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The Arab “revolutions”1 and the events surround-
ing them have posed a variety of theoretical chal-
lenges to political scientists. Popular uprisings
have resulted in the ouster of long-standing auto-
crats in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen, and

are seriously threatening the survival of incumbent authori-
tarian rulers in a region that once seemed immune to demo-
cratic change (Brumberg 2002; Fish 2002; Heydemann 2007;
Posusney and Angrist 2005; Salamé 1994; Schlumberger 2007).
These unforeseen developments pushed scholars of politics
back to the drawing board to revisit dominant theoretical
understandings of the drivers of regime change and stability
(Albrecht and Bishara 2011; Bellin 2012; Blaydes and Lo 2012;
Brownlee and Stacher 2011; Droz-Vincent 2011; Gause 2011;
Goldstone 2011; Hoffman and Jamal 2012, Lynch 2011; Masoud
2011; Stacher 2012 ).

The challenges posed by the Arab revolutions, however,
are not purely theoretical, but, equally importantly, pedagog-
ical. For scholars and educators, the tasks of presenting a coher-
ent, well-conceptualized understanding of the phenomena we
often characterize as the “Arab revolutions,” and explaining
their theoretical significance vis-à-vis critical debates in the
study of politics, are confounded by two underlying realities.
First, the histories of these revolutions remain tentative, heav-
ily politicized and, by implication, contested, thereby compli-
cating any attempt to adjudicate between multiple competing
claims concerning the determinants of these revolutions. Sec-
ond, scholars confront a great deal of uncertainty about the
character and scope of the phenomena under examination,
given that the outcomes of the Arab revolutions are still open-
ended, subject to interpretation, and continue to be fought
out on the ground.

Nowhere are these challenges more apparent than in the
case of Egypt, wherein various political players have actively
promoted self-serving narratives about the origins of the Jan-
uary 25 Revolution, its temporal span, and reasons behind its
alleged success. Relatedly, beyond the overthrow of longtime
dictator Hosni Mubarak, the outcome of the revolution,
whether substantively (and theoretically) meaningful politi-
cal and social change has come to Egypt, is subject to a host
of pending political battles; battles that until this moment
appear largely unresolved.

Based on a case study of the Egypt’s January 25 Revolu-
tion, this article argues that the open-ended character of these
so-called revolutions challenges scholars to devise innovative
pedagogical strategies that allow students to appreciate the
extent to which the Arab revolutions should be viewed as liv-
ing, contested phenomena rather than a set of well-defined,

discrete outcomes. Furthermore, because the tensions between
competing accounts of the revolutions, at least in part, mirror
ongoing battles between various political actors in the coun-
tries of the region, highlighting and examining these tensions
offer an invaluable lens for understanding the nature and con-
tours of present political conflicts in these countries.

THE POLITICS OF HISTORIES IN EGYPT

Following 18 days of nationwide protests and occupation of
downtown Cairo’s Tahrir Square by anti-Mubarak activists,
on February 11, 2011, then-vice president Omar Suleiman
announced on Egyptian State Television that president Hosni
Mubarak has resigned. Mubarak, who had ruled the country
for nearly 30 years, left in charge the Supreme Council of the
Armed Forces (SCAF), a body chaired by the minister of
defense and composed of the country’s most senior military
leaders. SCAF rule ended formally on June 30, 2012, when it
handed over power to president-elect Mohamed Morsi, a long-
time figure inside the Muslim Brotherhood, Egypt’s largest
and oldest Islamist group. Morsi had narrowly defeated
Mubarak’s last prime minister Ahmed Shafiq in the second
round of the presidential elections earlier that same month.

At first glance, the sequence of events that led to Mubar-
ak’s resignation seems uncontroversial and well documented
by news reports and official statements.2 On closer examina-
tion, however, the story appears to be more complicated. Spe-
cifically, emergent accounts of the January 25 Revolution differ
in the relative significance they assign to various relevant actors
and events. Two areas of contention examined in this article
pertain to the agency of military leaders in ejecting Mubarak
out of office and the role of long-standing struggles for social
and economic rights in advancing the revolution. Other con-
tested aspects—not discussed in this article—include the role
of international actors, especially the United States, in pres-
suring the former president to give up power; the role of the
Muslim Brotherhood and Islamist activists in advancing and
sustaining anti-Mubarak popular mobilization during the
18 days; and the importance of social networking sites to the
success of the uprising. Accounts also differ with respect to
defining of the temporal span of the revolution, namely
whether the “January 25 Revolution” should be conceptual-
ized only in reference to the 18 days of social upheaval that
culminated in Mubarak’s ouster or if it should encompass a
wider time span. For instance, many observers argue that the
definition of the revolution must be broadened to include the
subsequent waves of mobilization and struggles for greater
political, social, and economic rights; struggles that have since
continued, if not intensified.

