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      [Sadat:] “Hands up, my brother!]       [Nasser:] “Lift your head up my brother!”

al-Yasār al-‘arabī, Paris, 23 September 1980, p. 33



Introduction1
The idea of this presentation stemmed from an examination of the leftist opposition

press of the late Sadat and early Mubarak era at the International Institute of Social

History in Amsterdam.2 Among other topics, criticism of Sadat's undemocratic and

repressive practices  features  very prominently  in  these articles.  At  the same time,

Nasser and the July Revolution also feature heavily as a positive historical reference,

and even as a counterexample of Sadat's autocracy.3 The coexistence, in the same

newspapers, when not in the same articles, of (generally) positive references to Nasser

on the one hand and the fight for democracy on the other hand seemed somehow

paradoxical. 

Of course, democracy has more than one possible meaning. But in their critique of

Sadat's  regime,  these  articles  do  not  only  refer  to  the  socio-economic  aspects  of

democracy  (equal  opportunities,  social  justice),  but  also  to  individual  political

freedoms,  which  were  already  notoriously  lacking  under  Nasser's  rule.  Thus,  we

became  interested  in  the  complex  history  of  the  Egyptian  leftist  intellectuals'

relationship  with  Nasser  and  the  July  Revolution,  with  a  focus  on  the  university

milieu.

We shall argue that the nature of their relation with Nasser, even after his death, may

have contributed to the legitimisation and to the consolidation of authoritarian politics

in Egypt, and also, eventually, to the partial discredit of the left itself. 

1 All translations from Arabic and French are mine. So are possible mistakes.
2 All the newspapers we used are to be found in the personal archives of student activist and political

scientist Ahmed Abdalla (Ahmed Abdalla Collection) at the International Institute of Social History
of Amsterdam (IISG). The main newspapers examined are al-Yasār al-‘arabī (years 1977 to end of
1981), edited in Paris, and al-Taqaddum (Press organ of al-tajammu‘ party, years 1980-82), edited
in Cairo. Interesting articles of Ahmed Abdalla are to be found in al-arab, a pan-Arab newspaper
published in London and financed by Libya (Ahmad Abdalla Collection, files 11-12).

3 This is particularly true of al-Yasār al-‘arabī. See for instance “al-sādātīya hīa al-naqiḍ al-mubāshir
lil-nāṣirīya” (unsigned), al-Yasār al-‘arabī, June 1977, p. 19. Some articles are mildly critical of
Nasser and his regime (they speak of “shortcomings”), but they always compare Nasser favourably
with Sadat. No insulting caricature of Nasser is to be found either (he is always drawn as a smiling,
charismatic, handsome man), whereas Sadat is harshly and violently despised.
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Argument
A fair amount of ink has been spilled over the love and hate relationship between

leftist  intellectuals  and  the  July  Revolution.4 This  is  an  intricate  and  unfinished

history. As such, it cannot be accounted for extensively within the scope of this short

presentation. Instead we shall limit ourselves to the study of some of its aspects in

light  of  the  framework set  forth  by  Professor  Tejel  in  his  bid  to  understand “the

everyday construction of authoritarianism” by taking a “down-top” perspective into

account in addition to the more classical “top-down” explanations.

---

As some scholars have aptly shown, repression and co-optation alone on the part of

the  military  government  cannot  fully  account  for  increasingly  authoritarian  rule

during the Nasser era. In particular, Roel Meijer has argued that by actively calling for

authoritarian modernisation, part of the “progressive” intellectuals also participated in

the gradual build up of authoritarianism: 

“[…]  Egyptian  intellectuals  supported  and  helped  formulate  an  authoritarian  modernist
discourse in the second half of the 1950s […] it is important to understand that their support
to this discourse wasn't due to a fear of the new regime. Authoritarian modernism already was
part of these intellectuals' reformist ideology […]. Although critical space was limited, no one
was forced to display such vivid enthusiasm as the intellectuals did between 1955 and 1958.
The  authoritarian  modernist  discourse  acquired  its  hegemonic  position  thanks  to  their
acceptance of many of its characteristics and their willingness to support it and extend it.
Involuntarily,  they  strengthened  the  authoritarian  tendency  in  their  own  discourse  and
weakened its democratic content.”5

Without doubt, outright repression and co-optation on the part of the military regime

have played a very important role in silencing dissent, taming the university, defining

the limits of “constructive” criticism, and consolidating authoritarianism. Referring to

