








Furthermore, there were significant differences between the Serbian
and Egyptian democratic movements (Hamid 2011). Serbs had stron-
ger labor unions and political parties. Serbian ‘youth’ were energetically
encouraged and subsidized by American and European governments to
overthrow a regime hostile to the European Union and the United States.
NATO had already bombed Serbia to halt its aggression in Kosovo, and
western leaders had belligerently denounced the fraudulent election of
the dictator Slobodan Milosevié. Not so in Egypt, whose government and
military were beneficiaries of so much western largesse and support.

At most, according to activists, CANVAS and Sharp’s manuals were
two among many diverse inspirations for the 25 January uprising, and in
any case not thanks to any direct foreign funding. In a forum on the Egyp-
tian Revolution at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology Center
for International Studies Starr Center on April 29, zo11, Tahrir activists
Ahmed Maher and Waleed Rashed mentioned that an April 6 Movement
colleague attended an Otpor! training and talked about having studied the
Serbian tactics of peaceful protest. They spoke as much or more about
American civil rights leaders Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King, Jr.,
contacts with Palestinian, Tunisian, Sudanese, and Cuban dissidents,
Mahatma Gandhi’s passive anti-colonial struggle, the anti-authoritarian
movement in Chile, movies and documentaries about social protests
and police crackdowns, the importance of mass and social media, and,
especially, the hard lessons learned during several years of organizing
protests against the Mubarak regime. Specifically questioned about help
from American funding agencies and Gene Sharp, they replied that they
avoided contradicting U.S. foreign policy by encouraging the Egyptian
opposition to engage in civil disobedience; on the question of non-vio-
lence, they emphasized the difference between armed resistance in Libya
and unarmed resistance in Egypt. Digital activist and blogger Hossam
El-Hamalawy told the conference “From Tahrir: Revolution or Demo-
cratic Transition?” at the American University in Cairo (AUC) on June
4, 2011 that he had never heard of Gene Sharp until western journalists
began crediting him with inspiring the revolution, pointing out that the
25 January movement was not purely silmiya, ‘peaceful’: citizens fought
back against police and set fire to police stations and ruling party offices.
Other speakers and participants at the conference cited the protests in
neighboring Tunisia sparked by a desperate suicide. They also referred to
earlier models familiar to Egyptian intellectuals, including the worldwide
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protests in 1968, Marx’s writings on the Paris Commune of 1848, two
decades of anti-apartheid struggles in South Africa, the works of Franz
Fanon and the famous Gilo Pontecorvo film Battle of Algiers, revolutionary
heroes as different as Gandhi and Che Guevara, and Iranian demonstra-
tions in 2009. Most centrally, in their presentations Saber Barakat, May
AbdelRazik, and Dina Shehata joined El-Hamalawy in reviewing the ways
in which Egyptian labor, popular defense, and youth movements had
learned from their own successes and setbacks how to mount effective
protest and civil disobedience campaigns.

The Civic Revolution, in Stages

While professional transitologists insisted on the necessity of planning and
organization, in Egypt in 2011 necessity was the mother of invention. A
demonstration planned for 25 January—a nationwide movement demand-
ing the downfall of the regime—gained its own dynamic forward thrust.
Of course, before, during, and after the mass outpouring launched on 25
January, different groups and individuals had been poring over a range of
historical, social, and even entertainment sources and also analyzed the
tactics and weapons wielded by police and security forces against demon-
strators in Egypt in recent years. All of this was vital. Nonetheless, after 25
January, the horizon for naming and handling the logistics of the next dem-
onstration was defined by evolving exigencies and opportunities. At least
initially; the ‘strategic objective’ was simply to register mass discontent.