...............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

SY M P O S I U M
...............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

248 PS • April 2013 doi:10.1017/S1049096513000231https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096513000231 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096513000231


With these discrepancies and tensions, how does one teach
about Egypt’s January 25 Revolution? One approach, informed
by the tradition of hypothesis testing, is to treat each of the
above competing claims about the roles of various factors in
forcing Mubarak’s ouster as an alternative hypothesis about
the determinants of the revolution and its “success.” In this
context, lectures and seminar discussions are geared toward
assessing how these various causal arguments fit together—
that is, whether or not alternative claims crowd each other out
and whether or not they are mutually exclusive—and toward
evaluating the validity of each of these claims based on a crit-
ical understanding of the historical record.3

This approach is valuable because it opens up useful oppor-
tunities in the classroom to bridge theory and contemporary
political realities, because, as explained, many of these above
claims pertain to prior theoretical expectations about the
determinants regime change and stability. At the same time,
by proceeding on the assumption that there is one true, dis-
cernible causal sequence that generated the revolution, this
approach overlooks the most interesting and fascinating aspect
of the phenomena under examination, namely the broader
political conflicts that have produced and shaped these com-
peting accounts (or casual claims). What is it about post-

Mubarak politics that has made the role of the military in
overthrowing the former president a subject of contestation?
In what ways are ongoing conflicts in Egypt over distributive
justice feeding into disagreements about the significance of
labor demands in advancing the popular mobilization that
ended 30 years of Mubarak rule? Bringing to light and grap-
pling with these critical questions in the classroom demands
a different approach, specifically one that seriously takes the
need to understand the sources and implications of tensions
in evolving accounts of the revolution. Such an approach,
moreover, must proceed on a clear recognition that the “Egyp-
tian Revolution” encompasses more than a just regime-
change or a discreet outcome. Rather the January 25
Revolution, much like the rest of the Arab revolutions, can
be better understood as what Jack Goldstone (2001, 173) refers
to an “emergent phenomenon,” encompassing a multifac-
eted process of intense social and political struggles akin to
what the United States had witnessed during the 1960s.4

Another approach, informed by the interpretivist tradi-
tion, achieves this objective by relaxing the assumption that
there is one true causal chain of events that led to the revolu-
tion. Thus, instead of orienting scholarly conversations toward
assessing the validity of various competing claims to discern
the “true” determinants of the revolution and its success, this
approach is guided by an effort to comprehend the reasons
and politics behind the tensions between rival narratives of

the January 25 Revolution. Although some scholars might dis-
miss these discrepancies as mere “error” in the historical data,
these are treated in this context as important political phe-
nomena worthy of examination in their own right. Not only
does such an effort deepen understanding of the origins of the
revolution, but also, more importantly, it allows students to
use these discrepancies as a lens for comprehending the nature
of present political conflicts and struggles in Egypt, and their
role in politicizing popular accounts of the revolution. This
approach is also more likely to contribute to critical thinking
inside and outside of the classroom about historical accounts
promulgated through mainstream media about important
political events and phenomena, not just the Arab revolutions.

To illustrate how such an approach can be implemented
inside the classroom, the remainder of this article examines
the aforementioned sources of discrepancies in emergent
accounts of the January 25 Revolution with respect to their
significance to the present-day politics and conflicts that are
reinforcing and animating these tensions. The two illustra-
tive examples examined in this article pertain to the role of
the military in overthrowing Hosni Mubarak, and the signif-
icance of social and economic rights vis-à-vis the perceived
success of the 18-day uprising. However, the approach can be

applied beyond these two examples to a variety of different
contentious, politicized aspects in the history of the January
25 Revolution, including, the roles of international actors, the
Muslim Brotherhood, and social networking sites. In provid-
ing examples of potentially helpful resources that could be
used for pedagogical purposes, I limit myself to English-
language sources, but I also cite examples of Arabic-language
sources to highlight useful opportunities for potential trans-
lations that could enhance future research and pedagogy.

THE MILITARY: PROTECTED OR ABORTED
THE REVOLUTION?

“If I hadn’t acted as I had and broadcast that tape, anything
could have happened. Potentially, there could have been more
bloodshed, with clashes between the army and the presiden-
tial forces. What happened in Syria or Libya could easily have
happened in Egypt,” writes Abdel Latif El-Menawy (2012,
286), the head of the news division at Egyptian State TV
during the 2011 18-day uprising. El-Menawy’s words came in
his insider account of what was happening inside the circles
of power in Egypt during Mubarak’s final weeks in office.
The tape to which he is referring contained the famous Feb-
ruary 10, 2011, announcement that told the world that senior
military leaders were convening without Mubarak, signaling
that the military was now in charge and preparing for the
president’s formal departure from office.

