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pp47-8, emphasis
added.

3. Anderson,
Imagined
Communities, op. cit.,

pé.

THE STUFF OF EGYPT: THE NATION, THE STATE
AND THEIR PROPER OBJECTS

Elliott Colla

Contemporary critiques of the nation-state have often conflated the two
terms of that compound noun. This is unsurprising. Historically state
formation has often been contemporary with, and based in, nationalist
political movements that used the idea of community to legitimate
themselves. Culturalist analysis of the nation-state and nationalist
movements has highlighted such ideas of community.! This culturalism,
now dominant for the last two decades, has certainly enlarged our
understanding of the participatory nature of mass nationalist politics and
the politics of faith and persuasion on which populist regimes are based.
But while these analytical models have much to say about the constructed,
contingent nature of nationalism, not to mention the coercive force
embedded in the consensus rhetoric of nationalist cultural formations, they
often say very little about how nationalist ideology interacts with policies of
governance. Perhaps unintentionally such critiques tend to ascribe agency
to the cultural discourses of nationalism without interrogating the state
institutions that authorise and underwrite them. Within culturalist accounts
state institutions do often figure somewhere, but remain in the shadows;
they may be agents but are not theorised as central.

Consider this passage from Tom Nairn, whose work on nationalism
marked an important moment in the cultural turn:

Although sometimes hostile to democracy, nationalist movements have
been invariably populist in outlook and sought to induct lower classes
into political life. In its most typical version, this assumed the shape of
a restless middle-class and intellectual leadership trying to sit up and
channel popular class energies into support for the new states.?

In his well-known reformulation of nationalism, Benedict Anderson
describes the nation as ‘an imagined political community ... imagined as
both inherently limited and sovereign’.’ Anderson’s description of the
mechanics of political imagination has arguably been the most inspiring
(or cited) moment in the cultural turn. But what does ‘limited and sovereign’
mean here? Clearly, in Anderson’s analysis, these words have a connection
to state institutions, but as the following passage suggests, that relationship
is not fully fleshed out:

[The nation] is imagined as sovereign because the concept was born in
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an age in which Enlightenment and Revolution were destroying the
legitimacy of the divinely-ordained, hierarchical dynastic realm. Coming
to maturity at a stage of human history when even the most devout
adherents of any universal religion were inescapably confronted with
the living pluralism of such religions, and the allomorphism between
each faith’s ontological claims and territorial stretch, nations dream of
being free, and, if under God, directly so. The gauge and emblem of
this freedom is the sovereign state.!

Ernest Gellner shares this ambiguity when he explains the relationship
between the cultural discourse of the nation, and the state institutions in
which such discourse circulates and becomes policy:

[When] general social conditions make for standardised, homogenous,
centrally sustained high cultures, pervading entire populations and not
just elite minorities, a situation arises in which well-defined educationally
sanctioned and unified cultures constitute very nearly the only kind of
unit with which men willingly and often ardently identify. The cultures
now seem to be the natural repositories of political legitimacy. Only
then does it come to appear that any defiance of their boundaries by
political units constitutes a scandal. Under these conditions, though
under these conditions enly, nations can indeed be defined in terms
both of will and of culture, and indeed in terms of the convergence of
them both with political units. In these conditions, men will to be
politically united with all those, and only those, who share their culture.
Polities then will 10 extend their boundaries to the limits of their cultures,
and to protect and impose their culture with the boundaries of their
power.®

What Gellner describes as the ‘general social conditions’ that ‘make for
standardised, homogenous, centrally sustained high cultures’ may involve
those institutions of force and persuasion that we might identify with states.
Likewise, the ‘polities’ of Gellner’s description precede the emergence of
nationalist discourse, but are the focus of analysis only insofar as they serve
to extend nationalist will. It is not that these authors explicitly argue that
the state necessarily follows discourse about the nation, but rather that in
refraining from spelling out the relationship between the two political
concepts, they seem 1o conflate the terms. And this conflation often implies
a causal relationship: as goes the cultural discourse of nation, so then goes
the state. Indeed, in Gellner and Anderson, the state seems to figure as the
effect of the modern phenomenon of nationalism. In this essay, I would like
to suggest that it is also a cause of the same.