The medium or the mother’s message

Several astute commentators have questioned the image of an online
virtual revolution (Herrara 2011; El-Ghobashy 2011).% Certainly, pur
poseful bloggers and members of Facebook, including the “We Are All
Khaled Said” page, relied on computers to reach online audiences in
Egypt and abroad. Nonetheless, the metaphor of a digital revolt tends
to confuse the medium with the message. I personally became aware
that something dramatic would happen on 25 January from a YouTube
video distributed via Facebook. In the clip, the mother of Khaled Said,
a handsome woman perhaps fifty years of age dressed simply in a grey
hijab, spoke clearly, earnestly, eloquently to the camera from a sofa in
her Alexandria living room. She implored patriots to mark Police Day by
showing popular solidarity against police brutality. She appealed to the
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galvanizing moral outrage at the senseless murder of her son, who could
be anybody’s son. While the Internet brought Umm Khalid’s message to
me and to countless Egyptians, her plea was more warmly human than
the cold, electronic medium of its delivery.

Mass rallies: 25, 26, 27 January

Others besides Umm Khalid, her family, and the April 6 and Youth for
Change coalitions spread the word to demonstrate on Police Day—an
official holiday—via cell phones and face-to-face conversations. Taxi
drivers passed the news. The stratagem for Police Day was to maximize
turnout by assembling in scores of accessible public squares around cen-
tral Cairo and then marching along major thoroughfares toward the heart
of the city, gathering numbers along the way. This kind of acephalous,
decentralized preparation to mobilize crowds for a day relied more on
neighborhood-level interpersonal networks than hierarchical organiza-
tion. Moreover, as many have observed, members of labor unions, political
parties, and other established institutions participated in great numbers,
but in their capacity as citizens, not as members of official groups. Once
things got underway, small collectivities in different locations needed to
think on their feet.

The momentum of 25 January exceeded organizers’ dreams. After
tens of thousands marched toward Tahrir Square that Tuesday, defying
the Interior Ministry’s riot police, thousands returned on Wednesday
and Thursday; hundreds never left Tahrir. Between the famed Mugamma*
building and the even more renowned Egyptian Museum, and in central
plazas in Suez, Alexandria, and other cities, they coalesced into a multi-
tude, a shaab (‘people’) with a newfound sense of collective solidarity and
togetherness. The spectacle of hope was a major global news story.

With a couple of days’ notice, people used Facebook, Twitter, and
old-fashioned interpersonal or landline communication to spread calls
for mass rallies on Friday 28 January, named a “day of rage.” The message,
complete with tips for self-defense against the weapons fired on the 25th,
went viral. It was picked up by Al Jazeera and western news outlets. The
wide posting also tipped off the regime, which blocked Facebook, then
pulled the plug on the Internet, and finally suspended cell-phone ser-
vice. By dawn on Friday, tens of thousands of riot police were positioned
around major intersections, key government buildings, bridges, and Tahrir
Square. The challenge for the demonstrators was to break through these
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concentric barriers of intimidation and constraint. In the heat of a verita-
ble battle, new tactics specific to the social geography of Cairo and Egypt
were devised on the spot.

Storming the barricades: Friday 28 January

I witnessed the security police force firsthand. While Egyptian colleagues
planned to congregate at Opera Square to march across the bridge to
Tahrir, I formulated my own half-baked plan to go directly to the AUC
campus in Tahrir Square. I packed some very healthy peanut butter break-
fast cereal (Panda Puffs), water, eye drops, and scarves, and at about 10:30
a.m. hailed a taxi in Maadi and asked the driver to take me to the metro
station. He asked where I was headed and I said Tahrir Square. He said the
metro would not be stopping there “due to Friday prayers,” and the usual
route along the Corniche was impassable, but he could take me via the
Autostrad and the Qasr al-Aini Bridge.