4 See for instance : Abdel-Malek, Anouar. Egypt: Military Society: the Army Regime, the Left, and
Social Change under Nasser. New York: Random House, 1968 ; ‘Abd al-Ghanī, Muṣṭafá. Al-
Muthaqqafūn wa ‘Abd al-Nāṣir. Cairo: Dār Ghurayb, 2000 ; ‘Abd al-Ghanī, Muṣṭafá (dir.), al-
Muthaqqafūn wa thawrat yūlīū. Cairo : Markaz al-Ahrām, 2010 ; Ḥammūdah, ʻĀdil. ِAzmat al-
muthaqqafīn wa-thawrat yūliyū. Cairo: maktabat madbūlī, 1985 ; ‘Īsá, Ṣalāḥ. Muthaqqafūn
wa-‘askar: murāja‘āt wa-tajārib wa-shahādāt ‘an ḥālat al-muthaqqafīn fi ẓill ḥukm ‘Abd al-Nāsir
wa-al-Sādāt. Cairo: Maktabat Madbūlī, 1986.

5 Meijer, Roel. « L’Élaboration d’un modernisme autoritaire : les intellectuels de gauche et la réforme
de la société égyptienne dans les années 1950 ». Cahiers d’histoire. Revue d’histoire critique, no 105–
106. Les Gauches en Égypte (July 1, 2008). http://chrhc.revues.org/index1234.html
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the  1954 confrontation,  historian Ghali  Shoukri  goes  as  far  as  to  characterise  the

Revolution's first encounter with the university as a “massacre of the university”.6

Whereas the latter had been a central platform of national politics under the “liberal”

regime,7 from the aftermath of the 1954 crisis to the 1967 defeat, it remained in a state

of  “hibernation”  as  far  as  independent  political  activity  was  concerned.8 In  other

words, “[…] a whole generation was forced to relinquish its role, leaving governing to

the  governors.”,9 and  to  channel  its  political  activity,  if  any,  through  official

organisations.

The relationship between the Revolution on the one hand and the university and the

intellectuals  on  the  other  hand,  particularly  leftist  intellectuals,  was  not  always  a

honeymoon. While the military coup was first widely applauded by many intellectuals

and the university  milieu as  a  means of  getting rid  of  the old regime's  perceived

impotence,10 the  University  was  very  much  alienated  when  Nasser  presented  the

future  as  a  choice  between  political  freedom or social  justice.  Most  intellectuals

believed that both could coexist and called for a return to civilian rule, together with

like-minded Free Officers such as Khaled Mohyy ad-Din and Muhammad Naguib.

Thence,  “the student  front  took an anti-government stance and called for  struggle

against military dictatorship”.11

During the first years of the Revolution, the Soviet Union and Egyptian marxists alike

were also widely describing the military government as regressive and fascistic,12 and

compared it to US-led military coups in Latin America, as Khrushchev himself wrote

in his memoirs:

6 Shoukri, Ghali. Egypte, la contre-révolution. Paris: Le Sycomore, 1979, p. 335.
7 Abdalla, Ahmed. The Student Movement and National Politics in Egypt: 1923 - 1973. London: Al
Saqi, 1985, p. 119.
8 Idem, p. 123.
9 Muhammad Mahfuz writing in the newspaper al-Arab, London, 14 April 1982, quoted in idem, p.
123.
10 Idem, p. 121 ; ‘Abd al-Ghanī, Muṣṭafá, al-muthaqqafūn wa thawrat yūlīū. Cairo: Markaz al-Ahrām,
2010, p. 20.
11 Abdalla, The Student Movement, op. cit, p. 121.
12 See for instance IISG, Egyptian Communists in Exile (Rome Group) Archives, files 11, 36 and many
others.
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“We were inclined to think that Nasser’s coup was just another one of those military take-
overs which we had become so accustomed to in South America […] It also seemed possible
that [Nasser] might have some ulterior motive for espousing the Socialist cause […] Even
Hitler used to babble about Socialism, and he worked the word into the name of his Nazi
(National Socialist) party.”13

Nevertheless, the position of socialist (and many other) intellectuals started to change

after  the  Bandung  Conference,  the  arms  deal  with  the  Soviet  Union  (1955),  the

nationalisation of the Suez Canal as well as other foreign companies and of course,

the Suez War triumph (1956). In addition, the 20th Congress of the Communist Party

of the Soviet Union (1956), which redefined the official position towards a communist

alliance with the nationalist bourgeoisies of developing countries fighting colonialism,
14 and  later  on,  Nasser's  “Socialist  Laws”  of  1961,  contributed  to  a  further

rapprochement between Egyptian marxists and Nasser until the Communists finally

agreed  to  dissolve  their  organisations  and  adhere as  individuals to  Nasser's  Arab

Socialist Union (ASU) in 1965. 

