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Egyptian society is preparing 
for the next phase: Democracy

The ‘alternative facts’ of Trump’s White House

Opinion

I
n Egypt today, torture is 
common in prisons, the 
authorities rely heavily on 
security forces and power 
institutions are still being 
manipulated. Does this spell 

the failure of the 2011 revolution 
that ended president Hosni 
Mubarak’s 30 years in power?

It is well-known that any ruler 
placed in power by a revolution 
will not rule democratically. If that 
ruler decides to exercise democra-
cy, he or she will usually fail. If, on 
the other hand, this ruler happens 
to belong to the previous regime 
or to the revolutionaries or is an 
independent, the result would be 
the same.

Nobody thinks of democracy 
when the seat of power is shak-
ing. We have seen it happen in the 
French revolution, the Russian 
revolution, the Iranian revolution 
and many others.

Let’s go now to the streets where 
the revolutionary flame still burns 
vividly. It is true that there are no 
demonstrations or confrontations 
with the security forces. Rather, it 
looks like the Egyptians have cho-
sen to confront their obscured and 
obscure past, traditions and way of 
life instead.

In a revolution, everything 
is questioned. The revolution 
touches all aspects of one’s life, 
the economic and social as well as 
the constitutional, intellectual and 
religious. Ten years from now, all 
of those dimensions would have 
changed.

Who would have thought that 
the Egyptian society would quietly 
swallow the floating of the Egyp-
tian pound and the unprecedented 
inflation? Nevertheless, that is 

what has happened. I have never 
witnessed anywhere else in the 
world this strange acceptance of 
the necessity for economic reforms.

I was in Egypt when that hap-
pened. I was stunned when my 
taxi driver told me that he had 
decided to bear it and remain calm 
because he wanted to “preserve 
the country”. A vendor swore to 
me that he cannot stand the cur-
rent regime but was willing to bide 
his time out of “fear for the fate of 
the country”.

The Egyptian revolution is at 
a standstill because a bunch of 
people decided to bring back to 
life old political reflexes for the 
sake of the country. The resulting 
oppressive and slow-moving reality 
will eventually come to an end. In 
the meantime, the social masses 
are readying themselves for the 
inevitable political changes. Today, 
people are re-examining every-
thing they held to be true.

Nobody in Egypt had dreamt that 
one day the country would have a 
constitution of the calibre of the 
new one. Eventually, governments 
will change and the Egyptians will 
taste the sweet rewards of their 
new constitution.

Before the revolution, Egyptian 
women silently endured conjugal 
violence, sexual harassment in the 
street and even rape. Nobody re-
ally spoke of these taboo subjects. 
After the revolution, the taboos 
have disintegrated to an extent 
unfamiliar to the usually conserva-
tive Egyptians. Today, any young 
women can go on television and 
denounce her father’s incestuous 
practices or describe the horror 
of being kidnapped at night and 
repeatedly raped by a gang of thugs 

or just speak of the son she gave 
birth to after being raped.

Since time immemorial, Egyp-
tians have been religious but 
recently they have been sifting 
through their religious heritage, 
which has been contaminated by 
radical thinking. Egyptians are 
tolerant by nature but, over some 
years now, a thick layer of extrem-
ist ideologies has been built around 
this trait. Paradoxically, the rise of 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt 
unknowingly brought about the be-
ginnings of the social revolution.

Once Egyptians realised that 
Salafist ideologies do not represent 
them, calls for re-examining and 
revising religious discourse were 
heard. Those who read Farag Fouda 
or Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid were far 
from imagining that ideas put forth 
by these intellectuals would some-
day be at the centre of the legiti-
macy of the government. The brave 
researcher and reformist Islam 
Behery would not have enjoyed his 
tremendous popularity were it not 
for the timing of his appearance on 
the public scene. It happened when 
the Egyptians were taking a critical 
look at themselves.

Today, atheists, homosexuals 
and alcohol consumers need no 
longer hide behind high walls to 
enjoy their freedom. Girls are tak-
ing off their hijabs without guilt 
or social pressure and parents’ 
authority is no longer sacred.

Today, the generation gap in 
Egypt is at its fullest. The revolu-
tion has widened the gap between 
a generation brought up believing 
that wearing the hijab is part of 
being moral, that Sahih al-Bukhari 
is the second holy book after the 
Quran and the entire world con-

spires against Egypt and another 
generation believing none of that.

There is, however, a real coun-
ter-revolution opposed to these 
changes. Al-Azhar University, for 
example, wants journalist Ahmed 
al-Khatib sent to jail for daring 
to reveal corruption inside the 
venerable institution. In reality, 
he revealed more than corruption. 
He showed how deeply entrenched 
was political Islam inside the edu-
cational and religious institution. 
Before the revolution, al-Azhar was 
untouchable.

Today, revisionists such as  
Khatib, Behery, Ahmed Nagy, Fa-
tima Naoot and Ibrahim Eissa enjoy 
wide acceptance in a society weary 
of Salafists and their demagogy.

Egyptian society is preparing 
for the next phase: Democracy. In 
Tunisia, the West was able to con-
vince the population that switch-
ing to democracy can happen over-
night. The result was an unhealthy 
cleavage with the Islamists laying 
hands on society and the economy 
and figures from the old regime 
dominating the political scene. 
Tunisia will continue to suffer from 
this cleavage for a long time.