Along all but deserted roads, we drove by paddy wagons and police
lined up in riot gear on overpasses and at major crossings. The lines of
men armed with gas masks, shields, helmets, jackboots, and batons thick-
ened as we approached Tahrir. The worried taxi driver very reluctantly let
me off near AUC’s Falaki campus. I bought a kilo of bananas and another
bottle of water and walked, an invisible, naive expat out buying groceries,
back to Tahrir, past uniformed formations, armored vehicles, and obvi-
ous security thugs in expensive suits talking on their own cell phones or
walkie-talkies. This was a formidable defense of the central public space
in Egypt from the Egyptian citizenry. I personally was stranded, safely,
inside the police cordon. The guards at AUC’s Tahrir campus would not
open the gates for me, but I found refuge in the Falaki facility a couple of
blocks off the square. From the Falaki roof, I could see police, shoulder to
shoulder, outside the gates, and every fifty meters on surrounding streets.
But a guard told me I had been spotted from the roof of AUC’s Oriental
Hall building (on Tahrir Square itself) and sternly advised me to stay inside.

Tumultuously, the tide turned at the end of that tense day. Two things
occurred nearby, but beyond my direct line of vision—although I could
hear, smell, and feel parts of both—and far from either Sharp’s nonviolent
playbook or expert recipes for civil society engagement. My colleagues
and thousands of others who assembled at Opera Square attempted to
cross the formidable barricades on the bridge leading to Tahrir Square.
As Rabab El-Mahdi said at AUC’s “From Tahrir” conference on 4 June, by
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5:00 p.m. they had almost lost hope of entering the square until sports fans
accustomed to scuffles with the police took the lead with aggressive tac-
tics like setting cars on fire and erecting barricades. At last, despite being
pummeled with tear gas and live ammunition, the demonstrators stormed
through the rows of riot squads on the Qasr al-Nil Bridge. Subaltern forces
had breached police lines there, in front of the Arab League building, and
perhaps at other spots. Within a few minutes, the ruling National Demo-
cratic Party headquarters situated between the Nile and Tahrir Square was
set ablaze. As dusk settled in, blocks away and several stories up, I saw
~ flames, sneezed from tear gas, and heard a human roar. As police who had
been given orders to stand down fled their positions pell-mell, citizens
occupied the central plaza.

‘What happened next was not planned. AUC’s dedicated guards, who all
afternoon had kept me inside the safety of the Falaki campus, announced
that since a “state of emergency” and a 6:00 p.m. curfew had been declared
I needed to “go home.” Out on the streets it was pandemonium. The riot
police had broken ranks, thrown down their helmets and shields, taken
off the sweaters bearing their insignia, and were running in the opposite
direction from civilians swarming toward Tahrir. Burning tires spewed
flames and smoke. There were hardly any cars on the usually crammed
streets of central Cairo. Failing to “find me a taxi,” an AUC guard instead
prevailed upon a kind Egyptian family, with their infant and three young
children, who had been visiting family downtown, to give me a ride. Yasir,
the father, behind the wheel, drove far out of their way (their home was
in Giza, where he owns a small fish shop) along a backstreet route full of
twists and turns because so many roads were blocked, to deliver me safely
to Maadi. All the while he was complaining to a foreign stranger about
the Mubarak policies that led the people to revolt. I was glad to share my
bananas and Panda Puffs with the kids, Yara, Yasmine, and Yassin.

On the way to Maadi, we witnessed the other significant development
of that evening, which was emerging extemporaneously in neighborhoods
across greater metropolitan Cairo. On the spur of the moment, amid fires,
confusion, blocked streets, families driving or walking to safety, and gen-
eral disorder, citizens took matters into their own hands to direct traffic.
This was utterly organic and localized: bottom-up activism. Men at inter-
sections waved us toward the safer routes. Sometimes they peeked at who
was in the vehicle. By the time we reached Maadi an hour later, civilian
sentries manned almost every intersection. Twenty neighbors on guard
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outside my building at a railroad crossing called Mazlagan Digla nodded
me safely indoors. Overnight, they erected makeshift roadblocks from
found objects: fencing, buckets filled with concrete and rebar, disembod-
ied car parts, oversized potted plants, tables and chairs. Reacting to events
on the spur of the moment, micro-level auto-organization was quite dis-
tinct from the demonstrations downtown. It was not necessarily part of
the revolutionary movement as such, but certainly an important element
in the popular seizure of the commons.

