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PREFACE


Many people have attempted to write histories of modern Egypt, for the country seems to invite them. Of the twenty or more Arabic-speaking states, Egypt has the largest population and the greatest recorded past. It has been a distinct political, economic, and cultural entity for a longer period of time than any other Middle Eastern state. Its independence struggle lasted longer and was more thoroughly chronicled than any other nationalist movement in the modern Arab world.


Even though other histories of modern Egypt have been written, this one is addressed primarily to those readers not already conversant with the subject: to English-speaking university students, journalists, diplomats, travelers, new residents in the country, and others who may need a concise sketch of Egypt’s evolution since its initial contacts with the West. This book synthesizes the findings of an intimidating array of scholarly books and articles that have appeared in recent years. It identifies and corrects common misconceptions about Egypt. A lengthy bibliographic essay directs readers to further sources of information about the various subjects covered. Many teachers, students, and journalists bought and read the first edition and recommended it to others. It was reprinted by the American University in Cairo Press and distributed in Egypt and elsewhere in the Middle East.


I acknowledge the support that I received from the Pennsylvania State University for a sabbatical leave and from the Council for the International Exchange of Scholars for a Fulbright Research Fellowship that I received in 1981–1982 to start work in Cairo on the first edition of this book. During 2003 I chose to make numerous revisions for the second edition, not only to continue the historical coverage beyond 1987, but also to take into account my errors and omissions, reviewers’ comments, and recent historical interpretations. The Glossary, Biographical Register, and especially the Bibliographic Essay have been extensively revised. I also would like to acknowledge the editorial assistance of Karl Yambert, Lisa J. Teman, and the Westview Press staff. My appreciation also extends to Derrick Beckner, whose maps appear courtesy of The Pennsylvania State University Libraries Map Library, and to Scarecrow Press (a subsidiary of Rowman & Littlefield) for giving its permission to reprint Mr. Beckner’s maps.


This book is dedicated to the memory of Kent Forster, who chaired our History Department for a decade, mentored his younger colleagues, and (together with his wife, Jean) was a devoted friend to my wife and me and to many students and scholars coming from the Middle East. Kent visited Egypt only briefly, but he took a great interest in the country and in the Arab world generally. He advised me and secured my sabbatical leave when I was starting to write this book. I wish that he had lived to read it.




MODERN EGYPT




CHAPTER 1
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INTRODUCTION


Egypt means many things to many people. Few countries have more identities than Egypt. It is the land of the great River Nile; without its waters there would be no Egypt. It is a desert country: 97 percent of its land area is dry waste. Egypt is a Mediterranean country: more than half of its trade is with lands whose shores are washed by the same sea, and Egyptians share many of the folkways and customs of other peoples living on these shores. Its second largest city, Alexandria, has been a major Mediterranean port since it was founded by Alexander the Great, for whom it is named. Until recently its third largest city, Port Said, lies at the junction of the Mediterranean and the Suez Canal. Egypt belongs also to the Red Sea; its ports at Suez and Qusayr connect with Arabia, Yemen, Ethiopia, and lands east. Situated in North Africa, Egypt is a bridge not only between the Arab West (al-Maghrib) and the Arab East (al-Mashriq) but also between pale Europeans and dark-skinned Africans. It is the most populous state in the Arab world and in that respect is second only to Turkey in the Middle East. Its capital, Cairo, is the largest city in the Arab world and is commonly regarded as its cultural and political center. By the same token, it is the largest city in Africa and has long served as the continent’s chief commercial entrepôt.


Egypt, to most of its citizens, is a Muslim country, one of the first in Islamic history. It contains the millenary University of al-Azhar. It was Islam’s main power center from the fall of the Abbasid caliphate until the rise of the Ottoman Empire. It has been the home or the refuge of great Muslim thinkers from Imam al-Shafiʿi to Ibn Khaldun to Muhammad Abduh. To some (and, long ago, most) Egyptians, it has been a Christian country, the refuge for the Holy Family, the land evangelized by St. Mark, the home of such church fathers as Arius and Athanasius, and the birthplace of monasticism. Before either Islam or Christianity existed, ancient Egypt helped give birth to Judaism, back when Abraham led his family and flocks into the land of Goshen, when Joseph counseled pharaohs, and when the infant Moses was found in the bulrushes. To tourists, and to generations of schoolchildren, Egypt is the archetypal antique land of pharaohs, temples, pyramids, sphinxes, and obelisks.


During the Cold War, the superpowers viewed Egypt as a strategic point in a deadly struggle for world mastery. A century earlier, it was equally central in the rivalries and schemes of the European great powers. Napoleon Bonaparte called it “the world’s most important country.” From the seventh century to the nineteenth, Egypt was the linchpin of many Muslim dynastic states. Before that time, it was the granary for the Macedonian, Roman, and Byzantine empires. One must go back to the sixth century before the birth of Christ to find Egypt under the rule of Egyptians. Since 1952, however, Egypt has definitely been ruled by Egyptians, though often in league with outside powers. Aside from the fluctuating influence of the United States and the USSR, Egypt’s leaders have had to decide whether they were ruling an Arab, a Muslim, an African, a Nilotic, or a Mediterranean country. They have usually steered their policies by what they viewed as Egypt’s best interests, but the issue of identity has remained central for politically articulate Egyptians. This book treats that issue again and again.


Egypt may be viewed from many sides and studied from many disciplinary angles. I have chosen history, not only because I have been trained as a historian but also because this perspective lets me use, as needed, the viewpoints of a geographer, archaeologist, ethnologist, economist, political scientist, sociologist, and artist. My aim is to enable English-speaking students, journalists, new residents, and short-term visitors to understand what Egypt is, how it got to be that way, and where it is heading.


THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT


Egypt occupies the northeastern corner of the African continent, plus the Sinai Peninsula. Rainfall is scarce, except along the Mediterranean coast. Egypt depends almost entirely on the River Nile, which enters from the Sudan, passes through mountains of sandstone, tumbles down cataracts near Aswan, then rolls grandly along a wide riverbed overlooked by limestone hills. After passing Cairo, it splits into two main branches, creating the famous Delta, and empties into the Mediterranean Sea. Its 900-mile course is the backbone of the country. No brooks or streams feed the river in Egypt. Much of the land is flat. The farther south one moves from the Mediterranean, the drier it becomes, and the more the temperature varies between summer and winter, or between day and night. Egypt’s largest region is its Western, or Libyan, Desert. Except for scattered oases that support human habitation, it is an arid land typified by wind-blown sand, stony plains, and a few rugged mountains in the extreme southwest. The Eastern Desert is more mountainous and cut up by dry riverbeds that sometimes swell with water after heavy downpours. The Sinai Peninsula has rugged mountains in the south, large central plateaus, and a hilly Mediterranean coast. It, too, is sparsely inhabited.
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MAP 1.1 MODERN EGYPT


HUMAN ADAPTATION


If there had been no Nile, human habitation would have been limited to a narrow strip, in no case wider than 30 miles (48 kilometers), along the shores of the Mediterranean and the Red Seas. But even this great river could not have sustained human life had the ancient Egyptians not learned how to channel its annual flood, to store its waters for the dry season, and to plant their crops in its fertile alluvium. Most of the crops that we now associate with Egyptian agriculture were not native to the region; the ancients cultivated mainly emmer (a grain resembling wheat), barley, millet, dates, sycamore figs, grapes, and flax. They raised cattle akin to the African zebu, as well as donkeys, pigs, goats, and sheep. They harpooned fish from the Nile and snared waterfowl near its banks. Channeling, storing, and raising the Nile waters called for heavy and unremitting toil. Only a small elite of kings, nobles, priests, and warriors took part in that rich culture associated with ancient Egypt during the Archaic Period (3200–2680 BCE) and under the Old Kingdom (2680–2258 BCE) and the Middle Kingdom (2150–1785 BCE).


Although the cliffs lining the Nile Valley led the ancient Egyptians to view themselves as isolated, their land actually lay in the path of numerous routes used by traders and invaders. Around 1730 BCE Egypt was overrun by west Asian horse nomads, the Semitic Hyksos, who became its first foreign rulers. After the Egyptians won back their independence and formed the New Kingdom (1580–1085 BCE), they became more militarized and imperialistic, extending their rule southward into Kush (now the Sudan) and eastward into Syria. Later, the Egyptians fell successively under the rule of Libyans from the west, Kushites from the south, and Assyrians and Persians from the east. Although Egyptian rulers managed each time to regain control of the land, Egypt could no longer isolate itself from its neighbors. Finally, when Alexander’s Macedonians conquered Egypt in 332 BCE, the Egyptians ceased to be the masters in their own house. They did not, however, cease to be Egyptians.


An old Arab legend tells us that, when God created the peoples of the world, He let each of them choose some desirable attribute, but along with this endowment they would get a divine curse. The nomads of the Arabian Peninsula asked for freedom. “Very well,” said the Lord, “I will give you vast deserts in which to drive your herds of goats and camels. No one will be able to rule over you. But with your freedom you will have poverty.” Then He turned to the Syrians, who demanded brains, and said: “I will give you intelligence, nay, the brightest minds in all my creation. You will be the shrewdest merchants, the finest scholars, and the inventors of the greatest religions and philosophies. With your brains, though, you will have discord: You will be constantly at war with your neighbors, and among yourselves.” Turning to the Egyptians, the Lord asked what they wanted. “We want never to go hungry,” they replied. “All right,” God said: “You will get the Nile. It will flood its banks regularly and water and fertilize your crops. You will always have plenty to eat. But this will make you the envy of all other nations, and they will invade your land and rule over you. For this, you will always serve outsiders.” And so, until oil was discovered in Arabia, the Arabs enjoyed freedom amid poverty, the Syrians were bright but contentious, and the Egyptians waxed fat under foreign domination.


EGYPTIANS UNDER THE RULE OF FOREIGNERS


Of all the peoples of the ancient Near East, only the Egyptians have stayed where they were and remained what they were, although they have changed their language once and their religion twice. In a sense, they constitute the world’s oldest nation. For most of their history, Egypt has been a state, but only in recent years has it been truly a nation-state, with a government claiming the allegiance of its subjects on the basis of a common identity. This is why I named this book Modern Egypt: The Formation of a Nation-State.


From 332 BCE until 1952, non-Egyptians governed the land while the Egyptians toiled to support them. Alexander’s heirs, the Ptolemies, ruled until the time of Cleopatra (d. 30 BCE), when Egypt fell under the control of the Romans. For almost seven centuries, Egypt remained a valued province of the Roman Empire and its successor state, Byzantium—so valued, in fact, that its peasants were forbidden to leave their land, because Egypt was a major source of Roman grain. A small Roman elite, concentrated mainly in Alexandria, lived comfortably, and many Egyptians, not to mention Jews, Greeks, and other peoples, strove to become like them. But most of the people remained peasant cultivators, differing little from their ancestors.


