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Reflecting the Public Will in Egypt

A Market Economy with Social Justice

Heba Abou Shneif argues that it is no longer sustainable for
the government to view citizens simply as passive recipients of
public goods; it is certainly not enough for government to listen to
citizens’ complaints without creating effective redress mechanisms

How Can This Be Achieved?

As the first anniversary of Egypt’s
January 25 Revolution passes, the nation
remains mired in a seemingly endless
impasse over a range of issues, including
the potential composition and mandate of
the Constitutional Drafting Committee
tasked with developing Egypt’s next
constitution, the modalities by which a
presidential election will occur, and the
timeline and mechanics of the eventual
transfer of executive power from the
Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF)
to an elected government. Despite the
myriad of stakeholders and issues, one
common thread is discernible: there is a
lack of permanent, functionally reliable
and directly accessible institutional
channels that can link the governed to the
governor, let alone constructively organize
their interaction.
In addition to the media, the primary
forum where much of this debate has been
playing out is, once again, Cairo’s famed
Tahrir Square, where young activists
have been engaged in on-again, offagain protests against the SCAF and its
appointed interim cabinet led by Prime
Minister Kamal El-Ganzouri. Although
the symbolism of Tahrir Square remains

powerful in the Egyptian context and it
therefore continues to attract protestors
with legitimate views, it offers, at best,
a platform for monologue. The reality
is that Tahrir square cannot ultimately
serve as a go-to substitute for a functional
institutional framework where dialogue
between the governed and the governor
may occur, even in Egypt’s transitional
political context.
It is a fallacy, therefore, to assume that
protests will wither away with a newlyelected president and parliament and that
protests are simply a phenomenon strongly
associated with the transition phase.
Emboldened by the success of January
25, 2011, protests are a manifestation of
deep-seated demographic inequalities
whether across regions, gender or access
to policymakers. The growing poverty
rates of the last decade, the lack of redress
mechanisms for citizens facing injustice
and the widening gap between citizens
and government (and lack of trust of the
former in political processes) will all still
exist on the first day that the ‘transition’
is over. Whatever the policy domain,
the momentum of such exclusion will
most likely continue, fuelling anger
Cont’d on page 21

So Goes the Nile, So Goes Egypt...
See Inside for Midan Masr’s Special Supplement:
Water Politics and the Nile River

By Ziad Bahaa Eldine
The Egyptian political parties, both
existing and those being formed, while
differing on numerous issues, seem to have
reached consensus on a magic formula in
their party and electoral programs: that
the economy in the upcoming period
should develop and be structured based
on market mechanisms but it should do so
concurrently while achieving social justice.
The various liberal camps, the Islamic
current in general, much of the left-wing,
the Nationalists, and even Presidential
candidates, all use the same words. And,
they are right to all use this slogan, because
the slogan is actually magical, fulfilling
every party’s and every candidate’s dream
by combining two positives - growth and
social justice - satisfying everyone, and
communicating to each voter what he/she
wants to hear.
I’m not using these descriptions to
question the intentions or integrity of those
who fire off this slogan. I have no doubt
that they are all honest with regards to what
they are proposing and are convinced that
they have put their hands on what concerns
voters and what the voters want to hear:
that the ideal road to economic progress
is in finding this difficult balance between
encouraging the market economy/private
sector and the necessity of providing
society with a safety net by having the
mechanisms and systems that provide for
just distribution of the benefits of growth
and the provision of a minimum standard
of a decent life for all. The issue is not in
what is being proposed - on which everyone
agrees - but rather it is in the specific details
of implementing and achieving this goal.
Political parties and Presidential candidates
must switch from this superficial magical
slogan to the details that underline and

demonstrate the seriousness of the matter
and enable voters to distinguish between
the different parties’ and candidates’ vision
for achieving this goal, and what this goal
means in terms of gains and losses for the
different sectors and classes of society. In
so far as democracy requires the freedom to
vote, it also necessitates the provision of true
and accurate information regarding what
is being voted on. Otherwise democracy
loses its essence and value and becomes a
mere spectacle. Today, we are in need of
greater accuracy and details with regard
to the economic programs of parties and
Cont’d on page 23
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We, the People...
By Ayman Amer

How could we accept anything
less than a new constitution that
satisfies the ambitions of our
revolution and frees us from the
shame of the tyranny under which
we suffered so long?

Happy Birthday, Revolution
By Mohamed Ezzat
Tell me, my Lady, about one year after the revolution,
About those who carry on with their brutal executions.
Tell me about ineffective administrations,
The divided politicians, the SCAF’s bloody machinations.
Tell me how this council is supposedly “revolutionary,”
But has ended up being a council of ignominy.
Tell me about the martyrs who died in Tahrir Square,
Those who, at the Battle of the Camel, fought with great dare.
Tell me ’bout each of those who’ve fallen for Egypt a hero,
Those fallen since Anno Revolutionus, year zero.
Tell me about a year of murder, a year of thuggery,
A year since the revolution and still no victory.
Tell me about the president and his corrupt sons,
The Interior Minister and his hired guns,
The glitzy villas, the fancy cars, and the filched funds.
Tell me about these unyielding military tribunals,
That dispense with legalities and put on theatricals.
Tell me about how Mubarak is still supposed to be prez,
How the revolution was abandoned, left in a mess.
Tell me about the smear campaign against the activists,
About “unknown third parties” and “plots insidious.”
Tell me about the infighting, the pretextless slaughter,
Tell me about Egypt, my country, my mother.
Tell me about the Port Said young man whose life was snubbed out,
The mother in Tahrir fighting the tears coming in bouts,
The protestors dragged through the Muhammad Mahmoud route.
Swear to God for me – even if you must thereby feign –
That Egypt shall rise again and unity once more reign!
Tell me that a new dawn lurks beyond the horizon,
And that after offering the morning orison,
I shall find a band that sees struggle not as laborious,
But shall emerge victorious, shall emerge victorious.
Tell me about how it’s the revolution one year on,
Or is it, my Lady, a year the revolution sans?
Mohamed Ezzat Mahmoud was born in Mansoura, Egypt, and
completed his Bachelors of Commerce from Mansoura University.
His writings are on www.3ezat.blogspot.com

Here we are one year after the January
25th, 2011 revolution, and we still find
ourselves in an exceptionally complicated
transitional period - complications that have
come about due to the mismanagement of
the country by the Supreme Council of
Armed Forces (SCAF). These complications
(or these difficulties) have continually
increased the fracturing of political forces
in the country and intensified the conflict
on the streets between the various factions.
A whole year has passed since we were
together in Tahrir at the beginning of
January 2011 to demand our rights: our
daily bread, our freedom, our dignity. We
wanted those things under the aegis of a civil
state, imbued with the values of citizenship
and just law. In those days, party slogans
disappeared. We were united by one goal,
which fired our ambitions and dissolved
our political and ideological differences - if
only for a while - and the rain fell, washing
away all of our faults.
Our demand was the dismantling of the
regime so that everyday life itself would
change, and so that there may be a chance
to build a new and different system which
protects the rights of the individual, and
provides freedom, justice and democracy
for all citizens, without discrimination. In
this way we hoped that our potential would
be realized, our talents and our creativity
would thrive, and that we would be the best
we could be.
We asked at the time for a Civilian
Presidential Council and for the formation
of a constituent assembly to put in place
a new constitution for the country - a
constitution that would replace the old one
that had become corrupted and which had
lost all legitimacy with the removal of the
former resident and his regime. But we did
not persevere long enough to achieve this
goal. The former president ceded power
to the Supreme Council of the Armed
Forces (SCAF), turning over to them the
responsibility for running the country - we
said ok.
When SCAF subsequently declared
that they would administer the affairs of
the country during a transitional period
until such a time as they could hand power
over to a civilian government, elected by
the people - we said alright. We even took
it as a good sign that the military hailed
the martyrs of the revolution and declared
their support for the legitimate demands of
the people. They even declared that they,
the military, were not “a viable alternative
for political legitimacy.” The hope was
that the army would adopt the vision and
spirit of the revolution. We hoped that the
army would work to transform the political

environment to levels that matched the best
of the revolution’s demands and ambitions
for a healthy and peaceful democracy.
Sadly, this was not to be the case. We
began to notice what looked like confusion
in SCAF’s moves, and an unjustifiable
tardiness in their actions. We found that
with every step they took, more questions
were raised. Then we realized that SCAF
would not move, or make any of the needed
changes, except in response to the pressure
of protests and demonstrations. It was at
this point that feelings vacillated between
anxiety, anger and pessimism.
Rather than beginning the process
of putting in place a new constitution,
SCAF chose another path. They formed
a committee to propose and enact
amendments to a few of the articles of the
old constitution. Many voices cried out
in rejection of this approach, which was
in effect an attempt to merely patch up a
constitution which was invalid, in tatters –
and was unfixable. It seemed to many that it
was far more important and far better to use
the time to work towards putting in place an
entirely new constitution - particularly since
the proposed constitutional amendments
had already been put forward by the former
president before he was ousted.
So the question was this: how could we
accept after a revolution, that which was
Cont’d on page 22
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Editorial

Dear Media, Here We Go Again…
complicity since “for the first time in history they did
not attend a match between Al Ahly and Al Masry.”
This tasty tidbit was picked up by talk show hosts
A letter written on February 5th, 2012
like hungry jackals, who obviously found that it
The football match in Port Said last week ended was too tantalizing to dismiss or even to wait for
on a macabre and drastic note. Viewers at home corroboration. The police force, obviously, were
could hardly believe their eyes as they saw the events under attack for not moving to protect the players
unfolding before them. So much has happened and crowd as was the Minister of Interior - such a
during this past year that it has become increasingly hapless job these days! One TV guest mentioned that
difficult for people to differentiate between the “real “they did not defend the Ultras who are heroes and
thing” (in this case a fully fledged massacre) and the protected the revolution…” We are all aware how
countless incidents of “drama on demand” that we disciplined and restrained (by definition) the football
Ultras are. The police force has been accused of
have been subjected to.
working hand in glove
This brings us to a core
with the old regime,
problem: namely, the initial
reaction of the media (social or The information (or the distortion of of being on foreign
otherwise) and consequently it) that is selected by media is not only payroll, of being
the general public (hanging disgraceful but is also an insult to the subjected to sabotage,
on their every word) to any
most mediocre intellect. They were slaves of being too cruel, of
being too passive incident regardless of its
gravity or scope. I don’t to the “old regime” and now they are please make up your
believe any incident can happily enslaved by the “revolutionaries” minds.
There was an
compete in gravity with what
seemed like having hundreds of assassins set loose immediate call for the cabinet to resign - which
on a football pitch. This catastrophe needed careful seems like a good idea when coupled with the call
since January 25th, 2012 for the military to step
handling.
And then it started… the TV shows were having down - and fits very well with the emasculated state
a field day… presenters alternating between somber of the police force… the obvious suggestion is for
death- mask faces and hysterical screeching with the Ultras to take control until the political parties
their “guests” - in the studio and over the phone. and groups decide what they want to do!!
There was also a call for a demonstration the next
Tweeters were going ballistic and Facebook was fit
to bust with analysis and opinions galore. In no time, day in Cairo - the whole nine yards - demonstrations
the conspiracy theorists started spouting hypotheses, are always a pleasure, and as we have seen this past
and mud-slinging reached fever pitch. As usual year, always have marvelous results. Now the deaths
with any unfortunate incident since January 25th, have multiplied, the truth has been further obscured,
2011, the pro-revolutionists get very defensive and the focus lost again and no justice has been served.
antsy – loudly disclaiming any whispers that the Can anyone tell us exactly who is in Mohamed
incidents have anything – whatsoever – to do with Mahmoud Street? Claims are made and denied,
the revolution – we all have to sacrifice anything and statements given and contradicted. Egypt has never
everything to protect the said revolution, which poses been better – thriving on every front – thank you
a bit of a problem for people who might see the need revolution and thank you people of the “midan” –
for change but are allergic to a year of chaos! Or even where would we be without you?
While channel surfing (the favorite past-time of
those who have doubts about it being a revolution in
the Egyptian populace this past year), I picked up on
the first place!
The governor and police commissioner of the rising tide of calling the people who passed away
Port Said, within the hour, were being accused of
Cont’d on page 21
By Shereen Ahmed

As we look across the Egyptian landscape, there is obviously a wealth
of important, decisive, and relevant issues that we can and will comment
and write about. However, for our inaugural supplement we chose to take a
step back and not focus on our differences, but rather focus on an issue that
must unite us all, that must remind us that there are matters that rise above
even our entrenched differences, that must remind us to come together as
Egyptians.
This issue is the Nile, and the absolute recklessness with which this
wellspring of life has been treated, managed, and nurtured. Without
descending into a litany of clichés about its importance to Egypt, suffice
it to say that ‘so goes the Nile, so goes Egypt.’ Not only has the specific
management and the treatment of the Nile resource been a travesty,
but Egypt’s relationship – if one can even call it that – with the African
countries in the Nile basin has been an exercise in destructive negligence. With a wealth of natural resources, a need for expertise, and most
importantly a genuinely true shared set of symbiotic interests (unlike the
often manufactured alignment of interests “created” by the West), the Nile
basin countries should be a primary focus for Egypt and the targeted focus
of an active policy to engage those countries and to develop significantly
deep cooperative endeavors and active strategic relationships with each
of them. We have been so seduced with being some bit player to the
West, when right in our own back yard we can create a regional African
powerhouse, with significant Egyptian leadership and influence, that can
provide food, industry, employment, alternative energy, fossil fuels, water,
and independent strength. And the simple beauty of it is that unlike most
problems facing us, the solutions to the Nile basin issues can be win-win
situations for all parties involved.
The articles in the supplement, written by a group of fiercely passionate
and loyal young Egyptians, touch on many of the specific issues regarding
the Nile – but each article approaches its topic from a holistic and insightful perspective with a bent to always finding mutually-beneficial solutions
for the Nile basin countries. The most crucial step that needs to take place
immediately is the creation of, not a Ministry to add more layers of bureaucracy, but rather, a Nile Czar. The person will be a Minister and will have
the responsibility, authority, budget, and power to take a broad strategic
and holistic view and to coordinate all positions (water, irrigation, foreign
policy, defence, etc.) of the Egyptian government vis-à-vis the Nile. Without this, we will continue to suffer from internecine Ministry rivalries and
conflicting agendas, with the ultimate victim being the Nile and its Egyptian
citizens. Having said that, it’s not only the government’s responsibility. It
is not an abstract “them” that will solve the Nile issues, it is also up to us,
each individual to take his or her share of the responsibility, play their part,
demonstrate their love for Egypt in taking care of this grand gift of the Nile.
We seem to have endless capacity to develop patriotism, indignance,
and nationalism whenever it involves a foreign power, but where is that
indignance, that nationalism, that anger when Egyptians do bad things to
Egyptians? Where is that outrage over the shambolic state of the Nile, the
terrible state of healthcare, education, infrastructure, corruption, over the
absolute lack of justice for the perpetrators of the murders of the January
25 Revolution? We should expect that foreigners will try to do bad things
to us – it’s in their self-interest - but we should be incandescent with rage
when Egyptians mistreat, steal from, and abuse other Egyptians and abuse
our lifeblood, the Nile. That is the travesty. That is failure.
I’m tired of this mediocrity, you are tired of this mediocrity, we are all
tired of this mediocrity, this middling behavior. And while so much can
and does divide us, surely there are issues that can unite us, left, right,
religious, secular, socialist, farmer, laborer, poor and rich. Issues that
transcend all these differences, issues that remind us once and for all that
we are Egyptian. Let us finally behave like the proud people we should
be. Blood has been spilled, people have died. Enough of this squabbling,
this debilitating mediocrity that seems to surround us and characterize so
much of what we do and so much of what we discuss.
This isn’t some mythical romanticized vision of Egypt. We have many
valid, divisive, and sometimes overwhelming problems to solve. But in all
of our decisions let’s take a momentary pause and think, “is this how to
be great?” “Is this what a great people would do?” In everything - trivial
and grand - from following traffic lights, to standing in line, to helping
someone else - just once a day. Respect every woman, no in fact that’s
wrong, RESPECT EVERYONE, tell the truth, make an effort, dream,
care, care for others. Ask how, not how come. Ask why not, instead of
why. How hard can that be? Try it. Just once a day. Who knows it might
be infectious. Imagine what this country would become if each of us did
this every day. Will it be that much of an effort?
Let us demonstrate the greatness that will deliver this nation to its
rightful status and stature, and make us truly deserving of the legendary
heritage of the Nile.
We were looking for a national project to unite us and maybe that
project has been flowing below our feet all along. It’s simple really, if we
don’t save the Nile, everything else we are debating, discussing, arguing
about will be irrelevant. Many things in our history once rose from the
Nile. Let our greatness as Egyptians now rise once again from the great
river. Remember who we are, we are Egyptians.
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Tahrir Square: A History

