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PREFACE 

A lot has been written on Egyptian politics, on Nasser 

ani the Nasser era. A lot has also been written on the theory 

and practice of single-party systems. But very little has 

appeared on the single-party system in Egypt. The present work 

is an attempt to fill the void. Beginning with the birth of 

the first political party in the last quarter of the last century, 

the study traces the hi story of the party system in Egypt - the 

rise an:i fall of the multi-party set up, the single-party system 

under Nasser and the multi-party eystem of sorts of Sadat. This 

is not entirely a chronological, descriptive account; I have 

tried to present an insight into the working of the single-party 

system and bring out the factors resgonsible for its failure. 

The main focus, however, is the single-party system not only as 

a legitimacy device but also as a means to forestall opposition 

and perpetuate personal rule. I have sought to show that this 

is the case as much with the party system under Sadat as it was 

under .Nasser. 

I take this opportunity to express my sincerest gratitude 

to my supervisor, Professor M.s. Agv;ani (Chairman, Centre for 

West Asian aa:i African Studies) for the valuable guidance and 

encouragement that enabled me to complete the work. Any 

shortcomings that may still remain in spite of my best efforts 

are entirely mine. I acknowledge with thanks the assistance 

p roviaed me by the staff of the Jawaharlal Nehru University 
,\. 
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Library, Indian Council of world Affairs Library and the Press 

Bureau of the Egyptian Embassy in India for making available to 

me certain basic material. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 



INTRODUCTION 

Till recently, Egypt was officially a single-party state. 

The only political party that existed was the government-party; 

all others were outlined. This dissertation is a study of the 

single-party system in Egypt - its anergence, growth, shortcomings 

and replacement by "a multi-party system". In what socio-political 

setting did the military coup d•etat take place, how the new 

leadership dealt with the crises of legitimacy and consolidation 

of power, and how in the process the single-party systen emerged. 

The experiment with the single party itself forms a chapter -

why the Li~eration Rally, then the National Union and finally the 

Arab Socialist Union? How did the legitimacy derived from the 

Party compare with that derived from other sources - chariana 

and ideology? How did the change in leadership affect the working 

and strength of the party ~stem? And finally, what necessitated 

the switch over to a multi-party systan and whether 1 t is really 

a deviation from the one-party system that existed. 

The Bnergence o:f Parties and Party- systems. 

In 1850, few countries in the world {except perhaps the 

USA) knew political parties in the modezn sense of the word. 

There were trends of opinions, popular clubs, philosophical 

societies and parliamentary groups but no real parties. Today, 

whether one thinks of Anglo-American democracies or totalitarian 

systems such as the Soviet Union and Fascist Italy and Nazi 

Germany o:f the recent past, emergent African states in their 
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earliest years of independent evolution or Latin American 

republics that have hobbled aloog for over a century, a mamoth 

ex-colonial area mch as India experiencing the vicissitudes of 

democratic experiment or an equally mamoth communist power such 

as China seeking to mobilize a population through totalitarian 

methods, the political party, in one form or another, is 

omnipresent. The important, and at the same time interesting, 

fact is not that parties can be seen in every kind of political 

systen but that, as the world entered the 1970s, out of its 138 

countries, slightly over a third (34%) bad single party systens, 
1 half of which were states of the post-war creation. 

In this introductory chapter an attenpt shall be made to 

see, first, how we passed from a systen of no-party of the 1850s 

to that of the a11 pervasive political party of the 1950s; secotr:i, 

how far is it proper to call a single-party systen a party system 

aa:i how does it differ from a dominant party systa:n with which it 

is often confused; and third, what accounts for the single-party 

systems prevalent today. Taking the case of five different 
2 

established single party systems , an attempt shall be made to 

pin-point any common determinants which can account for the 

emergence of single-party systems in developing countries. 

1 Jean Blondel, An Introduction to Comparative Government 
(London, 19 69 ) p. 140. 

2 Countries discussed are: Mexico, Tanzania, Tunisia, 
Algeria and Singapore. 
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Political institutions develop out of the need born of 
• 

the growing complexities of political activity. Parliaments 

evolved out of the king• s Councils created to help the monarch 

deal with the intricacies of decision making and making them 

more acceptable; cabinets grew out of the complexities of 

Parliamentary activity. The similarities of functions - to 

organize pu'Glic opinton, to communicate demands to the centers 

of government and decision-making am of political recruitment 

- suggests that the political party, too, emerges whenever the 

activities of a political system reach a certain degree of 

complexity, or whenever the notion of political power comes to 
3 include the idea that mass public must participate. 

on the whole the development of parties seems bound up 

with that of democracy, that is, with the extension of popular 

suffrage and parliamentaxy prerogatives. "The more the right to 

vote is extended ani multiplied, the more necessary it becomes 

to organize the electors by means of committees capable of making 

the candidates known and of canalizing the votes in their 

direct1on."4 The growth-mechanisn of parties in such situations 

has generally begun with the creation of parliamentary groups, 

the appearance of electoral committees and finally the 

3 Joseph La Palombara end Myron Weiner, •The Origin and 
Development of Political Parties•, in La Palombare and 
Weiner, eels., Political Parties and Political Development 
(New Jersey, 1966) P• 3. -

4 Maurice Duverger, Political Parties-Their Organization 
arxl Act ivitt in the Modern State, Barbara aiXl Robert 
Nortn,· trans. (tbridon, 1954) p. xxiv. 
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establishment of a pennanent connection between these elements. 5 

However, these attempts at relating the evolution of 

national parliaments and the growth in the size of the electo

rate may explain the emergence of parties in established 

democracies of UK and the USA but not in most of the developing 

countries. 

In the case of developing countries it is the historical 

situation of the movement from tradition to modernity aoo the 

problems that go with it which generally provide the context for 

the anergence of political parties. The historical crises at the 

same time tend to be a critical factor in determining what pattetn 

of evolution parties take later. The crises themselves originate 

from the need to achieve in the shortest possible time what other 

societies took centuries to achieve and can be listed as: the 

crises of legitimacy, integration and participation. The first 

political grouping withln the English Parliament which later 

evolved into parties were botn at a time when the issues of 

legitimacy were much debated. A party is created when the 

existing structures of authority fail to cope with the crises. 

Nationalist parties in Asia and Africa are typically integrationist 

5 Duverger speaks of parliamentaiY and extra-parliamentary 
origin of political parties. Within the Parliament local 

(regional} factors, ideological and personal! ty factors 
generally account for the emergence of political parties. 
Trade unions, agricultural co-operatives ani peasant 
associations, philosophical societies, student associations, 
secret socie'ties and clan:iestine groups, and industrial
commercial groups often form the ba s1 s for the emergence 
of extra-parliamentary parties, ibid., pp. xxiv-xxxx. 
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parties. The crisis of participation is often mixed with that 
6 

of legitimacy. A change in the attitudes towatds authority 

may infuse in the subjects the belief that they have a right to 

influence the exercise of power - a non-participamt population 

may thus be aroused into politics. The dominant political elite 

on its part may seek to win public support so as to win or 

maintain power. 

The political party is thus a 20th century mechanisn 

designed to solve the problem of how to bring •the people•, the 

new mass voters, into the political community. It is an •agency 

for the organization of political power characterized by 

exclusively political functions, by a stable structure and 

inclusive membership and by the ability to dominate the contes

ting of elections•. 7 The •contesting of elections" distinguishes 

it from other organization, organizers and inte:nnediaries in the 

political process as also from the informal elites of the 

communi~, the personal clique, the fluid and restless faction 

and the basically non-political group -- a corporation or a 

church - engaged in some political activity. 

6· Socio-economic changes, a certain level of communication, 
the secularizing effec'ts of an educational systan ani 
the homogenizing effects of urbanization may be taken-
as factors that have affected these changes. 

7 Frank J. Sorauf, "The Political Party• in Joyce Gelb 
and Marian Lief Palley, eds., Politics of Social Change 
(New York, 1971) P• 39. 



Is a Single-Party &ystem a Party-§ystem? 

Before moving on to a discussion on single-party systems 

~!! it is necessary to ask: In what sense is a single-party 

system a party system? Is it correct to call it a party system? 

A •party systEIIl(• is concezned with "the interact ion patterns 

among significant and genuine electoiGl organizations---•.8 But 

if there is just one party how can it along produce a system? A 

system of what? Surely it cannot be one of parties, for the 

party in such systems may •constitute a form of organization of 

political power but in no sense a party as the tenn is generally 

employe(i. •9 

The arguments against the use of the tenn are bas~ on 

the •part-whole" relationship and the concept of "system•. 

According to the former, if a party is not a part, it is a 

pseudo-party; aal if the whole is identified with just one party, 

it is a p seudo-whole. 10 The single party identifies with the 

whole but it is obvious enough that it is smaller than the whole. 

It displays the character! stic s of wholi sm in that it flatly 

rejects the idea of a whole resulting from a competitive 

interplay of parts. According to the latter argument, the 

8 Harry Eckstein, The International Encyclopaedia of the 
Social SCiences vo1. Ir, 19M, p. 438 • .;;;.;;;.. _______ ........ __ 

9 Charles E. Merriam and Harold F. Gosnell, The American 
Party §ystan (New York, 1949) P• 8. 

10 Giovanni Sartori, Parties and partiiaSystems - A 
Framework for Analysl!, vo1. 1 (LOon, 1976) P: 39. 
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tenn 'system' is important. A • systa:n • has no meaning unless 

(i) the system displays properties that do not belong to a 

separate consideration of its component elanents and (ii) the 

system results from, and consists of, the patterned interaction 

of its component parts providing the boundaries of the system. 11 

The 'single-party system • fulfils neither. 

The concept of the single-party system is a "contra

diction in tenns" and "the precise anti-thesis of the party 
,, 

system - the logical force of wch an argument is difficult to 

challenge. But since there is no alternative labelling12 one 

has to bow, under such circumstances, to the linguistic 

conventions that have received universal acceptance. Hence the 

use of the tenn • single-party system• in this dissertation. 

It is pertinent also to clarify the tenninological 

muddle and distinguish the single-party system from a •dominant

party• one. Generally ~eaking, the single party system is a 

political regime in which a single party monopolises power and 

opposition parties are outlawed while in a dominant party 

system minority parties continue to operate legally and compete 

for electorate wpport. However, for the sake of convenience 

it is felt proper here to define a single-party sys tan as one 

11 Ibid., P• 43. 

12 sartori SJggests the use of the tenn, •party-state 
system• and adds : "while parties that are parts 
cannot identify themselves with the state, the 
party as a whole can only identify itself ideally
with the state. Two wholes cannot exist unless they 
tend to coincide•, ibid., p. 45. 

l 
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where other parties may exist - as they do in Mexico and 

Singapore but have little effect on the course of events and 

act like the minor parties in a two-party system. 13 In a 

dominant party system the one major party is capable of 

governing alone but several snaller parties which act as 
14 "parties of p ressure• cannot be ignored in its political 

calculations. 

Some case Studies of Established on~rty Syst~ 

The single party system is a common phenomena today. 

But in only a few cases bas it achieved some level of stability; 

generally it is short-lived, preceded or succeeded by military 

dictatorships. The case studies discussed here - Mexico, 

Tanzania, Tunisia, Algeria and Singapore -- are from the 

category of such stable •established" one-party system where 

13 The advantage of such a broad de fin! tion is that it 
includes political systems where though the law pennits 
other parties to be formed but at the same time it 
places conditions the fulfilment of which is extremely 
difficult. (For instance, in Mexico, a new group has 
to have inter alia, •at least 2500' members in each of 
no less man two-thirds of the country• s states and in 
any case a minimt.nn of 75,000 members. It has also to 
hold in at least two-thirds of the federal entities a 
meeting to select delegates to a national constituting 
convention; a notary must attend to attest that decisions 
were taken by vote of the majority). SUch a definition 
also includes political systems where minority parties 
are extremely insignificant. In Singapore, for instance, 
the People• s Action party won all the seats to the 
legislature in 1968 and 1972. 

14 Rajni Kothari, "The congress •System• in India", Asian 
Survey, vol. 4, ,December 1964, PP• 1161-73. 



the single party has stayed in power for, say, a period of 

about ten years. Besides, only those countries have been 

chosen for discussion where the' single-party has evolved without 

any prior ideology to support a one-party ~stem, thus excluding 

ideological one party systans like that of the Soviet Union 

and China. 

Mexico•s "one-party political E:WStem was an invention 

forced by circumstances". 15 A coalition of forces represented 

by Adolfo de la Huerta, Alvaro Obregon and Plutarco Elias Celles 

managed by 1920 to impose order on the chaos created by the 

breakdown of organized poli-tical life in the early years of this 

century. Of the triumvirate, de la Huerta ~ s elimil.nated when 

he tried to revolt against President Obregon who himself was 

assassinated before he could be officially inaugurated for a 

second term in 1928. Calles, as he could not himself become 

President because of the •no-successive re-election• clause in 

the 1917 constitution, go.:\:; elected a not-so-significant person, 

Emilio Portes, as President, and in 1929 formed the National 

Revolutionary Party (PNR). The years that followed saw the 

decreasing influence of localized personalitic militarism and 

a corresponding increase in the role of the Party. 16 Soon the 

15 Howard F. Cline, Mexico-Revolution to Evolution, 1940-60 
(London, 1962} p.~i. ----

16 This was made possible by the immense powers that the 
President enjoyed. In acting as the court of last 
resort in settling the inevitable clashes of conflicting 
interests with the help of the party machinery, he added 
immensely to the strength of the party. 
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opposition parties17 were left with little or no chance of 

defeating the official party • s political machine by either 

ballots or bullets. In rellaming the Party as the Party of the 

Mexican Revolution (PRM) in 1937 and giving it a fUnctional 

character18 President cardenes fUrther strengthened the Party. 

The military sector v.e s dropped by President camacho ( 1945) who 

renamed the Party as the Institutional Revolutions ry party 

(PRI) the name that it still has. 

The Tanganyika African National Union (TANU) was the 

only political party in Tanganyika, de jure and de facto. It 

faced no organized interest groups, fUnctional organizations 

were linked in it (for example, the National Union of Tanganyika 

workers, NUTA); led by a charis:natic leader, the position of the 

high-level leaders within the party is not much challenged. 

The Tanganyika African Association (TAA), formed in 

1927 as a social organization, soon picked up political trappings, 

spread its influence to the rural a rea s, aa:i by the 19 50s, 

developed into a national movement. Julius Nyerere, in July 1954, 

17 The past few decades have seen many parties but most of 
them have been •short-lived, one election, personal
leader oriented parties•. The National Action Party 
(PANl}, for instance, was formed in 1939 but did not 
launch a Presidential candidate till 1952. The other 
parties worth mentioning are: the Popular party (1948), 
the Communist party, the Sinarchest s and the Federation 
of Parties of the Mexican People (1951}. 

18 The military, labour, agrarian ani •popular• unorganized 
proletariat - each of those formed a national sector of 
the party. 
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called a Conference, adopted a new constitution and transformed 

the TAA into the TA:t-J1J. Within four years TAJ'.JU had become over

whelmingly the dominant non-governmental political organization 

in.the country. 19 

In 1960 when Tanganyika gained indepewence, TANU formed 

a responsible governnent with Nyerere as Chief Minister. Under 

the new Constitution of 1962, Nyerere became President. Thus 

in eight years the President of TANU had become President of 

Tanganyika and a little later in January 1963 Nyerere announced 

that Tanzania would become a one-party state by statute. 20 

------
19 The United Tangaeyika party, formed in 1956, under colonial 

sponsorship to counter the TANU, failed. to win a single 
seat in the September 1958 elect ions. By the end of 1958, 
the UTP had ceased to function as an effective political 
organization. Besides, Mthe UTP did not even have the 
complete rupport of the Europeans•. 

Similarly, the two splinter parties and the African 
National Congress disappeared af'ter the 1958 elections. 
In the 1960 elect ions the ANC was the only opposition 
but could get only 0.3% of the votes cast against 82.3% 
cast for the TANU. The People• s Democratic Party and 
the People• s Convention Party ( 1962) and the African 
Independence Movanent ( 1963) met the same fate. The 
latter rejoined the TANU in 1964. 

Henry Bienen, Tanzania: Paryv Transformation and Economic 
Qevelop~ (New~sey, 1967 PP• 52, 56. 

20 This transition to a one-party state was much helped by 
(i) tribalism - with 120 tribes, any or a few of them 

could not be much of a nuisance; 
(ii) indirect rule which weakened the institutions as they 

had to enforce laws made by the colonial administration; 
(iii) the exploitation of the •savahili' culture - the 

language and Islam; 
( iv) by avoiding controversial issues; and, 

( v) the British support in the last years. 
ibid., PP• 32-49. 
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By the time Tunisia achieved independence in 1956, 

the nationalist movanent had acquired three distinct advantages: 

unchallenged leadership, a well organized party and a long 

established background of "constructive• conflict with the 

colonial power, France. These three having buttressed each 

other during the long drawn out struggle for independence it 

was not surprising that they should? af'ter indepen:lence, bring 

forth a one-party system to build a new nation out of the old. 

Founded in 1934 as a splinter group, the Neo-Destour 

captured much of the old Destour• s organized following because 

of its dynami sn and flexible tactics. outlawed for the next 

twenty years, it openly became active in 1954. Led by a 

shre~ ani extremely tactful leader, Bourguiba•s Neo-Destour 

(renamed Destour Socialist Party, PSD, after the adoption of a 

socialist program) remains the only party in Tunisia. Its 

inclusive framework21 leaves little scope for opposition. 

Bourguibaisn - a set of tactics as it is - is also responsible 

for the continuance of one-party systa:n in Tunisia. Bourguiba 

has always very diplomatically first eliminated his potential 

rivals and then, with equal tact, rehabilitated them in positions 

of power, thus ensuring their loyalty to him and to the party. 22 

21 The UGTT, the labour organization, the UTAC, business 
and han:iicraf't s organization; the UNET, the students 
organization; and UNFT, the women•s organization-
all have organizational autonomy but do not constitute 
io:iependent centers of power. 

22 The cases of Masnoudi am Abmed Ben salah are the better 
known ones. 

l 
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Unlike Tunisia where the single-party system was the 

result of the consensus among the political elite of the country, 

in Algeria, the single-party system v.e s the outcome of intense . 

rivalry -- both personalistic and issue-based - among political 

groups which mattered. 23 

However, by 1954, the Democratic Union of Algerian 

Manifesto (UDMA) had gone into steady eclipse while the Movement 

for the Truimph of Democratic liberties (MTLD) had foundered as 

a result of internal divisions and French repression. The CRUA 

(Revolutionary Committee for Unity and Action) established in 

early 1954 by the initiative of MTLD militants, rejected the 

23 There were two main rival groups - one led by Messali Ahmed 
Ben Hadj and the other by Ferhat Abbas. Messali Hadj 
formed the North African Star rEtiole Nord Africaine 
(ENA)J in 1925-26. Having be'Ing banned, the ENA v.as 
reformed as the National Union of North African Muslims 
in 1934 and later as the People• s Party of the African 
People (PNA) in 1937. These introduced the idea of 
independence. 

In 1944, Ferhat Abbas and Bendjelloul (of the Federation 
of Elected Muslims established 1930) did succeed in 
achieving on the organizational level the accord among 
important nationalist groups that the Algerian Manifesto 
had produced. They formed the Friends of the Manifesto 
and of Liberty (AHL). But here, too, Abbas and Messali 
Hadj fell out. While the Abbas group wanted io:lependence 
with federation with France, Messali Hadj and his 
followers favoured a purely Algerian Parliament and 
Government. In 1946 Abbas formed the UD.HA (the Democratic 
Union of the Algerian Manifesto) an:i Messali Hadj formed 
the MTLD (Movement for the Triumph of Democratic 
Liberties) which replaced the PPA but was still 
internally divided on doctrine, organisation, personalit,y 
and generation conflict. No wonder then that the UDMA 
v.a s electorally much more successful than the HTW. 
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contention of both Messali and his opposition and decided to 

launch the revolt. The FLN (Front for National Liberation) 

and the ALN (National Liberation Army) were formed on 1 November 

1954. In 1956 they were joined by other groups. However, the 

FLN remained a front of independent groups till independence in 

1962 when the backlog of distrust and conflict surfaced. The 

three most influential men held divergent views on government, 

party and the role of the anny. 24 

When Ben Bella became Secretary General of the FLN, he, 

having already banned other political parties, took the party 

under his control. Ben Bella and Boumedienne struggled to have 

control over the party. When Boumedienne overthrew Ben Bella 

in June 1965, the FLN though called a •party• had no party 

structure or common ideology to speak of ao:l those in power were 

still wrestling with the fundamental problem of converting the 

FLN into a proper political institution. Boumedienne who first 

seemed to favour a limited role for the party later built the 

FLN as the party in a one-party system. 

24 Ben Bella as President of the Council of Ministers 
wanted a powerful state with an avant gat<le party 
restricted to militants. Mohammed Kfi{aer, the 
Secretary General of the FLN, wanted a mass party 
to control the activities of the state. He was not 
opposed to the idea of a multi-party ~stem. Houri 
Boumedienne wanted the a nny to play a political role. 
Khider ~ s eliminated soon as a dominant force on 
the political scene. 
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Strictly speaking, Singapore cannot be regarded as a 

one-party state for apart from the People• s Action Party (PAP) 

there are sixteen other parties in the country. Many of these 

are, however, simply defunct or paper political organizations 

except for the Barisan Socialist which has opted for extra

parliamentary struggle. The remaining parties are snall, 

ineffective groups which pose no threat to the PAP. The PAP 
25 

"is victorious in virtually all elections but other parties 

are legal and do exist." 
26 

The PAP began in 1954 as just another addition to a 

multi-party system. Leading the agitation for the end of 

colonial rule on the one hand and expressing commi 'bnent to 

socialism on the other, the PAP soon became the dominant voice 

on the political scene partly because of the alliance with the 

communists who provided the organization and mobilization 

abilities and partly because of the gradual fading away of other 
27 political groupings. It became a homogenous organization after 

-----------------
25 The PAP won all the seats in 1968 and 1972. 

26 John H. Kaut sky, Political Change in Underdeveloped 
Countries: Nationalism and Communism (New York;-~66) 
P• 145. --

27 The Malayan Communist Party did not have much appeal 
as an independent organization. The Singapore 
Progressive Party, a multi-racial professional 
organization was disastrously defeated in 1955. Its 
chief rival, the Singapore Labour Party ~lit asunder 
because of internal rivalries and never recovered. 
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the moderates took over the organization in 1961 and the 

Communists established the Barisan Socialist. While a member 

of the ~deration which Singapore joined in 1963, PAP•s conflict 

with the Malayan Chinese Association led to the separation of 

Singapore from Malaysia; Singapore then found it self under a 

"dominant one-party f:WStem". 28 

In the five countries discussed above, single-party 

systems emerged in spite of the diff'erences in the socio

political cultural settings. What do they have in common then? 

First they had been colonies of the European powers and this 

experience brought them in contact with western political 

concepts, ideas and institutions. Secondly, after they became 

in~ependent, all of these countries faced either a close 

struggle for power among leaders who had proved their worth 

during the colonial strUggle or a total absence of it where 

only one leader emerged as one who had led the people to 

freedom. In either case, a single-party f:W stan was the result. 

This brief examination of single-party systems would 

suggest that the one-party system, a pre-eminently 20th century 

political phenomenon, is a product of social, economic and 

political changes in the century. In such situations of rapid 

change, for one reason or the other, political elites have found 

--------------------
28 Chan Heng Chee, The D~amics of One-Party Dominance 

The PAP at the Grass-roo!]:tsingapore, 1976) P• lb. 
Tfiis is tfie most appropriate tenn to be usea for 
f:WStems like Singapore and Mexico. 
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single-party systems as efficient means of political organiza-

tion. The question to be asked now is: Why the single-party 

system and not any other for.m of political organization? In 

what ways is the single-party system more useful than a 

plural! stic system of parties? The answers to these hold the 

key to an explanation of the general causes resulting in single

party systems. 

The most common hypothesis is that one-party dominance 

comes into being where party systems are formed in the course 

of struggle for national independence requiring channelling of 

political activity towards a single, widely shared, intensely 

held objective and avoidance of internal conflict. 29 Their 

continuance is the result of the effects of the pre-independence 

conditions. In the absence of the restraining influence of 

long-established participation in a competitive parliamentary 

framework, the drive for power in such a situation iS raw and 

untanpered. Besides, the nationalist groups subjected to such 

repressive measures and compelled to operate undergrouo:i are not 

adequately socialized into the art of political compromise and 

re59onsible leadership. V/hen in power, therefore, they are 

more likely to manifest an overly strong identification with 

the state, view opposition as illegitimate, and be dogmatic, 

29 Thomas Hodgkin, African Political Parties: An Intro
duc"t_2ry Guide (Harmendswortfi, U.K., 1962), PP• 22-23. 
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uncompromising and monolithic in their orientation.
30 

This has 

been the case with Algeria, Tunisia and Tanzania. 

This, however, does not explain much. The question still 

remains : '1'/hy one-party ~stem in stead of no-party ~stem? For 

to the extent that the purpose of the one--party ~stem ts to 

eliminate many parties, the difference would not be appreciable: 

the simple prohibition of any part at all will do as well. 

A no-party state is the natural state for a traditional 

society. As a society modernizes the no-party state beeomes 

increasingly the anti-party state - the conservative elements 

see the party as a challenge to established hierarchy and the 

administration sees it as a threat to rationalized rule. With 

further mociernization, anti-partisn yields to Uhi?artisn. It is 

gradually realized that the people can no longer be siae-stepped, 

rather it is useful to involve them in government. 11oderniza

tion means the extension of suffrage i.e., the emergence of a 

politicized society which raises the problem of channelment 

the need for a stabl ized mr stem of political canalization. The 

single-party ~:\)'stem acts as a channelling agency. 

But modernization is not just the extension of suffrage. 

It also entails responsibilities and aspirations. Leac.ers have 

to cope with a_piling up of the historical crises of logitimacy, 

integration and participation. 31 In this situation of 

30 Joeseph La Palombara and H.yron ~'leiner, n. 3, P• ~)1. 

31 Ibid., P• 32. 
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"accelerated history", political leaders are tempted to attant:'t 

a quantum jump to economic modernity leaping over stages which 

required many decades in the west. In addition to all this, 

leaders of new states face the difficult tasks of modernization; 

hopes and aspirations are high, and there would soon be 

frustration if results were not quickly forthcoming. The 

single-party system, in these circumstances, is viewed as a 

means most capable of performing a variety of functions am o:f 

achieving more, better and faster than the pluralistic swstans. 

