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One of the young officers who overthrew King Farouq in 1952, Nasser was 36 years old when

he became the undisputed leader of Egypt. In 1956 he nationalised the Suez Canal, braving

the anger of Britain, France and war with Israel.

About the AuthorAnne Alexander is a journalist and researcher specializing in the Arab world.

She writes for Middle East International and has worked for the BBC World Service for the past

three years. --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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A childhood at the end of empireLater, he would have the scar airbrushed out of his official

photographs. But as a seventeen-year old student leader he wore the mark left on his forehead

by a police officer’s bullet as a badge of honour. Along with thousands of other Egyptian

schoolboys, Gamal Abd-al-Nasser’s first experience of political organisation came with a

maelstrom of demonstrations in 1935 and 1936. Two students were killed, and Gamal was

lucky to escape with only a graze.The protests left a permanent mark on Egyptian political life.

More than a rite-of-passage, 1936 represented a turning point for a generation. It was the

moment when Egypt’s political centre of gravity moved out of the corridors of parliament into

the street. After 1936, the liberal politicians and imperial civil servants who hoped to trammel

Egypt’s nationalist movement would find themselves swimming against a slowly rising

tide.Many years later Nasser wrote that 1936 was the year he lost faith in Egypt’s leaders. In

those days I led demonstrations from al-Nahda school, shouting at the top of my voice for

complete independence, with many others following behind. But our cries died into faint

echoes, blown away by the winds. We moved no mountains and cracked no rocks. Then I

decided that ‘positive action’ meant uniting all the leaders of Egypt behind a single slogan. So

our chanting, rebellious crowd went round to their homes, one by one, demanding in the name

of Egypt’s youth, that they come together. They did unite on one issue, but their decision

destroyed my faith – they agreed to conclude the Treaty of 1936.1Like an old scar under the

skin, 1936 changed the face of Egypt.The Empire and EgyptThe Foreign Office mandarins who

drew up the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936 seem to have regarded the document as an

exercise in tidying up the historical record. Under the agreement, Egypt’s independence was

confirmed and the country entered the League of Nations. The all-powerful High Commissioner

became simply the British Ambassador, British control of the Egyptian army was relaxed and

the officer corps opened to ordinary citizens – a decision which was to play an important part



in Nasser’s own life.Yet for many Egyptians, the 1936 Treaty was a betrayal of their hopes for

real independence. After half a century of occupation, Nasser and his classmates wanted an

end to British power in Egypt, not the semi-colonial status promised by the Treaty. The roots of

their adolescent rage lay in the tangled history of European imperial ambitions in the Middle

East.Long before Britain occupied Egypt in 1882, European capital and European imperial

power had begun to shape the Egyptian economy. Muhammad Ali, an Albanian mercenary

who founded Egypt’s last dynasty in the early 19 th century, was the first in the Middle East to

challenge European economic penetration. Although he represented the Ottoman Sultan in

Istanbul, Muhammad Ali sought to carve out an independent role for himself and his heirs. He

conquered the Hejaz and Syria, sent expeditionary forces to Sudan, and began to develop

industries to compete with the European goods flooding local markets.After British forces

occupied Alexandria in 1882, cotton secured Egypt a place in Britain’s imperial economy, with

the Nile plantations providing the raw material for Lancashire spinning mills.By the end of the

19 th century, many areas of Egypt’s economy had been skewed towards the cotton economy.

Those sectors of agriculture and transport concerned with the production and transport of raw

cotton developed quickly, while other areas stagnated.In 1839 Muhammad Ali sent his army

against his masters in Istanbul, prompting a European intervention to save the Ottoman

Empire from collapse. Defeated in battle, Ali was forced to dismantle the tariff barriers, which

had protected his fledgling local industries from European competition. The years after his

death saw increasing European investment in what became one of the ‘emerging markets’ of

the day. On the stock exchanges of London and Paris, investors rushed to buy shares in

fashionable projects, such as the Suez Canal.For French engineers and investors the Canal

was a symbol of progress and enlightenment. Egyptians saw it rather differently. Egypt’s ruling

family – heirs of Muhammad Ali now relegated to the status of mere governors, or Khedives –

press-ganged tens of thousands of construction workers. Forced labour still played a central

role in Egypt’s semi-feudal agricultural system and thousands toiled to ensure that European

investors collected their dividends on time. Yet despite mortgaging Egypt to the hilt to pay for

the canal, the Khedival family saw little return on its investment.Colonel Urabi’s revoltFrom the

point of view of European speculators, the outlook was far less bleak. In 1878 European

administrators took over the running of Egypt’s economy to prevent the bankrupt country

defaulting on her debts. The Egyptian budget was placed in the hands of an Anglo-French

commission of bankers, which increased taxes to pay creditors in London and Paris. Even the

Times correspondent in Alexandria felt uneasy about the debt collection system. He wrote in

1879 that the produce collected on behalf of the banks ‘consists wholly of taxes paid by the

peasants in kind, and when one thinks of the poverty-stricken, overdriven, underpaid fellahin

{peasants} in their miserable hovels, working late and early to fill the pockets of the creditors,

the punctual payment of the coupon ceases to be wholly a subject of gratification.’2In 1854,

Said Pasha, the Ottoman Vice-Regent of Egypt, granted the French engineer Ferdinand de

Lesseps the right to dig and operate the Suez Canal.This alliance between Muhammad Ali’s

heir and French capital mobilised twenty thousand Egyptian peasants and millions of francs to

construct the waterway.Burdened by huge debts – generated by extravagant purchases of

European machinery and by the ruinous interest rates charged by European bankers – Ismail

Pasha sold Egypt’s stake in the Canal Company to British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli in

1875.In the Nile Valley desperate peasants took to banditry. Demonstrations under the slogan

‘Egypt for the Egyptians’ rocked the major cities. Colonel Ahmad Urabi, a nationalist army

officer who criticized Khedive Tawfiq’s dependence on European advisers, became the focus of

discontent. Demonstrations and petitions forced Tawfiq to invite Urabi into his cabinet as



Minister of War. Urabi and his supporters purged the army and government of Europeans and

the Khedive’s supporters. In May 1882, fearing for their financial interests, Britain and France

demanded his dismissal, only to face a popular revolt. Protestors organised an assembly which

set up a common-law government and deposed the Khedive, appealing over his head to the

Ottoman Sultan in Istanbul.European troops in Alexandria fired into a crowd on 11 June 1882,

leading to several days of rioting which left more than 250 Egyptians and 50 Europeans dead.