The recent revolution in Cairo has made Tahrir
Square a household name. No one, not even a
historian who has written a book on the city, could
have imagined that this aptly named public space
would nurture a spark that would set the entire Middle
East ablaze.
Tahrir, which means liberation in Arabic, is one
of the oldest squares in modern Cairo. The images of
the square recently aired during broadcast coverage
of the uprising—images now engraved in the minds
of people all over the globe—were taken from the
rooftops of the few high-rise buildings situated south
of the square. Just beyond this location, looking west
and north, is a collection of overlooked buildings that
capture the history of modern Egypt and render the
revolutionary happenings in Tahrir Square all the
more poignant.
A photograph of the square from the early 1960s
helps tell the story. Appearing under the Cairo tower
is the headquarters of the Arab League and next to
it is the former Hilton Hotel, which is currently
under renovation as a new Ritz-Carlton. North of the
hotel is the salmon-colored Egyptian Museum and
behind it is a building that would ultimately become
the headquarters for President Hosni Mubarak’s
National Democratic Party (NDP). In the foreground
is a statue-less pedestal crowning a green roundabout.
Each of these landmarks plays a role in the making
of modern Cairo, a city that is nearly four thousand
years old. Most scholars would agree that the city
is only one thousand years old, but its metropolitan
expansion in the twenty-first century engulfed all
earlier settlements from Memphis to Giza, making
Cairo many millennia older.
During the time of the Ancient Egyptians, the
square was simply a patch of desert. By the time
the Fatimids established Al-Qahira (which was later
anglicized into Cairo) in the tenth century, the Nile
River had changed its course and swallowed much of
this land. The area later became marshland covered
by water during flood seasons. Toward the end of the
eighteenth century, by the time Napoleon occupied
Cairo, the land had dried up enough to allow the
French forces to camp there. It was not until the time
of Mohamed Ali, the founder of modern Egypt, that
the network of barrages built to control the flow of the
river, stabilized the banks of the Nile in Cairo.
Tahrir Square was born as a green field.
The 500 acre open space housed cultivated fields,
gardens and many royal family palaces during Khedive
Ismail’s reign. Ismail, the grandson of Mohamed Ali,
came to be known as the founder of modern Cairo.
Having lived in Paris during the remake of the city by
Baron Haussmann, Ismail embarked on the project of
modernizing Cairo in many ways, one of which was
to build a district later named after him. In the center
of this district was a square that carried the same
name, Ismailia Square.
Tahrir Square was hence laid out as a formal
public space.
The Square, however, had an undefined form until
the Egyptian Museum was built in its northeastern
corner. Ismail’s modernization projects plunged the
country into great debt, and he was the first ruler
of modern Egypt to be removed from power—in
this case, foreign forces did the ousting. The British
occupation of Egypt ensued into the waning years
of the nineteenth century. The British stationed
their troops west of the Square in Ismailia, in what
Egyptians often called the English Barracks.
Tahrir Square was taking shape.
During the early part of the twentieth century,
the Ismailia district emerged as the downtown of
modern Cairo and it expanded toward the square,
which had to be replanned to facilitate the newly

introduced vehicular traffic in Cairo. The roundabout
in the southern part of the Square was consequently
built. A few decades later, during the reign of King
Farouk, the space acquired the statue-less pedestal.
Farouk had commissioned a statue of his grandfather,
Khedive Ismail, to be built for the pedestal. The Arab
League headquarters were also built during this time,
thus defining the eastern side of the square.
The Square witnessed its first serious
demonstrations during the same era. Opposition
to British presence in Egypt sparked protests and
skirmishes, with police killing two dozen Egyptians
by February 11, 1946. (On the same day, 65 years
later, President Mubarak was forced to step down. An
accident of history?)
Dissatisfaction with King Farouk’s government
brought about another set of protests that resulted in
the Great Fire of Cairo on January 25, 1952. A few
buildings in the square were casualties of the blaze.
(On the same day, 59 years later, the Egyptian people
descended upon Tahrir Square in unprecedented
numbers to protest their government. Another
accident of history, perhaps!)
Tahrir Square was given its name.
The 1952 fire was a precursor to an army
coup, led by Gamal Abdul Nasser, on July 23, that
transformed Egypt from a sleepy kingdom into a
revolutionary republic. In the following decade, in the
1960s, President Nasser issued a government decree
changing the name of the Square from Ismailia to
Tahrir to commemorate the departure of the British
from Egypt.
In the early 1960s, the Hilton Hotel was built on
the site of the former English Barracks. Next to it was
a building intended to house the Cairo Municipality
but that actually became the headquarters of Nasser’s
Arab Socialist Union, the single party that governed
Egypt for much of his rule. This was the building
that Mubarak’s National Democratic Party later
inherited—a building set ablaze during the recent
2011 demonstrations.
In a twist of irony, the statue of Khedive Ismail,
King Farouk’s grandfather, did arrive in Egypt a few
weeks following the 1952 revolt. It was never placed
on its pedestal, of course. The symbolism of the empty
pedestal, a remnant of Egypt’s failed monarchy, was
a landmark Nasser left untouched. The pedestal
remained in place until the 1970s when construction
of a metro system necessitated its removal. During
Anwar Sadat’s time as president, Tahrir Square
acquired Cairo’s first metro station, which was named
after Sadat during Mubarak’s rule. The southern
part of the Square was also renamed Sadat Square,
although Cairenes never referred to it as such. They
limited their use of the name to the metro station.
The Egyptian people have long accepted July
23, 1952, as their day of revolution but they never
recognized Tahrir Square as the symbol of their
liberation. That all changed on January 25, 2011. It
is too soon to comprehend the full impact of what
happened in Tahrir Square during the 18 days that
followed. But whatever it is, Egypt and the Arab
world will never be the same again. Social media has
given a new life to the city and has reminded us that
public space will always remain a vibrant arena for
public discourse and revolutionary change.

Tahrir Square, 1941

The Square witnessed its first serious
demonstrations during King Farouk’s era.
Opposition to British presence in Egypt sparked
protests and skirmishes, with police killing two
dozen Egyptians by February 11, 1946

Tahrir Square, 1962

Dissatisfaction with King Farouk’s
government brought about another set of
protests that resulted in the Great Fire of
Cairo on January 25, 1952

Tahrir Square has finally earned its name.
Nezar AlSayyad is Professor of Architecture and
Urban History, and Chair of the Center for Middle
Eastern Studies at the University of California,
Berkeley, and the author of the recently released
“Cairo: Histories of a City.”
A History of Tahrir Square was first published on the
“Harvard University Press Blog” on April 1, 2011

Tahrir Square 2012
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The Impossible...
By Yomna Khattab
“By the impossible, I was attracted
I saw the moon, I jumped in the air, I
was elevated
I reached it, I reached it not, why should
I care; it matters not
Why care as long as with intoxication
my heart was sated”
This has always been my favorite
quatrain from the leading Egyptian
colloquial poet Salah Jaheen’s Rubaiyat.
I always believed in its deep wisdom
although I often wondered whether it really
is an invitation to optimism as I perceived it,
or just an incentive to be passive and accept
what you have without a quest for anything
more. To me this short verse relates closely
to Paulo Coelho’s widely embraced precept
that “the treasure is the journey.” Yes, I
believe that the treasure lies in the journey
itself; in wisdom, in love, in fear, in hope,
in everything you may encounter along the
way just as Salah Jaheen summarized this
wisdom in his four brilliant lines.
The exhilaration that fills my heart
these days is infinite. I find that everyone
is concerned with the constitutional
declaration, parliamentary elections, and
our next president. Everyone is talking
about the Muslim Brotherhood, the Salafis,
the coalition, and the remnants of the old
regime. Everyone is worried, apprehensive,
watchful, excited, angry, cynical, and
rebellious.
Me, however, I’m happy!
I’m enjoying every moment I’m living
during this time. Needless to say, I’m
concerned about the chaos and lack of
stability and, of course, I cannot deny my
occasional anxiety about the future that
remains unknown until this moment. But
I am overwhelmed by a strong sense of
optimism and hope these days as I listen to a
voice inside of me that keeps reassuring me
that I shall remember nothing of this phase
but these optimistic days. Whenever I’m
overcome by frustration or fear, that voice
invites me to be optimistic and enjoy every
minute. And a question insists on imposing
itself on my mind: What is the worst that
can happen? And the answer is immediately
clear: Nothing.
I have always wished to have lived
during the sixties and seventies of the past
century, during the Golden Era of Nasser
as I like to call it. For many reasons people
often attack me for thinking this, and their
bottom line is always that Nasser’s time
was far from golden. It was a time of
widespread abuses, defeats, calamities, and
suppression of freedoms. My reaction is
always that none of this matters; what I care
about is the common spirit that took hold
of the Egyptian people during that period
of our history. Like a faint distant light,
there was one goal that everyone fixed
their gaze on and worked towards with

all their might and faith. During that time,
Egypt had one united noble dream coupled
with clear domestic and foreign policies.
There was great political and nationalistic
momentum. There were emotions that
overcame all people at once. When Nasser
delivered his [Suez Canal] nationalization
speech, everyone jumped with joy and their
hearts chanted the name of Egypt. When he
delivered his resignation speech, everyone
cried with sadness and, again, their hearts
chanted the name of Egypt. There is no
denying that many negative emotions
proliferated during this period but my own
problem with the overthrown Mubarak
regime is the lack of emotions altogether.
For 30 years, Egypt and the Egyptian
people stagnated. There was no national
project to mobilize and unite the people:
the Egyptian masses lost their passion, their
pride and their sense of belonging; they lost
the true meaning of a homeland.
After January 25th, the Egyptian
people were flooded with unfamiliar
emotions—positive feelings filled with
hope, enthusiasm and faith in a better,
free and dignified future. Positive feelings
tinged with anxiety, fear, empathy and
anger. But the times we are living now have
brought me all that I ever wished for as we
unite to build a democratic state. Calls for
freedom and social justice are the people’s
new constitution; government ministers,
intellectuals, politicians and Muslim
Brotherhood leaders are the new media stars;
political dialogues proliferate; everyone
now wakes up to read the newspapers and
goes to bed after watching the TV midnight
news reports. An unprecedented political
and cultural awakening has galvanized all
Egyptians into action. The conversations
at all social, professional, and family
gatherings are always political. Everyone
is engaged, excited, thirsty for knowledge,
aware of the responsibility, and eager to
contribute to and participate actively in
building this new Egypt.
I do not dream of a civil state, an
Islamic state, or a secular state nor do I wish
to cancel Article Two of the constitution
or keep the 50% quota of workers and
farmers in parliament. I do not support
el-Baradei, Amr Mousa, or el-Bastaweesy
for president. My priorities were never
to prosecute members of the regime or
to release the detainees in prison. What I
always dreamt about was a free, civilized,
democratic life. On the day of the March
referendum, one of my friends told me
with a hopeful, excited voice, “Yomna,
your dream has been realized.” She was
referring to what I had once told her during
the early days of the revolution, that I did
not care if a million Egyptians took to the
streets to overthrow a regime if afterwards
they did not go to the ballot boxes to build
a new regime and system for Egypt. During
the elections millions of Egyptians flocked
to the polling stations with faces glowing
with radiant smiles. They felt certain that

Nancy Abdel Messieh

their votes matter in directing the nation’s
course. Everyone described those days as
a festival of democracy. Meanwhile, one
columnist said the referendum day was
indeed a festival, but without democracy
and I totally agree that democracy will not
come overnight. A long road lies ahead of
us before we attain that which we pursue
and hope for. But I am enjoying the journey.
I am enjoying that wave of political
engagement that swept everyone off their
feet. I am enjoying the political and cultural
forums and the events with famous writers
and politicians. I am enjoying the townhall
meetings of new political parties and going

down into the streets to work on political
awareness campaigns.
I feel we are on the right track, but I
have decided not to occupy myself with
what will happen in the future. Instead I
will cherish every moment of this phase
in every possible way I live this period physically, spiritually, passionately, and I
will offer it all my time and heart. “I reach
it or I reach it not, it matters not as long as
with intoxication my heart is sated.”
Yomna Khattab is an economist at the
Macro-Fiscal Policy Unit, in the Office of
the Minister of Finance.

Mothballs
By Farid Antoun
Back in the day, my mother – God
bless her soul – used to place mothballs in
our winter clothing to keep the moths from
eating our wool clothing. Then, when the
winter would suddenly strike one morning,
we would pull out the winter clothes from
the cellar before going to school – and my
God would they reek - but we would still
wear them since we were cold. (I forgot
to tell our younger generation that back
then school began at 7 a.m. and ended
at 3 p.m., yes, I swear.) On this sudden
winter day, which arrived on November
17 at 6 a.m., we would enter the classroom
and it would be reeking of naphthalene.
We had a fragile teacher who would lose
consciousness for a few minutes as a
result of the smell. Of course, we were
strangers to the winter because we were
just coming out of the long summer season.

The same thing is happening now: We
are strangers to revolutions after decades
of submission, during which we stored
our revolutionary willpower and national
vision (in the cellar with mothballs).
As a result, when we had our revolution,
our revolution reeked of naphthalene
and now it requires some air and some
time before it can be fit for national use.
The important thing is that the moths
did not eat up the revolution and this is
the reason I’m optimistic and I would
like to tell the people who are tired of the
smell of national naphthalene - tolerate
it a little bit longer. Otherwise, you
will suffer from the devastating cold.
Dr. Farid Antoun is a specialist in
Youth Development and has published
extensively on Life Skills & Civic Training
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By Mohamed Elshahed
Egypt, once the breadbasket
of the Mediterranean, is the
world’s biggest importer of wheat
and grains. Egyptians consume
the most bread per capita in the
world. Over the years, Egypt’s
dependency on imported wheat
has steadily increased with no
sign of reversal.
Egypt’s population,
currently 81 million, is growing
at 2 percent a year. By 2025,
its population could reach
104 million, and by 2050 its
population could be close to 140
million, an increase of 70 percent.
Rising population will mean
less land available for agriculture,
and if upstream usage of Nile
river water increases, as appears
likely, there could be less water
for Egyptian farmers in the years
ahead. Egypt’s dependence on
imported food will likely grow.
This population growth
also means more need for
housing, and more need for
land to urbanize. The informal
urbanizing process, which
mostly follows the patterns
of agricultural lands, rather
than follow plans devised by
urban planners, resulted from
government misguided planning
policies but also a decrease of
value in agricultural land. Some
of the world’s most fertile land is
worth ten times more if urbanized
than if farmed. This imbalance
in land value is directly related
to the state’s subsidization of
imports and inclination to import
a foreign product rather than
invest in local farming. Thus
there is a direct relationship
between the simple loaf of bread
and the urban growth of Egypt’s
cities, particularly Cairo.
For decades, Egyptians
were told that it is they who are
the cause of Egypt’s problems.
Mubarak himself is famously
quoted for saying that there are
too many Egyptians; the dictator
clearly preferred ruling Egypt
with less or no Egyptians. In
addition, the Egyptian upper
classes have regurgitated this
line of reasoning by constantly
blaming Egypt’s population
growth for Egypt’s inability
to develop. In reality, a larger
population means a bigger
market and a bigger labor force,
both of which can be the core
of a successful development
program; however, sound policies
are needed to take advantage of
this potential. Instead, both the
government and the professional
class failed to harness Egypt’s
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Bread and Urbanism

potential and have left the
majority of the population to fend
for itself outside of the rule of
law and this has manifested in the
urbanizing processes.
The speed of urbanization
of agricultural land is not only
due to the decreasing value of
agricultural land but also due
to the lack of a real market
dynamic in the Egyptian real
estate business. The market
is constantly looking to

(empty because the government
still doesn’t understand that
planning doesn’t simply mean
building a few concrete towers in
the middle of nowhere).
There are many factors at
play here such as governance,
land ownership, national policy,
zoning laws, housing policies
and administrative boundaries
(Cairo keeps growing by tens of
kilometers and still is considered
Cairo).

easier to develop informally is
because it is already plugged
into basic infrastructure (water
and electricity), whereas desert
developments need governmental
large scale planning to extend
such services for future
developments (except this is only
done for high end developments).
Flying over the Nile Delta,
one is shocked by the ratio of
urban to agricultural land. Once
small rural villages and farming

Sameh Mohamed Saleh Hassan

“exculsivize” development,
leaving behind large segments
of the population. Because there
are no real market dynamics,
populations constantly create
their own new market, so to
speak, by urbanizing land that
was previously unavailable for
building (agricultural land).
As the market supplies less
and less properties accessible to
the majority of the population,
that population will simply create
its own properties on already
devalued agricultural land. Thus,
Egypt is losing large swaths of
its precious agricultural land
while the real estate market and
cities suffer from this ad hoc and
uncontrolled speculative process.
The result is a bizarre situation
where there is a housing crisis,
there is massive speculation and
building, the majority of the
population lives in self-initiated/
self-built so-called informal
areas and there are hundreds
of thousands (a conservative
estimate) of empty developments
including state planned “social
housing” in desert communities

However, there are two primary
issues:
1. The high dependency
on imported wheat and
grains made agricultural land
worth ten times more if it
was urbanized than if it was
farmed. This one to ten value
ratio, the product of government
policies, makes it increasingly
difficult for rural communities
to hold on to their farms in the
face of creeping urbanization.
A process of reversal is needed
immediately to wean Egypt
off imported basic foodstuffs
and to preserve the country’s
irreplaceable agricultural land
and the culture, economy,
and society that comes with
it. Considering that Cairo is
surrounded to the north and
south with agricultural land, this
reversal will funnel development,
formal and informal in the EastWest axis into the desert (which
is already the direction of the
rather exclusive developments,
but not the low income ones).
The reason agricultural land is

communities deeply entrenched
in an agricultural tradition are
urbanizing at a fast pace to
maintain their livelihood. Middle
class urban values that were once
the material for 1980s and 1990s
soap operas have become the life
standard which millions of rural
Egyptians wish to emulate.
Not only is agricultural land
devalued due to importation of
agricultural products, but desert
land is also devalued, for a
different reason. Large swaths
of land in and around Cairo
are owned by the army, rather
than by the Egyptian state and
such land is bought and sold in
opaque deals for the benefit of
speculative projects mostly by
foreign companies.
2. The real-estate market
in Cairo is nearly arbitrary
and property prices are
entirely based on uncontrolled
speculation. Typically, the value
of real estate is tied to location,
amenities, transport options,
distance to park/public space,
distance to shopping options, in

addition to factors pertaining to
the actual property: quality of
construction, functionality of
utilities, cultural/heritage value.
By this logic, a building on Talaat
Harb Street and Huda Shaarawi
in downtown, where there is a
park near by at Azbakiyya, a big
open square at Tahrir, charming
historic buildings, metro stops
within ten minute walk, shops,
cinemas, museums, should be
at the top end of the real estate
market. That may have been
the case if the Egyptian state
and city government focused on
what governments typically do:
maintain public spaces, upkeep
streets, pass laws to protect
historic structures and maintain
their economic value. It is these
steps that have maintained the
urban centers of cities across the
world that upper class Egyptians
visit for holiday while lamenting
the absence of such high quality
urban environments in Egypt.
Therefore the center, despite
where it should be (at the topend of desirable real estate)
had there been real market
dynamics, is devalued. This
process of devaluing the center
and neglecting its maintenance
has opened the market for desert
and exclusive speculation, which
have failed to provide successful
urban models. This unbalanced
speculative process has resulted
in two seemingly opposing
extremes, although they are two
faces of the same coin: a large
area of high-density improvised
urbanism (known as informal
or Ashwaiyat) and large swaths
of low-density exclusive and
disconnected dystopias.
This imbalance in the market
is partly due to the possibility for
the city to expand forever into
the desert or into agricultural
land. Frontier urbanism, where
the closer one is to the ring
road, rather than the center, the
more value. Hence government
plans to build an even bigger
ring road (to add to the value of
land speculation and potentially
destroy massive amounts of
agricultural land north of Cairo
due to development). But also
this market imbalance is due to
opaque deals and mysterious
land ownership contracts, and
irregular corrupt government.
In short, there is a direct
relationship between the bread
we eat and the city we live in.
Policies towards more selfsustained agricultural production
will have a positive impact on the
dynamics of urban growth and
development within a city that
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must be defined with fixed boundaries.
Historically, there has been a symbiotic
relationship between Egypt’s urban and rural
economies. One simple example of that relatively
successful relationship was the Awqaf system, where
profits from agricultural land, which fed both urban
and rural societies, were used to maintain urban
properties. All the land on Cairo’s west bank (Giza)
was Awqaf land that paid for the maintenance of
Cairo’s buildings on the other side. That system was
canceled when the 1952 regime took over and new
urban areas, such as Mohandisseen were planned
on that land. With the right global and local politics
Egypt has the potential to feed itself and at the same
time control its urban development patterns.
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Mohamed Elshahed is a doctoral candidate in
the Middle East Studies Department at New York
University. He lives in Cairo, where he is conducting
dissertation research on architecture and urban
planning in Egypt
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Women Are Essential to Democracy

