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Praise for Egypt and the Contradictions of Liberalism

“I read Egypt and the Contradictions of Liberalism with a sigh of relief that understanding one of the most significant events in our contemporary history is in the caring and competent hands of some seminal critical thinkers. Dalia F. Fahmy and Daanish Faruqi have brought together a formidable volume challenging what they aptly call “Illiberal Intelligentsia” and gauge the future of the Egyptian democracy beyond and through their historic failures. What the community of critical thinkers gathered in this volume discover and discuss is no mere indictment of the Egyptian liberal intellectuals and their catastrophic failure at a crucial historic juncture, but something far more deeply troubling in the very nature of unexamined globalized liberalism. The result is a fiercely radical constellation of critical thinking indispensable for our understanding not just of Egypt and the rest of the Arab and Muslim world, but in fact the very legacy of liberalism in the 21st century.”

Hamid Dabashi, Hagop Kevorkian Professor of Iranian Studies and Comparative Literature, Columbia University

“This edited volume is an essential contribution towards understanding the current state of affairs in Egypt. The different chapters offer a sense of the underlying dynamics at work within Egyptian society (among the military, the Muslim Brotherhood, secularists and the youth). The reader is invited to consider the complexity of the situation and what it will take for Egyptian people to find their way towards freedom and justice.”

Tariq Ramadan, Professor of Contemporary Islamic Studies, University of Oxford

“An extraordinary and wide-ranging exploration of the Arab Spring’s excitement and reversal in Egypt. Compulsory reading to grasp the role of Islam, secularism, authoritarianism and liberalism in contemporary Egypt.”

Ebrahim Moosa, Professor of Islamic Studies, Keough School of Global Affairs, University of Notre Dame

“The question of democracy in Muslim societies has generated heated debate on the role of mainstream Islamist parties and democratization. Can they moderate their views? Will they respect electoral outcomes? Are they committed to political pluralism? The same questions, however, have been rarely asked of liberal and secular forces who occupy the same political space. This is precisely what is unique about this book. Focusing on Egypt’s Arab Spring democratic transition, it examines the political behavior of Egyptian liberals during the transition period and after the 2013 military coup. In doing so, the editors and contributors make an important and exceptional contribution to understanding both the persistence of authoritarianism in the Arab-Islamic world and the obstacles to democracy. It is a must read volume that challenges stereotypes and deepens our grasp of the politics and societies of the Middle East.”

Nader Hashemi, Director of the Center for Middle East Studies,University of Denver, and author ofIslam, Secularism, and Liberal

Democracy: Toward a Democratic Theory for Muslim Societies

“The heroic events of January and February 2011 seemed at first to rewrite the rules of Middle Eastern politics. One of the longest ruling autocrats in the Arab World fell not to a military coup, an assassination, or violent uprising, but to the immovable presence of the people demonstrating in public. The Tahrir Revolution was ‘liberal’ in the sense that its demands were for freedom, the rule of law, and social justice. Its promise was that these goals seemed to reflect a shared will uniting the secular and the Islamist, the masses and the middle class. Two short years later that promise was shattered in a supreme act of anti-political, counterrevolutionary violence. How did many Egyptian ‘liberals,’ who two years earlier stood side by side with Islamists against Mubarak in Tahrir, and one year earlier voted for Morsi for President, come to side with a return to military dictatorship over constitutional politics? Egypt and the Contradictions of Liberalism brings together many of the best scholars on Egyptian politics to answer just this question.”

Andrew F. March, Associate Professor of Political Science, Yale University, and author of Islam and Liberal

Citizenship: The Search for an Overlapping Consensus



[image: img1.jpg]



To the people of Egypt



Acknowledgments


In bringing this volume to completion after nearly two years of deliberation, design, and ultimately implementation, we as editors have become further emboldened in our core belief that undergirded the project when we first conceived it: that a topic as delicate as the contradictions of liberalism in Egypt necessitated a collaborative effort. Indeed, we cannot fathom the insights of this work having been properly articulated in a single-authored monograph; the breadth of the topic required casting a wider net than any one scholar or disciplinary perspective could possibly stand to offer. In that sense, we are deeply indebted to each of our contributors. As experts in a varied array of disciplinary perspectives, each offered insights that proved fundamental to the broader aims of our intervention, without which this book would have been wholly inadequate and incomplete. We are thus honored to have had the opportunity to partner with each of our distinguished colleagues. We were especially appreciative of the opportunity to have presented the broader theme of the book alongside a group of our contributors at a panel at the 2015 meeting of the Middle East Studies Association, and are thankful for the commentary and feedback we received from colleagues there – key among them from Stuart Schaar, a stalwart supporter of our project from its conception.

We would further like to express special thanks to Khaled Abou El Fadl as our series editor. Even when our project was at its most rudimentary conceptual stage, Dr. Abou El Fadl immediately proved deeply supportive of our vision, and spared no effort to work with us to refine the rough contours into a finished product. We are equally indebted to our remarkable team at Oneworld Publications, notably Novin Doostdar, Jonathan Bentley-Smith, and Paul Nash. From the submission of our original manuscript, they have proven deeply attentive to every aspect of our book’s production, and it has been a pleasure to have worked with a publisher so dedicated to the success of its authors.

While both of the editors are united by a deep love for and dedication to umm ad-Dunya, we also remain cognizant of the clear idiosyncrasies of each of our approaches and experiences – one a political scientist whose primary area of research has been, and continues to be, Islamist movements in Egypt, the other a historian of Islamic political thought whose work has in recent years veered away from Egypt proper but who out of conviction forcefully returned to debates he originally inaugurated while beginning his career in Egypt some eight years ago. Accordingly, we felt it appropriate to augment our collective acknowledgments above with separate words of recognition for those who made our project possible.

Dalia Fahmy would like to thank the following for their insights on Egypt throughout the past few years: Gouda Abdel Khalek, Sahar Aziz, Nathan Brown, Daniel Brumberg, Eric Davis, John Esposito, Saad Eddin Ibrahim, Amaney Jamal, Karima Khorayyam, Marc Lynch, Timothy Mitchell, Eid Mohamed, Bessma Momani, Samer Shehata, John Voll, Moheb Zaki, and Wael Haddara. And for their support, she would like to thank the Department of Political Science and Dean David Cohen at Long Island University.

Daanish Faruqi would first like to express his sincere gratitude to the countless friends and colleagues made in Cairo during his stint as a researcher at the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies in 2008 and 2009, key among them Moheb Zaki, Barbara Ibrahim, and Saad Eddin Ibrahim. Furthermore, he would like to thank the Duke University Graduate School of Arts and Sciences for financially supporting a research trip to Cairo in June 2015, as well as a series of colleagues and mentors at Duke University who proved deeply supportive of the project: Engseng Ho for his guidance as a dedicated supervisor, Anna Krylova for her camaraderie and intellectual support, and miriam cooke for her astute commentary on the first chapter, as well as for being such a demanding mentor to insist that what began as an unstructured set of ideas be cultivated into a finalized work of nothing short of the highest caliber. Finally, a special thanks to Bruce Lawrence, without whose assiduous mentorship, tutelage, and friendship this herculean endeavor would have never been possible.

All errors are ours alone.



1


Egyptian liberals, from revolution to counterrevolution

DAANISH FARUQI AND DALIA F. FAHMY

INTRODUCTION

Now six years since the popular uprising that ended the regime of longtime Egyptian dictator Hosni Mubarak, many have argued that the liberatory sentiment that stoked the Tahrir Revolution in the first place is barely recognizable. Following a year of the admittedly incompetent rule of Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated President Mohammad Morsi, the second uprising in July 2013 that brought down his rule ultimately gave rise to precisely the kind of authoritarianism Egyptian revolutionaries had been railing against in January 2011. Encapsulated most vividly by the Egyptian security forces’ calculated slaughter of protesters on August 14, 2013 in Cairo’s Rabaa Square,1 the Egyptian police state has returned with a vengeance. Under the stewardship of (now) President Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi, state repression has been escalated to levels hitherto unimaginable even during the Mubarak years, with not only suspected members of the Brotherhood, but Egyptian civil society more broadly, now subject to sweeping crackdowns.