CHRISTIAN EGYPT


The Egyptians were among the first people to be exposed to Christianity. By the fourth century the country was predominantly Christian. During the Christological disputes of the fourth and fifth centuries, however, Egypt became estranged from the Orthodox church. The issue, somewhat abstruse to the modern mind, centered on the nature of Christ. It grew out of a disagreement between two Egyptian Christian thinkers: Arius, who believed in the primacy of Christ’s human nature, and Athanasius, who stressed his divinity. At the Council of Nicaea (325 CE) the church fathers had agreed with Athanasius that Christ was the son of God, a person in the holy trinity. But was his nature human, divine, or some combination of both? Some Christians espoused what came to be called the Monophysite view, viewing Christ as wholly divine. Most Egyptian priests and their laity adopted this doctrine, as did many Christians farther east. At the Council of Chalcedon (451 CE), however, the majority of the bishops present denounced Monophysitism. Most Egyptian Christians rejected the Chalcedonian decision and came to feel estranged from the Orthodox church, centered in Constantinople, which continued to tax them to support a hierarchy of Greek Orthodox bishops and priests. In defiance, the Egyptians developed a parallel structure of their own, the Coptic Orthodox church. Today, most Christians have forgotten the doctrinal issues that once divided them, but the remaining Egyptian Copts have (with some exceptions) maintained their national identity by adhering to Coptic orthodoxy, distinct from other Orthodox, Catholic, or Protestant sects.


EGYPT UNDER ARAB RULE


As happened with other Monophysite Christians, the Copts’ estrangement from Byzantine Orthodoxy aided the Arabs’ rapid conquest of the Middle East in the seventh century. Historians do not agree as to whether the Copts hailed the Muslim Arabs as liberators from their Byzantine masters, or whether they resisted them. The Arab armies, led by Amr (one of early Islam’s greatest generals and statesmen), conquered the Nile Valley easily but faced stiff resistance in Alexandria, whose Byzantine governor could readily summon reinforcements by sea. Historians do agree that the Muslim Arabs proved more tolerant than the Romans or the Byzantines had been. At first, they made little effort to convert Egypt’s Copts to Islam. Indeed, the Arabs accepted payment of the kharaj (land tax) and the jizyah (head tax) at lower rates than the Byzantines had imposed on the Copts earlier. Conversion to Islam was discouraged at first, precisely because the Arabs did not want to lose their revenues from the land and head taxes. Egypt played a minor role in the first two centuries of Islamic history, but occasional revolts by Coptic peasants suggest that they did not always thrive under their new Muslim rulers.


THE ESTABLISHMENT OF SEPARATE MUSLIM DYNASTIES


Egypt reemerged in the annals of political history in the late ninth century. By then, the power of the Abbasid caliphs of Baghdad was crumbling, due in part to the vastness of their domains but also to their importation of Turkish slave warriors, who had increasingly taken over the army and the administration from within. The Abbasids, renowned in the West in connection with the caliph Harun al-Rashid and the Arabian Nights (oddly enough, even though these tales were compiled in fifteenth-century Cairo, they are ascribed to ninth-century Baghdad), delegated more and more of their authority to local governors and commanders. One such governor was Ahmad Ibn Tulun, a Turkish soldier who had embraced Islam and was sent to Egypt. He seized control of Fustat, the garrison town from which Egypt was ruled, and stopped paying the tribute to Baghdad in 868. He and his family, called the Tulunids, ruled Egypt independently for about forty years. The Abbasid dynasty briefly regained control, then gave way to another ruling family, a relatively obscure dynasty called the Ikhshidids.


An interesting phase in medieval Egyptian history was the period from 969 to 1171, during which Egypt’s Muslim rulers were Shiʿis. Islam’s sectarian divisions, though fewer and generally less intense than those of Christianity, are still quite complex. About 90 percent of all Muslims are Sunni, a word often mistranslated as “orthodox.” Sunni Muslims are those who acknowledge the legitimacy of all the caliphs who ruled over the Islamic community after Muhammad’s death in 632. Most of the rest are Shiʿi; they believe that Muhammad’s leadership of the Muslim community should have gone directly to Ali, his cousin and son-in-law. The Shiʿis maintain that Ali’s descendants were Islam’s rightful leaders, but they have split several times over which heir they recognized. One such split occurred when the sixth imam (“leader”), Jaʿfar, named as his successor his eldest son, Ismaʿil, who predeceased him, whereupon he chose a younger one. Most Shiʿis accepted Jaʿfar’s designation; hence they are called Jaʿfaris (or, later on, “Twelvers” because they believe that their twelfth and final imam vanished but will return some day to restore righteousness on earth). But the dissident Ismaʿilis believed that Ismaʿil was in occultation and would some day return. They won widespread support among the desert-dwelling tribes of Arabia and North Africa.


One Ismaʿili family, which called itself the Fatimids because of its claimed descent from Muhammad’s daughter, Fatimah, took control of Tunis in 909. The Ismaʿilis were at this time campaigning throughout the Muslim world against the Abbasid caliphs’ claim to authority. In particular, the Fatimids capitalized on the Abbasids’ growing weakness and in 969 captured Egypt, followed by Syria and western Arabia. Fatimid rule was a high point in Egypt’s economic and cultural history. The Fatimids built near Fustat a new capital city, which they named al-Qahirah after the planet Mars (al-Qahir or “the Conqueror”); Cairo is its English equivalent. There they founded the mosque-university of al-Azhar as a training school for Shiʿi propagandists. Although the Fatimids hoped to convert Sunni Muslims to Ismaʿili Shiʿism, few Egyptians ever adopted their esoteric doctrines. The Fatimids’ toleration for Jews and Christians helped to make Egypt an intellectual and commercial center for all peoples living in the Muslim world. Increasingly, though, Egyptians were converting from Christianity to Islam, owing probably to the advantages, social as well as economic and political, that accrued to them through conversion. But why did they convert to Sunni rather than Shiʿi Islam? Apparently, the Fatimids were more eager to convert the Muslims in the Fertile Crescent, where the faltering Abbasids had fallen under the rule of a rival Shiʿi dynasty, the Buyids, in 945. By the middle of the eleventh century, the real power within the Fatimid state was held by successive Armenians who had converted to Islam and then had risen to the position of wazir, Egypt’s highest bureaucratic post.