The London press deplored this outbreak of ‘anarchy’ which left Alexandria ‘in the power of a

mob’.3 British Prime Minister Gladstone responded by sending gunboats to defeat Urabi. The

troops would remain in Egypt for more than 70 years.Egypt under CromerThe British

occupation of Egypt was not graced with an official title until 1915. Until this date Egypt was

neither a colony, nor a Protectorate nor a Dominion of the British crown. As P. J. Vatikiotis

describes, ‘Britain in Egypt was simply, though significantly, a ‘presence’ astride the Suez

Canal and the route to India.’4 Although Muhammad Ali’s heirs still ruled in name, real power

lay with the British High Commissioner, Evelyn Baring, Lord Cromer.Despite this official

ambiguity, British occupation changed Egypt. British military control accelerated the integration

of Egypt into the world economy, but at a price. Under British occupation Egypt was practically

a monoculture: ‘a gigantic cotton plantation’5, in the words of one contemporary writer. Instead

of boosting local industry, Egyptian cotton travelled thousands of miles to the mills of

Lancashire, before returning to Egypt as cheap cotton clothes. In the imperial supply chain,

Egypt’s place was fixed as a producer of raw materials and a consumer of finished

goods.Notwithstanding the wealth now flowing through the Egyptian economy, British officials

continued the tradition of government austerity, spending little on education and social welfare.

In keeping with Egypt’s ambiguous status, however, Cromer’s power was exercised through a

veiled Protectorate. Occasionally the screen would slip, as it did when the Khedive Abbas II

was deposed by the British in 1914. The years before World War One also saw the foundation

of Egypt’s first political parties and the growth of a modern press. Beyond the intrigues of the

court and the colonial administration a nationalist movement was emerging. This triangle of

opposing interests – the court, the British High Commission, and the nationalist opposition –

would dominate Egyptian politics for more than three decades.A state of ferment and

agitationBritish rule did not simply change the economy; it also altered Egyptian society as new

social classes began to develop in response to the demands of the imperial economy. A small

working class, mainly concentrated in sectors such as transport and public utilities, sprang up

in the late 19th century and early 20th century. Despite their small numbers, organised workers

played an important role in the nationalist protests of 1919.More important to the development

of an Egyptian nationalist movement was the emergence of a modern middle class. In actual

numbers this class represented a small fraction of a population still dominated by peasants, but

it played a pivotal role in shaping Egypt’s independence movement. The colonial authorities

encouraged the development of a European-style education system in order to supply clerks

and officials to run the expanding government bureaucracy. This gave the sons, and

sometimes even the daughters, of ordinary Egyptians, far greater opportunities for social

mobility. It also produced fertile ground for the spread of nationalist ideas. Egyptian clerks

working side-by-side with European administrators resented their subordinate status and their

lower salaries.As Egypt’s social hierarchies became more fluid under the pressure of economic

change, the grip of the country’s old ruling class – the Turco-Circassian Ottoman elite – began

to weaken. Under Ottoman rule the ruling family and major landowners, in addition to the top

ranks of the army, came from this narrow group. By the late 19th century the grip of the Turco-

Circassian elite had been significantly weakened. The decline of the Ottoman Empire itself was



a major factor in this change. However, the actions of the European powers, particularly France

and Britain, also undermined its rule. European advisers dominated the Ottoman cabinet, and

pressure from Britain and France forced government and policy changes on the reluctant

Khedives. The loosening of the bonds which kept the old political system together coincided

with a ferment of new experiences and ideas. Influences from European culture were most

visible in the new government education system, which provided an alternative to the

traditional learning of the Koran school and the great mosque university of Al-Azhar in

Cairo.Nasser gave his own view of the contradictory pressures on Egyptian society in The

Philosophy of the Revolution, the short pamphlet he wrote in 1953, not long after the Free

Officers took power. I sometimes consider the state of an average Egyptian family – one of the

thousands of families which live in the capital of the country. The father, for example, is a

turbaned fellah – a thorough-bred country fellow. The mother is a lady of Turkish descent. The

sons and daughters attend schools respectively following the English and French educational

systems. All this is in an atmosphere where the 13th-century spirit and 20th-century

manifestations intermingle and interact... We live in a society not yet crystallized. It is still in a

state of ferment and agitation.6The small village of Beni Murr in the Nile Valley was a long way

from the royal court in Cairo, and even further from the British Foreign and Colonial Office in

London, yet the social changes brought about by British occupation shaped Nasser’s family

history. The expansion of education and the growing need for government clerks gave his

father, Abd-al-Nassser Hussein, the son of a well-off peasant family, the opportunity to pursue

a career in the civil service. In 1914 he moved from his family home in Beni Murr to take up a

job as sub-postmaster in a working class district of Alexandria. There he married Fahima, the

daughter of a coal merchant. His wife’s family were also recent migrants from the Sa’id,

southern Egypt, but Abd-al-Nasser’s father-in-law had prospered in the city, building up a

substantial business. For Abd-al-Nasser the chance to break out of the closed world of the

south must have been irresistible. Alexandria, a cosmopolitan Mediterranean city of half a

million people, was a world away from village life in Beni Murr.

A childhood at the end of empireLater, he would have the scar airbrushed out of his official

photographs. But as a seventeen-year old student leader he wore the mark left on his forehead

by a police officer’s bullet as a badge of honour. Along with thousands of other Egyptian

schoolboys, Gamal Abd-al-Nasser’s first experience of political organisation came with a

maelstrom of demonstrations in 1935 and 1936. Two students were killed, and Gamal was

lucky to escape with only a graze.The protests left a permanent mark on Egyptian political life.