Occupying the commons: 29 January-2 February

From Maadi we could take the metro to Nasser Station, just north of
Sadat Station at Tahrir, and walk the few blocks down along the Egyptian
Museum entrance to the square with thousands of others. More and more
people assembled in Tahrir Square: thirty thousand, forty thousand, fifty
thousand, more. Banners and slogans declared: Irbal! (leave), Batel! (ille-
gitimate), “Prosecute Mubarak” and “Honor international treaties” (both
in two languages), and “Game over” (in English). People chanted in unison:
“The people and the army are one” was a popular slogan. Others included
“The people want to stomp on the president” and “God is great.” Posters
displayed photographs of slain martyrs. Egyptian flags, red-white-and-
black headbands, and face paint signified nationalism. Little boys were
going around collecting “garbage for Mubarak”; the refuse was dumped
into a few burned-out vehicle carcasses near the museum, which were
then set alight again. Other more serious clean-up brigades appeared, with
people wielding brooms and trash bags against the accumulating refuse.
Megaphones and drums amplified sound. It was electrifying, but more
folksy than choreographed. '

February 2 was later dubbed the ‘Battle of the Camel’ for the mounted
thugs who thundered into the square in an absurdly dramatic and exces-
sively brutal but pathetically futile effort to break up the sit-in. I was not
there that day. When I returned two days later the level of organization
and self-defense was markedly higher. The public geography and architec-
ture of the square evolved quickly. By this time, cell phones and Internet
had been restored. Cutting them had not quelled the mass mobilization.

Self-protection: 3-6 February

As May AbdelRaziq told the “From Tahrir” audience in June, this vio-
lent effort to disperse demonstrators spurred civil society to organize
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more formally both in Tahrir and in the neighborhoods. In the protest
zone, popular committees variously took responsibility for sanitation,
emergency medical care, security, food, and other necessities to keep the
space viable for the multitudes. Men and women established checkpoints
at the several entrances to Tahrir, checking identity cards, searching
bags, and patting down entrants. It had been raining, so in addition to
blankets and sleeping bags, more people were setting up tents or plastic
tarps. Soon, campsites filled the green in the center of the square. Trash
collection points were designated at the closed entrances to the metro
and a spot just outside the AUC science building. A makeshift emer-
gency medical clinic at the mosque on the southern side of the square
was resupplied and staffed by field hospital professionals who volun-
teered their services. Kitchens and bathrooms were commandeered at
several fast-food restaurants on or very near Tahrir whose glass fronts
had already been smashed. Arrangements were made for procuring gro-
ceries, water, and other supplies. Although no weapons whatsoever were
brought into the square, the popular defense committee established one
area where volunteer brigades broke up sidewalk bricks and honed them
into sharp-edged projectiles intended for self-protection. Sentries were
on guard around the clock.

Civil society was very much in motion, then, but not in the ways
encouraged or even conceived of by international experts.

The size and density of the Tahrir demonstrations swelled to
astounding proportions. A quarter or a half million people were in
Tahrir every day; some said numbers peaked at over a million in the
afternoons. More and more tents were pitched, in concentric circles
spilling beyond the green. The somewhat haphazard security measures
were reinforced: rubble, vehicles, and other physical barriers and lines
of men created multiple, well-marked concentric circles of resistance
against unruly intrusion. Thus the physical layout of the public civic
sphere evolved along with its sociology. Different groups set up stages
for speeches and performances. By now there were loudspeakers. Large
printed banners festooned buildings and bridges. Photographs of the
martyrs were everywhere, and one grassy median was dedicated to
a vigil for the martyrs. Graffiti decorated paved surfaces. There were
songs, with some musical accompaniment: “Baladi,” a familiar Egyptian
national folk tune, was a favorite. Spaces for public prayers were des-
ignated and protected. The iconic popular slogan became “The people
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want the downfall of the regime.” American and European governments
were not in support of this demand.

