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			Whoever Drinks the Water

			Driving east from Tunis may be the best way to take in the miracle of the Nile. The road follows the Mediterranean coast for about seventeen hundred miles. Almost every inch of it is brown twelve months a year—rock and sand baking in the sun. Then you cross an invisible line at the edge of the Nile Valley. Everywhere is an eruption of green. Not even the congestion of Cairo can contain the riot of vegetation.

			For millennia, no other territory in the Middle East produced such a bounty. Where the yearly flooding of the Euphrates was violent and destructive, the cycles of the Nile were gentle and predictable. A truism holds that the histories of Egypt and Iraq follow their rivers. Medieval sultans dug a well, known today as the Nile-o-meter, on Rawda Island in Cairo, to measure the water level. The annual rise determined how generous the crops would be that year, and the sultans taxed the peasants accordingly. Farming was that easy. The Nile Valley became the breadbasket of the Arab world. Egyptians swelled with pride in their river. Whoever drinks the water of the Nile will return again to Egypt, the old saying goes.

			Egyptians also like to say that they have been rallying around grand national projects since the Pharaohs built the temples of Thebes. After taking power in 1952, President Gamal Abdel Nasser decided to build a great dam at Aswan, near the Sudanese border, to harness the Nile for hydroelectric power. Abdel Nasser promised a dam “more magnificent and seventeen times greater than the Pyramids.”

			Secretary of State John Foster Dulles announced in 1955 that the United States and the United Kingdom would provide $70 million in assistance for construction of the dam. But he did not like Abdel Nasser’s denunciations of colonialism, or his refusal to ally exclusively with Washington. After seven months, Dulles withdrew the offer. Abdel Nasser turned to Moscow.

			The dam became a monument to Stalinist engineering. Its construction displaced one hundred twenty thousand Nubians, the dark-skinned Egyptians indigenous to the area. The lake formed by the dam nearly demolished the breathtaking Pharaonic temples at Abu Simbel; UNESCO saved them by paying Western European contractors to relocate the complex, stone by stone, on drier ground. The finished dam stopped the flow of silt and nutrients that had kept much of the Nile Valley so fertile for centuries. The depletion of the water devastated the farmlands downstream and the fishing around the mouth of the Nile. The slowing of the current led to an explosion in waterborne diseases like schistosomiasis.

			To fight the disease, Abdel Nasser’s successors launched a massive campaign of inoculations. But government health workers reused unsterilized needles. That set off a hepatitis C epidemic that raged on for decades. About one in five Egyptians was infected with “virus C,” as Egyptians called it, in imported English. Barbers spread the disease by reusing blades, so sensible Egyptian men carried their own personal shears to haircuts, and I did as well.

			The adage about drinking the Nile water lives on today as black humor. The river is so filthy that your first stop would be a hospital. Yet Egyptian schoolchildren are still taught to celebrate Abdel Nasser’s High Dam as an unalloyed triumph. I think of the dam whenever I get a haircut: a parable of centralized planning and unaccountable power.

			I had the luck to be an American journalist living in Cairo during the thirty months when Egyptians broke free of the autocracy that ruled them. Their escape set off revolts from Benghazi to Baghdad. But the old authoritarian order had only hidden underground, not shattered. It returned to take revenge and a reinvigorated autocracy did its best to blot out the memory of those thirty months of freedom. Let me tell you the story.

		

	
		
			2

			City of Contradictions

			August 14, 2010–January 23, 2011

			My introduction to Egypt was an iftar—the ritual meal at dusk to break the Ramadan fast—on a gritty day in August 2010.

			My family and I had moved that week into a one-story villa in Maadi, a leafy district about six miles up the Nile from the New York Times bureau on the island of Zamalek. Both neighborhoods—Maadi and Zamalek—are full of Western expats and Egyptian old money. I had a twenty-minute drive to work if the streets were empty. Usually the lawless traffic made the trip more than an hour. Mercedes sedans and Land Rovers veered around donkey carts stacked with carrots or garlic. Families of four or five crammed onto the backs of Korean motorcycles, and mothers rode sidesaddle with infants in their arms. My wife, Laura, and I had hauled our one-year-old’s car seat all the way from Washington. We felt so fussy.

			I was drawn to Egypt in part by the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. I knew the roots of Al Qaeda and its ideology ran back to Egypt. Also, I had turned forty in 2010. I wanted a change from Washington, where I had reported for the previous six years. That was about the extent of my preparation for my posting in Cairo.

			I was thrilled with the job. Egypt, home to a quarter of all Arabs, had set every major trend in religion, culture, and politics across the Arab world for more than half a century. Egypt commanded the largest Arab army. It held together the region. It kept the peace with Israel. After Israel, Cairo had received more United States aid over the decades than any other country—over $70 billion, at a rate of $1.5 billion a year at the time I arrived. Whatever happened in Egypt was in a way an American story.

			The skinny apparatchik in charge of the international news media had welcomed me to Egypt just a few days earlier. He told me that the Foreign Ministry had recalled him from the San Francisco consulate to apply his public relations expertise to the upcoming reelection of President Hosni Mubarak, who was then eighty-two and seeking his seventh five-year term in office. But the genial bureaucrat, Attiya Shakran, talked mostly about how sorry he was to leave San Francisco. Expect laziness and dysfunction from Egyptians, he told me. IBM in Egypt stood for Inshallah, Bokra, Malesh—God willing, tomorrow, sorry!

			About three dozen people had gathered for the iftar in a private dining room high in the Sofitel hotel on the tip of Zamalek, with a sweeping view of the river. U.S. ambassador Margaret Scobey opened the event by recalling the iftar President Thomas Jefferson had hosted at the White House. She reprised the main themes that President Barack Obama had laid out in a speech in Cairo the previous year, about “a new beginning” for American relations with the Muslim world. But she left out the indelicate parts, like Obama’s Quranic admonition to “speak always the truth,” or his nod to the universal right “to speak your mind and have a say in how you are governed.”

			My table felt like a scene in a World War I movie where warring generals meet for tea during a break in the battle. The embassy had invited some of Egypt’s most notable dissidents and they were seated with me. One was a shaggy-haired, foul-mouthed blogger known for publicizing videos of police abuse and sexual harassment; the security services had recently shut down his website. Another was an Egyptian political scientist at the American University in Cairo who specialized in the defects of Arab authoritarianism. And a third was a researcher for Human Rights Watch. Mubarak kept the organization in a legal limbo, refusing to either fulfill or reject its license application, which meant that at any moment his police could jail its researcher, Heba Morayef.

			On the other side of the table were American diplomats and Mubarak officials, all chatting amiably with the dissenters and me. Was I familiar with the figs and soup traditionally served first after a day of fasting, to reawaken digestion? Had I tried kushari, the beloved staple of Egyptian cuisine? (Rice and pasta mixed with lentils and garbanzo beans, flavored by three different sauces at once—vinegar and garlic, tomato, and hot pepper.) Or how about roasted pigeon? It was a delicacy here. We made small talk about politics in Washington and Cairo.