In the case of Egypt, the rhetoric of popular nationalism has not been
simultaneous (nor even always harmonious) with that of modern state
institutions. The statist discourse that began to appear during the early
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6. Nationatist
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historians have
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Faber and Faber,
1972.
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Jankowski, Egypt,
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Egyptian Nationhood,
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York, Oxford
University Press,
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nineteenth-century rule of Mehmet Ali was not based in appeals to popular
consensus, and the legitimacy of its strong discourse of governance was
not grounded in the representation of community.® Early dominant print
culture on ‘national reform’ imagined communities that ranged from
Muslim to Ottoman to Arab to Levantine to Egyptian. Nonetheless, there
was some ambivalence toward the state: reformists were sharply critical of
the state’s growing powers but also saw it as a vehicle for modernising
Egypt. By the time of the 1881 ‘Urabi Revolt’, national-reformist discourse
(increasingly grounded in specifically Egyptian rhetoric of popular
consensus and community) effectively articulated opposition to the Khedival
state, which was now seen as part of an emergent colonial condominium
with Britain. But territorial nationalist discourse, summed up in the phrase
‘Egypt for the Egyptians’, only came to dominate with the rise of mass
party politics after the Revolution of 1919 - and even then it never fully
eclipsed the other senses of community (especially the Muslim and Arab)
that were also alive in the print cultures of Egypt.’
This turn toward territorial nationalist politics was also accompanied
by a significant cultural turn, as Egyptian public intellectuals for the first
time took up an interest in Pharaonic themes, history and material artefacts.
During the decade of the 1920s, the most prominent elite nationalist
discourse was that of ‘Fir‘awniyya’, or ‘Pharaonism’.® As a component of
nationalist discourse aimed outwards against colonial rule, complaints about
the massive nineteenth- and twentieth-century appropriation of Pharaonic
artefacts served also to articulate what was unjust about British rule in
general. Moreover, speaking about the glories and treasures of the ancient
Egyptian past was not only a convenient topic for discussing the exploitative
economics that subordinated the colony to the metropole, it was also a
useful foil for responding to, and even subverting, British claims of
civilisational superiority. As for infernal nationalist politics, Pharaonism was
part of a larger project of ‘imagining a community’ of Egypt able to
transcend religious differences. Pharaonism thus marked a conscious turn
away from those long-standing images of community - such as the religious
institutions of al-Azhar and the Coptic church - that this decidedly secular
nationalist elite was trying to overcome. Moreover, Pharaonism was part of
a wider reorientation away from the culture of the Turkish speaking elites
(who had been in Egypt from before Ottoman times), toward more local
sources, many deriving from the Nilotic folklore of Egyptian peasants.
The turn toward ancient Egypt posed some problems, however. Among
the monotheistic institutions of modern Egypt there had been consensus
about the ancient past: at best, ancient Egypt was irrelevant; at worst, it
was wholly identified with the tyrannical figure of the pagan Pharaoh.® But
by positing a civilisational origin in ancient Egypt, Pharaonist intellectuals
sought to create a coherent image around which modern Egyptians could
rally, an image that would transcend the actual sectarian, class, and regional
antagonisms that divided them. In the secular print culture of the urban
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centres, an interest in things Pharaonic was part of what it meant to be
secular, modern, cultured and patriotic. And since so much of the material
culture of ancient Egypt was located near peasant communities, there was
also a vague connection between the two: indeed, the Egyptian peasant
was thought to be the unconscious inheritor of Pharaonic culture. Over
the course of roughly 25 years (1915-1940), the movement produced an
impressive number of novels, plays, poems, artworks (especially sculpture),
historiography and political manifestos that used Pharaonic Egypt to
produce themes, narratives and images for identification.

The material culture of Ancient Egypt illuminates differences between
the nation and the state. For example, statist discourse on Pharaonic
artefacts preceded nationalist discourse by many years. The Antiquities
Service, founded in the 1850s and arguably the most durable apparatus of
the state, is older than the nationalist discourse of intellectual elites.' In
other words, the Egyptian state began to discuss antiquities long before it
attempted to legitimate its rule through nationalist concepts of community.
However, since Pharaonism as a cultural movement arose alongside popular,
nationalist politics, it marks an obvious overlap between the discourse of
the state and the nation. This is not to say that the nationalist discourse
subsumes the earlier statist discourse on antiquities. Even when they describe
the same things, the two discourses remain significantly different: while
the nationalist discourse described ancient objects in terms of aesthetic
and historical artefacts, the statist discourse talks about them in terms of
property. Thus these same objects figure in the first discourse as concrete
markers of a nearly timeless community, and in the second discourse, as
indices of state sovereignty.

