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Preface


The fiftieth anniversary of the Suez Crisis provided an opportunity to assess the subsequent evolution of the British–Egyptian relationship, which was one of the most intense of the entire colonial era. Although there were no British colonial settlers in the fashion of French settlers in North Africa, the duration of the British presence, combined with its depth and breadth, meant that the political, economic and social systems of the two interacted extensively. Not surprising, then, was the emotion and hostility brought by both sides to the cataclysmic termination of British influence at Suez. But what seems puzzling is how quickly the bitterness passed and how effective both sides have been at building a new relationship that draws upon the positive legacies of the colonial encounter. On more considered reflection this is hardly surprising, for once the unequal relationship that was the cause of the conflict was equalised, it became possible for both sides to capitalise effectively on the wide-ranging relationships that had been built in the previous era.


This book, based virtually entirely on a conference convened in London in November 2006 by the British Egyptian Society and the London Middle East Institute at the School of Oriental and African Studies, illustrates how the bilateral relationship has flourished over the past half-century, without avoiding some of the persisting difficulties it has confronted. While many of the chapters deal directly with examples of the relationship between the two countries, whether in the area of economics, politics or culture, others illustrate the relationship and its effects indirectly by assessing particular phenomena in one or the other country, especially in Egypt. Occurences and developments in Egyptian economy and polity, for example, have the potential to impact on relations with the United Kingdom, so it makes sense to evaluate such developments separately, as several chapters do.


The approach has been to consider elements of the countries’ political and economic relations first, then to take up various aspects of their cultural relations. In both areas the range of interactions, as reflected in the diversity of subject matter covered in this book, is remarkable. As regards politics and economics, for example, some idea of the extensiveness of diplomatic cooperation between the two countries is conveyed by an insightful investigation of collaboration on the sensitive issue of weapons of mass destruction within the Middle East region. An assessment of UK support for democracy promotion in Egypt reveals how the two countries deal with an issue that has the potential to damage the relationship at either or both government and popular levels. As regards cultural relations, the range of topics suggests just how intensive colonial and post-colonial encounters have been. Whether in the area of literature, education, film, broadcasting or cultural heritage preservation, contributors to the volume have found ample evidence of mutual impact.


The contributors to this volume are prominent policy makers, officials, academics, businessmen, journalists, archaeologists and producers of popular culture. Precisely because they are drawn from such different professional backgrounds – and hence examine topics from varied perspectives – the volume as a whole is able to reflect the enormous diversity of the bilateral national relationship and its penetration into everyday lives. This, in sum, is not just an analytical work, but a book that reflects the first-hand engagement of many of its authors in the subjects under consideration. As such, it not only fills the gap in scholarly literature on British–Egyptian relations, but it does so with a strong sense of personal commitment and knowledge on the part of those who have contributed to it.


The London Middle East Institute, supported by the British Egyptian Society and assisted by Saqi editorial staff, has produced this book. Opinions expressed in it are those of the individual authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Institute or Society.


Robert Springborg


Director, London Middle East Institute,


MBI Al Jaber Chair in Middle East Studies, SOAS





PART ONE



Salutatory Remarks






AHMED MAHER EL SAYID



Salutatory Remarks


The relationship between Egypt and the United Kingdom has gone through different phases in modern times. Some have been related to manifestations of a naturally tense relationship between colonialists and colonised. Others resulted from the determination of a new regime to reform a deteriorating internal situation through a revolutionary process. This took place against the background of a world torn between the ideals of the United Nations Organisation based on the right to freedom and self-determination, and cooperation among nations on the basis of equality and mutual respect; and the memories of a past domination, which had not yet faded. Old empires found it difficult to change their ways and relinquish their influence. Consequently they saw in the defiance of a new young leadership, led by an unknown colonel, an unacceptable challenge that could alter the balance of the new world order created by the emergence of the Soviet Union, once an ally against the Axis, now a powerful adversary. Moscow pursued a strategy based on ideology, which held some attraction for the poor and weak. In challenging established American power it went beyond ideological competition and sowed the seeds of a new war – cold and then hot. In this context, any country which took a position that had the potential to alter the new and fragile balance, where geographic as well as ideological frontiers were challenged, would constitute a danger which had to be nipped in the bud. In my opinion, this is the background against which the events of 1956 took place. It was a war between a past which did not want to fade away or pay the price of adapting to the new world, and a future which was trying to emerge. This confrontation was pregnant with hopes and fears, resentments and worries, dreams and nightmares. In this war, the past was defeated – an outcome which would change the world and herald a new era. Soon the winds of change would blow all over the Middle East, Africa and beyond. The future appeared, beyond the clouds of disappointments to come, with the growing brightness of a rising sun. Of course, problems remained and there were ups and downs, but there was a capacity to heal.