			So many contradictions hung out in the open in the late summer of 2010. Facebook pages borrowed Silicon Valley marketing techniques to agitate against Mubarak and attracted an audience running into tens of thousands. A left-leaning activist group calling themselves the April 6 Youth Movement, after the date of a wildcat strike at a textile plant, claimed more than seventy thousand online members. But a newspaper columnist who questioned the president’s health was sentenced to jail for destabilizing the country. Membership in the Muslim Brotherhood was illegal, but eighty-eight of its members served openly in Parliament. They made up 20 percent of the otherwise docile chamber and constituted Mubarak’s only real opposition. Egyptian papers covered the sayings and doings of the Brotherhood’s “general guide,” a sixty-eight-year-old veterinarian, in the same way the New York tabloids might cover the city’s Catholic archbishop (or, for that matter, the way the Egyptian papers covered the pope of Egypt’s Coptic Orthodox Church, whose members made up about 10 or 15 percent of the population).

			Conservatives in the Brotherhood’s leadership—including an obscure engineering professor from the Nile Delta named Mohamed Morsi—had recently forced off its governing board their movement’s most charismatic moderate, a physician named Abdel Moneim Aboul Fotouh. But in the summer of 2010 the Brotherhood was collecting signatures for the presidential candidacy of Mohamed ElBaradei, the Noble Prize–winning diplomat who had become the Arab world’s best-known liberal. Strange bedfellows. Of course, Mubarak would never allow ElBaradei to run. The state newspapers were busily besmirching him with bogus reports that he had abetted the American invasion of Iraq. One paper published pictures of ElBaradei’s daughter in a bikini—a shocking indecency to most Egyptians. ElBaradei’s aides found audio surveillance bugs in his office that summer, and the government made almost no attempt to deny or censor reports that intelligence agencies—the mukhabarat—were behind it. I was the only one surprised.

			No one saw any chance that the character of the regime might change any time soon. That is why government officials and prominent dissidents could dine together so comfortably. Yet the daily dysfunction of the state boggled my mind. Fiefdoms within the government bureaucracy sparred publicly with one another. Judges protested that the police threatened their independence. Diplomats rolled their eyes at their geriatric president. And the military and interior ministries more or less openly competed with one another for influence and power. In 1986, several thousand police conscripts had staged an armed insurrection. Army troops fought them with gunfire in city streets and hotel lobbies. Now the gossip buzzing around the embassy iftar was about how much animosity the military commanders felt toward the president’s son and heir apparent, forty-six-year-old Gamal Mubarak. He stood to become the first Egyptian head of state from outside the military in fifty-eight years, since Abdel Nasser’s Free Officers overthrew the British-backed monarchy.

			Gamal—or Jimmy, as hip Egyptians called him—had gotten rich as an investment banker in London and Cairo. Then his father installed him atop the ruling party and began grooming him for high office. Everybody was doing it. Hafez al-Assad had bequeathed power over Syria to his son. His fellow dictators in Tunisia and Libya were in the process of passing on their jobs to members of their families. Plenty of Arab states were straight-up hereditary monarchies (Jordan, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, and four of its Persian Gulf neighbors). So why not Gamal? He was pitching himself as the leader for a new generation: the three out of four Egyptians under forty, and the two out of three under thirty-five.

			I was seated next to a close friend of Gamal’s, Tamim Khallaf. He was a diplomat who had gone to college with the researcher for Human Rights Watch. Now he had been seconded by his ministry to help tutor Gamal. Khallaf told me that he had watched the 2008 American presidential election from a fellowship at Harvard, and when he learned I had covered the race he was full of questions. What had happened to Hillary Clinton? Had Sarah Palin hurt John McCain?

			I had a question for him, too. Would his friend Gamal really run for president to succeed his father in 2011? Khallaf practically winked at me. The Mubaraks were treating the presidential palace as a personal plantation.

			I would later learn that the chief of military intelligence, General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, was in the midst of tackling the same question. Intelligence in the Arab world sometimes includes spying on a head of state himself, and Sisi had reported to the top generals that summer that the president might hand his office to his son as soon as the elder Mubarak’s eighty-third birthday, in May 2011. Sisi predicted to the generals that Egyptians would rise up in revolt. Mubarak would respond by ordering the army to quell the unrest. Then the generals would face some decisions.

			The army had crushed bread riots under President Anwar Sadat in 1977 and the police mutiny under Mubarak in 1986. But the military was a barony of its own. It held the heavy weapons, and its obedience to any civilian was still a matter of choice. Would the generals answer the president’s call?

			As recently as January 2010, at a ceremony for his promotion to chief of military intelligence, Sisi had publicly praised Mubarak as a father to his country. “Egypt’s flag will always continue to fly high under his leadership,” Sisi had said.

			He recommended to the generals just a few months later that they reject Mubarak. Sisi told the generals to declare loyalty to the people, not the president. They should shape their own transition. A modern state might call that treason. But the time was still ripening as we gathered that summer at the iftar.

			I had skipped lunch. As soon as the sun went down I dived into the hummus, grape leaves, lamb, couscous, and anything else I could reach. The Muslims around me only picked at the food. They were pacing themselves, they told me, for a long night of festive eating. They had just woken up, and they would nap the next day. Night is day and day is night during Ramadan in Cairo.

			

			•   •   •

			In the middle of the twentieth century, Egypt had led the Arab world to independence from the former colonial powers. It became the wellspring of Arab nationalism, political Islam, and global jihad. Everything in the Arab world had seemed to start in Cairo. Anyone in the region who cared about local politics also followed politics in Cairo. The vibrancy, nightlife, and climate lured the princes of the oil-rich Gulf to holiday at the beaches of Sharm el-Sheikh or the Marriott in Zamalek. The people of neighboring basket cases like Yemen, Jordan, Libya, or the Palestinian territories looked to Egypt as a big brother. Cairo was the place for education and culture, the big time.

			But the experts in Washington had all assured me that nothing else interesting would happen in Egypt. It had now set the template for the stagnation of the region. Its docile citizenry would never challenge their corrupt rulers. Its corrupt rulers could never meet the needs of their exponentially expanding population. In economics, politics, and culture, the ancient Arab heartland was in irreversible decline.

			Most Egyptians lived a world apart from Zamalek or Maadi. There were 78 million of them in 2010, up from 66 million a decade before. Nearly a quarter lived in Cairo, and 95 percent in the valley of the Nile. More than 40 percent of Egyptians—and the vast majority in many rural areas—lived on less than $2.00 a day. A fifth survived on less than $1.25. At about $5.00 a pound, beef was an extravagance. Nearly one in four Egyptian adults could not read. Forty percent of households lacked access to sewage systems, and 10 percent lacked running water (including many in the urban slums of Cairo and Alexandria). Only 8 percent of the population owned a car, and that was still more than enough to clog the streets of the capital.

			I brought with me the standard Western assumptions. Islam fused religion and politics, mosque and state could never be separated, and so Arabs were all but doomed to choose between secular strongmen and religious extremists. Arab and Islamic culture, I was told, was uniquely resistant to the spread of democracy. Over the last two decades, democracy had taken root in Eastern Europe, Latin America, East Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa, but not yet in the Middle East—except for Israel. Arab exceptionalism, political scientists called it.