By now, however, the cameras of Al Jazeera, CNN, and the BBC were
trained from balconies in the Semiramis Hotel and other high-rise build-
ings overlooking Tahrir Square for a panoramic God’s-eye view of the
scene. Down below, key activists took calls from international journalists.
Foreign camera crews and interviewers followed an undergraduate politi-
cal science student at AUC, Gigi Ibrahim. The eyes of the world were now
on Egypt’s extraordinary popular assembly in the vast clearing at the heart
of its megalopolis. Global audiences were mesmerized by the force of the
popular outpouring they could see on television (Carapico 2011).

In neighborhoods, off camera, where groups of men had been
rotating guard duty armed with sticks, shovels, or kitchen knives,
neighborhood committees formed, too. Prompted partly by rumors
of marauding escaped convicts, they reinforced community defense.
Simultaneously, other specialized popular committees routinized street
cleaning, traffic direction, and emergency services during the curfews
imposed from 5:00 p.m. to 5:00 a.m. They kept tabs on-the positioning
and movement of Defense Ministry tanks through the neighborhoods
and monitored deserted police stations. Groups of high-school students
in particular collected garbage and swept streets clean, and would soon
begin repainting the curbs.

During this time, the ruling party apparatus spread rumors of for-
eign instigation of the protests. Foreign news reporters and human rights
monitors were harassed, and there were instances of intimidation, deten-
tion, and mistreatment. Mindful of the risks, I personally chose not to
burden my Egyptian friends by tagging along with them, lest my presence
entangle them in a distracting altercation. So during the eighteen days and
on subsequent Fridays through June, I usually went to Liberation Square
with resident-expat AUC colleagues. We moved freely and inconspicu-
ously. I was never harassed at all. To the contrary, my personal experience
of the revolution was quite charmed. I felt protected by the neighborhood
watch teams, both in Maadi and in Zamalek where I sometimes spent the
night. In Tahrir Square, people smiled or welcomed me by the hundreds if
not thousands. (When I had friends visiting as actual tourists on a long-
planned visit from London in March, they were greeted warmly, asked
their opinions, and invited to pose for countless cell-phone photographs.)
The spirit of solidarity was contagious.
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Persistence and determination: 7-11 February

Egypt’s military played a role in the uprising that toppled Mubarak with
few parallels in other revolutionary situations. Tahrir’s demonstrators
embraced the soldiers positioned around the perimeter of the square.
People kissed them and gave them flowers. The Egyptian colloquial slogan
“The people and the army are one hand” was utterly vernacular, and for a
time it seemed that saying it could make it come true. Tanks and soldiers
stationed just beyond Tahrir Square and at other locations also shaped the
new revolutionary urban landscape. Soldiers manned some of the check-
points at the entrances to Tahrir, particularly from the north toward the
Egyptian Museum and the 6 October Bridge. People spray-painted the
tanks or climbed on top to pose for pictures. By this time there was a rel-
atively festive atmosphere in the square, especially in the daytime. The
nights, especially the evening of Thursday ro February, when Mubarak
gave aspeech to the nation in which he disappointed the demonstrators by
not resigning, could be tense and uncertain. Perhaps ironically, while tens
of thousands defied the curfew by camping out in protest zones, neighbor-
hoods and malls were dark and empty but for roaming army tanks and the
citizen police who kept the night watch. By now; clearly, those in Tahrir
Square were determined to stay until the president did resign. But even
on 10 February, or the afternoon of the 1rth, it was impossible to predict
when that would happen or what would follow.