Having presented these general observations and considerations I would like to make two points. First of all, I would like to pay tribute to the country that was on the wrong side of history in the battle of Suez, and yet felt able to host the 50 years since Suez conference. It was this sense of fairness that made the event possible. During the conference, harsh judgements were passed – and mostly justifiably so – on the actions and reactions of the British government. They were received with the characteristic response of a people who can face criticism and adversity with magnanimity and a solid respect for truth. This may have been made easier – and this is my second observation – by the fact that, since that sad and dramatic episode, relations between Egypt and the United Kingdom have significantly improved. There are still differences, sometimes wide and deep, concerning important matters such as the invasion of Iraq four years ago. Egypt opposed this, not out of any sympathy for the regime which had both harmed Arab solidarity and added to the problems faced by an Arab world trying to build a highway to progress, but from the point of view of international law as well as from a correct and accurate assessment of the negative repercussions of such an invasion. Despite these differences the general trend of the relationship has been positive and beneficial to both sides. Economic relations have improved significantly, both bilaterally and in the context of the Euro-Med connection. Trade has increased to the benefit of both countries, and British investments seem to be on the right path, although they could and should do better. Political consultations are continuous and the two countries have been able to create a good atmosphere of mutual understanding by expanding the scope of agreements and allowing frank and open, though sometimes vigorous, discussion of points of disagreement. These are the characteristics of a healthy and sound relationship which looks to the future with optimism and is based on mutual and hopefully equal benefits. Details of the relationship will be given by other eminent contributors to this book. They reach the same conclusion; that while we are entitled to be pleased with what has been achieved, more progress must and should be made through constant dialogue and consultation. Beyond bilateral interactions, I believe that our relationship, based on mutual knowledge of each other through a long and sometimes tumultuous past can help bridge the gap between East and West. That gap unfortunately has widened over the last few years, for which both parties have at times been to blame. It poses serious threats to the stability, progress and prosperity of both East and West. The world – now a big village – cannot afford a clash of civilisations which could harm the future of humanity, and which is certainly avoidable if we all show the same good will towards working and living together as is displayed in this book.





BARONESS SYMONS OF VERNHAM DEAN



Salutatory Remarks


I was delighted to be elected chair of the British Egyptian Society in April 2006. It has meant that I have been able to maintain the great interest in fostering British–Egyptian relations that I developed whilst working as a minister responsible for trade relations between the two countries and then as Minister of State for the Middle East. Without doubt the highlight of last year was Fifty Years since Suez: from Conflict to Collaboration, the joint forum we organised with the London Middle East Institute of the School of Oriental and African Studies. It commenced with a stunning reception in the Egyptian Sculpture Gallery at the British Museum. During the course of the forum we had forty-two speakers from the United States, Egypt and the United Kingdom. Keynote speakers were Professor Roger Owen from Harvard and Mr Ahmed Maher El Sayid, the former Egyptian Foreign Minister. We were determined from the outset that we should produce this book to make available some of the discussions to a wider audience. I would like to thank all those who have contributed.


As my good friend Ahmed Maher notes, the relationship between Egypt and Britain has passed through good and less good phases – as happens in any interaction between peoples. The two countries have over centuries developed their own distinct national identities and ways of organising their politics and societies. The United Kingdom has longstanding global interests which in its imperial phase led it to attempt to impose itself on Egypt. Suez was the final act. In the twenty-first century Britain maintains its global interests by working in the closest collaboration with Egypt. Egypt, too, has global interests and thanks to the excellence of its diplomatic service it makes its voice felt throughout the world.


This book shows the depth and diversity of the relationship. Britain is the biggest non-Arab investor in Egypt. Over a million British tourists visited Egypt last year. The British Council presence in Egypt is one of the largest in the world. There is a British University presided over by Dr Mostafa El-Feki, who has contributed a typically lively chapter. There are thousands if not tens of thousands of Egyptians working in the UK and they make major contributions to many aspects of British life, not least in the field of medicine. British and Egyptian scholars collaborate in archaeological and historical research and in the conservation of historical monuments and artefacts. This book examines how British and Egyptian writers, artists and filmmakers inspire each other. Penelope Lively gives an extraordinarily evocative memoir of her childhood in Egypt. The cultural interchange has continued to grow despite the vicissitudes of politics. It is these activities that give substance to the relationship and build the numerous individual links that have brought about its recent flowering.


This gives me the greatest confidence in the future of our collaboration. Several writers in this book have noted that there is something unique about how Egypt and the UK regard each other compared with the interaction between Egypt and other countries. I have certainly felt this on my visits to Egypt and in meeting its people. There may be historical and cultural bonds but there is special warmth in the way that day-to-day contacts are conducted. This makes my chairmanship of the British Egyptian Society such a pleasure. This book and the forum on which it was based are the first steps in a dynamic series of events that we plan for the future. We want to involve more of the British and Egyptian people in the society and in doing so give the relationship even greater depth and breadth.





PART TWO



Political and Economic Relations






NOEL BREHONY



The Political and Economic Context of the British–Egyptian Relationship


At the height of the cold war and the emergence of the Non-Aligned Movement, President Nasser sought a new role for his country in what he described as the three circles – Arab, African and Islamic. He wanted to drive out of Egypt and then out of the three circles those vestiges of imperialist influence that appeared to threaten the security of his state. Like his successors, he was constrained by the problems caused by rapid population growth and limited resources. The number of Egyptians increased threefold from 1956 to reach 76 million in 2006. Egyptian governments have had to ensure that the country received a strong inflow of external funds, whether loans, grants or investment, to deal with this. Nasser proved adept at playing off the major powers against each other in an era of East–West competition. He was able to turn the latent nationalism and anti-imperialism in his three circles to Egypt’s advantage, and yet still manage to attract funds needed for Egypt’s internal development. Under Nasser Egypt became the leading force in the Arab world. He created a socialist state that promised its citizens a better life. However, his policies also led to repression at home, to a costly and unsuccessful intervention in Yemen and to the shattering defeat of 1967. For most of his presidency Britain and Egypt had poor and difficult relations.