			I pictured Egypt and Israel as enemies held in a fragile peace only by American payments to both sides. But the $70 billion in American military aid over decades had made Egypt’s generals into Washington’s best Arab allies. Arab families were tribal, Arab culture antimodern, Arab women treated almost as chattel. And so on. Almost all of it was wrong.

			I was surprised at what I can only call the colonial feel of our lives. We drank gin and tonics at picnic tables among palm trees on the lawn of the Maadi British Club, a vestige of the occupation. We swam at an even more exclusive club, run by the American embassy for its staff and contractors (and for the non-Egyptian faculty of the American University in Cairo, where Laura taught law and advised the administration). The embassy commissary provided the club with imported wine, beer, pork, and other products that were almost impossible to find anywhere else in Egypt. Our friends in Zamalek spent weekends at a former British Officers’ Club with multiple swimming pools and a stable for horses. Abdel Nasser had nationalized it decades ago, but having a low membership number was still a status symbol. It meant your family had belonged longer.

			The police invariably sided with foreigners—khawagah is the derogatory term—in any dispute with Egyptians. The Arab wife of a Western journalist I knew showed her husband’s business card to any traffic policeman who stopped her, and the policeman always sped her on her way. In the Egyptian film Hassan and Marcus (2008), a general in the Interior Ministry announced that seventy-five people had died “pushing” to escape from a terrorist bomb blast. “And thankfully they are all Egyptians! No foreigners!” Big laughs from Egyptian moviegoers.

			Working-class Egyptians tumbled over themselves to help foreigners like us, only sometimes fishing for baksheesh. (“The taxi drivers see you as a bag of money,” an Arabic tutor told me.) But members of the Anglophone elite invariably tried to bond with us over the failings of their poorer countrymen, like the bureaucrat who had told me about “Egyptian IBM” and missing San Francisco.

			The Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz wrote in the 1950s of an autobiographical character, Kamal, whose rich Egyptian friend pined for Paris or London. “How it hurt Kamal whenever his friend let slip some hint of his sense of superiority over the Egyptian people [as if] he was talking about a people to which neither of them belonged.” Many in the elite talked that way sixty years later. The minister of culture used to pontificate on state television about the tragic “backwardness” of his fellow Egyptians. Affluent Egyptians were often zealously chauvinistic about their homeland—“the Mother of the World,” as Egyptians called it. How could the same people identify so snobbishly with the West and condescend so deeply to their own countrymen? I was still new to the postcolonial world.

			Exclusive clubs, hotels, and restaurants had almost entirely blocked off the breezy banks along the Nile in Cairo by the time I arrived. Desperate for air, poorer Cairenes gathered at night in rows of plastic chairs on the narrow sidewalks of bridges, sipping juice or tea from vendors who paraded back and forth with tanks on their backs. On the edge of Maadi, families picnicked on a tiny patch of grass between the Total gas station and the busy road along the river.

			Only over the last decade had the rich begun fleeing to gated communities in newly built suburbs. Many were designed to look like Palm Springs, with pools, golf courses, and ceaseless irrigation. Mubarak’s ministers had sold off publicly owned desert land around the city at bargain prices to well-connected cronies. After the land grab, the race to build the suburbs had sucked so much capital away from other investments that it helped trigger a nationwide recession. An upscale project across the Nile in Giza was sold as “European CountrySide”—transliterated into Arabic letters that would spell “Eurobean” if pronounced correctly. A rich developer (and ruling-party lawmaker) marketed one of his projects as “Mayfair,” after the neighborhood of London. Another, on the Mediterranean, he called “Virginia Beach Village.”

			Khedive Ismail Pasha, the hereditary ruler who led Egypt into vassalage to Britain in the late nineteenth century, once proclaimed, “My country is no longer in Africa; we are now part of Europe.” He might have felt right at home in the early-twenty-first-century suburbs. Their development meant that for the first time in centuries Cairo no longer forced the rich and poor to mingle in the streets.

			One night in the summer of 2010, Laura and I dined at the suburban home of the Pakistani-born executive who ran Citigroup in Egypt. As we looked out over his pool and a golf course, he was explaining to an assortment of Western guests and Anglophone Egyptians that no population as poor and uneducated as Egypt’s could ever govern itself through democratic elections. He had learned that in Pakistan, he said. All nodded in agreement.

			Then an American executive of an international tobacco company, enjoying the wine, posed a question to the table. Was it true, he asked, that the Arabic language contained no word for “compromise?”

			For even the snobbiest Egyptian, this was too much. The Arabic language had developed over centuries across a vast swath of countries on three continents. It had accumulated a daunting multitude of synonyms for everything, including compromise. This supposed deficit was an urban myth in the West. The Arabic speakers politely corrected him. The wine flowed on. But I knew then that whenever I heard someone say, “Arabic has no word for . . . ,” I was in the presence of a racist.

			The most visible champion of the privatizations that created the new suburbs was a steel mogul and ruling party power broker named Ahmed Ezz. His face appeared almost daily on the front pages of Egypt’s privately owned newspapers. In his college days he had played the drums in a Fleetwood Mac–style rock-and-roll band. Then he took advantage of the opening up of the Egyptian economy under Sadat by expanding his father’s business selling building materials. By the 1990s, Ezz was rich and connected enough that Mubarak appointed him to a joint U.S.–Egyptian trade council. There he befriended another council member, Gamal Mubarak.

			That was also the time when, in 1996, Ezz managed to buy control of the massive state-owned steelmaker. He said that he had been the only one willing to inject needed capital; his critics said he got a sweet deal through his Mubarak connections. Either way, he now controlled at least two thirds of the booming steel market. He amassed a personal net worth of more than $2 billion. He became chairman of the Parliament’s most important finance committee, and he joined his friend Gamal atop the ruling party.

			Every Arab despot had an Ezz in those days. Egypt, Syria, Tunisia, Libya, and other Arab states all followed Western advice and opened their state-dominated economies to competition and markets. But their authoritarian rulers made no effort to open their political systems, or to make the government officials who were selling off the assets accountable to the public. Privatization ended up giving enormous windfalls to a handful of cronies. And in each country, a single well-connected businessman emerged as the grinning face of economic reform—Ezz in Egypt, Sakher el-Materi in Tunisia, Hassan Tatanaki in Libya, Rami Makhlouf in Syria, and so on. I pictured them all around a table at the Four Seasons in Dubai, raising their glasses to toast the Washington consensus.

			Ezz looked like a capitalist elf. He was about five and a half feet tall, with wavy dark hair parted to the side and sideburns down to the bottom of his ears. He favored platform shoes, Italian suits, spread collars, silver cuff links, and Cohiba cigarillos. He kept three wives—a practice allowed by Egyptian law and Muslim tradition but practical only for the rich and the bold. He was forty-nine years old in 2007 when he married his third wife, Shahinaz el-Naggar—an heiress, businesswoman, and fellow member of the ruling party’s parliamentary block (he insisted she resign after their marriage). Cairo gossip columnists reported that he had paid her a dowry of $5 million and bought a $175,000 ring. They flew to Switzerland for the wedding, and she moved into an apartment in the Four Seasons. (His second wife lived in another apartment in the hotel, and his first lived in a suburban compound.)

