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  NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION




  Transliteration of Arabic names and terms follows the system adopted by the International Journal of Middle East Studies; however initial `ayans have been omitted

  to make the text more reader-friendly to non-specialists. Wherever possible, common popular spellings have been adopted for individuals – like Nasser – who are well-known. In keeping

  with colloquial Egyptian pronunciation, the more formal Arabic j has been replaced with the Egyptian g. Thus, Gamal, as he was to his people, rather than Jamal.




  





  INTRODUCTION: BELOVED OF MILLIONS




  

    

      Gamal, beloved of millions – Gamal!




      We’re marching in your footsteps – marching – Gamal.




      We’re rising toward the light – we’re advancing toward the good.




      We’re with you, beloved of millions!




      We’re the millions – we’re the millions!




      [Ya Gamal ya habib al-malayin/Gamal, Beloved of Millions, 1958]


    


  




  A midsummer night in July 1958, the Officers Club in Cairo, under the stars. Egypt’s luminaries – politicians and military commanders,

  musical and film stars, literati and selected foreign dignitaries – have gathered for a gala concert. It is the sixth anniversary of the 23 July 1952 military coup, the “July

  Revolution” that toppled Egypt’s monarchy and overthrew the corrupt, failed liberal order.




  A lot has happened in the interval. Four years later almost to the day, on 26 July 1956, the anniversary of the forced exile of the ill-fated King Farouk, the revolutionary regime proclaimed

  full sovereignty over the Suez Canal and nationalized the multinational company that oversaw passage through the waterway and collected tolls. That audacious act, coming as a total surprise to all

  but a select few, fomented an international crisis and a Middle East war and made Egypt’s young leader, Gamal Abd al-Nasser, a national hero and regional sensation. This year, Revolution Day

  is a time to reflect on another dramatic step. Five months earlier, in February 1958, Nasser accepted Syria’s call for unity and established the United Arab Republic, inaugurating a new

  pan-Arab phase in Egypt’s revolution.




  Ya Gamal ya habib al-malayin will premier at a gala outdoor performance to mark the Revolution’s anniversary. Sung by Egypt’s brightest new star, the “Brown

  Nightingale,” twenty-seven-year-old Abd al-Halim Hafiz. The anthem speaks of a moment of national and regional triumph. The musical ensemble begins and the chorus, male and female, takes up

  the refrain. Reed-like in his black tuxedo, Halim steps to the microphone to take up the main theme:




  

    

      

        We’re awakening the East in its entirety – its valleys and mountains.




        Founded on its people, its heroes.




        With the hero of the Arab nation – we’re the millions.




        In light, blessing and freedom – we’re the millions.




        Gamal, beloved of millions.


      


    


  




  This anthem is relatively short, about seven minutes. In succeeding years, particularly during the socialist sixties, songs and performances will become increasingly elaborate

  as Egypt’s best lyricists, composers and artistic directors compete for prime time in national festivals.




  This song stands out in the huge canon of Nasser-era anthems for the direct, unabashed – and unashamed – evocation of the leader. Other anthems pay direct homage, for example Ya

  Ahalan bil-ma`arik (Welcome, the Battle) from 1965, in which Abd al-Halim sings: “Our beloved Abd al-Nasser stands amongst us and addresses us.” More often, the anthems play off the

  attributes associated with his names: beauty (gamal) and victory/the victorious (nasr/nasir). These songs reflect the spirit of the era that has come to be known as the “age of

  Nasser.” They were reinforced by official and popular icons – statues, posters, commemorative coins, key chains, fountain pens and comic strips – icons that all but disappeared

  from the streets in the years following Nasser’s death but which still lie scattered in private homes, shops and offices. No contemporary Arab ruler – or any who followed – could

  lay claim either to his panegyric titles or the resilient reservoir of goodwill harbored by “the millions” throughout the Arab world.




  Gamal Abd al-Nasser, son of a minor postal official, ruled Egypt for eighteen years, three as unofficial head of a military junta, the rest as president. His biography meshes first with

  Egypt’s early twentieth century liberation struggle, then with the battle to build an economically independent sovereign nation guided by principles of social justice. Nasser fought in one

  regional conflict (the 1948 Palestine War) and presided over three others: the 1956 Suez War, in which he spun military defeat (despite heroic resistance) into diplomatic victory, the five-year

  Yemen Civil War, which he referred to as his Vietnam, and the 1967 June War that threatened to undo his entire project. In his last years, before a heart attack felled him at fifty-two, he appeared

  prepared to reconsider fundamental precepts of his revolution, the socio-political order that had become known as Nasserism. That would be left to his successor, comrade-in-arms and fellow

  conspirator, Anwar al-Sadat. That Sadat undid so much of the Nasserist agenda in Nasser’s name still incites heated debates about what might have been, if Nasser had lived into the 1970s and

  beyond.