The ruling elites believe that they cannot afford the 

luxury of a pluralistic democracy, and of course, they cannot 

return to a traditional system where power is concentrated in 

the hands of a few am the masses remain unpoli tisized. Under 

the modernizing effect of their history of the recent past 

requiring some kind of a democratic institution and the need of 

involving the masses in political processes, the rul~rs of tc.ese 

states have found the single-party system a very convenient 

instrument for wriggling out of the dilemma of modernization as . 
well as political stability, democracy as well as centralization 

of power. 

Why not a two-party or multi-party system? An anmver to 

this question must take into account the nature of the society 

in each case. In most cases, the society is one characteriz,ed 
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32 by a •gap•. While the unity forged by colonial struggle has 

to be jealously preserved in the service of other national 

•battles• af'ter independence, the existence of such gaps which 

break up the homogeneity of the societies reniers impossible 

the achievanent of that basic consensus which most theorists of 

liberal democracy see as essential to its flourishing or even to 

its survival. These gaps are likely to mean that any opposition 

party or movenent of consequence bases itself on a tribal or 

other racial, linguistic, religious or regional grouping which 

at least implicitly threaten the national unity which is the 

goal of the leaders to consolidate or bring into being. Put in 

other words, it. is rea_sonable":'to expect that two or more parties 

will not promote unity to the same extent as a single party. The 

risks of disintegration are definitely enhanced in a multi-party 

system. In fact, the argument against the multi-party system is 

similar to what Abbe Sieyes had said about bicameral legi sla

tures33 that if they agree on fundamentals, they reduce politics 

to an argument about trivialities or into a state of potential 

civil war (if the differences are funlamental). 

32 It is a gap between the educated and uneducated, between 
rural and urban, the modern and the traditional. It is 
a gap between a snall group of active, aspiring, 
relatively well-off, educated and influential persons 
and the relatively powerless peasantry, ]}::iwat<l Shils. 
Political Development in the New states (•s- Gravenhage, 
Monton & Co., 1962) P• 30. 

33 Abbe Sieyes• famous comment is : if the second chamber 
dissents from the first, it is mischievous; if it agrees 
with the first, it is superflous. 



Thus, the arguments generally givea for the establishment 

aai continuance of one-party system are all related in the 

ultimate sense to the question of unit,y and integration. Vfuether 

one justifies the one-party system in tenns of the Marxist 

premise of direct correspondence between social class and 

political organization 34 or takes the down-to-earth position 

that having achieved a nationalist consolidation of political 

forces against the colonial authorities, must one now delibera

tely break up the unity which has been gained in order to 

satisfY the doctrinaire requirement of western-style democrats 

for a plurality of parties, the underlying idea is that of unity 

and its preservation. 

The 'basic problem is, however, one of legitimacy. Though 

in all the cases discussed above, the ruling elite had already 

gained some legitimacy from a combination of past activities in 

leading the struggle for independence or getting rid of an 

inefficient and unpopular regime (as in Mexico} or leading the 

country in the face of some intemal or external crisis (as was 

the case in Turkey a:rter the First world v;a.r when Kemal Ataturk 

established the People• s Republican Party}, the very establish

ment of a new kind of system drives the leaders in search of 

34 Since party systems reflect the class structure of 
societies, where there are no pronounced difference 
among social and economic classes, there is no need 
for more than one party. 
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further legitimacy. This search for legitimacy is more crucial 

when the background is one of a two-party or multi-party system. 

Claiming exclusiveness and always perceived as exceptional, the 

single-party regimes have to establish their legitimacy. 

Generally, two major means are adopted for gaining 

le,pitimacy: (i) through participation ani the involvement of the 

masses in the political processes of the state - if not in 

reality, at least in creating a sanblence of it and (ii) through 

the adherence, at least in words, to some ideology whereby 

promises of future development are made. 35 

As part of the need to build an effective state machinery 

and to create an aura of legitimacy for it, it is essential both 

to expand and control the popular participation which the 

granting of universal ruffrage makes inevitable. However, 

mobilization has to be a controlled one for two reasons: first, 

'because of the rulers• desire to remain in power and prevent the 

formation of any opposition; and second, because of the belief 

that in order to construct a modern society, it is absurd to 

rely on the •unmodern" masses to undertake and guide their own 

transformation. In establishing direct and pe:rmanent contact 

between the government and the people the single-party system 

breaks the isolation by its thousands of cells and units 

scattered throughout the country and at the same time takes the 

35 The adopt ion of socialist programmes in practically 
all new states is nothing but a means of gaining 
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responsibility of guiding, directing and mobilizing the energies 

of the masses. rn so organizing political activity the elites 

argue that the eystem becomes much more democratic. Through 

the instrumentality of the party, they want to contain organized 

opposition opinions within the framework of the single-party 

system. Political competition might still find a place in the 

various organs of the government and party. 

one salient feature of the single-party system as it has 

functioned in practice is that in most cases the capstone of the 

structure has been the single charianatic leader. Cl:trisna 

helps to maintain the leader in power. The systa:n, however, 

lacks inherent stability and tends to wither away as the country 

slowly trudges along on the path of modernization. The single

party eystem is, therefore, called in to act as the instrument 

which not only just keeps the leader in power but helps him 

cope with the task in hand and, in the process, consolidate his 

hold on the political eystem. Bourguiba • s "what system , I am 

the system• and Nyerere•s initial desire to welcome a genuine 

and responsible opposition soon turning into suspicion of a 

multi-party system because •a handful-of illiividuals can still 

put our nation in jeopardy• 36 speaks amply of the immense use 

the single-party system is put to in order to keep personalities 

in power. 

36 Julius Nyerere, Freedom and Unity (Dar-es salaam: 1966) 
p. 312. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE ORIGINS OF THE SINGLE-PARTY SYSTEM IN EGYPT 

The emergence of modern party organizations in the new 

states of Asia and Africa has been closely linked to the growth 

of national! st ideas. Peoples striving for independence began 

to appreciate the value of political party organization and used 

it as the chief instrument of their national struggle against 

European domination. Egypt was no exception. 1 · 

National awakening· in Egypt was the result of certain 

factors which, at the same time, acted as catalysts in the process -

Mohammed Ali's (1805-48) and his successors• Egyptianization 

policy of sorts, growing foreign interference as a result of 

Anglo-French rivalry in the region, the development of an 
2 

Egyptian Press, the formation of secret societies both of a 

religious nature and in the anny, Egyptian modernism with 

reformism, constitutionalism and Egyptianis:n as the factors of 

"quasi-nat ior.el movement" 3, and finally the First World V/S.r 

which changed the basic collaborationist views of the Egyptian 

up per class. 

_____ , __________ _ 
1 In Egypt, the knowledge that a better state of affairs 

was possible in addition to the suspicion towards 
foreigners even aroused the uneducated classes. While 
they ceased to consider the personal rule of the khedive 
as an ideal one, they held the European influence 
responsible for the religious laxity of the rich and 
their own poor economic condition. 

2 There was only one Arabic newspaper in 1866. The ntnnber 
increased to fifty by 1898 in Cairo alone.- Jacob M. Landau, 
Parliaments and Parties in Egy:et (New York, 1954), p. 74. 

3 Ibid., PP• 176-7. 
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The Emergence of Political parties and Party Systan in Egypt 

Secret societies were the fore-runners of political 

parties in Egypt. With their organization, however loose, and 

common ideals they provided the basis for the growth of 

pol! tical parties. Thus, the first political party grew out of 

a secret society founded by some military officers in 18?6. It 

got transformed into the National Party in November 1879 but 

more or less continued with its secret character. Vlith a bold 

programme for achieving Egyptian autonomy through parliamentary 

institutions and ministers re59onsible to them, it did attract 

the educated classes, journalists~ peasants and a good many 

religious leaders. Another secret society claiming to be a 

political party in 18?9 was the Young Egypt {Misr al-Fatat). It 

had a programme not much different from that of the National 

Party but in more specific tenns. It even had as its organ a 

periodical, Misr al-Fatat, perhaps the first of its kind. 

However, both the National Party an:i the Young Egypt faded a\~Y 

after the Urabi Revolt of 1882, 1 ts suppression and the 

establishment of the British protectorate. 

After a decade of lull, the national! st s once again 

started organizing themselves. This time an ambitious Khedive," 

Abbas II (who succeeded to the title in 1892) also joined. In 

1893, one Latif Salim organized his own group into a secret 

society called the Nationalist Party with the purpose of working 

for the country•s indepeulence and present its cause to the 
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European public opinion. Among its members was Mustafa Kamel, 

who soon took over its leadership, and many of his would be 

followers. The Khedive formed the National Party (Hizb al-watani) 

in 1897 with the help of Mustafa Kamel and Ahmed Lutfi al-sayyid 

to resist British occupation. Even this had its origins in the 

secret society called •The Society for the Revival of the 

Nation• (~!~~iyyat-Ihya al-watan) created to direct popular 

opposition to British occupation into nationalist channels and 

started operating freely only after October 1907. The significance 

of Mustafa Kamel • s party lies in the fact that it was the first 

real organization of a political party in modern Egypt to outlive 

its founder. 4 Even after Kamel's death in 1908 when its 

popularity was on the wane, it still ranained a factor in the 

political life of the country. The evidence of its congresses 

and journalistic activity shows that the National Party was still 

the best organized although its closest rival, the People's 

Party (Hizb al-Umma), enjoyed the support of the Brit ish and 

the next closest, the Constitutional Reformers (Hizb a1:1~ 

•ala •1 -MSbadi al-Dasturiyya ), patronized by the Khedive. 

4 Mohammed Fa rid succeeded to the leadership of the National 
party ani launched his movement for the grant of a 
constitution. He not only wrote articles but also started 
a signature campaign which gave it a greater popular base 
and created political consciousness among the people. He 
realized the value of support from the workers and peasants. 
He helped in the promotion of a trade union of handicrafts
men and suggested the formation of an agricultural trade 
union. Z.l-1. Quraishi, Liberal Nationalisn in~ise 
and Fall of the wafd PartY {Allahabad, E67)W.~-
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Mustafa•s success stimulated the efforts of other would 

be leaders. There appeared on the political scene a group of 

moderate nationalists who were not in full agreement with Kamel • s 

militant programme. Encouraged by Cromer they started a 

newspaper, al-Jarida, and in Septanber 190? established the 

•Party of the Nation• or •The People• s Party•. Its activities 

revolved around the al-Ja~. It stood for co-operation with 

the British in the gradual implementation of reform. It is to 

this group that one should look for the origins of .the Liberal 

constitutionalists. 5 Soon after came a third party - the 

constitutional Reform Party. It was a Palace body formed around 

the newspaper al-Mu•ayyad. It had no idealogy nor a mass 

following. 

During the following five years four other parties came 

up - the National Free Party, the Party of Independent Egyptians, 

the Young Egyptian Party and the Party of the Nobles. All these 

were minor parties and hardly influenced the course of events. 

Political parties in Egypt before the end of the First 

world war had some common features. They were all rather 

loosely organized ani all ties were personal. Except for the 

National Party, the other parties were groups loosely connected 

with a certain personality- whose abilities decided their fate¢

than to an ideal. They relied more on popular sentiment than 

5 Mahmud zayid, •The Origins of the Liberal Constitutionalist 
party in Egypt• in P.M. Holt, Political and Social Change 
in Modern ~t (London, 1968);-?. 338. 
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on efficient party discipline. In fact, except for Urabi' s 

National Party and Kamel's National Party, all political 

parties were more so in name than in fact and were really 

instruments for the furtherance of private ambitions or group 

interests. They all had a common growth pattern - groups 

crystallized around already existing new~apers or started new 

ones and a:t'ter a certain time grew into political parties the 

main interests and activities of which continued to be centered 

around their organs. •papers (were)not only the voices but also 

the brains of the parties". 6 For Mustafa Kamel's party it was 

the al-Mu •ayy~ to begin with, then the al-Liv.e and later the 

•Egyptian Standard• and the ·~tendard Egyptian'; the 

!1-Jarida was for the People• s Party and the al-Mu •ayyad for 

the Constitutional Reformers. 

Parliament and Political parties - the Inter-war Period 

It was these not so well organized political parties 

which formed the bases and set the tone for the parties of the 

post-world war I period. It ~s remarkable how similar was the 

political orientation of these parties to that which preceded 

world war I. The National Party, most important before the War, 

was reduced to a mere cypher, its place having been taken by the 

wafd which adopted most of its watch words, especially the anti

British slogans. Instead of the Constitutional Reformers, 

6 Landau, n. 2, p. 1?6. 
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openly favourable to the occupant of the throne and to Islam 

and covertly quite friendly with the British, there were the 

Constitutional Liberals who preached and propagated very much 

the same ideas. In 1908, the Khedive, dissatisfied with the 

attitude of the Constitutional Refonners, bad inspired the 

formation of a party of Nobles, small in number but loyal to 

him. In 1925, much the same happened - the King, displeased 

at the Constitutional Liberal s• lukewarm at tit u:le towards him, 

inspired the fonnation of the Union Party, counting only few 

adherents, but subservient to him. Little had changed during 

the first quarter of the 20th century. 

The Wafd originating as a delegation to the British 

resident, Sir Reginald Wingate, claiming to rep resent the 

people of Egypt, and demanding •complete independence• soon 
' 

assumed the character of a national union of personalities 

leading a popular movanent for independence. It not, nor at . 

least in its early stages, a political party for it was but a 

heterogeneous group of individuals, a coalition of those vital 

forces in the nation that demanded the evacuation of Egypt ~nd 
? 

worked to 11mi t the power of the throne. The waftl, too, 

regarded it self only as the agent of popular will and not a 

? Besid.es, it has been pointed out that the constitution 
of the Egyptian Delegation was in sbarp contrast to the 
constitution of a political party in the modern sense of 
the tenn. The manbers of the Delegation had the attain
ment of sovereignty as their objective; they led a 
nationalist movement and had no programme of a political 
party. As a delegation it was an organization of 
leaders and had no organized ties w1 th the people -
Qu rai shi, n. 4, p. 46. 

I 
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political party.8 When it ~s ultimately obliged to enter the 

lists as a party it was because of the responsibility it felt 

for the enonnous confidence reposed in it by the Egyptian people. 

Moreover, the growth of representation made the parliamentary 

sphere the logical arena for its activities. 

The peculiarity of its origin accounted for the wa:ftl • s 

all-encompassing, pluralistic nature. There was a place for 

everyone in the v.a fd. In it were _f~e_l_l_a_h~ and pashas, Anglophites 

and Anglophobes, conservatives and revolutionaries, intellectuals 

and rabble- rousers. "To define it (is) to define Egypt itself 

---•. 9 Even the four major ~lits that took place in .its 

chequered history of about thirty-five years could not turn it 

into a really homogenous organization. 10 

-------
8 In a P.olicy speech on 20 September 1923, sa•d Zaghloul, the 

leader of the Delegation, concluded that the Y•afd was not 
a political party. Emphasizing the basis of unity, the 
de sire for independence, he said, "Those who say that we are 
a parly aiming at independence imply that there is another 
party among the people which·does not aim at independencen 
~-Abram, 22 September, 1923. Q~oted in ibid., PP• 83-84. 

Even as late as March 1925, Zagbloul maintained that the 
waf'd was •not a political organization or a party or a 
group but an agent of' the nation". Quoted in ibid., P• 99. 

9 Jean Lacouture, Nasser : A B~ograpby (London, 19?3) P• 15. 

10 The very first split was quite expected. The differences 
between Zaghloul an:i Adli Yeken who tended to be more on 
the side of the British than that of the nationalists soon 
became evident ao:i the two parted company when zaqbloul 
expressed no confiaence in the latter• s Cabinet formed in 
March 1921. 
The second split took place in 1930 on the issue of the 
proposal of a National Government following the di sni ssal 
of' the wa:ttlist Goverllllent an:l its boycott of the elections 
that followed. A younger group led by Nahas which was 
opposed to the idea of a non-'#a:fdist Prime Minister, 

contd •• 
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It is interesting to note that every 99li t resulted in 

a new party being formed. Thus in 1922 Adli Pasha fonned the 

constitutional Liberal Party with the object of weakening the 

organized agitation launched by the wa:ftl Party and to collabo~te 

with the Constitution (D~fting) Committee. The Palace after 

di sni ssing the wa:fd Government in 1930 made I snail Sidqi the 

Prime Minister who fonned the People• s Party (Hizb al-Sha •b) to 

win a parliamentary majority an:1 to abrogate the Constitution 

and repeal all democratic legislation. The third split resulted 

in the formation of the sa•adist Life (al-Hayat al-sa•adi~) in 

193?. The wafdi st Bloc ( •al-Kut!!.:Lal-wafd~) was inspired 

and encouraged by the Palace after the fourth split in the wafd 

Party in 1943. 

Two other political parties came up after world war I 

the Young Egypt Society which later transformed it self into a 

political party, aai .the Communist Party. 

The Young· Egypt Society was formed in 1934 as "a fascist 

organization of anti-foreign and extreme nationalist complexion---

••• though in a minority, Had its own. Viith this started 
the decline of the old stalwarts within the party. 
The third split on a minor issue of a project for 
electricity generation led to a Cabinet reshuffle in 
193? and the exclusion of two prominent members, 
Mahmud al-Nuqra shi and Nohmud Ghalib. They were then 
expelled from the Party. Similarly, the fourth split 
in 1943 excluded :from the Cabinet the then Finance 
Minister, Makraw 'Abayd on the issue involving the 
unusual t> romotion of three officials of the 
government. 
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(with) a strong appeal particularly to the student class ... 11 It 

claimed to express both the spirit and aspirations of the entire 

Egyptian nation. It transformed itself into a political party 

when legislation in April 1938 prohibited the activities of the 

api rt organizations (the society had its ovm Green Shirts 

Organization) and became the National Islamic Party in 1940 and 

had a new name -- the Egyptian Socialist Party -- in 1949-50. 

Till the 1940s the Communist Party, even though founded 

in the early 1920 s, remained inactive, suppressed and therefore, 

numerically and organizationally weak till the 1940s. Develop

ments during the world war proved disastrous :for the prestige of 

the wa:fd, the Monarch and the British12 but provided opportunities 

for the extremist groups. Marxists study groups sprang up but 

soon split into a number of disjointed :fragments. 13 out of these 

-------
11 

12 

13 

Arthur Yenchen, Acting High Commissioner, in a despatch 
to Sir John Simon, dated 30 Januar.t 1934 regarding the 
formation of the Young Egypt society. Quoted by P.J. 
vatikiotis, Nasser and His~eration (London, 19?8), p.30. 

The waf'd lost patriotic appeal because it had seized power 
with British support· the King had succumbed to British 
threats and installed a government of the latter's choice; 
and, the British actions proved that the independence given 
to the Egyptians by the Treaty of 1931 was mere sham. 

The Egyptian Movement for National Liberation (EMNL) 
:founded in 1942 by Henri - CUriel was for action at any 
price; Hillel Schwartz• s Iskra (the Spark), also :founded 
in 1942, was too theoretiCarand gave in to intellectualisn; 
Marcel Israel• s People• s Liberation (Tahrir ash-Sha •b) 
founta,ed in 1943 stressed the need :for Egyptianizing the 
movement. The Vanguard {Al-Tali'A) was a splinter :from 
the ~~NL. Three more groupsitfiat came up were the 
Marxist League, the Citadelle and the New Dawn (al-Fajr 
al-Jadid ). 

- Jean am Simonne Lacouture, Egypt in Transition (New York, 
19 58 ) p • 258 • 
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the Egyptian Movement for National Liberatiqn (EMNL) outstripped 

its rivals and anerged as "the most dynamic branch of' the Left•. 14 

After the war it absorbed the Isk:re and became the Democratic 

Movement for National Liberation (DMNL), the largest communist 

group in Egypt and eclipsed the other snaller groups. Despite 

police repression and inner dissension the communist influence 

continued to increase so much so that after "Black saturday•16 

•the Communists appeared to be the natural heir to political 

power in Egypt•. 17 

The other group which gained prominence and popularity 

during the Vi'ar and after was the Muslim Brotherhood. Established 

in 1929 by Hasan el-Ba rna, as the "Association of Muslim Brothers' 

(!1-Ikhwan al-Muslimin), under the fiery leadership of the 

Supreme Guide and the striking appropriateness of' its propaganda 

and organization to the state of' Egyptian urban society from the 

14 Ibid., p • 259. 

15 Communists were able to penetrate into government 
offices, newspaper bureaux, the Waf'd, trade unions and 
even the Free Officers• organizationl· which was to 
topple the monarchy in July 1952. 

16 On 26 January 1952, the pent-up nationalist feelings 
of' the Egyptian masses burst into an orgy of violence 
and arson directed at the vast foreign property in 
cairo. 

17 M.S. Ag..vani, Communi sn in the Arab East (New Delhi, 
19 69 ) ' p • 48 • 
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1940s onward, became a force to reckon with. The preoccupation 

of the VJa.fd arrl lesser political groups with the power struggle 

left large areas of political thought and action unattended. 

Not only were the intellectuals unable to reach a consensus but 

there was no political leadership capable of effectively 

presiding over this crucial process of ideology formation and 
. 

forging a new synthesis of thought. The wafd too, did not 

fulfil this role in the Egyptian political syste:n. on the other 

hand, to the poverty striken masses, demo\t'alized and irritated 

by the foreign soldie~J during the war, the Brotherhood brought 

a message of revenge and hope. Its popularity spread to all 

sections of the people - the faithful in the cities and villages, 

the business people, artisans and the disinherited, and the 

student community. With a para-military wing, it tried to use 

violence to topple the government and is said to have a key role 

as the instigator of the January 1952 riots in cairo. It emerged 

from the January-July 1952 chaos as the strongest political 

organization in Egypt. 

The Decaying_l1ul ti-~~~stan: Road to Revolut.!2!! 

The years which saw the inc rea sing popularity of the 

extremist parties also saw the decline of the wafd. Disillu

sionment with quarrelling politicians and a power-hungry 

monarch was easily transfonned into an antagoni s:n to consti tu

tional government in general and to its European origins in 

particular. This made it possible for the Muslim Brotherhood 

•• 
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and the Communists to attract hundreds of thousands of followers 

in the late 1930s, during World war II and after, from the 

dispossessed urban masses, and the pennanently miserable rural 

population. 

The party system that existed in Egypt during the first 

half of this century was thus a multi-party system. It could be 

explained in terms of the increasing socio-political differen

tiation. In a political environment so differentiated 

ideologically and structurally, one could find a diversity of 

doctrines and political organizations : Islamic fundamentalists, 

liberal constitutionalists, varieties of Harxists, labour and 

student organizations and secret organizations in the army. 

The multi-party systan formed part of the parliamentary 

system that vfcls set up after world V/8r I. The system collapsed 

because of the unreal hold which liberal European political 

ideas had over Egyptian leaders - a condition which inevitably 

caused the degeneration of political parties. The wafd declined, 

broadly speaking, because of two reasons - its very nature and 

its inability to meet the new challenges that it confronted. 

Because of its being an umbrella organization and collaboration 

with the Huslim Brotherhood and the communists, it comprised 

elements of different shades of opinion which undermined the 

cohesiveness that a pol! tical party needs to succeed. The 

numerable internal fissions which resulted further weakened the 

Party. The leadership, made up mostly of big lam-owners, was 
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power-hungry and was therefore, ready to compromise. The 

support given to the Tawfiq fli sim go"vemment in 1934 and the 

provisions of the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty were nothing but 

exercises in compromise and accomodation. The rank and file 

began to feel alienated and disharmony between the waftl and the 

Egyptian masses began to appear. The compromising attitude 

towards its rivals continued till the end. In 1950 when the wafd 

formed the cabinet, it was expected that it would take advantage 

of its victory to start a battle against the King's arbitrary 

power. The King himself w&s apprehensive. But the government 

of the wafd preferred to enjoy the benefits of rule an:i thus when 

1-(ahas Pasha met the King for the first time after his appointment 

as Prime Minister he expressed the desire •to be allowed to kiss 

the King's hand•. 18 It was because of the nature of the party 

and of those who led it that it failed to meet the challenges of 

hi story. Though it led the nationalist movement, it was unav.are 

of the limitations of its doctrine and could not face the 

challenge of pan-Arabian, pan-Islamisn and socialism - ideas 

which were increasingly becoming important. 19 The V~fd failed to 

18 George M Hadded, Revolutions and Militar,y Rule in the 
Middle East: The Irab States~ Part II - Egypt, the su~, 
Yemen and Irt)ya (New York, 1 73) P• Io.-

19 The VJa:fd started as a revolutior.ary organization in view 
of the spontaneous revolutionary upsurge that followed 
zaghloul• s deportation in early 1919. It soon realized 
the value of negotiation and propaganda and with the 
acceptance of the 1922 Declaration terminating the 
protectorate, the wa:ttl started on the path of becoming 
a parliamentary, moderate and nationalist party. The end 
of the first wa:fd Government ( 1923-4) completed the swing 
of the wa:ttl from a revolutionary to a national! st 
parliamentary party". 

contd •• 
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acquire a truly national outlook because of the p reponderent 

influence of the landed aristocracy and ·big business in the 

higher echelons of its leadership. 

The minor parties were also willing- either because 

of hatred for the ~~rafti or the personal ambitions of their 

leaders, or both - to suoport the King• s arbitrary rule, 

following repeated prorogation of parliament. And through the 

King they often indirectly helped the British cause whose 

interests often coincided with those of the Palace. 

Generally, parties in developing countries have programmes 

which, implicitly or explicitly, express the aims of a vested 

interest group, or of a traditional class, or else the perpe

tuation and opportunistic exploitation of existing popular 

preconceptions. Eone of these can Ba.ve a party, 'or a country, 

for long. 20 Egypt, for most of the years between 1907 and 1952, 

wa-s alternatively controlled by parties offering onejthese three 

kinds of programmes and so failed to deal with social change- the;) 

did not anphasize the mobilization and organizations of an ever 

• • • Quraishi, n. 4, P• 97. 

20 

The first '/laftl Congress in 1935 rep resented a swing to 
the left when the objectives of the party were clarified 
an:l it became a champion of democratic rig!Ws and leftist 
causes. The 1943 Congress gave a more radical content to 
1 ts policies which showed the growing influence of the 
young waftiist s. 