			By 2010, Ezz could boast that privatization had worked wonders. The economy had grown by about 50 percent over the decade, the highest rate in forty years. More Egyptians were buying cars and air conditioners. Home building was booming. So was the steel business. But to the majority of the population, Ezz embodied the widening gulf that divided them from the lucky few inside the new gated suburbs.

			

			•   •   •

			Ostrich! Ostrich! Over here, ostrich!” “Psst! Zebra, want to see zebra?”

			We took our sons to the Cairo zoo, and the animal keepers reminded Laura and me of the pot dealers who used to call out to passersby in Washington Square Park in New York City. Instead of caring for the animals, the keepers were there to pimp them out. For a dollar tip you could touch, feed, or ride whatever animal you fancied. We snapped pictures of our four-year-old riding a zebra, feeding an elephant, mingling with kangaroos, and petting lion cubs. One keeper convinced us to let our son pose with a mother tiger, as the attendant himself looked on with a menacing stick in his hand. He suggested we put a hand in the mouth of the lion. That we declined.

			Empty cigarette packs floated beside the crocodiles. We saw a keeper beat a tiger with a rod. Animals stared dazedly. I later learned that the World Association of Zoos and Aquariums had expelled the Cairo zoo for violating international standards for the treatment of animals. When we thought of the cruelty, it ruined the fun.

			Khedive Ismail, who once proclaimed Egypt part of Europe, founded the zoo in 1881. He commissioned no less than Gustave Eiffel to design a bridge for its garden. But the most glorious part of the original zoo lay along the Nile, and that had been sold off long before our visit. A Four Seasons Hotel now blocked the view of the river. Egyptian families looking for a few yards of grass to picnic on or play in swarmed over the remaining eighty acres. And the animals, for practical purposes, belonged to the zookeepers. Each saw his charge as a chance to profit off what was left of the zoo.

			In 2010 the Egyptian government spent more than a quarter of its budget on the salaries of more than six million civilian employees like the zookeepers, and that number excluded millions more in the army and police. Those six million were about 20 percent of Egypt’s civilian workforce—more than twice as many as the number of government employees that the United States and the United Kingdom employ together, or three times the size of the public sector workforce in Turkey, where the population was slightly smaller but the gross domestic product was three times as large. Turkey, infamous for its bloated bureaucracy, was a model of efficiency compared with Egypt.

			Most Egyptian public employees saw their positions as assets to rent out or withhold, a source of baksheesh. Traffic policemen took small bribes to forget moving violations (so, of course, the traffic was lawless). Or a policeman might stop you from parking in a perfectly legal space, but then require only a few pounds to let you park in any space you wanted—no matter what that did to the flow of cars and pedestrians. Civil servants brought vegetables to work, peeled them at their desks, and went home to cook lunch.

			It was the Nasserite social contract, and versions of it prevailed across most of the region. A paternalistic state had once furnished an abundance of jobs along with generous food and fuel subsidies. Abdel Nasser had guaranteed a job to everyone with a university degree, no matter how overcrowded the classes or poorly trained the graduates, and until 1990 Mubarak had kept up the pretense. Egyptians, in turn, put up with a government over which they had no say at all. But by 2010, the bargain was breaking. Anyone could see it. Just take a walk from the Four Seasons through the squalor of the zoo.

			For a police state, though, I found Egypt in 2010 remarkably open. Mubarak had first allowed the private ownership of news organizations about a half dozen years before I arrived. They were not fully independent: All the newspapers and television networks belonged to a small handful of businessmen close to Mubarak, and the owners were usually dependent on the state for other business interests. Their journalists worked within clear boundaries. Criticizing the military, Mubarak, or Islam would land you in jail. But within those lines, newspapers like El-Masry El-Youm—Today’s Egyptian—or talk show hosts like Mona Shazli managed to call attention to many of the state’s deficiencies, including the terrible economy, the soaring price of vegetables, or even the epidemic abuses of the Egyptian police.

			I heard a great deal that summer about a minibus driver named Emad el-Kabeer. A couple of years earlier, the police had accosted his cousin in a parking lot, and Kabeer made the mistake of attempting to intercede. The police arrested him, stripped him half naked, hung his feet from a ceiling, beat him senseless, and shoved a black pole into his anus. Using a mobile phone, an officer recorded a video of Kabeer’s humiliation.

			“Oh, pasha, forgive me, I beg your mercy, forgive me,” Kabeer pleaded.

			“Everyone in the parking lot will see this tomorrow,” the officer replied.

			The video reached the internet, and it was still circulating a few years later when I arrived in Cairo. The blogger at my table at the embassy iftar, Wael Abbas, had brought the Kabeer video to widespread attention. Talk shows took it from there. Emad el-Kabeer became one of the most recognized names in Egypt.

			Questioned about the video, the Interior Ministry responded by arresting Kabeer a second time. This time he was sentenced to three months in prison for assaulting an officer. Only after an overwhelming outcry did the police detain two of the officers involved. Or was that just a pretense? The torturers were soon released and reinstated.

			Emad el-Kabeer was back in the news in the summer of 2010 because of an echo. In June, policemen in Alexandria had dragged a clean-shaven young man out of a café for an uncertain reason. The ministry later said the policemen had suspected him of smoking or dealing pot, but their motives were hazy. They pulled him into a nearby apartment building, beat him, and slammed his head against a marble staircase. In front of witnesses, the police watched him die of his wounds.

			One onlooker took a picture of the bloody remains with a mobile phone, and remembering Kabeer, Egyptians knew what to do. Within weeks two competing Facebook pages dedicated to the name of the latest police victim—“We are all Khaled Said”—had accumulated tens of thousands of followers. Interior Ministry officials said Khaled Said had choked to death on a clump of marijuana, trying to swallow the evidence. They barely tried to sell the lie. They seemed not to care if anyone believed it, and the new openness of the media made the ministry’s cynicism especially stark.

			A hit film, This Is Chaos, had reached satellite television that summer. Released to theaters in 2007 by the Egyptian directors Youssef Chahine and Khaled Youssef, the film began with a disclaimer to placate the censors: “We appreciate the patriotic role played by the police establishment to maintain stability and security. These are just isolated acts.” But that only added a laugh line. As the disclaimer faded, the film showed hundreds of riot police carelessly destroying a neighborhood vegetable market to chase down a handful of nonviolent demonstrators. The police beat them with batons, locked them in a dungeon, and tortured them on and off for the duration of the film.

			The main character, a policeman named Hatem, became an icon. “If you are not good to Hatem, you are not good to Egypt!” he forced local shopkeepers to repeat as he shook them down for bribes. “Law? Here, there is only one law. Hatem’s law,” he told a prisoner, administering electric shocks to his chest while the captive hung suspended from the ceiling. “Now let the law help you!”

			In one scene, Hatem attempted to steal a valuable oil painting from the office of a police commissioner by substituting a fake. It was common knowledge in the ministries of culture and antiquities that officials had been pilfering Egyptian treasures for years using similar methods. Western and Egyptian archaeologists groused to me that so many cheap knockoffs had been left in the storerooms of the Egyptian Museum that it was becoming hard to know what was real anymore. Those sticky fingers, too, became a public scandal in the summer of 2010. Poppy Flowers, painted by Vincent van Gogh and worth more than $50 million, was stolen from the walls of an Egyptian government museum. It was obviously an inside job. The same painting had been stolen from the same museum before, in 1977, although later recovered in Kuwait. No one was held accountable, and this time the painting has never resurfaced. In This Is Chaos, the policeman Hatem was such a philistine he ripped the canvas, tearing it from its frame, cheerfully unaware that he had destroyed its value.