President Sadat took Egypt in a different direction, as soon as he had consolidated his power. He expelled Soviet advisers in 1972 and repositioned Egypt as a potential ally of the United States. The 1973 war led to the 1979 peace treaty with Israel. The USA became Egypt’s major source of political, military and economic support. Sadat’s policies led to the isolation of Egypt in the Arab world and put an end to its claims to the leadership of Arab nationalism. His opening of the economy, the Infitah, paved the way for greater Western involvement and was the first step in dismantling the socialist state. (This process continues: in March 2007 Egypt finally removed much of the socialist rhetoric from its constitution.) The UK played a role in helping consolidate the peace process. In 1981 President Sadat even visited the British Embassy to meet the Duke of Edinburgh and see the room in which one of the unequal treaties of the colonial past was signed.


President Mubarak has continued along the same path, but has been more successful in balancing the conflicting pressures. The relationship with Washington has remained crucial. US civil and military assistance has flowed into Egypt. Cairo has supported American policies in the region, at least where these were seen in Egyptian eyes to foster stability. The relationship with Israel has remained intact. Egypt has successfully re-established its relations with the rest of the Arab world even though it was one of the first Arab states to join the US-led coalition in 1990–1 to throw Iraqi troops out of Kuwait. Whilst the relationship with the US has been fundamental, President Mubarak has sought to build up links with other powers that can both bolster and provide potential substitutes for the central relationship with Washington. Within these efforts, Western Europe has been a major target and the UK receives special attention because it is close to the US whilst being influential in the EU.


The domestic scene


The 1952 revolution started as a military coup against a monarchical system that had lost its legitimacy even before the disastrous war of 1948. The armed forces were central to the regime at the outset. All the presidents since 1952 have come from the army or air force. In that period Egypt fought the wars of 1967 and 1973 against Israel, and the support of the military leadership was crucial in helping President Sadat to negotiate the 1979 peace treaty with Israel and in holding Egypt to that peace in subsequent years. In the last twenty years or so the political influence of the armed forces has diminished as civil institutions developed, but behind the scenes the army’s function remains that of safeguarding the regime.


President Mubarak was elected in the aftermath of the assassination by Islamists of President Anwar Sadat on 6 October 1981. Political Islam in both its moderate and extreme forms had taken root in the 1970s, in part because President Sadat needed it to counter the power of the left within the system. He had faced an early crisis in his presidency when his authority was challenged from the left in what he called ‘the centres of power’. President Mubarak quickly imposed a State of Emergency, which remains in force today pending its anticipated replacement by new anti-terror laws. In the 1980s and 1990s Egypt had to deal with terrorism from the Islamic Jihad and the Gama’at Islamiya, culminating in the killing of over sixty tourists in Luxor in 1997. The threat from those organisations has receded, but there were terrorist attacks in Sinai in 2004, 2005 and 2006 in which foreign tourists and Egyptians died. The Egyptian government has insisted that the State of Emergency or its equivalent should stay in force to fight terrorism. Many Egyptians and foreign governments and NGOs argue that anti-terrorist measures are misused to curb freedoms and limit the opportunities for non-violent opposition and protest. The government says that the new anti-terror law will address these concerns.


Since the early days of the revolution the Egyptian constitution has conferred on the president widespread executive power. Though the constitution has been amended several times – most recently in 2007 – there has been virtually no reduction in the power of the presidency. Article 141 of the constitution states ‘The President of the Republic shall appoint the Prime Minister, his deputies, the Ministers and their deputies and relieve them of their post’. The president appoints senior figures in the military and civil service, and provincial governors. Some ministers report directly to the president (for example defence, interior and foreign affairs) rather than to the prime minister, whose main responsibilities are for the economy, internal administration and delivery of services. The cabinet is responsible to the president, and presidential advisers can have more influence than ministers, especially in defence and security.


President Mubarak, who was born in 1928, was re-elected in 2005 to a fifth term. This expires in 2011. Unlike his predecessors he has never appointed a vice-president. The question of succession dominates Egyptian politics at present, as might be expected given the powers of the office. The widely-held belief that his son Gamal will succeed is regularly denied by the President and his family.


There are two houses of parliament. The People’s Assembly currently has 454 elected members, plus ten appointed by the president (normally to ensure that women and Christian minorities are given some representation). Constitutionally it has considerable powers, though in practice the executive initiates legislation, and defence and security matters are off limits, while budgetary supervision is minimal. The constitution gives it the power to overturn decisions of the president by a majority of two thirds but all parliaments have been dominated by a government party that itself has controlled more than two thirds of the assembly. The constitution assigns the upper house, the Shoura Assembly, a special role in safeguarding the principles of the revolution. Two thirds of its members are elected and one third selected by the president.


Elections for the People’s Assembly take place every five years (the last was in late 2005) and, like elections for the upper house and local councils, are contested by political parties and often a large number of independents. The National Democratic Party has had an overwhelming majority in all these bodies. Turnout is usually very low. The electoral process is criticised inside and outside Egypt as being less than fair to the opposition.


From the outset the regime created a political movement to encompass the ideas of the revolution and to mobilise and organise support for the regime and its policies. The early versions – the Liberation Rally (1952–6), the National Union (1956–62) and the Arab Socialist Union (1962–76) – operated in a system that did not tolerate opposition parties. President Sadat began a process of liberalisation in 1976 that has been continued by President Mubarak. The core of the Arab Socialist Union developed into the National Democratic Party, which has branches throughout the country and can use its powers of organisation, its patronage and the official media to overwhelm the opposition. In the last few years a younger leadership, based around the Policies Committee of the NDP, has sought to make the NDP function as a conventional political party, taking advice from the British Labour Party among others. Policy ideas, particularly on economic and social affairs, are increasingly developed within the Policies Committee and then taken to government. The key figure in the Policies Committee is Gamal Mubarak, and a number of its most influential members are now in the cabinet – including the current prime minister and the main economic team. However, the NDP, headed by President Mubarak, remains a party of the regime.