Manfred Halpern, The Politics of Social Change in the 
Middle East and North Africa (Princeton, 1963) p. 291. 
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with manipulating the government for the benefit of sectional 

interests. Internal political chaos, accompanied naturally by 

frequent breakdowns of public order, especially a:f'ter the 

Palestine war in 1948, reflected the disarray of the ruling 

class~es. A combination of these elements gave the military 

the only organized institution21 remaining in the state with 

access to the use of force, and therefore, to the exercise of 

power - their first political victory: the overthrow of the 

dynasty which had reigned in Egypt since 1805 in a well-planned 

coup d'etat on 23 July 1952. 

The Coup d•etat and the Political Parties __ ..._....,,__ 

rt took some time for the people of Egypt to realize the 

significance of what had happened. For the first time in a long 

hi story of foreign domination Egypt was to be ruled by Egyptians. 

The masses came out on the streets in a frenzy of joy and 

jubiliation to express their support to the new regime. 

As it happens in cases where a group seizes power in ways 

21 The only institution that had not been directly 
involved in the conflict before 1948 was the military 
establishment. But here, too, discontent seeped in. 
Di ssa ti sfaction among these young officers mostly 
native Egyptians of non-aristocratic or non-Turkish 
origins - against Britain and the Government developed 
early during world war II and drove them to conspiratorial 
activity. The humiliation of the Palestine War in 1948, 
the defective arms scan:lal and the arbitrary fashion in 
which the anny had been committed to battle focussed 
their wrath on the King and the Palace - appointed 
1 eader ship. 
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other than constitutional, the Free Officers22 were anxious 

about legitimacy; they wanted to be accepted by the people. Thus, 

the last minute desperate efforts to recruit General Neguib to 

lead the revolt as frontman did not flow from Gamal Abdel 

Na sser• s wish to •yield the place of honour to an older man .. as 

sactat assert s23 but was designed to surround the Free Officers 

group, with a halo of legitimacy and recognition which they sorely 
24 

lacked. 

But this was not sufficient. To establish popular bases 

of legitimacy and support for the revolution the Revolutionary 

Command Council (RCC), set up immediately after the coup d•etat 

to run the government, proclaimed agricultural reforms, 

abolition of monarchy, and the reorganization of political 

groups. The Agrarian Reform Law, put into effect in September 

1952, enabled the regime to establish a link with the peasant 

22 The Association of Free Officers established secretly in 
1949 was one of the several conspirational groups within 
the army. The co!!Q_ d•etat of July 1952 which the Free 
Officers engineerecr was an affair exclusively organized 
by eleven junior officers relatively unknown outside the 
military establishment and lacking widespread support. 
They could not present themselves as originating from 
a known political part,y (like the Bolsheviks in Russia) 
or legitimate themselves in a Charisnatic leader who 
had achieved fame and popularity in the past by 
important services to the nation. 

23 Anwar el-Sadat, Revolt on the Nile (London, 19 57) p. 109. 

24 R. Hreir Dekmejian, Egy2t und~Nasir - A Study in 
Political Pynam~ (London, 1972r-P: 24. 
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masses and at the same time reduce the economic power of the 

landed aristocracy. The abolition of monarchy, which had reached 

the height of its unpopularity under King FBruq, was generally 

welcome. But the reform of political parties 'IN8 s a p roblanatic 

p ropo si tion. 

The expectations of the political parties were the 

product of the peculiar relationship of these organizations with 

the Free Officers• Association. The Muslim Brotherhood and the 

Communists, having realized the potentialities of the Officers• 

group, had tried to establish links with it. •During his entire 

pre-revolutionary career, Nasser was under constant pressure from 

the Communists as well as the t1uslim Brotherhood - each v.anted 

him ·as a member". 25 The Muslim Brotherhood believed that the 

Revolution was their revolution and hoped to have a theocratic 

state established through Nasser. They took credit for the 

complete lack of opposition to the Revolution at the start and 

probably deserved it. Its Sup rene Guide even proposed the 

amalgamation of the Free Officers and the Brotherhood. The 

Communists, through Khaled Moheiddin, tried to convince Nasser 

that what his group needed was an ideology which they alone could 

provide. They sent him books on communisn hoping they could 

persuade him to adopt their ideology. The Muslim Brotherhood 

appealed to his belief in the Quran at the same time renin:ling 

--------·---------
25 Robert St. John, The Boss: The Story of Gamal Abdel 

Nass~ (London, 1960) P• 71. 
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him that they had a well-knit organization ready to be used if 

Nasser should ever decide to make common cause with them. 

Immediately after the co~ ~etat, the Muslim Brothers 

made no secret of their opinion that the military movement was 

an instrument to instal the Brotherhood in power and set 

themselves the task of ushering in an Islamic state guided by 

those who understood the essence of it; i.e., by the Brotherhood 

leaders themselves. As to the reaction of the communists, the 

DMNL remained alone in its support of the Officers' movement, 

while the other groups struggled futilely with one another to 

decide whether it was a military-dictatorship or plain fascisn. 

The v;afd, too, like the Muslim Brotherhood, expected the 

~2. d • etat to strengthen its own posit ion. Its expectations 

were heightened by the expressed commitment of the new leaders 

"to restore constitutional life" implying thereby that the army 

which had acted to set things right would return to the 

barracks. on the morning of 23 July 1952, Nasser, on .the advice 

of his v;afdist friend Ahmed Abul Fath, editor of El Misri, had 

no other t.hought than to recall the 1950 parliament, entirely 

devoted to the old party. 26 According to 11ajor Salah Silem, 

later the Junta's public spokesnan, the Officers had themselves 

planned a return to the barracks in six months. Nasser himself 

favoured parliamentary elections in six months, i.e., by 

February 1953, while other Officers with Marxist or Muslim 

26 Lacouture and Lacouture, n. 13, p. 241. 
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Brotherhood leanings wanted more drastic revolutionary action. 27 

The wafd was confident that, though weakened, it still had the 

largest following among the masses. The first cabinet led by 

Ali Maher, was a civilian one and did g1 ve the impression that 

the military Wls prepared for the reinstatement of a healthier 

constitutional order. 

But gradually it became clear that Nasser, who headed 

the RCC, the chief decision-making body whose approval even General 

Neguib was required to take, bad a mind of his own. He never 

wanted to commit his organization to any political party or 

ideology. Even Anwar el-sada t, a prominent member of the 

Organization who is generally said to have had strong leanings 

towards the Muslim Brotherhood an:i \viis the lia son man between the 

two groups, objected to a proposal for merger of the two organi

zations. Rather, the Free Officers hoped to use their association 

with the Brotherhood "as a lever to achieve their own end s•. 28 

Nasser's own hunch was that they should infiltrate the Brotherhood 

with their own young officers and keep a close eye on it for some 

day they might be useful. If such vtl8 s the attitude of the 

leaders of the Junta, little wonder then that Nasser permitted 

only one Muslim Brotherhood member to join the first civilian 

cabinet (out of the three names that Neguib had asked for) and 

27 Robert stephens, Nasser : A Political Biography 
(New York, 1971) p. 114. 

28 sadat, n. 23, p. 28. 
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that he bluntly rejected the proposal of having a Brotherhood 

committee to scrutinize all draft laws prepared by the Government 

saying that he could not accept supervision. 

Similar was the relationship with the Communists. Though 

links were maintained through Khaled Mohieddin, Nasser, the 

staunch nationalist that he v.as, alv.ays treated them as Russian 

agents. 

I knew their (Communists) in side secrets 
even before the Revolution. I knew the most 
intimate particulars about them... I had 
acquintances from among the Communists, who 
endeavoured to exploit this acquaintance in 
o!Oer to bring me into the fold of comrunisn 
--- But I Staunchly:believed in Arab nationalism.29 

Little wonder then that Nasser came down with a heavy hand to 

suppress the Kafr al-Dawwar labour revolt of August 1952 which 

was inspired by the Left. Later, in early 1953, all the para

Communist organizations and publications were outlawed, hunted 

down or kept under firm control and a few score of militants 

arrested. 

As to a return to constitutional governnent and the 

wafdi st hopes of a return to power, the Military Junta made 

such a return difficult. To begin with, it did ask the parties 

to get ready to assume power but only after they had published 

their programmes and purged themselves of corrupt elements. 

29 Speech at Eva.cuation Square, Damascus, 15 March 1959. 
- Gamal Abdel Nasser, ~eeches and Press Interviews 
1959 (Cairo, n.d.) P• 6. 
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The publication of programmes was not much of a problem but the 

purging \vas. For what would the Wafd be left with if it were to 

dis:niss Nahas Pasha, as it was asked to. The Junta then went 

about challenging the popularity of Nahas in the delta region -

Neguib toured the wafd strongholds and v.as welcomed aai even 

acquired the messianic quality that Nahas claimed. To make 

secure their main base of strength, i.e., the Army Officers 

Corps, the Junta retired 450 wafdi st officers in September 1952. 30 

Nasser and the Political Parties 

The old political parties appeared to be on their way out 

making way for the Military Junta to consolidate its power. That 

this spel t the end of the multi-party set up ar:d paved the way for 

the one-party system which ultimately did come about was the 

result partly of Na sser• s aversion towards pol! tical parties of 

the pre-Revolution type, the latter • s reluctance to reform and 

adapt themselves to the new situation, and his own relentless 

drive for personal power. 

Nasser•s aversion towards political parties was rooted 

in his personal experiences dating back to his school days when 

he is said to have joined the Young Egypt party. Just one 

meeting with its Chairman was enough to sow in his impressionable 

mind the seeds of distrust for all political parties. To a 

minority party leader, he is reported to have said: 

30 Tom Little, Egypt (London, 1958} p. 203. 
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I believed in the party, until I saw the 
Chairman sitting there counting his profits •• •• 
When I heard the way he talked about money, 
rather than ideals an:i principles.and 

31 aspirations, I was no longer interested. 

"It was the first disillusionment of a young idealist. It was 

the start of his cynicism about party politicians, which would 

increase from year to year and would some day lead him to order 

the elimination of all political parties, good and bad alike.• 32 

His "probing contacts" with the powerful wafd, the Muslim 

Brotherhood, the Communists, th~ Liberal Constitutional partlf, 

and the sa•adists also did not help --he found them all wanting. 

Even an organization like the Muslim Brotherhood whose combative 

exaltation he had admired thought only of using the conflict as 

a means to seize power. 33 The Communists as a whole had 

dissociated themselves from the common cause, quarrelling among 

themselves about the nature of the new regime. 34 

31 Quoted in Robert St. John, n. 25, p. 26. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Nasser distrusted the Brethren because of thefr earlier 
co-operation in 1946 with the Ismail Sidqi Government in 
purging communists as well as for their own, vast 
connections with pro-Palace and other party politicians. 
- vatikioti s, n. 11, p. 115. 

34 The trend of distrust, not without reason, was to continue 
long af'ter Nasser had finnly established himself in power. 
Nasser's direct contact in 1958 at the time of the union 
with Syria with the Communists and the Ba•th (officially in 
a state of auto-dissolution but implicitly recognized to be 
still existing in a twilight zone between legality and 
illegal! ty) only served to strengthen his suspicions and add 
a new dimension to his hostility to-wards political parties. 
He realized that even parties which considered themselves 
ideolog~cal and progressive were not immune to petty 
factional! sm and narrow partisan ship. 
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he Struggle for Power 

After the coup, the young officers• suspicions were 

Jnfirmed. All the major political parties saw in the change, a 

hance to seize power. Though it is true that the promises of a 

eturn to constitutional government after elections were emoty . . 

remises meant only to gain legitimacy which the Junta so badly 

eeded, it is also true that the political parties by their 

tubborn, uncompromising attitude tov~rds the Officers• directives 

hemsel ves offered grounds for their own destruction, still 

Joted in the society of the past, they failed to respond to the 

alls for radical change. 

We felt the need for a radical change, but we 
did not know the road, or the method leadin~ 
to its realization. we thought that they Lthe 
politicians) with their experience would know 
the road ana the method --- (but) they did not 
feel the need for a radical change. 35 

nstead, they sought actively in the months after the~~ d•etat 

o embarrass the Junta - the Brethren by using the strength of 

heir organization to demand a share in power, the wafd by 

lamouring for a new constitution and thus an early return to 

arliamentary government, and the Communist by fomenting 

ndustrial strife among the labour class. Through their actions, 

hey provea that they were Ras short of vision, patriotism and 

5 Interview granted to Mohammed Hasanayn Haykal, editor
in-chief of •al-Ahram •, 2 July 1959 • 

.Nasser, Speeches and Press Interviews 1959 {Cairo, n.d.) 
P• 5?0. 
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constructive idealisn as they were long on selfishness and 

opportuni sn. • 36 

More important was the struggle between two major groups 

within the Junta led by General Naguib and Colonel Nasser 

respectively. Their differences went deeper than a conflict of 

personalities and ambitions. The conflict between Neguib and 

Nasser arose from the fact that the former was an elder censer-
. 

vati ve looking to the past, while the latter ~ s a revolutionary 

looking to the future. Neguib thought it was enough to abolish 

the monarchy without abolishing the political institutions in 

which it was set. Nasser an:l his supporters believed that a total 

revolution was necessary in the political life of the country. 

Essentially, the competing policies centered on the role of the 

military in Egyptian politics and the question of a return to 

constitutional government was only a related issue. Having 

achieved substantial popularity among the rna sses, N eguib could 

not have remained content as a mere figurehead without a decisive 

voice in the RCC. Naguib felt he was being used by the RCC. He 

knew that theoretically he was head of the Cabinet, the RCC and 

of the Joint Committee composed of the Cabinet:and the RCC meeting 

together but actually he was no more than, a figurehead. The 

Commander-in-Chief, 37 Abdel Hakim Amer, ignored him when issuing 

36 Fayez Sayeg, •The Theoretical Structure of Nasser• s AI6b 
Socialisn• in Albert Hourani, ed., Middle Eastem Studies 
No.4, St. Antony's Paper no. 17 (Lonaon, 1965) P• 49. 

37 Neguib himself wanted to be Commander-in-Chief but Nasser, 
always fearful of letting real power slip out of his hands, 
did not permit this and appointed his close friend an:i 
confidant, Abdel Hakim Amer, as Commander-in-Chief. 



- 47 -

orders, the Cabinet took decisions without bothering to get his 

approval. The RCC fa lied even to inform him when it was going 

to meet. For the ambitious young officers, unless the Army 

remained in power and the old parties out of it, they could not 

feel secure. Apparently they were as obsessed by the frightening 

thought of what would happen to than if democracy, and with it, 

the old politicians, returned, as by the no less disturbing 

idea that the revolution would not continue its march, or would 

not be able to stand on its feet without than. As for Nasser, 

he had, from the very beginning, made it qu~te clear that the 

Revolution was his work and that all dec! sions were to have his 

approval. He realized that he had to nurse his constituency -

the Army - if he wanted to continue to exercise power. As if 

to reconcile this with his expressed desire for constitutional 

govelt'illl.ent, Nasser identified the Army with the people. "The 

Army represents the whole people", he said. 38 Then, 

Indeed the Army which carried out the 
Revolution, which played the role of the 
vanguard, was nothing but a representation 
of your own nature, your potential! ties, 
a representation of our own existence, our 
own hi star.~, our own origin, and an 
interpretation of the inmost soul of 
everyone of us.39 

38 Speech on the Occasion of Proclamation of the Provisional 
Constitution of the United Arab Republic, 5 March 1958. 
- Nasser, Speeches and Press Interviews, 1958 (Cairo, 
n.d.) p. 8~-

39 Address on the Seventh Anniversary of the July 23 
Revolution, 22 July 1959. 
- Nasser, Speeches and Press Interviews 1959 (cairo, n.d.) 
p. 267. 
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The trial of strength between Neguib and Nasser which 

could only be expected, came in February 1954, when Neguib 

resigned from all the posts he occupied. The RCC delayed a 

decision on the resignation and, in the meanwhile, started on 

a vilification campaign against the General accusing him of 

being ;~a concerted, dictatorial, power-hungry old man". But the 

RCC had to bow dovvn to the wishes of the Brotherhood- \'.Sfdist -

Lef'ti st alliance within and outside the Free Officers• 

Organization and called. back Neguib as President and later also 

as Prime Hinister. 

~ Nasser lost because he let Neguib precipitate a show:iown 

at a time when the purge of p ro-Neguib elements vd thin the Army 

had not been completed, and the RCC and its emerging leader did 

not yet possess organized popular support among the urban rna sses. 

To rem.ed.y the situation l'Jasser acted on two fronts~ He obtained 

control of the most powerful labour union, the Federation of 

Cairo Transport ~Yorkers, the members of which could shout as 

loudly as the Communists and the Muslim Brothers. On 25 Harch 

1954 the RCC issued a communique which said that the political 

parties were to be pennitted to resume their activities, elections 

would be held within three months, and that the ROC itself would 

go out of existence. The Bikbashis would return to the Army. 

Everything would return to its former state, Nasser said. He 

went so :tar as to say that in the new non-military era, he would 

not even be a candidate for elect ion to any public office. rn 

all this the idea which Nasser wanted to convey was that he was 



bowing to reactionary forces led by Neguib, thus casting him as 

the destroyer of the Revolution. At the same time, he disnissed, 

demoted and transferred Nero~ib•s men in the Army and promoted 

officers who would be loya.1.. to him. A stage-managed p ro-RCC 

popular uprising was enough for Nasser to reverse the decision 

of March 25 when he announced that the RCC would continue to rule 

until the end of the transitional period (January 1956), that the 

political parties would again be outlawed and elections post

poned. Neguib was stripped of the Prime Ninistership in April 

and after the attempt on Nasser• s life by a member of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, he was implicated and put under house-arrest. The 

contest for power between the General and the Colonel had ended 

in the latter's victory. 

Consolidation of Power : Action ag.ainst Political Parties 

One of the first acts of the Junta against the political 

parties was to call on them to publish their programme.s and 

purge themselves of corrupt elements. The programmes were duly 

published and anticipating the tendencies of the military 

committee, were all radical, even revolutioliiry, except for the 

Muslim Brotherhood's manifesto which advocated an Islamic State. 

The wafd defined it self as a "democratic, social! st, political 

party", the sa•adists, the party of the industrialists, styled 

themselves as the "Democratic Socialist party". This farce 

only added several nails to the parties• coffin lids. The only 

party that did put up a fight was the wafd which when asked to 
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disniss its leader, Nahas Pasha, said: "There is no \~'aftl without 

Nahas". 

In January 1953, all political parties were dissolved 

and their as.sets confiscated. 

But the Muslim Brotherhood was not. The reasons for 

this were many. First, the Brotherhood pleaded that it was not 
40 a political party, "even though they had been registered as 

41 
one•. Then, Nasser, in his confrontation with political 

parties, realized that it was not the proper time to antagonize 

the million members o :f the Brotherhood. It had to be handl eel 

with care not only bE!Cause numbers were important but also because 

it had both members and sympathisers in the Army who could be 

wildly fanatical. Though himself secular in outlook, Nasser 

still had to tread gently in his relations with the SUpreme 

Guide ani his Council. An Additional rea son, though perhaps not 

a very strong one, \VS. s that both Nasser and the Muslim Brotherhood 

40 rt very nearly came to being a political party in 1942. 
Nahas Pasha having been installed into power with 
British backing, called for General Elections to be held. 
Hasan el-:sanna, the Supreme Guide of the Brotherhood was 
ready to run for election but withdrew when Nahas 
persuaded him not to run. "Had the Brotherhood 1 eader 
been elected to the Chamber-of Deputies in 1942, his 
subsequent career might have been vastly different. He 
could have followed a constitutional path to power 
within the framework of government institutions; his 
• religious association• would have become a formal 
political party----·" 
- Christina Phelps E.a rri s, Nationalism and Revolution in 
E~pt - The Role of the Muslim ~rotnerhood (The Hague, 
L, 4) P• 183. -

41 Mohammed Neguib, Egy-pt • s Destiny (Lon:lon, 19 55} p. 183. 
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opposed political parties and denounced than as corrupt, 

irresponsible and reactionary. Both advocated a single-party 

system though their view of the nature, functioning and aims of 

the single-party system were very different. Therefore, "it was 

decided not to abolish them (the Muslim Brother~ for the time 

being but to attempt to fuse them with the Liberation Rally,n42 

which was formed immediately after parties were dissolved in 

January 1953. 

was it then, Nasser • s intention from the first to climb 

to supreme power on the shoulders of the army? Or was he driven 

by events and experience to abandon early hope of a democratic 

constitutional system? SUpport for either thesis can be found. 

But the fact is that his words mostly stress his early democratic 

hopes and reluctance to govern, while from the first his actions 

showed a decided will to power. Whatever democratic intentions 

the Junta can be said to have had was clearly incompatible with 

their desire for power. Once this was decided, the next step 

was consolidation of power at two levels. First, total control 

over the anned forces. The strong external pressure exerted 

on the officer group by the activities of the dissolved political 

parties nesessitated an internal purge of the Free Officers• 

group it self. There were some splits (like the one led by 

K.halid Hohieddin) and a hard core of centrist officers, the 

42 Ibid., P• 183. 



majority faithful to Nasser and to the initial ideological 

principles of the movement, emerged. They were opposed to the 

party system as long as it could hinder their original aims of 

setting up a modern and really independent state. The second 

entailed neutralization and eventual destruction of existing 

loci of political power - the monarchy, political parties, 

senior officials, land-owning, financial, industrial and 

commercial members of the old ruling class. A necessary 

corollary of this twin objective was the control of education, 

the media, professional syndicates, trade unions, rural structures 

in the countryside, the religious institutions and orders, the 

administration ana the bureaucracy ar.d eventually the whole 

society. To accomplish this the Junta needed an institutional 

device. The most efficient device that Nasser could think of 

\v8 s the single-party system. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE THREE • AVATARS• OF TEE SINGLE PARTY IN 
EGYPT : THE LIBERATION RALLY, THE NATIONAL 
UNION, THE ARAB &:>CIALIST UNION 

we bave seen in the preceding chapters why leaders in 

the developing countries of Asia am Africa prefer the single-. 

party system to a two-party or multi-party system. From the 

justifications generally given by advocates of single-party 

systans almost all of which apply to Egypt, one can explain why 

Nasser, despite his basic aversion to political parties, could 

not completely do away with them and had to take resort to the 

single-party system. 

The greatest danger to any military dictatorship is a 

military coup d•etat. This bas lDeen the fate of military 

dictatorships in many Latin American, Asian and African countries, 

The only security against this danger lies in basing the 

government on a oroad popular organization, i.e. a political 

part,y. The officer-politicians scorn parties. But they also 

feel the necessity of organizing public activity ani realize that 

•indifference and passivity may be almost as dangerous to the 

regime as an opposition or an underground movement•. 1 Hence the 

need to build a support base. Such a popular base and ideology 

is not only necessary for the existence and security of the regime 

but becomes essential if the leadership wishes, as Egyptian 

1 Eliezer Be•eri, Army Officers in Ar&b Politics and 
Society (London, 1970) p. 448. 
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leaders did, to bring about changes in matters of ownership, 

p reduction ai¥3. social relations. 

However, in the case of Egypt, Nasser • s distaste for 

parties combined with his hatred for foreign innuence and his 

emphasis on unity to justify the single party state. In his 

Ov.tl words, 

••• George Washington told you in his famous 
~rewell Speech, when he decided to retire, 
that he did not approve of the system of 
multiple parties in that period when American 
people were fighting the battle of self
determination. He feared that having multiple 
parties might lead to a civil v.ar, •••• His 
words were true aoo experience has shown how 
true they are in circumstances of countries 
passing through decisive periods in their 
history, the periods of war for self-determination 
aoo freedom •••. 

• • • If I allow parties now to come into ex1 stence 
immediately, what will he the result? It is most 
prohable that I shall find three parties. One 
will advocate alliance with the West and will 
rely on some react ionartes and feud ali st s. A 
second will advocate alliance with the Soviet 
union and will rely on Comwnists. The third 
will urge a policy of non-alignment and positive 
neutral! an. There could be fierce conflict 
between the three parties and this would 
disrupt the unity of our country. Do I v.ent 
thi~ No. 2 

At the same time, it was realized that without a political 

organization there could be no guarantee for the continuance of 
• 

the Revolution. In an article written in January 1965, a leading 

2 Interview granted to the Columbian Broadcasting aystem 
of New York, 7 April 1958. 
Nasser, Speeches and Press Interviews 1958 (cairo, n.d.) 
P• 386. 
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! 
leftj·st ideologue of the Nasser1te party, Khalid Moh1edd1n 

exp~1a1ned that political organization must be the "pivot for 

t'he success of socialist policy•. 3 The party is needed to meet 

· the challenges of change in a society daninated by big landlords, 

reluctant to g1 ve up their land and the power and influence that 

go with such ownership and to serve the interests of the Sllall 

farmers am agricultural workers who still require training aoo 

practical political guidance in order to be able to manage their 

affairs and properly protect their rights. There is no solution 

to all these p roalens except the formation of a nuclei of 

politically aware individuals among the fellahin thanselves in 

each and every village. 

we ba ve seen in the p rev1ous pages tba t the political 

parties after the ~up d•etat in July 1952 had acted only to 

embarrass the new military regime aai acquire power for thansel vas. 

With the dissolution of political parties by an order issued in 

January 1953, the pol1 tical s!ate bad been wiped clean. The 

Muslim Brotherhood which remained was discredited ani the symbol 

of the old system, General Negu1b, was ousted by_ the end of 

1954. The p roltlan was what sort of pol1 tical institutions, if 

any, could ile created to replace them? Clearly, the formal 

governmental structure was unlikely by 1 tself to p rov1de the 

mechan:!.sn for legitimizing author! ty and organizing popular 

3 Be•er1, n. 1, p. 452. 



participation. The efforts to create political organizations to 

fill the institutional gap resulted initially in the creation of 

the Liberation Rally followed later by the National Union an::i 

the Arab Socialist Union. 

The Liberation Rally 

Though the military leaders dissolved t.he political 

parties, they realized that the only way to offset the threats 

posed by the wafti and the Muslim Brotherhood was to develop a 

"revolutionary party" that could outvote these parties.4 The 

Liberation Rally was, therefore, de signed as a vehicle through 

which they could forestall political agitation by r1 val groups. 

It v.as primarily a device created by Nasser to clear out elements 

subversive to the regime from existing organizations among workers 

and students. It was not so much a move to broaden the movement • s 

popular base as an attempt to forestall disruption resulting from 

lack of direct contact with the people. "It \'J8S an instrument 

for the reorganization of popular forces"5, a "pen to marshall 

4 

5 

Nasser himself admitted in 1953 that if elections were 
to be held in the near .future the wafd would still 
stan'l to win. rn his own words: "It remains the 
strongest electoral force in Egypt"--- "tvro out of 
every three of its Q'iafd•s) electors would still vote 
for it". 
-Jean-and Simonne Lacouture, Egypt in Transition 
(New York, 1958) p. 248. 