			The climax, though, was what made This Is Chaos memorable. Fed-up residents of the neighborhood stormed the police station—scaling fences, throwing rocks, and sending the policemen fleeing in terror. Anxious senior police officials facing the crowds even put Hatem under arrest. Or was that just a pretense, like the brief detention of Kabeer’s torturers? “Hatem, don’t you know that we love you? We are trying to protect you!” the police commissioner stage-whispered as he led Hatem away.

			Years after the film, a newspaper columnist called Egypt “A Nation of Hatems.” Every reader understood.

			

			•   •   •

			Washington was a mainstay of Mubarak’s nation of moguls, zookeepers, and Hatems. The American embassy in Cairo was one of the largest in the world. It occupied a city block, looked like a fortress, and oversaw an enormous aid budget. The United States sent $1.3 billion a year in hardware and services to the Egyptian military and another $250 million to the civilian government. New York Times boilerplate called Egypt “the cornerstone of the American-backed regional order.” “Mama Amreeka,” Egyptians called their government’s Western patron.

			I had assumed the United States adopted Egypt after Camp David, in 1979, but the story went back to the early 1950s. In those early days of the contest with the Soviets, American cold warriors had worried about the popular appeal of communism across the region and especially in Egypt. Kermit Roosevelt Jr., the grandson of Theodore Roosevelt and a senior American spy, wrote an internal government report imagining an ideal Arab ally, one “who would have more power in his hands than any other Arab leader ever had before, ‘power to make an unpopular decision.’” Roosevelt knew Egypt well. He had established the first American intelligence operation in Cairo during the Second World War and then set up a CIA-run military training program. Back in Cairo in February 1952, he met with a small group of officers who included thirty-four-year-old Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser. (The next year, in 1953, Roosevelt orchestrated a coup to remove the prime minister of Iran.)

			A few months after Roosevelt’s visit to Cairo, in July 1952, Abdel Nasser and his Free Officers wanted to get back in touch with the American government. Some later said they had contacted the United States Air Force attaché in Cairo, David Evans, as early as July 19. And at 3:00 A.M. on the morning of July 23, Abdel Nasser sent an emissary to knock on the door of the Maadi home of the American ambassador, Jefferson Caffery, with an advance warning: the Free Officers planned to remove King Farouk that day in a military coup. They wanted Washington with them.

			“The image of the United States was closely associated in our minds with championing the cause of freedom and supporting liberation movements,” one of the plotting Free Officers, Anwar Sadat, wrote in his memoir, only partly seeking to flatter. “Besides, by establishing such a link we sought to neutralize the British.”

			Three days later—on July 26—Ambassador Caffery escorted Farouk to his yacht for a voyage into exile. In the years that followed, the ambassador reputedly referred to the Free Officers almost like protégés: “My boys.”

			Abdel Nasser’s men later said that after the takeover Kermit Roosevelt passed the new strongman at least a million dollars under the table in a bid for his loyalty. Legend holds that Abdel Nasser used the money to build the Cairo Tower, a 614-foot-high pillar in Zamalek. Nasserites call it Roosevelt’s erection.

			But America stood by Caffery’s “boys” at a critical moment. Four years after the coup, Abdel Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal. In retaliation, Israel, Britain, and France conspired to invade Egypt, seize the channel, and oust him. Westerners know the episode as the Suez Crisis. Egyptians call it the Tripartite Aggression.

			President Dwight D. Eisenhower was furious. Although the United States and the United Kingdom had withdrawn aid for the Aswan Dam just a few months earlier, Eisenhower now threatened to cut off vital American financial support and petroleum imports to all three allies if they persisted in their operation. He deployed the Sixth Fleet to face down British and French ships on the way to Egypt, and he hinted that the fleet might blockade Israel.

			He was exerting America’s postwar preeminence, but in rhetoric, at least, he sounded like the friend of the revolution that the Free Officers had hoped for. “As there can be no second-class citizens before the law in America . . . there can be no second-class nations before the law of the world community,” Eisenhower proclaimed, invoking the struggle of the American founders. “There can be only one law—or there will be no peace.” Abdel Nasser survived, and he owed his thanks to Eisenhower.

			The escalation of the Cold War, though, tempered the American pronouncements about “no second-class nations” and “only one law.” Abdel Nasser tried to cultivate the support of the Soviet Union as well as Washington, and in 1965, President Lyndon Johnson punished Egypt by cutting off crucial imports of subsidized wheat. Johnson backed Saudi Arabia in a crushing proxy war against Egypt in Yemen; Egypt had backed Nasserite rebels there in an ugly war that became its Vietnam. And two years after the wheat cutoff, Johnson joined with Israel decisively in its devastating Six-Day War against Egypt and the Arabs.

			“There was one power that ruled Egypt and the world, and that is: America,” Anwar Sadat concluded after he succeeded Abdel Nasser at his death in 1971. In the Middle East, “the U.S. holds 99 percent of the cards.”

			Acting on this assessment, Sadat secretly courted Henry Kissinger, who had become national security adviser to President Richard Nixon in 1969 and secretary of state in September 1973. Kissinger worked avidly to thwart Egypt in the opening days of its next war with Israel, in October 1973. But at the same time, Sadat was privately reassuring Kissinger in a secret cable that Egypt had no intention of “intensifying the engagements or widening the confrontation.”

			Mohamed Hassanein Heikal had been Abdel Nasser’s adviser, confidant, and ghostwriter from the earliest stages of the Free Officers’ coup, and he continued to play a central, behind-the-scenes role in Egyptian affairs until his death in 2016. (I knew him in Cairo.) Heikal called Sadat’s gambit with Kissinger “the first time in history that a country at war disclosed its intentions to its enemies, and gave them a free hand on the political and military fronts.”

			But Sadat won his game. Five years after the war, he stood at Camp David with President Jimmy Carter and Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin. “I shall sign anything proposed by President Carter without reading it,” Sadat told his aides, to their shock and dismay.

			The resulting Camp David Accords did little about the underlying Arab-Israeli conflict and nothing at all about the plight of the Palestinians. But Washington committed for the first time to backing just the kind of Arab autocracy Kermit Roosevelt had proposed in 1951—a leader “with ‘power to make an unpopular decision,’” a leader, as Roosevelt also wrote, who wanted power “primarily for the mere sake of power.”

			I met Carter in Cairo, and he said he understood Egyptian complaints about that arrangement: Washington was supporting a dictatorship in Cairo for the well-being of Israel. “I think that is true, we were,” he told me. “And I can’t say I wasn’t doing that as well.”

			President George W. Bush tried, for a time, to nudge Egypt toward democracy. That was part of what he called the “Freedom Agenda,” and his prodding may have spurred Mubarak’s decision in 2005 to hold Egypt’s first presidential vote with more than one candidate. (His sole opponent, Ayman Nour, was allowed to win only 7 percent of the vote and then was jailed promptly after losing.) Mubarak had also allowed the spread of a grassroots opposition movement under the banner Kifaya!—Enough!—as in three decades of Mubarak had been more than enough. Almost everyone I met in Cairo who played any role in politics or activism cut their teeth in Kifaya! Its emergence in 2005 was more political freedom than Egyptians had ever known.