When President Sadat dissolved the ASU he created from it, in addition to the NDP, two other parties: the National Rally for Unity and Progress (known as the Tagammu) and the Liberal Party (al-Ahrar), both then led by Nasser’s Free Officers. They were quickly joined by the Socialist Labour Party and the New Wafd Party – a descendant of the party that had dominated Egyptian politics before the revolution. These parties have formed since then the main opposition groups and they have all achieved some representation in parliament. They have been joined in recent years by others so that now there are twenty-three political parties. New parties have to apply for registration from the People’s Parties Committee, which is chaired by the speaker of the Shoura Assembly, who is also a key figure in the NDP. There is a judicial appeal process that rejected parties can use.


The overwhelming presence of the NDP and its links to the regime and local elites restricts the space available to others. The opposition parties themselves have limited appeal and their effectiveness has been reduced by often bitter internal divisions over policies and personalities. The electoral system, especially for local councils, disadvantages the opposition. In the words of the International Crisis Group, ‘Regardless of the intentions of their leaders and members, they cannot be said to constitute serious opposition forces’.1


The main challenge in recent years has come from the Muslim Brotherhood. This group is not recognised by the government either as a political party or a social organisation. It exists outside the law, but is tolerated. It has a known leadership, is organised on a national basis, and is good at providing, at a local level, the sort of social support services that government cannot always deliver. It is a powerful political force, as its performance in the parliamentary elections of December 2005 demonstrated: it won eighty-eight seats despite putting up a limited number of candidates and facing restrictions as well as partial supervision of elections. The changes to the constitution approved in March 2007 will ban political parties based on religion and are expected to be followed by legislation that will make it more difficult for independents to contest future elections. These measures are likely to reduce the presence of the Muslim Brotherhood in national and local assemblies. It is uncertain how the Brotherhood will respond. The most hopeful sign is that several of its leaders, like their equivalents in other Arab countries, are seeking to develop coherent policies to deal with the main political issues.


The influence of the Muslim Brotherhood is not balanced by a secular opposition movement, as the weakness of the political parties shows. A popular movement called the Egyptian Movement for Change (Kifaya) emerged in the run-up to the September 2005 presidential elections, but it has failed to retain its initial momentum. Some observers have noted a lack of political interest in Egypt among the masses, so that politics is confined to the small elite.


Hugh Roberts, in his chapter, discusses the implications for both Egypt and the UK of the current strength of the Muslim Brotherhood. His views would be contested by many in Egypt. There is substantial support for his argument that the Egyptian regime should give more power and accountability to parliament. Whilst this is clearly a desirable end in itself, Dr Roberts argues that it would help to engage the Brotherhood in political debate and encourage the established parties, including the NDP, to counter the Brotherhood’s arguments in an open political process. It would provide a potent stimulus to political life in Egypt. However, there is still distrust in Egypt of the Brotherhood’s real commitment to democratic change and a fear that once it had attained power through the ballot box it would not be prepared to relinquish it. There is also support for the banning of political parties based on Islam in a country where there are strong secular traditions within parts of the elite and a substantial Coptic minority. Dr Roberts also discusses how Britain should deal with the emergence of the Brotherhood in Egypt and other countries. There is a need within the UK to foster a greater understanding of political Islam and to find a way of engaging with it in a form that is acceptable to governments and people in both the UK and Egypt.


Civil society


Political party behaviour needs to be set against the background of the lively media and civil society. Though the role of the state is prominent in all forms of media, there is an opposition and an independent press. There has been a long tradition of active civil society in Egypt, as shown by the role in the twentieth century of the trade unions and professional syndicates. Since the revolution, the trade unions have become virtually part of the state and are no longer directly involved in political work. The professional syndicates expanded under the revolution and became politicised under Sadat. In the 1980s and 1990s there were often fiercely-fought contests for control of the syndicates by the opposition parties and the Muslim Brotherhood. In recent years, as a result of new restrictive legislation, they have become less controversial and less effective. There has been a proliferation of human rights groups and NGOs in recent years and the Egyptian Human Rights Organisation, created by the government and chaired by Butrous Butrous Ghali, has established itself as a credible organisation locally and internationally.


Economic and social factors


Heba Handoussa’s chapter looks at the social problems that Egypt faces today. The main thrust of her argument, which the government has accepted, is that Egypt needs a new social charter to deal with poverty. She considers that Egypt must utilise its foreign policy to alleviate poverty and enhance human development. Successive Egyptian presidents have struggled to find the resources to tackle these immense problems. Many of the current generation of leaders had seared into their minds the bread riots of 1977. Egypt’s population has nearly doubled during President Mubarak’s term of office. Investment is needed to generate at least 750,000 new jobs every year in a country where half the population is under twenty-five. The long-term stability of Egypt depends on the success of the government in meeting these demands.


Fiona Moffitt assesses the performance of the current Egyptian government, whose competence to manage the economy is widely acknowledged. Led by businessmen and others with a background in international finance and private sector companies, the Ahmad Nazif government has implemented extensive reforms. This process must continue if Egypt is to raise the living standards of its people whilst at the same time gradually removing the subsidies that help keep families above the breadline. As the Minister of Finance said in London in March 2007, it is essential to ensure that the poor receive some of the fruits of reform if they are to continue to support the long-term and at times painful process involved.2 David Lubin’s chapter explores the critical importance of foreign exchange reserves in giving the Egyptian government the confidence to press forward with difficult and challenging reforms.