  Thirty-six years after Nasser’s death, the images evoked in fiery nationalist anthems and socialist choreographies – proud peasants reclaiming arid desert lands, heavy machinery

  damming the powerful waters of the Nile to install electricity-producing turbines, soldiers marching smartly alongside military hardware bearing the tricolor republican Egyptian flag – seem

  tired, overwrought clichés. The very act of writing panegyrics to a leader or revolutionary state may appear gloriously anachronistic, even absurd. Nasser and his age long ago receded into a

  past that predates the vast majority of Egypt’s – and the Arab world’s – increasingly youthful population. Many of the social and economic transformations envisioned and

  haltingly undertaken by Nasser and his comrades have been undone. Egypt’s post-colonial experience, since Nasser’s last years, has been marked increasingly by disappointment and

  disillusion, defeat and despair. The optimism engendered by the destruction of an old order and birth of a new era has too often been replaced by the pessimism of those who decry the persistence of

  a political system rooted in the power of an authoritarian strongman. In the half century since the abolition of the monarchy Egypt has been effectively ruled by just three men: Nasser

  (1952–70) and Sadat (1970–81), who led the military uprising that evolved into a revolution, and Hosni Mubarak (1981–present), who rose to political prominence from the officer

  corps and has ruled continuously under martial emergency provisions. In such a historical context, how can Egyptians look back to the old anthems and iconography with anything but cynicism?




  Nasser and his era remain pivotal to Egyptian, Arab, Middle Eastern and post-colonial world history. As his closest confidant, the journalist Muhammad Hasanayn Haykal (known to many

  English-language readers as Mohammed Heikal) has often noted, Nasser was a man both of great achievements and great failings. This view has perhaps become a cliché, a rationalization of

  errors; yet it reminds us how momentous were the dreams and aspirations of newly independent Afro-Asian nations, how charismatic many of those who led national liberation struggles and how

  difficult the obstacles they encountered in a bipolar world in the new nuclear age.




  In a global context, Nasser and Nasser’s Egypt are best studied in the context of Nehru’s India, Sukarno’s Indonesia, Nkrumah’s Ghana, Tito’s Yugoslavia, (as well

  as Ho Chi Minh’s Vietnam and Castro’s Cuba): fellow leaders with whom the Egyptian ruler rubbed shoulders and with whom he forcefully advocated international recognition of the concerns

  and agendas of new states. In the Arab world, Nasser had many rivals but few peers. Those rivals, wrote a contemporary observer, “always lived in his shadows” for, among other reasons,

  he “always possessed a certain moral advantage over them.”1




  The dominance of Egypt over Middle East politics, both blessing and curse, was unmatched in the fifties and sixties. Nasser became the iconic Arab ruler, even if in some neighboring countries

  those icons had to be kept hidden from local authorities. For many outside the Middle East, he remains the epitome of the desire of Arab authoritarian rulers (such as Syria’s Hafiz al-Assad,

  Libya’s Mu`ammar al-Qadhafi or Iraq’s Saddam Husayn) to exert personal influence throughout the region. All have been accused of, or credited with, trying to become the “new

  Nasser” of the Arab world.




  Such assessments, both of Nasser and his anointed imitators, are often expressed in terms of stark ambition on behalf of self and nation, with nation and ruler inextricably linked. Even the

  charisma of such figures, celebrated in retouched official portraits of power and overblown spectacles of legitimacy, is described in stark negative or satirical terms. There is a certain verity to

  such critical depictions, for Nasser as well as his imitators, yet to focus solely on the facade is to miss the power of the charisma embodied in a figure like Nasser, particularly for his

  generation and time. Nasser’s star fell steeply in his last years; it was then deliberately almost erased by his successor. Arguably the image was crafted by acolytes as well as honest

  adorers – and at times by former adorers, who had grown ambivalent about the revolutionary project and the persistent domination of the state by a ruler and his inner circle. None the less,

  the power of his personality and image remained remarkably resilient for two decades and the roots of that power are embedded in a real personality and biography.