As a preface, we cannot sufficiently emphasize that the ouster of Morsi was decidedly a popular coup. Even if the Tamarod (Rebel) movement that initially spearheaded the insurrection against Morsi in June 2013 ultimately exaggerated its claims to have collected twenty-two million signatures in opposition to Morsi’s presidency, anti-Morsi sentiment in the months leading up to the June 30, 2013 uprising was deeply palpable. A sizeable constituency of the Egyptian public had indeed grown increasingly disillusioned with Morsi as their first elected leader, and feared his stewardship of the country now stood to violate the ideals of the uprising they had valiantly spearheaded in January 2011. Even the very revolutionary forces that were so instrumental in the fall of Mubarak concurred: major players in Egyptian civil society, including groups like Kifaya and the April 6th Youth Movement that played such a dominant role in the January 2011 uprising, had initially lent their support to the Tamarod campaign and its demand for early presidential elections.2 In the face of such deep-seated anti-Morsi and anti-Brotherhood sentiment having permeated large contingents of Egyptian society, it is not altogether surprising that masses would enthusiastically cheer on the forcible removal of Morsi by the Egyptian military on July 3, 2013, or even then General Sisi’s call later that month for a full “mandate” from the Egyptian people to combat terrorism – and thus embark on a systematic crackdown against Islamists tout court.3

Nonetheless, even if popular dissatisfaction with Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood can conceivably excuse a critical mass of the Egyptian public for having lent its support to the early termination of the democratic experiment in Egypt, it does not sufficiently explain why a key contingent of Egypt’s liberals succumbed to the same fate. Which is to say, an influential coterie of Egyptian liberal activists and intellectuals, who had earned their reputations as scions of protest and champions of democracy, civil society, and human rights during the Mubarak years, ultimately reneged on those commitments in the aftermath of the events of June 2013 and onward. Departing from their previous personas, these heretofore liberal figures instead lent support – in many cases enthusiastic support – to the new authoritarian order under President Sisi. All hail from different and varying perspectives, but are united by having been self-identified as liberal, secular democrats, and rather iconic figures of the idea of secular liberalism in Egypt more broadly. Yet paradoxically, these same figures came to enthusiastically support the coup against Egypt’s first democratically elected president, and to continue that wave of support well into the point at which the new order under Sisi’s rampant illiberal repression – against Muslim Brotherhood supporters and beyond – was made readily apparent.

Briefly, before fully proceeding, we should clarify what we mean here by ‘liberal.’ Here we rely primarily on the benchmark of self-identification, but even then, what is the ‘liberalism’ to which Egyptian figures under consideration subscribe? Broadly speaking, these figures employ the term to refer to a political philosophy more immediately rooted in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe. Incubated in the context of feudalism and the arbitrary abuse of power by clerical authorities, liberalism as articulated by its most luminary figures such as John Locke, Adam Smith, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and others, articulated a worldview in which individual freedom became sacrosanct:

[They] envisioned a new world in which the arbitrary authority of the church and an arrogant aristocracy would cease to exist; a world in which reason and democracy would temper provincial ethnic and religious hatreds between states and races; a world of unfettered freedom, without radical differences in the distribution of wealth, in which an individual might better his lot through hard work and without fear of obstruction by the state.4

The individual thus became central to the liberal worldview, as a subject endowed with inviolable rights, and whose freedoms were to be protected at all costs, be it against the fetters of religious dogmatism or the invasive proclivities of the state apparatus. We will speak more about the history of liberalism as a philosophy in a subsequent section, but for now it should suffice to highlight its most salient attributes, in order to understand how the project reconstituted itself in Egypt, outside the immediately European cultural context in which it was originally conceived.

And in the Egyptian context, it is important to first preface that the liberals who form the basis of this study were not mere armchair intellectuals or fair-weather political activists. Figures of the persuasion we consider here had legitimately paid their dues in the pre-revolutionary context, many having faced serious persecution under Mubarak for their efforts at promoting democracy and the liberal rule of law. The prominent Egyptian journalist Ibrahim Eissa is a case in point: long a thorn in the side of the Mubarak regime, as editor of the opposition newspaper al-Dustour, Eissa was regularly harassed by the Egyptian courts for publishing allegedly subversive commentary – perhaps most famously in 2007, in which his article questioning then president Mubarak’s failing health earned him a year-long prison sentence. Insinuating that the Egyptian president had health problems, the charges against him stipulated, was tantamount to harming national security.5 Similarly, democracy and civil society activist Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim has been no stranger to the travesty of Egyptian justice, having spent several years languishing in Mubarak’s prisons on the dubious charge of defaming Egypt through his advocacy work at the Cairo-based democracy think tank he had founded, the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies.6 The famed Egyptian novelist Alaa al-Aswany and founder of the March 9th Movement for University Independence Dr. Mohammad Abol Ghar also fall into this cadre of liberal reformers: Aswany was a founding member of the Kifaya, Egyptian Movement for Change, protest movement, while Abol Ghar served as a spokesman for the National Association for Change led by Mohamed El Baradei, and following the 2011 revolution co-founded the Social Democratic Party, “what many viewed as the most substantial political party for liberals.”7

During their pre-revolutionary political careers, moreover, these liberal figures were quite nuanced in how they handled their associations with the Muslim Brotherhood. As avowedly secular figures, none was remotely sympathetic to Islamism as a political platform, but their opposition to the discourse of Islamism did not preclude them from accepting the Brotherhood as a reality in Egyptian political life. Ibrahim Eissa is perhaps more contentious than most liberals in this respect, having had a palpably antagonistic relationship with the role of religion in society even in his earlier career. As early as the nineties, Eissa published critiques of religious discourse, both in his expository writing in columns and books, as well as in a series of novels. But even then, as editor of al-Dustour, he allowed Muslim Brotherhood figures the opportunity to publish in his pages, and defended the group against state suppression. Arguing that the Brotherhood was “representative of Egypt’s class and cultural map,” in the immediate aftermath of the 2011 uprising, Eissa celebrated their electoral wins, declaring as recently as October 2011 that “[i]f millions of Egyptian voters were to give the Muslim Brotherhood the majority in the elections...this would be majorly and abundantly beneficial.”8 Thus, as much opprobrium as Eissa may have heaped on Islamism as an ideological discourse, he nonetheless respected the Brotherhood’s role in Egyptian civil society.

Other liberals were even more forthcoming in their defense of the Brotherhood as a legitimate political force. Alaa al-Aswany in his pre-revolutionary writings stressed national unity despite ideological differences with the Brotherhood, reiterating in a column dated August 9, 2009, that it was the Mubarak regime that “has deliberately exaggerated the role and influence of the Muslim Brotherhood for use as a bogeyman against anyone who calls for democracy.”9 Even if the Brotherhood were to win fair elections, he maintained in a November 8, 2009 column, “wouldn’t that be the free choice of Egyptians, which we should respect if we are true democrats?”10 As for Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim, perhaps the defining aspect of his career both as a sociologist and as a democracy activist has been his long-standing commitment to the domestication of the Brotherhood. The quintessential Arab democrat, having refined his ideas on Islamist domestication through time spent with Brotherhood figures while in prison, Ibrahim has consistently maintained that allowing Islamists entry into the democratic process would liberalize their movement in the long term. Shortly after the 2011 revolution, Ibrahim analogized the Brotherhood to the Christian Democrats of Western Europe, arguing that “[t]hey started with more Christianity than democracy 100 years ago. Now they are more democracy than Christianity.”11

Yet once the Muslim Brotherhood successfully entered the political arena, culminating in the election of Mohammad Morsi in June of 2012, these same figures radically shifted gears in their hitherto firm commitment to democratic reform. For all his bravado about considering a Brotherhood win in a fair election “majorly and abundantly beneficial,” Ibrahim Eissa ultimately proved unwilling to abide by his own dictum. His journalistic work now degenerated from cutting-edge dissident commentary to sycophantic pro-military propaganda, Eissa firmly backed the overthrow of Morsi on the paranoid premise that, as he lamented in a conversation with Negar Azimi of the New Yorker, “[w]e don’t want to turn into Iran.”12 Elsewhere, in an interview Eissa expresses no sympathy for protesters who support the Brotherhood – an oblique reference to protesters massacred in Rabaa and al-Nahda squares – stating “[t]here is no such things as rights for terrorists[.]”13