As Arjun Appadurai has argued, objects are never merely things."
Instead, objects - insofar as we can know them - have a rich social life.
Moreover, concrete objects (such as artefacts) and abstract objects (such as
nations) are always currencies of social exchange. And whether that
exchange is material or conceptual, such objects serve as the material site
for mediating between different and competing social formations.
Conceiving of objects in this way allows us to recognise how crucial they
are to particular forms of subjectivity and sociability. Indeed, citizens,
connoisseurs of art or antiquities inspectors are three examples of
subjectivities that are unimaginable except in relation to their proper objects,
Jjust aswider social formations - such as nationalist movements or antiquities
departments - are inconceivable without the objects that bind them. I will
begin this essay by sketching the contours of Pharaonism as a literary
movement. I focus on how discourse about the things of ancient Egypt
worked to legitimate wider claims about national culture and how such
discourse worked to create particular subjectivities. In the second part of
the essay, I complicate nationalist accounts of Pharaonic culture by returning
to the statist discourse that preceded and underwrote it: the discourse that
attempted to define, legislate, control what antiquities were and what could
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be done with them. The divergence between the discourses of the nation
and the state is not superficial: it reveals an ambivalence about state power
that lies at the centre of nationalist culture in early twentieth-century Egypt.

ANCIENT OBJECTS, MODERN SELVES

Egyptian intellectuals from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century
described the culture and politics of their day as al-Nahda, or ‘the Awakening’
(also rebirth or renaissance). The word underscores the enlightenment
response to the ruptures posed by the advent of modernity in the Arab
World, and describes the image of intellectual mobilisation against Ottoman
rule and Western colonialism.!? It also found strong echoes in the theme of
‘life after death’ in the ancient texts that inspired Egyptian Pharaonism.
The Pharaonist movement, as part of al-Nahda, produced not only a wealth
of literary and aesthetic works, but also a large body of cultural criticism,
political tracts, popular historiography and travel accounts.

I focus here on two representative texts: the first, a novel, and the second
a memoir. Tawfiq al-Hakim's 1932 novel, Awdat al-ruh (Return of the Spirit)
is a bildungsroman set at the time of the 1919 Revolution. It draws heavily
on the Pharaonic theme of life after death, as does Ahmad Husayn’s memoir
Imani. In many ways, these two authors represent extreme poles of the
nationalist movement. Hakim, a liberal humanist educated in France, was
associated with the most liberal elements of the Wafd Party which dominated
Parliamentary politics throughout the 1920s and ’30s. Husayn modelled
his small party, Misr al-Fatat (Young Egypt), on the Italian Fascists. Both
men were eloquent critics of the British Occupation, both were effective
and respected writers on domestic politics and cultural issues. Hakim, known
as both playwright and novelist, was arguably the most prominent literary
figure of the Pharaonist movement. In contrast, Husayn was not known as
a literary personality but rather as an opposition politician - the tactical,
politics-specific nature of his Pharaonism sets him slightly apart from the
more literary proponents of the movement. Although these writings by no
means represent the full generic scope of Pharaonist nationalist discourse
(which also includes poetry, architecture and sculpture), they gesture toward
the wide range of nationalist ideologies that made thematic use of ancient
Egypt. As such, they indicate the flexibility of Pharaonist discourse and
nationalism more generally.'s

The most emblematic text of the Pharaonist movement is Tawfiq al-
Hakim’s novel, Awdat al-ruh." The novel tells the story of the popular 1919
Revolution through the character of a young boy, Muhsin, whose identity
is torn between his loyalty to his Egyptian father of humble peasant origins
and his aristocratic Turkish mother. In one particularly rich segment of
the novel, the character of Muhsin returns from studying in the capital to
his family’s provincial home. Immediately he finds himself alienated from
his bickering parents and, acknowledging his attraction to the peasants,
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takes to wandering among them, all the while wearing the clothes of the
effendi class of educated urban elites. In a scene that exemplifies the novel’s
attempts to imagine a natural alliance between the urban middle class and
the peasantry, Muhsin wanders out into the fields and reaches a primitive
hut. Curious, he gazes into the dwelling and sees a cow nursing her calf.
Muhsin is astonished to see a tiny child pushing against the calf, struggling
to reach the cow’s udder. This pastoral image precipitates a transformation
within the character of Muhsin himself:

Mubhsin marveled at this scene and felt deep, powerful emotions. His
mind, however, had nothing to add to that deep feeling. Emotion is the
knowledge of the angels, whereas rational logic is human knowledge. If
one wanted to translate his feelings into the language of reason and
intellect, then it'd be said that he responded in his soul to that union
between the two different creatures joined together by purity and
innocence ... Although Muhsin did not yet know this with his tender
intellect ... he did perceive with his heart and inner eye ... But there
was one thing Muhsin was able to grasp with his intellect and that was
thanks to his study of ancient Egyptian history: this scene reminded
him suddenly, for no particularly strong reason, that the ancient
Egyptians worshipped animals, or at least portrayed the one God with
images of different animals ... (4wdat al-ruh, pp35-6).

Along with his sense of alienation, Muhsin struggles throughout the novel
with his ability to understand without feeling and feel without
understanding. It is a tension that remains unresolved until, well into the
second half of the novel, this theme of ancient Egypt suddenly intrudes.
The ability of the ancient to unite the apparent differences of the modern
and to synthesise feeling and understanding is precisely what the Pharaonic
signifies for the remainder of the novel:

Didn’t the ancient Egyptians know that unity of existence and that union
that transcended the different groups of creatures? Aren't all these
creatures God’s creation? The feeling of being merged with existence -
of being merged in God - that was the feeling of that child and calf
suckling together. It was the feeling of that ancient, deeply rooted
Egyptian people. Wasn’t there an angelic, pure-hearted Egypt that
survived in Egypt? Egypt had inherited, over the passing generations,
a feeling of union, but without knowing it (Awdat al-ruh, pp37-8).

Soon after this scene, Muhsin passes through a village inhabited by peasants
who work for his father. When he overhears that feuding neighbours have
poisoned a water buffalo, he draws near. The entire village mourns the loss
of the animal as if it were human. Slaughtering the animal, the peasants
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15, al-Hakim's novel

seems to have litle
to do with the myth
on the level of plot.
On the level of
thematics, the
connection is
deliberate, even
clumsy. The
psychological and
political
transformations that
occur throughout
the novel are
described as
rebirths,
resurrections and a
re-collection of
scattered parts.

split up the meat to share among themselves. This scene is important
because it in it Muhsin begins to think of himself as part of a nation of
peasants inextricably rooted in the past. Moreover, this new identification
finds its expression as a resurrection from death:

That luminous happiness, the essence of which was unknowable for
him, returned to him. It came back to him ... like life coming from
death. What an amazing nation these Egyptian farmers were. Could
such a beautiful sense of solidarity and feeling of unity still exist in this
world? The next day ... for the first time, he felt the beauty of life deep
within him. For the first time, he perceived that spirit which pervades
Creation ... An obscure, buried feeling welled up in him: eternity was
an extension of just such a moment. And Mubhsin’s intuition was sound.
If he had known more about the history of the [Nile] Valley, he would
have understood that its ancient inhabitants had believed that there
was no paradise beyond theirs and no other form of eternity, that God
had not created any paradise save Egypt (Awdal al-ruh, p40).

If he had any doubts about whose child he was, now it becomes clear: from
this moment on he feels that he is descended from the peasantry, descended
from the ancient Egyptians, and thus truly Egyptian. With this transformation,
the novel's references to the Osiris myth become slightly more overt: the
figure of resurrection expresses Muhsin’s identification with the peasant
nation of Egypt, the recovery of his authentic self, and the nation’s uprising
against colonial rule'. In the Pharaonic myth, Osiris, God of the underworld
and illegitimate son of Nut, wife of the sun god Ra, is killed by Set. Isis, his
wife, searches for his body, finds his coffin embedded in a tamarisk tree and
takes it home. Isis brings Osiris back to life momentarily and has a child by
him, Horus. Set comes across Osiris’ coffin, takes out the body and chops it
into pieces, dispersing them throughout the Nile Valley. Isis then travels the
length of the valley and, burying all the pieces she can find, raises a number
of temples in his honour. His penis, thrown into the Nile, is never found.
Horus avenges his father’s death by fighting Set a number of times. The first
time he captures Set, but Isis lets him go free. Horus eventually kills his
father’s murderer. ‘