  Nasser was, to cite an old cliché, the “first Egyptian to rule Egypt since Cleopatra.” Begging the issue of the last, tragic pharaoh’s real cultural and geographic

  pedigree, Nasser was, if not truly a rural son of the soil, the progeny of unremarkable common people, caught up in the tumult of world wars, world depression and decolonization. His ability to

  master and shape that history, to capture public imagination and retain popular acclaim even in the face of setbacks and defeats speaks to the reality of much of his image. The majority, if never

  all, of Egypt’s and the Arab world’s millions referred to him as Gamal, Abu Khalid (following Arab custom, as the father of his eldest son) or Rayyis (boss), far more often than

  the more formal Nasser or Abd al-Nasser. He had enemies and detractors, those who feared him and those who loathed him, those who mistrusted him and those who judged him a disappointment, even a

  failure. Yet, if he failed to deliver on many of his promises, both spoken and those he embodied in his rise to power, for two decades he expressed the heart-felt aspirations of many during a

  vital, formative era of Middle Eastern history.




  1958 represented a peak of this era, when Nasser truly was beloved by millions. In the previous five years he and his fellow revolutionaries had overthrown a corrupt political order, deposed a

  king who had become an international laughing stock and abolished the monarchy outright. Through careful guerilla warfare against British troops based in the Suez Canal Zone, as well as by cleverly

  endearing themselves to American diplomats, they had persuaded the occupier to sit at the bargaining table and negotiated evacuation. They had been courted by leaders of the non-aligned movement,

  frustrated Anglo-American efforts to foster a pro-Western defensive pact and, having been snubbed by the West when they sought to enhance their military capability, turned to the Soviet bloc to

  purchase arms. When Washington and London retaliated by withdrawing support for the High Dam at Aswan, the symbol of Egyptian revolutionary progress, Nasser played his trump card and nationalized

  the Suez Canal Company. When British, French and Israeli forces invaded Egypt, Nasser emerged unbowed, a bona fide Third World hero. By 1958, a pivotal year in the region’s history,

  his stamp appeared everywhere: in the anti-monarchical revolution in Iraq, the civil war in Lebanon and the stirring of rebellion in Jordan.




  In the midst of this he embarked on an ambitious gambit, tying Egypt’s sovereignty to Syria in a United Arab Republic. Accustomed to the acclaim of the Egyptian street, in early 1958

  Nasser found himself swallowed by equally enthusiastic throngs in Damascus. In photographs and newsreel footage, crowds line the route of his motorcade, almost as many packed on to the balconies as

  in the streets below. Nasser stands, waves and smiles. Heady days for a new nation, led by a former lieutenant colonel, the forty-year-old son of a postal clerk.
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  The Rayyis. Official portrait of Nasser from the early 1960s. (Property of the author.)




  





  [image: ]




  WE’RE THE PEOPLE: 1918–1956




  

    

      We are your life and your smiles and you are our life,




      We’ll rejoice and you’ll exult in our joy.




      All that we extol, your heart will amplify our affection,




      For we’ve chosen you and will march behind you,




      The chief with the heart of gold, who has opened the gateways of freedom.




      [Ihna al-sha`b (We’re the People), 1956]


    


  




  Ihna al-sha`b, performed by Abd al-Halim Hafiz at Nasser’s inauguration on 24 June 1956 as Egypt’s first elected president, is

  the first great anthem of the Nasser era. In the weeks and months after the Free Officers’ take-over, almost all Egypt’s poets and composers collaborated to produce patriotic songs

  extolling the virtues of what quickly became known as the “new era,” well before the rebels had determined the extent of their political aspirations. For nearly four years, the

  political future remained uncertain. The young officers who had so boldly inserted themselves into the political arena, to inspire and, if need be, command reform, soon resolved that they alone

  could – and should – guarantee the revitalization of democracy. However, the old order, though dispirited and discredited, did not die easily. Other reformist agendas, some moderate,

  some more radical, contested the right to shape Egypt’s future. Consequently, the Free Officers found themselves compelled – some took to it more easily than others – to use

  martial force to insure that their evolving vision and their movement would persist. A crucial component of their reinvention of the state was the emergence of a bona fide leader to capture popular

  sympathy, a man who could and would stand above the collective and personify the nation.