So profound was his descent from being a champion of liberal values to his new persona as a political reactionary, Eissa went as far as to applaud the arrest of the April 6th Youth Movement founder Ahmed Maher, questioning the movement’s patriotism. The very political movement that played a defining role in the overthrow of Mubarak, Eissa now maintains, is so insufficiently loyal to Egypt as to warrant its founder languishing in prison for the next three years. Maher eventually responded, penning a bitter letter from prison to his erstwhile ally and comrade in the revolution: “Addressed to ‘Hima,’ the affectionate nickname activists used to have for Eissa, the letter states: ‘He says that we are wavering, even though our positions are constant and his change every few months. Not only his positions – Eissa’s core values change, his principles and convictions.’”14

Other liberal figures in this vein similarly followed suit. Alaa al-Aswany’s ballyhooed portrayals of then General Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi as “a national hero” were matched only by his disdain for the Brotherhood, as he revealed in conversation with the New Yorker: “They are like a bad version of Don Quixote because they live in history. They believe they were chosen by God to restore the glory of their religion. This type of fascism is very, very dangerous!”15 Not to be outdone in braggadocio on behalf of the counterrevolutionary regime, Mohammad Abol Ghar unreservedly justified this circumvention of the democratic process by invoking alleged corollaries in American history: “‘Would the Americans have been willing to wait four years for Nixon to finish his term?’ Aboul-Ghar asked...‘And remember, Nixon did much less than Morsi did.’”16

And as for Saad Eddin Ibrahim, even the Arab world’s arguably most prominent democrat, who only years earlier had aggressively lobbied on Capitol Hill to convince American lawmakers to force the Mubarak regime to grant political space for the Brotherhood, ultimately capitulated to lend his enthusiastic support to the overthrow of Morsi, going so far as to support then General Sisi’s presidential ambitions. Ibrahim proved wholly unapologetic for this seeming about-face, citing that experience has matured his political thinking: “I have no regrets whatsoever,” said the seventy-five-year-old director of the Ibn Khaldun Center – which has backed democracy since he founded the group in 1988 – of his advocacy for the once powerful Islamist group he now opposes. “My perspective evolved.”17

Interestingly enough, though, in the years following the events of July 2013, several of these same liberal figures have increasingly backtracked from or made concessions to their otherwise stalwart support of the military establishment. In the case of Saad Eddin Ibrahim, it seems that he has had a bona fide change of heart; in an interview in November 2015, Ibrahim adopts a style far more reminiscent of his pre-2013 persona, now urging the Sisi regime to reconcile with the Muslim Brotherhood, emphasizing that “[t]he state should embrace these people one way or another. They are political cadres, and are not ignorant. Conflict with them will exhaust resources and shed the blood of citizens. It threatens us with a civil war and therefore reconciling with the Brotherhood is a must before matters develop into what is worst.”18

Similarly, Alaa al-Aswany has become increasingly critical of the Sisi regime in his writings, to the point that the state has censored both his public seminars in Cairo and his writings in state-run media. Yet Aswany has been more reserved than Ibrahim, maintaining that he continues to support the state’s “fight against terrorism,” with the caveat that this does not justify dictatorship.19 If Aswany’s case is any indication, liberal support for the military apparatus is no guarantee of immunity against that apparatus turning its guns on its very enablers – a fate that has also recently befallen Ibrahim Eissa, who in early January 2016 was under criminal investigation by Egyptian prosecutors for allegedly insulting the judiciary in an article published in the Al-Maqal newspaper he edits.20 Now cognizant of his own vulnerability, even as a stalwart supporter who initially hailed Sisi’s rise as “a day of joy, a day of victory, a day of dignity, a day of pride, the day Egypt and its people were victorious,” Eissa has since begun to more directly challenge his erstwhile hero: “What happened exactly to make our nation turn around with you to the ear of searching consciences, putting minds on trial and imprisoning writers and authors?”21

Still, other liberal figures have been less sanguine, having held firm in their belief that the existential threat posed by the Muslim Brotherhood and by “terrorism,” nebulously defined, necessitates the current regime’s crackdown on Egyptian civil society. On this, Mohammad Abol Ghar is quite forthcoming, declaring in a November 2015 interview that all Egyptians are united behind the state, and that the democratic process can and should allow the Egyptian people the right to curtail rights and freedoms as the national interest dictates:

Democracy means communal participation in decision-making, which is different from talking about ‘rights and freedoms.’ And if democracy is achieved, then the Egyptian masses [have the prerogative to] decide at a certain moment that we cannot grant freedoms one hundred percent in the name of [achieving] the national interest, as circumstances require.22

More recently, in March 2016, Abol Ghar authored a column lamenting the state of the country, in which he goes as far as to accuse Sisi of presiding over a broken political process, and over a police force that cavalierly beats and tortures. But his ire here directed at his former “Redeemer and Savior” is largely economic, decrying the devaluation of the Egyptian pound in contradistinction to the dollar, and Sisi’s recklessness in commissioning large projects (ostensibly referring to the Suez Canal expansion) without having done the due diligence to assess their economic viability.23 While Abol Ghar does offer some interspersed critiques of political repression, the tenor of his missive here suggests that, per his December 2015 article, circumscribing political freedoms would nonetheless still qualify as within the ambit of national interest, were Sisi’s repressive rule to have brought economic prosperity to the country. Only in the face of the threat of economic failure, and the concomitant departure of foreign companies and international credit lines, does Abol Ghar begin to reconsider his commitments to political and intellectual freedom – and by extension, to the core vision undergirding the Egyptian revolution of 2011, and to the principles that he himself articulated in his advocacy for academic freedom through the March 9th Movement for University Independence, and in his work as spokesman for the National Association for Change alongside El Baradei.

What happened, then, to the liberal experiment in Egypt? How could intellectuals and activists so demonstrably committed to the cause of civil society, freedom, and democracy in Egypt – indeed, to the very impulses that inspired the 2011 uprising – come to abandon those commitments? How could the guardians of liberal values in Egypt ultimately embolden the nation’s recidivism into authoritarian rule? Or, put another way, how could liberals in Egypt ultimately give rise to outright illiberal proclivities? It is this question that Egypt and the Contradictions of Liberalism seeks to critically address.

Having said that, doing full justice to the issue of Egypt and the contradictions of liberalism requires a systematic approach that goes beyond the career of this or that contemporary liberal figure. Liberalism in Egypt was and remains part of a deep historical trajectory stretching back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which produced an intellectual and philosophical legacy that continues to inform even the liberals of today. Moreover, the key intellectuals and activists associated with early Egyptian liberalism attempted to cement their political project through the cultivation of liberal institutions, the legacy of which bears direct ramifications for the failures of the contemporary liberal project. Thus, to fully disentangle the illiberal proclivities of modern Egyptian liberalism, we must situate it in the intellectual history of the Egyptian liberal tradition more broadly, and, equally important, with the institutional legacy that tradition produced. It is to this question that we shall now turn.