The same cannot happen in 
Egypt. Here is an ancient country 
where the state apparatus has been 
in place and functioning uninter-
rupted for 5,000 years. No popular 
uprising can overturn Egypt. The 
revolution was simmering since 
2008 and erupted three years later. 
Its fruits are slowly ripening. The 
Egyptian society will eventually 
enjoy them, Egyptian-style, of 
course.

Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian 
writer.

T
he row over what is 
and what is not true 
among information 
disseminated by 
Donald Trump’s White 
House was renewed by 

the American president in his 
first week in office.

Trump and his press secretary, 
Sean Spicer, attacked the media 
for accurately reporting that fewer 
people were on the streets of 
Washington for his inauguration 
than for Barack Obama in 2009. 
(Obama, incidentally, never 
challenged the well-documented 
reality that he was way behind 
Ronald Reagan, who continues to 

hold the record for inaugural-day 
crowds.)

Trump also insisted without 
evidence that 3 million to 5 million 
votes were illegally cast in the 
November election, which caused 
him to lose the popular vote to his 
Democratic rival Hillary Clinton. 
The alleged voter fraud was 
rejected as a feat of narcissistic 
and petulant ill-logic even by 
members of his own Republican 
Party and by election officials, 
many in Republican-controlled 
states.

There are serious implications 
of the White House war on 
reality, which was described 
as “alternative facts” by one 
of Trump’s senior advisers, 
Kellyanne Conway.

First, it discredits the US 
president, his administration, 
the White House Press Office and 
any information that it swears 
to be true. In the future, if there 
are confused, confusing and 
contentious reports — about North 
Korean missiles or anything 
else from anywhere in the world 
— we can choose which source 
to believe — the Russians, the 
Chinese or the Americans. Few 
will automatically turn to the 
United States, as has been the case 
for more than half a century, as 
the one certain provider of truth 
and facts.

As Jim Sciutto, CNN’s chief 
national security correspondent, 
mused on camera to a listening 
world: “What if Donald Trump 
orders troops into battle and they 
die? Do we trust the White House 
to speak about that honestly… 
when real stuff starts happening?”

The second problem is that an 
American president, no less, is 
assisting a massive and popular 
disengagement from the facts.

This is disconcerting in a liberal 
democracy and ultimately it can 
delegitimise all authority but that 
of the demagogue and his loyal 
strong-armed tools of control. As 

Peter Wehner, who was a leading 
strategist in the George W. Bush 
White House, recently pointed out: 
“In the end you really can’t govern 
and you can’t persuade people, if 
you do not have a common basis 
of fact.”

Wehner, who is now at the 
Ethics and Public Policy Center, a 
conservative Washington-based 
think-tank, is no fan of Trump but 
there is more to his criticism than 
spite.

The Trump administration, 
of course, seems destined to 
continue down the make-believe 
paths set by the great man 
himself; on climate change being 
a Chinese hoax for instance; on 
the United States’ right — nay, 
responsibility — to take Iraqi oil as 
the price for protecting it; and that 
free trade ultimately equals the 
enslavement of US workers.

This is dangerously delusional 
and ultimately harmful to the 
democratic consensus, which 
needs a shared basis of objective 
facts for democracy to be 
exercised with good sense and 
produce generally good results.

But the United States’ 45th 
president appears to be stoking 
mistrust and misinformation all 
the better to control the narrative. 
If his voters, and others inclined 
to populism elsewhere, believe 
nothing other than his tweets, 
Trump will have succeeded in 
the biggest mass mind-bending 
initiative in history.

The territory is already 
prepared. A US study before the 
November election found that 68% 
of Trump supporters distrusted 
economic data published by the 
federal government. Clearly, 
experts are increasingly conflated 
with the elite and dismissed as 
mendacious manipulators, thereby 
making it difficult for people 
to make informed democratic 
choices.

So what is to be done? Can 
anything be done?

Perhaps the answer can be 
found by reaching far back in time 
— 10th-century Baghdad to be 
accurate — for lessons on how to 
evaluate the more complex issues 
of the day. Rather than arguing 
with those who distrust data, facts 
and the experts, it may be better 
to commend them for thinking for 
themselves.

In medieval times, the ulema 
were categorically not supposed 
to engage in taqlid, which means 
the “uncritical acceptance of 
authority”. Instead, they were 
charged with thinking deeply and 
critically for themselves. Some 
theologians in the Islamic world 
also believed that all Muslims — 
ulema or not — should think about 
what they believe — the existence 
of God for instance — and why.

By that token, in the 21st 
century, everyone — pro-Trump, 
pro-Brexit and anti-Trump, anti-
Brexit — should insist on thinking 
for himself or herself. No one 
should engage in taqlid, whether it 
comes from Trump or anyone else.

Democracies need citizens to 
train themselves to be good judges 
of expertise. From the schoolroom 
to church, mosque and temple, 
from television screens to 
newspapers and Facebook posts, 
the war on taqlid must be joined. It 
may be the most important fight of 
our lives.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Reporters call on White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer during 
the daily White House briefing, on January 23rd.                             (AP)