I had been staying in Zamalek for several days to be closer to the action
and friends while avoiding an after-curfew commute. The evening of the
roth I had dinner with two American friends working for international
monitoring organizations, whose personal experiences that week had not
been as trouble-free as mine, at one of the few restaurants in this usu-
ally bustling part of town that were still serving food; we were the only
customers, and the lights were dimmed. Our cell phones kept ringing,
especially after the president’s speech. Despite the good meal I went to
sleep dejected and awoke Friday morning full of anxiety. Later in the day
I walked with a colleague along the Nile to Qasr al-Nil Bridge, crossed,
waited with the throngs to pass through a series of civilian and military
checkpoints, and joined the demonstration. Once again it was uplifting,
because people were still optimistic, holding their banners high and shout-
ing their slogans loudly. “Raise your head high,” one mantra ran, “you are
Egyptian.” After a few hours we wove our way out of the crowd again to be
back in Zamalek by sundown.
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As it happened, I was getting into a taxi to go to Maadi when the news
broke that the president had resigned. I was driven through Opera Square
toward Giza as waves of jubilant youth and whole families streamed into
the streets waving flags, blowing horns, cheering, and throwing flames
from cans of hairspray using cigarette lighters. When we got to the usually
sleepy but central Victoria Square in the Digla area of Maadi, a sponta-
neous street party of a few thousand neighbors lit up the traffic circle.
Evidently there were similar celebrations throughout Cairo and Egypt.

Conclusions: Homegrown and Organic

In this essay I have offered a theoretical argument, a critique of civil soci-
ety promotion, and a political point. The theoretical argument is that
civil society needs to be understood as an arena of engagement, not a set
of organizations. By this line of reasoning, in Egypt the popular seizure
of the commons has constituted a kind of civic revolution, a genuine
reconfiguration of public engagement, an extraordinary, earth-shattering,
take-to-the-streets moment. It will be significant regardless of the out-
come of the next phase of Egyptian politics, whether or not democracy
is achieved, and even if stratospheric levels of popular engagement are
unsustainable. The 2011 Egyptian Revolution, along with the movements
in other Arab countries, ought to liberate our understanding of civil soci-
ety from the narrow confines of formal membership in organizations with
offices and bank accounts. We will, in the future, give much more attention
to the potential for public-spirited individual and networked activities to
have transformative effects, and scholars will spend a long time now dis-
covering the ways in which civic culture and spaces of public expression in
Egypt have been revolutionized by the heady experience of being part of
ashaab as never before.

As for the critique of the bureaucratic framing of civil society as orga-
nizations that file quarterly reports, I have suggested that international
democracy promotion efforts have been largely irrelevant to the anti-
authoritarian rebellions in Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain, Syria, and
Libya. Expert transitologists from the United States and elsewhere are
now designing projects to facilitate an orderly transition to democracy in
Egypt, and meeting quite a lot of resistance from the military government,
which has vowed to enforce Mubarak-era rules banning international
elections monitors, foreign funding of domestic associations, and other
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‘violations of national sovereignty’ It is not my intention to give policy
advice, but since some readers become frustrated with critical analysis of
programs not accompanied by any better ideas, here’s a radical concept:
instead of inviting activists to come indoors to attend round-table work-
shops, perhaps American or other foreign experts could explain some of
the basic principles and practices of democracy to career military officers
who are making political decisions about constitutions and elections for
which they have no professional training or experience.

Egypt may not have had a political revolution that unseats the ruling
class. There is little evidence that the country is headed toward a full-
fledged socioeconomic revolution that will redistribute wealth and power
from the privileged elite to the teeming lower classes. Whether or not
the country is experiencing a transition to democracy remains an open
question. Nonetheless, there has been what might well be termed a civic
revolution. Diverse, raucous popular forces have appropriated public civic
realms and proclaimed ownership of the commons. Citizens have taken
charge of street corners, public squares, expression in cyberspace, and
channels of communication with global audiences. This has been and will
continue to be a contentious, even messy process. Regardless of the out-
come, it has wreaked havoc with the regulatory and disciplinary regimens
of both the Cairo bureaucracy and international ‘civil society promotion’
programs. Many Americans empathized from afar with the revolution-
ary aspirations of the pro-democracy demonstrators and also the mostly
non-revolutionary solidarities of neighborhood defense or betterment
committees. I hope my first-person account deepens that empathy, but
also that how I have told the story makes clear that this was a civic upris-
ing of, by, and for Egyptians. '
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