The reform process still has a long way to go, as the Egyptian government itself acknowledges. The educational system, once the best in the Arab world, has fallen behind as institutions have been forced to cope with the huge numbers passing through the system. There are issues linked to commercial dispute resolution and the transparency of decision-making that still need to be tackled. The state is still too large and intrusive. Egypt, nevertheless, has substantial assets. It has emerged as a leading supplier of gas to the world market and particularly to Europe. There has been a major inflow of new investment in recent years, much of it now going to sectors other than oil and gas.


The Egyptian government has shown great skill in managing the delicate balancing act of meeting the demands of the International Monetary Fund and international donors. It must increase the living standards of the poor without increasing living costs, whilst dismantling the socialist state created by Nasser. One major change in recent years has been the re-emergence of the Egyptian private sector. Not only are Egyptian businessmen investing in Egypt, but some, such as Neguib Sawaris, are now operating on the world stage.


Egypt’s foreign policy


Egypt’s relations with the UK must be seen within the broader context of Egyptian foreign policy. Geography and history help determine its policies. The Suez attack of 1956 was merely the last of many attempts by external powers to control Egypt, the land bridge between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. Egypt, with its long history and large population, has historically sought to dominate its regional environment to neutralise threats that might arise from within it. It is dependent on the Nile waters, so must take a close interest in developments in Sudan and the east African headwaters of the river.3 More recently, rapid population growth and limited resources mean that it must seek external support for economic development. As noted above, Egypt has adopted different policies under its previous three presidents to manage its external relations.


The daily preoccupation of the Egyptian government is with the country’s regional problems. The core issue is management of the relationship with Israel to further the peace process that is so essential for long-term regional security. Cairo is deeply concerned about the future of Iraq, Iranian ambitions and the problems that constantly arise in the region, such as those of Darfur and Lebanon. Beyond this, Egypt’s weight in the Muslim world and in international fora give it a significant interest in and influence on how the world deals with major issues of the day, from weapons of mass destruction (as Mohammed Shaker’s chapter describes) to terrorism and the protection of the world environment.


The relationship with the United States is paramount. US support is essential to Egypt’s strategic, security and economic objectives. It will remain central, but it is an uncomfortable relationship at times. There are disagreements over US policies on Palestine, Iraq and democracy promotion. The Egyptian regime understands the need for the close relationship with Washington, but public opinion does not. It is thus in Egypt’s interests to build up relations with others. When Nasser spoke of three circles he might have added a fourth – Europe and the Mediterranean – if they had not at that time been a source of threat rather than friendship. Today Egypt has an association agreement with the EU and excellent relations with the major European states. There have been recent visits by the heads of state of Russia and China as Egypt extends the field of international cooperation. The effectiveness of Egypt’s foreign policy has been greatly enhanced by what is widely acknowledged to be one of its best assets: the quality of its diplomatic service.



The British–Egyptian relationship



Britain and Egypt are probably closer to each other today than at any time in the last hundred years. Mostafa El-Feki describes Suez as the last on a list of traumatic events that began with the British occupation in 1888. Roger Owen points out that Britain and Egypt recovered from the Suez attack remarkably quickly. Both show that Britain has abandoned its imperial pretensions as a world power and Egypt its attempts to impose itself on the Arab world. Ahmed El-Mokadem sees the UK as a ‘great power’ that has retained a global presence and influence and significant interests in the Middle East. He sees Egypt as a ‘pivotal’ state that can exercise great influence in the Middle East, Africa and the Islamic world. Britain and Egypt work closely with the United States, the sole superpower, on the major issues of the day.


Both Professor Ali E. Hillal Dessouki and Mostafa El-Feki argue that Britain should be more, not less, active in dealing with the issue that most affects Egypt: the Arab–Israeli peace process. They stress that Britain should have a special role because of the strong bonds between Cairo and London and also because of Britain’s special interest in and understanding of the Middle East. They, and others, write of a shared understanding and sympathy for each other that are not so evident in Egypt’s relations with the USA and France. Ahmed Maher El Sayid speaks of the role that Cairo and London can play in reducing the gap in understanding between the East and the West.


These writers also draw attention to difficulties. There are some international issues on which the two countries can work together, and others on which they take opposing stands. The US-led war against Iraq in 1991 was an example of the former and the attack on Iraq in 2003 of the latter. There can be problems when one country seeks to bring about a change of policy in the other’s domestic affairs. Egypt, for example, objected to the presence in the UK in the 1980s and 1990s of Egyptian Islamic extremists, whom it regarded as posing a threat to Egyptian security. This was a view shared by others at the time who regarded the UK capital as ‘Londonistan’. The UK at the time was not willing to change its laws, although later took a different stand.


The Foreign and Commonwealth Office lists on its website its major international priorities.4 Those relevant to Egypt are:


1.   Making the world safer from global terrorism and weapons of mass destruction;


2.   Reducing the harm to the UK from international crime, including drug trafficking, people smuggling and money laundering;


3.   Preventing and resolving conflict through a strong international system;


4.   Building an effective and globally competitive EU in a secure neighbourhood;


5.   Supporting the UK economy and business through an open and expanding global economy, science and innovation and secure energy supplies;


6.   Achieving climate security by promoting a faster transition to a sustainable, low carbon global economy;


7.   Promoting sustainable development and poverty reduction underpinned by human rights, democracy, good governance and protection of the environment;


8.   Managing migration and combating illegal immigration.


The first two of these are clearly shared by both governments. Mohammed Shaker, ambassador to London for seven years and a leading expert on the international aspects of dealing with nuclear proliferation, looks at how the two countries have cooperated in seeking to ban weapons of mass destruction. They may have slightly different approaches, with Egypt focusing on the region and the UK on the global picture, but the general objectives are shared and close cooperation has occurred.