Nasser's speech at Mansura, 9 Aoril 1953. Quoted in 
P.J. vatikiotis, Nasser and His· Generation (Lon:ion, 1978) 
P• 134. 
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the populace•6 ani to build student-labour mass support. 

The dissolution of pol! tical parties eliminated the 

institutional obstacles to the regime• s monopoly of power and 

to the realization of the people• s •real• interests as the 

m!li ta :eyr leaders preferred to put it. From the very heg!nn!ng 

official media had been used, negatively through censorship ani 

positively by propagaa:la, to neutralize the influence of rival 

ideas and interests. But these tools, although powerfUl, remained 

limited in scope as they could only n~utral!ze the opponents. 

What was needed was positive support for the Junta•s reformist 

p rogremme. The Liberation Rally v.e. s designed to do this job. 

It concretized Na sser• s concept of an instrument for mobilizing 
? and •revolutionizing• Egypt. The eleven point programme pu'bli shed 

on 16 January 1953 and the Rally• s slogan of •unity, order, work• 

was g1 ven large scale publicity - the p r!nciples were read and 

explained in places of worship, before women• s groups, boy scouts 

6 Ibid., P• 174. 

7 The eleven points were: the complete and unconditional 
evacuation of foreign troops; self-detenninat!on for 
the SUdan; a new constitution; a social system of 
protection against the ravages of unemployment, disease 
and old age; an economic system de signed to assure an 
equitable distribution of wealth; a political system in 
which freedom of speech, of assembly, of the press_.and 
of religion wes to be guaranteed w1 thin the lim! ts of the 
law; an education system designed to develop the feeling 
of social responsiBility; friendly relations with all 
Arab states; a regional force to reinforce the influence 
of the Arab League; the establishment of :f'Mendly relations 
with all friendly states; and, a firm adherence to the 
p rinc!ples of the Un1 ted Nations. 
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and youth groups. The Liberation Rally was to serve as a 

"school" in which the people would' "learn the true meaning of 

elections•8 and would be prepared for participation in the new 

political parties, 9 that the regime hoped to create before the 

third anniversary of the revolution. 

Assessnent 

The Li'beration Rally, however, turned out to be a failure. 

It failed as a political organization because it lacked bold 

l~aderShip, experienced cadres, efficient organization and 

coherent ideology. There \\6s a shortage of shrewd, enterprising 

disc:tplined organizers and a scarcity of political skills and 

experience - instead of 'building a reliable core first, the 

regime tried to mohilize millions in a few weeks. vast crowds 

were assembled to repeat in unison the oath of the Liberation 

Rally. Entire trade unions and other organizations joined the 

Rally through the signatures of their leaders, while the rank 

and file remained unconceroed. As for ideology, besides the 

eleven point programme which v.a s so broad that no Egyptian 

inside the movement could readily distinguish himself from those 

outsitle it, no further attempt was made to define the ideology 

of the Revolution which the Rally WJ. s supposed to defend. 

As a mass organization, too, the Lilleration Rally was a 

failure. Though in its early days the Rally was austere and 

8 vatikiotis, n. 5, p. 134. 

9 Mohammed Negu1b, !&Y'Pt• s Destiny (London, 1955) P• 181. 
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10 idealistic in its activities - and this should have brought 

it ciJloser to the masses - in the long run, it failed to achieve 

the popularity of its major rival, the Muslim Brotherhood •. It 

could not become a link between the centre and the periphery. 

But the Liberation Rally was not a total failure; it 

did succeed in aeutrelizing rival forces. The RCC was able, 

through the Liaeration Rally, to clear labour unions, trade

federations anc.i student organizations of antagonistic elements. 

Kamal al-din Husein, a member of Nasser's cabinet of April 1954, 

systematically purged trade unions ani labour organizations of 

possible oppoSition. He performed the same operation successfully 

among student organizations when he later became Minister of 

Education. Control over labour aa:i student organizations was 

utilized 'fly Nasser in his struggle for power against Naguib. 

Though the wa :ttli st, Communist am Brotherhood 1nnuences among 

the masses were neutralized to some extent, the fact was that 

the Brotherhood, not yet dissolved as the other two, \\Ss free to 

act till late 1954 when it too was banned. Till then the •Muslim 

Brothers instead of cooperating with the Rally, joined it only to 

10 Officers personally settled local 'blood fe~Mis and sometimes 
for'Dade the audiences to whom they spoke to cheer them. 
•Liberation Medical Missions• composed of volunteer doctors 
and nurses and military medical staff freely treated 
villagers once a week. •Liueration Classes• b.1 volunteer 
teachers taught reading to illiterate adults. 

- Manfred HSlpern, The Politics of Social Change in the 
Middle East and Norf& Africa (Princeton, New Jerse.y, 1963) 
P• 309. 
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subvert it". 11 To what extent this is correct is difficult to 

say but it can be said for sure that had the Brotherhood been 

dissolved along with the other parties, the Liberation Rally 

would certainly have gained strength more rapidly than it did. 

Considering the primary aims of the Liberation Rally -

that of eliminating political rivals and of securing the political 

independence of Egypt -. one can say that they were more or less 

achieved. By the end of 1954, the RCC having consolidated its 

control over the polity, 12 the organization had served its main 

purpose and could be disbanded. 

The National Union 

Having failed to gain mass support, Nasser opted for 

widening the scope of the RCC and his personal role in the 

11 Neguib, n. 9, P• 209. 

12 The basic structure of the Liberation Rally did not 
indicate any intention of creating a popular bas~~ rt 
was patterned af'tsr that of the RCC, thus creating a 
sitwtion of parallel overlaoping. Its Presid.ent, 
General Neguib, was intended to be a figurehead. The 
Secretary General, the all-powerful man dominating policy 
and appoin'b:nents, vvas Nasser. There was also a Deputy 
Secretary General and an Inspector Gene!61: the Deputy 
was the operating ann of the Liberation Rally, and the 
Inspector General was in charge of the Rally• s political 
cells and local organs. The Central Executive Committee 
of' the Liberation Rally was composed of' the same personnel 
as the ROC which d.ominated and duplicated the functions of 
the former. 

Shimon Shamir, "Five Years of the Organization of 
Liberation Rally in Egypt", The New East, vol. 8, no. 32 
( 19 57) p. 263. 
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political systen. Between 1953 and 1955, the RCC was purged 

of the • ideologues• on both the Left and the Right. Several new 

members joined the RCC including the • second-generation • Free 

Officers who were so far non-poli tical. 13 Civil servants were 

also recruited to the RCC. The milita:ey establishment and the 

anny• s high command had been purged of recalcitrant elanents and 

non-political senior officers had taken their position. The 

result v11 s the weakening of the RCC and the strengthening of the 

!!.!!...!• To strengthen further his personal power and weaken the 

RCC, Nasser then created the National union, the second !Y~ 

of the single-party system. 

The Draft of the new Egyptian Constitution -was presented 

to the nation in January 1956 arxl adoptaj by plebiscite on 23 

June 1956. Article 192 of this Constitution provided that the 

people of Egypt shall form a National Union •to accomplish the 

aims of the Revolution and to encourage all means to give the 

nation a solid foundation in the political, social aiJi economic 
·~ 

realms•. It was to undertake the development of the state aoo 

make the nominations for mem'Dership in the National Assembly. 

It was formally created 'by a Presidential decree in May 1957 and 

Anwar al-Sadat appointed its Secretary General. 

13 The percentage of military officers in the cabinet declined 
from 52.1 in Septan'Der 1954 to 36.3 in June 1956 while the 
percentage of ci vUian memlaers in the Cabinet inc rea sed 
from 47.7 in September 1954 to 63.6 in June 1956. 
- R. Hrair Dekmejian, Ept Under Nasir - A Studl_!n 
Political Dynam~ (Lo on, 1972) p. 176. -
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Like the Liberation Rally, the National Union was 

necessitated by the needs of the Junta. In the pamphlet •Qaidah 

Sha • biyya h • (People • s Base), the political unit of the National 

Union, one year after it was founded, Sadat wrote, "It \'I,Bs not 

an expedient freely adopted, but a necessity forced upon us, 

dictated by our new conditions and our new responsibilities•. 14 

What these conditions and responsibilities were can be found in 

the purpose and aims of the National Union. 

If the Li'beration Rally was founded to defeni the 

Revolution from subversive elanents within and outside the regime, 

the National union was formed to accomplish the aims of the 

Revolution - the establishment of a •socialist, democratic and 

cooperative society•. The National union was •a 'lily ~f 

protecting the spirit •••• • 15 

But a revolution, according to :Nasser and Sadat, not only 

required a revolutionary elite or cadre to undertake its organi

zation and planning aut also a mass appatGtus which was then 

lacking. The National Union was to supply the •necessary link! 

between the Junta arxi the people. It was meant to lae a popular 

.instll'Ument and 'h6 s to make knovll to the government the demands 

and desires of the public as they came up from local levels 

through the Higher EXecutive aod the National Assembly. It was 

14 Quoted in Amos Perlmutter, E&n?t -The Praetorian state 
(New Jersey, 1974) P• 145. 

15 Qaidah Sha•eiyyah, June 1958, P• 37. Quoted in ibid. 
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also concerned with the transition from a provisional arranganent 

to a more pennanent relationship laetween the m1li taJ.Y rulers and 

the people. 

This is, however, not to suggest that it v.as to lle a 

representative party since it did not recognize classes, groups 

or competing ideologies. The regime only stipulated that the 

• guidance• of the masses was essential as they had seen how the 

people were usually drawn into extranist mova:nents in the absence 

of institutional frameworks for their political satisfaction. 

The regime ~s also aW~re of the need of developing a homogeneous 

citizenry. The Nat tonal Union, controlling all aspects of public 

activity -- students, labour, agricultural workers, economic and 

occupational associations- was expected to laecome the appro-

P rtate instrument for the development of a homogeneous political 

culture. 

It was perhaps to anpb.asize this unity of the Egyptian 

nation and the need of a homogeneous pol! tical culture that Na seer 

rejected the idea of a political party, even that of a single

party organization because •the party by the very meaning of the 

term represents only a part of the people, and the Single party 

accordingly means the monopolization of political action by a 

section of the people.• 16 Nasser tended to identify the single 

party with dictatorship. Taken in this sense, the National union 

16 Nasser • s Port said •victory • speech on 23 December 1957, 
quoted in vatikiotis, m. 5, P• 191. 
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was not pax-t of a single-party ~stan iut an experiment to avoid 

any such monopoly or contact 'between the local parties and foreign 

bodies. In it •anyone who is inter-ested in politics can 

exercise his activities inside the !J\tional union•.17 The 

"National union idea was to have general elections18--- thus 

having the whole countr,y participating in the National Union.• 19 

From this point of view the National union is to be viewed as 

truly filling the vacuum. created Dy' the dissolution of parties. 

It was to represent all parties that were abolished and for the 

same reason within the framework of the National Union opinions 

may differ ani various views may be expressed leaving no room 

for interference or exploitation. Combining his mistrust of 

parties with his apprehensions about foreign influence, Nasser, 

in his usual style, added, "In this way we can develop our 

country and build a sou:Di political ~stem without being in the 

middle of the cold vlir am without being in a position where we 

could have parties teying to pose as nationalists but in fact 

really working for their masters aeroad•. 20 

17 

18 

19 

20 

Speech delivered at Port Said on the occasion of Victory 
Day, 23 Decemlier 1959. 
- Nasser, §!leeches and Press Interviews 1959 (cairo, n.d.) 
P• 512. 
Elections were to 'De held at all varyiDg levels from 
village units rising gradual~ up to the General Assem~ly 
of the N-ational union which was to be the highest 
authority whose decisions were to serve as the bases for 
government actions. 

Interview granted to the Representatives of the west 
German Press, 26 January 1960. 
- Nasser• s speeches and Press Interviews, Jaruary-March 

1"960 (cairo, n.a.) P• 132. 
Ibid. 
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The National Union was, thus "the method aai the 

framework" 21 it was the method dictated by national and external 
22 

conditions for the fulfilment of the Revolution; it was the 

framework w1 thin which the Revolution was to 'be carried out in 

order that the national security ani independence may ie 

preserved. 

The principles and programme of the National Union which 

sp el t out its ideology dealt with the :fUlfilment of the triple 

Revolution - a national revolution against colonialisn, an 

Arab revolution to pass artificial 'barriers 'Detween Arabs and a 

social revolution for the establishment of social democracy ani 

21 Interview granted to Hasnein Heikal, Editor-in-chief of 
al-Ahram, 2 July 1959. 

- Nasser, n. 17, P• 567• 

22 The tasks enumerated by Nasser for the National union 
were more of a socio-economic nature than of a political 
nature. FOr 'instance, the duty of the National Union 
was to cooperate with its memliers in carrying out all 
possible plans such as controlling certain diseases by 
enlightening rural people about them. It was further 
expected to form a cooperative society to eliminate 
intezmediaries in trade to construct roads remove 
illiteracy and to consolidate the unity of the people. 
- Address on the Seventh Anniversary of the July 
23 Revolution, 22 July 1959. Nasser, n. 17, P• 288. 

Col. zakaria Mohiedden, then Minister of the Interior, 
rightly descriaed the National union as •a historical, 
economic and social necessity llefore it can lte thought 
of as a political necessi ty•. Quoted in P.J. watikiotis, 
The Egyptian Army in Politic!_- Pattern for New Nation~ 
(Bloomington, 1961} P• 104. 
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economic equality. The emphasis -was on the development of a 

welfare society, on justice and equal opportunities, not on 

actual political pa rtic ipa tion of the people for Nasser held 

that w1 thout the initial creation of soc 1al democracy, political 

democracy would not be possi&le. The new organization was, 

therecf'ore, hailed as necessary for the achievement of the social 

revolution while the relation ~etween the National Union and 

political emancipation, or more specifically, the entry into 

politics of the Egyptian public was never stated clearly. 

That this was so 'Decame clear from the manner in which 

the National union played its part in the elections of July 1957 

for the first Egyptian Assembly. Names of candidates for the 

350 seats bad to ae approved by the National union EXecutive 

Committee consisting of three leading mem8ers of the Junta -

Abdel Latif al-Boghdadi, zakaria Mohieddin and Abdel Hakim Amer, 

Minister for Economic Planning, Minister of the Interior and 

Comman:ler-in-ch1ef of the Armed Forces reap ecti vely. The Committee 

screened ~500 candidates and rejected 1,182 leaving ~plB to 

contest the elections. This, as also the £E50 deposit for 

filling one• s calliidature, confined the contestants to prosperous 

lawyers and liusinessmen (about 33 per cent of those elected), 

town and village mayors already in office (about 10 per cent of 

those elected), civil servants, ex-ministers and army officers 

who resigned their commissions in order to qualify for election 

(about 30 per cent of those elected) and landowners (about 12 

per cent of those elected). Labour accounted for a mere 
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3 per cent and the peasants practically none. 23 Even those 

elected to the Assembly Just heard lengthy speeches by the 

President and cabinet memlters on government programmes arxi 

policies am, with hardly aey de&ate, approved than. 

Assessnent 

The greatest value of the National union • s pyramidal 

structure, both to the regime and to the population, was proaaltly 

at the lower levels of village, town atxi district. Its local 

committees were intended to help both to .decentralize and 

democratize Egyptian local govei!lment, and to provide centres 

of initiative in social an::l cultural affairs among a conservative 

peasantry. More important for the e:f'fectiveness of the party 

organization is the link li»etween the local levels of the party 

organization to the higher levels. After the union with Syria 

in February 1958, the National Union had to be reorganized to 

include both regions. 

The organs of the National Union comprised the Regional 

Congresses, the General Congress of the National union and the 

Supreme Executive Committee. The Regional Congresses, one for 

each region - the Syrian North and the Egyptian South -.. were 

headed by Inspectors-General. The membership was fixed 'By 

Presidential appointment and each Regional Congress had seventeen 

23 Ibid., PP• 105·6. 



functional committees dealing wi_th youth, la~ur, women, pultlic 

services, industries, finance, health, artc,: science and other 

fields. The committees were composed of representatives of local 

committees, and fUnctional organization and directors of regional 

departments. The General Congress membership was determined 8y 

direct nominations by the Pre~ident and the Regional Inspectors 

and lay nomination 1Jy town ani village committees. It v.a s to 

meet at the direction of the Rats am \\Els to play a key role in -
the implementation of the three revolutions. The SUpreme 

Executive Committee, united Arab Repu11lic•s highest executive 

instrument, \\Els composed of the President, the Inspectors-General 

and the UAR caainet members. Thus, even in theory, in the 

former two only can one see any links 'being established 11etween 

the local democratically organized bodies and the higher national 
' organs of the Party. one finds the link broken when one reaches 

the top of the pyramid, the Slp reme Executive Committee. 

But in practice it was different. Vlbat actually made 

any democracy at the local level ineffective and aided the 

actual centralization of power v1:1 s the fact that party structure 

paralleled that of the UAR government 8eg1nn1ng at the village 

level, continuing through the town district level, and going up 

to the province or governorate, the regional congresses, the 

UAR Congress and the President of the National Union. Then, 

•the pyramid was slow in building" and a greater part of the 

complex and cum'Dersome organization remained more a 1Jlueprint 
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than an operable and functioning mechanism. It is difficult to 

ioent11Y p rectsely which organs were actually put into operation 

and which really remained on paper. In general, the supreme 

·organs and higher echelons of the National Union were put into 

ope rat ion, middle level and lower organs ranged from that of 

tentative plans to ineffectively operating units. 

Little was done and even less was understood by the 

people. Thus, the villages, when called upon to vote, voted 

for the same families who had alv.Sys ieen dominant. The 
• 

representatives in the party were simply the omdehs, the eternal 

village chieftains who were, as often happens, the richest men 

in their respective regions who did not have much desire to 

forge strong links with the people. Nasser was, therefore, 

perhaps not wrong when he, indulging in mild self-criticisn 

after the secession of ~ria from the Union, attributed the 

failure to the "deficiency of the popular organization. • 24 He 

add~, 

Our mistake was that we opened the way to 
the National Union ltefore the forces of 
reaction. Consequently, reaction managed 
to inflltrate into the National Union and to 
paralyse its revolutionary potentialities, 
and turn it into·a mere organizational facade, 
unstirred by the forces of the masses ard 
their genuine danan:i s. The fact which proved 
this mistake was that some of those who are 
in the front ranks of the separatist 
reactionary movement in Syria had been 
themselves in the front rank of the National 

24 Address to the Nation, 16 October 1961. 
- Nasser, ~eeches and Press Interviews, 1961 (cairo, 
n.d.) P• 3 3. 
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Union organization.25 

However, Nasser himself was to be blamed for this. While 

neither the National Union leaders nor local leaders had enough 

experience in organization, he, on his own part, •organized no 

popular nuclei of support, failed to integrate &vrian elites 

and Egyptian cadres and tra:fned no future political officers. 

Thus the National Union organization ranained merely a 

bureaucracy, with few links with the people and Nasser• s 

cadres collapsed 'before the creation of the UAR" •26 

Not only that, Nasser, in his eagerness to counter the 

influence of the Ba •th in Syria, him self allied with the 

conservative elements whose elimination had been the declared 

objective of the regime. In fact, his decision to canent a 

stronger economic and political union between ~ria and Egypt 

for which the National Union scheme \\8 s the best means, was 

dictated by events in Iraq. But, such a scheme also invited 

defection by the :sa • th. To protect himself, Nasser had no 

apparent choice but to impose the Nat tonal union schane on 

Syria. Since he could not at first rely on military control 

to fight the Ba •th he had to enter into a rapp roacbment with the 

old populist, nationalist and conservative elanents. •Thus as 

the socialist objectives of the Union were being stridently 

25 Ibid. 

26 Perlmutter, n. 14, P• 156. 
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proclaimed, their actual supporters were driven underground.n27 

The Failure of the Union and the Dissolution 
of the National unlo~ 

The failure of the union sp el t the failure of the 

National Union. Rather, it was the inevitable conflict 'between 

political parties that existed in Syria at the time of Union 

and Nasser's efforts to neutralize than as a centre of power 

which resulted in the failure of the Union. Here again, for 

Nasser, considerations of better organization, compromise and 

adaptation and efforts at arriving at a workable formula for 

real Egyptian-s,rrtan union were subordinated to considerations 

of better Egyptian control, which meant his own control, over 

the affairs of the UAR. 

From the ver.1 start, there was a baste misunderstanding 

between Nasser and the Syrian ]3a • th Party, the only serious r1 val 

to Nasser. Nasser•s condition for the Union was that the anny 

in Syria withdraw fran politics and the political parties be 

dissolved. The B8 •th accepted the abolition of parties and 

their replacement lly the National union in the 'Delief that it 

would have a leading role in the National Union and the 

govemment. They hoped that the form of the Nat tonal Union 

for the UAR would not be simply an extension of its pattern in 

Egypt but would reflect in its ideology and structure an agreed 

Ibid., P• 155. 
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blend of Ba•thisn and Nasser.tsn. At least this was the kind 

of assurance that Nasser apparently gave to the :sa •th that 

elections for the National union would be held and that, as 

the chief architect of the union, it could expect to emerge 

triumphant, that with the Ba•th providing the ideas ard he the 

leadership, the new state would become a progressive stronghold. 

But to Nasser, the Ba•th was only one factor in the Syr.tan 

political scene. He relied more on the Syrian an:ny and 

widespread popular support from all sections of the Syrian 

population, including the business community who wanted stability 

and feared communisn. Moreover, Nasser had no desire to give 

the :sa •thi st s a share in the ideological formation of the UAR 

as a whole since that v.Quld have given them a political influence 

in Egypt of which he v.a s suspicious. 

That the Ba•th had miscalculated became clear when it 

discovered that it was not even dominant in the Syrian regional 

Cabinet which was headed hy a non-Ba•thist, Dr. Nur ed-din 

Kahhale. Then in 1959, the Ba•th was unable to win more than 

five per cent of the 9,500 seats on the higher committees of the 

National union in Syria and by the end of 1960 when Abdel Hakim 

Amer was recalled and Col. Serraj appointed as chain:nan of 

the Syrian Executive Council, the Ba•th and its ~pathisers 

in the an:ny had 'Been completely ousted from the gove:mment of 

both Syria and the UAR as a whole. On the ideological front, 

too, Nasser• s ideas on Arab unity 'Decame indistinguishable 
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from those of the :sa •th particularly when he adopted a more 

socialist economic policy. 

A series of actions, one a :f'ter the other, aimed at 

strengthening the central government at cairo at the expense 

of the northem partner, prepared the way for the dissolution 

of the Union. Among these was the abolition of party govezn

ment and parties. In fact, the very concept of the National 
. 28 

Union in which •there is no division and no dissension•, as 

an instrument of unity above parties, created dissatisfaction 

in ~ria. Then, the Law of Local Government of March 1960, 

originally meant for Egypt, was also enforced in Syria in 1961. 

The Local Government Central Committee was composed of 

ministers appointed by Nasser and was meant to be divided in 

such a way that the Ministry aoi the Inspector-General could 

closely supervise the directly elected village arxi town 

council ships. The Minister of Local Goveznment was to issue 

all policy. directives and to form the lower councils. All 

this was not taken as merely a step towards centralization of 

power lilut as one designed to cut at the nation• s traditional 

interests and to that extent hurt the Ba •th. Finally, •the 

Egyptian nationalization of Syria was the last act of 

alienation ••• •.29 The anny revolted, am in Septem'ber 1961,. the 

28 Speech delivered by Nasser at Nasurat-Beni S\lef on 
19 November 1958. 
- Nasser, n. 2, P• 284. 

29 Perlmutter, n. 26, p. 157. 
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UAR came to an end. And with it, the National Union, "a 

significant formula which tended to preserve the fiction of 

social and political unanimity• 30 also came to an end. 

The Arab Socialist Union 

Nasser• s most immediate concern after the serious 

shqck of the Syrian secession was to secure the regime• s posi

tion in Egypt. Beyond this immediate conside:rtltion there was 

the long-range problem of enlarging the oopular base to gain wider 

legitimacy for the ruling elite. What had taken place in the 

reverses like the Syrian secession and then the unpopular war 

in Yemen was the atrophy of Na sser• s cha ri sna. He was no longer 

considered infallible. The external dynamisn that failed had, 

therefore, to be replaced by internal revolutionary action to 

ju stif,y and consolidate the leadership • s power. SUch sta bili

zation of the system required the early infusion of the leader• s 

personal legitimacy into new political, social and economic 

structures. Though this process can be said to have started 

with the formation of the National Union in 1956-7 earnest 

efforts were made only after 1961 when Nasser was forced to 

start afresh and consider new ways of graf'tingct'political 

system• on to his personal pov~er". 31 Thus came the Arab 

Socialist Union (ASU) created by an Act on 7 December 1962. 

30 Jean Lacouture, Nasser : a Biography (London, 1973) 
p. 241. 

31 vatikiott s, n. 5, p. 342. 
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The ASJ was the first political organ in Nasserite 

Egypt to be called a political organization. 32 Aided by the 

final emergence of a comprehensive ideology, greater cohesion 

and a well-defined action programme, it was more ideological 

than its predecessors. It v.as variously presented as an 
33 agency· for •recruiting the elements fit for leadership•, as 

34 the watch-dog of the Revolution and its six principles, as a 

school of democracy and nation-iuilding, 35 as a national forum, 

32 The tenn •poli tical organization• ( taniim sita si) v.a s 
not used for either the Liberation Rai y orhe National 
Union. Later, they were tenned as •tanjim • i.e. 
organizations. The tenn •hizb• (parfy), however, was 
purged :from the Nasserite P'Olitical tenninology. 

- Perlmutter, n. 14, p. 158. He himself got the idea 
from Sareh Lulko, •The Popular organization of the 
Nasserite Regime", mimeographed, Tel Aviv, 1970. 

33 Information Department, The Charter (Draft) 21 May 1962 
(Cairo, n.d.) PP• 47-48. ' 

34 It was to •safeguatd the guarantees embodied in the 
National Charter presented by President Nasser to the 
National Congress of Popular Powers in May 1962 i.e., to 
safeguard the minimum representation of workers and 
:farmers in all popular alli political functions and at 
all levels, thus guaranteeing that at 1·east 50 percent 
of the maniership of the ASU itself is made up of 
workers and fa:nners•. 

