Valley, then transported to a port on 

the Red Sea to be shipped all over the world.  This project was reformed in 2008, after it 

had become an extreme financial liability for the government.
209

  By June of 2004, the 

project was running at a loss of eleven billion Egyptian pounds.
210

  Additionally, there 

has been speculation that the phosphate reserves at Abu Tartour are dwindling and will 

soon be exhausted.
211

  It is ironic that the government would have included photos of Abu 

Tartour in a book about the future of the Toshka project, because Toshka and Abu 

Tartour are considered to be the two least successful development projects that the 

Egyptian government has undertaken since Mubarak became president in 1981.
212
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 One of the more absurd references to agricultural production that is included in 

Panorama.. New Valley is the subtle references to the cultivation of apricots in the New 

Valley.  In both Modern Standard Arabic and Egyptian colloquial Arabic, the word for 

apricot is mishmish. In Egypt, the use of the word mishmish is rarely a reference to the 

fruit.  Even though apricots are consumed in Egypt, most references are to popular foods 

made from apricots like ‗Qamr el-din‘ or ‗doqqa‘.
213

  In Egypt, apricot season historically 

has had an incredibly short harvest.  Egypt is considered to have too hot of a climate to 

easily produce apricots.  The major apricot producing countries in the Middle East are 

Turkey, Iran, Morocco and Syria.
214

  It is rumored that apricot season in Egypt can be as 

short as a single day, and that there has been many years in which there were no apricot 

harvests.  The phrase ‗wa la hata fil mishmish‘, or ‗not even if it was apricot season‘ is 

the equivalent of English phrases like ‗in your wildest dreams‘ or ‗when pigs fly‘.
215

  In 

instances when brevity is needed, the phrase can be shortened to ‗fil mishmish‘, which 

translates to ‗during apricot season‘.  Both phrases are often used to express sarcasm or 

criticism.  Hence, it is very surprising to see multiple references to the cultivation of 

apricots in Panorama.. New Valley.
216

  The claim that apricots can be grown in the New 

Valley gives the reader the impression that the government views them as being gullible 
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enough to believe that apricots can be produced in an extremely hot climate.
217

  Even 

though they are subtle, the references to apricots in Panorama.. New Valley is easily 

interpreted as mocking, unrealistic and a message from the government saying that ‗only 

in your wildest dreams will the promise of the New Valley become a reality‘. 

 

The Dream Project  

 

 The final section of Panorama.. New Valley is The Dream Project.  This section 

begins with the image of an explosion in the middle of the desert.  This picture is 

reprinted on the final page of the book, with the caption ―new life explodes in the heart of 

the desert‖.
218

 Although the aim of this book is to educate Egyptians about the New 

Valley, there are only four pages of information describing the actual Toshka project and 

the government‘s plans for the development of the region.  This section of the book also 

includes additional rhetoric about the evils of overpopulation.  For example, 

―President Mubarak explained why there should be another valley; citing the urge 

to come out of the old overcrowded Nile strip, to seek a better morrow for 

Egyptians, to open wide vistas for coming generations, to change the taken-for-

granted, to create new urban communities, to green light wide scale development 

and to boost capability in achieving food sufficiency‖.
219
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This entire chapter is a paltry twelve pages, four of which contain text, another four pages 

are dedicated to photos of President Mubarak at the future site of the Mubarak pumping 

station and witnessing the opening of the first kilometer of New Valley Canal.
220

  The 

final four pages contain images of an explosion in the desert.  

 

 

Development Corridor  

 

 In conclusion, this section will now discuss contemporary discussions of the 

future of Megaprojects in Egypt.  Although there has been strong backlash and criticism 

of the Toshka project, in 2007 there recently there has been an attempt to rekindle the 

enthusiasm for large-scale megaprojects in Egypt.  In 2007, Dr. Farouk El-Baz published 

Development Corridor: Securing a Better Future for Egypt a book that advocates the 

beginning of a new era of megaprojects in Egypt.  Dr. El-Baz is currently a research 

professor and he is the Director of the Center for Remote Sensing at Boston 

University.
221

  Before taking up this position at Boston University, Dr. El-Baz ―worked 

with NASA to assist in the planning of scientific exploration of the Moon, including the 
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selection of landing sites for the Apollo missions and the training of astronauts in lunar 

observations and photography‖.222   

 The Development Corridor is a proposed development project that would open up 

a new tract of land stretching from the cost of the Mediterranean Sea to the Southern 

border by providing infrastructure so that a flourishing society can be created around it.
223

  

Dr. El-Baz views three factors as being essential for the ―re-spread of civilization along 

the banks of the Nile River‖.
224

  First, there needs to be not only food security, but excess 

production of food in order to nourish the minds and bodies of the Egyptian citizenry.
225

  