According to Historian M. Abd al-Ghani, “Nasser thought that it was in fact the new

regime that represented the intellectual. The conscious intellectual […] had the duty to

join the current government, that could be called the revolutionary government or the

intellectual government […].”15 When needed, Nasser would also talk to the “masses”

over the heads of the intellectual elite as happened during the 1954 confrontation, in

which some workers in Helwan were seen raising placards saying “down with liberty”

in  support  of  Nasser,  who was  presenting  the  dilemma of  the  future  as  a  choice

between political liberalism or social justice.16

While  intellectuals  and  academics  gradually  became  a  group  subordinated  to  a

military-technocratic elite (on whose loyal services the regime was primarily relying

13 Khrushchev, Nikita Sergeïevitch. Krushchev Remembers, With an Introduction, Commentary and
Notes by Edward Crankshaw, Translated and Edited by Strobe Talbott, London, André Deutsch,
1974, p. 432-433. 

14 The Egyptian Marxist Abd al-Ghaffār Shukr writes that the Suez victory and the 20th Congress were
the most important elements in the revision of Egyptian marxist positions towards Nasser. Shukr,
Abd al-Ghaffār, “Thawrat 23 yūlīū wa-al-mārksīūn al-miṣrīūn bayn al-ta‘āwun wa-al-ṣiḍām”, in
Iskandar, Amīn (dir.), Naqd al-tajrubah al-nāṣirīyah, ru'an min al-dākhil. Cairo: Markaz al-
maḥrūsah, 2009, p. 30 

15 ‘Abd al-Ghanī, al-muthaqqafūn wa thawrat yūlīū, op. cit, p. 27-28.
16 Shoukri, Ghali. Égypte, la contre-révolution, op. cit, p. 423.
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for its consolidation), confined to “constructive criticism” or activity in the service of

the state, and while repression of independent political activity continued as illustrated

by  the  massive  crackdown  on  Egyptian  (and  Syrian)  marxists  in  1959,  many

intellectuals  still  continued  to  support  the  regime's  “enlightened”  social  policies,

planned economic development and anti-colonialist foreign policy.

Criticism  of  the  “military  dictatorship”  also  tended  to  disappear  from  Egyptian

marxist writings and enthusiastic support to President Nasser was even voiced by the

inmates of the notoriously dreadful forced labor camps in the oases, as illustrated by a

telegram to Nasser from the jailed Central Committee of the Egyptian Communist

Party dating from as early as February 1956:

“We the Communists support your Excellency and your positions. We support your positions
in the historical Bandung Conference, and we highly estimate your role in this conference, in
the  decisions  taken  and  the  strive  to  implement  them.  We  support  the  position  of  your
government, which is opposing the Turkish-Iraqi Pact and all other military alliances, and we
support your efforts toward the unity of Arab countries in their struggle against imperialism
and for the defence of our lands. We also support the draft constitution which stipulates that
work  is  the  right  of  all  citizens,  and  that  social  security  should  be  provided  in  cases  of
handicap, sickness and old age as guaranteed rights of the citizens.”17

Their support of Nasser did not result in their liberation, however, since the President

did not want any other organised social force to threaten his leadership. This prompted

some scholars to conclude that Nasser “tried to implement socialism without [the]

socialists”18 and others to say that during his era, democracy was “nationalised” along

with everything else,  meaning that  Nasser  sought  to  implement  the wishes of  the

people as he saw them while gradually marginalising independent participation on the

part of the people, to the profit of a limited but loyal military-technocratic elite. The

example provided by Ahmed Abdalla is very telling: 

“the Revolution put an end to the political activity of feudal lords and capitalists, but it dealt
the same way with any attempt at political activity originating from the ranks of workers and
peasants. […] It did not occur to the Revolution that the redistribution of the lands of [feudal
lords] to the peasants also entailed the redistribution of the political power [of these feudal
lords] to the same peasants […] to the point that there remained no party in Egypt pretending
to represent these groups […]”19