“The constant need for more agricultural
land and the need for more housing means
that planners and politicians need to devise
an urban model built on density.”
This can be done in ways that do not replicate
the sometimes unhealthy extreme high-density
conditions found in some of the “informal” areas.
However, all current government planning is aimed
at creating extreme low-density, car oriented,
(sub)urban environments, a model that has failed
around the world and which is not sustainable
considering Cairo’s population growth. Highdensity environments not only reduce the amount
of “waste land” but also facilitate healthier social
networks. High density urban planning also
requires planners to consider mass transit, another
essential that is overlooked by Cairo’s planners.
In Egypt’s conditions, high density planning is
the most sustainable approach - environmentally,
economically, and socially - and it will help
preserve much needed agricultural land to feed the
population. (In addition to the endless potential for
urban agriculture/rooftop farming, which can easily
be implemented in Cairo if politicians know what
they are doing.)
Developers need to look to other cities as Egypt
must be decentralized. Our future governments
must see the latent potential Cairo and other cities
already hold rather than unimaginatively look to
the desert and aim to erase Cairo’s neighborhoods.
Food security by reducing food imports and
investing in agricultural land will have a positive
impact on Cairo’s urban development but this must
also be coupled with a serious reconsideration of
property laws, rent laws, and property tax laws. It
is a catastrophe that nearly 40% of Cairo’s housing
stock remains empty either due to restrictive laws on
old properties or because investors are waiting until
their speculative half-built structures appreciate in
value before they are sold. It is time for investors to
see the value in investing in well-designed medium
and low-income communities rather than focus on
the high-end market. It is time for planners to think
about urban connective tissue rather than isolated
gated communities. It is time for the government
to stop supporting agriculture in other countries
while allowing Egyptian soil to be urbanized. It
is time for a serious transport policy that provides
Cairo with the mass transit it deserves. It is time for
sound planning and policies. Cairo’s problems aren’t
unique and the solutions needn’t be either.
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In purely practical terms, it would be crazy for a new democracy to close the door to the leadership
skills of the many women who have been so active in setting their countries on the path of freedom.
children’s rights in the ministry of the interior. Yet she knows
how much more needs to be done to erase the culture of male
The woman in Tahrir Square was worried. “The men superiority. It is a fact that women working for the Afghan
were keen for me to be here when we were demanding that government, or foreign companies, or even local schools,
Mubarak should go,” she told me when I visited Cairo. “But are often targeted by the insurgents. The lucky ones receive
a letter warning them to quit, and resign to stay alive. The
now he has gone, they want me to go home”.
Some of the bravest people in the countries battling for a unlucky ones are simply shot dead.
Think, too, of Radhia Nasraoui and Sana Ben Achour,
democratic future are women. They are doctors and lawyers,
writers and human rights activists. They want a form of two courageous human rights defenders whom I met in
democracy in which they can play as great a role as men. Tunisia. They, too, know the tough challenge that women
However, there are worrying signs that this may be denied in the region face on the road to democracy, fighting for an
open society with respect for all.
to them.
Part of the European Union’s aims in helping countries
Leave aside the moral principle for the moment: I shall
return to this later. Think of the waste of talent that would put down the roots of deep democracy – the kind that lasts
and will not get blown away in years to
flow from a refusal to break with inequality
True democracy requires
come – is to help the many women like
and sexism. Consider, for example, Mona
not just free political
Mona Seif and Shafiqa Quraishi achieve
Seif, one of the active participants in the
parties and free elections.
their ambitions of building societies in
protests in Tahrir Square. She grew up
It requires a generosity of
which discrimination of every kind is
knowing her father, a human rights lawyer,
banished. We have the expertise and, with
spirit and a willingness to
only through her visits to the prison where
he was held and frequently tortured.
view one’s fellow citizens as others, the resources to make a difference,
from crafting anti-discrimination laws to
She told one interviewer of the role that
fundamentally equal.
training many more women to become
women had played in the events that began
on 25 January: “It was a female friend of mine who told me judges, civil servants – and politicians.
I plan to apply the same standards to Libya. Here, too,
all the details and about arranging the distribution of food,
collecting money and getting blankets. It was women who some remarkable women have come to the fore. One is
arranged the stage from which we made announcements and Salwa Bugaighis, a lawyer who led the sit-in in the attorney
organised ourselves. Even providing the medical aid on the general’s office in Benghazi – the action that converted the
field while people were getting shot at and wounded. Women initial anti-Gaddafi demonstrations into an uprising that cost
Libya’s dictator his second largest city.
and girls were involved everywhere.”
In purely practical terms, it would be crazy for a new
Common sense, and a wish to tap the talents of all
Egyptians, would suggest that Mona and her friends should democracy to close the door to the leadership skills of
have the same chance as any man to play a leading role in the the many women who have been so active in setting their
countries on the path of freedom. But there is a larger
new democracy we all hope to see.
But there are concerns, recorded by Human Rights imperative. Discrimination – whether on grounds of gender,
Watch and others, that too little is being done to end the race, religion or sexuality – makes any society in which it
discrimination against women that was one of the hallmarks holds sway meaner, more divisive and more narrow-minded.
of Egypt’s past. The amendments to the constitution, True democracy requires not just free political parties
approved in the referendum on 19 March, enhance the and free elections. It requires a generosity of spirit and a
chances of bringing democracy to the country. I hope the willingness to view one’s fellow citizens as fundamentally
absence of any reference to equality for women was an equal.
My concern, then, is not simply, or even mainly,
oversight, not a sign that some of the bad old ways will
about gender. In many countries, once the old order has
endure.
In Afghanistan, the situation is even more fraught. The been banished, the battle for women’s rights is becoming
toppling of the Taliban in 2001 brought hope to millions the decisive contest between prejudice and democracy.
of women. They could now go to school, apply for senior Widespread prejudice is a barrier to real democracy. One of
jobs and stand for parliament. But progress is slow and the great challenges facing the European Union in the years
frequently disrupted. A decade later, just 12% of Afghan to come is to help full democracy to triumph.
women are literate. Formally, women have the same rights
Catherine Ashton is the high representative of the
as men. And some are playing an important role. Among the
impressive women I met last year was Brigadier General European Union for foreign affairs and security policy
Shafiqa Quraishi. She is the director of gender, human and
By Catherine Ashton
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They Are Serving the West

Spreading and repeating false statements denies the brave youth of Egypt the ability to make their own decisions and determine their own fate
By Ahmad Mohammed Adel
Yesterday I was explaining to
a revolutionary student why it is
that many people don’t believe
that they, the revolutionaries, are
acting in the interest of this country without regards or expectation
for compensation or gain. The
conversation began when I saw
that she was in a state of displeasure and disbelief after she read a
tweet by a young man who said
that he’s ashamed that there are
people in this country like the so
called activists who “are working
for ‘Egypt’s sake’.” He described
the activists as filth. I told my student that this issue has deep roots
in the past. While readers may
be surprised or dismayed at what
I have written, I believe that this
subject is important and deserves
further discussion.
To express it succinctly, I
tried to explain to her that there
are people who are incapable of
believing that there are indeed
individuals who selflessly work
to serve others, without seeking
reward from anyone for doing so.
The reason some people don’t understand this behavior is because
they themselves would never
serve others without compensation. A person who doesn’t act
without being compensated finds
it difficult to believe that others
would engage in such selfless actions. For example, at the school I
work at, I used to receive a salary
that was markedly higher than that
received by any of my colleagues.
However, when we organized a
protest in my school to demand
equal wages for all, I was summoned to the director’s office. In
front of the students she asked
me whether the salary I receive is
higher than that of my coworkers.
I told her yes indeed, it is much
higher, even higher than the salaries of many of my more senior
colleagues. She then asked me
something to the effect of, “Then
why are you concerned about others?” I told my colleagues that she
doesn’t believe that I would fight
for the sake of my coworkers rather than for my own self-interest. It
is because she herself wouldn’t do
what I do.
But the issue (and explanation)
goes much deeper than my simple
example. In my explanation to
the student, I connected the issue
to colonialism and postcolonial
theory which I studied under my
mentors, Dr. Radwa Ashour, Dr.
Itaf al Bana, Dr. Ahmed Gamal,
Dr. Sherien Mazloum, and others. For centuries, colonizers have

implanted in us feelings of inferiority, self-pity, and inadequacy
vis-a-vis self-determination, either during their colonization or
afterwards via cultural, rather
than occupational imperialism. It
has become our collective feeling that we have no choice, that
we are powerless. We are always
the subjects, not the actors. I told
her that the theory can be summarized by the simple notion, “You
are too inferior to determine your
own fate and because we are superior to you, you are the slave and
we will always be the masters.”
Perhaps these
words may seem
shocking, but
they are a reality
that the colonizer has instilled
in the colonized
throughout history. This is why
so many people
were astonished
when they saw
young
Egyptians taking fate
into their own
hands and deciding to control their own
destiny without
anyone ordering
them to do so.
Since
our
educational
system is in essence Western,
it shouldn’t then
be strange or
unexpected for
us to use this
very education
against the hegemony that the
West is imposing on us. We
see Palestinian
youth blogging
with a proficiency in English
that matches that of a British or
American native speaker. They
use their education to disseminate
awareness about the Palestinian
cause and to tell the world about
Zionist crimes. Education, even
if it takes place or originates in
Western schools of thought, is
not a crime for which the youth
should be charged or punished. I
say these words to illustrate why
I have chosen two Western philosophers: Louis Althusser (19181990) and Frantz Fanon (19251961), to prove the veracity of my
point of view.
According to Althusser, the
individual and the people can
be controlled with two primary

instruments: the “state’s repressive apparatuses” and the “state’s
ideological apparatuses.” The repressive apparatus of the state is
represented in the laws, courts,
the police, and the army. The state
ideological apparatus is represented in the family, the media,
the religious establishment, and,
more importantly (especially in
capitalist societies), the education
system. These are the instruments
through which the state controls
its people. It is therefore not unexpected to find that the higher the
illiteracy rate, the easier it is for

rulers to control their subjects. An
illiterate man can be influenced
easily.
Many people can recognize
the instruments of the repressive
state apparatus that suppresses
any attempt to break away from
the narrative created by the state
or from the state’s ‘legitimacy.’
Most people however, don’t realize how dangerous the ideological state apparatus is. Its instruments are hidden, subtle, and
cunning.
Ideologies are widely understood to be a set of ideas that
form the individual, the society,
and their way of thinking - this
is therefore, a war of ideas. Education plants ideas in a person’s

mind that are not easily uprooted
and the media controls minds with
a speed that cannot be measured.
Therefore, if people want to glorify a ruler, they place him in their
history books and describe him as
a matchless, daring hero. Similarly, if a ruler wants to demonize
his predecessor, he will only highlight his predecessor’s failings
and will edit out all his honorable
deeds, and so forth.
In my opinion, the ideological state apparatus is much more
dangerous then the repressive
one. Repression can be easily and
clearly identified (regardless
of some people
whom God has
tested with an
inhumane
nature that is not
touched by the
slaughter of a
human
soul,
and instead tries
to justify such
crimes). As for
the war of ideas,
the vast majority of people
are not aware
of it and don’t
comprehend it they simply fall
prey to it. This is
why purging the
Ministry of Information from
corrupt elements
is no less important than purging
the Ministry of
Interior.
It is no wonder then that
people believe
what they are being told through
the propaganSteve Caplin
dist media. We
have a long tradition of passive
education, in which the teacher
dictates to the student what is
‘right’, while everything else is by
default ‘wrong’ and unacceptable.
We are not trained to filter information, to decide for ourselves
whether we should accept or reject it; unfortunately, we are not
used to analysis and critique.
In his book, Black Skin White
Masks, Fanon uses psychoanalysis
to study black people’s emotions
towards whites. He points out that
the white colonizer has inculcated
an inferiority complex and a sense
of submissiveness in the minds of
the colonized blacks, to the extent
that the black person wants to become white only to reach the same

level of humanity as the white
person. Therefore, a black person
may act as if he’s white, only because he wants to feel equally human. This is why black people use
the language of the ‘white master’
in their literature. This is why they
dress the same as white people.
This is why they try to sever their
relationship with their authentic
traditions. It is because they feel
deep inside that the white/Western
model is the one that all humans
should emulate.
We fell victim to a cultural
imperialism that produced in us
the feeling that the West, and especially the United States, is the
master; the sovereign of all decisions. It is often heard that “Egypt
will not change as long as the US
doesn’t want it to be changed,
and, Palestine will not be liberated as long as the US doesn’t
want it to be liberated”, etc. Even
if there is some truth to this, such
ideas should never lead us to believe that we, the youth who have
decided to start a revolution, have
taken orders from the US or any
other party. Any observer of US
statements - whether at the beginning of the revolution, in the thick
of it, or at the end - would find
those statements conspicuously
and patently confused.
Dr. Tamim al Barghouti told
me that he was in the US during
the first days of the Egyptian Revolution and saw how the American
media was trying to convince the
world that they were the ones who
taught us freedom and democracy,
in fact, that they were the ones
who created the revolution!
As such, anyone who says
that the revolutionaries are funded
from abroad or are agents of the
West, or that they receive commands to revolt from the US or
any other party, are only serving
the West with such statements.
They are disseminating depressing colonial ideas and giving
credit to those who don’t deserve
it. In fact, in spreading and repeating these false statements they are
denying the brave youth of Egypt
the ability to make their own decisions and determine their own
fate. {Truly evil is that they have
been doing}! (9:9)
Education is the solution…
Ahmed Adel graduated from
Ain Shams University. He teaches
English and writes short stories
and poems. His writings are
available at http://ibnadel.blogspot.com/ and @IbnAdel
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The Plot Against Egypt
By Issandr El Amrani
For a while, we’ve been hearing
newspaper and television commentators
speak, in their usual ominous tones, about
various intrigues to subvert the revolution
and bring Egypt down to its knees. In their
view of the world, Egypt is very much umm
al-dounia: a nexus for world affairs upon
which the fate of the very universe hangs.
This must be why so many seem to be
involved in the plot (or plots, or the masterplot to rule them all) against Egypt.
It’s the usual stuff, you know. The
American-Israeli-Iranian plan to divide
the country into a Bedouin Sinai, Muslim
Lower Egypt, Coptic Upper Egypt and a
new Nubia further south. The remnants of
the Mubarak regime are emerging from the
shadows to cause sectarian strife. Saudi
Arabia and Qatar are financing Salafist
groups to prevent the return of the halcyon
days of Gamal Abdel Nasser and his
muscular vision of Egypt’s regional role.
The generals on the Supreme Council
of the Armed Forces (SCAF) are either
fighting the good fight in these shadow
wars or have been infiltrated - no one seems
to know for sure. But speak of this only in
the vaguest and most evasive of tones, in
case they’re listening.
Secularists’ ideas for a civic state are
undermining religion, and their criticism
of Islamists make them infidels anyway, as
a senior Muslim Brother recently implied.
This of course led some secularists to
wonder whether, to subvert the plot of

an Islamist-military alliance they see from hopeless.
everywhere, they might not approach the
Of course the United States, Israel,
generals with a better deal.
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the European
And don’t forget about the economy. states are trying to influence the course of
The IMF and the World Bank offer money events post-revolution: it’s what states with
(that the government asked for) to help major stakes in the outcome do.
with the transition and it gets accused of
Of course Islamists and secularists and
carrying out a dastardly neo-liberal plan to nationalists and liberals and socialists are
impose economic serfdom, just as they had vying for advantage and will occasionally
under Mubarak, in case you hadn’t noticed. act underhandedly or slander their
I could go on with more examples, opponents. It’s what politicians do.
but you pick your
Of
course
the
poison.
These
government
and
the
SCAF
If there is a plot against Egypt,
days,
everyone
are not telling the public
it’s
the plot of those who prefer to the whole story about what
has a theory about
how everyone else pass the buck rather than roll up is happening to Egypt
their sleeves.
is trying to pull
politically, economically,
a fast one on the
diplomatically, socially,
country. As a former military man recently and administratively: it’s what those in
told me, knowingly tapping his nose with power do.
his forefinger as he leaned in towards me
What is more important is what citizens
conspiratorially, “something smells fishy.” do. They can sit in front of their television
Who or what smelled fishy he could not tell set and worry about the pundits laying out
me, nor could he reveal what possible plot the multiple plots before them, and simply
he feared. But something is amiss.
resign themselves to a world so filled with
I do not dismiss the idea that many hostile opponents that not much can be done
are plotting for advantage during this about it. Or they can march in the streets to
transition period, which is perhaps the most ensure the revolution was not in vain, and
exhilaratingly uncertain moment that Egypt join a political party or a movement for
has gone through in half a century. So much change.
rests on the outcome of this transition, from
Citizens can acknowledge that the
the memory of the victims of the previous transition period has been poorly managed,
regime to the promise of a real democracy that the SCAF has shown both poor
emerging out of its rotting carcass. So much judgment and insufficient transparency
time and so many opportunities have been about its intentions, and philosophize that a
wasted already, and so much still stands in country ruled by generals since 1952 is not
the way of success. But the situation is far likely to push them back so easily. Or, as an
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increasing number of people are doing, you
can ask for accountability and transparency
and express outrage when journalists
and bloggers get called in by the military
prosecutor because they suggested that an
institution financed by taxpayers should be
accountable to the public (as the activist
Hossam el-Hamalawy did on Mahmoud
Saad’s show on Tahrir TV, leading Mr Saad
to hang up on him.) You can enter the debate
about which should come first - parliament
or a president or a constitution - and what
any or all of these should look like.
Assigning blame to nebulous forces does
not really help — it’s a form of escapism.
Sectarianism is not primarily the Salafists or
NDP remnants’ fault; it is a social problem
with a long presence. Authoritarianism may
have been tolerated or even encouraged by
foreign forces who preferred a predictable
Egypt to a democratic one, but it was first
and foremost accepted and even supported
domestically. If Egypt’s economy is in
shambles, it’s not primarily because of
the IMF’s structural adjustment program;
it’s because of corruption, decades of
mismanagement that predate structural
adjustment, and an unwillingness to pay
the social and political costs of a balanced
budget.
And if there is a plot against Egypt, it’s
the plot of those who prefer to pass the buck
rather than roll up their sleeves.
Issandr El Amrani is a writer on Middle
East affairs. He blogs at www.arabist.net
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Has Revolution Reached the Heart of Your Company?
Nagwa Emad insists that it is no longer a luxury, but rather a practical necessity for any company
seeking to succeed and thrive to look for the principles of the revolution in its internal culture.

R

evolution is a state of rapid change in the framework governing
relations in the community. It causes a quantum leap that changes
the old governing concepts and values - to be replaced by new
values that reflect the new goals, needs, expectations, and trends
of public opinion in the society.