More than a rite-of-passage, 1936 represented a turning point for a generation. It was the

moment when Egypt’s political centre of gravity moved out of the corridors of parliament into

the street. After 1936, the liberal politicians and imperial civil servants who hoped to trammel

Egypt’s nationalist movement would find themselves swimming against a slowly rising

tide.Many years later Nasser wrote that 1936 was the year he lost faith in Egypt’s leaders. In

those days I led demonstrations from al-Nahda school, shouting at the top of my voice for

complete independence, with many others following behind. But our cries died into faint

echoes, blown away by the winds. We moved no mountains and cracked no rocks. Then I

decided that ‘positive action’ meant uniting all the leaders of Egypt behind a single slogan. So

our chanting, rebellious crowd went round to their homes, one by one, demanding in the name

of Egypt’s youth, that they come together. They did unite on one issue, but their decision

destroyed my faith – they agreed to conclude the Treaty of 1936.1Like an old scar under the

skin, 1936 changed the face of Egypt.The Empire and EgyptThe Foreign Office mandarins who



drew up the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936 seem to have regarded the document as an

exercise in tidying up the historical record. Under the agreement, Egypt’s independence was

confirmed and the country entered the League of Nations. The all-powerful High Commissioner

became simply the British Ambassador, British control of the Egyptian army was relaxed and

the officer corps opened to ordinary citizens – a decision which was to play an important part

in Nasser’s own life.Yet for many Egyptians, the 1936 Treaty was a betrayal of their hopes for

real independence. After half a century of occupation, Nasser and his classmates wanted an

end to British power in Egypt, not the semi-colonial status promised by the Treaty. The roots of

their adolescent rage lay in the tangled history of European imperial ambitions in the Middle

East.Long before Britain occupied Egypt in 1882, European capital and European imperial

power had begun to shape the Egyptian economy. Muhammad Ali, an Albanian mercenary

who founded Egypt’s last dynasty in the early 19 th century, was the first in the Middle East to

challenge European economic penetration. Although he represented the Ottoman Sultan in

Istanbul, Muhammad Ali sought to carve out an independent role for himself and his heirs. He

conquered the Hejaz and Syria, sent expeditionary forces to Sudan, and began to develop

industries to compete with the European goods flooding local markets.After British forces

occupied Alexandria in 1882, cotton secured Egypt a place in Britain’s imperial economy, with

the Nile plantations providing the raw material for Lancashire spinning mills.By the end of the

19 th century, many areas of Egypt’s economy had been skewed towards the cotton economy.

Those sectors of agriculture and transport concerned with the production and transport of raw

cotton developed quickly, while other areas stagnated.In 1839 Muhammad Ali sent his army

against his masters in Istanbul, prompting a European intervention to save the Ottoman

Empire from collapse. Defeated in battle, Ali was forced to dismantle the tariff barriers, which

had protected his fledgling local industries from European competition. The years after his

death saw increasing European investment in what became one of the ‘emerging markets’ of

the day. On the stock exchanges of London and Paris, investors rushed to buy shares in

fashionable projects, such as the Suez Canal.For French engineers and investors the Canal

was a symbol of progress and enlightenment. Egyptians saw it rather differently. Egypt’s ruling

family – heirs of Muhammad Ali now relegated to the status of mere governors, or Khedives –

press-ganged tens of thousands of construction workers. Forced labour still played a central

role in Egypt’s semi-feudal agricultural system and thousands toiled to ensure that European

investors collected their dividends on time. Yet despite mortgaging Egypt to the hilt to pay for

the canal, the Khedival family saw little return on its investment.Colonel Urabi’s revoltFrom the

point of view of European speculators, the outlook was far less bleak. In 1878 European

administrators took over the running of Egypt’s economy to prevent the bankrupt country

defaulting on her debts. The Egyptian budget was placed in the hands of an Anglo-French

commission of bankers, which increased taxes to pay creditors in London and Paris. Even the

Times correspondent in Alexandria felt uneasy about the debt collection system. He wrote in

1879 that the produce collected on behalf of the banks ‘consists wholly of taxes paid by the

peasants in kind, and when one thinks of the poverty-stricken, overdriven, underpaid fellahin

{peasants} in their miserable hovels, working late and early to fill the pockets of the creditors,

the punctual payment of the coupon ceases to be wholly a subject of gratification.’2In 1854,

Said Pasha, the Ottoman Vice-Regent of Egypt, granted the French engineer Ferdinand de

Lesseps the right to dig and operate the Suez Canal.This alliance between Muhammad Ali’s

heir and French capital mobilised twenty thousand Egyptian peasants and millions of francs to

construct the waterway.Burdened by huge debts – generated by extravagant purchases of

European machinery and by the ruinous interest rates charged by European bankers – Ismail



Pasha sold Egypt’s stake in the Canal Company to British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli in

1875.In the Nile Valley desperate peasants took to banditry. Demonstrations under the slogan

‘Egypt for the Egyptians’ rocked the major cities. Colonel Ahmad Urabi, a nationalist army

officer who criticized Khedive Tawfiq’s dependence on European advisers, became the focus of

discontent. Demonstrations and petitions forced Tawfiq to invite Urabi into his cabinet as

Minister of War. Urabi and his supporters purged the army and government of Europeans and

the Khedive’s supporters. In May 1882, fearing for their financial interests, Britain and France

demanded his dismissal, only to face a popular revolt. Protestors organised an assembly which

set up a common-law government and deposed the Khedive, appealing over his head to the

Ottoman Sultan in Istanbul.European troops in Alexandria fired into a crowd on 11 June 1882,

leading to several days of rioting which left more than 250 Egyptians and 50 Europeans dead.

The London press deplored this outbreak of ‘anarchy’ which left Alexandria ‘in the power of a

mob’.3 British Prime Minister Gladstone responded by sending gunboats to defeat Urabi. The

troops would remain in Egypt for more than 70 years.Egypt under CromerThe British

occupation of Egypt was not graced with an official title until 1915. Until this date Egypt was

neither a colony, nor a Protectorate nor a Dominion of the British crown. As P. J. Vatikiotis

describes, ‘Britain in Egypt was simply, though significantly, a ‘presence’ astride the Suez

Canal and the route to India.’4 Although Muhammad Ali’s heirs still ruled in name, real power

lay with the British High Commissioner, Evelyn Baring, Lord Cromer.Despite this official

ambiguity, British occupation changed Egypt. British military control accelerated the integration

of Egypt into the world economy, but at a price. Under British occupation Egypt was practically

a monoculture: ‘a gigantic cotton plantation’5, in the words of one contemporary writer. Instead

of boosting local industry, Egyptian cotton travelled thousands of miles to the mills of

Lancashire, before returning to Egypt as cheap cotton clothes. In the imperial supply chain,

Egypt’s place was fixed as a producer of raw materials and a consumer of finished

goods.Notwithstanding the wealth now flowing through the Egyptian economy, British officials

continued the tradition of government austerity, spending little on education and social welfare.