  Gamal Abd al-Nasser had been the driving force behind the Free Officers and he remained the most influential voice after 23 July 1952 in the new general command that ran the country. His imprint

  on the direction of what became the July Revolution is clear. Yet his emergence into the limelight, the headlines, was deliberate and his love affair with the masses slow to develop. Partly this

  was political sensibility; the country cried out for a reprieve from the politics of personality and was not ready to declare allegiance to an unknown, thirty-four-year-old colonel. Partly it was

  also disposition. Nasser had led the clandestine military movement from its inception but few in the organization even knew him as their leader. He was neither orator nor propagandist. Like his

  closest colleagues, he exuded great personal charm but his was a quiet passion. For three years after their take-over Nasser led from the shadows, working within a joint revolutionary command

  behind a figurehead leader. By 1955, however, his position both within the junta and in the public gaze was uncontested and his public persona, initially hard-edged, had begun to soften. By early

  1956, he had become inextricable from Egyptian national, regional and international aspirations. His first uncontested election followed which, by formally legitimizing his authority, officially

  ended his long journey from the wings, on to center stage and into the hearts of the masses.




  MODEST BEGINNINGS




  Nasser was born on 15 January 1918, in Balos, a suburb of Alexandria, Egypt’s second largest city. Like Anwar al-Sadat, his comrade-in-arms and eventual successor, Nasser

  would expand his rural roots into a key component of his native identity. Early biographies are replete with references to his sa`idi (Upper Egyptian) roots, a family tradition tracing his

  tribal lineage to Arabia and his indomitable character traits – inner fortitude, manliness, group solidarity, generosity and openness. Yet Nasser, like Sadat, was really a city boy. Many

  biographers note that he spent holidays in Bani Murr, his father’s hometown, 250 miles from Cairo, which must have had a population of several thousand. To one biographer, Nasser admitted

  years later that he never visited his ancestral village until he was twenty, presumably when as a young cadet he took his first post at a nearby base.




  If he was not truly a rural-born son of the soil, his paternal family origins were certainly rooted in the earth and his background far more modest than those of the social and political

  élite whom he would displace. Husayn Khalil, his paternal grandfather, who reputedly lived to the age of 107, was a peasant, although as the owner of five feddans (one feddan is roughly one

  acre) was hardly dirt poor. Two of Husayn’s six sons, Abd al-Nasser and Khalil, left the village to be educated, took employment in the state bureaucracy and never looked back. Abd al-Nasser

  Husayn (1888–1968), Gamal’s father, attended the kuttab (Qur’an school) in Bani Murr; later he was sent to Assiut, to attend a high school run by American Presbyterian

  missionaries. As a student in the provincial capital – Assiut at the time had a population of 30,000 – Nasser’s father traded his gallabiyya (ankle-length gown) and

  taqiyya (skullcap) for a school uniform and tarbush (fez), the headgear of the modern middle class. As he worked his way up the civil service, Abd al-Nasser proudly maintained his new

  urban outfit; even after his son’s revolution swept the tarbush from people’s heads – not by decree but symbolic distancing from what many perceived to be a sartorial

  artifact of the old regime – the old man refused to abandon this mark of status.




  After graduating from secondary school, Nasser’s father entered the civil service. He found employment in Alexandria in the postal administration. In 1917 he married Fahima Hammad, the

  daughter of an Alexandria coal merchant, also with Upper Egyptian roots. Fahima, who was fifteen years his junior and financially secure, bore their first child, Gamal, within the year. When Nasser

  was three, his father was transferred to Assiut. It is difficult to imagine the family not visiting Bani Murr, although Gamal’s recollections were hazy at best. Four years later, Abd

  al-Nasser was transferred to a village near Suez, in the Canal Zone. He surely sought more for his son than a rural education. Gamal, therefore, was sent to Cairo, to live with his paternal uncle,

  Khalil. With financial assistance from his father, seven-year-old Gamal entered the Nahhasin primary school in the heart of Cairo’s bustling, medieval Khan al-Khalili district.