Like anything else, all
institutions and companies in
the community must conform
to this new spirit so they can
survive and grow. But companies
and institutions that are late
in understanding the nature of
revolution, or refrain from making
internal changes in the structure
of their institution and culture, are
doomed to fail sooner or later, like
the dinosaurs that became extinct
because they could not adapt to
environmental changes.
Perhaps one of the most
important principles of the
revolution, chanted by the youth,
was the idea of social justice and
human dignity. Although this
idea has many dimensions, both
within and outside a company, I
would like to focus on the social
responsibility that corporations
must demonstrate to help achieve
one of the most important
principles of the revolution.
Social
responsibility
is
important not only for companies
but also for brands - which need
to build friendly ties with the
community from the perspective
of good corporate citizenship, as
well as for utilitarian, pragmatic
and marketing reasons. From
the perspective of citizenship,
the company and the brands
it represents are part of the
community and can only flourish
if the society flourishes, and
therefore the company has a
responsibility to participate in the
society just like it has the right
to benefit from its citizenship in
the society. Thus, citizenship is
about rights and obligations, and
benefits and responsibilities
What happens when a
company is satisfied with simply
respecting the law, paying its taxes
and only meeting other mandatory
obligations? It becomes like a man
who lives in a neighborhood and
respects the law, but does not share
in his neighbors’ and community’s
feelings of solidarity, courtesy,
tenderness, communication, or
affection. This person lives alone,
and one day when trouble befalls
him and he needs the help of his
neighbors, no one will know him
or come to his aid. Nobody sees

him in good times or bad. He
never shows solidarity with others
during hard times. He never gains
any positive feelings or trust from
his neighbors; on the contrary,
he is viewed with apprehension
and suspicion. His neighbors
might think: “who is this person
who lives here and does not do
anything for anyone?”
In contrast to this introverted
man, when companies engage in
voluntary social work, and their
brands appear in the field of social
development, these companies
start to gain a good reputation
which goes beyond mere product
quality or competitive prices.
These companies and brands gain
“personality”. This “personality”
sticks to their products and
becomes part of the emotional
memory that members of the
community, including consumers,
suppliers, investors, potential staff
and government officials ascribe
to the products. The real values
of this “personality” appear on
the ground, in situations that are
important to society, and therefore
the bonds of “friendship” between
the company and society as a
whole become stronger.
It
is
therefore
incumbent
on
each
company
to
decide
whether it wants to be
a rude neighbor or if it
would like to build ties of
friendship and solidarity,
with its neighbors? Does
the company want to
become an effective and
well-liked “citizen” in its
neighborhood, or does it
want to be heard by people
only when it asks them to
buy its products? Similarly,
a company’s reputation can
easily be tarnished by the
media in spite of investing
millions or billions of
pounds in advertisements
that quickly lose their
value in the absence of
“emotional goodwill” for
these companies from the
community and public
opinion. This goodwill
grows steadily with the
growth of the social

responsibility of these companies,
and
their
participation in
integrated development projects
through which the “corporate
personality” they are trying to
establish is embodied. Today,
after a revolution that changed
the face of Egypt, the values
governing companies and brands
must change to correspond with
the values that were espoused
by the revolution; those values
that represent the culture of the
“Republic of Tahrir Square.”
In this context, we must
point out that companies are only
groups of human beings, and
at the same time, they operate
in communities and deal with
other groups of people. In the
past, marketers would make their
plans on the basis that purchasing
decisions were often rational and
logical, in the sense that they
relied on evaluating objective
and quantitative factors, such as
performance, features, size and
price. But advanced marketing
research
has
proven
that
sensations and feelings account
for more than 50% of the purchase
decision for most types of goods,
and that the right lobe of the brain

- the emotional half – controls far “community” return they receive
more of the decision making then for their social responsibility
we had traditionally assumed. efforts. For example, the social
In other words, it is likely that responsibility map created by the
consumers will prefer a product Social Contract Center provides
or a brand that creates emotional information on projects and
attachment for that product, services which are needed by
brand, or company.
Egyptian villages including basic
Today, we suggest that it is infrastructure investments and
no longer a luxury, but rather investment opportunities that will
a practical necessity for any help to develop small and medium
company, seeking to succeed and size enterprises and create jobs.
thrive to look for the principles
These initiatives ensure that
of the revolution in its internal development efforts continue
culture and in the hearts and the and that they all come together to
minds of its decision-makers and build an image of the new Egypt
workers - especially the principles which we wish and dream of - an
of social justice. It is necessary image whose features gradually
for companies to prioritize these take shape based on the efforts
principles and to push for the and contributions of all parties to
adoption of clear
this new social
and
effective
contract that we
It is therefore incumbent
policies in the
seek.
on each company to decide
whether it wants to be
field of social
Today,
a rude neighbor or if it
responsibility.
I ask a new
would like to build ties of
When we find
question
of
friendship and solidarity,
that the national
companies: Has
with its neighbors?
dialogue deals
the revolution
with a new social
reached
the
contract between the citizen, the heart of your company? Have
government, the private sector the core values which form the
and the civil society, we must personality of your company
mention the Social Contract changed to reflect the new spirit of
Center, a joint venture between Egypt after the revolution? How is
the United Nations Development this new spirit going to be reflected
Program (UNDP), and The in the social responsibility policy
Egyptian Cabinet’s Information of your company during the
and Decision Support Center coming period?
(IDSC). The Center has developed
Nagwa Emad, founder of
a set of mechanisms that enable
Media
Waves, is a communication
private sector companies to
expert
with
more than 25 years of
participate
in
development
professional
experience in Egypt,
initiatives that maximize the
the Gulf States, and England
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Egypt’s Forgotten Fellahin

Catherine Feeney

No Egyptian government has made informed provisions for the interplay between land,

water and energy resources, balancing their use for agriculture, industry and construction
with the needs of a growing population
By Maria Golia
Next time you slice a juicy red tomato,
consider that rural Egypt is being bled
to death. Arable land is vanishing to
urbanization, coastal erosion, salinization
and nutrient depletion; fertilizers and
pesticides are contaminating what little
water that Egypt (one of the world’s most
water-poor countries) has left. Thanks to the
agricultural reforms of the 1990s, instituted
by former Minister of Agriculture Youssef
Wali under pressure from the IMF and
World Bank, the fellahin (peasants), once
the living icon of a nearly food-sufficient
Egypt, are an endangered segment of
society.
As of 1 January, 1997, Law 96
denied farmers tenure (inherited land
contracts), calling instead for short term
leases and “market value” rents. These
increased exponentially from LE500 per
feddan annually to LE4,000-LE,6000
today. According to the Land Center for
Human Rights (LCHR), the first Egyptian
NGO dedicated to the farmers’ cause,
approximately one million farmers have
suffered eviction because they were unable
to pay rent or owing to state-sanctioned land
grabs. Counting their families, five million
fellahin have been forced into penury.
Many were obliged to take loans from
the Bank of Agrarian Development and
Trust, who charged extortionate interest
rates of 15-20 percent, perhaps to help
finance its posh new headquarters, a
hyper-modern glass tower near the old
Ministry of Agriculture. According to the
LCHR, at least 225,000 fellahin have been
imprisoned since 2004 for loan default.
Rural poverty rates are significantly higher
than the national average (75 percent),
unemployment is estimated at 60 percent
and 52 percent of primary school kids suffer
from anemia.
Violence, once equated with city
life, is dramatically on the rise in Egypt’s

countryside. In 2009 alone, there were
151 deaths, 899 injuries and 1204 arrests
owing to disputes over property ownership
(49 dead), land borders (23 dead), land
inheritance (19 dead) and water issues (10
dead). Most telling are the disputes between
neighbors over nothing in particular (50
dead): a man is gunned down when his cow
strays into another’s land; a donkey cart
runs over someone’s foot igniting tribal
warfare.
Agricultural reforms have not only hurt
Egypt’s small farmers, they’ve placed the
nation at risk. While the state has been
intent on increasing agricultural exports
with some success, Egypt cannot feed itself
and is today one of the world’s ten largest
food importers (along with Lebanon, Libya,
Algeria, Saudi Arabia, and Morocco). The
population is growing (2 percent annually)
along with its demands while global food
prices are soaring and causing unrest in
many countries.
During Egypt’s blistering summer of
2010, tomatoes which normally cost around
LE2-3 per kilo, reached record highs of
LE12-15, and demonstrators hit the streets
in protest of food costs that had nearly
tripled in less than two years. Protesters
chanted, “A kilo of meat is bought in
installments!” and “Keep raising prices.
Watch the country go up in flames!” And so
it did, six months later. The price rises are
partly due to unscrupulous and unregulated
produce traders (which one farmer calls a
“virtual mafia”) but crop-damaging weather
is also a major factor. Climate change is
wreaking havoc on crops worldwide, and
Egypt is particularly vulnerable to the
consequences.
Global price rises could sometimes
benefit Egypt’s farmers, but they don’t. Take
sugar, whose price doubled from US$400
to US$800 per ton in 2009. According to
Nader Noureddin, professor of agricultural
resources at Cairo University, “The
difference in prices between producers’

price and market price was collected by
the Holding Company for Food Industries
as annual profits distributed to employees
while nothing went to farmers”. Or take
fertilizer, one of the farmers’ biggest
expenses. Its global price decreased in 2009,
but not in Egypt, where a few businesses
control the agricultural sector’s needs,
and charge as they see fit. Money-making
schemes hatched in Cairo have resulted in
the neglect and impoverishment of Egypt’s
rural provinces, one of the regime’s greatest
unprosecuted crimes. Farmers’ hardships
may as well be occurring on another planet,
so far removed is the nation’s “head” from
its body.
Fortunately, Egypt’s uprising has not left
the fellahin entirely behind. The Ministry
of Manpower’s recent decree that workers
can form independent unions could prove
crucial to both Egypt’s democratization
and agricultural productivity. Despite the
law banning protests and strikes, farmers
can begin to organize their efforts and
collectively present their demands. These
include land grants to small farmers, tax
breaks, canceling debts with the Bank of
Agricultural Development, and releasing
those imprisoned for loan default.
The LCHR, with a staff of just 20 under
the tireless direction of Karam Saber, is
leading the unionization effort. LCHR
has helped groups in 40 localities present
their papers for approval (small farmers,
fishermen,
agriculture-related
factory
workers). Unionization workshops begin
with a moment of silence for those who
lost their lives trying to overthrow the
regime. Until now LCHR has primarily
observed and documented conditions in the
countryside, bringing farmers’ grievances
to the public prosecutor — no small job,
considering farmers comprise around a
third of the work force yet have essentially
no voice in government.
According to a 1956 clause in Egypt’s
constitution, at least half of all parliament’s

518-seats must go to workers and
farmers, the latter being defined as
“someone whose main source of
living is cultivation, and resides in
the countryside”. Instead, farmer MPs
are typically businessmen and traders,
large landowners, engineers, or retired
military, people who can afford to
campaign. According to a recent
independent study, around LE19 billion
(nearly US$3.33 billion) was spent
in the 2010 parliamentary elections
through campaign efforts, up from LE6
billion in the last parliamentary poll.
One wonders how much was spent on
vote-buying.
With elections - it’s worth
remembering that Egypt’s small
farmers represent a crucial constituency
to any future government who pretends
legitimacy. Their vote is powerful,
their grievances more than valid;
they reflect a half-century of Egypt’s
mismanagement and despoliation.
There is no real agricultural policy
in Egypt in the same way there has been
no real government. High officials,
appointed on the basis of loyalty or
interests as opposed to qualifications or
public consensus, naturally went on to
pursue short-sighted goals, competing
as opposed to cooperating with other
sectors and ministries on long-term
strategies.
Except perhaps for a moment at the
dawn of the Nasser era, no Egyptian
government has made informed
provisions for the interplay between
land, water and energy resources,
balancing their use for agriculture,
industry and construction with the

Unless Egypt’s head remembers
its body, its stomach will go empty
and it will lose its heart
needs of a growing population. Nor
does the education system reflect the
urgent need for better environmental
management — including alternative
energy as well as agricultural and
irrigation schemes — on a national
and regional scale, fields where Egypt
should stand at the forefront. There
is no institutional coordination, no
comprehensive vision, only a free fall
into environmental devastation, poverty
and malnutrition.
In the absence of intelligent topdown strategies, change must come
from the bottom up. Egypt’s revolution
began in cities, but the nation’s life
literally relies on its grassroots. Think
of this next time you slice a tomato:
Unless Egypt’s head remembers its
body, its stomach will go empty and it
will lose its heart.
Maria Golia, a long-time resident
of Egypt, is author of Cairo, City of
Sand and Photography and Egypt,
permanent correspondent for The
Middle East (UK) and columnist for the
New Internationalist (Oxford)
This article first appeared in print
in Al-Masry Al-Youm
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The Economic Future of Egypt’s Revolution

Joseph Hill

By Mark Roe

(after the Meiji Restoration).
The World Bank, the IMF,
and dozens of academics have
studied long and hard what makes
financial markets grow and what
holds them back. Many focus on
the quality of institutions, such
as courts and tax authorities.
Others emphasize the quality of
corporate law. Still others look
at policies, like trade openness or
lightness of taxation. Everyone
extols property rights.
Yet, when one looks at what
actually happens in developing
countries, the lessons are
disappointing. Though some
countries have fixed their court
systems, streamlined their tax
administrations, and begun to get

corrupt, sometimes incompetent,
and often irrelevant, yet stock and
For Egypt, the question of the
bond markets grew, and continentday is whether the country will
spanning firms rose up and got the
build an open, democratic political
financing they needed to operate,
system or relapse into some form
expand, and industrialize the US
– new or old – of autocracy. But
economy. The core protective
an equally important question –
legal institution for outside
above all for Egyptians, but also
finance, the federal securities
for other developing countries
laws, didn’t fall into place until
(and for development experts)
the 1930s – decades after US
– is the economic impact of its
financial markets had grown to
revolution.
finance America’s economic rise.
For the past quarter-century,
Britain and Japan seem to
a major agenda item for the
have followed the same sequence:
international
development
finance first, protective institutions
organizations, such as the
later. Japan had no corporate law
International Monetary Fund
until complex business finance
(IMF) and the World Bank,
started developing at the end of
has been to bolster developing
the nineteenth century. Yet that
nations’
financial
sequence is the opposite
markets.
Stronger Instability powerfully predicts an inability of what one might have
financial markets can to develop financial markets. Democratic expected: only after financial
move savings to where
political stability is the most important markets developed did those
they can do the most to
with a stake in them press for
harbinger of financial development
spur economic growth.
better legislation to protect
And that capacity has been a handle on corruption, the impact investors.
seen as one of the handful of on financial markets has been
So, in Britain, Japan, and the
key prerequisites for economic uneven.
US, something more foundational
Worse still for some theories must have been in place before
development. Making finance
work should boost economic of what makes financial markets financial
markets
started
flourish are the examples of the operating. Something else must
development significantly.
Economic historians point to US, Great Britain, and Japan. affect which countries are most
financial revolutions as setting Financial markets leaped forward likely to get strong finance, which
eighteenth-century
Great won’t, and when it all happens.
the stage for strong economic in
development in England (in Britain, and in the nineteenth and
That “something” now usually
the seventeenth and eighteenth early twentieth centuries in Japan seems to be basic political stability,
centuries, following the Glorious and the US – a time when several preferably of the democratic kind.
Revolution), in the United States key institutions, such as corporate In a stable political environment,
(after
Alexander
Hamilton law and the court system, were informal mechanisms – such as
in the 1790s built up major woefully substandard.
reputations for reliability, trade
American courts in the associations, and stock exchanges
financial structures in a primarily
agricultural country), and in Japan nineteenth century were notably – can develop and facilitate

financial dealings. Investors and
businesses don’t fear that a new
regime can take power and call off
all, or too many, bets, leading to
losses on their investments.
The data linking democratic
political instability and financial
backwardness in the modern
era, which Jordan Siegel of the
Harvard Business School and I
analyze in a forthcoming article,
show unmistakably that instability
powerfully predicts an inability
to develop financial markets.
Democratic political stability is
the most important harbinger of
financial development.
There is a deep logic to this
finding. Even if all of the rules
for finance are right, few will part
with their money if they fear that
an unfavorable regime change
might occur during the lifetime of
their investment.
More importantly, the grim
stability of the type displayed
by Hosni Mubarak’s Egypt
is oftentimes insufficient for
genuine financial development.
Authoritarian regimes, especially
those with severe income and
wealth inequality, inherently
create a risk of arbitrariness,
unpredictability, and instability.
They are themselves arbitrary.
And everyone knows that beneath
the stability of the moment
lurk explosive forces that can

change the regime and devalue
huge
investments.
Because
financiers and savers have limited
confidence in the future, such
regimes can’t readily build and
maintain strong foundations for
financial development.
By
contrast,
democratic
regimes with widespread property
ownership typically best protect
property rights over the long term,
because enough people in the
polity want to protect property.
Yes, the rules of the game
count for finance. But what counts
even more is that the polity has
a continuing, stable stake in
keeping those rules in place and
making them work for finance and
economic growth.
So, what does this mean for
Egypt? The Egyptian revolution
is political thus far, not economic.
Yet, if the revolution leads to a
more open, democratic, middleclass-oriented political system,
in which enough people believe
that they have a stake in the
government’s continuity, the
economic benefits for Egyptians
could be large. Financial markets
will more likely flourish, and more
rapid and equitable development
will more likely follow.
Mark Roe is a professor at
Harvard Law School
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Which Way Will Egypt Wander?
Robert Kesten argues that it
is time for government, civil
society and business to come
together and work together
to solve the nation’s ills in
a collective fashion, giving
citizens shared ownership in the
process, making them partners
in finding solutions and jointly
building the New Egypt
Egypt is not simply at one, but at
multiple crossroads. One of the problems
going forward is the limited experience its
citizens have in taking independent action,
assuming personal responsibility, working
together for a common goal and sharing
leadership. On the other hand, there is no
going back to the way things were.
The nation has many things to do.
Dramatically improve the educational
system across all age ranges - this must
be a top priority. The nation has to take
action on reducing the illiteracy rate and
has to ensure that its citizens are fed,
housed and provided with the healthcare
they need. It cannot do this alone and, to
the nation’s credit it has discouraged offers
of charity, but it has not yet called for
active involvement from all sectors of the
citizenry, from civil society and business
to play active roles in solving the nation’s
problems. This is the time for government,
civil society and business to come together
and work together to solve the nation’s
ills in a collective fashion, giving citizens
shared ownership in the process, making
them partners in finding solutions and

jointly building the new Egypt.
The most effective way to do this is
through the democratic process, based
on a human rights framework with the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights as
the foundation of that policy. By utilizing
this foundation and making it part of
everyday life, it makes all Egyptians equal
around the table. It brings people together
with a common set of rules and provides a
complementary moral framework to Islam
and Christianity, without challenging the
role religion plays in people’s lives and in
society.
Two efforts in Egypt are working to
make this concept a reality on the streets
of Egypt, the Human Rights Corps of
Egypt, recently formed in Cairo has a goal
of ensuring that every woman, man, youth
and child knows, owns and can act upon
their human rights as a part of everyday
life. This is not about violations, but
the understanding that human rights is
the blueprint on how we get along with
one another in society, at home, in the
workplace and in government. Human
Rights is about how we treat others and
how they treat us, with each of us being
equal under the law, with dignity and
without prejudice. In Alexandria there are
efforts underway to make it the first Human
Rights City in the MENA world, extending
the goals and objectives of the Corps into
the very lives of all citizens and residents
of Alexandria and the surrounding area.
This process is about the realization and
fulfillment of human rights goals and
objectives, bringing us all closer to the
world we have dreamed of for our children
and grandchildren.
The danger lurks in how easy it is to
distract the public from the monumental

tasks in achieving these goals, redirecting
their focus to things outside their control
and putting greater power in the hands of
the current military leadership. This has
been clearly demonstrated by SCAF and
its control of the media in taking a bad
situation on the border with Israel and
Gaza and making it into an international
crisis. This takes pressure off of SCAF
and redirects the public’s attention from
domestic issues that are essential, where as
the current fracas is being blown-up well
beyond its actual impact on the daily lives
of Egyptians.
A much more serious issue facing the
Egyptian people is the lack of transparency
at the Mubarak trial. This is the exercise
in justice the nation needs, a way to move
from the thirst for revenge to finding
success in the judicial process, learning
about the past in a meaningful way so as
not to repeat it and to explore the next steps
in building a sound and stable democracy.
The information potentially gleaned from
an open and fair trial, one that explores the
Mubarak tenure, as President and Vicepresident, will give Egyptians their first
real look at how the nation evolved to a
point where people took to the streets in
outright rebellion. This is worth fighting
over and demanding.
Of vital importance is public input into
the constitutional process. How can those
designated and or elected to draw up a
constitution do so without any direct input
from the people who will ultimately have
to accept it?
With over 40% of the population
illiterate, it will be very difficult to get
all to understand the language and its
complexity before a vote for approval will
be called for. It is therefore essential that