In keeping with Egypt’s ambiguous status, however, Cromer’s power was exercised through a

veiled Protectorate. Occasionally the screen would slip, as it did when the Khedive Abbas II

was deposed by the British in 1914. The years before World War One also saw the foundation

of Egypt’s first political parties and the growth of a modern press. Beyond the intrigues of the

court and the colonial administration a nationalist movement was emerging. This triangle of

opposing interests – the court, the British High Commission, and the nationalist opposition –

would dominate Egyptian politics for more than three decades.A state of ferment and

agitationBritish rule did not simply change the economy; it also altered Egyptian society as new

social classes began to develop in response to the demands of the imperial economy. A small

working class, mainly concentrated in sectors such as transport and public utilities, sprang up

in the late 19th century and early 20th century. Despite their small numbers, organised workers

played an important role in the nationalist protests of 1919.More important to the development

of an Egyptian nationalist movement was the emergence of a modern middle class. In actual

numbers this class represented a small fraction of a population still dominated by peasants, but

it played a pivotal role in shaping Egypt’s independence movement. The colonial authorities

encouraged the development of a European-style education system in order to supply clerks

and officials to run the expanding government bureaucracy. This gave the sons, and

sometimes even the daughters, of ordinary Egyptians, far greater opportunities for social

mobility. It also produced fertile ground for the spread of nationalist ideas. Egyptian clerks

working side-by-side with European administrators resented their subordinate status and their



lower salaries.As Egypt’s social hierarchies became more fluid under the pressure of economic

change, the grip of the country’s old ruling class – the Turco-Circassian Ottoman elite – began

to weaken. Under Ottoman rule the ruling family and major landowners, in addition to the top

ranks of the army, came from this narrow group. By the late 19th century the grip of the Turco-

Circassian elite had been significantly weakened. The decline of the Ottoman Empire itself was

a major factor in this change. However, the actions of the European powers, particularly France

and Britain, also undermined its rule. European advisers dominated the Ottoman cabinet, and

pressure from Britain and France forced government and policy changes on the reluctant

Khedives. The loosening of the bonds which kept the old political system together coincided

with a ferment of new experiences and ideas. Influences from European culture were most

visible in the new government education system, which provided an alternative to the

traditional learning of the Koran school and the great mosque university of Al-Azhar in

Cairo.Nasser gave his own view of the contradictory pressures on Egyptian society in The

Philosophy of the Revolution, the short pamphlet he wrote in 1953, not long after the Free

Officers took power. I sometimes consider the state of an average Egyptian family – one of the

thousands of families which live in the capital of the country. The father, for example, is a

turbaned fellah – a thorough-bred country fellow. The mother is a lady of Turkish descent. The

sons and daughters attend schools respectively following the English and French educational

systems. All this is in an atmosphere where the 13th-century spirit and 20th-century

manifestations intermingle and interact... We live in a society not yet crystallized. It is still in a

state of ferment and agitation.6The small village of Beni Murr in the Nile Valley was a long way

from the royal court in Cairo, and even further from the British Foreign and Colonial Office in

London, yet the social changes brought about by British occupation shaped Nasser’s family

history. The expansion of education and the growing need for government clerks gave his

father, Abd-al-Nassser Hussein, the son of a well-off peasant family, the opportunity to pursue

a career in the civil service. In 1914 he moved from his family home in Beni Murr to take up a

job as sub-postmaster in a working class district of Alexandria. There he married Fahima, the

daughter of a coal merchant. His wife’s family were also recent migrants from the Sa’id,

southern Egypt, but Abd-al-Nasser’s father-in-law had prospered in the city, building up a

substantial business. For Abd-al-Nasser the chance to break out of the closed world of the

south must have been irresistible. Alexandria, a cosmopolitan Mediterranean city of half a

million people, was a world away from village life in Beni Murr.Abd-al-Nasser was not the only

one of his generation to leave the family’s farm for the broader horizons of city life. His brother,

Khalil, who would later provide a home for Nasser in Cairo, also became a government clerk.

Abd-al-Nasser and Fahima settled in a small apartment at 18 Anawati Street in the quiet

working-class district of Bacus, behind Ramleh station on the Alexandrian seafront. Their first

child, Gamal, was born on 15 January 1918.1919: the year of revolutionExcept for his uncle,

Khalil, who was said to have been briefly imprisoned for nationalist activities, none of Nasser’s

immediate family seem to have been personally affected by the revolution of 1919. But

Egyptian political life was profoundly changed by the emergence of a mass nationalist

movement, which set the scene for Nasser’s turbulent school days and his first political

activities.The outbreak of war in 1914 at first dashed hopes of change. In 1915 Britain formally

made Egypt part of the British Empire. Egypt’s transformation into a Protectorate at first

seemed to have put back hopes of a gradual relaxation of British control. Yet, as the war

ended, Egyptian nationalists were encouraged by the speeches of US President Woodrow

Wilson, who promised national self-determination for the colonial peoples of the world.The

hero of Egypt’s 1919 revolution was born in 1858, in a village in Gharbiya province. Sa‘ad



Zaghlul initially studied at the Islamic university, Al-Azhar, but later qualified as a lawyer in

Paris.He was appointed Minister of Education in 1906, and then Minister of Justice in 1910. It

was after the war that he emerged as Egypt’s best-known nationalist leader. His imprisonment

and exile at the hands of the British triggered the 1919 uprising.Zaghlul was also the

inspiration behind Egypt’s first mass nationalist party, the Wafd, which took its name from his

Egyptian delegation – al-wafd al-misry in Arabic – to Versailles.Sa’ad Zaghlul emerged as the

spokesman for a reawakened nationalist movement in Egypt. A lawyer by training, he had

served as a minister in the prewar cabinets of Khedive Abbas, trying to extend Egyptian

autonomy by gradual reforms. A generation had passed since the crushing of Urabi’s rebellion,

and middle-class nationalists were beginning to demand more Egyptian control of the country’s

political life.At the Versailles peace conference national delegations clamoured for recognition

of their claims to independence. But behind the facade of Wilsonian rhetoric lay the stark

realities of imperial power. Britain and France were weakened by the war but determined to

maintain their presence in the Middle East. Newly-discovered oil deposits in Mesopotamia

increased the importance of the Suez Canal, Egypt’s primary international asset, so when

Sa’ad Zaghlul gathered a group of like-minded moderate nationalists to send a delegation to

the peace conference, the British High Commissioner refused them permission to represent

Egypt. Foreign Office officials in London had their own ideas about who should go to Versailles

– their choice for the job was Rushdi Pasha, the prime minister and a solidly pro-British figure.