- Information Department, statute of the Arab Socialist 
Union {Cairo, n.d.), P• • 

35 It was •to give revolutionary impetus to the potentialities 
for advancement in the interests of the people• by 
educating and organizing the masses. The education and 
problem-solving functions of the ASJ were seen as 
necessary to gain the people• s confidence, thereby 
substituting obedience (and therefore control) ga sed 
on fear with one grounded on conviction, ibid., P• 5, 
pp. 8-9, 
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as an instrument of government and means of communication, both 

up and down, and at the Nitional Congress level, as the 

embodiment of the will of the people •clarifying the revolu

tionary motives of the masses, sounding their ne~s and 

ewe a vou ring to satisfy them •. 36 Then the ASU was also to 

fight pass! vi ty ani deviation and prevent the "infiltration• 

of capitalist, feudalist, reactionary, opportunistic, and 

foreign elements. 37 

Nasser had learDt a lesson or two from his experiments 

in political organization. Neither the Liberation Rally nor 

the National Union had been able to base the state• s power on 

the allegiance of the population• s lower strata. Therefore, 

rather than continuing to obtain support from these strata, the 

new programme of the ASJ called •state ensured justice• was to 

be directed from the top with a minimum of popular involvement. 

The new orientation was def1ni tely managerial at the expense of 

popular mobilization i.e., the ASJ was a party dedicated to the 

creation of ec9nomic am social cadres rather than pol! tical 

or electoral mobilization. The need was for new technocrats 

and managers who could implement .the hopes of the poor, 'Jiut 

without mobilizing them. According to the new theory the 

Revolution was to 'be 1aa sed on a state run by military men and 

36 Infonnation Department, n. 33, PP• 47-48. 

37 Information Department, n. 34, PP• 6-7· 
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technocrats 'because, as Ali Sabri put it "where the masses are 

backward, ignorant and depressed, the government is the most 

valid representative". 38 The ASU was intended to create, 

supervise and control these two types of elites. •This policy 

of restricted political participation was a concomitant of 

Na sser• s modernization policy, in tended to slow political 

modernization and growth •• 39 

It was the result of the lessons drawn from the failure 

of the Li~eration Rally and the National Union that Nasser 

modified his conception of the type of political organization 

best suited to Egypt. Neither the popular 'Dase of the people, 

the foundation of the National Union, nor the concept of cadres 

was adopted. Thus, the A&J was to represent a compromise 

between Nasser• s conception of a popular party centrally 

con trolled, ani a cadre party supported by the masses. The A&J 

was to be formed on the basis of two principles: narrowing the 

organizational scope of the Party• s top•level structure 

composed mainly of former RCC members; and, forming a pennanent 

party llase at the level of party activists, to give the latter 

significant political influence particularly in the modern!· 

za tion programmes, structures and activities of Egypt. 

38 Quoted in Perlmutter, n. 26, PP• 158·9. 

39 Leonard Binder, •Political Recruitment and Partici· 
pation in Egypt•, in La Palomltara and Weiner, eds., 
Political Parties and Political Development (New 
Jersey, 1966) p. 234. 
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That political participation was to he restricted is 

not to a.tggest that no popular support v.a s sought. For did 

not the National Charter say that •the value of a true 

revolution lies in its degree of popularity, in the extent to 

which it is an expression of the vast masses, in the extent to 

which it mobilizes their forces to rebuild the future and also 

in the extent to which it enables these masses to impose their 

will on life•?
40 

Though the mobilization part was to be 

underplayed, the party had to be popular and, to be popular, 

it bad to anhrace a wide range of individuals ani organizations. 

In the beginning, therefore, all citizens except 

feudalists and capitalist elements were considered eligible for 

the ASU memhership which resulted in a massive on-rush of 

applicants causing the regime to teminate all recruitment in 

February 1963. The numlaer that anerged after the screaming 

precess had six million members, fifty per cent of whom were 

said to be workers and peasants; of the total 250,000 were women~ 1 

Following further screening and purging the number stood at 

4,800,000 in MSy 1968 but increased to 5,000,000 in June of the 

same year. 42 But this non-elitist character did not off' set 

the original claim that the party was to entertain minimum actual 
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popular participation. Despite all official pronouncements 

against elitisn, the ASU was said to have •a qualitative am 

not a quantitative character•.43 Within the organization two 

•vanguards• existed. The first was a category of •active• 

members numbering half' a million that was to rep resent the 

•most dynamic and unselfish elements• of society am the 

•cataly st" of the ASJ. 44 The rest were 1a belled •adherent s• 

or "inacti ve• members who bad the right to elect but could not 

be elected. To gain •active status," these •active aspi~nt s" 

would have to give •proof' of' their lack of self-interest" 

manifest dynamisn, and a willingness to cooperate for the general 

good. 45 There was also a middle cadre of about 20,000 socially 

cultured individuals who were to ae carefully chosen and trained46 

to become what the President called •a self-reliant inter-

communicating cadre•. These were to constitute the ASU•s 

"political vanguard", the full-time party professionals whose 

identity v-as to 'De secret. 

Though the ASU was not to replace labour unions, 

cooperatives or youth formations, but was to achieve its 

obj.ectives with their "help•, the latter were to implement the 

43 Information Department, n. 34, P• 4. 

44 Ibid., P• 8. 

45 !laid. 

46 In May 1965 was opened the Institute of Socialist 
Studies by the ASU Supreme Executive Committee. 

• 
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policy drawn up by the ASJ. In ro doing they were to act more 

as instruments of the party than as help-mates as the Statute 

of the ASJ states. 

Only a cursory glance at the elaborate organizational 

structure of the ASJ is enough to demonstrate that the ultimate 

control lay in the hands not of the masses but the top leaders. 

It was organized in 6,000.,.7,000 basic units in village, towns, 

factories with fifty or more workers, large companies, 

universities, schools and hospitals, These basic units sent 

delegates to district councils, above which there were provincial 

councils, while at the head of' the pyramid was a "General 

National Congress• of the Union. Each basic unit w:ls to meet 

once every four months and elect once every two years a comrni ttee 

which would meet at least twice a month. The district and 

provincial councils would meet every six months, their comm1 ttees 

also meeting twice a month. The General National Congress 

( 1600 manbers) was to have annual sessions and elect, evecy six 
• 

years, a General Central Committee (250-300 members) from which 

the supreme party organ, the SUpreme Executive Committee, would 

be appointed. SUch an organtzat 1onal chart would suggest that 

ultimate control lay in the people and that they could 1nnuence 

the top leadership. However, the instrument established to 

prevent the activists from becoming an ideological political 

cadre was the Political Bureau which \\GS not mentioned in 

either the July 1962 Charter or the Decenber 1962 ASJ Directive. 
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•The Political Bureau began. as neither a party nor a cadre, 

but rather a group of super activists.•47 They envisioned the 

Political Bureau as a revolutionary cadre, but Nasser refused 

to give it his official sanction. In the end, it ~s neither 

a cadre nor a committee of activists, but a group of function

aries similar to the Executive Committee of the National Union. 

There were two levels of political domination- functional level 

handled by the Political Bureau; and the other, policy level, 

managed by the goverDmE!lt, i.e., the Cabinet. The Cabinet did 

not act as a committee of the National Assembly as in the case 

of competitive party systems - Nasser selected his cabinet in 

1961 without consulting the Asse:nlily. The Cabinet became an 

administrative and technocratic sody selected and approved by 

Nasser. rt, therefore, means that, •although never explicitly 

stated, the organization was desi.gned to function according to 

the Leninist principle of democratic centralisn, whereby the 

system would ensure the downward channelling of orders from the 

top and the upward flow of information from lower levels. Thus, 

it would perform the functions of aggreeation, adjudication, 
48 integration, and communication•. Another similarity with 

Leninist type of political party was the inter-locking relation

ship, especially at the top, hetween the governmental and party 

47 Lulko, n. 32, P• 8; quoted in Perlmutter, n. 14, 
P• 161. 

48 Dekmejian, n. 42, p. 145. 
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structures. All the 18 members or the Slpreme Executive 

Committee or the ASJ between 1962 and 1964 belonged to the 

old core of Free Officers and the half-dozen civilians who 

became associated with them soon after the coup d•etat also 

held important positions in the government. 49 This inter

locking relationship continued after the governmental reorgani

zation of March 1964 and the formation of the 22-member ASU 

Provisional Secretariat in DecemDer 1964. 50 With the exception 

of the anned forces, almost every goveromental organization and 

endeavour from the presidency to ideological propagation was 

rep resented. However, half of the memlJers held positions in 

the party but not in the government devoting themselves to full

time party work. 

A ssessnent ( 1962-67) 

How successful was the ASJ in the years before the June 

1967 Arab-Israel war which turned out to be not only the test of 

the Arab• s military power but also a test of the political 

organizational set-up of the united Arab Republic? Any 

assessmSlt iS difficult - not only are many facts not knov.n l&ut 

the leadership itself, it appears, was unable to resolve the 

dilemma of having a popular organization professing a socialist 

49 Ibid., PP• 148-9. 

50 For a detailed table showing the inter-locking relation
ship between the government and party structures, see 
Dekmejian, n. 42, pp. 149-52. 
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ideology on the one hand, and on the other, not allowing it a 

natural growth into an independent 'body for fear of letting 

power slip out of their hands. It was a result of this 

dilemma that the formal construction of the AW v.es never 

completed; the crucial Central Committee never came into lieing. 

Nor was the required number of competent cadres prepared by the 

Supreme Executive Committee which left a political organizational 

vacuum for the •centres of powers•, large pockets of illegitimate 

authority in the political system, to anerge. Besides, the 

ASU, designed to eliminate political r.tvals, recruited politically 

impotent and pliable members rather than establish a cadre of 

dedicated party professionals and ideologues. 

Then, Nasser seemed to stick to his opinion expressed 

in his PhilosophY of the Revolution51 that only the anny could 

meet an:i solve the praetorian conditions of Egypt and that the 

army played the role of vanguard in the Egyptian Revolution. 

The mil1taxy•s pervasive presence in the Er~stem which had 

stifled the effective development of the National Union, 

continued in the ASU, though in contrast to the former, there 

was greater reliance on civilian help. 52 Even then, the ASU 

51 Gamal Abdel Nasser, The Philosophy of the Revolution 
(cairo, 1954) PP• 32-45. 

52 In the Supreme Executive Committee Detween 1962 and 1964, 
against six civilians there were twelve officers and in 
the Provisional Secretariat, against nine civilians 
there were sixteen officers. 

- Dekmejian, n. 42, PP• 148-9. 
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was perceived 'by the army class as a potential threat to the 

influence of the anny, an alternative source of power of a 

more radical kind. SUch being the perception, the al'IJy headed 

by Amer tended to emerge as a •cent re of' power•, Nasser had to 

create his own power centre inside the ASU, i.e. a •secret 

organization•. 53 As early as 1964, therefore, Nasser appeared 

to bave concentrated ef'f'orts on building the organization 

stronger and even considered not running for election in order 

to be able to devote himself to political organization. 

Nasser vacillated between creating a "people's party• 

likely to be bogged down by its size and factional strife or 

an "elitist party• with potential to force the heretic or semi

heretics (communists and the reactionaries) into the opposition 

camp or into reorganization of their own ranks. The ASU having 

'been designed to avoid some of the weaknesses of' the Lil.leration 

Ral[F and the National Union, its leaders shifted the emphasis 

from a mass organization to an elite or cadre organization, with 

a division between active and inactive membership and with its 

53 

54 

Ro8ert stephenst Nasser! A Political Biography 
(New York, 1971)J P• 37 • 

In 1964, Nasser reportedly did attempt to supplement 
the ASJ with yet another group which would have only 
4,000 members, and which would function as the 
•Government Party• within the ASJ. It was to enforce 
peacefUl transfer of power and a continuation of his 
policies if anything happened to him. 

- Washington P~, 9 February 1964. 
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membership originally limited to ten per cent of the population 

in due course, however, the ASJ also mushroomed in size and 

after two years was said to have five million members. 54 But 

even then the power and influence had not been transferred to 

the poor peasants. They had gone in the first instance either 

to goveltlment officials or to the medium fanners and lesser 

notables. The provision that the ASJ and the National Assenbly 

would have half its elected memlaers and officials from among 

workers and fanners were meant in part to challenge and change 

the situation. But the definition of' a •worker • and a 'Peasant • 

was at first so elastic that anyone drawing a salary without 

respons111ili ty for hiring or firing including high-grade 

professional men, specialists ana technicians, or anyone on 

their ov.n land upto a sullstantial acreage, would claim to stand 

for election in these categories. It ultimately brought the same 

old social class with their vested interests in control of' the 

organization. 55 

55 The correspondent of' Ruz al-Yusuf wrote after inter
viewing several people 1n the streets of Damietta: 
"Many people told me that numerous memaers of the 
district counci~f Socialist Union should be dismissed. 
Several of them have previously 'been mem'bers of the 
LiDeration Rally, then they went over to the National 
Union and now they intend to take over the Socialist 
Union. This means that what will happen is simply a 
change in the label ••• • (Ruz al-Yusuf) 18 March 1953. 
"In the village of sa•ad landlords who possess large 
holdings in the vicinity were S·itting up in the front 
at the meeting, these were the ones who had seized 
control of the National Union &y means of an agreement 
among the big land-owning families and without any 
elections at all --.. • (Ruz al-Yusuf, 25 March 1953) 

- Quoted in Be•eri, n. 1, pp. 451-452. 
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The Six-Day war and After 

The June 196? defeat shook the very roots of the 

Egyptian political system. Never before since the 1952 couQ 

d•etat bad the EWstem lteen un:ler such stress generating so much 

criticisn and self-criticis:n, never before was faith in the 

systan been so much run down, never before had the need for 

basic social and political changes become so ~bvious, and never 

before was the time more opportune to conduct a review of the 

system, make the required amendments and put it back on the rails. 

The immediate focus of attack was the military. There 

was an irrepressible public criticisn of the military• s 

performance in the battlefield. The militaiY had become such 

an autonomous centre of power that there was an alleged •quasi

coup d•etat• masterminded by Nasser's old friend aa:l confidant, 

Field-Marshal Amer. During the first part of' 1968, grassroot 

anti-military sentiment reached a high point with the outbreak 

of student-worker rioting in February protesting the light 

sentences given to the Generals accused of' laxity, corruption 

and incompetence. The most serious mass demonstration took place 

on 24 February 1968 at the military f'actor,y complex in Helwan. 

This touched off other danonstrat ions by thou sands of students 

in Cairo ani Alexandria who shouted slogans calling for .freedom, 

democracy with a multi-party system, a civilian cabinet, freedom 

of the Press and the abolition of the • stooge-parliament' and 

the ASJ. This mass upsurge and the military's ill-repute was 
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sought to 'be exploited 'by leftist forces to advance their own 

cause. In fact, they had started doing so way back in 1965 

when Ali Sabri was appointed the Secretary-General of the ASJ. 

From 1965 to 1967 there existed a struggle for power between 

the p raetorians allied with the governmental bureaucracy and . . 
supported by Nasser, and the ASU led by its Secretary-General. 

Sabri planned to enhance the role of his activists, the steering 

groups in the state,~and turn the ASU into a power source 

through the judicious management of economic production. He 

sought to establish the political legitimacy of the UAR in the 

ASJ, following the Leninist structural model in which the party 

is superior to the state goverr.ment. The defenders of the 

status quo argued that sovereignty rested with the people, not 

the party, and the UAR represented the people. The Sabri group 

argued that sovereignty should be with the ASU. The typical 

flavour of the debate was characterized by the struggle of the 

conteniing advocates tzying to define the terms "people• and 

• social forces•. •People" included workers and peasants, 

50 per cent of UAR • s National Assembly was to be composed of 

this group. The • social forces• were composed of fellahin, 

intellectuals, national capitalists, professionals and local 

capitalists and were hardly represented as such in the Assembly 

and the ASJ which actually were composed of the various elites 

of modernization, the bureaucracy and the military. Since no 

independent associations or political groups were permitted in 

Egypt, how could the UAR National Assembly or the ASJ truly 
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rep resent "social forces" or •p eople"? Sabri • s far-reaching 

reorganization of the ASJ at ·the end of 1965 reflected the 

same debate. He intellied to make "the ASU a source of 

political legitimacy in the UAR and eventually the dominant 

party in the National Assembly, the bureaucracy and the 

government. The ASU was to radicalize Egypt and to create a 

power base and an elite- structure that would present an 

alternative to the p raetorian-eureaucratic-mili tary cabal 

surrounding the Rais.•56 To this end, Sabri reorganized the --
AS£J's structure, 'liberated• the Central Executive Committee 

and assi@led to it the functions of leading the movanent of 

national struggle and mobilizing all resources for an equal alli 

just society. The real power, however, v/3. s to remain in the 

Secretariat of the ASJ and the newly-formed party cadres, the 

Steering Groups or Activists, selected from among the members 

of the product ion units not only :for their technical merit llut 

also their political activities. After the 1967 war, Ali Sabri 

went ahead with renewed vigour reorganizing and streamlining 

the Pu'Dlic Sect or. He made the ASU steering Groups responsihle 

:for the Puglic sector corporations. 

The task for Nasser immediately after the \'Jar, his 

resignation :followed by mass rallies asking him to remain in 

office and his subsequent resumption of power, v-as three-fold. 

First, he bad to take the attention of the people away from the 

56 Perlmutter, n. 14, p. 170. 
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military• s faUure, and at the same time, deal with the threat 

from the Amer clique in the anny. Second, the leftist forces 

bad to ae countered. Third, something bad to be done to 

restore the credibility of the systen and make it more 

acceptable to the people. All these tasks bad to be accomplished 

simultaneously. 

The major defendant after the 1967 disaster should have 

been the .!!!!.!!; yet, in a typically shrewd manoeuver, Nasser 

succeeded in laying the sole blame for it on the military. Not 

only did he escape unscathed (nothing came out of the alleged 

coup d•etat attempt and Amer committed suicide) hut he also 

finally purged the a nny high command. More than 300 senior 

officers of the army were dis:nissed. 57 This was followed 1ty 

the purge in the middle and junior officers• group. 

Fbllowing ~he debacle, the debate over the ASU•s future 

became more intense and better publicized. The conflicting 

views of the leftists and the Nasserite group clashed through the 

Press. The Tali•ah m~gazine, rep resenting the Left, openly 

attacked Heikal who represented Nasser• s concept of the 

political party 'type• and called for a •new• party. Nasser 

and Reikal rebutted that the problem was not who controlled the 

means of product ion (the reference being to the steering Groups) 

so much as how production proceeds. The need was, they felt, 

for unity of ranks, not class divisiveness. The ASJ must 

57 Ibid., P• 183 • 

• 
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remain a mass party; it should not compete with the government. 

Nasser believed that the kind of party the Leftists v.ented 

would only be a party of react ion, and would rep resent 

privileged interests. He could not, he said, approve of a 

workers• party or a proletarian dictatorship, nor the 

dictatorship of the toilers since the party that would emerge 

in such a case (a cadre-oriented vanguard type party) would 

represent a false danocracy. 

The decla!6tion of a programme of political reconstru

ction ·and liberalization at once struck a blow to the Left • s 

attempts of turning the ASU into a cadre party aai helped 

weather the storm of domestic unrest. · As if to prepare the 

desired atmosphere, it was no less a person than Heikal himself 

who came out with the criticisn of the ASJ which he said had 

begun acting like •a govertlment within a govemment •. He called 

for the li'bereliza tion of the Egyptian political system by 

creating a sound broadly based democracy. "It is not enough 

to have denocracy of assent, what we are in need of is democracy 

of participation•, he added. 58 What was necessary was 

•cooperative democracy• whereby •the masses should participate 

in evolving a policy ~efore a decision is made•.59 The right 

and sound form of unity, he said, was one which v.e. s achieved 

through a variety of views, discussions and joint thinking 

58 al-Ahram, 11 August 1967; quoted in Be•eri, n. 1, P• 458. 

59 The Guardian (Manchester), 12 August 1967. 

I 
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and not one which is achieved through order and blind obedience~O 

The first step towards liberalization was the announce

ment, of a largely technical and non-political cabinet. 61 Then 

came the 30 March 1968 Programme "for the mobilization of all 

our popular masses and of their potentialities and energies"62 

and to throw a Dridge across the gulf between the Rais and the -
people. The 30 March Programme aimed at absorbing and 

rechannelling the growing worker-student demonstrations of 

February 1968. It sought to retain and consolidate the lessons 

and gains achieved in the liberalization period after the June 

war in which "guided but geruine debate and inquiry" had taken 

place. It also provided a comprehensive ani long range plan 

for political am social reform. 

The A&J was described as the most appropriate instrument 

for mobilizing popular forces on a democratic base. After saying 

that the "defects and shortcomings" of the AW were essentially 

due to its hierarchical structure notably "the fact that this 

organization is not based upon free elections from the base to 

the summit", Nasser outlined the programme for its reform. 63 

60 Ibid., 24 July 196'7 • 

61 New blood was inf'ilsed into the Cabinet - 14 new members 
were iniucted, all civilians. The percentage of the 
officer members went down from 65.4 in June 196? to 
39.4 in March 1968. 

62 ~sings Contemporary Archives, vol. 16, 196?•68, P• 22663. 

63 !laid. 
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Accordingly elections were to be held to elect the units at the 

base of the AW. The National Congress (to meet every three 

months) v.e. s to elect the central Committee which in turn was 

to elect a &lpreme Executive Committee, the principal organ of 

the ASU. The Central Committee was to remain in pexmanent 

session and was to have specialized committees for laying down 

guidelines for state policy in all spheres. The electoral 

process chosen to maximize the popular legitimacy of the AW 

also containa:l the ingredients for making the organization an 

instrument of accountability the lack of which had &ecome one 

of the main issues of the post-war period. The elections were 

held in June 1968 after the Programme had 'been approved by 

plebiscite earlier in May. Members of the National Congress 

elected, in September, the 150 member Central Committee which, 

in turn, elected the Supreme Executive Committee a mo~th later9 

The National Assembly whose term v.a s to end in March 1969 v.e s 

dissolved 1n November 1968 and a new one elected three months 

later. 

Assessment .1.196'7-70} 

T~ere was nothing new in Egypt • s "fourth revolution • 

as Heikal described the 30 March Programme. All that was said 
64 

bad already been said in the Charter of 1962 '.Vhich •had never 

been applied". 65 It was •the organic extension of the 

/ 

64 Christian SCience Monitor (Boston), 3 April 1968. 

65 Anwar al-sadat, In Search of !dent ity (Loaion, 1978) P• 132. 
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Charter.•66 Nor did it come up to the expectations of the 

people. They had expected the Statement to usher an ere of 

democracy and free parliamentary elections on a party-basis 

that some bad been hoping for. Nasser chose the ASJ rather 

than the Assembly as the channel for greater democratization, 

but he did not sanction the kind of political party within the 

ASU that the 1 eft-wing bad been urging. Even persona 1 freedom 

was not gua1.'6nteed. "The March 30 .S:tatement simply maintained 
~ 

the regime• s dictatorial grip; it upheld the right of arrest 

without referring cba rges ••• • 67 

The 1968 elections went. further than ever before in 

l3roadening the base of popular participation. This was made 

possible by the adoption of a new, stricter defin1tion68 of 

•peasant• and •worker• which contrasted sharply with that 

employed after 1962 stipulating landholdings of upto twenty-five 

66 Address to the National Assembly, 7 October 1970. 
- Sadat, eeches and Press Interviews Se tem'ber 1970 
March 197 

67 SBdat, n. 65, p. 132. 

68 According to this new definition, a peasant was one 
whose personal and family holdings did not exceed 
ten .t'addans, whose main occupation and source of income 
was agriculture and who lived in the countryside. 
A labourer (worker) was one who was not eligi'Ble for 
membership in the proif'ess~onal unions, and was not 
a g1.'6duate of a university, higher educ;:ation 
institute or military college. 

-al-Ahrem, 15 November 1968; quoted in Dekmejian, 
n. il2, p. 2:71. 
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faddans for peasants and a loose definition for workers that 

included technicians and intellectuals as well. Fifty percent 

of the National Congress was said to 'be composed of peasants and 

workers according to the new definition. 69 In the National 

Assembly also the e:f:f'ect of the new definition v.as visi8le. As 

a result of the automatic elimination from candidacy of those 

ex-deputies whose occupational-financial status did not conform 

with the tighter laws regarding the peasants and the workers, 

only 117 of the 350 former elected deputies became candidates 

in the January 1969 elections to the National Assembly ou1: of 

which only 92 were elected. 66 

The elections were presumaaly free ani impartial, too. 

In the elections to the National Congress, many prominent 

personal! ties, including two of ?resident Na sser• s brothers, 

were defeated. More significant was the election of 23 deputies 

to the National Assembly who had run on their own w1 thout ASJ 

support. The fact that the regime had pennitted a list of 

opposition candidates to run against its chosen candidates, 

welcomed those independents who get elected and pledged to give 

than the same treatment as party-backed deputies, was proof 

enough that the flexible approach adopted since the June war 

was being continued. Finally, the overlapping between the 

government and the party was sought to be reduced. To this end, 

69 al-Akhbar, 17 July 1968, quoted in ibid. 
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four cabinet ministers who got elected to the SUpreme Executive 

Committee of the ASU in Octo&er 1968 resigned their caginet 

posts. 

However, too much should not be read in these develop

ments for one must not forget that it was all an exercise to 

gain legitimacy and to counter the leftist opposition within the 

party, -.. To begin with, Nasser did appoint 14 new civilians to 

the cabinet in March 1968, but all the important portfolios 

remaine:l in the hands of fonner military officers. Then, it 

should not be surprising, al SJ, to note that in the elections to 

the National Congress several left-wingers were defeated, only 

four were returned. Finally, the newly found electoral democracy 

did not extend to the composition of the crucial Central Committee 

of the ASU. During discussions in the National COngress, among 

intellectuals and journalists, there was substantial opposition 

to extending the 50 per cent worker and peasant quota into the 

Central Committee; Heikal an:i Fikri Abaza recommended a larger 

number of intellectuals instead of peasants and workers. The 

electoral ~stem ultimately instituted was a complex one which 

combined the leadership s authori 1::\v with a measure of me1118ership 

participation. The •political leaderShip' - in effect, 

President Nasser - selected 125 full members am 50 alternates 

out of the 250 candidates elected by the Governorate Councils. 

The remaining 25 full mem'bers were directly appointed from above. 