			But by then the American military saw Egypt as uniquely vital: the guarantor of the peace with Israel, the gatekeeper of the Suez Canal and strategic flight routes, the crossroads of three continents, and the regional bellwether. I heard the same litany many times from American officials.

			Washington now had more urgent concerns than democracy, and even small doses of it could be unnerving. The Muslim Brotherhood had railed against Western dominance of Egypt for nearly eight decades, and it won big in the first round of the 2005 parliamentary elections. The next year, Hamas, the Brotherhood’s militant Palestinian offshoot, won the first legislative elections in the Palestinian territories.

			Alarmed, the Bush White House stayed silent as Mubarak cracked down on the Brotherhood to limit its gains in the runoff round of parliamentary voting (the Brothers still took an unprecedented one fifth of the seats). In the Palestinian terroritories, the United States actively backed Israeli intervention to overturn the election and keep Hamas from power.

			The year I arrived, in 2010, Obama authorized a secret study questioning the viability of the authoritarian order in Egypt and a few other countries in the region. His National Security Council recognized, in an abstract way, that the autocratic regimes of the previous six decades could not stand much longer. “The region’s foundations are sinking into the sand,” Secretary of State Hillary Clinton warned the leaders of the Arab world in a speech in Doha, Qatar, on January 13, 2011. But she urged only vague reforms. The study about regime viability was not yet complete. Aside from Obama’s speech in Cairo, American policy had not changed much. The “Freedom Agenda” was dead.

			“God help us if something ever happened to Mubarak,” a senior State Department official told a group of diplomats heading to the region in 2010, summing up the American view. I did not understand until years later the role that Washington continued to play in the struggle of Egyptians to realize their freedoms.

			

			•   •   •

			I was studying Arabic full time in the fall of 2010, learning how to order Turkish coffee with the “just right” (mazbut) amount of sugar, or to ask for a bathroom (hammam) instead of a pigeon (hamam). I worked with two tutors, both Cairenes, but from two different worlds.

			Jehan was the wife of a rich businessman who lived in a large villa in our neighborhood, Maadi. She had earned a doctorate at the American University in Cairo and become a professional translator of books, working in Arabic, English, and French. She wore a hairband, slacks, and pastel-colored blouses, and her housekeeper served us Turkish coffee mazbut as we reviewed lessons at a polished wood table overlooking a well-tended garden.

			“Do you know why everyone is always catching a cold in Cairo?” she asked me one day with disgust. “Because Egyptians never wash their hands!” I had not noticed the colds. But I was getting accustomed to the elite repudiations of ordinary Egyptians.

			My other tutor, Hatem, was the son of a stable hand at the elite Gezira Sporting Club in Zamalek—the former British Officers’ Club. His father had been an extra in The Ten Commandments, he told me with pride. Hatem came to my villa in a rusty, red Fiat, and he often interrupted teaching me Arabic to vent about his life. He suffered from high blood pressure and diabetes. He shared a two-room, un-air-conditioned apartment with his wife and infant son, and he often lost his temper with them for keeping him awake at night. I suspected he dragged out our lessons to enjoy the cool of my villa. But he was uncomfortable in Western-run houses and always lowered his eyes to avoid looking at Laura. He told me that if I ever used the bathroom in an Arab household, I should keep my eyes on the floor at all times, lest I accidentally glimpse a wife or a daughter.

			Where Jihan shook her head over the backwardness of Egyptians, Hatem fumed at the venality of their rulers. One of the first words Hatem taught me was fesad—corruption. He always referred to Mubarak’s circle as “that gang of thieves,” the way observant Muslims repeat the words “peace be upon him” whenever they name the Prophet Mohamed.

			I read the daily paper aloud to him in Arabic for practice, and we followed the case of Hisham Talaat Moustapha, a ruling party parliamentarian and the millionaire developer behind “Mayfair” and “Virginia Beach Village.” Moustapha, who was fifty-one, had paid a retired Egyptian police officer $2 million to kill his mistress, the thirty-year-old Lebanese pop star Suzanne Tamim. A trial court had sentenced Moustapha to death, an appeals court had invalidated the ruling on a technicality, and now a new judge had sentenced him to fifteen years in prison. Wasn’t Hatem pleased that justice was served?

			No. Moustapha must have run afoul of Mubarak, Hatem reasoned. Surely that was the only reason he had been convicted.

			Who knew? Moustapha was transferred out of prison for health reasons three years later. His sister took over his parliamentary seat.

			I could scarcely imagine a meeting between my two Arabic tutors. Hatem would look at his feet; Jehan would look for dirt on his hands. They both agreed on one thing, though. Something had to give.

			Although I was not yet on duty, I volunteered to help the Times cover the parliamentary elections that fall, and I learned two new words: fowda, for chaos, and baltagiya, for thugs.

			Progress on all fronts had seemed to skid to a halt. The global recession of 2008 had interrupted the rise of Egyptian living standards. And Mubarak, no longer under American pressure, was closing down the newly opened political space. He had added new amendments to the constitution that had eviscerated any hope of a fair vote and any right to a fair trial. Cynics guessed that he was laying the groundwork for a succession to Gamal.

			I watched the vote on November 28, 2010, from Alexandria, a city I associated with Lawrence Durrell, C. P. Cavafy, and trans-Mediterranean cosmopolitanism. I was curious about the place because I knew that since Abdel Nasser’s coup the city had become an Islamist stronghold. At a polling place in an elementary school, waiters rushed in and out with free pastries for the voters, in boxes labeled with the ruling party logo. But the registered election observer for the Muslim Brotherhood—a balding, portly man in an ill-fitting suit, with a clipboard—was stuck outside. The police guards refused to honor his credentials. As I stood with him, three police trucks rolled by with Islamist anthems booming through tiny, barred windows. Inside were Muslim Brothers the police had rounded up all over Alexandria, to prevent them from getting out the vote.

			The local Brotherhood headquarters was squalid and dull. A couple of bearded men were working the phones under fluorescent lights. When I turned on the bathroom faucet, water ran through a drain without a pipe and splashed on my shoes. On a television, a Brotherhood lawmaker from Alexandria was holding up a handful of bullet shells. A minibus of baltagiya had chased his supporters with knives, and a policeman had fired his gun.

			“You’re trying to kill us, you tyrants!” he was shouting. “You’re killing us on the streets for not electing you!”

			I raced to find the man on TV, Sobhi Saleh, and caught up with him as he was leaving a hospital. He was a clean-shaven lawyer, and he showed me his torn necktie and the streaks of blood on his neck and collar. The baltagiya had beaten him, he said. Then Saleh turned away and began walking down the center of an empty street of tenements, shouting the Brotherhood’s perennial slogan at the top of his lungs: Islam hua el hal—Islam is the solution.

			Hundreds of voices echoed back from the windows. Scores of young men poured from the doors and fell into step chanting behind him. I shivered, wondering, what “solution” did these men have in mind?