Here the novel changes course and converts this intuitive identification
with the Pharaonic past into a self-conscious one. The patriotic feeling of unity
with the Pharaonic past is not complete until it is also explicitly known. Muhsin’s
parents entertain a British inspector and a French archaeologist while Muhsin
is treated to a lesson in the history and relevance of ancient Egypt. The scene
begins when, relaxing after lunch, the French expert criticises the British
colonial figure for not giving Egyptian peasants the respect they deserve:

These ‘ignorant’ people know more than we do! ... It's a truth that
unfortunately Europe doesn’t understand. This people, whom you
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consider ignorant, does know many things. It knows by means of the
heart, not Reason. Supreme wisdom is in their blood although they do
not [consciously] know it. There is a force within them of which they are
not aware ... (Awdat al-ruh, pp40-1).

We should not lose the irony of this. In a story about how Egyptians become
conscious of their true self, the ancient spirit of Egypt, and in this
consciousness rise up against the oppression of colonial rule, it is a French
Egyptologist who connects all the dots for the protagonist. The European
archaeological expert becomes the central figure for articulating the notion
of an unconscious connection to the past, a force which lies buried in the
identification with ancient Egypt:

Yes, the Egyptian may not know it, but there are brief moments when
that knowledge and experience surface to assist him even without him
knowing their source. For us Europeans, this explains those moments
of history when we see Egypt leap forward quickly ... You don’t imagine,
Mr Black, that the thousands of years in Egypt’s past have disappeared
and left no trace in these descendants? (dwdat al-ruh, p58). .

The statement that ‘the Egyptian may not know it’ lends urgency to the
project to make explicit what is now merely latent. Later the French
Egyptologist adds that Egyptians ‘don’t know the treasures they possess’
(p60). The interpretative authority of European characters in this passage
is significant and recurs throughout the literature of Pharaonism. Despite
its apparent affirmation of Europeans’ scientific superiority, however, this
literature poses an essential difference between the superficial quality of
their knowledge about ancient Egypt and the deeper knowledge of ancient
Egypt that modern Egyptians directly experience. al-Hakim's novel here
presents two colonial figures in discussion of the possibilities if modern
Egyptians were to remember their distant past: how they would re-inherit
their land, modernise and increase its productive capacities. As Muhsin
listens, and groups of peasants continue to work outside the window, the
French Egyptologist tells the British official:

There is definitely a tie [between modern and ancient Egypt]! Those
peasants singing in unison represent individuals who, by faith and
feeling, have merged into a single social body. Here today these
grandchildren, these peasants, feel the unity which surrounds them ...
It was such feeling which built the Pyramids ... How do you suppose
this people was able to build such an edifice unless they transformed
themselves into a single human mass enduring pain for a single goal?
... Don’t look down on those poor people today. The force lies buried
within them. ... Don't be surprised if ... they bring forth another miracle
besides the Pyramids (dwdat al-ruh, pp65-7).
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Soon afterwards Muhsin returns to study in Cairo where the revolution
breaks out. All the transformations and revolutions of the novel are
channelled through the assertions of these passages: ancient Egypt
represents the soul of the modern Egyptian; the national struggle cannot
take place until this connection is resurrected.

al-Hakim’s novel does not know what to do about European colonial
mediation between modern and ancient Egypt. Indeed, Egyptian
intellectuals coming to terms with the ancient past were confronted by
European domination of the field of Egyptology. Moreover, at the turn of
the wentieth century, ancient Egypt virtually belonged to Europeans,
ranging from the most authoritative Egyptologists to gallivanting amateurs,
from long-time colonial bureaucrats to passing tourists. Egyptians trying
to approach the subject had no choice but to go through European channels.

A clear picture of this dynamic emerges from the autobiography of one
of the Egyptian intellectuals most closely identified with Pharaonism, Salama
Musa." Immediately upon his return to Egypt in 1909 after having spent a
year in France, Salama Musa visited the Thomas Cook travel agency in
Alexandria and booked a place on one of their sightseeing tours in the
South, Upper Egypt, or al-Sa'id (Thomas Cook held the concession for
steamboat travel on the Nile, and the Egyptian elite had few choices but to
visit Upper Egypt on its steamboats).” For the next two months, Musa
travelled as a tourist and studied the antiquities of the Sa’id. The moment
is an important one in the story of Musa's education and, in his words, the
aesthetic appreciation of Pharaonic artefacts became more than simply a
matter of good taste; it was a necessary precondition for becoming a modern
Egyptian. Musa writes