The Crusades affected Egyptians more than any other people except those living in western Syria and Palestine, for Fatimid Egypt had become a major trading partner of the Italian city-states of Genoa and Venice. The best known of the Crusader states, the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, invaded Egypt in 1167, hoping to take Cairo and to establish its rule over the Nile Valley and Delta. A Kurdish adventurer named Salah al-Din (“Saladin”), in the process of repulsing the Crusaders, managed to become Egypt’s wazir. Taking control in Cairo from the last Fatimid caliph in 1171, Salah al-Din restored Sunni Islam, and Egypt has remained Sunni ever since. Salah al-Din had come earlier to Egypt with his uncle at the behest of the ruler of Damascus, Nur al-Din, and upon the latter’s death in 1174 he proceeded to take control of Syria. By ruling both Egypt and Syria, Salah al-Din managed to strengthen his army and surround the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. In 1187 he defeated the Crusaders and retook Jerusalem for Islam. Salah al-Din and his successors, the Ayyubid dynasty, gained prestige among Muslims for their victories over the Crusaders, who on several later occasions tried to invade Egypt. They failed. Much of the credit for stopping the Crusaders should go to the Ayyubids’ slave soldiers, the Mamluks (the Arabic word for “owned men”).


MAMLUK RULE IN EGYPT


The Mamluks originated from the Turks of Central Asia and from various Christian groups in the Caucasus (who are usually referred to as Circassians). Brought in as boys or young men, they were converted to Islam, housed in barracks, placed under strict discipline, and trained in the arts of government and war, for which their familiarity with horseback riding gave them the edge over other recruits. Freed from slavery once they reached maturity, these Mamluks carried heavy responsibilities and were rewarded with large land grants. Before long, they had become the power behind the Ayyubids of Egypt and Syria. Eventually, they seized control of both countries. From 1250 until 1517 Egypt was ruled by the Mamluks, who successfully warded off attacks by the Mongols in 1260 and by Timur (“Tamerlane”) around 1400. As they usually took control by force, not heredity, we should not speak of a “Mamluk dynasty.” Historians divide them into two groups: Bahri (“Nile River”) and Burji (“tower-dwelling”) Mamluks.


The Bahri Mamluks, who reigned up to 1380, were mainly of Turkish extraction and are remembered for their beneficent rule, which did much to promote Egypt’s agricultural, industrial, and commercial prosperity. Refined sugar and textiles were just two of the products that Egyptian merchants exported to Europe and to other parts of the Muslim world. The Burji Mamluks, on the other hand, are remembered for their rapacity and their debilitating quarrels, which impoverished the country. One cannot just blame the Burji Mamluks’ greed, however, for Egypt was ravaged by the Black Death in 1348 and revisited by the plague many times after that. Diminishing overland trade between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea also cut the state’s tariff revenues and further impoverished Egypt in the fifteenth century.


Farther north, starting in the early fourteenth century, a talented clan of Turkish border raiders was expanding its domain from western Asia Minor into southeastern Europe. Almost wiped out by Timur in 1402, this family managed to rebound and to resume its conquests, taking Constantinople in 1453 and terminating the thousand-year-old Byzantine Empire. From that date, the lands of this family would be known as the Ottoman Empire. Up to the sixteenth century, though, the Ottomans ruled in what were mainly Christian lands. The leading Muslim empires were those of the Safavids in Persia and the Mamluks in Egypt and Syria. But under Sultan Selim I, the Ottoman armies, which had been trained to use firearms, defeated the Safavids and the Mamluks in rapid succession. As a result, Egypt became an Ottoman province in 1517. Cairo, which under the Mamluks had been Islam’s greatest commercial and cultural center, turned into a backwater. Many of its artisans and scholars flocked to Constantinople (renamed Istanbul in modern times) to seek the patronage of the Ottoman sultans.


Even worse for Egypt was the diversion of Europe’s main Asiatic trade route from the Mediterranean Sea to the Atlantic Ocean. This shift resulted from the successful voyages made by Portuguese ships around the Cape of Good Hope and from the “discovery” of the West Indies by Columbus, leading to the spread of Spanish rule to the Caribbean and the Americas. The Ottomans did not want to prevent the Europeans from trading with their Egyptian and Syrian subjects or from crossing the Isthmus of Suez or the Fertile Crescent to reach lands farther east, for they had profited from the European commerce. It was the Europeans themselves who diverted the trade routes, slowly but inexorably impoverishing those lands that had formerly benefited from these routes.


EGYPTIAN RELATIONS WITH EUROPE


Egypt never stopped trading with the Europeans, especially the French. It continued to sell its spices and textiles, though in decreasing quantities, and in the late seventeenth century started transshipping coffee from the Yemen; but South American coffee gradually undercut the Arab product. As Egyptians bought larger quantities of manufactured woolen cloth and firearms from Europe in the eighteenth century, they began to run a trade deficit that was only partly made up by the sale of rice and wheat and the transshipment of Asian spices. One aspect of Egypt’s commerce that continued to thrive was its trade with black Africans (especially Muslims) in gold, ivory, cloth, spices, and slaves.