Thus, the leadership • s hold on the important policy forming 

body was secured. 
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Nasser had all along succeeded in balancing the 

ideologically divergent elements in the party ao:l in acting as 

the SUpreme arbiter. The balarx:e appeared to have 'been 

disturbed when the left wing came to have better control over 

the party organization. The leftists having been tackled 

through elections the balancing act was resumed in its for.mer 

form. However, the bifurcation between the left and Centre 

continued aiJi it appeared that the only person who could create 

a modus vi vendi ~etween the various ideological groups was 

Nasser. At the National Congress and Central Committee sessions 

the President had been able to minimize overt manifestations of 

ideological conflict through the sheer weight of h1 s personality, 

reinforced ay popular support. The candidates who ran for the 

SUpreme Executive Committee represented the whole political 

spectrum (with the exception of the Brotherhood). For example, 

the presence of Kb.alid Mohieddin and Ali Sabri on the Left was 

counter-balanced by Husain Shafi•i and Anwar al-sadat on the 

Right. Months later, the government crisis of autumn 1969, when 

Nasser disnissed Ali SSbri as Secretary General of the ASU, v.as 

again a clear manifestation of the balancing act. At the end 

of the year, Nasser was President, Prime Minister, President of 

the National congress of the ASU and the Chairman of its 

Higher Executive Committee. He thus controlled that is, policy 

making, the minor legislative functions of the Assembly and 

·the executive powers of Government. Once again Nasser had come 

out of a major crisis unscathed. But the ASU that he left 



behind was ~from all indications political only on paper•, it 

was ~an administrative and bureaucratic arm of the leadership" 

which remained centered in the militar.r and the government. 

•Its trade mark (was) rhetoric, not reform, manipulation, not 
' 70 
mobilization.• It bad more than seven million members but 

1 ess than 100 full-time, salaried party organizers. Fbr most, 

membership v.as collective i.e., workers and peasants became 

memlDers when membership fee \\Ss deducted from their salaries.7 1 

It was filled with young careerists, opportunists and intelli

gence personnel, socialism was confined to slogans. Without a 

cadre of genuine political activists within it, the ASU remained 

in its lower ei:helons almost as tame and inert an organization 

as the National union before it, although on the village level 

it developed a degree of local democracy and collective 
72 

discussion~. The refonnist period through which it passed 

brought no 'basic change in its mode of operation. •Sadat 

himself admitted in 1968 that the ASJ elections which Nasser 

announced to revitalize the organization and strengthen the 

home-front were r1gged.~73 

----·-
70 Alvin, z. Rubinstein, ~Egypt since Nasser~, CUrrent 

Histo;y , vol. 62, no.~365, January 1972, P• 22. 

71 Ibid. 

72 stephen, n. 53, P• 375. 

73 Rubinstein, n. 70, P• 12. 
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The successive changes - from the Liberation Rally to 

the National Union and from the National Union to the AraD 

Socialist union - these repeated attempts to start afresh did 

not reflect the inability of either the leadership or the 

Egyptian people to set up stable organization; they only 

rep resented a dilemma with which the military leaders had begun 

and which they tried to resolve but failed. were these 

organizations to be made instruments for the regimes control of 

the masses to guide them more effectively along the road of 

social and economic planning? or were these meant to give the 

public more control over the regime, i.e., greater responsibility 

ani participation by the public in political life? Pro'bagly 

Nasser bad both aims in mind - he wanted both to mobilize ard 

educate the masses politically but also to keep ultimate power 

in his ov.c hands. Where the two aims clashed, as they were 
. 

bouni to do, it was the second which prevailed. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE QUEST FOR LEGITIMACY 



THE QUEST FOR LEGITIMACY 

Any new ruler, regime or governmental sy stan when once 

in a position of power seeks to consolidate this power, to be 

able to manage and resolve inte:znal conflicts and to attain long 
1 tenn stability. For this they strive for legitimacy. According 

to Robert Dahl, the :fundamental reason why leaders try to convert 

rule by naked force to authority - which is legitimate - is 

because this form of rule is more reliable, durable and generally 
2 

efficient". While the stability of an order may be maintained 

for a time through fear or expendiency or customs, the most 

harmonious relationship between the ruler and the ruled is that 

1 •The quest for legitimacy is the process by which elites 
strive for mass acceptability on the basis of some 
ideological justification for their positions of leader
ship. To the extent that the people accept these 
ideological justifications, the leadership is considered 
legitimate". 
- Dekmejian, Egypt Under Nasser : A study in Political 
pynamics (London, 1972) p. 2. 

Regimes are legitimate "to the extent that their citizens 
regard them as proper and deserving of support". 
- Ted Robert Gurr, Why Men Rebel {Princeton, 1970) 
pp. 183-5. --

It is to the extent to which leadership ao:l regimes are 
perceived by elites and masses as congruent and compatible 
with the society• s :funiamental myths those •value 
impregnated beliefs". 

- Robert M. Mciver, The Web of Government {New York, 1947) 
pp. 4-5. 

2 Robert A. Dahl, Modern Political Analysis, (Eaglewood 
Cliffs, New Jersey, 1963) P• 19. 
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in which the ruled accept the rightness of the ruler's superior 

power. 

Legitimacy had been the centti"al political problem both 

under the old regime before 1952 and the one that took over after 

the military coup d•etat. The anny was propelled into action 

because civilian groups had failed to legitimize thanselves. But 

the seizure of power by the Free Officers did not solve the 

problem of legitimacy. Rather, like all other such revolutions, 

the Egyptian revolution, too, required a new legitimacy formula. 

This chapter is concerned with the Egy-ptian leaders• quest for 

legitimacy, the instruments used for gaining legitimacy and the 

extent of their success in this endeavour, the main focus being 

the single party system as a source of legitimacy. 

The~gi timacy Problem in Egypt : The Initial Y~ 

Immediately after the coup d • etat, the pro blan of 

legitimacy was acute and the task for the officers difficult. 

l 

~1hile the traditional order had been partly transformed during 

colonial rule, and whatever remained of it Wl s shattered by the. 

new regime, there no longer existed clear-cut and generally accep

table norms for the legitimacy of authority and the mode of its 

exercise. However, the ideals had been set; the appeal of Arabism, 

oemocracy, freedom an:l social justice were widespread. The failure 

to achieve these did not in any way vitiate the importance of 

these ideals as the functional pre-requisite of legitimacy though 

the fact rernains that it did complicate the task of building a 
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legitimate order. 

The immediate source of legitimacy for the military 

regime- one that was self-generated and not the result of any 

pre-conceived action - was its Egyptianness. After centuries 

the Egyptians were to be ruled by fellow Egyptians and not by 

foreigners. The officers, on their part ani ini tia ti ve, pursued 

their quest for self-legitimation almost exclusively through a 

continuation of what Max ¥/eber3 has called traditional and legal

rational means as their predecessors had done before them. The 

coop tion of General Negui b to in vest the July coup d • eta t with 

legitimacy of his heroism and senior officer's status constituted 

one example. After the takeover, both in its pronouncements and 

actions, the Junta maintained a degree of adherence to legal 

rational means which involved a semblance of constitutional 

freedom and periodic relaxation of control. Thus, at the outset, 

the RCC released hundreds of political prisoners, abolished the 

king• s secret police, lifted press censorship, punished corruption, 

3 Max 1Neber distinguishes between three types of 
authority: traditional authority is one which is based 
on belief in the sanctity of traditions; in rational 
or legal authority the claim to authority is based 
on belief in legality of rules and in the right of 
those holding authoritative positionsby virtue of 
those rules; and, charisnatic authority which is based 
on •devotion to the specific sanctity, heroi sn, or 
examplary character of an individual person and of 
the normative pattern or order revealed by him•. 

Hax Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, 
A.M. Henderson and Ta'lcot Parsons, trans. (Lonaon, 1954) 
p. 328. 
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installed a civUian cabinet, initiated land reform, passed 

labour and social legislation and repeatedly promised an early 

return to full constitutional rule. 

However, in the view of the revolution-makers, legitimacy 

was being acquired loy someone who himself was to be an instrtmient 

of gaining legitimacy for the real authors o:f the Revolution. 

Naguib was enjoying the fruits of the revolution and all that it 

was accomplishing. The Na sserites were, therefore, compelled to 

seek legitimacy through an alternative means - their sole 

instrument of mass support - the Liberation Rally. 

The crisis of legitimacy loomed larger than ever after 

Neguib•s overthrow and the Brotherhood•s suppression. 'While 

relying heavily on :force as its main instrument of control, the 

regime continued to use the old combination of traditional and 

legal-rational devices of self-legitimation. Islamic orthodoxy 

- a traditional legitimacy device - was used to neutralize the 

Muslim Brotherhood•s influence and transfer legitimacy to itself. 

In concrete tenns, it concluded Prime l11nister Nasser's pilgrimage 

to Mecca in August 1954 where he met leaders of Saudi Arabia and 

Pakistan and issued the call for Islamic unity against the West. 

In September, Sadat called an Islamic Congress in Cairo to stress 

the regime• s orthodoxy ard two months later the Council of the 

ulama at al-Azhar went on record denouncing Brotherhood terror! sn 

and supporting the regime. At the same time, the Presidency 

was offered to the highly respected octogenarian, Lutfi al-Sayyid, 
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who declined the post. The fact that the regime increasingly 

aligned itself with popular opinion by making anti-British 

pronouncements, bringing to trial certain spies for Israel and 

reiterating its promise to restore constitutional life by 

January 1956, shows that the regime was still groping for tradi

tional and legal legit:!macy on the basis of the old value systems 

of Egyptian nationalisn ani Islamic orthodoxy. If there was in 

Na sser• s mind a scheme to 'build a radically new foundation for 

~egitimacy through a massive ideologically conditioned social 

economic transformation, it was not made explicit at this stage. 

Chari sna: the New Legitimacy Formula 

But certainly once the revolution had occurred, there . 
had to be some change in the legitimacy formula. The new base 

for legitimacy was Nasser• s popular appeal which was generated 

by his phenomenal success in the international arena during 1955 

and 1956. Nasser• s shift from a purely domestic to a pan-Arab 

level, though not entirely well planned, Prought him great 

popularity that extended beyond the frontiers of Egypt to the 

neighbouring Ara'b states. Not only that, the pan-Arab slogan 

brought about a substantial normative change in the belief fVStem 

of Egyptians themselves who, because of their leader, had now 

started treating themselves as the leaders of the Arab world and 

were accepted as such by others. It was in this new role that 

Nasser was able to generate his deepest and strongest. legitimacy 

for his regime and for the Egyptians. 
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It \\Ss also through the pursuit of a pan-Arab policy 

that Nasser can ~e said to have derived his cha r1 sna. But there 

was something in the man, too. Much of his charisna and appeal 

was due to the •man to man• approach which came over impressively 

on the television. Even people who hated him after him watching 

on T.v. would shake.their heads and say, "he is a good man•.4 

He possessed that •extraordinary duality•, the "gift of grace•, 

•the chann• that elevates the individual above ordinary men, 

confers •except ional powers" on him and confirms him •as a 

leader". 5 But charisna is not just real or innate gifts, nor is 

it composed <fi'f demonstrable traits of p ewchology or character; 

"what is important is the impact exerted upon the environment, 

the •effect• of 'behaviour. Charisna is to a great extent, a 
• 

sociological, not a personal duality. For the same reason, 

ideas of charisnatic type ao:l milieu must be understood sociolo

gically. Charisnatic qualities are in the realm of belief, they 

are the radiations of a personality in the beliefs of others."6 

That is, to be a charisnatic leader is to be perceived as such. 

"It is recognition on the part of those subject to authority 

4 

5 

6 

Raymond Flower, Na~oleon to Nasser - The Story of Modem 
Egypt (London, 197 ) p. 230. 

Jean Lacouture, The Demi~ods~ Charismatic Leadership in 
the Third world (New Yor , 1 7o) p. 15. --

w.E. Mulbmann, Messianismes revolutionaires du Tiers
Monde (Paris: Gallinal'd, 1968) P• 1S6. Quoted in ibid., 
PP• 15-16. 
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which is decisive for the validity of charisna."7 The attention 

that Nasser attracted from the big nations of the world at the 

Bangdung Conference in 1955, the nationalization of the SUez canal 

specially the bold manner in which it v.as affected and the SUez 

war erxling in the withdrawal of Britain and France - all this 

imparted the halo of a supennan to Nasser. 

Chari sna is, thus, not a property, but a relationship of 

an individual to others, an individual to his environment, i.e., 

"there is no such thing as charisnatic power, (there are) only 

charisnatic situations". weber tells us that charisnatic leaders 

have been natural leaders "in times of psychic, physical, economic, 

ethical, religious, political distress" and elsewhere that charis:na 

inspires its followers with a devotion born of distress and 
8 

enthusiasn. Such a state of acute distress predisposes people to 

perceive as extrao:tdinarily qualified alli to follow with enthu

siastic loyal~, a leadership offering salvation from distress. 

Thus, from the point of view of the people, a charis:natic leader 

is one who offers them protection, identity, or ritual. Nasser 

did precisely this. He was able to focus and channel diverse 

grievances and interests in a common appeal unifying a segmented 

population in pursuit of a common goal. The revolution itself 

was SJCh an act. Then the activities of the regime after the 

? Max Weber, n. 3, p. 354. 

8 H.H. Gerth and c. wright Mills, From Max Weber: Essays 
in Sociology (London, ·19?0) PP• 245, 249. 
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revolution were all directed against the British, the king and 

the traditional parties which the people wanted. That Nasser 

addressed himself to the issues make him popular, not so much 

that he occasionally succeeded.9 

The Inadequacy of Charisna 

"By its very nature, the existence of cha r1 s:natic 

authority is specifically unstable ... lo In so far as it is 

increasingly vulnerable to erosion as societies modernize and 

'Ji)ecome exposed to norms hostile to ~bsolutisn and dictatorship, 

it cannot be the solution of the legitimacy problan. The princi

pal cure for the legitimacy problem is a significant degree of 

institutionalized participation through parliaments, parties and 

equivalent bodies because the political realities of expanding, 

more differentiated, more representative institutions of a higher 

degree if political legitimacy is to be achieved. Thus, the need 

is to •routinize~ charisma by attaching it to secular institutions 

till the latter themselves are accepted as legitimate. In this 

way, charisna can create an:i assist in the creation of the 

foundations upon which stability can lie established. The 

Bureaucracy can be one such institution. So can be the parliament. 

But only parties, preferably single parties, can organize 

enthusiasn on the basis of a solidarity of interests with citizens 

9 

10 

Michael c. Hudson, Arab Politics - The Search for 
Legttimacy (London, 1977) P• ~43. 

S.N. Eisentadt, ed., Max Weber on Charisma and Institution 
Buildin~ (Chicago, 1968) P• 22. 
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outside the goverDJnent. Such routinization of charisna in 

political parties becomes possible as the leader makes consistent 

use of that organization, speaks in its name and lends it his 

mantle. The single party is, thus, the logical extension of the 

e:f'forts of the charisnatic leader with fore!Ji:ght and political 

uwerstanding to perpetuate his rule in a manner that it remains 

acceptable. The charisna of the leader can be taken as the 

psychological reward offered to a people denied democratic 

participation by the single party structure. At the same time 

the single party system meets the crisis of legitimacy and the 

challenge of participation while not allowing true participation. 

The evolution of one-party, systems is, therefore, to be 

conceived as articulation of new legitimizing criteria derived by 

aa:i for the party. Not only has the party to impart legitimacy 

to the ruling elite but it also has to legitimize or institutiona

lize11 ;itself. However, the party cannot impart legitimacy unless 

it acquires autonomy as an instrument of recruiting top political 

leaders, an ideology aimed at creating a more equitable distri

bution of wealth and the institutionalization of SJCh political 

structures as to which charisna iS sought to be transferred. The 
12 

absence of any of these inter-related prerequisites render a 

11 •rnstitutionalization is the process by which organizations 
and procedures acquire value and stability•, 

- Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies 
(New Haven, 1968) p. 12. 

12 The nature of the inter-relatedness in this: without the 
former two (autonomy and ideology) institutionalization 
cannot take place. 
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party or party-systan incapable of acting as a source of 

legitimacy. 

To be autonomous, a party must not only se a relatively 

stable organization enjoining .some degree of mass support, it must 

also retain a significant role in the political recruitment 

process. The ideal situation is for the party to go beyond the 

function of a reward giving political machine, which can generate 
. 13 

power not legitimacy, towards a more indepexxient - independent 

from the charisnatic leader - recruiting 'body. This is not 

always the case 'because of inherent difficulties fora:nost among 

which is the 'basic contradiction 'Detween an entirely autonomous 

pol! tical party possessing the potential to undermine if not 

openly challenge the dec! sions of the char! snatic leader at some 

later date and the latter's desire to retain his charisnatic hold 

on the ~stem as long as he can without losing it or passing it 

on to other political structures. Because of this dilemma do 

rulers who attain power through other bases of support as Nasser 

did through the military, find it difficult to create a political 

party that can legitimize their regimes. Nasser tried thrice 

and succeeded only partially. Relying on military support to 

stay in power he was unwilling to grant the Lilierat ion Rally, the 

National union and the Arab Socialist Union any autonomy in 

13 Clement Henry Moore, "The Single-Party Systa:n as Source 
of Legitimacy", in Samuel P. Huntington and C.H. Moore, eds., 
Authoritarian Politics in Modem Society - The Pynami~ 
2f ~stablished One-Party §ystems (New York, 19?0) P• 49. 
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selecting leaders or even any significant influence, for that 

matter, over policy making. 

Why the Party Failed to Legitimize 

Two categories of reasons can he adduced to explain 

Nasser•s failure to grant autonomy to the single-party eystems 

that he created. In the first fall reasons which can be said to 

emerge from the charisnatic situation about which Nasser could 

not do much, the second includes Nasser's own actions, the effect 

of which was to stifl'e the growth of the party as an autonomous, 

indepezxlent organization reap ected for its own sake. 

A charisnatic situation entails a peculiar relationship 

between the charisnatic leader ani his followers. In the absence 

of mediating groups and structures which can gradually assume the 

mantle of legitimacy 'beyond the charisnatic leader, this relation

ship is perceived by both to be direct; the party is always 

considered as secondary to the direct bonds which are constantly 

renewed in mass gatherings, through radio and television telecasts, 

in plebiroitory elections and via other forms of exhortation and 

appeals. For the same ~eason, the total trust of the masses and 

the leader• s staff remains in the leader alone, the leader becomes 

the only source from which commands can legitimately flow. In the 

eyes of the masses, the party does not possess an i:alependent 

will or any authority of its own except that derived directly 

from the leader. 

"SUccess and succession ~re the two words that sum up the 



--.... 

instability of charisna". 14 Nasser• s diplomatic successes in the 

latter half of the 1950s did 'boost up the morale of the Egyptians 

but came in the way of the development of healthy institutions. 

Nasser tended to postpone the stabilization and institutionaliza

tion of his regime. During the ten years before the formation of 

the ASU, the regime relied on the tremendous magnetic force of 

its leadership which tended to blind it to the need for political 

party organization. 

The •neo-pat rimonial mode1• 15 of the regime was not less 

responsible for the sttmted growth of the party. In such a model, 

the legitimacy of the ruler• s authority rests in the society• s 

concession that the ruler has the right freely to appropriate the 

rule over the community for himself, due to his power, charisna, 

link with the divinity ao:i so on. In Egypt, the immense powers 

of the President of the Republic to appoint persons to any position 

in public life, be it a university chancellorship, the chairmanship 

of an Egyptian public corporation or a cabinet post, resembled 

closely the power of the patrimonial prince. 

Despite his charis:na, Nasser felt the necessity of taking 

14 Dankwa rt Rustow, A world of Nations - Problems of Political 
Modernization (Washington D.c., 1967) P• 168. 

15 Shahrough Akhavi, •Egypt: Nee-Patrimonial Elite", in 
Frank Tacbau, ed., Political Elites and Political 
Development in the Middle East (Massachusetts, 197~) 
P• 76e 
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steps to enhance his personal hold on the fVStan. In surveying 

Na sser• s repeated attanpts at constructing a public political 

base for his regime, from the Liberation Rally to the ASJ, one 

observes that he managed to abolish the difference 6etween the 

state and governnent, 16 between these two and himself. 17 Instead 

of separating the powers of government, he fused them; instead of 

separating religion and state, he re-integrated them.18 

Added to this is the fact that military rule or the 

p redominence of the anny in a country• s politics is politic ally 

restrictive and fails to integrate new men and economically and 

socially liberated groups and classes; and the level of political 

institutionalization is restricted, rigid and non-adaptive. 

After the coup d'etat Nasser shared power with a civilian • front • 

government only briefly. By February 1953 the autocratic collegil: 

16 See Chapter III, pp.,7>S2 

17 See Chapter III, P• Cft 
18 The reliance on religion to justify the state policies 

ranged from efforts to create the historical bases 
for Nasserite socialisn to publicizing the idea of 
Nasser being endowed with a divine mission. Thus, the 
regime• s position on monopoly, social justice, property 
am taxes Wls justified on the basis of Islam. Socialisn 
was said to have existed in the Islamic state from the 
very beginning; in the days of Omar, larJi vll s nationalized 
arJi distri'buted among agricultural workers. And as a 
part of the massive propagan:ia scheme was works like 
Taha Abdul Baqi Srur•s Gamal Abdel Nasser, the Man who 
changed the Face of. History which Showea Nasser as the 
p ro vi dent ial being p rede st ined by God to be a second 
saladin to ranove the humiliation endured by the Arab 
and Muslim world. 



- 112 -

rule of the RCC established military control over ministers in 

government and all other structures including the Liberation 

Rally. Decision-making was centralized in and monopolized by 

the soldiers in the RCC, and after 1956, in Nasser himself. All 

important positions within the National Union, and later the ASU, 

were again held by former RCC members. The dominant role of the 

military had the effect of enabling Nasser to wield ultimate 

control. The anny in general, and the RCC in particular, did come 
. 19 

to share the fruits of power, but not power itself. It also had 

the effect of allienating the intellectuals - the military 

presence and its ideological orientation prevented a genuine 

rapp roacbment between the alit e and the intelligentsia. In the 

muzzling and belittling of the only group of Egyptians that could 

have provided the required cadre of the ASU so necessary for its 

autonomy, Nasser made the party system rigid. The system could 

not absorb the Rightist traditional intellectuals because of 

their class position, neither could it absorb the Leftist 

intellectuals because of their political position. 

While Nasser depended for survival on the secret police 

and the army, he drew the legality of his authority and his 

political ani social revolution from the support of the masses. 

In order to ensure the support of the people and keep them impressed 

with the results aal successes of the revolution and w1 th Nasser• s 

19 P.J. vatikiotis, Nasser and His Generation (London, 1978} 
P• 170. 
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paternalistic concern for their welfare the Nasserite regime 

developed a highly sophisticated propaganda machine potent instru

ments of which were the communication m~ia, mass rellies, public 

trials of enemies of the regime etc •• Nasser• s visit to the 

National Assembly, his visits abroad, his movements with foreign 

visitors and mass rallies were well publicized a:r.d were accompa n:led 

by o rgan:lzed cheering and a costly display of splendour. Thousands 

of people were transported in trucks to applaud at rallies. In 

the daily press as well as magazines aai books the •nat ionalized 

writers" and authors20 flattered Nasser sometimes to the extent 

of idolization. Within the ASU, Nasser allowed the growth of a 

•secret vangua].ti organization•. This personal agency of Nasser 

along with his secret services countered potential rival power 

cliques in the anny as well as the party. 

~deolog;y as a Source of Legitimacy 

Yet another instrument of legitimation ~ s ideology. 

One can at least say that Nasser showed his sincerity in giving 

significant importance to ideology. He realize::i that if the 

party was to be the prime source of legitimacy, its organization 

must be "infused with value". Ideology, in so far as it provides 

the foun:lation for the development of CO:t;lsistent attitudes 

towards the elite ani the state a:r.d unites thought and action, 

20 George M. Haddad, Revolutions and Milita~ Rule in the 
Middle East: The Arab States, Part II - gypt, the sudan, 
Yemen aild Libya (New York, 1973) P• 81. 
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legitimizes the elites exercise of power by basing it on superior 

morality and rationality. A socialist ideology such as Nasser 

adopted, in a situation such as Egypt fotmd itself in, is not 

only desirable but is a necessary tool to promote elite legiti

mation and control. Nationalism alone cannot produce an action 

programme needed for large scale internal transfonnation to meet 

the people's aspirations and expectations of improving their lot. 

The view that Nasser was a 'convert' to socialism and 

that the conversion had taken place in 1961 is an oversimplication 

of a complex situation. 21 It overlooks the .fact that there may be 

different degrees of commitment to a social ideal and that an 

initial propensity towards a certain idea may develop into a 

21 What makes people believe that the Nasserite regime 
had no socialist ideology before the 1960s is explained 
by the fact that the Free Officers had no coherent 
ideology when they took over power and that they relied 
more on free enterprise in the initial years to improve 
the economic situation. Then, Nasser never mentioned the 
\-JOrd "socialism" before February 1955 when in a speech 
he used it in a rather negative tone as punishmEnt 
to the business elite which had proved incompetent 
to assume responsibilities for Egyptian developmEnt. 
The word was again mentioned two and a half years 
later in December 1957 when the goal o.f the revolution 
was defined as the creation of "a cooperative, democratic, 
socialist society". The wrd also found no mention either 
in Nasser's Philosophy o.f the Revolution or the 1956 
Constitution. It is aloo suggested by some that the new 
radicalism in economic policy was not simply a result o.f 
any new ideological orientation towards socialism as it 
was a consequence of the impact of extemal events upon 
Egypt, as well as the clear failure of the regime's 
earlier policy to stimulate economic development by 
encouraging private native and foreign enterprise. 
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conviction in response to certain stimuli especially when the 

person concerned is a pragmatic one like Nasser. •To conclude 

that Nasser shortly before 1961 suddenly found himself a socialist 

would be as inadequate an interpretation of the situation as would 

the belief that he bad been a :f\.ll~-fledged socialist from the 

start•. 22 

To begin with, Nasser himself admitted that when the 

revolution took place it had •no doctrine, no programme and no 

political organization•. Not that an ideology could not be 

develop.ed but only that Nasser prudently thought that spelling 

out an ideology before the revolution or immediately after it was 

accomplished would only lead to splits ani differences among the 

officers which would jeopa tdi se the success of the revolution. 