Sa’ad Zaghlul’s response was to take the question to the Egyptian people. His Egyptian

delegation, al-wafd al-misry in Arabic, toured the country. Thousands packed into meetings and

rallies to acclaim Zaghlul’s Wafd as the true representatives of Egypt. Petitions poured into

Cairo calling on the British High Commissioner Wingate to allow Zaghlul and his colleagues to

travel to France.The response from the High Commission was to arrest and exile Zaghlul and

two companions. Egypt exploded into revolution as strikes and demonstrations shook the major

cities. Peasants cut the railways and burnt out rural police stations. According to Bimbasha

MacPherson, the British intelligence chief of the Cairo police, students led the first anti-British

demonstrations. Trams were stopped and damaged and the depot at Shubra attacked. The

Sheikh of Al-Azhar, the Islamic university, gave a sermon calling on the people to throw off the

tyrant’s yoke. Transport workers joined the protests, and soon school pupils, tram workers,

printers and road sweepers were all on strike. After several weeks of rising violence the High

Commissioner, realizing that only an all-out assault by the British Army could quell the

rebellion, called Zaghlul back from exile.The Wafd’s dilemmaRiding high on a triumphant wave

of popular protest, Sa’ad Zaghlul eventually did make it to Versailles. Yet the conference itself

was a disappointment, as deals were struck behind the scenes between the imperial powers. It

was this process which transformed the British protectorate into a mandate from the newly-

founded League of Nations, a purely cosmetic change in the eyes of most Egyptians.Instead of

loosening the grip of the Khedival family on Egypt, Britain strengthened it, creating a monarchy

and crowning Fu’ad, a nephew of Khedive Abbas, King of Egypt in 1922. The new monarch’s

powers to interfere in constitutional life were extended, as the King had the right to dismiss

ministers, dissolve parliament and appoint the prime minister. The pill was sugared with a

formal declaration of independence in 1922, which nationalists complained meant little, as

Britain reserved the right to maintain troops in Egypt and to take whatever action she chose to

defend the Canal and British interests in time of war or civil unrest.Egypt’s first experiment in

constitutional democracy during the 1920s and 1930s was not a productive one. Political life

was dominated by a trio of competing factions: the Wafd, the palace and the British High

Commission. The King, hankering after a larger role in politics, was only too happy to oblige the



High Commissioner by dissolving unruly nationalist parliaments. As for the Wafd, despite its

immense base of popular legitimacy it was also prepared, once in power, to keep the

nationalist movement within the bounds set by the British authorities and the King.The Wafd

won 90 percent of the seats in the elections of 1924, although the indirect electoral system

favoured establishment candidates. Millions of Egyptians expected the Wafd to be able to bring

about far-reaching changes in their lives, but the party’s leaders were desperate to avoid social

upheaval. So Sa’ad Zaghlul’s government crushed the growing trade union movement and

stamped out further nationalist agitation. Yet without the mass following which had revolted for

its sake in March 1919, the Wafd could not hope to defeat the King and the British. Time and

time again, the Wafdist leaders were forced to back mass protests, raising hopes they refused

to meet.On the moveNasser spent much of his childhood on the move. When he was three, the

family moved back to the south, to Assyut. Two years later his father was posted to Khatatba, a

small town north-east of Cairo, where Nasser had his first taste of school life. He did not stay

long in Khatatba, as his father sent him to Cairo to live with his uncle Khalil, an employee of the

Ministry of Religious Endowments. Nasser’s three years there were spent in the bustling heart

of old Cairo; he used to explore the old bazaars in the shadow of the Al-Azhar mosque and

university complex with a friend.He missed his mother. however, and with the help of his uncle,

regularly wrote to her in Khatatba. In 1926, her replies suddenly stopped, although he was

reassured to be told that she was merely away from home on a visit to her parents. It was only

when he went home several months later that he found out that she had died. He later

described the experience as a cruel blow that was imprinted indelibly on my mind.7 His

relationship with his father became more distant, particularly after Abd-al-Nasser remarried in

1928. In a family home crowded with younger children – he was the eldest of eleven – he

withdrew into a world of his own.After a brief stay in Alexandria with his grandparents following

his father’s second marriage, Nasser was sent to boarding school in Helwan, near Cairo.

However, he came back in 1929 to re-join the family after his father was transferred to

Alexandria once again. It was in Alexandria that he had his first experience of politics. Swept up

in a demonstration by older schoolmates belonging to the Young Egypt movement of Ahmad

Hussein, he ended up in a police cell overnight, until his father came to rescue him.In 1933 the

family moved again, this time to Cairo, as Abd-al-Nasser took up running the post-office in

Khoronfish, in the area of Bab al-Sharqiyyah. For the next four years Nasser attended the Al-

Nahdah secondary school. He wrote for the school newspaper, contributing an article on

Voltaire, and tried his hand at acting. At the school’s performance of Shakespeare’s Julius

Caesar, Nasser’s performance of the dying Roman leader was so realistic, that his father

jumped up from the audience and rushed to his aid, before being reassured that his son was

unharmed.Cultural currentsA serious, thoughtful adolescent could find plenty to engage with in

1930s Cairo. Despite continuing political repression, Egypt was going through something of a

cultural renaissance. A new generation of writers explored the contradictions created by the

modernisation of Egyptian society, re-working the Arabic language with new tools: modern

literature, drama, and journalism.The confident nationalism of the urban middle classes found

its ideological expression in rationalist, secular constitutionalism. Writers such as Taha Hussein

explored the heritage of Pharaonic Egypt in an attempt to construct a national identity. They

associated Islam with the backwardness and superstition, which they believed was holding

back national development. However, for most of the population the writers and politicians who

held these views were speaking a language which was not only alien, but was also directly

associated with colonial oppression.At school Nasser read avidly. His choice of English authors

shows an interest in the lives of great men of history; among the books he read at secondary



school were John Buchan’s Gordon in Khartoum, Winston Churchill’s autobiography and the

lives of Alexander the Great, German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck and the Italian nationalist