The prevalence of tax-farming, a system under which Mamluks and ulama (Muslim scholars) paid the Ottoman government for the right to collect taxes on land and buildings, deprived peasants and artisans of the incentive to make any improvements on their properties. The system encouraged extortionate collection of whatever money or goods the tax-farmer could take from those defenseless peoples. At times when Mamluk quarrels necessitated large outlays on arms and fighting men, the price was usually paid by the tax-paying peasants, artisans, and merchants. Whole families fled from the settled lands and became nomads. By the end of the eighteenth century Egypt had become poorer, less populated, and more isolated from both Europe and lands east than it had been three centuries earlier. In popular histories, Egypt is portrayed as a neglected province of the Ottoman Empire that, while nominally under the control of a figurehead Ottoman governor, was actually misgoverned by rival Mamluk factions. Only Napoleon Bonaparte’s occupation of Egypt in 1798 is credited with reversing this sad trend.


CHANGES IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY


Recently, however, historians have looked more closely at eighteenth-century Egypt. They now argue that France has claimed far too much credit for the awakening of modern Egypt and view this renaissance as having started somewhat earlier. In 1760 a Circassian Mamluk named Ali Bey “al-Kabir” took control of Cairo, hired an army of mercenaries (some of them Europeans) to supplement his Mamluk factions, raised taxes and set up a state monopoly on the grain trade to pay for the new troops, and deposed the Ottoman governor of Cairo. He then invaded Palestine and sent his brother-in-law and trusted lieutenant, Muhammad Abu al-Dhahab, to occupy Jiddah and Mecca. Ali Bey was overthrown by a rival Mamluk faction, which won Abu al-Dhahab to its side and put him in Ali’s place. Abu al-Dhahab did not restore the Ottomans or the other Mamluk factions to power; rather, he strengthened Egypt’s independent administration. During the eighteenth century ethnic Egyptians began to emerge as large landowners and local leaders in some of the provinces. The ulama continued to dispense justice and, where needed, to maintain local order. Meanwhile, an intellectual renaissance was starting at their university, al-Azhar, under the leadership of such scholars as Hasan al-Attar and Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, about whom the coming chapter will have more to say.


CONCLUSION


The historical background provided by this chapter has depicted Egypt as a country invaded by tribal Hyksos horse soldiers, Libyans, Kushites, Assyrians, Persians, Alexander’s Macedonians, Romans (and their Byzantine successors), Muslim Arabs, Turkish converts to Islam, North African Fatimids, Armenian converts, Kurds, Turkish and Circassian slaves, and the Ottoman Empire. Subsequent chapters will cover invasions by conquering European armies and humbler colonists. Yet the local Egyptian people managed to preserve and assert their distinct identity. It would be a mistake to view the emergence of modern Egypt as a mere reaction by its rulers and people to Napoleon’s invasion or any other outside stimulus. On the contrary, Egypt’s modernization was the outcome of political, social, and intellectual changes that were already taking place within the country. The interaction between foreign invaders and Egyptians created modern Egypt. The coming chapters will describe this interaction in greater detail.




CHAPTER 2
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NAPOLEON AND MEHMET ALI


In the late eighteenth century Egypt was a poor, isolated, and neglected Ottoman province. It was not utterly stagnant, though. Even if Egypt had lost its central place in the international spice trade, many East Asian spices and some African gold still passed through Suez and Cairo. Egyptians continued to spin cotton, flax, and wool into thread and to weave fine textiles, but in smaller quantities than before. They still grew sugar, rice, and wheat for sale to Europe. However, the recurrent plague, famines caused by insufficient Nile floods, and civil disorders resulting from Mamluk rivalries and power struggles with Ottoman governors combined to impoverish the country. Unable to pay their taxes, some peasants were leaving their villages and turning into nomads. Between 1780 and 1798, some city-dwellers were reduced by starvation to eating dogs, cats, rats, manure, and in rare cases even their own children. The population, once as high as 10 million, had fallen to less than 4 million.


On the brighter side, the reigns of such Mamluks as Ali Bey (1760–1772) and Muhammad Bey Abu al-Dhahab (1772–1775) had proved that military and political power could be centralized and Egypt’s resources could be mobilized, even though these leaders could not detach the country from the Ottoman Empire. Intellectual and cultural life was reviving between 1760 and 1790, especially at al-Azhar Mosque (really a university). One of its leading scholars was an immigrant from Yemen, Murtada al-Zabidi, whose Taj al-’arus did for Arabic what the Oxford English Dictionary does for the English language. There, too, Hasan al-Attar was beginning his long career as a theologian, philosopher, and logician. Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, a prolific biographer and historian, started writing his detailed account of contemporary events, now the major source for Egypt’s political and social history in that era.


THE FRENCH INVASION AND OCCUPATION


Meanwhile, the strongest European powers, Britain and France, fought a long series of bitter wars. Among the fiercest was the Seven Years’ War (known in North America as the “French and Indian War”), leading to France’s cession of Canada and India to Britain in 1763. France avenged its loss of Canada by aiding the British colonists during their Revolutionary War, but it still hoped to regain India. Egypt was already being discussed in France, during the reign of Louis XVI, as a stepping-stone toward this goal. The 1789 French Revolution only intensified the rivalry, as Britain joined the coalition of European monarchies seeking to overthrow the French First Republic and restore the Bourbon kings in Paris. By the late 1790s France was being governed by a quasi-dictatorial group, the Directory, which was at war with most of its neighbors. Some French extremists wanted to invade England, depose King George III and the House of Lords, and establish a British republic. But it would not have been easy to defeat Britain’s powerful navy, cross the English Channel, and take the islands.