But it should not be taken to mean that there \\6 s an ideological 

void for there were the six principles and the belief in the 

idea of two revolutions.23 Then action had preceded thecrry. A 

case in point is the land reforms of 1952. True, they were 

intended to forestall potential rivals and undercut the support 

22 Fayez Sayegh, •The Theoretical Structure of Nasser•s Arab 
Socialisn• in Albert Hou~ni, ed., Middle Ea stem Affairs 
~' St. Antony • s Paper no. 1? (London, 1965) p • 14. 

23 The six principles spoke of the liquidation of colonialisn, 
feudalism and the domination of power by capital, and the 
establishment of social equality. Though not well defined, 
these clearly pointed to a socialist policy which Nasser 
was to embark upon later. The philosophy of two revolution 
stated that while in the case of the west the •political 
revolution• (i.e., political independence) preceded the 
• social revolution• (i.e., social justice) Egypt had to 
face both simultaneously. It can be argued that by delaying 
the clear declaration of a socialist poj.icy Nasser was 
trying to create the •desirable• gap between the two 
revolutions: he consolidated political power first (till 
1956) and only then spoke of a socialist programme which 
he h&ci put into action in a snall way even in 1952. 



- 116 -

base of the powerful v;aftl, but they were as much a measure to 

gain the goodwill of the poor pea san try ani legitimize the rule 

of the new regime. 

That the process of ideology formation was gradual was 

acknowledged by Nasser when he said, 
. 

we reached our ideologies as a natural 
outcome of our experience ••. we did not 
indulge in search for theories.... The 
freedom of action preceded the ideologies 
and so the ideologies were the product of 
nature •••• 24 

Nasser realized that agrarian refonns, nationalization of the 

Suez Canal am expropriation of property of foreigners did not 

help much. Besides, the disappointment with private initiative 

drew the leaders tov.erd state control of enterprise. "With 

every step he took, he was coming closer to what he would later 

on come to recognize as •soc1alisn•; with every step he was 

becoming more and more a socialist. • 25 

What one can conclude from what has been said so far is 

that despite the creation of such ostensible political organiza

tions for public pa~icipation in the country•s political life 

as the Limeration Rally, the National union and the ASU, and 
' 

amidst all the plots and counter-plots throughout the eighteen 

years of rule, Nasser never trusted any of them, whether 

24 Eliezer Be• eri, Am Officers in Arab Politics and 
Socie~ (London, 69) P• 392. 

25 Sayegh, n. 22, p. 14. 
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p regressive or conservative. !:&stead he preferred to appeal to 

a popular 'base for his political power am supremacy. He 

consistently refused to establish any popular political body 

unless the latter could offer him absolute unquestioned loyalty. 

Thus all political structures created by Nasser were led and 

controlled by him. Indeed their very existence depended on the 

Kai s• will. All impression that their existence gave of the 

regime being based on institutions capable of functioning 

entirely by themselves and strong enough to sustain national 

crises was deceptive and was shattered as a result of the 1967 

defeat. Even ideology was heavily pers::>nalized. Arab nationalisn 

and Arab socialisn bad meaning in Egypt due to their close and 

virtually indistinguishable iiXientification with their creator. 26 . 

The 1967 vi!J.r proved disastrous for the Egyptians. If 

the defeat was dramatic so v.Ss Nasser's resignation immediately 

after the declaration of cease-fire. More dramatic, however, 

was his reinstatement to power to face a s1 tuation when the 

entire &rstem v.as under heavy fire. Nasser \'tis not only able to 

meet the challenge but SJCceeded in a few months time to contain 

political dissent within the party, and overhaul the party 

structure without in any way loosening his own grip on its 

organization and functioning. The question to be asked now is 

whether this was evidence of the "great persistence of the 

26 John P. Entellis, •Nasser•s Egypt -The Failure of 
Charismatic Leadership", O~bis {Philadelphia), 
vol .• 18, no. 2, Summer 1974, P• 457. 
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Egyptian political systan to endure despite the enonnity of 

defeat", 27 whether it testified to the great "absorptive capacity" 

of the ~stem and whether it was proof of the successful 

routinization of personal charisna and the "transference of 

legitimacy from the charisnatic to other individuals and new 

institutions".28 Or the ~stem endured because of the sheer 

weight of Nass.er•s personality who put it to the best use to 

tide over the systemic crisis? Evidence can 'be found to support 

both views. It would be in the fitness of things to briefly 

discuss them before a final word is said about Nasser, his party 

and its success or· fa !lure. 

Dekmejian, in his ~pt under Nasser, has developed a 

framework for the routinization of charisna. A:f'ter applying it 

to the case of Egypt he put s forward the view that by 1970 the 

pattern of authority in Egypt was the consequence of routinized 

char1sna and institutionalization. To support this thesis he, 

however, relies completely on the test of 1967 which showed 

that the system was strong enough in tenns of legitimacy and 

control to successfully deal with a situation which could in all 

probability prove a catastrophe. The dynamic factors responsible 

for the high degree of stability, he enumerates, "include the 

internal cohesion of the Free Officer• s group and the military, 

27 Dekmejian, n. 1, P• 244. 

28 Ibid., P• 246. 
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the systa:natic routinization of competing elites, the legi ti

mizing role of charismatic authority, the solidifying effect 

of foreign confrontations, the adoption and implementation of 

ideology, and the pa~ial routinization of ideology, and the 

partial routinization of charisma. To be sure, these stabilizing 

features were not always introduced effectively and ::ustematically. 

What is clistinctive about the Egyptian political ~stem is that 

they occurecl at all in such a short time. "29 

Entellis, in an article in the Orbis, contests 

Dekmejian• s view and offers anpirical evidence against it. He 

points to the regime's inability to promulgate a pennanent 

national constitution, the assassination plots, planned coups 

d~;etat and abortive attanpts against Nasser, chronic cabinet 

reshuffling, 30 the restructuring, on two occasions of local and 

regional administrative units of the Asu,
31 

serious ideological 

-----------------

29 Ibid., P• 226. 

30 Nasser played musical chairs with ministers. 
Between 1952 and 1969, 131 different individuals 
held cabinet posts while in the USA less than a 
third of this number held similar p o st s. 

- Entellis, n. 26, p. 458. 

31 The ASU underwent a major reorganization in 1968 
only three years after the original lengthy 
process of establishing it. 
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attacks32 by the Le:t't (Marxists, Maoists, communists) and the 

Right (particularly the Muslim Brotherhood), and the greater use 
33 of coercive military force to ensure control. 

The great "persistence of the system to endure despite 

the eno!'ll1ity of the defeat" does not, Entellis goes on to say, 

"testify to its great absorptive capacity but rather to the 

32 The success of Nasser to absorb these attacks was 
only partial. The charisnatic legitimacy that he 
had come to possess enabled him to balance ideological 
rival groups of the regime. He could not eliminate 
all civilian opposition and dissatisfaction nor ¥\6 s 
he able to destroy the people's loyalty to some of 
their old leaders. The funeral of Nahas Pasha, 
leader of the dissolved Wafd, in August 1965, 
turned into a demonstration against the regime and 
the police bad to be called to restore order. The 
AS.J and the National Assembly provided neither ~n 
adequate safety valve for the opposition nor a 
serious instrument for checking and influencing 
government policy. The real political struggle 
remaine:i clandestine. It \\6 s conducted either 
through what was left of Nasser•s two most active 
challengers, the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
communists, or by local notables who still maintained 
a hold on the countryside against the influence of 
the government machine, or within the regime itself 
between rival groups including the anny. 

Because the popular support to the ASU was 
commanded and not spontaneous, the Muslim Brother
hood, with its sentimental appeal to tradition and 
interpretation of Quranic tenets, offered a real 
attraction to a dissatisfied peasantry and a deceived 
lower middle class. The ·Communist Party, however, 
under directions from the Soviet Union which was 
ready to compromise for longer gains through friend
ship with Egypt, dissolved itself in 1965 and its 
ranks were asked to join the ASU. 

33 Entellt"s, n. 26, p. 456. 
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overpowering charisnatic impact of President Nasser and the 

loyalty of the militaiY and the bureaucracy ••• the personal 

acclaim acco~ed the leader by his people on S June 1967 was 

evidence of the great awe, love and adulation the people had for 

their ~' none of which, however, had any spill-over effect 

on the ~stan or its staff'". 34 In fact, never' was the system so 

•de-legitimized", so scorned or distrusted as it was in the dark 

months following the Six-Day v.a r. But the Rai s v/3. s never 

personally criticized. In 1967-68, Hamrush of the Le:rt, and 

Heikal of the mainstream, maintained that the ~stan worked 

because of the leader• s personality and the •magnetic• force of 

its leadership•. 35 Dekmejian himself sums up the personalized 

rule of Nasser: "• •• the legitimacy Nasir possessed did not 

always encompass others in the leadership of the government 

itself. Certain privileged officials in the cabinet; the military 

and the security ••• were al\\6ys a source of complaint ••• all the 

shortcomings of the regime ••• were blamed on incompetent an:i 

corrupt subordinates". 36 "Nasser•s chartsna rather than being the 

vehicle for institutionalization itself hecame the institutionn. 37 

So great v.as Nasser•s personal charisna that after Nasser bad 

34 

35 

36 

37 

Ibid., P• 459. 

Ruz al-Yusuf, 24 July 1967; al-Ahram, 15 November 1968. 
~uotea 1Dlnekmejian, n. 1, p. 269. 

Ibid., P• 246. 

Entellis, n. 26, P• 461. 
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resigned in June 1967 and named Zakaria Mohieddin as his successor, 

the Vice-President of the National Assembly who went to a post

office to send a congratulatory telegram to the new President 

was called a traitor by the clerk who refused to send the 

telegram. 38 

After the war, there v/3. s genuine • self-critic! sn• and 

introspection among Egyptians during which the most sacrosanct 

institutions and practices were questioned and dissent openly 

expressed. "That a generally author! tarian regime penni tted 

significant liberalization ani dissent during a time of national 

emergency• was not a demonstration of ff{stemic strength as 

Dekmejian would have us believe, 39 but of the shrewi political 

understanding of Nasser who realized that crushing the counter

revolution v.e s not the vtly to save the revolution. Vlhile he 

embarked upon a programme of political reform which, we have seen 

in the previous chapter, proved rather hollow later on, \\6 s not so 

important as' the broadening of the 1 egi timacy formula. The el 1 te 

augmented its legitimacy formula - i.e., charisna and Egyptian

ness - with a revival of traditional It~Jlamic themes aai symbols 

and a limited but significant reversion to Egyptian nationalisn. 

Without sacrificing the commitment to ooc1al1sn or Arabian, the 

leadership broadened its legitimacy formula to neutralize the 

appeal of the counter-elite (particularly the Brotherhood) and 

38 Jean Lacouture, n. 6, P• 131. 

39 Dekmej~an, n. 1, p. 253. 
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to minimize popular rupport. 

What such a renewed effort to legitimize can show is 

that the systan had enough strength and legitimacy to provide 

Nasser with a degree of support against his enenies in the anny 

during the crucial days after the defeat aai keep him in power, 

but not enough strength and legitimacy to continue in its present 
40 

form. The basie of the strength of the systan was, as Delmlejian 

later clarified, the fact the certain political structure like 

the Presidency, the Cabinet and the coercive components were much 

more institutionalized than certain others like the ASJ and 

the National A ssanbly. 

40 Hrair Dekmejian, •Marx, Weber and the Egyptian 
Revolution•, The Middle East Journal, vol. 3, no. 2, 
Spring 1976, PP• 158-'(2. -



CHAPTER V 

PARTY SYSTEM TINDER SADAT : CHANGE OR CONTINUITY? 



PARTY SYSTEM UNDER SADAT - CHANGE OR CONTINUITY? 

A lot has changed in Egypt since Sadat came to power in 

October 1970. In the first few months, at least till the May 

1971 showdown with his leftist colleague, Ali Sabri, Sadat 

repeatedly vowed to follow Nasser's objectives and to respect his 

legacy. In fact, the over-riding con side rat ion in the choice of 

Anwar al-Sadat by the political leadership and the committees of 

the ASU \A.6s undoubtedly his closeness to Nasser and his willing

ness to follow Nasser•s policies. In its unanimous vote for the 

nomination of Sadat on 7 october 1970, the National Assembly 

stressed the fact that he was "a comrade of Nasser in all stages 

of his struggle•. 1 It expected Sadat to follow Nasser• s path 

towards socialis:n, anti-imperialisn, ties with the Arab states 

and friendly relations with the, Soviet Union. Even the man in 

the street indicated the popular will to carry on Na sser• s 
• tradition as they shouted "Sadat, Sadat do not think that Nasser 

is dead"• 
2 

But this was not to 'be. As soon as Sadat found himself 

firmly saddled in power after eliminat~ng his rival Nasserite 

group led by Ali Sabri, he forgot his promises to follow the 

Nasserite path. He very discretely stopped mentioning Nasser 

and the Nasserite path in his speeches. The expulsion of the 

Soviet experts from Egypt in July 1972, only a little more than 

1 New York Times, 8 October 1970. 

2 Los Angeles Times, 1 october 1970. 
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a year after the Soviet-Egyptian Friendship Treaty in May 1971, 

clearly indicated a major shift in the foreign policy of E~pt. 

on the domestic front, a soft line was taken right from the 

beginning so far as state enterprise \\Ss conceifl.ed. Capitalisn 

no more remained a sin, rather, it was said, the sectors of the 

economy which effectively can be managed by private enterprise 

in a mixed economy would be given sufficient protection. 

But in one sphere of general policy - and this he will 

never admit - Sadat has really :followed Nasser. This is Nasser•s 

style of politics, especially the use of the party system to 

perpetuate personal rule while creating a semblence of popular 

participation. sadat has liberalized his regime and has created 

a multi-party fWStem of sorts. The endeavour here is to examine 

how real is this apparent change in the party E(YStem under Sadat 

and to identify the~points of convergence am divergence; in 

short, to see whether the changes brought a bout by SSdat in the 

party fW stem rep resent change or continuity. 

Basic Similarities between the Nasser and Sadat Eras 
---------~--~~----~-------------------------------

The similarities between the initial years of Nasser and 

sadat is striking. It took two years for Nasser to eliminate 

his rivals within and outside the Junta, Sadat took around nine 

months. The challenge to Nasser came from the Right, chiefly 

from the Muslim Brotherhood which apparently had the fWIDpathies 

of General Neguib; Sadat faced the challenge from the p ro-Na sser 

Leftist group led by Sabri. Both Nasser and sadat, having once 
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eliminated their rivals consolidated their power - Nasser 

eliminated his rivals in 1954 and consolidated power till 1956; 

sadat eliminated his rivals in 1971 ar.d consolidated power till 

the october v.ar in 1973. Only then did they think of affecting 

structural changes and experimenting with them. But it was 

always a controlled experiment - never did they allow the 

experiments to endanger their position and hold on power. 

The Le~ timacy Problem : A Common Feature 

The basic problem f'or both Nasser and Sadat v.es that of 

1 egi timacy, Saddled w1 th the bitter and seemingly p ennanent 

legacy of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war and burdened by mounting 

economic problems, lacking the personal magnetisn of' his predece

ssor and unable to maintain the ideological momentum of' the 

Nasser regime, Egypt at the time Sadat took over, seemed headed 

for a legitimacy crisis. Even the inevitable - inevitable because 

Nasser bad left little or no institutional legacy - struggle f'or 

power between Sadat and Ali sabri should be taken as a conflict 

arising out of' a crisis of legitimacy. Although Sadat legally 

succeeded Nasser and v.es later overwhelmingly confirmed as 

President by a national referendum, he was challenged by some 

of Nasser's men, especially Ali sabri, who considered themselves 

equally legitimate aa:i qualified to f'ill Nasser's place. 

Nasser had never vested political power in any Egyptian 

political structure ani though he did prefer some structures over 

others, the ASU certainly was not his f'avourit e political 
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instrument. The ASU was his own innovation, yet he did not trust 

1 t. But after his death, outside the formal governmental, 

bureaucratic and military structures on which Nasser had heavily 

relied, the only arena for pol! tical debate and constitutional 

procedure \\2s the ASU. Sabri an:i his aides, Sam! Sharaf and 

Sha rawi Goum •ah, the Minister for Interior, with the ASU as their 

source of power3 and supported by the leftist al-Tali•ah 

intellectuals and th~ managerial class in the factories, appeared 

posed to win a gain st sad at and hi s group. However, Sabri and his 

ASU associates made a mistake in assuming that the ASJ bad 'become 

the powerful party that they wanted it to become. They ignored 

the fact that the anny v.e s powerful am that they could not be 

sure of its support. They also ignored the fact that the people 

saw than as a tyrinnical group which bad tumed itself, after 

Nasser• s death, from the status of •instruments of power• to one 

3 Since 1967, the ASJ bad been in the a scendency. Sabri 
who was reappointed (he v.es replaced by Nasser himself 
immediately after the Six-Day war) the Secretary-
General of the ASJ in 1968, grabbed the opportunity, 
when Nasser needed his support. While he purged the 
army, to recruit cadres from the technocratic-industrial 
sections, organize leadership groups in the rival areas, 
increase the general membership and spread the wide 
network of the ASJ, and organize militia and guardsnen, 
all into the ASJ network. After Nasser• s death, the 
ASU leftist paper, al-Tali•ah, emerged fran obscurity 
atd became the stronghold of extreme left oriented 
intellectuals and journal! st s. The al-Goumhuriyah was 
infiltrated by Sabri loyalists. Both publications 
launched a bitter journalistic v/ir ae:,-sinst al-Ahram•s 
Heikal arxi, indirectly, against the SSdat regime. " 
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4 of "holders of power". Besides, they made no attempt to forge 

close links with the people, a relationship which could have 

stood them in good stead. Sadat realized, after his propo.sal 

for an Egyptian merger with Libya, Syria and the SUdan \".18 s voted 

down by the ASU Executive Committee, that a coup d•etat against 

him \\6S in the making. It was as a defensive measure, therefore, 

that he proceeded to purge the party and the government after 

announcing the discove:cy of a conspiracy; an:i in a matter of 

days, disnissed Ali Sabri from the ASJts Supreme Executive 

Committee axxl four other members of the Committee one of whom, 

Sharawi Goum•ah, was a Cabinet Minister. Five other Cabinet 

Ministers including the Minister of war, General Mohammed Fawzi, 

were also fired. In one stroke, SSdat had eliminated almost 

everyone who could pose a threat to him and in the process, had 

crippled the ASU. He abolished whole time work in the party and 

dissolved all the old party committees in the provinces. The ASU 

was virtually dissolved am ordered to be recreated in May 1971 

through elections from the base to the apex. The explanation 

given was not new. Nasser had ordered elections in 1968 because 

the ASJ at that time, he said, V;B s not lPuil t on free elections; 

Sadat, alleged that the whole organization as it existed then 

was liased on elections rigged by the "centers of power•. 5 

4 Per Gahrton, "President Sadat• s New Brand of Egyptian 
Nationalisn", New Middle East, no. 40, January 1970, P• 11. 

5 Indian EXpress (Delhi), 24 April 1972. 

• 
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Means of Gainin~Stimacy : Another Similar!~ 

What is really striking is not that both Nasser and 

Sadat had to face a legitimacy crisis but that they used more or 

less the same themes to gain legitimacy - pan-Arabi sn, economic 

policy, Islamisn and so on. Nasser relied heavily on sources of 

legitimacy other than the political party. So did Sadat in the 

beginning of his rule. 

To begin with, Sada t anba rked upon a policy, rather a 

show, of pan-Arabian, one which Nasser had so successfully used 

to gain legitimacy. Like Nasser, again, sadat resorted to what 

bas already been referred to as a traditional legitimacy device 

- Islamic orthodoxy. There v.as a strong trend towards Islamic 

revivalism and political conservatism. In a definite shift to 

the right Sadat "abandoned the middle position in ideological 

afftlirs• and came •to rely increasingly on a mixture of elements 

from the liberal bourgeois ani the Islamic right". 6 If Nasser 

enforced land reforms, confiscated foreign property and later 

nationalized private enterprise in a bid to win support and 

legitimize his rule, sadat attempted to uz:do this while the object 

remaine:l the same. He found snall presents to placate each class. 

As early as December 1970, Sadat oxdered the review of expro

priation measures and the restoration of seque.Atrated property 

to its original owners. Even before tbis was done, price cuts 

------
6 John V~terbury, "A Note on Egypt: 1973", Field Staff 

~Ptf~ North East Africa Series (Americanunlverslties 
a££ XVIII, No. 4, July 1973) P• 4. 



- 130 -

in consumer goods like grain an:i rice and non-consumer goods had 

been affected anl imports liberalized. The wholesale p remotion 
• 

of about 150,000 goverment employees with promises of a pay

rise, 7 new schemes for better health, housing and transport and 

the release of around 3,000 prisoners within a few weeks of ,, 

coming into power - were all measures taken to give the impression 

that a new era had begun, more liberal than the previous one, in 

which Egyptians could hope to imp rove their lot. 

After May 1971, Sadat went further with these policies. 

While the pan-Arab slogan was played down in ~vour of a policy 

which can be described as "Egypt first•, 8 the role of Islam ~s 

stepped up. Article 2 of the new Constitution of September 1971 

stated: "Islam is the religion of the state ani Arabic its official 

language. Islamic jurisprudence iS the principal source of 
• 9 

legislation•. Along with a crackdown on the Le:ft , Sadat went in 

for a progressive easing of pressu:re from the Right. As if in 

a bid for~support, he granted amnesty and rehabilitated hundreds 

of those who had suffered during the Nasser era - the benefi

cieries were elements of the Foaruq regime, the Muslim Brotherhood, 
10 landlords ani expelled judges. 

7 The Guardian (Manchester), 13 March 1971. 

8 Michael c. Hudson, Arab Politics - The Search for Legitimacy 
(London, 1977) P• 248. 

9 Ninety leftist intellectuals, charged with causing tension, 
spreading false information and undennining national unity, 
were expelled from the ASJ in January 1973. Arab Report~ 
~~, 15 January 197 3. 

10 Naji~ E. $aliba, "Decline of Nasserism in SSdat•s Egypt•, 
world Affairs, vol. 138, no. 1, Summer 1975, P• 52. 
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The October 1973 war was a crowning success for Sadat. 

He felt strong enough now to claim that the former regime had 

lost all its legitimacy as a result of its defeat in 1967, 

implying thereby that his regime had established its own legiti

macy by its successes. The new group of journal! st s who were 

released or allowed to return from exile included the Amin brothers-

Mustafa Amin and Ali Allin - Ahmed Abu al-Fath and top army 

officers considered responsible for the defeat in 1967 and also 

some of those like General Fawzi who bad 'been implicated in the 
11 

leftist plot in r4ay 1971. A high court order in May 1974 

declared that all expropriation under Nasser was illegal and must 
12 'be returned. The huge public sector was blamed for the visible 

deterioration of the Egyptian economy and infrastructure. An 

open door policy was then openly accepted as the cure for the 

country's economic ills. 

The Liberalization 

Lacking Nasser's overwhelming ~bolic magic Sadat was, 

therefore, in no position to carry on in the same tradition as 

Nasser. Between 1967 ani 1970 enough had happened to raise 

expectations of a new, more liberal &}"Stem in the near future. 

After Na sser• s death it appeared that any Egyptian leader who took 

over would have to become •a broker among the emergent interests 

11 The ~rdian, 16 March 1974. 

12 New York Times, 25 May 1974. 
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13 in the country and less of a patrimonial autoc~t.• It was 

expected that the vacuum creat~ would be fill~ by some kind of 

a collect1 ve leadership than by the sole political organization, 

the ASU, which will, however, be called upon to play an increa

singly important role. At the same time people hoped that the 

National Assembly and the various mass organizations would be 

more closely associated with the elabotetion of general policy. 14 

That a certain amount of liberalization was expected/desired is 

clear f'rom certain proposals presented to sadat (after he has 

elected President) by three of Na sser• s prominent associates and 

fellow RCC members - zakaria Mohieddin, Abdul Latif Baghdadi and 

Kamal ed-din Hussein (all rightists)- which demanded 1 inter alia, 

an open political system with at least one opposition party, a 

free press ani collective authority to reside in the head of the 

government instead of a single strong man. 15 These proposals had 

to be rejected because it was not an opportune moment. 

Some liberalization did take place. For in stance, debates 

in the National Assembly16 became more free. The 1964 Constitu

tion stipulated that the government submit its programme of action 

13 Shahrough Akhavi, •Egypt-New Patrimonial Elite•, in 
Frank Tacbau, ed.,-Political Elites and Political 
Development in the Middle EaSt (Massacliuselts, :rn75) 
pp. 86-87. 

14 Le Monde (Paris), 7 October, 1970. 

15 New York Times, 10 October 1970. 

16 The Egyptian Parliament according to the September 1971 
Constitution was to be called the People•s Assembly. 
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to the Parliament. In 1964, when Ali Sabri was Prime Minister, 

the progranune was not even discussed :for it •covered everything". 

During the 1966-67 session when zaka ria Mohleddin was Prime 

Minister, till the death o:f Nasser, no debate on government 

programmes took place; there was only unanimous approval. But 

a:fter Sadat took over, the programme Wl s debated but without 

dissent. In February 197 2, the debate ¥.6 s mild mannered. In 

197 3, the People • s Assembly demonstrated t bat it was not after 

all entirely impot·ent. 17 The Press, too, was pennitted to write 

and criticize much more. freely. For the first time since the 

£0Up d•etat, the Egyptian Press afforded a rather reliable 

picture o:f the nations economic and social problems. 

Changes in the Party Systa:n 

Perhaps it was as a result of this freedom that in March 

1972, :for the :first time, it was officially admitted that Egypt• s 

hopes of building a sound political party had not been realized 

- Syad Mara•i, :first Secretary o:f the ASJ Central Committee, 

admitted that democracy was limited inside the party, superficial 

political fiattery was widespread, the institution considered 

it self an organ for producing excuses and justifications :for 

government act ion, and reports were drawn up to please the leaders 

rather than represent the true :feelings of the people. 18 

----------------
17 ~ad Mater, "A:fter the Deluge: Egypt • s Parihiament Finds 

Its voice•, New Middle East, no. 52/53, January/ 
February 1973, p;-45. --

18 ~dian E~~' 24 April 1972. 
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But it was only after the positive outcome of the October 

war of 1973 that Sadat felt strong enough to take steps to modify 

the party system. He touched off a debate when in August 1974 be 

issued a ?,000 word •working paper• on reform of the ASJ. Egyptians 

engaged in a spirited debate on the return of political parties. 