Giovanni Novara

there is a public discussion of what this
document needs to include, its vision and
mission.
With social media, public forums,
outreach of civil society, potentially
millions of Egyptians could participate
in preliminary discussions on this
monumental process and take ownership
of a final document that represents the best
intentions of the Egyptian people.
The learning and integration of
human rights into the justice system, the
constitution and the legal apparatus of
the state, business and civil society is
something each and every Egyptian can
work towards. By knowing and claiming
their human rights and accepting the
personal responsibility that goes along
with it, the social contract and the society
will gain strength and people’s desire for
a successful outcome will be increased
dramatically.
This is the time to stay focused on
what is important, not be sidetracked
by emotional events that are easy to get
excited by, but lead to dead ends, rather
than the new Egypt we have all heard so
much about. Egypt’s promise is one that
demonstrates to the world that it is still
possible for a people to rid themselves of
a dictator, join together and build a fair
and just society from the ground up, built
on a human rights foundation where all
people are created equal, treated equal and
both society and government are designed
to enhance the quality of life of all. The
world is on your side and holding its breath
for your success.
Robert Kesten is the Executive Director
of The Peoples’ Movement for Human
Rights Learning (PDHRE)
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Top Ten Myths About the Arab Spring
By Juan Cole
1. The upheavals of 2011
were provoked by the Bush
administration’s overthrow of
Saddam Hussein in Iraq.
Bzzt! Wrong answer. None of
the young people who made this
year’s revolutions ever pointed to
Iraq as an inspiration. The only
time Iraq was even brought up
in their tweets was as a negative
example (“let’s not let ourselves
be divided by sectarianism,
since that is what the Americans
did in Iraq.”) Americans are so
full of self-admiration that they
cannot see Iraq as it is, and as it
is perceived in the Arab world.
Iraq is not a shining city on a hill
for them [Arabs]. It is a violent
place riddled with sectarian
hatred, manipulated by the United
States, and suffering from poor
governance and dysfunctional
politics. I did interviewing with
activists last summer in Tunisia
and Egypt. The youth do not want
to be like Iraq! They want to be
like Turkey, or, now, Tunisia.
2. President Obama was wrong
to ask Egyptian President Hosni
Mubarak to step down.
This position has been
taken by Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu and King
Abdullah of Saudi Arabia. It is
a crazy thing to say. Mubarak
could not have stayed in power,
with nearly a million people in
the streets and order breaking
down in the country. If anything
Obama was far too slow to act,
and there was danger of Egypt
turning seriously anti-American if
he had not stepped in when he did.
Trying to keep a dictator in power
who has worn out his welcome is
always a big mistake on the part
of a great power, as was seen in
the case of the shah of Iran.
3. Muslim radicalism benefited
from the revolutions in the Arab
world.
So far, at least, the beneficiaries
of the upheavals have been both
secular, left-leaning dissidents
and Muslim religious parties.
Neither is violent. In Tunisia, the
new president, Moncef Marzouki,
is a staunch secularist. The alNahda (Ennahda) religious party
got about 40 percent of the seats
in parliament. But neither sort of
movement is radical or violent.
Likewise, the Muslim Brotherhood
in Egypt is now peaceful and talks
moderately, and is attacked for it
by the radicals such as Ayman alZawahiri. Muslim radicals have

not been able to take advantage of
these largely peaceful movements
in the way they could have of
George W. Bush’s invasion and
occupation of Iraq, which really
did fuel the spread of violent
extremism. Nobel Peace Prize
winner Tawakkol Karman of
Yemen argues that if democracy
can be achieved in the Arab
world, it will finish off violent
extremism, which only flourishes
under dictatorship.
4. Muslim religious groups
spear-headed the revolutions.
This allegation is made by
Iran from one side and Western
conservatives from the other. It
is for the most part
incorrect. Leftists,
secularists, workers
and students made
the
revolutions.
The
Muslim
forces had often
been
devastated
by
government
persecution
and were weak
(Tunisia) or had
been
made
a
junior partner in
governance
and
were
reluctant
to risk entirely
losing that position
(Egypt). In Egypt,
the revolutionaries
are referred to
in Arabic as the
thuwar, and they
are
contrasted
to the Muslim
Brotherhood and
other forces. In
Egypt, it is these
secularists
and
leftistas who are
still calling for
demonstrations
in Tahrir Square.
The most effective
revolutionaries in
Libya, the Berbers of
the Western Mountain region and
the urban street fighters of Misrata,
were the least fundamentalist in
orientation. While the Muslim
religious parties may be good at
organizing to win elections and so
are perhaps the main beneficiaries
of the revolutions politically,
they did not make the revolutions
themselves.
5. The uprising in Bahrain
was merely a manifestation
of sectarian tensions between
Sunni and Shiite.
The protesters in Bahrain
included
reformist
Sunni

Muslims. And the conservative
forces pressuring the king to crack
down on the crowds included the
country’s great merchant families
which comprise both Sunnis and
Shiites. The struggle in these
islands, like that elsewhere
in the Arab world, was over
authoritarian forms of government
versus
popular
democracy,
accountability and transparency.
The king’s constitution allows
him to over-rule both houses of
parliament, allows him to appoint
the upper house, and allows it to
over-rule the lower house. The
Shiite protesters were upset that
these arrangements, along with

monarchy. Bahrain’s Shiites are
Arabs and probably a majority of
them belong to the conservative
Akhbari school of jurisprudence,
which rejects ayatollahs in favor
of the ability of laypeople to
interpret the law for themselves.
Bahrain Shiites of the Usuli
school, prevalent in Iran and
Iraq, are more likely to look for
leadership to Grand Ayatollah
Ali Sistani in Najaf, Iraq, than
to Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ali
Khamenei. Bahrain’s Shiites
claim educational and workplace
discrimination, and dispute a
constitution and electoral system
that disadvantages them. They are
not agents of
Iran.
7. The Arab
Spring is a
Western plot.
This
allegation
was made by
the Qaddafis
in Libya and
is
currently
asserted
by
many
in
Syria’s Baath
Party. Nothing
could
be
farther from
the truth. It is
quite clear that
the upheavals
in the Arab
world came
as a surprise
to the G8
nations, and
were mostly at
least initially
unwelcome.
France’s
Minister
of
Defense
offered help
with
police
training
to Zine El
Nasser Nouri, Zeinab Mohamed, Ammar Abdo Rabbo, Freedom House
Abidine
gerrymandering that reduced Ben Ali’s Tunisia once the
Shiite representation, preventing demonstrations got going last
the majority from asserting itself year. The US initially signaled
(Shiites are about 58% of the support for Hosni Mubarak during
population). But the discourse was the rallies against him of late
about constitutional monarchy, January. Hillary Clinton said she
not about Shiite rule or an Iran- was sure that the Mubarak regime
style Shiite theocracy, with some was “stable.” Vice President Joe
small exceptions.
Biden was constrained to deny
6. Iran was behind the uprising that Mubarak was “a dictator.”
in Bahrain.
Obama only saw the writing on
There is no good evidence for the wall with regard to Egypt at
this allegation, which is the basis the last minute, and was starting
for the Saudi and United Arab to be a target of protest posters
Emirates military intervention in Tahrir Square. The US was
on behalf of the Sunni Arab reluctant to lose an ally against

al-Qaeda in Yemen such as Ali
Abdullah Saleh, and still has
never sanctioned him for killing
hundreds of innocent protesters.
Washington
was
likewise
unhappy with the uprising in
Bahrain, and at most urged the
king to find a compromise (the US
Fifth Fleet is headquartered in the
capital, Manama, and so the US
did not feel itself in a position to
support the protesters strongly).
Obama was famously reluctant
to get involved in Libya. There
is substantial ambivalence over
the upheaval in Syria, and so far
the main form of intervention is
targeted financial sanctions. If
there is anything that is already
clear as we catch history on the
run here, it is that the uprisings
were spontaneous, indigenous,
centered on dissatisfied youth,
and that presented the status
quo powers with unwelcome
challenges.
8. The intervention of NATO in
Libya was driven primarily by
oil.
European sanctions on Libya
began being dropped in the
late 1990s, and US sanctions
were lifted in 2004. Western oil
companies had sunk billions into
the Libyan petroleum sector by
2011, and it is highly unlikely that
they would have wanted to risk
instability there or the advent of
a new government that might not
honor their bids. The oil majors
suffered substantial losses because
of the loss of Libyan production
last spring and summer. The
conservative government of
David Cameron in the UK and
that of Nicolas Sarkozy in France
allegedly feared that if Qaddafi
were allowed to crush the Libyan
reformers by main force, he might
drive them into the arms of alQaeda, as had happened in Algeria
in the early 1990s. And, they may
have feared that Qaddafi would
provoke a big exodus to Europe at
a time when European economies
are poorly situated to absorb such
immigrants in large numbers.
Sarkozy may have felt the need
for a quick victory to bolster his
position in the polls ahead of
next year’s presidential elections.
Cameron, as a conservative, may
have sought to rehabilitate the
use of military force to enforce
international order, which had
been tarnished in UK public
opinion by the Iraq disaster. Those
who say Europe would not have
intervened in the absence of the
Cont’d on page 15
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Let’s Go Fight Israel, in Africa
By Karim Nour
After reading the title you
might think I’m calling for
sending our troops to the border
and waging war on Israel. War
with Israel is inevitable, despite
the peace treaty, says Lieutenant
General Saad El-Shazly in his
memoirs. Many believe this theory
and find the treaty to be unfair to
Egypt and the Arabs. There are
other indicators of a future war,
such as the motto “from the Nile
to the Euphrates” which can be
read on several paintings adorning
the wall of the Israeli Knesset, as
well as on coins of small shekel
denominations.
From the Nile to the Euphrates.
Were not the Israelis present, yet
concealed as part of the Western
Alliance forces, during the Iraqi
invasion? Leaked reports revealed
that elements of their intelligence
and commandos were present
during and after the invasion.
That is not to mention the Western
corporations that are sucking up
the natural and agricultural riches
of the region. The sad part is that
the Israeli flag hangs over Cairo’s
Nile. And who knows what else is
happening under the surface.
Hosni Mubarak’s regime
took no heed of people’s
sentiments and cooperated with
Israel on every front: political,
economic,
agricultural,
and
including the infamous gas
deal. The shamelessness was

unprecedented.
with Israel to secure the sources
“Then war it is,” goes the of our Nile. Neglecting the
famous line by actor Ahmed protection of these water sources
Mazhar
playing
Salahuddin is nothing short of treason. We
al-Ayoubi in director Youssef have been careless with the Nile
Chahine’s masterpiece of a movie. water security issue to such a
But the drums of war this time degree that our mission now [to
must direct the people to non- secure our water sources] has
traditional battlefields.
become extremely difficult. Israel
Egypt represents significant is expanding its footing in Africa
manpower and accounts for a third with every passing day, politically
of the Arab world’s population. I and economically.
think that now, with Mubarak and
It is also crucial that we revive
his gang out of the picture, we the Nasr Company for Imports and
can build a strong economy in a Exports, which was established in
few short years. There are several the 1960s by patriotic Egyptians.
reasons
The company
why I
enhanced our
African states view Egypt with
believe
relationship
a combination of love and
so. One
with African
is that disappointment, and they have every nations,
right to feel that way.
now
marketed
we can
our products,
focus on constructive action and and established an information
not just looting action. We can and communications network
better allocate resources and with many African governments.
better nurture our agricultural and According to writer Mahmoud
manufacturing industries. We can Awad, the Nasr Company owns
pay serious attention to Africa assets worth billions of Egyptian
after years of a relationship based pounds in most African states
strictly on football. What good and these assets were deliberately
were three titles of the Africa neglected causing grave economic
Cup of Nations, all of which and political losses during the
were dedicated to Mubarak and past three decades. With the
his sons? What good was it when establishment of new companies
the team celebrated with Gamal in
construction,
agriculture,
Mubarak in Ghana’s locker room, and irrigation, together with
singing Mubarak’s name and enhancing ties with al-Azhar and
dancing like mad men?
the Egyptian Church, all these
Therefore, Africa must be the elements represent important
war zone for our eventual battle input into our “fight for Africa”

Top Ten Myths About the Arab Spring
petroleum factor forget the Balkans, which
presented similar challenges of massive
violence on Europe’s doorstep. Likewise,
oil isn’t everything; Bahrain has very little,
and so it cannot explain Washington’s
reluctance to lambaste the monarchy there.
To argue that Western Europe had interests
in Libya that drove its intervention is
common sense. To peg everything to oil is
vulgar Marxism.
9. The Arab dictatorships now
overthrown or tottering were better
for women than their likely Islamist
successors.
The postcolonial Arab states often
pursued what my friend Deniz Kandiyoti
of the School of Oriental and African
Studies has called “state feminist” projects
of female uplift. But because these policies
were pursued by unpopular dictatorships,
they created a male backlash. The Muslim
Brotherhood’s patriarchal pushback against
the upper class feminism of Suzanne
Mubarak was a feature not of 2011 but of
1981-2010. The massive trend to veiling
among Egyptian women took place in the
past 20 years, not all of a sudden today. That

is, “state feminism” often backfired because
it was felt as intrusive and heavy-handed.
Women’s progress was tainted moreover
by association with hated dictatorships.
Nor was Hosni Mubarak exactly Germaine
Greer. Two of my Ph.D. students had their
projects initially rejected by the Egyptian
authorities because they included a focus
on feminist issues, which were increasingly
controversial in Mubarak’s dictatorship.
If Tunisia and Egypt can now move to
democratic systems, women will have
new freedoms to organize politically and
to make demands on the state. Nor can
outsiders pre-define women’s issues. Their
actual desires may be for social services,
notably lacking under Mubarak and Ben
Ali, rather than for the kinds of programs
favored by the old elites. In any case, while
women’s causes may face challenges from
conservative Muslim forces, it is healthier
for them to mobilize and debate in public
than for faceless male bureaucrats to make
high-handed decisions for women.
10. The Arab upheavals are an
unmitigated disaster for Israel.
This position has been argued by

Michael Wyszomierski

strategy - a battle we must not
lose.
It became clear after following
the news of an Egyptian delegation
to Uganda; African states view
Egypt with a combination of love
and disappointment, and they
have every right to feel that way.
I hope we are quick to catchup and leap-frog Israel’s path
into Africa, where it already has
established a strong foot-hold
with increasingly large projects.
The battle is not an easy one. We

must expend every effort and set
forth a plan to be overseen by
our Cabinet and the brightest
minds of Egypt in economics,
manufacturing, agriculture, and
national security, as well as alAzhar and the Church.
Karim Nour is a veteran
environmentalist and the founder
and manager of Deep South
diving lodge, Marsa Alam. His
writings are at http://sayaala.
com/wordpress/ and @krimnoor
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Netanyahu and others. While it is true
that the Muslim religious parties coming
to power in Tunisia and Egypt are more
sympathetic to the Palestinians than were
Ben Ali and Mubarak, the issue is more
complex than that. The Syrian National
Council that is opposing the Baath Party in
Syria has said that it will cease supporting
Hizbullah and Hamas if it comes to power.
The National Transitional Council in
Libya is not anti-Israel. Moreover, you
cannot gauge whether the changes are
good or bad for Israel only by whether
they might affect Israeli policy toward
Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank.
Dictatorships such as that of Mubarak
were politically pathological, pursuing
policies advantageous to the Israeli Right
wing that were deeply unpopular with the
Egyptian people. A democratic Egypt that
actually represented public opinion would
not necessarily be militant (no Egyptians
want a return to a war footing), but it
would be honest in its dealings with Tel
Aviv. Israel has not been benefited by its
denial of statehood to the Palestinians, by
Mubarak’s corrupt collaboration in right

wing policies, nor by the Syrian Baath
Party’s cynical deployment of Palestine as
a domestic issue. In a politically healthy
Middle East, when Israel steals Palestinian
land and water, it would get regional push
back of a political and economic nature
(as has finally started happening with
regard to Turkey). That isn’t apocalyptic,
it is politics. What has been wrong with
Israel’s relationship with its Middle Eastern
neighbors has been a lack of politics in
favor of bribed sycophancy or ginned-up
militancy, which has bred terrorism on
the one side and arrogant hawkishness on
the other. The changes in the Arab world,
if they lead to more democracy, could
well normalize Israel and Palestine in the
region. It wouldn’t be the end of disputes,
but it might be the beginning of the end of
pathological politics.
John “Juan” Cole is an American
scholar and historian of the modern Middle
East and South Asia. He is Richard P.
Mitchell Collegiate Professor of History at
the University of Michigan. He has lived in
Europe, Africa, and the Middle East
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What Egypt Should Learn From Iraq

Following the incredible initial success
that Egypt’s popular revolution has had in
removing Hosni Mubarak from power, on
30 March 2011 the Supreme Council for
the Armed Forces published an Interim
Constitution that is to guide the country
through the coming period. Although the
text opens up exciting new possibilities and
opportunities for change, it is also deeply
problematic, particularly in so far as the
mechanism for drafting the permanent
constitution is concerned. In that regard,
Egypt can learn many lessons from Iraq,
which is the only country in the Arab region
to have engaged in a constitutional drafting
process in recent memory.
Every country in the Middle East has
its own share of challenges and attributes,
and there is no question that Egypt’s
constitutional drafting process will be a far
different experience to what took place in
Iraq in 2005 (not least because Egypt does
not have to suffer the consequences of a
foreign military occupation). However,
there are enough similarities between the
two countries (aside from obvious linguistic,
cultural, religious and historical ties) that
allow for one to learn from the other in
relation to specific issues. Egypt and Iraq
have many of the same basic needs, some
of which can at least be partly addressed
through a successful constitutional drafting
process. In that sense, the Iraqi experience
has failed miserably and Egypt should take
stock and learn from that experience, with
a view to avoid repeating the same fatal
mistakes.
An Impossible Timeline
What is most shocking about the
Egyptian Interim Constitution is the
timeline for the drafting of the permanent
constitution. Article 60 provides that the
constitutional drafting process will last
six months and that a referendum should
take place 15 days later. Article 60 does
not provide for the possibility that that
timeframe can be extended. Remarkably,
the American occupation authorities in Iraq
had also imposed a six month timeframe on

the Iraqi constitutional drafters, although
mainly in order to satisfy domestic US
concerns. On the opposite side of the
spectrum is the South African constitutional
process, widely recognised to have been
amongst the most successful in modern
history, which lasted all in all around seven
years. It is therefore surprising to say the
least to see Egypt, of its own volition, mimic
what has now been widely recognised as a
failed constitutional process.
It is common knowledge that Egypt has
a wealth of constitutional and legal scholars
to draw from, many of whom will no doubt
have much to contribute during the drafting
of their new constitution.
However,
there is little guarantee that any of these
individuals will be able to play an official
role in the drafting process itself. Given the
circumstances, there is a strong chance that,
as was the case in Iraq, the constitutional
drafting committee will be dominated by
political appointees that will have little or
no experience in constitutional law. Given
also the nature of the previous regime,
some of Egypt’s future leaders may have
spent a significant period of time either
outside the state altogether, or worse either
in prison or exile. Although constitutional
drafters can certainly learn on the job, six
months is clearly insufficient, which opens
up the possibility that a dysfunctional or
incomplete constitutional framework may
be created. Although Egypt deserves a
quick transition to a functioning democracy,
it also needs more time to carefully craft its
permanent constitution.