The Directory had placed its hopes on a dynamic young Corsican general, Napoleon Bonaparte, who in 1796–1797 had led France’s army on a conquering swath across northern Italy and knocked Austria out of the hostile coalition. But what if Napoleon should try to seize power in Paris? Earlier, he had dispersed a republican militia with “a whiff of grapeshot,” and the Directory feared that Napoleon could overthrow it as easily as he had helped it to power. Its answer was to equip Napoleon and his troops to strike at England by way of Egypt. True, England had almost no stake in Egypt at the time, but it would certainly fight to stop the French from crossing the Middle East and retaking India. Plainly stated, the first European attempt to occupy Egypt since the Crusades was dictated more by French domestic concerns than by international power politics. Any benefit to Egypt would be purely accidental.


Napoleon’s expedition has won renown for having included 167 artists, scholars, and scientists, who set out to explore and describe Egypt thoroughly. Their findings are recorded in a remarkable 23-volume work, Description de l’Egypte, which gave a detailed picture of the country and awakened Europe’s interest in pharaonic Egypt. But the main aim of the expedition was conquest, not scholarship. Napoleon’s armada, with some 40,000 troops, 13 large battleships, and 6 frigates, set out from Toulon in April 1798, captured Malta, evaded the swifter British fleet commanded by Admiral Horatio Nelson, and landed near Alexandria on 1 July. The resistance of sword-wielding Mamluks on horseback and a few irregular foot-soldiers bearing scythes proved ineffective.


The main challenges for the French expeditionary force were not military but logistical. Traversing the Nile Delta meant crossing numerous canals and desert wastes, passing deserted villages, and enduring mosquitoes and dysentery—all under a hot Egyptian sun. Napoleon’s troops would suffer more casualties from thirst and tropical diseases than from their enemies in battle. Lacking modern arms and discipline, the Mamluks were routed at Imbaba, near the Pyramids, and the French entered Cairo on 21 July.


Upon his arrival, Napoleon assured the Egyptians that he had not come to destroy Islam or to sever their country from the Ottoman Empire, but only to free them from Mamluk tyranny. Few believed these assurances, let alone his claims, based on his having defeated the pope and the Knights of Malta, that he was really a Muslim. When Nelson destroyed Napoleon’s fleet in Abu Qir Bay on 1 August, the French were discredited; but the Egyptians lacked the means to resist, and it would take the British and the Ottomans months to get up an expedition to drive him out. Meanwhile, Napoleon set up a provisional governing council made up of ulama and descendants of Muhammad. This move only angered the Egyptians, who suspected the council would be used to raise taxes. After two months, a rebellion broke out, led by the merchant guilds and sufi brotherhoods, whose youth gangs dominated the Cairo streets. Firing down on the main mosques from the Citadel, the French proved that their rule would be as repressive as that of the Mamluks, only more ruthlessly efficient. The French soldiers’ habits of public drinking, stealing private property, and accosting women also offended local Muslims. Far from liberating Egypt, French rule quickly tarnished in Egyptian eyes.


Napoleon viewed Egypt as the first step toward his goal of taking India; soon he was leading his troops into Palestine. His failure to take the Ottoman fortress at Acre raised Egyptian hopes for a rescue from French rule, but in July 1799 Napoleon’s troops easily repulsed an Ottoman landing at Abu Qir. A month later he turned over command of the Egyptian expedition to General Jean-Baptiste Kléber and sailed back to France, where he proceeded to overthrow the Directory and seize control of the country. Kléber reached an agreement with the Ottomans, the Convention of al-Arish, that would have restored Egypt to their control and allowed his troops to leave peacefully. The British government, however, ordered its fleet not to let the French pass until they surrendered and made a peace treaty with their enemies. By the time the British had reconsidered their position, fighting had resumed, the French had defeated the Ottoman army at Heliopolis, and Kléber had been assassinated by a Syrian youth.


The new French commander, General Jacques Abdallah Menou, had converted to Islam to marry an Egyptian. Less interested than Kléber in getting his troops out of Egypt, he restored the Egyptian council and drew up elaborate plans to promote agriculture, commerce, and industry. These reforms would require higher taxes, and when Menou began to survey landholdings to raise their assessments, all social classes became alarmed. But relief was in sight. A joint Anglo-Ottoman force occupied the Nile Delta in March 1801 and defeated the French. Both the British and the Ottomans were eager to hasten France’s military evacuation from Egypt (so, by then, were the French soldiers and scholars), but they disagreed on how to achieve it. Britain and the Ottoman Empire ended up signing separate peace treaties with France in 1802. The French troops left, followed by the British. An Ottoman army of occupation remained to restore order.


How much did the French occupation do for the emergence of modern Egypt? Although the work of the French scholars taught the West more about the country than it had known, it hardly influenced Egypt’s intellectual elite. Napoleon’s innovative governing council vanished once his army left. A few French soldiers remained to seek their fortunes in post-Napoleonic Egypt, just as some Mamluks and Egyptians accompanied Napoleon or his army back to France. At the same time, however, the British plan to help the Mamluks to resist any new French designs on Egypt also failed. Napoleon had strengthened the ulama. No longer would they defer to the Mamluk factions that had contended for mastery of Egypt before 1798. The Ottomans, then in the middle of a westernization program called the Nizam-i-Jedid (“New Order”), hoped to use their appointed governor to rule Egypt more directly than they had since the sixteenth century. They soon found, however, that they could not control the country. The French occupation had hastened political and social changes that had begun under Ali Bey and Abu al-Dhahab. Egypt would never go back.