In newspaper columns and meeting halls all over the country 

politicians, intellectuals, students, workers and peasants mulled 

over the reform proposals. The views expressed ranged from the 

abolition of the 50 per cent quota ewstem for peasants and workers 

to the abolition of the ASJ and the setting up of a seconi 

political party. 19 However, when the Egyptian Parliamentary 

19 Some of the prominent views that emerged during the debate 
were: 

i) Hafez Badawy, .speaker of the Assembly, echoed the views of 
Sadat who was not against political parties but confronta
tion with Israel was to be resolved first. Badawy said: 
"We object to p,arties as long as v/ilr continues. We also 
object to aey encroachment of 50 per cent minimum represen
tation of workers ani farmers in all political institutions." 

ii) Mohammed A bdel Shafie, a member of the Assembly, called 
for the abolition of the quota system. He said that the 
return of political parties would be the only ~feguard 
against a return of •centers of power". 

iii) Many saw the ASU as designed to blur issues ani soften 
political confrontation. 

iv) 

v) 

vi) 

Youssef Idris, a Marxist, said that the ASJ v.as •artificial• 
and should not be refonned but abandoned. •we should be 
fully socialist or fully capitalist and not a mixture of 
both as we are now•. 
Ali Amin, chairman of Al-Akhbar said: •we need 'socialisn 
with freedom• along European lines. 
International Herald Tribune (Paris), 11 September 19?4. 
There were at the same time some attempts to found a second 
political party in addition to the ASU. Certain Egyptians 
had ,.,anted to name the new party to be formed as •october 6" 
the date of crossing the Suez Canal. The new party v.as to 
rupport Sadat' s leadership more firmly. 
B.K. Narayan, An\..Sr el-Sadat- Man with a Mission (New Delhi, 
1977) pp. 97-98. 
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Commission set up to study the reorganization of political 

parties reconnnended the maintenance of the one party system, it 

became clear that Sadat had settled for breathing a new life into 

the ASJ rather than forming a new party. All that he seemed to 

want was that the ASJ be a center for heal thy dialogue arxi a 

focal point for opposing views rather than rigidly endorse 

conformisn. Accordingly, a year later Sadat announced the 

creation of a new political grouping within the ASJ. Mustafa 

Kamel Muxed, a member of the ASU Central Committee, said that it 

would be called the •Free Socialists•.20 

Then, in January 19?6, Sadat formed the Commission on 

the FUture of Political Action of the People• s Assembly. And on 

14 March 19?6, he announced that on the basis of the report of the 

Commission and in implementation of his policy of liberalizing 

the country4 s political and economic institutions, the ASU would 

be pennitted to have three different groupings or "platforms" -

a liberal right wing, a governmental center ao:i a Marxist Lef't. 

He ruled out an early return to a multi-party system adding that 

there were "no solid foundations at present for the formation of 

parties. • 21 

The 1953 ban on political parties remained in effect. 

However, within the ASU, three pennanent "platforms" representing 

the Right, the Center and the Lef't were pennitted. Each platform 

20 The Statesnan (Delhi), 2? October 19?5• 

21 Ceylon Daily News (Colombo), 16 March 19?6. 
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could lobby for its ideas, di ssaninate its views through the 

media, am prepare a programme and a list of candidates for 

elect ion. All platforms were to work under the legitimizing 

formula of the ASJ; none was to impose its opinion upon others. 

That is, the ASJ was to be a framework •to safeguard national 

unity, the inevitability of the socialist solution and social 

p eace"22 while the platforms were to be the actual political 

organizations to carry out all their political activities and 

programmes in full freedom and submit candidates who, if they 

reached the People's Assembly, were to exercise full constitu

tional rights. The President himself declin~ to belong to any 

platform stating that ~he should be an arbitrator among all 

authorities, unbiased and a • safety valve protecting the masses ... 23 

Through these legitimizing .. platforms"24 Sadat hop~ to 

defiect the pressure for a multi-party system and to encourage 

the People• s Assembly to function as a representative body capable 

of constructive criticisn an:l useful legislative initiative an:l 

oversight e.g., modification of the budget in 19?6. 

22 Keesing•s Contemporary Archives, vol. 22, 19?6, p. 27810. 

23 Ibid. 

24 This was not the first time that wch an idea had come 
up. Way sack in 1964, Nasser had reportedly atta:npted 
to suppla:nent the AaJ with yet another group of 4000 
members which would function as the •aovemment Party .. 
within the ASU. The new organization was de signed 
by Nasser .. to enforce a peaceful transfer 'bf power and 
a continuation of his policies if anything happened to 
him... wa abington Post, 9 February 1964. 
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The three "platforms• represented very different sectors 

of the Egyptian government ~ectrum. The Left group Wl s called 

the National Progressive Unionist Rally. Led b,y the "Red Colonel•, 

Khaled Mohieddin, it was for closer ties with the Soviet Union, 

stress on public sector investment and reliance on class struggle. 

The Centre "platfonn• 'WSs the Egyptian Arab Socialist Organization 

and included the Prime Minister, cabinet members, k~ civil 

servants and heads of the 26 goveroorates. It was for the 

continuance of the government policy, a theme of gradualism and 

guided democracy, a mixed economy with a heal thy dose of private 

sector investment and closer ties with the west. The third 

"platform" was named the Socialist Liberals. It •wa s neither 

socialist nor liberal•25 and was for a return to capitalism, 

greater private enterprise and a heavy reliance on market forces 

to solve Egypt • s economic p ro blem s. 

Seeing that the trial balloon was doing well, Sadat, in 

November 1976, one week after elections to the People• s Assembly, 

announced that the three "platforms• were to be called political 

parties. Though the A&J was to continue supervisory and financial 

controls over the parties and at least for the time being, only 

the three parties were to be allowed to function, it did appear 

that the V/3y for a multi-party system in the n93-r future was 

being set. Hopes were, however, soon to be belied. 

25 A.z. Rubinstein, "Egypt of Sadat", CUrrent History, 
vol. 72, no. 423, January 1977, P• 20. 

. I 
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On 29 June 1977, the Egyptian Parliament adopted a new 

law on political parties which for the first time since their 

abolition in 1953, pennitted the establishment of political 

parties subject tQ certain conditions, The conditions are 

important for it was because of these conditions that the members 

of the opposition - Right as well as Le.ft - boycotted the vote 

on the new law. The conditions meant that the ASU would continue 

to maintain control over the formation and life of parties. 

They were: 

(i) 

(ii) 

(iii} 

Any new party must have the authorization 
of the ASU. 

It must include at least 20 members of 
the Egyptian Parliament.26 

rt should not have been in exi stance at the 
time of the monarchy, i.e., parties which 
had been dissolved in 1953 could not be 
revived in their former form. 

26 This condition did not apply to the three parties 
already existing. The distribution of seats in the 
Assanbly among these three was: 

Liberal Socialists Party 
Egyptian Arab Socialist Organization 
National Progressive Unionist Rally 
Independents 

12 

- 280 
2 

48 

The minimum number of manbers in the Assembly required 
for a new party to be fo:rmed \\6 s reduced according to 
an announcement made by sadat in July 1978. The new 
number, however, was not given. 

West Asia Diary (New Delhi), vol. 3, no. 36, 1978 
P• 1220. 
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Any new party must support national unity 
aai acknowledge that Egypt• s problems can 
only be solved by "socialist• means. 

The aims and principles of any new party 
must be different from those of the 
groups affiliated to the ASJ. 

The third condition had the clear implication that the 
/ 

Egyptian Communist Party, the waftl ani the Muslim Brotherhood 

could not be legally reconstituted. 27 It was indeed from these 

three organizations that opposition to sactat could come. 

The Muslim Brotherhood was not so much of a challenge. 

With the release from prison of most of the Muslim Brothers in 

the 1960s, and after Sadat came to power in the 1970s, the 

message went around: "the Brotherhood has arisen". The Muslim 

Brotherhood reorganized it self in snall secret cells in villages 

to begin with and then in religious schools, towns and cities. 

The pressure on the regime from the Brotherhoo:i quarters was for 

a further movement towards Islam. Sadat went out of his way to 

court the conservative, religiously directed Brotherhood in 

proclaiming the Arab Republic of Egypt as an Islamic state. 

Limiting the sale of alcoholic beverage (May 1976) and the adoption 

of certain legislation based on the Sbaria were also placatory 

gestures. When the platforms in the ASJ were formed, the Muslim 

Brotherhood with a following of about 50,000, perhaps more, was 

-------
27 However, the wafd was reported to have decided at a 

meeting in May 1977, to reconstitute itself. 
Le Monde, 1 June 1977. 
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reported have decided to reconstitute it self not as a political 

party but as a religious organization, pending the official 

restoration of the right to form political parties, under two 

former free officers -- Kamal ed-din Hussein and Hussein Shafie 

without joining any of the three platforms. 
28 

But the Left was taken as a real threat even when it 

had never enjoyed any significant political power in the past. 

Sadat • s attitude towards the Left viis clearly reflected in the 

manner 1n. which he attacked the National Progressive Unionist 

Rally while di scu ss1ons for legalizing pol! tical parties were in 

progress. He called than •traitors" and •agent s•• and anpha sized 

that he wanted a Left wing that "was Egyptian and not Soviet". 29 

The Progress! ve Union, however, reiterated its stand in June 197? 

and said that it supported better relations with the USSl as that 

28 The debate for the reactivation of the Egyptian 
Communist party which voluntarily disbanie:i itself 
in 1965, had started as early as 1966. The 1967 
debacle and Nasser•s inclinations towards compromise 
solutions strengthened the trend. The death of Nasser 
and the purge of the sabri group forced the pace. So 
did the Egyptian help to General N1m1ery of the Sudan 
to crush the Communists and the expulsion of Soviet 
experts from Egypt in 1972. They paused a little, 
to detract any accusation of a Soviet plot, till 
de-Nasser!zation was well underway. Then seeing the 
poor economic conditions, the Communist Party thought 
of harnessing the disaffections and rumblings among 
the people and on May Day 1975 revived itself. 

Times of India, 18 August 19?5. 

29 Keesing•s Contemporary Archives, vol. 23, 1977, P• 28516. 
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was in Egypt• s interests. But they were cautious. They clearly 

accepted that there were nationalist groups and elements in the 

ruling authority. Khaled Moheiddin is reported to have said: 

•we have to work within the system ••• there can be points beyond 

which we cannot go. They can finish us off. But what will be 

the use of that•. 30 This attitude of fear as well as mistrust 

continues. Even as late as 26 october 1978, a communist plot to 
31 

overthrow Sadat was said to have been discovered. 

Ever since it was 'banned in 1953, the wafd remained •no 

more than the throbbing of the city• s inner life, the great 

elusive munner which serves as a barometer if not a guide to the 

ups and downs of public opinion. • 32 All through, it is said, it 

remained .the strongest electoral force in Egypt wherein lay its 

role as a potential threat to the regime. 33 This was proved 

when the New wa fd was officially regi st erecl as a party on 4 

February 1978. 

30 Hindustan Times, 3 February 1977. 

31 west Asia Diary, vol. 3, no. 25, 1978, p. 1104. 

32 Jean ao:i Simonne Lacouture, ~pt in Transition 
(New York, 1958) p. 242. 

33 It is alleged that the wafd had planned to exploit 
the student demonstrations in 1968 to overthrow 
Na sser• s regime but withdrew when it found that another 
party was competing with it to exploit the situation. 
A leading wafd member bad admitted to organizing 
demonstrations at the funei6l of Naba s pasha in 1965. 

Daily Teleg~ph (London), 18 September 1968. 
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The New Waf'd 34 came up as the first freely created 

political party since 1953. Having 24 members35 in the Assembly, 

it was the second largest party in the Egyptian Parliament. It 

was an instant success. For the student, no less than for the 

peasants, Serageddin's party represented an alternative to the 

government and a chance for genuine political expression. It 

claimed a membership of 50,000 which, they said, represented only 

a fraction of the potential membership. The party said that the 

nwnber in the Assembly would have been more had it not been for 

. the stage managing of their re-emergence by the A&r. 

However, it can be said, that the New wafd did over

estimate its pre-revolutionary support. For one thing, the 

following of the young people was superficial; they attended the 

Monday night gathering because their parents used to vote for the 

old waf'd. For another, its appeal was not real; rather it was 

the result of the all-inclusive character it had come to assume. 

It had members both from the extreme Left and the extreme Right. 

Finally, in their enthusiasn to embarrass the government, the 

approach of the New wa:ttli st s was naive. For example, one of them -

34 The New V.'a:ttl was accepted because it declared its 
allegiance to the 1952 revolution and principles of 
Socialisn, democracy and the rights of workers and 
peasants. More important, it supported Sadat•s peace 
initiative. Domestically, it said, it would prefer a 
more capitalist economy and would like to see more power 
in the hands of the government than the President. 

35 The biggest loser was the Right - out of its 12 
members in the Assembly, 9 joined the New wa:ttl. An 
equal number left the Egyptian Arab Socialist Party to 
join the New wafti. The rest were independents. 
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Sheikh Ashur Na sr - shouted in the Assembly •down with sad at •, 

and wa s expelled. 36 

A word about the state of the press here would not be 

out of olace. 37 The first opposition newspaper, the weekly 

al-Ahra (The Liberals), was the organ of the Liberal Socialists 

and made its appearance on 14 November 1977. rt did criticize 

the goverrrnent for its game of cabinet reshuffles but was on the 

whole mild and cautious in its attack. It was the leftist 

al-Ahali (the People), an organ of the Unionist party, that was 

really critical of the government. Fbr the same reason perhaps 

its circulation shot up from 50,000 to 135,000 in only four 

months. 38 And it was for the same reason again, that its 11 

April 1978 issue was seized by the authorities for in it was 

published an interview with He1kal. 39 The Party bad to halC its 

publication until the newspaper could publish the views of the 

party freely. However, it started publication again in July 1978 

36 Times of India, 3 June 1978. 

37 The Press was nationalized in the 1960s. The ASU owned 
all the publications. But after the three parties had 
been formed within the ASU framework the question was: 
who owns what'! There were calls for the ASU to renounce 
its ownership of the Press- and for shareholder companies 
to be set up to run the newspapers. Others suggested 
that each of the principal dailies be assigned to one 
of the three parties. The matter Wl s, however, lef't to 
the Higher Council of the Press to aecide. 

Kuwait Times, 5 January 1977. 

38 Times of India, 3 June 1978. 

39 west Asia Diary, vol. 3, no. 22, 1978, P• 1076. 
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but was banned in August 1978 because it had criticized Sadat•s 

peace initiative. In the place of the al-Ahali the Unionist 

Party launched a new paper, al-Taqaddum (Progress) which was 

closed down by the authorities in January 1979 when it protested 

against sadat playing host to the exiled Shah of Iran. 40 

The popularity of thE New v~efd as also open criticis:n by 

the Left, aroused concern in the ruling circles. The government 

felt that they were becoming serious opposition groups which were 

bound to affect their hold on the s,ystem. It even instilled fear 

in the privileged anned forces who were fearful of being svl'ept 

out of power and influence by a genuinely civilian administration. 

Thus to prevent the opposition to go out of hand sadat ordered a 

referendum on 15 May 1978 to decide (i) whether to allow Communists 

to hold key posts in the goverrunEilt or the press, (ii) whether 

those who served the system of the pre-1952 era be allowed to 

participate in political life, (iii) whether all former political 

parties be allowed to retum to political life, and {iv) whether 

the condition of working within the national unity framework, 

social peace and the inevitability of the socialist solution be 

imposed. The referendum, necessitated because of the fear of 

Na sserisn {as many Na sserites had been released from prison and 
41 

were thinking of forming a party) , was generally opposed 

but as could be expected, 98.29 per cent of the people voted 

40 New Statesnan, 16 February 19?9. 

41 Indian Express, 26 May 1978. 
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•yes• • 42 

The •yes• vote affected two parties - the New VJafd and 

the Unionists. A thirteen-point Bill in accordance with the 

referen:ium vetdict was to purge at least three top New wafd 

1 eaders - Chairman Serageddin, 1 ts Secretary-General, Ibrahim 

Farag an:i its Deputy Chai:rman Abdel Fattah Hassan. The latter 

two bad held posts in governments of the old wafd before 1952. 

Similarly, it was to ban the Marxists and pro-Moscow officials 

who bad served under Nasser because they supported an ideology 

"incompatible with religion". The result was that on 2 June 19?8, 

the New wa :ttl dissolved itself rather than submit to the political 

restrictions imposed by Sadat which rendered political parties a 

"mere facade•. 43 Three days later, the Unionist Party announced 

tba t 1 t v.a s suspending all political activity to prot est against 

the new law. A week later, it, however, postponed a decision to 

dissolve itself for another two months and decided to contest 
44 the constitutional! ty of the law on court. 

42 It is to be noted that the opposition v.a s never allowed 
to voice its opinion. The last edition of the weekly, 
al-Ahali which called on the people to vote •no• \~S 
seizecriefore it could reach the streets. 

west Asia Diary, vol. 3, no. 32, 19?8, p. 11?6. 

43 The Times (London), 3 June 19?8. 

44 The Union! st party held that the new law viola ted 
article 40 of the 1971 Constitution prohibiting 
discrimination on the basis of sex, religionL origin 
or language •••• 

West Asia Diary, vol. 3, no. 29, 19?8, P• 114?. 
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This left only two political parties - the governing 

Egyptian Arab Socialist Party with 300 of the 360 seats in the 

Assembly and the Right wing Liberal Socialist Party which supported 

the goveranEDt in important issues. 

sadat announced on 22 July 1978 that after a lot of 

hesitation and thought he had decided to set up his own political 

party. This step v.as aimed at countering crit1c1sn a'bout the 

repressive measures after the recent referendum. The new party, 

modelled on lines of social-democratic parties of western Europe 

and named the National Democratic Party (NDP) was formed in 

August 1978.45 The party headed by SSdat46 set prosperity for 

Egyptian citizens as its chief goal. A 10,000 word policy 

document released in August stressed the •need to build a modem 

state on science and faith in which every citizen can realize 
-!n 

his legitimate ambition, free from fear and hunger. • To strike 

a balance between the interests of the individual and the 

community, the programme provided for the adoption of Democratic 

Social! an based on Islamic and Christian values, and the principles 

of the 1952 Revolution and the corrective Revolution of May 1971. 

Referring to the absence of the word •socialist• from the party• s 

name, Fikry Makram Ebeid, the Secretary-Gene~! of the party, 

said that this was not a slight on socialisn for the constitution 

45 The ASU announced that it would merge with the National 
Democratic party. 

46 sadat had remained out of the Egyptian Arab Socialist Party. 

47 Cairo Bulletin (Press Bureau of the Egyptian Embassy in 
India, Del"fil) 23 August 1978. 
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mentions the word many times aai there is no need for repetition. 48 

Obviously, the NDP was more positive than the former ruling party 

towards p ri va te ent erp rise. 

In order to preserve the democratic image of the regime 

and facilitate the formation of an .. honest• opposition, Sadat 

asked some of the People• s Assanbly members to form a new 

.. honest• opposition according to the Parties Law. Soon two very 

small opposition parties were formed - the Socialist Labour 

. Party and the National Front. The two enjoy very little popular 

support and do not indulge in any outppoken critici sn of the 

government. 

Sadat • s continuing experiment with the party systan 

means at least one thing: that the p roblan of legitimacy for the 

Egyptian regime still remains unsolved. Two questions arise : 

what made Sadat change the very form of the party system in 

Egypt and to what extent is he making a break with the Nasserite 

past? 

What Sadat had said long back in 1958 about the National 

Union appeared to be equally fitting twenty years later to his 

own experiments with the party &rStan. In 1958 he had said : 

•It .[""the ~t ional union_? is not an expedient freely adopted, 

but a necessity forced upon us, dictated by our new condition 

48 Ibid., 16 August 19?8. 
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and our new responsibilities.•49 What were these new con:li tiona 

and responsibilities? First, there v.as need for legitimacy 

especially in the face of the reemergence of' organized opposition 

on the Right a:o:l Left of the political spectrum. Second, Sadat • s 

tum-about on pan-Arabian and his moderation toward Israel, and 

more important, the massive assistance from the Arab Gulf states 

and the United States of' America necessitated a show "f libetelisn 

and the creation of' political structures comparable to that of' 

the democratic west. So strong vt~os this urge to present a 

semblance of western political structures that in December 1976 

Sadat allowed the Liberal Socialist Party which had only 12 

members in the Assembly (as compared to 280 of th,e ruling 

Egyptian Arab Socialist Party) to f'onn a shadow cabinet headed 

~y Ahmed Sayed Darwish. 

Yet, President Sadat has not made a clear break with the 

Nasserite past. Like Nasser he would like to have an ideal 

democracy where the opposition would be neither •insolent• nor 

'impertinent•. At least that is wb.at his measures against the 

opposition parties have shown. He proposes to reserve the right 

not to allow •anti•national • parties to grow. ·when he came down 

heavily on the Le:f't and formed his own party, he \\6s playing 

Nasser•s old balancing act -- balancing the Right and the Left 

----------------
49 Saidah Sha•b~~ (cairo), June 1958. Quoted in 

Perlmutter, ~t : The Praetorian state (New Jersey, 
1974) p. 145. 
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and never allowing either to become a danger to his rule. His 

role is one of an arbitrator. The fact is that the pluralist 

regime he has tried to set up was rotten at the base in as much 

as the opposition was merely tolerated. That the primary aim 

of all 'these exercises has been to strengthen sadat 's own 

position is clear from the sharp cri tici~ levelled against him 

by the former Egyptian Ambassador in Lisbon and former armed 

forces chief, Saad Shazly. Af'ter the Referen:ium in May 1978 he 

denounced the government as a dictatorship •hiding 'behind a face 

of powerless democratic institutions". 
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CONCLUSION 

The single-party system is not always a pt-oduct of 

deliberate policy. In some cases, at least, it has been the 

p reduct of historical precess. This is particularly true of 

countries which after a unified struggle against a colonial 

power, and not having any previous experience of competitive 

politics, found themselves under a single-party S"IJSten. In other 

cases, it is the reformist/revolutionary elite which opt for a 

single-party system as the most convenient means of coping with 

popular expectations and aspirations and/or containing divisive 

forces and inducting the masses into the political processes in 

a controlled fashion. The single-party system has been instru

mental in maintaining a facade of unity, in creating a semblance 

of political activity and participation, and in legitimizing rule. 

The first political parties in Egypt grew out~·secret 

societies founded by some officers in the a nny. Loosely 

organized and based on personal ties with the leadership, they 

were parties more in name than in fact. Quite a few of these 

were inspired by the Nonarch or the British. In the inter-\·.ar 

period, the wafd did hold out some promise but gradually 

degenerated because of its fluid ideology, readiness to compro

mise and its inability to face the challenges of pan-Arabisn, 

pan-Islamisn and socialisn. The superficial hold that :&Iropean 

liberal ideas had on the Egyptian leaders accounted for the rise 

of extremist parties - the Young Egypt, the Communist Party 

and the Muslim Brotherhood. The two together were responsible 
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for the political chaos, the frequent breakdowns in public o:rd.er, 

and the ~up dtetat of July 1952. 

~ch of the main political parties - the ~'/aftl, the 

Communists and the Huslim Brotherhood - expected to be able to 

use the new regime to strengthen its own position. on the other 

hand, Nasser, starting with a strong aversion to political 

parties, v1as desirous as much of accomplishing certain reforms 

as of holding on to power. It was, therefore, as much the high 

hopes that the political parties pinned on the ne-w military 

regime as it v.l8 s the latt er• s desire to continue in power that 

led to the abolition of political parties in January 1953 and 

the establishment of a single-party system. 

The Liberation Rally had the limited aim of forestalling 

opposition and defending the Revolution. Once this v.a s 

accomplished, it was dissolved to be replaced by the National 

union. Neither the Liberation Rally nor the .National Union was 

intended to be a representative body; they were only to create 

a popular support base for the regime. For the same rea son, 

decentralization at the local, village an::l city levels \\•as offset 

by centralization of policy-making at the top of the or[Pniza

tional pyramid. A series of act ions directed against the ~rian 

political parties and aimed at strengthening the central 

government at cairo at the expense of the Northern partner in 

the newly created United Arab Republic led to the dissolution 

both of the union with Syria and the National Union. The Arab 
~ 

Socialist Union,ASU)toriginally intended to broaden the base of 
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the regime through participation of the peasantry and the working 

class; but ultimate control of its affairs still rested with the 

top leadership. Nor did the 30 March 1968 Programme designed to 

meet the growing pressures for liberalization after the 1967 

war go far in effecting the p reclaimed change. Rather it only 

helped Nasser to balance ideologically divergent elements in the 

Party and maintain his personal hold on the polity. In sum, the 

successive changes -- from the Liberation Rally to the ASU -

failed to resolve the perennial dilemma, namely, the leadership • s 

desire to mobilize and ed.ucat e the masses politically in order 

to enlist their support (and thus gain legitimacy) without 

abandoning its own pivotal role in the polity. The latter 

consideration unni stakebly prevailed over the former. 

The dilemma, in other words, was how to legitimize the 

Junta • s rule. This had been the main concern of both the old 

regime before the Revolution and the new one that followed it. 

The crucial instruments of legitimacy in the early years were 

the person of Neguib, a civilian cabinet, land reforms ao:i an 

a':>p eal to concepts such as Africani sm, Pan-Arabi sn and I slami sn. 

The factor of charisma entered the oolitical calculus through 

stages - the Czech ams deal, nationalization of· the SUez Canal, 

and the Suez ·:;ar - culminating in the emergence of Nasser as 

a oan-Arab leader. It required the traumatic experience of the 

1961 Syrian secession for Nasser to turn his attention to the 

establishment of a broad organizational and ideological base to 

sustain his leadership. After the 1967 ·.~·ar, the renewed effort 



to legitimize, through a dose of liberalization without leo sening 

control, showed that the system had acquired. enough legitimacy 

and strength to help Nl sser tide over the trauma of military 

defeat, but not enough to sustain the system in its pre-1967 form. 

The sadat era has been marked by a controlled experiment 

insofar as the party-system is concerned. The party-system has 

undergone a drastic change of form though in essence it remains 

the same as it v..as under Nasser. Nasser opted :for the single

party system to legitimize his rule and to maintain his own hold 

on the polity. Eager to appear different from his predecessor 

and to present a more liberal picture of his regime, Sad at has, 

in the changed political dispensation, opted for a multi-party 

system. But in order to perpetuate his own personalized rule, 

he has not pennitted the parties to function freely. Not much 

has changed in the basic nature of the party system in Erorpt 

since the Revolution. 
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