Designing Institutional Frameworks
Drafting a new constitution in any
part of the world necessarily involves an
effort to properly understand the workings
of the respective country’s institutional
framework. Even constitutions that are born
in the throes of a popular revolution cannot
hope to start a completely fresh page. A
large number of existing institutions will be
preserved, and their reporting lines, working
methods and other traditions will impact the
new constitution’s workings. As a result,
constitutional drafters can and should work
to understand which institutions are the

most efficient and which are dysfunctional, circumstances. Its reports were circulated
in order to decide how the new constitution throughout the one-party state, which
can improve on the existing framework. In reacted to suggestions of misconduct
addition, changes to the country’s overall with what has been described as ruthless
governance structure can impact the way in efficiency by independent observers. Since
which specific institutions operate, even if 2005, the new constitution requires the
those same institutions are not mentioned Board of Supreme Audit to report to the
in the constitution itself. In the absence parliament, which means that it is now at
of sufficient foresight in relation to these the mercy of dozens of rival political parties
issues, any changes are likely to lead to that are either completely disinterested
unforeseen results, which can never be a in its reports or who seek to make use of
good thing.
them solely as ammunition to accuse rivals
Given Egypt’s recent history, this is an of corruption. The Board’s staff has since
operation that will take significant time to been targeted in dozens of assassination
carry out successfully. The revolution was attempts, and its reports are kept away
in part spurred by a partial breakdown in from the public domain for safety reasons.
Egyptian state and society, caused in no To this day, the Iraqi parliament and the
small part by the state
prime minister’s office
Perhaps most
of inertia that Mubarak’s
are involved in a power
importantly in countries
National
Democratic
struggle to determine
Party had instituted.
which of the two will
such as Egypt and Iraq
There
are
however
obtain ultimate control
is the need to engage in
many institutions that
over the Board.
an honest debate on the
have
been
fulfilling
The point here is not
relationship between
their
responsibilities
that the previous system
religion and state.
to the satisfaction of
of oversight was ideal (far
Egyptians.
Why have
from it), nor that the Iraqi
* * *
some been successful
constitutional
drafters
Whatever option Egypt
where others have failed,
should have maintained
chooses will have to
and what can the new
that system. The point is
constitutional framework
merely that the drafters
emerge from an honest
do to encourage the
clearly contributed to the
and detailed debate
emergence
of
other
current levels of corruption
about the performance
successful institutions in
by not considering how
of Egyptian institutions
the future? What form
the shift to a parliamentary
and cannot rely entirely
of oversight should be
system of government with
on theoretical and
instituted to monitor
a low electoral threshold
a specific institution’s
would impact oversight in
comparative models.
performance, and to what
the state. In fact, because
branch of government should that same of the six month deadline, there was not even
institution report its findings? Comparative enough time to consider the possibility that
constitutional practice provides many this would occur.
possible answers to these questions but
whatever option Egypt chooses will have
Leaving the Future to the Politicians
to emerge from an honest and detailed
Even more glaring is the need to
debate about the performance of Egyptian establish a proper framework within
institutions and cannot rely entirely on which political parties should operate.
theoretical and comparative models. The process through which detailed rules
That effort will necessarily require close relating to financial transparency are
collaboration with a large number of senior decided is a difficult and time consuming
and mid-level public officials, who should one. In countries such as Egypt and
be invited to participate in the process of Iraq, where multiparty democracy and
the redesigning of the state. That effort true financial transparency were hitherto
will also require much more time than six completely unknown quantities, some time
months.
is required for parties to adjust to the rules
In Iraq, given the short timeframe, in principle and in practice. When the issue
constitutional drafters were mostly of financial transparency is first raised in
unaware of how the country’s bureaucracy emerging democracies, political parties
functioned in practice. There was also no tend to balk at the prospect of state or
time to consider how general changes in the private auditors inspecting their accounts,
nature of the state would impact specific and significant effort must be made to
institutions. For example, in 2005, Iraq convince political parties of the necessity of
transitioned from an extremely centralised such rules. Secondly, a debate on specific
presidential system that was dominated by rules would be most appropriate for each
the Baath party to a parliamentary system of country given each country’s individual
government that was populated by dozens context. These rules can be extremely
of political parties. Under the previous complex, particularly when it comes to
regime, Iraq’s audit institution, the Board enforcement, which means that significant
of Supreme Audit (which was responsible time is required for careful consideration
for inspecting state expenditure, excluding and drafting.
Saddam Hussein and his family’s largess
In their eagerness to see Egypt transition
obviously) was widely considered to to a fully fledged democratic society as
be operating effectively under difficult
Cont’d on page 17
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And Then They Hate Us, And Then We Whine
By Mohamed Khalil
All the historical certainties about Egypt
being the leading Arab nation no longer
hold. How can we be the upholders of Arab
unity, and regional challengers to the status
quo, while at the same time be conniving
to erect a ten kilometer-long steel barrier
between this nation and Palestine. Just like
the ‘enemy’ erects barriers to enclose and
encroach on the West Bank, we aid them
by outflanking Gaza. Except our barrier is
made of impenetrable steel, and seems to be
all the more durable and foreboding to the
people of Palestine, even though it may be
an underground barrier. And I use the word
Palestine, not Gaza, because Gaza is part of
Palestine and the rhetoric nowadays leads
us to think that there are two entities – Gaza
and the West Bank. But I digress.
During the most recent war on Gaza, the
former Egyptian regime lost itself bucketloads of legitimacy by standing idly by as
the Israelis pounded Gaza for almost a whole
month, leaving almost 1,500 dead souls and
plenty more injured, homeless or simply
downtrodden. The most this country [Egypt]
could do for the Palestinians was to stand up in
media forums and denounce the aggression, of
both sides! There was no qualifying statement
to ask the Israelis about their aggression.
Egypt equated Hamas’ projectiles into Israel
with the full-scale onslaught brought to
Gaza by the Israeli war machine. The border
remained closed between them and us, and
when it opened, it was like we were doing our
brethren in Palestine a favor.
Today, our government mutedly carries
out the ominous task of erecting this
mammoth barrier between us and them
citing reasons of national security; that
the intricate tunnel networks that run from
Gaza into the Sinai somehow undermine
the security of this once great nation. The
government is building the barrier very
swiftly and rumor even has it that the

funding comes from abroad. The argument
that this is for reasons of national security
cannot really be refuted.
But, the reasons for building the barriers
can be rectified. Open borders with Palestine
would negate the need for tunnel networks
and would bring much liquidity out from the
shadow economy into the formal one. Will
tunnels still be built? Of course. But they
will be the exception not the rule. Here we
must analyze the situation and decide where
we stand. Do we consider Hamas to be a
terrorist organization or is it a part and parcel
of the Palestinian nation and is therefore
afforded the right to bear arms in defense of
the occupied Palestinians? Why is it fair that
Israel obtains the latest in military technology
from the USA while we deny the Palestinians
the right to bear a miserable AK-47? Why did
it take so long for the powers-that-be in Egypt
to permit the aid convoy into Gaza? And once
it was allowed, we scurried to take credit for it
and to show our support for Palestine?
The farcical nature of this whole affair
was summed up by Sheikh Muhammad
Tantawi (Sheik of Al-Azhar) prior to his
death in 2010, who conveniently came out
and practically issued a fatwa supporting
the construction of this barrier – through
the Azhar-affiliated Centre for Islamic
Research. [The body stated that; “It is
Egypt’s legitimate right to erect barriers
that would stop the damage caused by the
tunnels linking Rafah to Gaza,” adding that,
“what is smuggled through those tunnels
threatens the security of this country.”]
For good measure he also declared those
opposing the barrier to be un-Islamic.
The fact of the matter is that this nation
can no longer claim greatness. Needless
to say there are many great souls in this
country, and how we let this greatness erode
is depressing. A nation of great figures,
past and present, can no longer rest on its
historical laurels. Such is the state of affairs
that Egyptians are no longer welcomed in

Steve Rhodes

the Arab world as they once were. Such is
the state that we can go to the Sudan and get
mistreated and not be able to do anything
about it. We simply lost all the goodwill that
this nation has accumulated over the years.
If we want to be great we need to show
greatness and quit our talk about being the
regional leader and about being a force for
good in the world. Egypt is no longer great,
and we can no longer whine when others
hate us. We do not have that right. We lost
and still are losing any form of goodwill we
have in the region. Except with the Israelis.
And frankly, by building this barrier,
we seem to be doing their bidding. History
does show one thing however; walls are
built to be knocked down or breached. The
Berlin wall fell, the Great Wall of China was
violated and this appalling barrier between
Egypt and Gaza, albeit underground, will
be penetrated. If we are to call ourselves a
great nation again we must do it in action
and not words. We need to actively involve
ourselves in the politics of the region. We
must put an end to the savagery in Syria,

What Egypt Should Learn From Iraq
soon as possible, many commentators have
brushed aside these issues as secondary
concerns, arguing that Egypt already has
rules relating to financial transparency
and that any remaining detail can be left
to after the new constitution has entered
into force. Iraqis learned the hard way that
politicians should not be allowed to decide
the rules within which they themselves
operate. Despite rules established by the
Iraqi electoral and integrity commissions
requiring financial transparency, Iraq lacks
an effective enforcement mechanism,
which senior anti-corruption officials have
argued is one of the main causes of graft
in the country. The Iraqi constitution also
contains few rules relating to how elections
are supposed to be carried out in practice,
such that parliament is solely responsible
for deciding how elections are to take
place. The result in Iraq is that, in the 2010
elections, candidates were still elected as
part of a list, and electoral districts were so
large that they often allowed for more than

a dozen members to be elected in a single
constituency. In Iraq’s new democracy,
a deep chasm exists between politicians
and ordinary citizens, damaging the entire
system’s legitimacy.
Debating Fundamental Rights
Perhaps most importantly in countries
such as Egypt and Iraq is the need to engage
in an honest debate on the relationship
between religion and state. In Iraq in
2005, the matter was discussed within the
constitutional committee but a compromise
could not be reached in the given timeframe.
American officials therefore imposed a
solution which provided that “no law may
be enacted that contradicts the established
provisions of Islam” or that “contradicts
the principles of democracy”. Although a
draft constitution was circulated prior to the
referendum date, there was insufficient time
to allow the population to properly engage
with the issue, to reflect upon possible
ramifications of the adopted wording

we must become an honest, genuine and
committed partner in the peace process
between Israel and Palestine, we must put
an end to the failure in Somalia.
And if we are really worth our
greatness, we – the Egyptian government
and establishment – will be at the vanguard
of the rebuilding of Libya. Not just by
sending them the workforce that they need;
we need to have a much bigger role than
simply supplying labor. We need to invest
there, foster our ties with them, maybe
even create an economic union with the
two other North African countries that have
undergone revolutions in the past year.
Let us as a nation stop talking about
the past and stop talking about our role as
leaders in the region and actually become
that leading nation.
Mohamed Khalil works at Commercial
International Bank, Egypt. He received his
B.A. in Political Science with a minor in
Business Administration from the American
University in Cairo

Cont’d from page 16

and to suggest alternatives. Millions of
Iraqis voted without even having seen the
draft themselves, and the referendum was
presented as an option between order and
chaos (which feels eerily similar to the
choice that Egyptians are being presented
within their own constitutional process).
Despite all its flaws, the constitution was
approved overwhelmingly.
In Iraq, the absence of an open debate
on the role of religion has resulted in the
provision being applied inconsistently
throughout the country, with some
provinces concluding that it should lead
to the banning of the sale of alcohol, a
lead that other provinces have refused
to follow. Meanwhile, some extremist
groups have taken to bursting into Christian
organisations’ offices demanding that they
leave the country, on the basis that Iraq is
now an Islamic state. This is but one of the
factors that have caused Iraq to become an
increasingly unichrome country, in which
religious minorities feel that they have

essentially lost their place in society.
The examples set out above are only a
few of the difficulties that were imposed
on Iraqis after the failed constitutional
process in 2005. There is no reason why
Egypt should have to endure these same
tragedies. The country should remain
confident that its revolutionary spirit will
continue to guide it through the coming
period and avoid the temptation to rush to
an illusory ‘normalisation’. The revolution
should allow the constitutional drafting
committee the amount of time that it needs
to fully engage with itself, with the country
at large, and to benefit from the experience
of others, even if that means learning from
their mistakes.
Zaid Al-Ali has law degrees from King’s
College London, the University of Paris
(Sorbonne) and Harvard Law School.
From 2006 to 2010, he was advising on
constitutional, parliamentary and judicial
reform in Iraq. He posts on Twitter @zalali
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Think Again; Dictators

Arab Autocrats May Be Tottering, But the World’s Tyrants Aren’t All Quaking in Their Steel-Toed Boots.
By Graeme Robertson
“Dictatorships Are All
About the Dictator.”
Rarely, if ever. In the first months after
the Arab revolutions began, the world’s
televisions were filled with instantly iconic
images of a crumbling old order: the Ben
Ali clan’s seaside villa on fire in Tunisia,
Hosni Mubarak’s stilted pre-resignation
speeches in Egypt, Muammar al-Qaddafi’s
rambling, defiant diatribes from a bombedout house in Libya. They were a reminder
that one of the most enduring political
archetypes of the 20th century, the ruthless
dictator, had persisted into the 21st.
How persistent are they? The US NGO
Freedom House this year listed 47 countries
as “not free” -- and ruled over by a range
of authoritarian dictators. Their numbers
have certainly fallen from the last century,
which brought us quite a list: Stalin, Hitler,
Pol Pot, Pinochet, Khomeini, and a host of
others now synonymous with murderous,
repressive government. But invoking
such tyrants, while a useful shorthand

in international politics, unfortunately
reinforces a troublesome myth: that
dictatorships are really only about dictators.
The image of a single omnipotent leader
ensconced in a mystery-shrouded Kremlin
or a garishly ornate presidential palace took
hold during the Cold War. But dictatorships
don’t just run themselves. Performing the
basic tasks expected of even a despotic
government -- establishing order, levying
taxes, controlling borders, and overseeing
the economy -- requires the cooperation
of a whole range of players: businessmen,
bureaucrats, leaders of labor unions and
political parties, and, of course, specialists
in coercion like the military and security
forces. And keeping them all happy and
working together isn’t any easier for a
dictator than it is for a democrat.
Different dictatorships have different
tools for keeping things running. The
communist regimes of the 20th century
relied on mass-membership political parties
to maintain discipline, as did some noncommunist autocracies. The authoritarian
system that ruled Mexico for 70 years -what Peruvian novelist and Nobel Prize
winner Mario Vargas Llosa once called
“the
perfect
dictatorship”
-was

orchestrated by the nationalist Institutional
Revolutionary Party, a massive organization
whose influence extended from the
president’s compound in Los Pinos to the
local seats of government in every tiny
village. Egypt’s recently departed Hosni
Mubarak was similarly buttressed for three
decades by his National Democratic Party.
Then there’s the junta option: a militaryrun dictatorship. These have advantages
-- discipline and order, and the capacity to
repress opponents, among them -- but also
drawbacks, most notably a small natural
constituency that doesn’t extend far beyond
the epaulet-wearing classes. The generals
who ruled Brazil from 1964 to 1985 solved
this problem by offering controlled access
to a parliament in which economic elites and
other powerful interests could voice their
demands and participate in governance.
However, this proved to be a difficult
balancing act for a military that found it
hard to manage elections and the pressures
of a public increasingly dissatisfied with its
record on the economy and human rights,
and the generals ultimately headed back to
their barracks.
At the extreme, some authoritarian
governments do approximate the dictatorcentric regimes of the popular imagination.
Mobutu Sese Seko, who ruled Zaire (now
the Democratic Republic of the Congo)
for more than 30 years, and the Duvalier
dynasty in Haiti are classic examples.
Here, order is maintained largely by
distributing patronage through personal or
other networks: clans, ethnic groups, and
the like. But paradoxically, these are
the most unstable dictatorships.
Keeping
a
government
operating
smoothly
is
difficult in the absence of
a broad organizational
or
institutional
base, and the
whole system
rises and
falls
with

the fate of one man.
“The Power of the Masses
Can Topple Autocrats.”
Not by itself. In 1989, people power
swept across Eastern Europe. Mass strikes
in Poland brought the country’s communist
rulers to the table to negotiate their way
out of power. After hundreds of thousands
of people gathered in Prague’s Wenceslas
Square, one of Eastern Europe’s most
brutal communist regimes crumbled and
handed over power in Czechoslovakia
to a motley crew of playwrights, priests,
academics, and friends of Frank Zappa.
In East Germany, teeming crowds simply
walked out of communism’s westernmost
showpiece to seek asylum in, and then
reunification with, the West. And people
power, as Ferdinand Marcos found to his
dismay in the Philippines in 1986, was not
limited to communism or Eastern Europe.
But there was far more to the collapse
of communism in Eastern Europe and
autocratic regimes elsewhere than the
impressive moral authority of crowds. As
the Chinese showed in Tiananmen Square
in 1989, capitulating to pro-democracy
activists in the streets is hardly the only
option. There have been plenty of other
places where people power has failed
disastrously in the face of a well-organized
military response. In Hungary, the popular
uprising of 1956 was brutally crushed by
Red Army tanks. Burma’s 2007 Saffron
Revolution produced little more than
life sentences for the country’s dissident
Buddhist monks; Iran’s 2009 Green
Revolution fell to the batons of the Basij
two years later.
What distinguishes people power’s
successes from its failures? Size, of course,
matters, but autocrats tend to fall to crowds
only when they have first lost the support of
key allies at home or abroad. The Egyptian
military’s decision to abandon Mubarak and
protect the protesters gathered in Cairo’s
Tahrir Square, for instance, was crucial to
the president’s downfall this February.
How can demonstrators persuade
regime stalwarts to jump ship? In Eastern
Europe, the geopolitical sea change
engineered by Soviet leader
Mikhail Gorbachev and his allies
obviously helped -- but you
can’t exactly bring down
the Iron Curtain again.
Regimes
with
professionalized
militaries
separate
from
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civilian authorities might be more
vulnerable to defections; regimes based on
highly ideological political parties are less
likely to see their members break ranks.
The credible threat of ending up at the war
crimes tribunal in The Hague or having
your Swiss bank accounts frozen can
work wonders as well. But unfortunately
for protesters, predicting authoritarian
reactions to uprisings is far from an exact
science -- which is little consolation when
your head is being cracked by a riot cop.
“The More Brutal the Dictator,
The Harder to Oust.”
Unfortunately, true. Reflecting on the
French Revolution, Alexis de Tocqueville
observed that the “most dangerous moment
for a bad government is when it begins
to reform.” What was correct in the 18th
century is, sadly, still true in the 21st. It is
probably not a coincidence that the list of
authoritarians removed by street protest in
recent years is largely populated by rulers
whose regimes allowed at least a modicum
of political opposition. Tyrants like Serbia’s
Slobodan Milosevic, Georgia’s Eduard
Shevardnadze, Kyrgyzstan’s Kurmanbek
Bakiyev, and Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak may
have been horrible in many ways, but their
regimes were undoubtedly more permissive
than those of many who have held onto
power to this day.
If this is true, why do any dictators
allow opposition in the first place? And why
don’t they simply go the full Tiananmen at
the first sign of protest? Because running a
truly ghastly dictatorship is tougher today
than it used to be.
The interconnections of 21st-century
civilization make it harder to control
information and far more difficult and
costly to isolate a country from the outside
world than it was in the 20th. The death
of communism, meanwhile, has robbed
leftists and right-wing strongmen alike
of a cover story for their anti-democratic
practices. In the past decade, rulers of
countries such as Uzbekistan and Yemen
have used the West’s newfound fear
of militant Islam -- and the logistical
necessities of the United States’ post-9/11
wars -- to similar ends, but they number
far fewer than the ideological tyrants who
divvied up whole continents under Cold
War pretexts a generation ago.
The result is that in more and more
places, rulers are compelled to justify their
practices by adding a touch of “democracy.”
Vladimir Putin chose to stand down -though not far down -- in 2008 rather than
break Russia’s constitutional ban against
a third consecutive presidential term, and
even the Chinese Communist Party allows
some competitive elections at the town
and village levels. There are exceptions to
this trend, of course: Turkmenistan, North
Korea, and Burma spring to mind. But such
regimes feel increasingly like remnants of
the late, unlamented 20th century, rather
than harbingers of things to come.
“Personality Cults are Crazy.”