17 Quoted in Shukr, Abd al-Ghaffār, “Thawrat 23 yūlīū wa-al-mārksīūn al-miṣrīūn”. op. cit, p. 31.
18 ‘Abd al-Ghanī, al-muthaqqafūn wa thawrat yūlīū, op. cit, p. 26.
19 Abdalla, Ahmed, “al-ḍarūra wa-al-ikhtīyār fī miṣr al-nāsirīya”, al-‘arab newspaper, London,

January 15, 1982. IISG, Ahmed Abdalla Collection, file 11.
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In his own words, Nasser considered “free education and the right to work [as being]

more  important  than  any  democratic  façade”20 and  “posited  social  freedom  as  a

practical substitute to [political democracy], despite [his] theoretical pretence to be

implementing both”.21 

Nevertheless, many intellectuals, building on their pre-existent belief in authoritarian

modernisation,  were  favourably  impressed  by  the  revolutionary  government's

achievements and even asked for more state intervention and planning in many fields

of social life as pointed by Meijer:

“After  the  nationalisation  of  the  Suez  Canal  Company,  an  unlimited  confidence  in  the
institutionalisation  of  science,  expertise  and  planning  asserted  itself  […]  Reformist
intellectuals started to apply the concept of planning in every form (tawgîh, takhtît, tarshîd) to
culture, political education, political debate, even to the idea of democracy and to other fields
of activity previously situated outside the scope of the state.”22

These intellectuals even contributed to a tightening of control of their own activities,

as they asked for state intervention and planning to guide national culture and protect

the “national spirit” from negative influences. “Increasingly, democratic discourse was

corroded  by  technocratic  arguments  and  the  terminology  of  efficiency  and

authoritarian  organisation.”23 Meijer  summarises  this  intellectual  spirit  in  the

following words: 

“Instead of the shame linked to the weakness of previous governments, the pride of having
joined  […]  entire  continents  in  their  inexorable  march  towards  progress  […]  became
dominant  among  Egyptian  intellectuals.  […]  They  relinquished  their  previous  critical
attitudes towards the Nasserite regime and volunteered their force in its service.”

After changing their mind about Nasser's leadership in the mid-fifties, the Egyptian

marxists had been willing to operate a rapprochement with the regime. In october

1958, negotiations were undertaken to this effect with Nasser's emissary (Anwar al-

Sadat), wherein the Communists agreed to join the ranks of the regime, but refused to

disappear as an autonomous organisation. This refusal was followed by the arrest of

20 Abdalla, Ahmed, “al-ḍarūra wa-al-ikhtīyār fī miṣr al-nāsirīya”, al-‘arab newspaper, London,
January 15, 1982. IISG, Ahmed Abdalla Collection, file 11.

21 Abdalla, Ahmed. Wa law...al-dīmūqrāṭīya abadan. Cairo: Dār Mīrīt, 2006.
22 Meijer, Roel. “L’Élaboration d’un modernisme autoritaire”, op. cit.
http://chrhc.revues.org/index1234.html
23 Ibid.
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some of them two days later, and by the arrest “of all communists of all organisations

two months later”,24 although they were in agreement with most of Nasser's policies. 

Nevertheless,  many  marxists  continued  to  support  Nasser's  “progressive”  policies

from prison and discussed the dissolution of their organisations to join the regime. As

a  general  remark,  it  can  be  said  that  such  support  by  “progressive”  intellectuals

participated in the consolidation of the revolutionary regime until the latter no longer

needed the intellectuals' support that much anymore and they became a mere subaltern

group in the 1960s.25

Communists were only released in 1964, as part of a political gesture by Nasser on the

occasion of Khrushchev's visit to Egypt. In 1965, they formally agreed to dissolve

their organisations and to join the Arab Socialist Union as individuals. This decision

further contributed to the dissolution of political democracy, as regretted by Ghali

Shoukri:

“This unanimity of Egyptian marxists in deciding to dissolve the only independent party was
received with sadness. It made the crisis of democracy in Egypt even worse […]. This sudden
dissolution  implied  the  recognition  of  the  Nasserite  formula  of  democracy  […]  and
contributed to the prohibition of all opposition. The Egyptian left, and society at large, paid a
very high price for this historical mistake. Indeed, the Counter-revolution, which began in
1971,  stepped  into  this  big  breach.  The  Egyptian  left  appeared  during  this  period  as  a
supporter of dictatorship and the police state.”26