Egypt, like the UK, has experienced major terrorist attacks from Islamic extremists in recent years. Egypt has dealt with the problem through security measures and by seeking to isolate extremists by involving religious leaders in campaigns of education, an approach the UK is considering. The aim is to foster moderate Islam and engage leaders of the Islamic communities in the process. Mostafa El-Feki highlights the need for the Ulama in al-Azhar to learn English and other foreign languages so that al-Azhar can contribute more effectively to efforts in the UK and elsewhere to counter terrorism. Both countries understand they must also deal with the causes of extremism and terrorism, whether they are based on opposition to the foreign policies of a government, or on poverty, unemployment and a feeling of alienation. The UK and Egypt can learn from each other with a very strong emphasis on the need for positive, sustained action to prevent terrorism, rather than having to deal with its consequences.


The two countries can agree on the desirability of the other objectives on the UK’s list, includingthe implication that the UK may support changes in Egyptian domestic policies. London has in fact joined with many other outside actors in helping to persuade Egypt of the need for faster economic reform. There has been a strong lobby for such reform in Egypt since the Sadat era but there are also major forces that have viewed the UK’s efforts as interference. Today such resistance has all but vanished.


The UK, along with other governments, has also expressed unhappiness at the pace and depth of political reform, at the handling of parliamentary elections and at the fact that Ayman Nour, head of the al-Ghad Party who stood against President Mubarak in the 2005 elections, was later tried and sentenced. Britain prefers to make its criticisms in private directly to Egyptian ministers and officials on these political matters. It did not follow the path of Washington when the US government launched its Broader Middle East Initiative, aimed at bringing greater democracy to the Middle East, though it committed itself to the agenda agreed at the G8 Sea Island Summit of 2004. The UK has opted for more subtle methods of persuasion. Professor Mustapha Kamel al-Sayyid describes some of these, but he concludes they are unlikely to work and may be seen as mere gestures. The UK position is that it does not try to impose its views, but works at a practical level to help build institutions and organisations, including NGOs, that will contribute to the development of democracy and human rights. Its support may take the form of helping to develop the judiciary, the way that elections are managed and the empowerment of women and other citizens so they may participate in the political process. But there are limits to what a foreign government can do and London appears to recognise that reality.


The future


The British–Egyptian relationship has been remarkably enduring and successful, quickly recovering from crises and refocusing on shared interests, values and experience, and mutual admiration, a mixture – as Dr El-Feki points out – of love and hate. The chapters in this book illustrate the range and diversity of the relationship. The writers all seem confident that the relationship will flourish, despite concerns about potential disagreements over foreign and domestic policies. They also agree that the essential factors will not change. Egypt’s geographical position and its shape, the squeezing of so many people into the Nile Valley and Delta, and limited resources will help determine the major strands of its policies. The United States will remain the most important strategic ally of both Britain and Egypt. Britain will need to understand the concerns and constraints on Egypt in responding to the regional, international and economic challenges it faces. Egypt will need to understand that foreign policy in countries like Britain must take account of the changing values within British society. The two share many interests and objectives and there is no reason to doubt that the extraordinary and diverse nature of the relationship examined in this book will continue. This book illustrates the quality and frankness of the dialogue between Britain and Egypt, providing a solid foundation for the next fifty years, when emerging issues like climate change will profoundly affect both countries and the world.
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ROGER OWEN



Suez 1956: Lessons We Thought We Had Learned and the Lessons Now


The Suez Crisis of October 1956 was one of those seminal twentieth century events that connected the emerging cold war with the early period of post-colonial independence. Beginning as a dispute between the Egyptian government, on the one hand, and Britain and France on the other, its impact spread rapidly to involve the United States, the Soviet Union, the United Nations and most of the states in the Middle East, North Africa and the developing world. It was also closely connected with Russia’s bloody suppression of the Hungarian uprising against Soviet domination in Budapest during the same month, an event which many now argue might well not have taken place if the United States and two of its major European allies had not been otherwise occupied in either promoting, or trying to prevent, the tripartite Anglo-French and Israeli attack on the Suez Canal.1


On a more personal note, for many Britons of my generation the Suez Crisis of 1956 is still remembered as one of the most visceral political experiences of our young lives. Passions ran high, angry demonstrations took place, friendships were broken and, for those of us whose high ideals were still largely untarnished, it was our first encounter with the cynicism of great power politics, the first major event which suggested that, in spite of the creation of the United Nations and a growing movement towards post-colonial independence, the tide of world history was still capable of moving quite strongly in the wrong direction.


What shocked us most was the discovery of the Eden government’s obvious collusion with Israel to try to hoodwink the Security Council and to create a specious pretext for war in late October. Yet few of us were able to take much comfort from Britain’s humiliating withdrawal. Nor did we get any great satisfaction from the view, widely canvassed at the time, that Suez marked the last attempt at imperial re-conquest, even though, at least as far as the Middle East was concerned, it proved to be largely true, with no significant British military interventions in the second great Middle Eastern crisis set off by the union between Egypt and Syria in February 1958, followed by the scuttle from Aden in 1967, and the withdrawal of all British forces from the Gulf a few years later.