THE RISE OF MEHMET ALI


But who would rule Egypt, if not the French, the British, the Mamluks, or the Ottomans? The traditional leaders of the Egyptian people were the ulama and the heads of the sufi orders, but they were unaccustomed to political responsibility and had split into many factions. Egyptians took it for granted that only foreigners were capable of governing their country. Fi bilad Misr, khayruha li-ghayriha (“In the land of Egypt, its good things belong to others”) and Ana basha winta basha, min yisu’ il-himar? (“If I were a lord and you were a lord, who would drive the donkey?”) are two popular sayings that expressed this attitude. No one expected that Egypt would be seized by a stocky Ottoman army officer, originally from the Macedonian port of Kavalla, the second-in-command of an Albanian regiment that came to Egypt in 1801. This man, called Muhammad ‘Ali in Arabic and Mehmet Ali in Turkish, would become the founder of modern Egypt. His own background was probably Albanian, but he had been trained as an Ottoman officer. He spoke mainly Turkish, not Arabic. He did not learn to read and write until he was middle-aged. Yet Mehmet Ali succeeded where Napoleon had failed and accomplished more for Egypt than any of his better-educated descendants.


[image: image]


MAP 2.1 THE EGYPTIAN DELTA


To anyone coming from the Balkans, the Nile Delta and Valley look like a paradise of verdant fields and flowing waters. Even if Egypt had suffered from a dismal succession of plagues, famines, low floods, Mamluk misrule, and foreign military occupation, it still could regain its ancient prosperity. But it needed a single powerful ruler, not a rabble of competitive warriors. By 1805 rivalries among the various Mamluk factions, abetted by the British, the French, and the Ottomans, had dissipated most of their strength and eliminated their leaders. Mehmet Ali proceeded to win the support of the ulama and guilds, discredit the Ottoman governor, and persuade the sultan to appoint him instead. From 1805 until 1848 he alone would be the Ottoman pasha of Egypt.


Mehmet Ali did not come to power with a plan to regenerate Egypt; he wanted only to consolidate his new position. In the early days of his rule, he constantly feared being deposed. If he collected taxes from the peasants at rates as extortionate as any Mamluk tax-farmer, it was because he wanted to enlarge his treasury as a means of expanding his army and bodyguard. Eventually, the forces at his disposal grew large and strong enough to enable him to destroy the tax-farming system and to abolish many of Egypt’s family and religious endowments, or awqaf. In their place, he established state control over the land, giving his government the power to determine what the peasants sowed, to supply their seed, tools, fertilizer, and irrigation water, and to set the prices it would pay for their produce. Later in his rule, when Egypt could afford to hire French engineers to supervise the construction of canals, dams, weirs, and barrages in a few favored areas of the Nile Valley and Delta, a new irrigation system came into being, enabling the peasants to raise three crops each year on lands where formerly they had grown only one. Cash crops, notably wheat, had long been raised in parts of the Delta. Now new ones, such as indigo, tobacco, sugar, and especially long-staple cotton, replaced those raised mainly for the peasants’ subsistence. Gradually, Egypt (especially the Delta) regained its former agricultural prosperity. As a result, the peasants had to work harder. They also had a new incentive to increase their families, for they needed their children’s labor in the fields. The population, which had been falling in the late eighteenth century, began to rise, gradually at first and then faster. By 1880 there were 7.8 million, almost twice as many Egyptians as in 1800.


Expanding cash-crop production could have done no one any good without corresponding developments in transportation and distribution. Mehmet Ali’s reign saw the growth of a network of barge canals, river ports, and cart roads, together with grain weighing and storage facilities, cotton gins, sugar refineries, and other capital improvements. Faced with the high cost of imported goods from Europe and the Ottoman Empire, Egypt also became the first non-Western state to attempt an industrial revolution, introducing modern factories for the manufacture of soap, paper, cotton textiles, warships, and armaments.


But it did not seem likely to work. Peasants had to be conscripted to work in the factories. The wages, when paid at all, were low, sabotage was common, most of the engineers and managers were foreign, and none of the industries would yield any profit to the Egyptian government. But as time passed, the factory, with its demands for worker discipline and fixed schedules, became a fixture in the lives of some Egyptians. And with the factories came new educational institutions: schools of engineering, medicine, midwifery, languages and administration, and even arts and crafts.


All of these westernizing reforms evolved gradually. Mehmet Ali had no grand plan to develop Egypt. Rather, his main concern was to avoid being overthrown, as so many previous Ottoman governors had been, and his policies were meant to enrich his own family. His appetite for revenues—preferably money, but anything of value that could be wrested from Egypt’s taxpayers—was insatiable. He needed money to pay out as tribute to the Ottoman sultan, bribes to keep bedouin Arabs from obstructing trade, and salaries for his civilian officials and military officers. Money enabled him to buy the newest ships and guns (or the wood and iron from which they would be built at lower cost locally), to hire the ablest foreign technicians and teachers, and to still the objections of the ulama. Having used some Mamluk factions to help rid him of the others and to subdue the Arab tribes that had controlled Upper Egypt for a generation, he began to wipe them out entirely. No longer could the Mamluks replenish their ranks by importing new slaves from Central Asia or the Caucasus Mountains; they had either to become a hereditary caste or to die out altogether. He hastened their demise by inviting many of them in 1811 to a banquet at his fortified residence, the Cairo Citadel, where he had them massacred by his own men.


EGYPT AS A MILITARY POWER


Mehmet Ali made Egypt a military power second to none in the Middle East. His armies subdued the Wahhabi rebels in Arabia, restoring the holy cities of Mecca and Medina to Ottoman control in 1812 and sacking the Wahhabi capital, Darʿiyah, in 1818. Two years later they went on to capture the Upper Nile, seeking to control the ivory, gold, and slaves that Egypt had long imported from what is now the Sudan. In 1825, when the Greeks seemed to be winning their war for independence from the Ottoman Empire, his eldest son, Ibrahim, headed an Egyptian rescue mission. But the European powers sank the Turco-Egyptian fleet, giving victory to the Greeks, and the Ottoman sultan failed to reward his Egyptian viceroy with Syria and Crete. Mehmet Ali proceeded to send Ibrahim, accompanied by a large army, into Syria in 1831, and, by the end of the following year, his rule extended from the Hijaz (what is now western Saudi Arabia) to central Anatolia (now Asiatic Turkey). Had they not received Russia’s timely backing, the Ottomans could have lost their whole empire to Mehmet Ali and Ibrahim.