			Nine people were killed that day in clashes around the polls, according to human rights groups. Saleh lost his seat. So did every Islamist. For the first time since 1984, the Brotherhood was shut out completely. Their 20 percent of the Parliament was reduced to no seats at all.

			Ahmed Ezz, the steel baron, published an op-ed column in a state newspaper declaring 2010 to be the cleanest election in Egyptian history. The paper identified him as “the man behind the sweeping win by the ruling party.”

			Mohamed ElBaradei—the sixty-eight-year-old liberal, former diplomat, and presidential hopeful—was no Muslim Brother. With his horn-rimmed glasses, balding head, and wispy mustache, he was nobody’s idea of a revolutionary either. But he sputtered with rage at the fraud. “Keep a record of every case of torture and oppression and the violation of personal liberty, because there will be a reckoning,” he urged Egyptians in a videotaped message from his den that circulated over social media. “There will be violence.”

		

	
		
			3

			Police Day

			January 24, 2011–February 11, 2011

			A dozen men and women had gathered over sugary tea and Nescafé in a Cairo law office. They were all in their late twenties or early thirties, which made them older than most Egyptians. Some were leftists, others liberals, and others Muslim Brothers. Several had been friends since they were students at Cairo University. They had been organizing together for years—against the Israeli occupation, against the American invasion of Iraq, and always against the Egyptian police. Now they were doctors, lawyers, and engineers. Some had young children. Yuppies, we might call them. None of them had known any other president besides Hosni Mubarak.

			It was a Monday night, January 24, and the next day was Police Day, the annual holiday that commemorated the massacre of fifty policemen who had resisted the British army in 1952. The same clique of yuppies had used the same day every year to demonstrate against police abuse, always in Tahrir Square—Liberation Square, in English. Almost no one else showed up. The police chased them away in about fifteen minutes. But there seemed a small chance that this year might be different.

			My first official day on the job as an international correspondent was January 9, and I had flown that day to Tunis. A young street peddler had burned himself to death about three weeks earlier after an encounter with a bullying police officer in an interior town. His self-immolation had inspired a rash of imitators, including a few in Egypt. I imagined an article about the psychology of suicide.

			Tunisia, a former French colony, was once the most benign example of Arab autocracy. Unlike Abdel Nasser, the father of Tunisia’s independence had been a lawyer, Habib Bourguiba. Even while he plotted to overthrow colonial rule, he was also scheming to expand commercial ties with France and Europe. Tunisia broke away in 1965, and he invested in education and literacy. He championed women’s rights, encouraged birth control, and ended polygamy, successfully lowering birth rates and expanding the middle class. (Tunisia was the only Arab state to outlaw polygamy.)

			But even the best autocracy had limits. Bourguiba jailed his opponents, bowed to no court, and never contemplated any possible successor. In 1987, his security chief, Zine al Abidine Ben Ali, seized power through a medical coup, enlisting doctors to declare the president no longer fit for office.

			In contrast to his predecessor, Ben Ali had no education except military training in France and the United States. Five years after he took power at the age of fifty-three, he left his first wife for a woman two decades younger—Leila Trabelsi, a hairdresser. By 2010, a sprawling clan of Ben Alis and Trabelsis was sucking up so much of the economy that Tunisians described them as a ruling mafia: the Family. The Family had muscled its way into control of banks, telecommunication companies, an airline, hotels, car distributorships, radio stations, a newspaper, prime real estate, a property developer, and much more. The first license to provide internet service had gone to Ben Ali’s daughter. The Assabah newspaper belonged to his son-in-law, Sakher el-Materi, who was considered a potential successor. Two younger Trabelsis, on a lark, had once stolen a yacht from Bruno Rogers, the chairman of Lazard Frères, and the Ben Ali side of the Family included a noted drug dealer.

			“Seemingly half of the Tunisian business community can claim a Ben Ali connection through marriage, and many of these relations are reported to have made the most of their lineage,” reported a cable from the U.S. embassy that was disclosed by WikiLeaks. “Contacts tell us they are afraid to invest for fear that the family will suddenly want a cut.” The diplomats summarized: “There are no checks in the system.”

			Other journalists told me not to bother visiting. The Tunisian police state put Egypt’s to shame. Mukhabarat would follow me from the airport, bug my hotel room, and scare everyone away from me. Tunisians had even less experience than Egyptians with civic debate or competitive politics.

			But the chain of events set off by the fruit peddler’s suicide on December 17 had led in unexpected directions. The funeral erupted in chants against Ben Ali. Police fired into the crowd. Grainy mobile phone footage spread over Facebook and Al Jazeera. Within days a widening spiral of martyrs, funerals, protests, and more martyrs was spreading from town to town, toward the capital. Police gunfire had killed more than thirty civilians by the time I landed in Tunis. Ben Ali had denounced the demonstrators as foreign spies and Islamist terrorists—the perennial bogeymen—and he vowed to crush them.

			Using Skype to avoid telephone surveillance, an activist I knew in Cairo sent me the contact information of a Tunisian human rights lawyer, Radhia Nasraoui. When I reached her apartment that Wednesday, I saw that its front door had been torn off its hinges. A child’s toys were strewn around the floor. Nasraoui, with a deeply creased face and short curly hair, was sitting in a housedress weeping on the couch.

			A group of armed men in plain clothes had broken in and dragged off her husband, Hamma Hammami, who led Tunisia’s outlawed Communist Party. (Arab politics had been in such a deep freeze that there were still Communist parties.) He had given interviews on French television commending the rural protests. “So we were waiting for his arrest,” Nasraoui told me. Her ten-year-old daughter had shrieked in terror when the police broke down the door, and Nasraoui had sent all three of her daughters away for fear the assailants might come back for their mother.

			Nasraoui ran a Tunisian rights group that opposed the use of torture, and the police had jailed and beaten both her and her husband many times before. But this time the security forces were jittery and unpredictable. Would I please write about her husband’s disappearance? she asked. The abduction of another Tunisian dissident was hardly newsworthy, but I said I would try.

			As I left her, a taxi driver checking Facebook on his mobile device had tipped me off about an upcoming protest. It materialized an hour later outside the French embassy, and I was introduced to tear gas. So the next day I checked Facebook first thing in the morning. I saw calls for a protest in Hammamet, the East Hampton of Tunis, where Ben Ali’s family kept their summer homes, and I made it there by the early afternoon.

			A police car and garbage piles were burning in the streets. Rioters had already set fire to every bank in town, including one next to the police station. Most police had fled. The handful remaining—all from local families—stood in front of the station asking the mob for mercy. Leave us alone and go sack the mansions of the Ben Ali family. The police pointed the way.

			At the beachfront mansion of Sofiane Ben Ali, the president’s uncle, looters were carrying coffee tables and color televisions out through a broken picture window. Others set fire to a pair of all-terrain buggies on the lawn. Motorcyclists did wheelies around them. Someone “liberated” a sailboat. A chestnut-colored horse ran loose on the beach while a Tunisian coast guard boat observed from the water.

			“Look, the people of Tunisia, the people of Tunisia,” rioters told me, showing me mobile phone videos of themselves in action. They were giving me their names, without fear of reprisal. “Now, we can say what we want,” said Cheadi Mohamed, a thirty-two-year-old airport worker. “It has started to change.”