THE GENEALOGIES OF EGYPTIAN LIBERALISM

In May 2003, two months after officially being cleared by the Egyptian Court of Cassation of all charges against him and subsequently released from prison, Saad Eddin Ibrahim spoke at the National Endowment for Democracy in Washington DC about his experiences under incarceration. Despite having languished in Mubarak’s prisons to the point that his health had been irreparably damaged, Ibrahim delivered a message of optimism, assuring his audience that a democratic Egypt was wholly within the realm of possibility – because Egyptian society had an immanent tradition that articulated precisely the values of freedom and justice on which a democratic order is ultimately based. Referring to the Liberal Age – a term he borrows from the intellectual historian Albert Hourani24 – Ibrahim harkens back to a period of nascent intellectual freedom and prosperity in Egypt stretching from, by his chronology, 1850 until its untimely demise with the rise of Nasser in 1952. Despite its early termination, Ibrahim maintains that the Liberal Age planted the seeds for the cultivation of democratic governance and a robust civil society in Egypt. Reviving this immanent discourse of the Liberal Age, then, is Ibrahim’s solution to the authoritarian impasse facing Egypt:

When we founded the Ibn Khaldun Center and as we guided its work throughout the late 1980s and 1990s, we had the Liberal Age very much in mind. We saw ourselves not as builders from scratch, but as revivers of a great (but not perfect) tradition that had existed not only in our own country but also in Syria, Iraq, Iran, Morocco, and elsewhere. We were and remain determined that this liberal tradition – and the Egyptian Court of Cassation, as witnessed in our legal case, is part of this legacy – will not be forgotten. We believe that if these ideas receive the exposure they deserve, the memory of this tradition and, more importantly, the still-living relevance of its core teachings on rights, freedom, transparency, and justice can play a large role in showing that democracy does indeed have a reasonable chance of putting down roots and growing in the Middle East.25

The Liberal Age began as part of a broader movement known as the Arab Renaissance, or the Nahda, largely in response to European material ascendancy over Muslim lands. Initially, the Nahda gave rise to a form of Islamic liberalism, with figures like Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. 1897) and Muhammad Abduh (d. 1905) seeking to reorient the Islamic tradition to its rationalist roots, thus making Islam more congruent with the needs of the modern world. Islamic liberalism then gave rise to a “humanist liberalism,” built on largely European auspices.26 Many leading early liberals like Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid (d. 1963), Taha Husayn (d. 1973), and others began as students of Abduh on the one hand, and went on to study in Europe on the other hand. For whatever the divergences in their positions, a critical mass of this early generation of Egyptian liberals were formatively shaped by insights they acquired in Europe: Taha Husayn went so far as to insist that “[i]n order to become equal partners in civilization with the Europeans, we must literally and forthrightly do everything that they do.”27 It is under these auspices, having imbibed the tenets of liberal philosophy in Europe, that liberal thinkers in Egypt attempted to forge a new vision for an Egyptian consciousness, as the basis for what became early Egyptian territorial nationalism. It is this vision, moreover, that Ibrahim is seeking to revive as a basis of democratic reform.

Given the centrality of European liberal thought to the Egyptian encounter with liberalism, moreover, it behooves us to briefly consider the experience of liberalism in Western history, in order to do full justice to the Egyptian Liberal Age it helped inspire. Again, liberalism as a political philosophy ultimately ascribed primacy to the individual against the caprices of the arbitrary exercise of power, namely from feudal authorities on the one hand and an overzealous church on the other. Early liberal thinkers thus grounded the political community they envisioned not in some placation to history, myth, or religious dogma, but instead to universal values predicated on reason, that “made certain abstract assumptions about human nature, linked them with the interests that might bring individuals together in a political community, and drew the institutional consequences.”28

For Thomas Hobbes (d. 1679), these liberal universals were articulated through a hypothetical “state of nature” that otherwise sought to wreak havoc on the lives of individuals caught in its crosshairs. As rational actors interested in self-preservation, Hobbes maintained, individuals would willingly surrender autonomy to a powerful sovereign, which would in turn be tasked with ensuring the safety necessary for the individuals under its stewardship, such that they can properly maximize their own liberties unencumbered by the threat of the ongoing anarchy of the state of nature. The sovereign for Hobbes is depersonalized, such that public existence is made wholly distinct from private existence: “The state stands over and apart from the personal interests defining civil society while law becomes external to the individuals who make up the community.”29 The depersonalized state, thus, can serve as an impartial arbiter of grievances and disputes among individuals, who are all (de jure) equal before a liberal rule of law applied uniformly to each constituent of the political community.

The dilemma in Hobbes’s vision was that it gave rise to absolutism; his understanding of sovereignty was so all-encompassing that he opposed the ability of individual liberal subjects to make claims against the state. Put another way, Hobbes’s sovereign was one largely unencumbered by accountability to the individuals under its jurisdiction, so long as it continued to fulfill its perfunctory obligation to guarantee their immediate safety. John Locke (d. 1704) recalibrated the liberal community to ground citizenship not on self-preservation, but on property rights; so long as citizenship was based on property, he surmised, individuals as rational actors would largely go about their business, and through self-interest would maximize their own liberties. The state’s sovereignty, then, would be circumscribed, engaging only in central administration while leaving private interests governed by civil society otherwise unhindered.

Moreover, Locke saw the sovereign as accountable to the governed, through an emphasis on constitutionalism and legislature clearly delineating equality under the law and formal recognition of reciprocity. The liberal rule of law, as envisioned by Locke, was not a tool of constraint, but one operating in the preservation of freedom, which “anchors the particular, protects the exercise of ‘difference,’ rather than serves as the justification for squashing it.”30 This concern with the protection of difference is perhaps most palpable in Locke’s famous Letter on Toleration (1690), in which he emphasizes religious tolerance as the only prudent option available in light of sectarianism produced by the Protestant Reformation on the one hand, and the dogmatism of the Catholic Church on the other.

The liberal vision, as articulated by its key theorists such as Locke, was predicated on “the moral responsibility of the individual for his or her fate, the radical implications of the division between church and state, and the insistence that the grievances of the weak and exploited demand the institutional possibility of redress.”31 That said, the blueprint for this formula was certainly recalibrated with each passing generation of liberal theorists – T. H. Green (d. 1882), in contradistinction to figures like Locke, saw a role for state intervention in the advancement of liberty, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (d. 1778) grounded citizenship not in property rights but on what he termed the “general will,” to name a few tangents on which the liberal vision has traversed. But these broader commitments, to the advancement of the liberty of the individual, to an articulation of state sovereignty specifically as a means of preserving individual liberty, and to the rule of law, have continued to play a formative role in the liberal worldview. And it is precisely these commitments, as Saad Eddin Ibrahim articulates, that helped inform the Liberal Age in Egypt.

Two of Ibrahim’s observations here prove especially salient. First, the Liberal Age left behind an inheritance of ideas, replete with “core teachings on rights, freedom, transparency, and justice.” Perhaps most central to that intellectual legacy, for our purposes, was a commitment to secularism. Keeping in mind the centrality of the separation of religion and the state in the European liberal worldview – owing in large part to the environment of religious sectarianism in which figures like John Locke immediately found themselves – it makes perfect sense that Egyptian figures deeply informed by European liberal thought would adopt a similar attitude toward religion. Thus, relying on antecedents in European liberal philosophy, major figures of the early Liberal Age largely rejected religion as a legitimate basis of political action. Figures like Lutfi al-Sayyid were quite obstinate in this respect, explicitly seeking to delink the Egyptian nationalist movement from the Arab and Islamic intellectual heritage altogether; this militant strand of secularism in early Egyptian liberal thought ultimately coalesced in the revival of Pharaonism as the basis of Egyptian territorial nationalism – which also served as a basis of situating Egypt as a legitimate heir to Western civilization, given ancient Egypt’s connections to the Hellenic world.32

Having said that, this rigid commitment to secularism should not be viewed as a purely uninterrupted linear development in Egyptian liberalism. Indeed, as much as figures like Lutfi al-Sayyid wholly excised religion from their political project, contemporaneous Egyptian figures associated with the Liberal Age like Qasim Amin (d. 1908), Huda Sha‘rawi (d. 1947), Saad Zaghlul (d. 1927), and others attempted to articulate campaigns of some kind of liberal reform, while giving at least a perfunctory acknowledgment to Egypt’s Arab and Islamic heritage. Others conceived their political projects under explicitly secular auspices, to later incorporate Islamic themes (Islamiyyat) into their writings – most famously Muhammad Husayn Haykal (d. 1956).33 Moreover, subsequent generations of liberals proved more ambitious than their predecessors in this respect, with liberals of the generation following 1967 having been willing to actively engage rather than cavalierly elide the Arab-Islamic heritage (turath): “In contrast to the earlier liberal writers, their defiant discourse sought the deconstruction of Islamic tradition and the establishment of a dynamic civic polity by focusing explicitly on the core of Muslim consciousness – the Qur’an – and transforming it from a divine and legal text into a more historical text.”34

Suffice to say, rather than constituting a narrow linear trajectory, Egyptian liberalism’s relationship with religion has evolved with each passing generation. Nonetheless, liberalism in Egypt from its early antecedents to the present has remained largely committed to some understanding of secularism – which by extension deeply informs liberal antagonism toward Islamism and the Muslim Brotherhood. To be fair, some of these fears were well founded, as liberal figures did indeed find themselves caught in Islamist crosshairs throughout modern Egyptian history – the murder of Egyptian secularist Farag Foda in 1992 by members of al-Gama‘aa al-Islamiyya would be a case in point. But what is especially germane for our purposes in this discussion is that the early Liberal Age’s commitments to wholly excising religion from public life continued to play a palpable role in informing the acrimonious relationship contemporary liberal figures in Egypt have tended to have with Islamists – even despite scions of the broader European liberal tradition such as Locke emphasizing the protection of difference through religious tolerance.