Garibaldi.Often described as the founder of modern Arabic drama, Tawfiq al-Hakim was born

to a middle-class family in Alexandria in 1898.His novel Return of the Spirit was acknowledged

by Nasser to be his inspiration for the revolution of 1952. According to the novelist Naguib

Mahfouz ‘the leader that Al-Hakim had envisioned and dreamt of was perceived to be Nasser,

and Nasser himself understood it so. Thus he held Al-Hakim in esteem and always treated him

graciously.’Yet Al-Hakim himself always maintained a certain distance from Nasser, turning

down an invitation to meet him.One of the Egyptian authors who caught Nasser’s imagination

as a schoolboy was the novelist and playwright Tawfiq al-Hakim. A prolific writer, Al-Hakim

turned recently-imported European literary forms such as the novel and the short story into

expressions of a new Egyptian culture. This process of literary transformation mirrored Egypt’s

political awakening.Nasser devoured Al-Hakim’s first novel, Return of the Spirit, which was

published in 1933 to wide acclaim. He identified with Al-Hakim’s hero, Muhsin, a sensitive but

lonely young man, caught up the excitement of the revolution of 1919. Al-Hakim’s portrayal of

adolescent love may also have touched a chord, and his understanding of a teenager’s need

for space to think, dream and grow: ‘the freedom and solitude which can only be felt by the

person who has a room of his own.’8 Nasser was also fascinated by the political conclusions Al-

Hakim drew from the revolution of 1919. In Return of the Spirit, the hopes of the Egyptian

people can only find expression in a charismatic leader, identified as Sa’d Zaghlul, leader of

the Wafd. One of the characters, a French archaeologist, explains to his sceptical English

colleague that the Egyptian people are still destined to achieve great things. ‘Do not despise

these people, wretched though they are today. Strength is hidden in them. They lack only one

thing ... they lack that man in whom all their feelings and desires will be represented, and who

will be for them a symbol of their objective. When that happens, do not be surprised at this

people – cohesive, united, oppressed and ready for sacrifice – if it produces another miracle

besides the pyramids!’9Al-Hakim’s second novel, Diary of a Country Prosecutor10 – a dark

satire on the criminal justice system – is set in a small village in the Delta. Through the weary

eyes of a cynical bureaucrat, the author explores the cruel absurdities of rural life. Yet although

Al-Hakim draws an unflattering picture of the long-suffering Egyptian peasants, his sharpest

criticisms are reserved for those in authority over them. In Al-Hakim’s portrayal, traditional

authority figures and the representatives of the modern state and its European legal code

conspire together to oppress the fellahin. The arrival of modern technology – the telegraph, the

telephone and the railway – merely reinforces the age-old structure of power.

1919: the year of revolutionExcept for his uncle, Khalil, who was said to have been briefly

imprisoned for nationalist activities, none of Nasser’s immediate family seem to have been

personally affected by the revolution of 1919. But Egyptian political life was profoundly changed

by the emergence of a mass nationalist movement, which set the scene for Nasser’s turbulent

school days and his first political activities.The outbreak of war in 1914 at first dashed hopes of

change. In 1915 Britain formally made Egypt part of the British Empire. Egypt’s transformation

into a Protectorate at first seemed to have put back hopes of a gradual relaxation of British

control. Yet, as the war ended, Egyptian nationalists were encouraged by the speeches of US

President Woodrow Wilson, who promised national self-determination for the colonial peoples

of the world.The hero of Egypt’s 1919 revolution was born in 1858, in a village in Gharbiya

province. Sa‘ad Zaghlul initially studied at the Islamic university, Al-Azhar, but later qualified as

a lawyer in Paris.He was appointed Minister of Education in 1906, and then Minister of Justice



in 1910. It was after the war that he emerged as Egypt’s best-known nationalist leader. His

imprisonment and exile at the hands of the British triggered the 1919 uprising.Zaghlul was also

the inspiration behind Egypt’s first mass nationalist party, the Wafd, which took its name from

his Egyptian delegation – al-wafd al-misry in Arabic – to Versailles.Sa’ad Zaghlul emerged as

the spokesman for a reawakened nationalist movement in Egypt. A lawyer by training, he had

served as a minister in the prewar cabinets of Khedive Abbas, trying to extend Egyptian

autonomy by gradual reforms. A generation had passed since the crushing of Urabi’s rebellion,

and middle-class nationalists were beginning to demand more Egyptian control of the country’s

political life.At the Versailles peace conference national delegations clamoured for recognition

of their claims to independence. But behind the facade of Wilsonian rhetoric lay the stark

realities of imperial power. Britain and France were weakened by the war but determined to

maintain their presence in the Middle East. Newly-discovered oil deposits in Mesopotamia

increased the importance of the Suez Canal, Egypt’s primary international asset, so when

Sa’ad Zaghlul gathered a group of like-minded moderate nationalists to send a delegation to

the peace conference, the British High Commissioner refused them permission to represent

Egypt. Foreign Office officials in London had their own ideas about who should go to Versailles

– their choice for the job was Rushdi Pasha, the prime minister and a solidly pro-British figure.

Sa’ad Zaghlul’s response was to take the question to the Egyptian people. His Egyptian

delegation, al-wafd al-misry in Arabic, toured the country. Thousands packed into meetings and

rallies to acclaim Zaghlul’s Wafd as the true representatives of Egypt. Petitions poured into

Cairo calling on the British High Commissioner Wingate to allow Zaghlul and his colleagues to

travel to France.The response from the High Commission was to arrest and exile Zaghlul and

two companions. Egypt exploded into revolution as strikes and demonstrations shook the major

cities. Peasants cut the railways and burnt out rural police stations. According to Bimbasha

MacPherson, the British intelligence chief of the Cairo police, students led the first anti-British

demonstrations. Trams were stopped and damaged and the depot at Shubra attacked. The

Sheikh of Al-Azhar, the Islamic university, gave a sermon calling on the people to throw off the

tyrant’s yoke. Transport workers joined the protests, and soon school pupils, tram workers,

printers and road sweepers were all on strike. After several weeks of rising violence the High