  Separation from his family, which now included three younger brothers, probably deeply affected the young Nasser. Gamal corresponded with his mother, who he saw only during holidays. In the

  spring of 1926, her letters suddenly stopped. The family told Gamal his mother had taken ill and gone to stay with his grandmother in Alexandria. When he arrived home on a holiday trip, the

  eight-year-old learned that his mother had died. It was, as he recalled years later, “a cruel blow that was imprinted indelibly on my mind.”2

  Less than two years later his father remarried; in 1929, upon a posting to Alexandria, he summoned the eleven-year-old Gamal to rejoin the family. Ethnographers insist that remarriage was not

  uncommon for men in Abd al-Nasser Husayn’s position but Gamal never felt close to his stepmother and a barrier had risen between father and son that would never really be broken. Gamal

  started high school in Ras al-Tin, not far from one of the two royal seaside palaces. Four years later, in 1933, the family relocated again, when his father was appointed as postmaster in

  Cairo’s working class Qurunfush district, between the medieval city and the modern district of Abbasiya, where many of Egypt’s new army officers would soon take up residence. The family

  lived in a traditional neighborhood, Khamis al-Ads, in a flat rented from a Jewish neighbor and next to a Kairite synagogue. Gamal attended the Nahda school but only just passed his exams. It was

  not due to lack of intelligence – “Gamal had plenty of that” – but rather to “an ingrained tendency to play truant, coupled with an early penchant for meddling in

  politics.”3 As for many of his contemporaries, formal schooling had become less important than the lessons of the street.




  In high school, first in Alexandria, then in Cairo, Gamal began his political education. Nasser’s generation came of age in the tumultuous thirties, the second decade of Egypt’s

  faltering parliamentary experiment. The men who would ultimately overthrow the “liberal order” were born around the time of the 1919 revolution against British rule. Too young to

  remember it, they were raised with stories both of its glories and, increasingly, resentment towards its failings. Disillusion, staining the optimism of youth that drew them into the streets, would

  eventually turn them into soldiers committed to fostering their own revolution against those who had failed the nation.




  FALSE HOPES




  For many Egyptians, the 1919 revolution is still the crowning moment of Egyptian nationalist historiography. Britain occupied Egypt in 1882, ostensibly protecting European

  financial investments by ousting a reckless nationalist government, returning proper authority to the Ottoman-appointed khedive (viceroy) and reasserting foreign control over Egypt’s

  economy. At first simply intending to restore order and leave, British politicians quickly determined their forces needed to stay for the long haul. Egypt remained an Ottoman realm, albeit

  dominated by the British agent and consul general, until the outbreak of World War One. When the Young Turk government in Constantinople allied with the Central Powers, Britain unilaterally

  declared Egypt a protectorate, its khedive the sultan (and the British agent and consul general the high commissioner). After the war Egyptian nationalist leaders formed a Wafd

  (delegation) to petition the high commissioner for permission to present their demands at the Paris peace conference. When Sir Reginald Wingate ordered Wafdist leaders to be arrested and deported,

  the country erupted. Demonstrations and acts of sabotage against colonial outposts broke out in all sections of the population, as Egyptians transcended religious, class and gender boundaries to

  speak on behalf of a unified nation. In 1922, Sir Edmund Allenby, the man who had marched through Jerusalem to liberate Syria from Ottoman rule during the Great War, set in motion the processes for

  the establishment of a constitutional monarchy that would be independent, save for a series of British “reservations.”




  Born of popular uprising but assisted by colonial overlords, the new liberal order faced insurmountable obstacles. The 1923 constitution granted supreme power to the monarch – the sultan

  had become a king – who could dismiss parliament at his royal whim. Egypt’s two kings, Fuad (reigned 1923–1936) and Farouk (reigned 1936–52) ultimately served British

  masters. Britain reserved the right to sovereign authority with regard to imperial defenses, communications, the Sudan and the rights of non-Muslim minorities and foreign interests. For the

  nationalists, the rallying cries became “total independence” from Britain and greater legislative and executive power from the monarchy. The Wafd, re-invented as a formal

  political party, could win an electoral majority but would only be allowed to form a government when it suited British or royal interests; this usually occurred when the Wafd, having been

  banned from or boycotted an election, mustered enough force in the streets to make its banishment from power untenable. A vicious cycle began in 1924, following the first democratically-held

  elections. In November 1924, after only eleven months of rule, Prime Minister Sa`d Zaghlul, the Wafd leader and hero of 1919, resigned in the face of British gunboat diplomacy following the

  assassination, by radical nationalists, of Sir Lee Stack, the British Commander-in-Chief of the Egyptian army and Governor-General of the Sudan. A series of minority governments followed, led by

  palace-appointed chief ministers, some sincere nationalists but all willing to collaborate with anti-liberal elements. Nasser would remember Zaghlul’s death, when he was just nine years old;

  the outpouring of grief and the lingering resentment at his enforced expulsion from power.
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