The university milieu, for its part, remained politically quiet until the catastrophic and

humiliating defeat of 1967. According to student politics specialist and former activist

Ahmed  Abdalla,  this  demobilisation  of  the  university  was  due  to  a  cocktail  of

government  measures  such as  coercion,  social  control,  the take-over  of  university

administration  by  the  new Ministry  of  Higher  Education (founded  in  1961),  free

tuition, guaranteed employment, the socialisation of students through sports and other

activities,  etc.  But  he  also  notes  that  the  student  body's  genuine  support  for  the

regime's policies contributed just as much to this long absence of vocal dissent. In

other  words,  approval  of  the  broad  directions  of  national  politics  rendered  the
24 Shukr, Abd al-Ghaffār, “Thawrat 23 yūlīū wa-al-mārksīūn al-miṣrīūn”, op. cit, p. 34.
25 ‘Abd al-Ghanī, al-muthaqqafūn wa thawrat yūlīū, op. cit, p. 20-21.
26 Shoukri, Ghali, Égypte : la contre-révolution, op. cit, p. 405.
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“nationalisation of democracy” and the sacrifice of their own independent political

voice somehow more acceptable to the student body.27

But the 1967 defeat was a major historical rupture in this respect, for two reasons.

First, the Egyptian army did such a poor showing in the Six-Day War that confidence

in the competence of the regime's military leadership was severely undermined. This

lamentable performance of the army, which resulted in humiliation and the loss of

Egyptian (and Arab) land hardly seemed to live up to the sacrifices accepted willy

nilly by the student body and the intellectuals in terms of political freedoms, for the

sake of national liberation (national freedom). Second, the war took a toll on Egyptian

finances, which induced a slowing down of the economy as well as a slowing down of

social  reforms  and  benefits,28 which  also  contributed  to  make  the  abnegation  of

political freedoms previously accepted look disproportionate.

To  these  considerations  must  be  added  the  generational  factor.  Ironically,  as  Dr.

Ahmed Abdalla notes, it was “the government's firm intention to expand educational

opportunities  [that]  created  a  civilian  elite  which  was  eager  to  express  itself  and

acquire  a  share  in  power”.29 Even  more  ironically,  “it  was  the  students  from the

university faculties of engineering, the main product of the expansionist policies in

higher education and economic development of the Nasser years, who were at the

forefront of student dissidence [and] it was precisely the students and graduates of

these faculties […] who became after  1967 its  most  vocal  critics,  [which] proved

[that] their initial support for the regime had been purely conditional”.30 

The  1967  defeat,  then,  represented  a  big  crisis  of  “nationalised  democracy”.  The

“1967  generation”,  faced  with  the  regime's  blatant  failures,  sought  to  reclaim an

independent political voice if only to be able to participate in the reform of this regime

which had lost the war. Starting with the big protests of 1968, the university gradually
27 Abdalla, Ahmed, The Student Movement, op. cit, p. 212.
28 Idem, p. 136.
29 Idem, p. 212.
30 Ibid.
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became re-politicised.31

However, once authoritarianism is deeply set, it can be hard to backtrack. President

Sadat's  “counter-revolutionary”  policies  were  very  unpopular  with  the  leftist

intellectual elites among others, who had broadly invested their confidence in Nasser

and  sacrificed  a  big  share  of  their  political  autonomy for  the  sake  of  the  greater

interests they believed Nasser to be representing (and Sadat to be betraying). As we

have suggested, not only had their authoritarian modernist discourse helped legitimise

Nasser's concentration of real power in the hands of a few, but they themselves had

often actively participated in this authoritarian, if enlightened, political system. 

But ironically, as several scholars have pointed,32 this very concentration of political

power to the detriment of political democracy is precisely what permitted Sadat to

implement his “counter-revolutionary”, “reactionary” programme in a very short time,

despite low popularity and widespread resistance, as expressed by Ahmed Abdalla: 

“[…] the conflict between the Revolution and its adversaries didn't take place in the street –
which in majority supported the Revolution with the strength of national and social feeling
and not through any political organisation ; instead it became a struggle within the political
and economic institutions, the hidden intricacies of which the opponents of the Revolution
were aware of, till they finally managed to usurp them after the death of Gamal Abd el-Naser”
33