I also had my own personal reasons for being alarmed as well as upset. I had visited Egypt for the first time in June 1956, only a month before the start of the crisis, when the withdrawal of the last British troops from the Canal Zone, celebrated then and now as ‘Evacuation Day’, seemed to promise a new era of more friendly Anglo-Egyptian relations. Furthermore I had just finished my national service and, for a while, faced the possibility of being recalled to the army for service in Egypt, a recall I felt strongly I would have to oppose. Looking back on it, I now realise that it was also my peripheral involvement in the crisis that first prompted the interest in Anglo-Egyptian relations that was one of the primary reasons for my choosing a career in Middle East studies.


In what follows, I will draw on my own experience to try to sketch out, first, the lessons concerning the Suez Crisis that were drawn at the time and, then, how I think we might look at the crisis some fifty years later. I will conclude with some thoughts as to how the crisis itself fits into the long history of Anglo-Egyptian relations.



Lessons of the Suez Crisis drawn at the time



As far as both Britain and France were concerned the major lessons drawn from the Suez Crisis became clear within a very short period of time. For Harold Macmillan, who succeeded Anthony Eden as prime minister in January 1957, and his cabinet, the most pressing issue was how to re-establish a close relationship with the United States, something Macmillan was able to achieve within a few months. They were also of the strong opinion that Britain should never again endanger this relationship by embarking on a major military adventure without American support, a position to which succeeding governments have adhered up to the present day.


The French, on the other hand, drew quite the opposite conclusion, which was that they should reduce their dependence on the United States by developing their own independent nuclear deterrent, to be delivered by their own force de frappe, a policy strongly advocated by President de Gaulle on his return to power in 1958 and underlined by the French decision to withdraw from the integrated command structure of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) in 1959. France’s turn away from its war-time alliance with the Anglo-Saxon powers was then completed by the first steps to construct an alternative alliance system in Europe in association with the Federal Republic of (West) Germany.


Nevertheless, for both Britain and France, and whether with the United States or against it, their proven inability to influence the Middle East by force had a knock-on effect in forcing them to recognise the rising power of local, anti-colonial nationalisms. This was demonstrated almost at once by Britain’s low-key role in the Middle Eastern crisis of 1958.2 Apart from providing a show of support for the beleaguered King Hussein of Jordan by sending some parachute troops to guard Amman airport, Britain allowed the United States to play the major Western role in defusing the threat thought to be posed to Lebanese independence by union between Egypt and Syria. Britain then made no move to try to overturn the revolutionary regime of Brigadier Qasim after its overthrow of the pro-British government in Baghdad in July of the same year. As for the French, although remaining deeply suspicious of President Nasser’s support for the revolt against them in Algeria, President de Gaulle was prescient enough to see the writing on the wall and to move towards a rapid dismantling of the French position not only in Algeria itself but in the rest of its colonial empire as well.


If the brief invasion of Egypt in November 1956 was a chastening lesson in the decline in their world power for the British and the French, it had exactly the opposite effect for Egypt, allowing President Nasser to proclaim a famous victory against imperialism, to seize leadership of the Arab nationalist movement, and to begin that process of state-led industrial development which lasted for a good ten years before being brought to a sudden end by the equally sudden military defeat at the hands of the Israelis in June 1967.


As for the Israelis themselves, in spite of being forced to withdraw, prematurely from their point of view, from the Sinai peninsula which they had captured after the withdrawal of Egyptian troops once the British and the French had landed in Port Said, they achieved the major part of their objective, the destruction of the bulk of the new weaponry obtained by Egypt from the Soviet Union under the so-called ‘Czech’ arms deal of February 1955. Nevertheless, given the fact of Egypt’s subsequent re-equipment with newer and better Soviet equipment after 1956, they began to arm themselves for a second round, taking advantage of their close association with France forged during the Suez war to purchase not only advanced tanks and planes but also help with the technology which allowed them to begin to produce nuclear weapons in the early 1960s.3


The immediate impact of the crisis on the Soviet and American governments is less clear, at least in some of its most important aspects. What was relatively well-understood at the time was its effect of bringing the Middle East further into the cold war, with the Russians emerging as the major military and economic supporters of Egypt and the Americans more heavily engaged in trying both to protect their local allies through the encouragements contained in the Eisenhower Doctrine proclaimed in 1957, and to build up Saudi Arabia as an Islamic anti-communist rival to the Egyptians.


What could not be known at the time by the general public, however, were the lessons drawn by governments, not just from the Egyptian crisis itself, but also from its close association with the anti-Soviet revolt in Hungary, especially its subsequent suppression by Soviet tanks during exactly the same days in October and November 1956. According to recently-revealed notes of the meetings of the Presidium, the Communist Party’s top decision-making body, the new Russian leadership under Nikita Khrushchev saw these twin crises as particular threats both to its hegemony over Eastern Europe and to its new opening to the post-colonial world exemplified above all by its close ties with Egypt. Hence, it was the prospect of an Anglo-French overthrow of the Nasser regime as a result of the attack begun on 31 October that was enough to convince Khrushchev and his colleagues to change from their previous day’s policy of non-intervention to one of violent repression of the revolt in Budapest that very same day.4


Russian efforts to demonstrate their support for Egypt by threatening to rain nuclear rockets on London and Paris, although known to be an empty threat even at the time, also had the somewhat paradoxical effect of alarming American officials in Washington to such an extent that they and their successors under President John F. Kennedy were adamant in their determination to prevent the establishment of Russian rocket-launching pads in Cuba during the missile crisis of late 1962.5


Lessons from the Suez Crisis now


Fifty years is a long time even in a nation’s life and perhaps it is not surprising that so few young people, Egyptian as well as British and French, have even heard of the Suez Crisis, which had such an influence on their grandparents’ world and on my own life.6 It is not just that the world itself has changed so much, even from the end of the cold war, but that it has changed in such a way that many of the lessons we once thought had been learned for ever have now to be learned all over again, most notably, as far as Tony Blair’s British government is concerned, those involving the problems awaiting anyone who feels compelled to invade, to occupy and to effect a change of regime in a third world country like Iraq in the face of world opinion.