			On the road back into Tunis, I saw tanks and armored personnel carriers (APCs) heading the other way. I wondered what other protest they intended to crush.

			Ben Ali declared a curfew and delivered a third speech. But this time he no longer called the demonstrators terrorists or vowed to restore order. His hands shook at his podium. He jostled the microphone. He had dyed his hair black but he was seventy-four years old and it showed in his eyes. “I am telling you I understand you, yes, I understand you,” he tried to assure Tunisians. Even with my amateur Arabic, I could hear the fear in his voice.

			He pledged not to run for reelection. He promised to open up the media. Blocked websites were back online by the end of his speech. From now on, he said, the police would no longer shoot demonstrators.

			Outside my hotel, drivers were ignoring the curfew, honking horns and waving placards in celebration. But all the cars were the same, and so were the placards. They were government cars, in a staged demonstration. Tunisians were not fooled.

			But they had heard Ben Ali’s promises. Early the next morning, on Friday, Radhia Nasraoui made for the headquarters of the Interior Ministry, on Avenue Habib Bourguiba. She had learned that her husband had been held there since Wednesday, and she wanted to bring him a change of clothes.

			She arrived with a handful of Tunisian journalists, and the police guards seemed more anxious than ever. At around 9:00 A.M., about two hours after she arrived, they invited her inside to meet the ministry’s political director, and he offered to let her see her husband—if only she would send away the journalists.

			She refused and kept waiting. The journalists were joined by a growing crowd outside, and the numbers swelled further when midday prayers ended. “See what you have done with these demonstrations?” a plainclothes policeman told her accusingly, as though she and her husband were responsible. “Now are you happy?”

			As the throng grew, a lawyer called her with a message from the interior minister. Then a Ben Ali crony called with a message from the president. She could take her husband home, they both said, if she sent away the crowds.

			“I am not the leader of ten thousand people,” she told them angrily, “and I can do nothing for Ben Ali!”

			Hamma Hammami could hear the chants from his cell. This was his third day spent in solitary confinement, much of the time with his arms bound behind him. Around noon, a senior ministry official walked in and told him, “I am bringing you good news. You will leave, you will leave! If you say a word to the people, things may calm down, and we will let you leave.”

			The noise outside rose suddenly, and police started running in the halls. The ministry is under attack, they shouted.

			I was outside, and by early afternoon a crowd in the tens of thousands stretched for several blocks of the broad boulevard, as far as the old French cathedral. A sign in English read YES WE CAN, mimicking Obama’s campaign slogan. “What happened here is going to affect the whole Arab world,” Zied Mhirsi, the thirty-three-year-old doctor who held the sign told me. Maybe someday, I thought.

			By then the protest felt more like a celebration. Ben Ali was still in his palace but his authority had already fled. Political power is like fairy-tale magic: it works only if you believe in it.

			Some time after 3:00 P.M., a group of men made their way in front of the Interior Ministry with a coffin on their shoulders. A rumor spread that they carried the body of another victim killed by the police, and the ministry lost patience. Hundreds, maybe thousands of police in riot gear stormed into the throngs.

			Almost blinded by their tear gas and doubled over from coughing, I stumbled around a corner. A middle-aged man in an overcoat and with a small mustache grabbed me by the shoulder. I panicked, taking him for a policeman, but he pulled me into the bottom of a stairwell with a half dozen others. There he handed me half of a lemon. Rub it on your face, he told me. A home remedy for the tear gas.

			My editors were in a fright, too, I later learned. I had never covered anything grittier than Congress, books, or business—not even a house fire. It was too late to fly in a more experienced hand. Tunisia had closed its airports.

			By the time the gas cleared and I’d hiked to my hotel, Ben Ali had fled to Saudi Arabia. The police gave Hammami a ride home to his wife. On January 14, 2011, a popular uprising had removed an Arab ruler.

			Experienced Egyptian activists used to send encouragement in online messages to the novices in Tunis. Now Tunisians were writing back with “advice to the youth of Egypt”: “Put vinegar or onion under your scarf for tear gas.” Apolitical Egyptians were trading jokes online: “Mubarak, your plane is waiting!”

			I wanted to head back to Cairo for Police Day, eleven days later, but my editors told me to stay in Tunis. The transition there was the big story. “Nothing is going to happen in Egypt.”

			

			•   •   •

			Ninety thousand Egyptians had clicked a link on the six-month-old “We are all Khaled Said” Facebook page to say that they would join this year’s Police Day demonstration—a number that would exceed any organized rally in the four decades since Abdel Nasser died. The friends in the law office planning for Police Day hoped that if the crowds were large enough, they might demand the resignation of the interior minister.

			With Tunisia in the news, though, someone suggested that this year they try a new twist. They had always reached out to their friends in Cairo’s small middle class. This year, they thought, why not the poor? “We always start from the elite, with the same faces,” one later recalled. “So this time we thought, let’s try.”

			Many Westerners would come to see these worldly, middle-class yuppies as more like us than they were like other Egyptians. They were harnessing the technologies of Silicon Valley to the nonviolent tactics of Martin Luther King Jr. And we Western journalists in Egypt naturally accentuated the details that resonated with Westerners. I am sure I had a hand in fostering the feeling that these charming organizers had more in common with readers of the New York Times than they did with their compatriots. But that Police Day their clique galvanized something much broader. The shakedowns and self-dealing, the broken bargains of the Nasserite social contract, the shamelessness of the police, the rollback of rights, the rigging of the vote—the Tunisian revolt had brought it all into focus in a moment of common cause among Egyptians of all ages, classes, and creeds.

			The organizers fanned out across poor and working-class neighborhoods on the morning of Police Day, January 25, 2011. They chanted old standbys, like the one mocking the paramilitary state security police, “Amn el-Dawla—Amn fein? Dawla fein?” “Where is security? Where is the state?” The Mubarak government had failed to provide any of the public services or accountability that citizens expect of a modern state, least of all security. Egyptian police were a menace. But this Police Day the organizers also hit bread-and-butter issues, like grocery prices and the minimum wage.

			“They are eating pigeon and chicken, and we are eating beans all the time.”

			“Oh my, ten pounds can only buy us cucumbers now, what a shame, what a shame.”

			“Come down, Egyptians! Come down,” marchers called to the balconies. And down they came. Contingents of a few dozen in each neighborhood swelled into thousands. The tributaries merged into rivers, and all converged toward the central traffic circle at Tahrir Square. “We entered Nahyan street with two hundred and we came out with ten thousand,” one of the organizers told me later. Rich and poor, young and old: this was no yuppie revolt.

			The leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood kept their distance, mainly to protect themselves. They knew that they made a big, easy target. Because of their numbers, their members would overwhelm any march that the organization joined. Mubarak’s propagandists would easily dismiss all the marchers as Islamist extremists, and Mubarak’s police would hit the Brotherhood. Besides, compared with Abdel Nasser or Sadat, Mubarak was gentle toward the Brothers. There was no need to risk what they had won.

			But some younger Muslim Brothers in their twenties and thirties were among the core organizers who met in the law office and planned Police Day. Thousands of other members joined the marches as individuals, without waiting for a go-ahead from their leaders. And hundreds more gathered at a
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