I was motivated to take this trip [to Upper Egypt] for rather painful,
even shameful reasons. In Europe, whenever I met someone, 1 was
immediately asked questions about the history of the Pharaohs, but I
had no answers. We had completely ignored this history, because the
English had felt it had better be left unstudied by the twentieth century
descendants of the ancient Egyptians as it might incite in them an
undue sense of pride and glory, and even feed our demand for
independence.!®

Here we see a straightforward chain of reasoning that mirrors al-Hakim’s
novel. It begins with a sense of shame that ancient Egypt has come to
belong to Europe; this in turn generates a desire to recover that lost
tradition; then because for Egyptians like Musa, this tradition is not
invented but is a rightful inheritance, there emerges a powerful sense
of self-identification (learning about the distant Pharaonic past becomes
tantamount to reappropriating one’s own present self). This generates
an easy shift from self to community, seen in the pronoun shift from ‘I’
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to ‘we’; the discovery of the Pharaonised self implies a typicality of his
personal Pharaonic experience, and so the recovery of the self is
simultaneously an identification with an imagined community; and
finally, this recovery leads naturally and inevitably to anti-colonial
militancy.

The most striking element here is the way that Musa’s motivation
develops, his dawning realisation that he needs to appreciate Pharaonic
antiquity. His interest in ancient Egypt first arises in the context of his
colonial encounter with France where he is asked about ancient Egypt but
is unable to answer. Musa claims to be motivated by shame - the result of
his ignorance of European knowledge. He even attributes the general
ignorance of Egyptians to the scheming of the colonial power. This is a
profound irony - even as he says it is the English colonial regime that
prevented him from learning about ancient Egypt, it is an English tour
company that takes him there.

This call to tour southern Egypt had been a part of the nationalist
rhetoric of northern elites since at least the 1890s. As the headmaster
of one school argued, to become a tourist of the South was a duty for
any serious patriot (al-watani).!® By the early 1890s, there had been at
least one tour arranged through the school system to introduce Egyptian
students to the antiquities of the Sa’id. The liberal Muslim reformist
Ibrahim Mustafa writes that his group was motivated to tour the Egyptian
countryside:

To see what the ancient[s] had left for us in the way of monuments,
towering structures, fine engravings and skilled frescos, and to see what
secrets they had hidden for us in those monuments. It's a fact that
Southern Egypt is like the family home as far as all Egyptians are
concerned. And a person ought not to be ignorant of his own house, or
stay away from it too long, lest the foreigner come to know it better
than he.?

Coupling the promotion of domestic tourism was the recognition that this
was a place of pilgrimage for European tourists. Touring the sites of southern
Egypt, the modern Egyptian would have direct experiences of, and form
attachments to, the places, monuments and artefacts of ancient Egypt.
Tourism explicitly enabled modern Egyptians to connect with (and make
claims upon) the material culture of ancient Egypt. It also served the
important task of familiarising Northern urban élites with the territories
of the impoverished rural South.

Examples of this are to be found in Ahmad Husayn’s political
organisation which was heavily invested in the idea of resurrecting the
glory of the ancient Egyptian dynasties. In his memoirs, Husayn describes
how, as a youth, he toured Southern Egypt in 1928, constantly connecting
the grandeur of the monuments to the power of the Egyptian folk, the
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peasantry. Learning and teaching this connection becomes especially
imperative for Husayn, but generally he focuses on the fact that for most
Egyptians outside the elite, the tie between ancient and modern Egypt
was neither obvious nor especially relevant. Husayn’s tone is emphatic
as he admonishes fellow countrymen: ‘Egyptians have cut their ties to
their ancestors, and they talk about them and look at their
accomplishments exactly as tourists and foreigners do. God forbid!
Egyptians look upon them with less awe and respect than tourists do!'*!
His reprobation is so strong that Egyptians who ignore or deny the
connection become in effect traitors to the nation, obstacles to its
progress: ‘Nothing distinguishes us [as a nation] as does one thing. This
is what keeps us underdeveloped. It keeps us in a wretched condition,
tortures us, leads us off the right path. This thing is ignorance, ignorance
of our country, ignorance of our history, ignorance of ourselves and
our potential’ (Imani, p20).