By the same token, however, we can now see many things about the past much more clearly. As a result of the lessons learned from, for example, the invasion of Iraq, we know, or think we know, much more about the political obsessions which lead certain leaders to mislead their fellow nationals, about the role played by false historical analogy and the creation of Hitler-like international bogeymen – now a Gamal Abdel Nasser, now a Saddam Hussein – about political and military incompetence, and about the more general problems posed by attempts to impose an unwelcome change of regime. Take the case of Sir Anthony Eden. Although there are still some who continue to think, as many also did in 1956, that Eden had gone ‘mad’ as the result of a botched medical operation, this was not how he saw himself at the time, nor how we should now.7 Too many leaders since those days have wanted to present a tough image, too many have persuaded themselves that there was ‘no other way’, for us to be able to ignore the contemporary existence of much the same type of compulsive behaviour exhibited by a variety of present-day political actors on the international stage.


The fifty years since 1956 have reinforced other lessons as well. It is now even more clear than it was then that the business of getting democracies into overseas wars which may necessitate the expenditure of blood, of treasure and, quite possibly, of a country’s worldwide reputation requires the whole operation to be presented in a particular light, generally as a battle between good and an evil which can be confronted in no other way but by force. It is also clear how such a presentation requires a careful manipulation of the evidence, as well as a sometimes deliberate, sometimes unthinking ignorance of the real problems ahead, whether in terms of local resistance or international condemnation. Just as Anthony Eden shut almost all the senior members of the British Foreign Office out of his decision-making process, much the same happened with the State Department during President Bush’s road to war in 2002–3.


What we do not know, and cannot know, because the Anglo-French military presence in Egypt was so short, is how many of these particular chickens might have come home to roost if the occupation had taken its hoped-for course; that is, the replacement of President Nasser’s regime by one consisting of ancien régime politicians favourably disposed to the interests of the invaders. We can suppose, on the basis of what was later to happen in Iraq, that there would have been a very high level of confusion, of infighting between the British and French military and the political officers, of half-heartedness and shame on the part of many of those officials sent as midwives to the new order. We can also suppose, partly on the basis of what happened in southern Iraq in 2004, that, as a result of initial Egyptian resistance like that begun by armed members of the population of Port Said, there would have been a strong British disposition to hand over civil power as quickly as possible to any group that was able to legitimise itself in the first provincial and local elections, and then to withdraw its soldiers to the comparative safety of well-defended camps. These are all interesting historical hypotheses of the ‘what if ?’ variety. But, of course, we cannot be sure.


What else might we do if we were to write the history of the Anglo-French and Israeli attack based on present concerns rather than by making an attempt to reconstruct the world exactly as it was then? In the interests of brevity let me suggest just a few avenues to explore: one looking from the point of view of the British invaders; a second from that of the country they invaded and the regime they tried to overthrow. As far as the former is concerned, I will do this by raising some of the questions prompted by our contemporary interest in the role of prior knowledge, or lack of it, of occupied Iraqi society; others by the equally conspicuous demonstrations of military and political incompetence; others again by related problems of why so much of what took place in Iraq after the invasion seemed so familiar, even if the particulars often seemed strange. Concerning the apparent victors, I will pose the very large historical question of what, in the long run, Egypt can be supposed to have gained.


Britain was in whole or partial occupation of Egypt for over seventy years, while its Canal Zone garrison had left the country only a few months before the autumn invasion. And yet, when coming to plan for its reoccupation in the summer and early autumn of 1956 the military made a number of crucial mistakes based, it would appear, on lessons wrongly learned from the experience of only a few years before. Of these, far and away the most significant was the over-importance attached to the fierce opposition put up by Egyptian urban guerillas against British troops in the Canal Zone fighting in 1951 and 1952, a memory which led the General Staff to demand an ‘overwhelming’ invasion force of 80,000 men, something which it took until September 1956 to assemble, allowing plenty of time for world opinion to unite in protest.8


The General Staff was almost equally remiss in choosing Port Said, a virtual island, as a landing ground once Alexandria, the invasion force’s initial target, was ruled out on the grounds of the large amount of civilian casualties which its initial bombardment would entail. As Michael Thornhill points out, had the occupation lasted longer and the Egyptian army managed a counter-attack to cut the two causeways that connected the city to the rest of Egypt to the south and west, the British and French troops would quite easily have been bottled up.9


Meanwhile, as far as Britain’s civilian leadership was concerned, Anthony Eden believed that the invaders would have no difficulty in finding Egyptians to form an alternative government, an idea based less on first-hand knowledge, or on any realistic sense of the pressures which such a quisling administration must certainly have faced, than on the simplistic assumption that the members of the country’s ancien régime must have hated the Nasser regime as much as he did. Much the same set of colonialist assumptions underlay his belief that Egypt had no pilots capable of steering large ships through the canal once he had engineered the resignation of most of the company’s foreign employees.


Given what we now know about Iraq, it is clear that what once seemed the false or unreasonable assumptions of a bygone age must have origins in something more persistent and well-structured than the particular agendas of individual statesmen or the particular blindness of this or that military planner. It has been said, for example, that when meeting a number of British Middle East experts just before the invasion of Iraq in late 2002, neither Tony Blair nor his foreign secretary, Jack Straw, showed much interest in either the country or the society they planned to attack.10
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