Second, like Durkheim, El-Baz calls for a ―division of labor among the society, in a fair 

and well organized manner‖.
226

  Third, there must be urban environment that encourages 

the creativity and innovation of by citizens, rather than an environment where ideas are 

stifled and civil society is prostrate to the government.
227

  The Development Corridor has 

twelve goals that would directly benefit the average Egyptian citizen.  These goals 

include the creation of new jobs, ending urban encroachment on the agricultural land in 

the Delta, stopping pollution in the Old Valley, and brining eco-tourism to Egypt‘s 

Western Desert, Connecting the Toshka region with the rest of the country and giving 
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young Egyptians hope for a better future.
228

 Dr. El-Baz begins his concluding remarks on 

the project with the anecdote 

―When my granddaughter Yasmeen was 10 years old, she attended school in 

Washington D.C., where her parents live. She returned from school one day to tell 

her mother that the teacher mentioned Egypt in the first lesson in history.  She 

added that the teacher said that history repeats itself, and asked if it were true.  

When her mother answered positively, she excitedly asked: ‗Does this mean that 

Egypt can be great again?‘‖
229

  

 

Reminiscent of the rhetoric surrounding the Toshka project, Dr. El-Baz also invokes the 

spirit of ―Let‘s do it for the Kids‖ in his appeal for the creation of a Development 

Corridor. 

 Although the Development Corridor project seems to share a lot of the same goals 

with the Toshka project, such as job provision, food security and relieving the population 

pressures in the Old Valley.  Dr. El-Baz criticizes three aspects of the Toshka project, 

which he determines to be aspects of failed planning.
230

  Dr. El-Baz‘s criticism is very 

rare, and he is one of the only people in Egypt who have publically spoken out against the 

Toshka project.  His first criticism is that too much water is lost to evaporation, because 

the canal is 850 kilometers long and the temperatures in the New Valley can consistently 

reach fifty degrees Celsius (122 degrees Fahrenheit), during summer.
231

 Second, not 

enough of the canal is properly lined and consequently too much water is irrigating 
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sand.
232

  Finally, the water being transferred to the oases of Farafra, Kharga and Dakhla is 

contaminating the groundwater in these oases with salt.
233

  Then Dr. El-Baz makes two 

suggestions for improving the Toshka project.
234

  First, Dr. El-Baz suggests that the 

Toshka region should be connected to other parts of the country, and encourages new 

people to move to Toshka.
235

  The best way to do this would be build the Development 

Corridor through the Toshka region.  Second, the water that has been allocated to the 

Toshka project should be used to develop communities in the Development Corridor.  

Especially in regions where the land is better suited for agriculture and the water can be 

used to provide people with livelihoods.
236

   

Dr. El-Baz has very similar goals for the country as those stated by Mubarak on 9 

January 1997.  He wants to provide the country with food security, new urban 

communities and a better future for Egypt‘s youth.
237

  In many ways, Dr. El-Baz‘s project 

is similar to the high modernist planning ideology that the Egyptian government 

envisioned in 1958.  Much like the other early positivists who constructed the Suez 

Canal, El-Baz views the spread of infrastructure as being a necessary precursor for 

civilization.  In many ways, Dr. El-Baz views his project as Egypt‘s the Suez Canal for 

the new century. 

                                                           
232

 Ibid,  pg 110. 
233

 Ibid,  pg 110. 
234

 Ibid,  pg 111. 
235

 Ibid,  pg 111. 
236

 Ibid,  pg 111. 
237

  Farouk El-Baz, Development Corridor: Securing a Better Future for Egypt  (Eye of the Sun Publishers, 

2007,  14-15. 



 

86 
 

  Currently, the public has lost faith in the Toshka project and in order to rally 

support for a very similar megaproject Dr. El-Baz must disassociate his Development 

Corridor from the New Valley.  The Development Corridor is the first time since Toshka 

that anyone has called for the creation of a large-scale development project in Egypt‘s 

western desert.  If Dr. El-Baz‘s call is heeded, this will mark yet another new era in 

Egypt‘s history of megaprojects, because El-Baz calls for 100% of the financing of the 

Development Corridor to come from private sector investments.
238
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Chapter 5: Conclusion  

 

 Today, the Toshka Project is a source of anger and frustration for the majority of 

the Egyptian people.  The vast majority of the Toshka lands are owned either by 

foreigners from the Arab Gulf states, or the Egyptian army.  Very few jobs have been 

created by the Toshka project, and the jobs that have been created have been too few to 

create thriving communities in the New Valley.  Rather, most agricultural workers live in 

dormitories and they are still residents of cities and villages where their families reside.
239

  

Today, the Toshka project seems to have failed Egypt‘s youth however, it appears that in 

the late 1990s, Toshka was a political success.   

In this paper, I argued that the conventional wisdom about Toshka was incorrect.  