Commissioner, realizing that only an all-out assault by the British Army could quell the

rebellion, called Zaghlul back from exile.The Wafd’s dilemmaRiding high on a triumphant wave

of popular protest, Sa’ad Zaghlul eventually did make it to Versailles. Yet the conference itself

was a disappointment, as deals were struck behind the scenes between the imperial powers. It

was this process which transformed the British protectorate into a mandate from the newly-

founded League of Nations, a purely cosmetic change in the eyes of most Egyptians.Instead of

loosening the grip of the Khedival family on Egypt, Britain strengthened it, creating a monarchy

and crowning Fu’ad, a nephew of Khedive Abbas, King of Egypt in 1922. The new monarch’s

powers to interfere in constitutional life were extended, as the King had the right to dismiss

ministers, dissolve parliament and appoint the prime minister. The pill was sugared with a

formal declaration of independence in 1922, which nationalists complained meant little, as

Britain reserved the right to maintain troops in Egypt and to take whatever action she chose to

defend the Canal and British interests in time of war or civil unrest.Egypt’s first experiment in

constitutional democracy during the 1920s and 1930s was not a productive one. Political life

was dominated by a trio of competing factions: the Wafd, the palace and the British High

Commission. The King, hankering after a larger role in politics, was only too happy to oblige the

High Commissioner by dissolving unruly nationalist parliaments. As for the Wafd, despite its

immense base of popular legitimacy it was also prepared, once in power, to keep the



nationalist movement within the bounds set by the British authorities and the King.The Wafd

won 90 percent of the seats in the elections of 1924, although the indirect electoral system

favoured establishment candidates. Millions of Egyptians expected the Wafd to be able to bring

about far-reaching changes in their lives, but the party’s leaders were desperate to avoid social

upheaval. So Sa’ad Zaghlul’s government crushed the growing trade union movement and

stamped out further nationalist agitation. Yet without the mass following which had revolted for

its sake in March 1919, the Wafd could not hope to defeat the King and the British. Time and

time again, the Wafdist leaders were forced to back mass protests, raising hopes they refused

to meet.On the moveNasser spent much of his childhood on the move. When he was three, the

family moved back to the south, to Assyut. Two years later his father was posted to Khatatba, a

small town north-east of Cairo, where Nasser had his first taste of school life. He did not stay

long in Khatatba, as his father sent him to Cairo to live with his uncle Khalil, an employee of the

Ministry of Religious Endowments. Nasser’s three years there were spent in the bustling heart

of old Cairo; he used to explore the old bazaars in the shadow of the Al-Azhar mosque and

university complex with a friend.He missed his mother. however, and with the help of his uncle,

regularly wrote to her in Khatatba. In 1926, her replies suddenly stopped, although he was

reassured to be told that she was merely away from home on a visit to her parents. It was only

when he went home several months later that he found out that she had died. He later

described the experience as a cruel blow that was imprinted indelibly on my mind.7 His

relationship with his father became more distant, particularly after Abd-al-Nasser remarried in

1928. In a family home crowded with younger children – he was the eldest of eleven – he

withdrew into a world of his own.After a brief stay in Alexandria with his grandparents following

his father’s second marriage, Nasser was sent to boarding school in Helwan, near Cairo.

However, he came back in 1929 to re-join the family after his father was transferred to

Alexandria once again. It was in Alexandria that he had his first experience of politics. Swept up

in a demonstration by older schoolmates belonging to the Young Egypt movement of Ahmad

Hussein, he ended up in a police cell overnight, until his father came to rescue him.In 1933 the

family moved again, this time to Cairo, as Abd-al-Nasser took up running the post-office in

Khoronfish, in the area of Bab al-Sharqiyyah. For the next four years Nasser attended the Al-

Nahdah secondary school. He wrote for the school newspaper, contributing an article on

Voltaire, and tried his hand at acting. At the school’s performance of Shakespeare’s Julius

Caesar, Nasser’s performance of the dying Roman leader was so realistic, that his father

jumped up from the audience and rushed to his aid, before being reassured that his son was

unharmed.Cultural currentsA serious, thoughtful adolescent could find plenty to engage with in

1930s Cairo. Despite continuing political repression, Egypt was going through something of a

cultural renaissance. A new generation of writers explored the contradictions created by the

modernisation of Egyptian society, re-working the Arabic language with new tools: modern

literature, drama, and journalism.The confident nationalism of the urban middle classes found

its ideological expression in rationalist, secular constitutionalism. Writers such as Taha Hussein

explored the heritage of Pharaonic Egypt in an attempt to construct a national identity. They

associated Islam with the backwardness and superstition, which they believed was holding

back national development. However, for most of the population the writers and politicians who

held these views were speaking a language which was not only alien, but was also directly

associated with colonial oppression.At school Nasser read avidly. His choice of English authors

shows an interest in the lives of great men of history; among the books he read at secondary

school were John Buchan’s Gordon in Khartoum, Winston Churchill’s autobiography and the

lives of Alexander the Great, German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck and the Italian nationalist



Garibaldi.Often described as the founder of modern Arabic drama, Tawfiq al-Hakim was born

to a middle-class family in Alexandria in 1898.His novel Return of the Spirit was acknowledged

by Nasser to be his inspiration for the revolution of 1952. According to the novelist Naguib

Mahfouz ‘the leader that Al-Hakim had envisioned and dreamt of was perceived to be Nasser,

and Nasser himself understood it so. Thus he held Al-Hakim in esteem and always treated him

graciously.’Yet Al-Hakim himself always maintained a certain distance from Nasser, turning

down an invitation to meet him.One of the Egyptian authors who caught Nasser’s imagination

as a schoolboy was the novelist and playwright Tawfiq al-Hakim. A prolific writer, Al-Hakim

turned recently-imported European literary forms such as the novel and the short story into

expressions of a new Egyptian culture. This process of literary transformation mirrored Egypt’s

political awakening.Nasser devoured Al-Hakim’s first novel, Return of the Spirit, which was

published in 1933 to wide acclaim. He identified with Al-Hakim’s hero, Muhsin, a sensitive but

lonely young man, caught up the excitement of the revolution of 1919. Al-Hakim’s portrayal of

adolescent love may also have touched a chord, and his understanding of a teenager’s need

for space to think, dream and grow: ‘the freedom and solitude which can only be felt by the

person who has a room of his own.’8 Nasser was also fascinated by the political conclusions Al-