Husayn's memoirs describe his own conversion into a Pharaonist, and
his censure is partly directed toward his preconverted self. He systematically
presents his personal transformation in relation to Egyptian monuments
and artefacts: concrete objects, the frescos of tombs, temple walls and columns.
Effectively, his subjectification as a nationalist can take place only when he
recognises the specific significance of the Pharaonic objects he encounters.
“This process is (according to Husayn) spontaneous, intuitive, but not ignorant.
It reaches its climax when his group visits the Luxor Temple at night:

Everything that surrounded us filled our souls with enchantment. The
moon, the silence and those walls. Even the place itself, in whose shadow
tens of thousands of people had once stood to touch the [sacred] pool
and ask blessings of God. This place has witnessed the triumphant armies
of Egypt departing, filled with strength and spirit, only to return, singing
songs of victory... Suddenly, powerful feelings overcame me and I
launched into some songs from The Glory of Ramsis [Majd Ra'msis, a
popular play by Mahmud Murad first produced in 1923] ... I began to
shout from the depths of my soul, while some of my companions who
knew the words joined me: ‘Carry on in the face of passing time, O
Egypt, O beautiful homeland! Destroy your enemy on judgment Day!
Heed the call and sacrifice yourselves!" (Imani, pp20-1).

Subjectification is something like a double possession: Husayn’s character
lays claim to the Pharaonic objects around him only insofar as they 0o lay
claim to him. This sense of possession increases as Husayn’s tour group
enters the temple complex:

My blood was burning in my veins from the anthems we’d been singing.
My heart was beating on account of my passing into this solemn

monument that I had heard about for so long. 1 wanted to swallow
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everything around me. I wanted to carry it with me and hide it in the
folds of my soul ... I stood while my companions marvelled at the
extraordinary expertise which had raised these walls and which had
righted these cloud-scraping columns. We stood next to these columns,
when suddenly the place engulfed us and we almost lost consciousness
of our own existence ... (Imant, pp21-2).

After standing dumbfounded by the sublimity of the temple, Husayn goes
on to say that he suddenly stood on a rock and, in a scene that prefigures
his career as a public speaker, uses the example of the antiquities to exhort
his companions to (re)build the Egyptian nation:

This greatness which surrounds you should not seem foreign to you.
Those who have built it have bequeathed upon you their
determination and strength. And Egypt, which at one time carried
the banner of humanity, should be resurrected anew and returned
to her original path. We need to shake off the dust of indifference
and sloth. We need to fill ourselves with faith and determination. We
need to gird ourselves with inner strength. We need to labour until
Egypt is reborn with her strength, with all her sublimity and greatness
(Imani, pp22-3).

Husayn concludes his account of Luxor Temple by describing it as a personal
rebirth that could become the model for a national renaissance:

I was reborn, a new creature ... I had been resurrected. And in this way
every young man in Egypt ought to be resurrected. I had been created
anew, just like every young man in Egypt ought to be created. I [now]
saw the columns of Karnak and its monuments, not as ruins, but as if
they were a living thing that spoke ... I stood there as if I were receiving
orders and instructions (Imani, p23).

This further illuminates the theme of double possession. Husayn’s account
features the relationship between ‘patriot’ and ‘ancient monument’ as
more than merely that between a living subject and an inanimate object.
Insofar as the objects of his description remain as active as his subjects,
Husayn suggests that subjects and objects relate in a fully dynamic and
animate fashion.

In Pharaonist discourse, the objects themselves provided tangible proof
of the sorts of civilisational claims Egyptian intellectuals were posing,
concrete indicators that the imaginary community of Egypt was not merely
a recent fiction. Yet if Pharaonist subjectivity was based upon the
confirmation of Pharaonic objects, those objects needed to be present to
Egyptians and, more importantly, directly accessible to experience. Not
surprisingly, such access could not be taken for granted in colonial Egypt.
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COLONIAL ARCHAEOLOGY, STATE LAW

The history of Egyptian state involvement in antiquities is inseparable from
the history of colonial archacology and the massive, state-funded museum
acquisition projects of the early nineteenth century. Traditional accounts
of European Egyptology have run into problems while attempting to
describe the early nineteenth century. For the most part, they assert that
the era’s crassly commercial and aggressive collection techniques were
necessary and beneficial, even if they lament the unfortunate and ‘vulgar’
abuses that attended museum acquisitions.? To this day, this rhetoric of
the aesthetic and scientific ends versus regrettable imperial means pervades
Western academic writing about the acquisition of Pharaonic objects. We
see this in one recent, well-received history of early Egyptology:

The exploits of Salt and Drovetti [early nineteenth-century collectors
for the British Museum and the Louvre] sometimes make sad reading
these days. An archaeologist, or anyone who cares about the past, resents
grave robbers and artefact hunters, for these people do irreparable
damage to the remains of the past. It seems tragic that for more than a
century the Nile Valley was subjected to the depredations of people like
Salt and Drovetti, their hired plunderers, and others more destructive
... Many professional collectors were well-intentioned people who
thought they were performing a useful service to scholarship while
making money ... There is some consolation in the fact that many of
the antiquities that were taken from Egypt during the nineteenth century
eventually found their way to museums where they could be protected
and appreciated - indeed, many artefacts were probably saved by being
removed from Egypt - but even in those cases there was a loss that
could never be made good.®

More critical histories of Egyptology have been less ambivalent about early
nineteenth-century European acquisition projects, describing them in terms
of organised thievery, pillage, and rape.* In the West, Afrocentric accounts
of this history have been the most perceptive about the consequences of
colonial dispossession of artefacts.” Martin Bernal and others have pointed
out that the task of possession went far beyond the basic question of property
rights: material possession was also the condition of interpretation, which
was itself a condition for Pharaonist culture in general. As Bernard Cohn
has written with regard to colonial archaeology in India:

It was the British who, in the nineteenth century, defined in an
authoritative and effective fashion how the value and meaning of the
objects produced or found in India were determined. It was the patrons
who created a system of classification which determined what was
valuable, that which would be preserved as monuments of the past, that
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which was collected and placed in museums, that which could be bought
and sold, that which would be taken from India as mementoes and
souvenirs of their own relationship to India and Indians. The foreigners
increasingly established markets which set the price of objects. By and
large, until the early twentieth century, Indians were bystanders to
discussions and polemics which established meaning and value for the
Europeans. Even when increasing numbers of Indians entered into the
discussion, the terms of the discourse and the agenda were set by
European purposes and intentions.*

There are at least two significant differences between what Cohn describes
and the Egyptian situation. Colonial Egypt’s system of classification did
not precede the establishment of markets for Pharaonic markets, but
developed concomitantly with them. And although Egyptians were
subordinate participants in Egyptology, from the beginning of the
nineteenth century onwards the Egyptian state was actively involved in the
commerce and preservation of objects.

The roots of antiquities law in Egypt lie in the sentiments of travel
writers of the 1820s and 1830s, following the great museum acquisitions
of the early 1800s. These travellers often complained that many of the
best pieces of Pharaonic art and architecture were no longer to be found
in Egypt. They wrote, to see the wonders of Egypt, one now had to
travel from London to Paris, Turin, Leiden and Berlin. This period also
witnessed the first complaints about the antiquities market in Egypt.
Although active for some time, this market had considerably developed
through state acquisition projects and early tourist industry. Travellers
complained at length about the neglect and greed of acquisition agents,
excavators, and dealers; but they also complained about the ‘ignorant’
practices of peasant communities that had lived for centuries in and
around antiquities sites. One such traveller, Jean-Frangois Champollion,
the famous Egyptologist credited with deciphering the hieroglyphs, was
so alarmed by what he saw in Egypt in 1828 that he drafted a memo to
Mehmet Ali, imploring him to enact strict laws concerning the
antiquities.?

In this memo Champollion appeals to Egypt as a nation among nations
- though he clearly regards it as existing under the watchful eye of Europe.
He demands that antiquities be protected by the state, for the sake of
European travellers and European intellectuals - ‘flocks of Europeans
belonging to the most distinguished social classes’. His concern about
‘barbaric destruction’ and the cupidity of commercial interests primarily
targets the peasants (fellaheen) of the Sa’id: though the memo expresses
outrage about the damage done by European travellers and acquisitionists,
it is peasants who figure as the chief villains of the antiquities market.
Champollion argues that, whether acting for themselves, or as ‘incapable
agents’ of others, the peasants wreak devastation on monuments while
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greedily chasing after European money.

Champollion’s impassioned reference to the ‘well-known conservation
policies’ of Mehmet Ali gestures towards the policies adopted by the
Egyptian state, largely in response to French and British diplomatic pressure,
that effectively divided the territory of Egypt into two zones of collection
activity: the East Bank of the Nile belonging to the French, the West Bank
to the British. The government at this time was taking an active interest in
the activities of collectors, but there was no coherent, unified <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>