Cont’d from page 18

Crazy like a fox. Did North Koreans advantages.” This March, Martin Wolf wrote
really believe that Kim Jong Il can change in the Financial Times about how “China has
the weather based on his mood? Did achieved greatness.”
Libyans think Qaddafi’s Green Book is a This romanticizing of authoritarianism is
brilliant work of political philosophy? Do not new; Augusto Pinochet’s murderous
Turkmen really think that the Ruhnama, the regime in 1970s Chile was once cheered
religious text authored by their late post- by many in Washington as an ugly but
Soviet dictator -- and self-styled spiritual necessary instrument of economic reform.
leader -- Saparmurat Niyazov, is a sacred Yearning for a strong hand, however, is
scripture on par with the Quran and the rooted in several fallacies. First, it conflates
Bible?
the failings of one form of democracy
Probably not, but for the dictators’ -- in Friedman’s case, the gridlocked
purposes, they don’t have to. As political American version -- with an entire category
scientist Xavier Márquez has argued, of governance. Second, it assumes that
personality cults are as strategic as they dictators are more able than democrats to
are narcissistic. Part of the problem that undertake unpopular but essential reforms.
dictators’ would-be opponents face is But unpopular decisions don’t simply
figuring out who else opposes the leader; become popular because an autocrat is
compelling the populace to publicly embrace making them -- just remember the late
preposterous myths makes that harder still. North Korean finance chief Pak Nam Gi,
Official mythmaking is also a means of who ended up in front of a firing squad
enforcing discipline within the regime. Stalin following the public backlash against the
-- the progenitor of the modern dictator confiscatory currency reform the Kim
personality cult -- understood well that his regime pushed through in 2009. In fact,
self-mythologizing would be too much for authoritarians, lacking the legitimacy of
some of his old comrades
popular election, may
Bad Politics, Worse Prose
to swallow; Lenin, after
be even more fearful
all, had specifically warned You can learn a lot about of upsetting the apple
against it. But those who what makes the world’s cart
than
democrats
might have objected were
are. In Putin’s Russia,
worst dictators tick from the
swiftly dispatched. For the
for instance, leaders
apparatchiks who remained, terrible books they write. are unable to dial back
submitting to the cult was
the massive military
humiliating -- and humiliation is a powerful expenditures that keep key constituencies
tool for controlling potential rivals.
quiet but that even their own ministers
But personality cults, like most recognize to be unsustainable.
authoritarian technologies, have their
Besides, suggesting that dictators can
drawbacks. The bigger the cult, the bigger force better policies upon their people
the challenge of succession. Heirs to assumes that a dictator is likely to know
the throne really have just two options: what those better policies are. The idea
dismantle the cult or go one better. The that there are technocratic solutions to
former is perilous; in the Soviet Union, most economic, social, and environmental
Nikita Khrushchev’s famous 1956 secret problems might be comforting, but it is
speech -- the posthumous critique of usually wrong. Such questions rarely have
Stalin that gave us the term “personality purely technical, apolitical answers -- and
cult” -- was, after all, secret, deemed too only in a democracy can they be aired and
explosive for the Soviet public. Today, answered in a way that, if not entirely fair,
North Korea’s ruling Kim family illustrates is at least broadly acceptable.
the hazards of the alternative: Now that the
official newspapers have already reported
“Digital Revolutions are
Bad News for Autocrats.”
that the former Dear Leader, Kim Jong Il,
had mastered teleportation, what’s his son
Not necessarily. New technologies -- from
and newly designated heir, Kim Jong Un,
the fax machine to the Internet to Facebook
supposed to do for an encore?
-- have invariably been heralded as forces for
upending dictatorial regimes. And of course,
“Sometimes it Takes a Dictator
if cell phones and Twitter made no difference
To Get the Job Done.”
at all, then pro-democracy activists wouldn’t
Actually it doesn’t. The past two use them. But the real test of technology is its
years have not done much to advertise the ability to shift the balance of power between
abilities of the Western democratic model dictators and those trying to unseat them -- to
of government to take large and painful make revolutions more frequent, faster, or
but necessary actions. Frustrated over more successful. And though it’s too early
everything from a failure to balance budgets to know for sure, the arc of revolutions in
to an apparent inability to face up to the 2011 doesn’t look that different so far from
challenges of climate change, more than the lower-tech upheavals of 1989, or, for that
a few Westerners have turned their gaze matter, 1848.
What makes a difference is how quickly
wistfully toward the heavy-handed rule of
the Communist Party in China. “One-party authoritarians can work out how to counter
autocracy certainly has its drawbacks,” the a new innovation, or use it themselves.
New York Times’ Thomas Friedman wrote Sometimes this happens quickly: The
in a 2009 column. “But when it is led by a barricades invented in Paris that made the
reasonably enlightened group of people, revolutions of 1848 possible were briefly
as China is today, it can also have great useful, but militaries soon figured out how

to use cannons against them. Similarly,
today’s authoritarians are already learning
how to use cell phones and Facebook
to identify and track their opponents. In
Iran, for instance, Facebook posts, tweets,
and emails were used as evidence against
protesters in the wake of the failed Green
Revolution.
As it happens, some of the most
enduring innovations have been the least
technological. Mass protests, petitions,
and general strikes, though now ubiquitous
tactics, were at first ideas as novel as Twitter,
and they have continued to play a crucial
role in spreading democracy and civil rights
around the world. It’s a useful reminder that
not all the new tools that matter come in a
box or over a Wi-Fi connection.
“Dictatorship is on the Way Out.”
Not in our lifetime. The recent
upheavals in the Middle East, though
inspiring, have happened against a gloomy
backdrop. Freedom House reported that in
2010, for the fifth year in a row, countries
with improving political and civil rights
were outnumbered by ones where they
were getting worse -- the longest such run
since the organization started collecting
data in 1972. Two decades after the Soviet
Union’s collapse, democracy may be robust
in formerly communist Central Europe,
Latin America, and even the Balkans, but
most former Soviet states remain quite
authoritarian. And though a few Arab
countries are newly freed of their tyrants,
they are still very much in transition. Being
poor or corrupt, as Egypt and Tunisia are,
does not rule out being democratic -- think
of India -- but it does make it harder to build
a stable democratic system.
Nevertheless, the Arab revolutions have
offered a spark of hope, one that has clearly
worried dictators in places as far off as
Moscow and Beijing. The question is what the
world’s liberal democracies should do, or not
do, to push things along. Survey the United
States’ long history of democracy-promotion
successes and failures, and the inescapable
lesson, even setting aside recent adventures
in Iraq and Afghanistan, is that less is usually
more. Providing aid -- as the United States
did to the opposition in places like Serbia,
Ukraine, and Georgia -- or simply setting
an example are better means of toppling a
dictator than actually doing the toppling.
But in either case, it’s important to
remember that powerful Western friends
aren’t everything. After all, the lesson
of Tunisia and Egypt is that dictators
sometimes fall despite, not because of,
American help.
Graeme Robertson is an assistant
professor of political science at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill and author of “The Politics of Protest
in Hybrid Regimes.”
Reproduced with permission from
Foreign Policy www.foreignpolicy.com
©The Washington Post
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Indonesia’s Lessons for Egypt
By Karen Brooks
Policymakers and pundits have looked
around the world at previous revolutions
- in Iran, Russia, Turkey, and more - to
gauge the possibilities and pitfalls ahead
as Egyptians overturn their political order.
The White House, however, has paid
particular attention to the experience of
one: Indonesia.
From the early days of the Egypt
protests, the White House quietly reached
out to a number of Indonesia experts,
including this author, to better understand
the story of Indonesia’s democratic
transformation. President Barack Obama’s
own experience - having lived in Indonesia
during some of his formative childhood
years - undoubtedly helps explain this
impulse. But there are good reasons beyond
nostalgia why Indonesia’s success might
provide inspiration, and lessons, for Egypt.
Hosni Mubarak’s Egypt and Suharto’s
Indonesia had an inordinate amount
in common. Indonesia is home to the
world’s largest Muslim population;
Egypt is the most populous Arab nation.
Both are Muslim-majority countries
with significant non-Muslim minorities.
Mubarak and Suharto both hailed from
the military and assumed power - with
U.S. backing - at a time of national
trauma. Both men used secular-nationalist
political vehicles to monopolize the
power of the state; both retained military
backing through extensive political and
financial patronage; both demonized
Islamist political forces and drove them
underground; both kept a tight lid on
the media, the opposition, and all forms
of dissent; both accumulated massive
amounts of wealth while in power; both
were grooming children to succeed them
in office; and both enjoyed the support of
the United States, thanks to geo-strategic
calculations.
The arc of revolution in both countries
was also strikingly similar. In both:
•

•

Initially exogenous factors (the Asian
Financial Crisis for Indonesia; events
in Tunisia, for Egypt) provided the
trigger that brought people into the
streets.
The protests were led by young people,
embittered by the gap between political
development and economic growth and the degree to which that growth
had disproportionately benefitted elites
around the president

•

Harassment
and
even
killing
of protesters failed to end the
demonstrations; looting and rioting
only hardened public opinion against
the regime.

•

Internet-based tools - in Indonesia,
chat rooms; in Egypt, social media provided new avenues for people to
share information.

•

Concessions by the respective
presidents - including similar pledges
to prepare new elections in which they
would not run - proved too little too
late.

•

The military, faced with either using
force to end the demonstrations or
nudging one of their own from power,
ultimately chose the latter.

•

And in what perhaps may be the
most unusual parallel, Mubarak, like
Suharto, resigned precisely two and a
half weeks after protesters took to the
streets.

The uncertainty unleashed by the speed
of these events in a large Muslim country
with underground Islamist networks, little
by way of civil society, and few obvious
liberal-democratic opposition figures, has
prompted some panic that what comes
next in Egypt will be antithetical to U.S.
interests. A similar discourse surrounded
events in Indonesia in 1998. Indonesia’s
example since, however, suggests that need
not be the case.
The challenges in front of Egypt are
distinctly analogous to those Indonesia
has faced: How to transition the military
back to the barracks? How to reform the
constitution and electoral system to allow
for free and fair elections in a timely
fashion? How to facilitate the development
of political parties on a compressed timeline
to ensure that all voices can be represented
in the coming elections? How to manage

run-up to the first elections. A few lessons
from that experience stand out:
Timelines are critical. Suharto’s
resignation left Vice President Bacharuddin
Jusuf Habibie in charge of the country.
Within two days, Habibie announced a clear
timeline for elections and political reform.
The quick elaboration of a date certain for
the polls defused a still explosive situation.
The military in Egypt has been welcomed
as a transitional force, but they must make
clear quickly a date for elections - and thus
for their exit.
Real reform takes time. Constitutional
reform, electoral reform, the establishment
of political parties, the development of
party infrastructure and platforms, and
the creation of an independent elections
commission take time. Indonesia’s first
parliamentary elections were held June 7,
1999 - one year and two weeks after Suharto
stepped down. Even so, existing political
parties did far better than new entrants. If
the process in Egypt is rushed, the only
forces able to compete will be Mubarak’s
NDP and the Muslim Brotherhood. The
generals need to strike a balance between
a timely transition and a sustainable one
that provides all voices in society the time
needed to prepare for competition.
Bring in the Islamists. The entry into
politics of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood with its conservative Islamist agenda and
its antipathy toward Israel and the United
States - understandably makes many people
nervous. In Indonesia, a political party
inspired by the example and teachings of
Egypt’s Brothers quickly emerged as one of

the incorporation of Islamist organizations
in a way that enhances freedom and
democratic development? How to build not
only a free but a responsible press that is
able to function as a check and balance in a
new democracy?
The good news is that Indonesia
has been spectacularly successful with
most if not all of the above. The Obama
administration is smart to be studying their
example. Moreover, the United States was
able to play a significant role in supporting
Indonesia’s democratic transformation,
despite its longstanding support for the
previous order.
As a member of the Clinton
administration, I helped formulate U.S.
Indonesia policy in that critical first year
and spent several months in country in the

the most disciplined and organized political
parties following Suharto’s fall.
After three electoral cycles, however,
that party, the PKS, appears to have maxed
out its popular support at under 8 percent
of the electorate. Why? As PKS entered
the formal political arena, the party found
itself participating in the same unseemly
activities that characterize conventional
politics in Indonesia (as elsewhere) including fundraising, corruption, dealmaking and mud-slinging. The purity of
the party’s demand for morality in politics
thus eroded over time, and today the PKS is
largely seen as just another political actor
(albeit the most conservative one pushing
the most Islamist themes).
The analogy with Egypt is imperfect, of
course - the Brotherhood is bigger and more

organized in Egypt, and secular-nationalist
parties there were limited only to the NDP
(whereas in Indonesia, two other political
parties with national machinery existed
for decades, even though the system was
fundamentally closed). Still, one could argue
that the Brotherhood’s power and allure in
Egypt is at least in part a function of the
fact that they have been the only organized
political force opposing the regime and being banned and standing against
dictatorship gave them a certain mystique.
Indonesia shows that incorporating such
groups into the formal political arena can
go a long way in demystifying them and
bringing them down to the realm of mere
mortals. Indonesia also shows that time can
work against such forces, assuming that

A Few Lessons from Indonesia’s
Experience Stand Out:
1. Timelines Are Critical
2. Real Reform Takes Time
3. Bring in the Islamists
4. Egyptians Must Lead

time allows for the development of a range
of credible alternatives.
Egyptians must lead. The international
community can play an important role in
supporting Egypt’s transition to democracy.
The United States, Australia, Japan, and
other partners provided significant financial
and technical assistance to help Indonesia
prepare for elections in 1999, and advisors
from a range of U.S. based democracybuilding organizations provided training
to new political parties, opposition figures,
media outlets and civil society groups.
While other countries can bring invaluable
expertise to the table, it’s imperative that
Egyptians feel they remain in the driver’s
seat. Egypt’s partners therefore must take
great pains to strike the right balance
between public and private diplomacy as
they offer support in the weeks and months
ahead - and when and where possible to
coordinate their messaging and assistance.
The
Indonesians
understand
these
sensitivities all too well, and thus may be
well suited to help advise the Egyptians on
the possibilities and pitfalls ahead.
Karen Brooks is adjunct senior
fellow for Asia at the Council on Foreign
Relations (CFR). From 2001 to 2004
she was director for Asian affairs on the
National Security Council (NSC) staff at
the White House. She has lived and worked
throughout Asia and speaks Indonesian,
Javanese, Mandarin and Thai
From CFR.org. Reprinted with
permission - http://www.cfr.org/indonesia/
indonesias-lessons-egypt/p24156
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Reflecting the Public Will in Egypt

Cont’d from page 1

and even new revolt, if the business-as-usual scenario
(of the perception of government paying lip-service to
participatory democracy) continues.

Accordingly, it has proven counter-productive to
stability when political forces claim that current political
processes, discussions or even initiatives, reflect the ‘public
will’ when the reality is that the mechanisms to achieve
Overcoming the impasse
that, even electorally, do not necessarily exist in the first
place. At a minimum, how these voices define the ‘public
Two basic underlying premises need to be fulfilled for will’, or gauge it, needs serious clarification, because if the
those who govern to overcome the current impasse and ‘public will’ is indeed being reflected, the public certainly
help pre-empt any future ones. The first is that those who does not seem to perceive that.
govern need to recognize that a new social contract is in
What previously existed in the Mubarak-era was, at
the making, where citizens consider themselves as equal best, a potential for representative democracy which was
partners in the development
perpetually co-opted by ruling elites
process, both economically and
whether through fraud or the (legal but
If adequate inclusive
politically. It is plausible that
unethical) manipulation of election laws
participatory channels and
the achievement of the objectives
that were heavily tilted in favour of
systems are not quickly
of the January 25 Revolution
the incumbents. Upon closer scrutiny,
established so as to allow for a
might indeed have been derailed
the slightly modified electoral system
due to the dynamics of counter–
in use since the Revolution is not
two-way dialogue between the
revolutionary forces, the lack of
necessarily much better. Even if it does
governor and the governed,
political will or the perceived
work properly, the ballot box does not
including redress mechanisms,
ineptness of consecutive transition
guarantee that all citizens will have an
then we are likely to witness a
governments. Nevertheless, the
equally-weighted voice.
long period of social unrest.
growing cognizance of citizens of
Take, for instance, the specific type
their rights to participate and their
of party-list system currently in place:
resolve to be considered full and equal partners in the new although in theory it is a form of representative democracy
social contract is something that has now caught fire and and other nations have used it with relative success, the
protest will not easily abate unless it is properly addressed. reality is that the actual ‘selection process’ of individuals
At the same time, citizens need to rise to the challenge who will be occupying most of the seats won (in the name
of any new social contract, where being equal partners of the ‘people’) is essentially not carried out by voters at
necessitates accepting both obligations and accountability all, and instead, decided upon by a small circle of elites
for fulfilling those obligations.
within each political party. This potentially means another
Second, reducing the gap between perceived form of much less accountable elitist representation where
government policy responses, on the one hand, and citizens’ the Egyptian voter is disconnected from those representing
needs and expectations on the other, is going to be key to them in parliament: discontented voters in the next election
achieving stability, especially during and immediately after cycle may decide to vote for fewer seats for a given party,
the transition phase. If adequate inclusive participatory but those who will hold those seats are more likely to be
channels and systems are not quickly established so as to incumbents with political clout within their own respective
allow for a two-way dialogue between the governor and the parties. The concept of accountability at the individual
governed, including redress mechanisms, then we are likely level, is, therefore, simply diluted away into the ‘party’,
to witness a long period of social unrest. It is no longer essentially a non-linear relationship system with the voter
sustainable for the government to view citizens simply as that may yet create oligarchic effects, since the centre of
passive recipients of public goods; it is certainly not enough gravity of political power to elect shifts further away from
for the government to listen to citizens’ complaints without the citizen constituent and closer to the ‘constituency of
creating effective redress mechanisms.
elites’ within each party.

Dear Media, Here We Go Again...
“martyrs”… knock, knock Minister of Finance you will
need to start giving out compensations any day now. One
TV host said that “the families of the deceased did not want
money”… then a member of parliament (who represents
the people) calls for an “increase in money for the
families”… when authorities stated that compensation was
due (in ill fated words with the press) people got angry…
“what could compensate the death of a loved one”… when
no compensation is mentioned people get angry…“the
government does not sympathize or empathize”. Let’s face
it - people are going to be angry whatever is said or done.
I was also wondering if the revolutionaries (who are easily
frustrated by any opposing view) would accept that maybe
God has a say in who is or is not a “martyr”. Oh dear, have
I stepped on too many noble revolutionary toes? I suppose
I will now be counted as a “salafist” or “ikhwanist” since
they have exclusive rights to all religious issues.
I have also been subjected to an intense dose of
emotional blackmail – a picture of the bruised and bloody
face of a child – was it just coincidence that it was the first
picture to be shown on the TV program? However, the talk
show host very professionally apologized for upsetting the
sensibilities of the audience, but viewership ratings rule

Going beyond the rhetoric
The matter, therefore, of how to represent the public’s
will in the most equitable and representative manner is
an issue that warrants attention now, not later, if Egypt
wants to go beyond the rhetoric of instituting participatory
democracy. Not only does opening such a discussion
have implications for the composition and openness of the
Constitutional Drafting Committee that will be writing a
new constitution for Egypt, but it will have a serious impact
on how open and participatory Egypt’s new political system

The acute lack of inclusive and
participatory channels has been one
of the greatest weaknesses in Egypt’s
institutional framework; it is arguably
one of the major reasons that led to
the demise of the previous regime.
will ultimately be, including any emerging rules and
modalities on both the right to participate and the right to
hold any elected official directly accountable (as opposed
to indirectly accountable) for their policy positions, as
well as what kind of institutional mechanisms will exist to
guarantee any constitutional outcomes.
The acute lack of inclusive and participatory channels
has been one of the greatest weaknesses in Egypt’s
institutional framework; it is arguably one of the major
reasons that led to the demise of the previous regime. It
is hoped for that in Egypt’s next constitution, the same
mistake will not be repeated, and that instead, a genuine
debate may precede the drafting process so as to arrive at
a model which best reflects Egypt’s specific context, recent
history and aspirations for its future. The composition of
the Constitutional Drafting Committee will be a crucial
first test, since there is a risk of bias in favour of those
benefitting from the existing electoral system.
Heba Abou Shnief is a development policy specialist on
the Middle East and Noth Africa

Cont’d from page 3

all… a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do!
I have listened to the songs, and watched the same
“revolution clips” for the thousandth time – by now we all
have personal favorites – and of course the “clichés”….
we are really outdoing ourselves with those…..“we are
a country of law” (only when the law coincides with the
opinions of the “midan”)….. “we draw a red line when
it comes to the blood of Egyptians” (only revolutionaries
are now counted as Egyptians)…..“we must protect the
revolution” (rather an abstract concept that one)….. “the
old regime and the NDP are active and in control” (the
favorite fallback when conspiracy theorists have no new
ideas)….. “the military are conspiring against us” (this
started when they failed to comply with absurd demands
and when they failed to accept public abuse)….. “the
noble youth of the revolution” (which also encompasses
thugs, Ultras and anyone with a loud voice with nothing
better to do)…. “the blood of the martyrs must not fade
in vain” (back to the same issue)… “cleansing the police
force” (I wonder if the noble youth of the revolution could
do a better job policing the country….they are united
and manage to reach a consensus rapidly and are all
experienced bloggers and tweeters).