The Toshka project has not previously been examined by political scientist because while 

political scientists have sought to examine why these large megaprojects fail, they have 

not yet asked the question ‗why would a government try to restart a project that has 

previously failed‘.  Usually the Toshka project was written off as a product of dictatorial 

incompetence or corruption, but the initial motivations for beginning the project is rarely 

addressed.  I argue that, rather than being a symptom of precipitant development or a 

front for embezzlement, Toshka was designed to deceive, because the Mubarak regime 

received the largest benefit by starting the Toshka project, not by completing it.  
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Authoritarian leaders around the world have embarked on these boondoggles in order to 

benefit from the early fanfare and in order to be able to claim that they are addressing 

some of the major problems facing the nation without being held accountable for the 

outcomes of these lengthy development projects.  Thus, undertaking the Toshka project 

enabled President Mubarak to capitalize on a new reputation as a provider of collective 

goods which helped to prevent the mobilization of groups demanding redistribution and 

also helped to delay youth mobilization for fourteen years.   

 In order to provide evidence for this hypothesis, I have analyzed a wide variety of 

the political propaganda that accompanied the groundbreaking at Toshka.  In the second 

chapter, I examined how the regime portrayed itself to their most important audience, 

Egypt‘s youth.  This chapter was clearly a signal to Egypt‘s youth that a true utopia 

awaited them when they grew up.
240

  The effectiveness of this message is clear in the 

testimony by Wael
241

.  For Wael, Toshka was literally a promised land.  The problem was 

that as many of the children from the Toshka generation grew older, the dream turned 

into a pipe dream and the youth of Egypt began to feel just as betrayed as the characters 

in the movie The Island.   

These children‘s books were an important aspect of the Toshka project and they 

provide deep insight as to what the project was supposed to signal to middle-class 

Egyptian youth.  From textual analysis it is clear that Toshka was supposed to signal to 
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the youth that if they had faith in the regime, their needs would be met, and the state 

would act like a safety net.  It was also a signal that this project was a reward for those 

who would wait patiently and that criticizing the Toshka project was not acceptable.   

 In the third chapter, I examined how the regime portrayed itself to another large 

audience, lower-class cigarette smokers.  The signal that was sent to this large population, 

was that Toshka was already providing Egypt‘s lower classes with less expensive 

agricultural goods, like tobacco.  In the future, the Toshka lands were supposed to expand 

Egypt‘s domestic tobacco production in addition to grains, barley, fruits, vegetables and 

poultry.  This chapter also demonstrated the level of control that the Mubarak regime had 

over the bureaucracy.   This chapter provides evidence that this bureaucracy was being 

controlled hierarchically, which is contradictory to the bureaucratic hypothesis from the 

first chapter.   

 Finally, in the fourth chapter, I examined the signals that the regime sent to a 

small and important audience, the upper-class.  This text was an important signal to the 

upper-class and elites that the Toshka project would not result in wide-spread 

redistribution in Egypt.  In fact, in Panorama.. New Valley, the regime went as far as to 

mock the lower classes for the amusement of the upper classes, by discussing how lower 

class agricultural workers would cultivate apricots in the New Valley.
242

   Additionally, 

this chapter also discusses the history of megaprojects in Egypt and provided evidentiary 

support that the miscalculation of risk hypothesis is incorrect.   
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In conclusion this report has challenged the conventional wisdom on Toshka.  

Although, the vast majority of the literature on megaprojects focus on the reason why 

megaprojects fail, this report questions the earlier decision of why regimes decide to 

embark on projects that have previously failed.  I conclude that the reason that the 

Mubarak regime undertook this project was to capitalize on the early fanfare that the 

project created.  Additionally, I have argued that we can analyze the propaganda 

surrounding these projects in order to understand the signals that the regime is sending to 

different groups in Egypt.  Signaling is common in the political science literature in both 

the studies of international relations and social movements.  One of the primary insights 

from the international relations literature is that signaling isn‘t just a way to reveal private 

information, but is also a tool for political deception.
243

  The Mubarak regime used the 

sunk costs of the Toshka project to send what was to appear to be a costly signal that the 

government was serious about redistribution, the provision of public goods and providing 

for Egypt‘s youth.  However, the Toshka project was nothing more than an act of 

political deception.  I argue that future research could expand this theory by creating a 

formal model of a Bayesian signaling game and testing it against other empirical cases.  

Another potential empirical case that can be used to test this theory is the Black Sea 

Canal in Romania.  In 1979, Nicolae Ceaușescu restarted Romania‘s most expensive 

development project, which was originally commissioned by Stalin in 1949.  This project 

was the Black Sea Canal.  The Black Sea Canal was designed to enable ships to 
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circumvent the Danube Delta and to be part of system of canals that connects the North 

and Black seas.   In order to keep from selecting on the dependent variable, these cases 

could be compared to megaprojects that were precursors in each of these countries, 

including the Aswan High Dam and the Vidaru Dam.   
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