Egypt’s army now numbered more than 100,000 men. The Albanians who a generation earlier had accompanied Mehmet Ali to Egypt had died or retired. They had been replaced by mercenary officers from Syria, Morocco, Tripoli, Bosnia, and Arabia, as well as from France and other European countries. Sudanese slaves had been pressed into the lower ranks, but most failed to withstand the rigors of Egypt’s climate and endemic diseases. By the late 1820s Egyptian peasants were being drafted into Mehmet Ali’s army. It was a bold move, disparaged by the foreign officers and resisted by the peasants, whose labor was sorely needed in the fields. Many peasants mutilated their bodies in the hope of being spared from the draft, and villagers held funerals for the youths who got taken, for they rarely returned. But the arming of some of those ethnic Egyptians ultimately allowed them—or their descendants—to play a larger part in Egypt’s national life.


Mehmet Ali’s weakness proved to be his relationship with the British. In 1807, soon after he had become Egypt’s governor, they occupied Alexandria for a few weeks. Although their intent was to forestall a second French invasion, for the Napoleonic wars had resumed, Mehmet Ali thought that they had come to help the Mamluks overthrow him, and the occupation left him suspicious of British motives. Actually, Britain, being mainly concerned with guarding its routes to India, did not yet have a coherent Middle Eastern policy. Passage from the Red Sea to the Mediterranean across Egypt or Sinai was dangerous and expensive, so the British were trying at this time to establish ties with the sultan of Oman and the various Arab amirs and shaykhs along the Persian Gulf. They favored strengthening the Ottoman Empire over dividing it with Russia, but until Sultan Mahmud II murdered his rebellious janissary soldiers in 1826, they did not feel sure that it could survive.


As for Egypt, Britain was willing to back anyone who could establish control—including Mehmet Ali, once he had wiped out the Mamluks. Indeed, the second-in-command of the Hijaz campaign (1811–1818) was a Scottish soldier of fortune named Thomas Keith. The preponderance of French officers and technicians (many of them followers of the French utopian socialist Claude Henri Saint-Simon) did not alarm the British in the 1820s, for their cabinet was far more suspicious of Tsar Alexander’s “Holy Alliance” and the conservatism of Austria’s Metternich. The British did, however, join French and Russian forces in aiding the Greeks against the Ottoman Empire. It was only after the July 1830 Revolution, which brought Louis Philippe to power, that Britain resumed its old antagonism toward France. Britain’s initial hostility was centered more on suspected French designs to seize newly independent Belgium than on their already close ties with Mehmet Ali.


BRITISH OPPOSITION


Soon, however, the British came to suspect Mehmet Ali’s French-backed Levant campaign of 1831–1833. Britain’s foreign secretary, Lord Palmerston, opposed Mehmet Ali for several reasons: (1) an Egyptian empire could block British plans to develop a passage to India via the Euphrates River and the Persian Gulf; (2) if Mehmet Ali overthrew Sultan Mahmud and took over the Ottoman Empire, he could upset the balance of power in Europe; (3) his successes could strengthen France to the detriment of Britain, which had only recently gone to great lengths to defeat Napoleon; and (4) his industries, if they proved successful, could take away markets for British manufactures, a primary concern of the capitalist middle class.


But what resulted in 1833 from Ibrahim’s conquest of Syria and his consequent advance into Anatolia was that Sultan Mahmud turned for help to Russia. In a treaty signed at Unkiar-Iskelesi (a village on the Asian side of the Bosporus), the Ottoman Empire made the Russians the guarantors of its territorial integrity, giving them (so the British believed) the right to send their warships through the Bosporus and the Dardanelles into the Mediterranean. Not wanting Russia to become the dominant state in eastern Europe, Palmerston now had to find a way to roll back both the Franco-Egyptian and the Russian threats to the balance of power. In 1838 his government signed a commercial pact with the Ottoman Empire, one that seemed to strengthen the sultan against both Russia and France. But, in fact, the treaty effectively made Britain the Ottomans’ greatest trading partner for the rest of the nineteenth century. By limiting protective duties on manufactured goods imported into Ottoman territories, it also enabled cheap British manufactures to undercut the local handicrafts, thereby weakening and destroying industries—and trade guilds—wherever the treaty was applied, including, after 1840, Egypt.


In 1839 Sultan Mahmud II resolved to roll back the gains scored by Ibrahim earlier in the decade, but the Egyptian forces proved to be stronger. His army defeated, Mahmud died. His entire fleet sailed to Alexandria and defected to Egypt. But the Ottoman Empire did not fall. One of its earliest westernizers, Mustafa Reshid, took charge in Istanbul and in November 1839 had Mahmud’s successor issue a reform declaration, the Noble Rescript of the Rose Chamber. This proclamation, which promised to end tax-farming and other governmental injustices, persuaded London that the Ottoman Empire was worth saving. Acting in conjunction with all the European powers but France, which still backed Mehmet Ali and Ibrahim, the British issued an ultimatum to the Egyptian army to pull back. When it was ignored, they bombarded Acre and threatened to occupy Syria. After protracted negotiations, Mehmet Ali agreed to take his troops out of Syria in return for Ottoman recognition, backed by the European powers, of his right to pass down the governorship of Egypt to his heirs. This agreement, the 1840 London Treaty, became the basis for Egypt’s juridical status (which lasted up to 1914) as a privileged, autonomous province of the Ottoman Empire.
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