“[…] The centrality of the president of the Republic in the Egyptian political regime remained
[…] even in the absence of the “charisma” element. This is exactly what enabled President
Sadat thereafter to precipitate a shift of the system in the reverse social and political direction,
and this is what makes the eyes of all participants in today's Egyptian political game converge
permanently  toward  president  Mubarak  to  expect  his  orientations,  despite  the  supposed
pluralistic experience.”34

As we mentioned, the leftist opposition chose the issue of political democracy as one

of the spearheads of its criticism of the Sadat regime, which, apart from radically

changing the course of domestic and foreign policy in an unwdesirable way, was not

living up to its claim to be introducing genuine democracy, political pluralism and the
31 Ibid.
32 Ahmad Abdalla, wa law...al-dīmuqrāṭīya abadan, op. cit. ; Ghali Shoukri, Egypte : la contre-

révolution, op. cit, p. 428 : “There is no doubt that the counter-revolution in the 1970s had found its
way paved by the lack of democracy during the Nasserite revolution, which was holding the levers
of liberation and development”.

33  Abdalla, Ahmed, “al-ḍarūra wa-al-ikhtīyār fī miṣr al-nāsirīya”, al-‘arab newspaper, London,
January 15, 1982. IISG, Ahmed Abdalla Collection, file 11.
34 Abdalla, Ahmed, “gamāl ‘abd al-nāsir wa-al-tanāwul al-naqdī lil-dhāt wa-al-mawḍū‘ ”, al-‘arab

newspaper, London, January 13, 1983. IISG, Ahmed Abdalla Collection, file 11.
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rule of law. At the same time, the figure of Nasser featured heavily in the Egyptian

leftist opposition press in Egypt (al-taqaddum, al-ahālī) and abroad (al-yasār al-‘arabī

in  Paris),  generally  as  a  positive  reference  and  a  counterexample  of  Sadat's

reactionary  politics  and  without  any  mention  or  criticism  of  Nasser's  inhumane

repression of his opponents such as the Muslim Brothers.

The question arises, then, as to whether the choice of Nasser by part of the left as a

positive  counter-reference  to  Sadat  was  not  somehow  unconvincing  and

counterproductive  with  the  1967  generation.  The  1967  defeat  cast  serious  doubts

about the abilities of the military-technocratic oligarchy. Members of this generation,

mentioned above, were not only concerned with the general course of national politics

taken by the State's leadership, but also simply wanted to recuperate a political voice

of their own and to get their share of power. They were not content to relinquish their

own political role for a paternalistic leadership, as they or their predecessors had done

to a certain extent before the Naksa. 

It is possible to assume, therefore, that the intellectual and practical proximity of an

important  part  of  Egypt's  leftist  old  guard  with  Nasser's  authoritarianism was  not

attractive to all members of this generation who wanted a new type of situation with

an active role for them too. 

In  the  meantime,  the  islamic  movement  was  living  its  second  birth  in  Egypt's

universities,  eventually  resurrecting  the  old  Muslim  Brotherhood  from  the  ashes.

Many factors have been invoked to interpret the impressive revival of the islamist

trend in the 1970s. We cannot account for all of them. But although Sadat's policy of

supporting the Islamists in order to weaken his leftist opponents in the universities and

elsewhere is widely acknowledged (even by Islamist activists themselves), and even

though Sadat badly repressed the left (especially after the 1977 “Food Riots”), the role

of the state in the rise of the Islamist movement is often exaggerated. 
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Is  there  a  connection between the Leftist  old guard's  compromising with Nasser's

authoritarian regime and its decline in the 1970s? Roel Meijer suggests as much:

“The  socialist  experience,  which  followed  the  relatively  limited  reforms  of  the  1950s,
increased the weight of [the regime's] power on intellectuals, whom it compelled to follow its
policies. The close relations between intellectuals of the left and the regime had disastrous
consequences in the end for the secular left.  Its “rationalist project” faded away, giving way
to  five  year  plans,  to  an  exclusive  focus  on  heavy  industry  and  agrarian  reform,  to  the
detriment of democracy and freedom of expression. The status of secular intellectuals was
badly affected and the islamist current entered into the breach.”35

It  is  fair  to  suppose that  the Left's  continued uncritical  reference to  Nasser  as  an

example of progressive leadership in the 1970s and thereafter did not always help

improve its status. On its part, the old Muslim Brotherhood leadership (liberated by

Sadat), who eventually convinced the universities' massive Jamā‘āt Islāmīya to join

them, was not tarnished by such collaboration with the regime as they had opposed it

since 1954.