The second of Ibrahim’s insights here that prove formative to our analysis is the centrality of institutions as part of the legacy of the Liberal Age. Much like John Locke and other European liberals who stressed constitutionalism and a transparent legislative process, Ibrahim recognizes the necessity to ground Egyptian liberalism in tangible institutional structures and processes. He refers to the Egyptian Court of Cassation, which ultimately granted him his freedom, as emblematic of the liberal tradition. That court was part of a broader attempt by early liberals to indigenize their liberal project through a palpable institutional presence, central to which is an independent liberal judiciary. Similarly, the Liberal Age witnessed the establishment of liberal political parties, most notably Lutfi al-Sayyid’s Umma Party in 1907, the leadership of which went on to form the Wafd Party in 1919.

Moreover, in addition to investing in structures of the state, early liberal figures were central to the cultivation of an Egyptian civil society, through which the tensions between state and society could ultimately be self-regulating. Education, in particular, was considered central to the liberal project, not only as a means of discursive instruction but also “a vital part in teaching the civic virtues and creating the conditions in which a democratic government can exist.”35 Recognizing the potential of the Egyptian educational system as a locus by which the liberal project can permeate Egyptian society, Taha Husayn and Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid worked assiduously in education reform, to the extent that both men ultimately served as Ministers of Education. Education aside, the media was a central outlet for the cultivation of civil society during the Liberal Age. The Egyptian press in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed one of its most creative periods, with the establishment of Al-Ahram (1876), al-Muqattam (1889), al-Muqtataf (1884), and others. In particular, the Umma Party’s newspaper Al-Jarida, under the leadership of Lutfi al-Sayyid, was perhaps the most formative organ for molding the first generation of early liberal thinkers, to the extent that he would be affectionately referred to as the ustadh al-jil, or teacher of the generation.

Additionally, liberal thought became institutionalized through think tanks and non-governmental organizations advocating liberal policy reform. The Society of National Renaissance (Jama‘at al-Nahda al-Qawmiyya) – founded in part by Lutfi al-Sayyid – was a case in point, particularly through the person of Merrit Butrus Ghali (d. 1991), whose key text The Policy of Tomorrow formed the basis of the Society’s program of liberal political and agrarian reform.36 Moreover, the Society came to have a considerable impact on Egyptian liberal journalism; under the editorship of Zaki Abd al-Qadir, its monthly publication al-Fusul would serve as the clearinghouse for the next generation of prominent liberal journalists, who would later acquire fame as leading opinion makers in Ruz al-Yusuf – a journal that under the leadership of Ihsan Abd al-Quddus (d. 1991) “became one of the strongest forces for liberal and socialist reform in the 1950s.”37

And this institutional legacy continued to have an impact on subsequent generations of Egyptian liberals, to the present. Indeed, it is no accident that Ibrahim Eissa began his career in the nineties at Ruz al-Yusuf, even decades following its establishment considered “one of the country’s oldest, most prestigious papers at the time, known as a school for liberal intellectuals and artists.”38 As for the legacy of liberal think tanks and NGOs, Saad Eddin Ibrahim’s Ibn Khaldun Center for Development Studies is modeled on precisely these auspices laid out by earlier generations of liberal thinkers. And with respect to education, Mohammad Abol Ghar founded his March 9th Movement for University Independence with the Liberal Age quite literally in mind, having selected the namesake precisely to coincide with the date in 1932 in which Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid resigned from his post as rector of the Egyptian University (since renamed Cairo University) in protest at the Wafdist Ministry of Education censorial decree to remove Taha Husayn as Dean of Arts.39 Much like Husayn before him, who viewed the university in particular as a forum that must remain wholly independent in order to cultivate a fully autonomous intellectual community,40 Abol Ghar’s initiative was designed specifically “to defend academic freedom and to protect universities from the intervention of state security agencies, as well as academic corruption and discrimination.”41 His decision to co-found the Social Democratic Party following the 2011 revolution, moreover, is a further testament to the institutional legacy of the early Liberal Age on contemporary liberals.

Addressing the failures of the contemporary liberal project in Egypt, then, necessitates being acutely aware of both the intellectual and the institutional legacy of the early Liberal Age from which it derives. Put another way, addressing the contradictions of liberalism in Egypt requires that we take into account the distinctly Egyptian institutional, social, and intellectual context in which the liberal experiment operates. We have arranged the volume accordingly.

STRUCTURE OF THE ARGUMENT

We begin the book with Section I, which deals with the issue of liberalism and the Egyptian state. Chapter 2 by Dalia Fahmy addresses the structural illiberalism of Egyptian party politics, as evidenced most recently by the fecklessness of the new spate of liberal and leftist parties to emerge following 2011 as robust opposition blocs to counter the praetorian state. Mohammad Abol Ghar’s Social Democratic Party, and its failure to make any meaningful electoral gains, would be a case in point of this phenomenon.

Similarly, Chapter 3 by Hesham Sallam deals with the issue of structural constraints from the perspective of socialist-leaning leftist currents in Egypt, and how the institutional legacies of the Nasser and Sadat eras have come to bear on how those movements engage with Islamist currents. State interventions during the 1960s and 70s, Sallam maintains, created an asymmetrical playing field between leftist and Islamist currents that ultimately made credible pact-making between the two highly tenuous at best; the willingness of leftist and liberal actors in endorsing the military ouster of Morsi in 2013, then, is a testament to the enduring character of that legacy. Finally, Sahar Aziz continues this thread, and closes this section, in Chapter 4 by emphasizing the structural illiberalism of the Egyptian judiciary and its role in circumventing revolutionary changes to governance following the January 25, 2011 uprising. Particularly during the last decade of Mubarak’s rule, the Egyptian judiciary was increasingly disentangled from its nineteenth-century liberal roots; this deliberalization of the judiciary ultimately gave rise to a court-centered counterrevolution, which began the very day Hosni Mubarak stepped down on February 11, 2011.

Section II continues to analyze liberalism from an institutional perspective, but shifts gears to address civil society. In Chapter 5, Ann Lesch analyzes the difficulties facing the NGO community in the context of the authoritarian state’s effort to monopolize the religious and moral spheres and control public space. NGOs are viewed with suspicion, along with the press, social media, universities, independent trade unions, and independent political movements. Despite the severe crackdown, courageous human rights groups seek to defend citizens’ rights and press to implement constitutionally guaranteed freedoms.42 In Chapter 6, Mohamad Elmasry addresses civil society through the prism of the media. The illiberal turn of Ibrahim Eissa, for instance, is not an entirely isolated phenomenon, but is indicative of the Egyptian media’s broader failure as a truly liberal institution. Analyzing the trajectory of the Egyptian media and political discourse in the lead up to and aftermath of July 3, 2013, Elmasry argues that the Egyptian press constructed a hegemonic discourse of the Muslim Brotherhood and of then President Mohammad Morsi as not simply incompetent but as a sinister and existential threat to the wholesomeness of Egyptian society. This hysterical caricature, Elmasry submits, provided the necessarily ammunition for public support not only of the coup, but also of the violent elimination of the Muslim Brotherhood from public and private life post-coup.

Finally, in Chapter 7, Abdel-Fattah Mady closes this section on liberalism and civil society, by investigating the role of the Egyptian student movement as a purveyor of progressive political change, from the early twentieth century to the present. Given the emphasis by liberal figures from Taha Husayn to Mohammad Abol Ghar most recently on the centrality of the role of education to disseminate liberal values – and by extension on the preservation of university independence under those auspices – it is unsurprising that university activism has played such a demonstrable role as a site of civic debate and protest. In examining university activism from its auspices to the current crackdown on student movements under the rule of Sisi, Mady concludes with implications for the future role of student activism in the preservation of civil society, and the cultivation of bona fide democratic alternatives in Egyptian political and civic life.