Hakim drew from the revolution of 1919. In Return of the Spirit, the hopes of the Egyptian

people can only find expression in a charismatic leader, identified as Sa’d Zaghlul, leader of

the Wafd. One of the characters, a French archaeologist, explains to his sceptical English

colleague that the Egyptian people are still destined to achieve great things. ‘Do not despise

these people, wretched though they are today. Strength is hidden in them. They lack only one

thing ... they lack that man in whom all their feelings and desires will be represented, and who

will be for them a symbol of their objective. When that happens, do not be surprised at this

people – cohesive, united, oppressed and ready for sacrifice – if it produces another miracle

besides the pyramids!’9Al-Hakim’s second novel, Diary of a Country Prosecutor10 – a dark

satire on the criminal justice system – is set in a small village in the Delta. Through the weary

eyes of a cynical bureaucrat, the author explores the cruel absurdities of rural life. Yet although

Al-Hakim draws an unflattering picture of the long-suffering Egyptian peasants, his sharpest

criticisms are reserved for those in authority over them. In Al-Hakim’s portrayal, traditional

authority figures and the representatives of the modern state and its European legal code

conspire together to oppress the fellahin. The arrival of modern technology – the telegraph, the

telephone and the railway – merely reinforces the age-old structure of power.In the Diary, Al-

Hakim exposes the moral rot at the heart of the state. Corrupt judges and brutal police officers

are all engaged in the same great game – swindling the common people. As the district police

chief explains, not even elections are left to chance.‘“Well, that’s my method with elections,” he

continued. “Complete freedom. I let people vote as they like – right up to the end of the

elections. Then I simply take the ballot box and throw it in the river and replace it with the box

which we prepare ourselves.”’11Al-Hakim’s central character, the world-weary prosecutor who

acts as narrator in the novel, soon learns to suppress his moral qualms and keep his head

down. Nasser did not mention reading the Diary, but he would have certainly recognised the

cynical political establishment Al-Hakim described. Throughout 1935 and 1936 Nasser and his

school friends were in all-out rebellion against the same corrupt system. He wrote to a school

friend, Hasan al-Nashar, in September 1935, where are the men ready to give their lives for the

independence of the country? ... They say the Egyptian is a coward, that he is afraid of the

slightest sound. He needs a leader to lead him in the struggle for his country. By this means

this same Egyptian would become a thunder-clap which would make the walls of tyranny

tremble.12Back to the streetsAfter 1930, Egyptian politics moved back into the streets. The



inconclusive struggle between the King, the British and the Wafd dominated parliamentary life.

But, unlike in 1919 when the Wafd spearheaded a united national movement, the struggles of

the 1930s ended in stalemate. During 1935 and 1936 huge demonstrations called for the

restoration of the 1923 constitution, which had been overturned by conservative politicians to

give the King even greater powers. The protests were characterized by street fighting between

the Muslim Brothers, the pro-Royalist ‘Green Shirts’ of the Young Egypt movement and the

Wafdist ‘Blue Shirts’.The Muslim Brotherhood, which was founded by Hassan al-Banna in

1928, appealed to a sense that modernity carried with it an attack on Islam. Al-Banna argued

that foreign domination had to end, and that a truly Islamic society would offer social justice to

the poor and downtrodden. The Brotherhood drew its support from the urban poor, but its

cadre was the urban lower middle class – students, graduates, teachers, low-ranking officials

in government ministries and petty traders, all of whom felt that the promise of modernisation

had failed them.Young Egypt was founded by Ahmad Hussein. The movement called for an end

to foreign control of Egypt and agitated for the foundation of an Egyptian empire. European

Fascism appeared to be the greatest influence on Young Egypt’s political style, however. Its

paramilitary parades and celebration of militarism won supporters among the school students,

including Nasser himself for a brief period.The Wafd’s return to power in 1936 was also

greeted by a wave of industrial unrest, inspired partly by the general strikes in Belgium and

France. A huge strike wave began with a stoppage and occupation of the Kafr al-Zayyat oil

company which spread to Alexandria, culminating in a tramwaymen’s strike. By mid-July, the

workers’ mobilisation had moved to Cairo with a sudden strike and sit-in closing Hawamidiyya

sugar refinery.Nasser threw himself into organising. During his last year at Al-Nahda he spent

only 45 days actually in school. He flirted with most of the political organisations of the day,

including both the Brotherhood and Young Egypt, but does not seem to have been impressed

by any of them. His greatest disappointment, however, was with the older generation of

nationalists, who seemed prepared to sell Egypt’s future by bargaining with the British. The

treaty gave Egypt more control over her diplomatic affairs and paved the way for her entry into

the League of Nations. But the price for these formal steps towards independence was the

conclusion of an Anglo-Egyptian military alliance, which gave Britain the right to maintain ten

thousand troops in the Canal Zone.An anti-climaxDespite Nasser’s disappointment, the signing

of the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty and the accession of a new King, the young prince Farouq, finally

dampened the student rebellion. Some held high hopes that the new King would support

reforms. ‘The new monarch at first seemed everything his father was not – patriotic, vigorous,

intelligent and democratically-inclined – and so won immediate and widespread popularity.’13

Other student leaders, like Nasser himself, turned back to their studies. In Nasser’s case, it

took a demonstration by his classmates before the headmaster would let him back in the

door.Finishing school left him with another dilemma. The months of student campaigning had

left him with a police record, and seemed at first to have blocked the only road he really wanted

to take after school: into the Military Academy. Ironically, it was the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty

which opened up the possibility of a military career to Nasser, the son of a post-master. One of

the clauses of the Treaty allowed for the ‘Egyptianisation’ of the army, hitherto the preserve of

the Turco-Circassian Ottoman elite. However, Nasser’s police file counted heavily against him,

and he was turned down by the Academy when he first applied in 1936.He began a law course

at Cairo University, and half-heartedly considered applying to the police college. Finally, he

plucked up the courage to approach the Under-Secretary of War, who was in charge of the

selection board for the Academy, Ibrahim Khairi Pasha. The minister was either amused or

impressed by the intense young man who talked his way into his office to ask for his help. His



intervention seems to have made a crucial difference, both to Nasser’s life and the course of

Egyptian history. Nasser joined the Military Academy in 1937.
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