By way of a conclusion
More than a decade after Nasser's death, the political scientist and activist Ahmed

Abdalla wrote that the assessment of Nasser and the July Revolution were still central

and divisive issues in the Egyptian (and Arab) political arena:

“The  July  1952  Revolution  experience  was  an  important  marker  in  contemporary  Arab
history. Opposing factions of Arab politics will agree about its importance, but will always
disagree  […]  about  the  meaning  of  this  importance,  because  the  pendulum  […]  is  still
oscillating between hell and paradise in Arab feelings […].

The assessment  of  the  July  Revolution will  remain an axis  of  [today's]  concrete  political
struggle. Its symbolic manifestations will remain as sharp as to entice part of the Egyptian
political society to celebrate the 23rd of July as the National Day, and another part to go into
mourning the same day. It is most likely too that the struggle around this axis will remain a
violent one.”36

Forty years later, Dr. Abdalla has not been proved wrong, since the virtues and vices

of Nasser and the July Revolution are still hotly debated in today's Egypt as historian

Mustafa Abd al-Ghani pointed in 2010:

“The  question  of  the  relations  between  the  1952  Revolution  and  the  intellectuals,  whose

35 Meijer, Roel. “L’Élaboration d’un modernisme autoritaire”, op. cit.
http://chrhc.revues.org/index1234.html
36 Ahmad Abdalla, wa law...al-dīmuqrāṭīya abadan, op. cit, p. 13. (The book dates from 2006 but this

passage is taken from his writings dating from the early 1980s).
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opinions  have  diverged  widely  about  it,  is  still  raising  controversy  because  many  of  the
questions related to [the Revolution] have not been given any definitive answers. […] Because
[the Revolution] provoked radical change in society, it follows that part of this controversy is
deep-rooted […] and that one is either with it completely, or against it all along the line. Some
of  its  supporters  have  almost  sanctified  it  and  refused  to  acknowledge  any  mistakes  or
negative aspects thereof, while some of its opponents have gone so far as not to attribute it
any positive achievements whatsoever. […] The story of intellectuals and the 1952 Revolution
is long and complicated.”37

Since the beginnings of the latest uprising in February 2011, many Egyptians have

naturally seemed all the more eager to mobilise and interrogate their past, of which

Nasser  and the July revolution are  a  very important  episode,  not  least  as  another

“revolutionary” historical  reference (be  it  perceived positively  or  negatively).  The

simplest  indication  of  this  renewed  interest  is  the  unusually  great  number  of

publications about  Nasser  and the July Revolution made available by Cairo street

librarians these days.38  

Since the 1970s, some leftist intellectuals such as Ahmed Abdalla himself, arguing

that  dictatorship  and  political  violence  were historical  contingencies rather  than

historical  necessities,39 have  pointed  to  the  importance  of  a  more  objective

reassessment of the Nasser era, for the sake of Egypt's future:

"Certainly,  the Revolutionary regime was not  the first  to  introduce political  oppression in
Egypt, as preceding regimes had already done it, including the liberal regime preceding the
Revolution. But the scale political opponents'  maltreatment under the Revolution was very
wide, and its manifestations vexatious. Suffice it to consider some political trials in which the
accused were subjected to atrocious torture, and this is a fact that cannot be written off history
with a pencil stroke no matter how skilled one is at philosophising and justifying.

The problem now is not that the adversaries of the Revolution are attacking these practices.
These  practices should be  attacked  whatever  the  justifications  and  the  motivations  of  the
attackers. The real problem is that the supporters of the Revolution think it their duty to defend
such practices as a means of defending the Revolution and its achievements as a whole. But to
differentiate clearly between the achievements and the deviations necessitates a more balanced
approach so as not to leave the enemies of the Revolution as the sole defenders of political
freedom […]”40

The story of the relations between Egyptian intellectuals and Nasser is an unfinished

one.

37 ‘Abd al-Ghanī, Muṣṭafá. Al-Muthaqqafūn wa ‘Abd al-Nāṣir, op. cit, p. 5.
38 Comparing my december 2010 and my February 2011 stays in Cairo.
39 See Abdalla, Ahmed, “al-ḍarūra wa-al-ikhtīyār fī miṣr al-nāsirīya”, al-‘arab newspaper, London,

January 15, 1982. IISG, Ahmed Abdalla Collection, file 11.
40 Ahmad Abdalla, wa law...al-dīmuqrāṭīya abadan, op. cit, p. 29-30. 
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