Now moving on from an institutional to an ideological analysis of the liberal project, Section III shifts gears by considering the place of religion, and by extension of secularism, in the liberal imagination. In Chapter 8, Khaled Abou El Fadl addresses the role of secularized intelligentsia in Egypt as a self-appointed avant garde tasked with leading their society toward progress and away from cultural backwardness and reactionary religious sentiment. Armed with a distinctly Western epistemological framework, the secular intelligentsia from the colonial period onward has relied excessively on the repressive apparatus of the praetorian state to maintain its privileged status in Egyptian society on the one hand, and to stave off the putative threat of Islamism on the other. Its support of the 2013 coup, Abou El Fadl argues, is yet the latest manifestation of that paradigm in action.

Building on this theme, Ahmed Abdel Meguid and Daanish Faruqi argue in Chapter 9 that Egyptian liberals, for all their claims to be diametrically opposed to the Islamist project on the basis of secular ideals, nonetheless coalesce with their very adversaries on one fundamental basis: both a distinct current of the Egyptian liberal project on the one hand, and of the Muslim Brotherhood experiment on the other hand, ground the polities they envision in an all-encompassing inviolable sovereign conception of the state, that becomes the sole and ultimate arbiter of the Egyptian social contract. This ideological statist posturing is paradoxical, moreover, both to liberalism’s ostensible emphasis on individual liberties and personal autonomy, as well as the largely decentralized model of governance typical of medieval Islamic society. Ultimately, Abdel Meguid and Faruqi argue, the chauvinism of the Muslim Brotherhood while in office, as well as the intransigence of Egyptian liberals in giving rise to a military-led counterrevolution and the consequent abortion of the democratic experiment in Egypt, directly result from the ideological statism embedded in both political projects.

In Section IV, we end the volume with analyses of Egyptian liberals in comparative perspective in the aftermath of the events of 2013. In Chapter 10, Emran El-Badawi juxtaposes the career of famed Egyptian literary critic Gaber Asfour against that of exiled Syrian liberal academic Burhan Ghalioun, and the role both played as secular liberal intellectuals and political activists in the Arab Spring uprisings in their respective nations. In detailing Asfour’s having succumbed to being coopted by the military autocracy, and Ghalioun opting for overseas mobilization as the first chair of the Syrian National Council (SNC) –only for its lack of strategy and internal fractiousness to necessitate his resignation – El-Badawi attempts to articulate the limitations of Arab liberalism, “the seeds of which were sown by their literati ancestors two centuries ago.”

In Chapter 11, Joel Gordon continues with another comparative analysis, this time juxtaposing Egyptian satirist Bassem Youssef with novelist and activist Alaa al-Aswany. Attempting to situate contemporary Egyptian liberal thought into a broader historical trajectory, Gordon puts both figures in conversation with Western orientalist readings of early twentieth-century Egyptian liberalism, which described efforts by early liberals like Taha Husayn and Muhammad Husayn Haykal to incorporate religious themes and Islamic history (Islamiyyat) into their liberal project as indicative of an insidious “crisis of orientation”43 – a rigid secular-religious binary that was thoroughly criticized by later generations of scholars. As evidenced by the work of Youssef and Aswany, Gordon argues for an emergence of a new “crisis of orientation,” in which leading liberal voices in Egypt have seemingly embraced this very binary of secular progress versus religious reaction, while playing a major role in the divisive politics that characterized politics in the period of the January 2011 uprising and the July 2013 ouster of Mohammad Morsi. This new crisis in turn led many secular liberals, facing the alleged threat of ‘Brotherhoodization’ to a reactionary embrace of the ancien régime.

We close this section with a unique vista into the Egyptian liberal predicament, by one of its most luminary representatives.44 Alongside Hossam Bahgat, Amr Hamzawy has the honor of having been deemed one of “the only [two] true liberals in Egypt” by Steven Cook of the Council on Foreign Relations.45 Indeed, he has earned the distinction, as perhaps the only prominent liberal in Egypt to condemn the military ouster of Morsi and the subsequent crackdown of civil society, going so far as having “called the celebration of the military takeover ‘fascism under the false pretense of democracy and liberalism.’”46 Previously subjected to a travel ban for his outspoken criticism of the military regime, Hamzawy has since left Egypt altogether, now serving as a visiting scholar at the Center on Democracy, Development, and the Rule of Law at Stanford University.

In Chapter 12, Hamzawy diagnoses Egyptian liberals as having internalized a series of anti-democratic deceptions that in turn emboldened them to support the military incursion into the democratic process. From sequentialism, the idea that democracy requires a series of incremental prerequisites, to the nebulous notion of national necessity, to the subordination of society and citizens to the state, these anti-democratic deceptions by Egypt’s liberals in turn made it feasible for the return of a military strongman to terminate Egypt’s short-lived democratic experiment.

Finally, we bring the volume to a close with an equally illuminating insider account of the liberal predicament in Egypt. A professor of political science at the American University in Cairo and a staunch opponent of the July 3, 2013 military coup, Emad El-Din Shahin’s role as one of Egypt’s public intellectuals was tragically compromised by a politically motivated case brought against him in January 2014. Accused of espionage, of leading and offering material support to an illegal organization, and of harming national unity, among a litany of equally dubious charges, Shahin was tried in absentia and was summarily sentenced to death in May 2015. Shahin has since sought academic exile in the United States, and is presently serving as the Hasib Sabbagh Distinguished Visiting Chair of Arabic and Islamic Studies at Georgetown University.

In his conclusion, Shahin takes stock of the totality of critiques of Egyptian liberalism articulated throughout this volume, and tries to offer a series of proposals on how liberalism can overcome its present impasse. Rather than cynically dismissing Egyptian liberalism as an abject failure, he insists that Egypt needs a robust liberalism with long-term viability. Cultivating that viability, though, will require that liberals in Egypt reconstitute their project in a way that does sufficient justice to Egyptian social and cultural identity, and that overcomes its elitist and authoritarian proclivities. While Shahin cautions that ignoring these imperatives will ensure that liberals will continue to fail miserably in electoral politics, he ends with the optimistic reminder that resuscitating liberalism in Egypt remains within reach.

CONCLUSION: IS LIBERALISM CONTRADICTORY?

As this is a volume dedicated to exploring illiberal currents among Egyptian liberals, we must at least briefly pause to consider whether this is a phenomenon that has valence beyond Egypt proper. Which is to say, are these contradictory tendencies better ascribed to liberalism as a philosophical and political doctrine more broadly? Indeed, a fair amount of ink has been spilled on the very issue of illiberalism within the liberal paradigm – particularly as it pertains to empire. After all, liberal ideas as they emerged in the West “did not seem particularly liberal to the peoples subjugated by British, French, and American imperialism in the 18th and 19th centuries.”47 How, then, does one reconcile the fact that key liberal figures like John Stuart Mill, Alexis De Tocqueville, and others, for all their placations of individual freedoms and the liberal rule of law, were also enthusiastic supporters of the imperial projects their nations were spearheading?