The information (or the distortion of it) that is selected by
media is not only disgraceful but is also an insult to the most
mediocre intellect. They were slaves to the “old regime”
and now they are happily enslaved by the “revolutionaries”.
Any voice of reason, any obvious question that does not toe
the line is muted as quickly as possible. I suggest that the
revolutionaries publish a script for us all to follow – it would
make our lives easier—they can let us know each morning
what we support for the day, what we are against and angry
about, whom we love and whom we hate, and who the
traitors are. Since this basically changes on a daily basis this
“script” should be issued at dawn to avoid confusion and
conflict.
Thank you for reading my haphazard thoughts.
Please be sure to watch me on YouTube where I am sure
that within days, or maybe hours, you will find a video
(fabricated) of me having lunch with the Mubaraks in Tel
Aviv, the Emir of Qatar to my right, the Saudi King to my
left, with a briefcase of money by my side, wrapped in the
Iranian flag, and my American passport on the table by my
plate. Drum-roll please.
Shereen Ahmed
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not good enough for us during the reign
of an ousted president and his oppressive
regime? How could we accept anything
less than a new constitution that satisfies
the ambitions of our revolution and frees us
from the shame of the tyranny under which
we suffered so long?
Despite the voices of protest against the
amendments, SCAF promptly proceeded
to do what it saw fit. The result: confusion,
misunderstanding, ill-will, and the
exploitation of the ignorance of the public
and of their religious sentiments. An ugly
polarization happened between the “yays”
and the “nays.” Some people even presented
the referendum as a battle over the national
and religious identity of the country. Voting
“yay” was positioned as representing order
and stability, and maintaining Article 2 of
the existing constitution - and therefore
preserving the country’s Islamic identity,
while voting “nay,” they implied, stood for
the exact opposite of all of this. And so, the
referendum took place, and what happened
happened, polluting the happiness that had
begun to earlier emerge because of the
country’s nascent democratic experiment.
In any case, the result of the referendum
was “Yes”, and we were all happy about the
first referendum after the revolution which
was carried out without fraud or corruption.
But then, our joy was again tainted when
some people started shouting out religious
chants of victory after their return from “the
Conquest of the Ballot-Boxes.” A victory
reached over the enemy, they said, because
people chose “religion” or the “religiously
correct option.”
We were then all
surprised, when soon after the referendum
was completed, SCAF announced that the
old constitution was invalid, and instead they put in place,
by fiat, a temporary constitution which they called the
“Constitutional Declaration,” - comprising more than sixty
articles - rendering the entire period, process, and outcome
of the referendum and the proposed amendments irrelevant.
Why did no one tell us before the referendum took
place, that the old constitution had become completely
invalid, and that the “Constitutional Declaration” was being
prepared? And why was this “Constitutional Declaration”
not submitted to referendum? And what was the sense
in asking us to vote on certain constitutional articles and
then unilaterally forcing upon us a temporary constitution
composed of 62 articles?
If we completely put aside for a moment the
question of bad intentions, it seems that the SCAF has
belatedly discovered that it has made a series of mistake
in prioritizing the important tasks during the transitional
period – from the strange and flawed referendum which
divided the people into factions, and through which the
army thought it could gain a measure of legitimacy, to the
Constitutional Declaration which followed and invalidated
the results of the referendum. And then SCAF discovered
that leaving the constitution in the hands of one force in
parliament, which today is a majority, but tomorrow might
be a minority, was a grave political and constitutional error,
for there is nothing to guarantee that the political factions
in the country will approve of this constitution which will
dictate the relationship between them later on. SCAF
seems to have panicked and didn’t know how to get out of
this bind, and the contradictory statements their members
keep issuing are causing conflict and unrest, doubts and
misgivings about SCAF’s true intentions.
It is well known that a constitution is a contract that
regulates the relationship between ruler and ruled, and
between the three branches of government: the judiciary,
the executive and the legislative. It is therefore neither legal
nor rational that the matter of deciding upon the constitution
should be left in the hands of just one of these branches

(here the legislative). The members of parliament might
assign a committee which is in line with their interests,
ideology, and thoughts on political policy, which would
lead to the beginning of our political life after the revolution
being biased towards certain members of parliament in a
manner which is quite unacceptable. It seems obvious then
that the constitution should be in place before any type of
political work begins. In fact, when the three branches of
government convene, they should be given the constitution
and told to carry out their work according to it. This is the
reason why one of the revolution’s first demands was the
establishment of a completely new constitution. Since one
of the main functions of a constitution is to protect the rights
of minorities - including political minorities - from the

The constitution belongs to all citizens,
regardless of their sect, or their intellectual,
political, or ideological leanings, and
regardless of their religion, color or race
power of the majority, the majority should not monopolize
the creation of a constitution which is designed in part to
limit their power.
We do not want a constitution catering to the needs of the
majority, nor one which suits the desires of the ruling power,
particularly since both the current parliamentary majority
and the ruling power have clear designs to champion
only their own interests through the articles of the old
constitution. On the one hand, SCAF wishes to make itself
immune from being taken to account by an independent
government, or being submitted to any authority other than
itself in the first place. In fact, SCAF wants to make itself
the protector of constitutional legitimacy. All this when
we’ve seen what SCAF has done with the revolution in the
last few months and how they have transformed it from
a revolution to cosmetic reforms that don’t begin to make
any fundamental changes in the corrupt foundations of the
regime and system. As for the members of parliament,

who are desperate for power, we cannot
entrust the constitution to them when they
claim to own all legitimacy and right. This is
particularly the case since some of their true
intentions have become apparent and some
of them have already begun talking about
an Islamic constitution they have prepared.
They will present “their” constitution to the
new parliament - ignoring entirely that they
are temporary members of parliament and
that the constitution will outlast them all.
We do not want their majority to put in place
a constitution which suits them, only to be
followed by another constitution which will
be put in place by the next majority. Or do
they think they will be a majority forever?
So, what now? We have agreed to the
rule of democracy and the ballot-boxes,
and we have to accept the results despite
the shortcomings and imperfections of
democracy, because there is no cure for
democracy’s imperfections except through
democracy itself. I know that there are
fears that some of those who came to power
will burn the ladder they climbed to reach
that power and that that they might choose
to find another legitimacy, one far different
from democracy and elections. I also know
that this danger comes particularly from
those who declare others disbelievers and
who reject all that is ‘Other.’ But at the same
time, we do not want to save ourselves from
their fire only to put ourselves in the hell of
military dictatorship. It is for the political
forces to realize that the constitution
belongs to all citizens, regardless of their
sect, or their intellectual, political, or
ideological leanings, and regardless of their
religion, color or race. As such, the political
movements need to get together to discuss
and agree on the criteria for choosing the constitutional
drafting committee. They must reach a solution based on
national consensus and agreement that lets us avoid strife
and conflict between some or all of the different [involved]
powers – both among themselves, and with the SCAF. In
fact, this national consensus will exert strong pressure on
SCAF to leave the matter of the constitution to the people
to decide, and indeed to quickly transfer power to a civilian
government.
Conflict, on the other hand, achieves nothing. It
provides SCAF with justification (at least among some) to
tighten its grasp on power. Perhaps stoking the fires of such
conflict between political forces in the country has placed
the country (knowingly or unknowingly) on the cusp of
a horrible civil war that will claim us all. Clearly, then,
the “committee of 100” which will write the constitution
must be composed entirely—or at least the majority of
its members—of individuals who are not members of
parliament. It is enough that members of parliament have
the right to approve the members of the committee. This
committee must be representative of all spectra of society
and must involve trade unions, intellectuals, political
activists, human rights activists, youth, women and men of
religion. In addition, of course, the committee must include
legal experts and scholars of constitutional law.
What we must focus our attention on is the importance
of building the institutions of a civil state, building the
foundations of democratic political work, and respect
for the law. If we can succeed at this, we shall overcome
this current crisis, improve our political process and
performance and complete (through political processes) the
achievements of our “delayed” revolution and transform
Egypt in a transformation that is worthy of her and her
peoples’ revolution.
Aymen Amer, formerly an Arabic teacher in Egypt,
works in the editing and publishing field. His collection of
short stories will be released in 2012
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A Market Economy with Social Justice…
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candidates, going beyond noble statements advocating by means of increased government investments and on encouraging increased private sector investment and
combining a market economy and just distribution. government hiring; or, through encouraging the private activity, but with mechanisms of wealth redistribution
Specifically, I am proposing three ideas that can raise the sector and what the proposed mechanisms are to encourage to, and protection of, weaker groups. These distinctions
level of party discourse on economic affairs and deliver far the private sector to create those employment opportunities. and differences of priorities are part of what make party
more credibility to the discussion than is currently taking These are some of the main issues on which parties and programs more right-wing, left-wing, or center, allowing
place.
candidates should quickly and conclusively specify their people to choose on the basis of their interests and their
The first idea requires firm decisions on a number of positions. Otherwise, the discourse remains mere slogans convictions. But for all parties to use one slogan that
issues: Regarding taxation, what is the specific tax policy on which no one disagrees.
promises happiness for all - that is neither realistic nor
proposed? Should it be a progressive or flat tax? Should
The second idea is that for economic discourse to be beneficial.
taxes be kept at their current levels or be increased or honest, it is not enough to only propose solutions; the
These three ideas may help increase the honesty and
decreased? Should real estate
credibility of the programs
taxes be cancelled, kept in
place, or reformed? On the
issue of subsidies and social
economic
security, it is not enough to say
discourse to
that those receiving support and
subsidization should be those
be honest, it is not enough to
that truly need that support.
only propose solutions; the
There has never been any
costs of those solutions, and
disagreement on this principle
the resources required to
since the start of the subsidy
achieve them, must be clear,
system in Egypt. The difficulty
so decisions can be made
has always been in finding the
and assessments carried
mechanisms that can achieve
this. There have been some
out as to how realistic or
writers and commentators that
feasible these solutions
have suggested replacing energy
are.”
subsidies with unemployment
benefits; others have called
for
conditional
financial
concept
of
assistance; while some have
social
justice
called for increasing subsidies,
must be clarified. Do parties
and yet others have called
for decreasing them. What
and candidates mean that
is required of all parties and
justice is in the distribution
candidates is that they clearly
of natural resources and
and conclusively clarify and
wealth? Or in providing
explain their position on this
equal opportunities and the
complicated issue that directly
right of participation? Or in
affects people’s lives.
With regards to social
guaranteeing basic rights?”
justice, the concept itself must
be clarified. Do parties and
candidates mean that justice
is in the distribution of natural
resources and wealth? Or in
In so far as democracy requires the freedom to vote, it also necessitates the provision of
providing equal opportunities
true and accurate information regarding what is being voted on
and the right of participation?
Or in guaranteeing basic rights?
With regards to prices, it isn’t sufficient to repeat costs of those solutions, and the resources required to that are put forward. It is important to point out that the
the slogans of regulating prices and punishing market achieve them, must be clear, so decisions can be made and phenomenon of ambiguity in electoral programs is not
manipulators and speculators; there must be detail and assessments carried out as to how realistic or feasible these distinctly Egyptian or new but is part of the nature of all
specifics in the proposals and policies that are being put solutions are.
political campaigning.
forward to achieve this noble goal of social justice. And, is
It is not proper democratic discourse to make promises
Specific choices or declared policies by any party or
and to issue statements on improving services, basic politician will always result in the loss of some supporters,
infrastructure, and wages without providing honesty which often leads politicians to try to satisfy all voters by
“The electorate, and their right to vote, must
and clarity on where the resources to achieve these being intentionally vague and general. However, by their
be respected not only by providing ballot
improvements will come from. Will the required budget nature, voters don’t like ambiguity and when their patience
boxes but also by giving them the opportunity
and resources come from promoting investment or runs out they begin to punish the parties that do not wish
to make real and informed decisions based
increasing taxes or decreasing expenditures or borrowing to accurately articulate their policies. Today, we are facing
on clear and specific information and by
from abroad? These are important choices; however, it is a new experience in free electoral party and political work.
politicians and political parties being honest
more important for the competing parties to present to the
Thus, the electorate, and their right to vote, must be
voters how their proposed programs will be financed. If respected not only by providing ballot boxes but also by
and credible with the public”
they do not, then they are not being honest with their voters. giving them the opportunity to make real and informed
this goal going to be achieved through an increased role for
The third idea is that promising to give all sectors of decisions based on clear and specific information and by
the state in production and distribution or will it be achieved society everything they want is impossible. Economic politicians and political parties being honest and credible
by means of leaving it to free market mechanisms? Should decisions by nature include social and class biases, and it with the public. Regardless of how many votes a candidate
the state only play a supervisory role or a supervisory role is not shameful to admit this. For it could be that what is or party may lose because of such honesty, the final gain for
plus building and creating the necessary infrastructure to proposed is an economic program that is biased towards the society is much more important.
ensure equitable distribution of benefits throughout the poor but comes at a cost to the interests of the middle and
society?
wealthy classes, even if this means a decrease in private
Dr. Ziad Bahaa-Eldin is the Director of The Egyptian
Finally, with regards to employment and unemployment, investment and therefore an increase in public [government] Initiative for the Prevention of Corruption. In 2011, Dr.
voters should know if the proposal is to lower unemployment investment. Or maybe the proposed programs are based Bahaa-Eldin was elected to the Egyptian Parliament
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Book Review
The Life of Huda Shaarawi, Egypt’s First Feminist (1879-1947)

Casting Off the Veil: The Life of Huda Shaarawi,
Egypt’s First Feminist (1879-1947), by Sania
Sharawi Lanfranchi. Publishers: I.B. Tauris, London
– New York
Book review by Seheir Kansouh
The Icon
The life of people who make a difference is not
their own. It belongs to humanity to learn from. The
first thing one learns from probing into their lives is
that it is neither their strength nor their vulnerability;
neither the stability they enjoy nor the turmoil they
live in; neither their being wealthy nor their living in
poverty that makes them who they are. All such factors
are immaterial as what gives them the drive to pursue
the path they choose for themselves comes from the
passion that glows within them. It comes from a sense of
determination that enables them to cross all the bridges
that come their way until they reach their destination.
However, reaching the destination requires going
through ups and downs, moments of success, others
of failure. Such people may ultimately become
incapacitated by illness or aging, or they may face
death, at any moment of success or of failure. This does
not mean that the issue is forever resolved, or that it is
irreversibly blocked. In the two alternatives, it becomes
incumbent on equally passionate and engaged people
who share the same vision to pursue the path taken by
such exceptional people for the purpose of sustaining
and building on the moment of success reached by their
predecessor, or, to overcome their moment of failure.
It so happened that at the time of her death,
Huda Shaarawi was living a moment of great
disappointment after having reached apogees
of successes on many fronts. With regards to
the advancement of women, the impact of her
achievements has crossed generations. The causes
she staunchly supported, as a nationalist and for the
modernization of Egypt, were won, spearheading
the establishment of women as full citizens after
their confinement to harem life. Currently, however,

the status of women in Egypt is being eroded
and adversely affected by mounting waves of
religiosity, as has been happening in other parts of
the world where bigotry and chauvinism prevail.
Near the end of Huda Shaarawi’s life, the ever
escalating Palestinian-Israeli conflict had started
to emerge on the world scene. Her protest and
calls for humanitarian resolve and justice towards
the Palestinian people - ruthlessly dispossessed
and displaced from their fathers’ land - remained
unmet. She left this world greatly shocked upon
realizing that the international community and
the civilized world she had admired as advocates
of human rights, when summoned to act, did not
honor their commitment to universal values, and
instead sided with aggression.
However, going through the pages of Casting
off the Veil and the life of Huda Shaarawi, one
learns not to surrender to a status quo that - as we
also learned from history - is time bound when
human beings are determined to change it.
Huda Shaarawi’s biography as a feminist icon
and a pioneer has been frequently covered in
books and by the mass media over the years. But
this is the first time that a close family member,
in this case her granddaughter, takes upon herself
the duty to probe into documents, memoirs,
letters, tales and the memories and anecdotes
surviving in the mind of close relatives, friends,
and contemporaries. Sania (Nini) Shaarawi
Lanfranchi even followed Shaarawi’s footsteps in
the countries she had visited to search archives, to
offer the wide public in Egypt and abroad, an account
of who Huda Shaarawi really was, and how she
possessed enough drive and strength to challenge
the conventional and mobilize movements towards
change.
Huda Shaarawi was wealthy, from the upper
class, and she was raised by a single mother with
the help of foreign nurses as was customary for the
elite of her time. She could have become a spoilt
brat if it were not for her strong personality, her
determination, her generosity and her integrity that
characterize a special breed of people. Driven by her
inner passion, she fought for women, she fought for
the dignity of the people of Egypt, she took the side
of the oppressed and the displaced and she projected
a proud image of her country abroad. Her name has
been honored by history.
On a more mundane note, this, as the case was
and continues to be for mothers who pursue a career,
does not come without cost to the family unit. She
became estranged from her own two children, Bassna
and Muhammad, who had wished for a traditional
mother. It is always the case that children of special
mothers or fathers have at all times paid the price
of sharing their parents, or one of them, to the role
such parent(s) is (are) destined to play in public
service, away from home. Although, in the case of
Huda Shaarawi her yearning to serve was not always
understood by her children, it is her granddaughter,
who, by paying a public tribute to her grandmother
more than sixty years later, acknowledges that the
sacrifices endured by her family were not in vain.
By tracing the life of Huda Shaarawi with depth,
honesty, and completeness, Lanfranchi not only takes
us back to a journey in the past, but to a journey in
the mind, heart and soul of one of the greatest women
of all times.
Seheir Kansouh is a Development Planning
Consultant and former UNDP official

Cartoon Caption Contest
In every issue we will publish one cartoon that doesn’t have
a caption. We invite readers to submit their suggestions for the
cartoon’s caption in Arabic or English to captions@midanmasr.
com We will print the winning caption, along with the name of the
author, in the following issue. Creativity and good humour will be
the primary selection criteria.
Awaiting your caption suggestions for the cartoon below Good Luck!!

The WINNER of last month’s Caption Contest is Jasmine Toka!
Her winning caption for the cartoon below was:
“For every person there’s a hat that’s right for the role,
and wrong for the personality”