Perhaps most famously, Uday Mehta’s thesis proposes that this tension is not a contradiction at all, but that imperialism in fact was a necessary byproduct of liberal assumptions about reason and historical progress – assumptions that could not help but lead to views of non-Western milieus like India – or Egypt, as the case may be – as backward and in need of imperial stewardship to properly liberalize.48 Others like Pankaj Mishra have gone further, arguing that “contradictions and elisions haunted the rhetoric of liberalism from the beginning,” and that those contradictions go beyond the contours of the imperial project. Referring to the Cold War period, Mishra notes that many of the same Western liberals who promoted a liberal market economy and equal rights as the formula for prosperity nonetheless benefited from long-established histories of economic protectionism and pervasive racism in their own nations. A deeply illiberal anti-communism, Mishra continues, eventually reincarnated itself as neo-liberalism, replete with the economic havoc it wreaked on the Global South. These contradictions are not accidental, Mishra maintains, but are necessarily outcomes of the anachronistic assumptions of the liberal project, “derived from a sanguine 19th century philosophy of history and progress” that has no space for the non-West.49

This literature indeed has implications for the liberal project in Egypt. If, in fact, liberalism is doctrinally incapable of dealing with cultural difference, then its putative failure in a non-Western context like Egypt may not be altogether surprising. But to play devil’s advocate, this body of literature has been met with some serious pushback. Works like Jennifer Pitts’s thesis argue that, while mid-nineteenth-century liberal thinkers certainly did support the conquest of non-European peoples, this posturing was actually a departure from the liberal tradition as articulated by the late eighteenth-century thinkers figures such as Mill and Tocqueville saw as their intellectual ancestors.50 Sankar Muthu goes further by articulating how an array of European political thinkers in the late eighteenth century such as Denis Diderot, Immanuel Kant, and others – themselves prominent figures in the liberal canon – attacked the very foundations of the imperial project as manifestly unjust. Committed to an understanding of human beings as necessarily diverse cultural agents, Muthu maintains, these thinkers cultivated a political project that allowed non-European peoples the autonomy to order and arrange their own societal milieus.51

Suffice to say, against the backdrop of two radically competing appraisals, the scholarly literature gives us no clear answer as to where liberalism’s track record ultimately lies. But that should not deter us, because ultimately this volume is not the appropriate forum to make a definitive ontological claim about liberalism as a political philosophy in the first place – at least with finality. Insofar as this is a study of Egypt and the Contradictions of Liberalism, taking liberalism to task tout court would be far too ambitious for the purposes of this exercise. That said, investigating the historiography of European liberalism does allow us to conclude comfortably that the liberal project in its outcomes was beset with contradictions, irrespective of whether or not those contradictions are inherent to the ontological claims of liberal philosophy as such. Even outside the imperial context, within the European metropole these contradictions have continued to beset the revolutionary claims of the liberal project.

After all, liberalism was once a bona fide revolutionary phenomenon, having been central to the revolutions of 1848 throughout Europe, in which liberal bourgeoisie confronted counterrevolutionary efforts by aristocratic supporters of the Restoration. Thus, liberals were key to the preservation of the values embodied in the French Revolution. But when working people sought to radicalize the demands for a democratic republic with a concomitant demand to mitigate the inequities of the market, aristocratic liberals backtracked – paradoxically enough – to support the counterrevolution: “Especially with the rise of a mass-based social democratic labor movement, which sought universal suffrage and thereby threatened private property, liberals realigned themselves with the aristocratic enemies of the original revolution and helped repress the new uprisings. Their own political power was crushed, but the market was saved.” It is in this sense that, despite liberalism’s revolutionary ambitions, “[b]y the second half of the nineteenth century, especially in Europe, liberalism had become the ideology of the bourgeois gentleman.”52

Is the experience of Europe in 1848 an ominous sign of things to come in Egypt? Should the capitulation by Egyptian liberals in the aftermath of the events of July 3, 2013 be read as indicative of an abandonment by Egyptian liberalism of its revolutionary ambitions, and its domestication into the ideology of the bourgeois Egyptian gentleman? Not necessarily. Indeed, the European experience was one of a vacillation between revolution and counterrevolution, in which the immediate aftermath of mass revolts said very little about the legacies those upheavals would ultimately leave behind. While the security state under Sisi may appear to have the upper hand in Egypt as of this writing, the story of the Egyptian revolution of 2011 remains a work in progress. Irrespective of the ground lost to the ideals of that initial uprising since the return of military rule in 2013, dissensions in Egyptian society run as deep now as, if not deeper than, before the events of 2011 – as evidenced perhaps most recently by mass protests throughout the nation following the Sisi administration’s decision to grant territorial control of Tiran and Sanafir, strategically important islands off Egypt’s Red Sea coast, to Saudi Arabia in April of 2016.53 Remaining faithful to a longue durée approach to history, in which long-term historical structures play a more palpable role in the ebb and flow of history than individual events themselves, we can and should view the Egyptian revolution as an unfinished project that can just as easily culminate in the fulfillment of the ideals of freedom and dignity that sparked the initial protests in January of 2011 as to their abandonment.

Similarly, the story of liberalism in Egypt remains an unfinished project, one that can just as conceivably be elevated into an emancipatory political force as it could be domesticated into a desiccated relic of Egyptian elites. Which is to say, the contradictions of liberalism in Egypt are not necessarily binding, and with sufficient wherewithal from those who carry its banner the liberal project in Egypt can indeed be reconstituted to overcome its present impasse. Whether that will in fact transpire remains to be seen. But as we shall demonstrate in the pages that follow, discerning the ultimate fate of Egyptian liberalism requires taking ample stock in the specific contours of the liberal project in its Egyptian context – historically, institutionally, and culturally. And in so doing, we can credibly end by saying that the fate of the liberal experiment in Egypt will wholly depend on the extent to which Egyptian liberals are willing to articulate their political project in a way that does sufficient justice to the immanent social and cultural realities of Egyptian culture and society. If Egypt and the Contradictions of Liberalism is to offer only one formative lasting critique, it is that the contradictions of the liberal experiment in Egypt can only be overcome by realigning the project to speak to the needs of the Egyptian people in a cultural, social – and yes, religious – idiom that they find congruent.

It would thus be fitting to end this chapter with a bezel of wisdom from the late Pakistani-American intellectual activist Eqbal Ahmad, whose astute analyses of the politics of the Muslim world have proven increasingly timely with each year since his death in 1999.54 Indeed, in his study of Islam, Secularism, and Liberal Democracy, Nader Hashemi relies on the same sage advice as an interpretative lens to the “Muslim political drama” as it comes to fruition: “As the late Eqbal Ahmad once observed, a primary lesson to be learned from the European experience of political modernization that is relevant to a Muslim context is that ‘no significant political change occurs unless the new form is congruent with the old. It is only when a transplant is congenial to a soil that it works.’”55 Ultimately, then, if liberalism in Egypt is to overcome its contradictions, the onus is on Egyptian liberals to reconfigure their project such that it becomes congenial to Egyptian soil. We can only hope they will take that necessary initiative.
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Egypt’s structural illiberalism

How a weak party system undermines participatory politics

DALIA F. FAHMY

Strong and robust political parties are key tools for ensuring state political development. In granting a structure to political participation, its organization, and its expansion, political parties help ensure the overall stability of a liberal democratic state.1 Regrettably, however, this is not the case in Egypt, where weak institutions have considerably hampered democratic consolidation. In particular, the Egyptian legislative assembly, as the site for the cultivation of laws regulating political party formation, has proven complicit in outright enfeebling Egyptian political institutions rather than emboldening them. Rather than being an outlet for civilian voices, political parties in Egypt instead remain deeply circumscribed, and ultimately ineffectual. Put another way, despite the key role of a multiparty system in the preservation of a liberal democratic political order, the dysfunctional nature of party politics in Egypt has instead promoted an illiberal political order, enshrined and perpetuated at a systemic level. This chapter thus analyzes the structural illiberalism of Egyptian politics, by paying close attention to the weakness of the Egyptian political party system. In so doing, it will elucidate how the failure of political mobilization in Egypt to make significant gains is largely grounded in the systemic failure of party politics as a mouthpiece for the political aspirations of the Egyptian masses.

THE PARTY SYSTEM IN EGYPT

Throughout its modern history, Egypt has proven largely incapable of providing a meaningful outlet to political opposition. Since the overthrow of the monarchy in 1952 by Gamal Abdel Nasser (d. 1970) and the Free Officers Movement, the Egyptian state was ushered in as a secular nationalist republic. Yet despite the demands on a bona fide republican government to vest power in the governed through elected representatives, the Egyptian republic from its inception gave rise to a series of structural conditions that both undermined and circumscribed political contestation.

The first such juncture dovetailed with the rise of Nasser, and the subsequent transformation of Egypt from a monarchy to a revolutionary government. To fulfill the ambitions of the revolution he inaugurated, Nasser decided it was necessary to disband all political parties by executive decree, both to undermine the stronghold of the old elites and to eliminate any vestiges of political opposition to his movement.2 Accordingly, in 1957 Nasser established the National Union (Al-Ittihad al-Qawmi, or NU), a political organization tasked with mobilizing the Egyptian masses without allowing for the creation of an opposition. Adopting a Communist party model, Nasser’s NU was a hierarchical organization in which authority and political directives would be administered in a top-down fashion.3 Through the NU, Nasser was able to consolidate both his political and institutional influence, resulting in hegemonic control of the body politic while structurally eliminating potential opposition.

In 1962, Nasser reconstituted the NU, a non-party political organization, into the Arab Socialist Union (ASU), as the country’s sole political party. Established in large part as an attempt to unify the country after Egypt’s short-lived political union with Syria (the United Arab Republic, or UAR) had prematurely collapsed. However, owing to its being a product of Nasser’s top-down model of political hegemony, the ASU proved unable to effectively mobilize the Egyptian masses into party politics. Seeking to control the masses rather than incorporate them in the political process, the ASU could not galvanize Egyptians to meaningfully engage in participatory politics.

The second major political juncture transpired under the administration of President Anwar Sadat (d. 1981). Having been appointed general secretary of the NU under Nasser, Sadat was no doubt well vested in its successor organization the ASU by the time he assumed the presidency. However, in contradistinction to his predecessor, Sadat quickly distanced himself from the staunch socialist roots that had undergirded the ASU, embarking instead on a policy of open-door economic liberalization (al-Infitah).4 To consolidate his own power, Sadat granted the Egyptian parliament stewardship over the organization, which carried the dual benefit of emphasizing his commitment to liberal reform, while simultaneously undermining the effectiveness of the ASU as a putative rival. The ASU subsequently gave rise to three competing political platforms – left, center, and right – which by 1978 were established as bona fide independent political parties, leading to the disbanding of the ASU.5 Only one of these parties, however, maintained significant currency in Egyptian political life. The National Democratic Party (NDP), the party formed of the centrist wing of the ASU, emerged as disproportionately the most powerful of the three newly established political parties. Moreover, under Sadat, the NDP protected the interests of the elites who benefited from his open-door economic policy, to the detriment of the Egyptian masses that had been politically marginalized for a generation. Thus, participatory politics under Sadat remained deeply underdeveloped.

President Sadat’s assassination in 1981, and his succession by President Hosni Mubarak, gave rise to the third major juncture in Egyptian party politics. Upon assuming power, Mubarak took stewardship of the NDP, but quickly removed Sadat loyalists from its apparatus – particularly those connected to rampant corruption associated with Sadat’s open-door economic liberalization policy, which flooded the Egyptian market with foreign goods and opportunities for crony capitalism. Replacing them with his own clients, Mubarak went as far as promoting several Nasserites as a counterbalance against Sadat-era elites. In so doing, he was able to ensure the continuation of the NDP as an “enclave of bourgeois exclusivity.”6 Under this political juncture during the Mubarak administration, moreover, the NDP became a de facto single party in a system that was only multiparty by formality, in which the licensing of new parties became tightly controlled and circumscribed. This stymied environment of party politics continued unabated until the January 25, 2011 revolution.

This brief history of Egyptian political party structures, and their transformation across three different trajectories, demonstrates one consistency: Egyptian party politics have ultimately failed by the system’s very design. From its auspices under Nasser, to its developments under Sadat and then Mubarak, the party system has repeatedly circumscribed genuine democratic participation from the Egyptian masses. Put another way, despite the purported role of political parties in institutionally cementing a liberal political order, in Egypt the party system was structurally predisposed to enshrine an illiberal body politic.

ELECTIONS IN EGYPT AND WHY THEY MATTER

Democratic theory overwhelmingly maintains that political parties are the primary fulcrum of substantive democracy.7 Strong sustainable democracy, the preponderance of literature finds, is wholly dependent on well-functioning political parties that articulate the diverse interests of a body politic, effectively recruit representative candidates, and develop competing policy proposals that provide the electorate with robust political options.8 In fact, according to democratic theorist Robert Dahl, political parties are central to the cementing of democratization, or democratic consolidation: under a full polyarchy – a term Dahl uses to refer to a political system characterized by rule by a small group of competing elites, themselves elected into their roles by mass participation – democratic consolidation is recognized after two consecutive elections take place.9

At face value, this should bode well for Egypt, which held its first recorded parliamentary elections in November 1866, and its first multiparty elections in 1976.10 Since then, eight parliamentary elections have been held: 1979, 1984, 1987, 1990, 1995, 2000, 2005, and most recently in 2010. Yet despite the semblance of regular and consecutive elections, Egyptian elections have proven far from truly free, fair, or competitive. And while competing political parties and groups do carry a range of ideological orientations, from secular liberals and leftist socialists to Islamists, ultimate control of the Egyptian parliament has remained firmly in the hands of the ruling NDP. Furthermore, the NDP-controlled parliament has effectively functioned as a rubber stamp to the executive branch, which is able to utilize state bureaucracy and security organs to implement its narrow political agenda.11 Accordingly, while the preponderance of regular elections in Egypt at the surface level portends Egypt’s transformation into a full polyarchy, the superficiality of those elections reveals a considerable deficit in democratic consolidation.

In fact, the deficit of bona fide democratic consolidation in Egypt speaks to an equally pressing phenomenon: democratic decay. As Levine and Crisp point out, “hard-won stability can be put in jeopardy by rapid social change, institutional rigidity, and organizational complacency.”12 And when considering the onerous constraints under which opposition parties in Egypt operate – working against the backdrop of the pendulum swing of democratic consolidation, through formal yet wholly superficial elections and institutions – that potential for democratic decay becomes altogether apparent. For these political institutions do not perform the same function in an authoritarian context as they would under a bona fide democracy. The primary aim of political institutions under an authoritarian regime is to ensure that state–society relations “can be controlled, where demands can be revealed without appearing as acts of resistance, where issues can be hammered out without undue public scrutiny, and where resulting agreements can be addressed in a legitimate forum and publicized as such.”13 Accordingly, the function of such institutions under authoritarian regimes is not to check the authority of the executive, but is rather to control society at large by circumscribing formal avenues of participation.

In this respect, political participation in formal institutions gives rise to greater social control, through a limited space of contentious politics in a controlled environment. By their very design, political institutions are meant to encourage some degree of mass participation, yet paradoxically, such institutions in an authoritarian context aim to coopt dissenting voices by domesticating them into the establishment, by repressing them, or by haphazardly changing institutional arrangements. Why, then, would regime opponents willingly engage the formal political arena?

Typically, regime opponents in authoritarian political systems enter into politics to “inflict costs on their leaders for failing to uphold their...commitments.”14 But in the case of Egypt, there is an additional motivation for oppositional figures to enter the formal political arena: in so doing, not only can oppositional movements demand greater accountability from the regime, but they also can utilize the formal structures of the state to increase their own visibility and legitimacy to the public, and ensure their future institutional access. And in the case of the Muslim Brotherhood, as we shall see shortly, this desire for public legitimacy proves especially palpable.

Moreover, much of the literature on institutions under authoritarian regimes is rather dismissive, seeing institutions like the parliament as forums that do little more than distribute rents or as irrelevant in terms of making policy concessions.15 When institutions are seen as insignificant, or little more than rubber stamps of the regime that stewards them, their inner workings are largely elided. However, as the activity of the Muslim Brotherhood within state institutions has shown over the past decade, paying close attention to the inner workings of state institutions under authoritarian regimes is essential to understanding political participation under such regimes. In particular, looking at cooperation, strategies, and compromises made within institutions like the parliament highlights the conditions that may lead to future cooperation within authoritarian regimes. Thus, the parliament can emerge as a site of political contestation. It is to that question that we shall next turn.

THE PARLIAMENT AS A SITE OF CONTESTATION

Parliaments and parliamentary elections are essential not only as perfunctory components of government, as they are “essential for the formulation of national policies,” but also because they constitute the very space through which national policy is ostensibly benchmarked against the national interest.16 Maye Kassem problematizes this assumption by claiming that parliaments serve the regime in power by essentially serving as a mechanism of social control.17 But even then, parliaments are increasingly becoming the preferred site by which political opposition groups seek to launch their challenge to the standing regime. Baaklini, Denoeux, and Springborg identify the characteristics of contentious relations between regime and opposition in Egypt thus: “The first is that access to parliament is the principal point of contention between government and opposition...[and] presidential legitimacy is largely a function of the representation of the opposition within the legislature: the fewer opposition MPs in Parliament, the lower the level of presidential legitimacy.”18
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