This approach is also more likely to contribute to critical thinking inside and outside of
the classroom about historical accounts promulgated through mainstream media about
important political events and phenomena, not just the Arab revolutions.

...............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

...............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

PS • April 2013 249https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096513000231 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096513000231


El-Menawy’s book Tahrir: The Last 18 Days of Mubarak por-
trays the lead-up to Mubarak’s departure as a struggle between
two rival coalitions inside the ruling establishment and that
competed for the ears of an old, detached, and ambivalent
president. One coalition, which was intent on fighting until
the end to keep the Mubarak presidency intact, included
Mubarak’s youngest son Gamal, who was allegedly being
groomed to succeed his father, Mubarak’s wife Suzanne Tha-
bet, the president’s close aides and top echelons inside the
former ruling National Democratic Party, minister of interior
Habib Al-Adly who had been in charge of the regime’s coer-
cive apparatus since 1997, and Mubarak’s trusted minister of
information and El-Menawy’s boss during the uprising Anas
El-Feki (98). On the other side of the equation were senior
military leaders, including minister of defense Mohamed Hus-
sein Tantawi and army chief of staff Sami Anan, along with
Omar Suleiman, longtime head of the General Intelligence
and whom Mubarak appointed vice president during his final
weeks in office (99). Members of this camp, El-Menawy’s nar-
rative goes, had always been critical of attempts by Hosni
Mubarak, his wife, and aides to pass the presidency onto Gamal
and were eager to see the president respond positively to pop-
ular calls for change by stepping down. The image painted by

El-Menawy’s account shows that the January 25 Revolution
succeeded after military leaders sidelined the Gamal Mubarak-
led camp and pressured the president into resigning. The nar-
rator, perhaps quite conveniently, attributes the success of these
leaders, in part, to his principled decision to cooperate with
them by broadcasting the military’s statements on public tele-
vision behind the backs of his civilian superiors, as he indi-
cates in the previous excerpt, and by orienting the news
programming toward the objectives of the “pro-revolution”
military camp.

El-Menawy’saccount iscompellingbecauseit resonateswith
prior theoretical expectations about how transitions
from authoritarian rule occur (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986;
Przeworski 1991),5 particularly with respect to the centrality of
internal regime cracks to initiating transitions away from
authoritarian rule. In their classical study on the subject
O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986, 19) argue that “there is no tran-
sition whose beginning is not the consequence—direct or
indirect—ofimportantdivisionswithintheauthoritarianregime
itself.” Internal “regime cracks” dividing regime “hardliners”
from reform-minded elements (or “softliners”), they argue,
initiate a process of negotiations between those softliners
and moderate opposition members over the political rules of
the game (16). Strategic bargaining between the two sides could

potentially steer the political system toward a democratic out-
come (38). The story of a regime divided between those who
wanted to give change a chance versus those who were stub-
bornly committed the political status quo is apparent through-
out El-Menawy’s account. “The government was cracking,”
writes El-Menawy in reference to Field Marshal Tantawi’s
rejection of an alleged offer that Mubarak made him on Jan-
uary 29, 2011, to take on the post of vice president or deputy
prime minister (139). The refusal of the military camp to
become complicit in Mubarak’s struggle for survival, the book
tells us, is at the heart of the success of this revolution.

The conventional theoretical template developed by lead-
ing scholarship on democratic transitions is not the only thing
that El-Menawy’s narrative reinforces. It also bolsters the self-
image that military leaders have tried to promote in post-
Mubarak Egyptian political arena, specifically an image of a
benevolent force that intervened to protect and uphold the
January 25 Revolution in the face of antireform regime ele-
ments. In other words, this dichotomy between regime soft-
liners and hardliners that is often invoked political science
research on transitions overlaps to a great extent with the
military’s public relations campaign throughout the course of
its rule. This notion is most pronounced in Mostafa Bakri’s

account (2011) of the revolution The Military and the Revolu-
tion: The Story of the Final Days, which was published in Arabic
by the state-controlled Akhbar Al-Youm publishing house. A
journalist and parliamentarian, Bakri quickly emerged after
Mubarak’s overthrow as one of the most vocal civilian sup-
porters of SCAF’s positions and policies. It is noteworthy that
he was the only journalist to obtain an interview with Tan-
tawi after he was retired by President Morsi in August 2012
(Bakri 2012). His account of the revolution is valuable because
it is the closest thing we may ever have to a manual that
explains what exactly the military wants the public to believe
about the revolution and how it “succeeded.”

Reinforcing El-Menawy’s portrayal of a regime divided
between progressive military officers and the uncompromis-
ing, corrupt authoritarian elements that surrounded the pres-
ident, Bakri’s account of the January 25 Revolution goes even
further. He asserts that military leaders had always opposed
the Mubarak regime, its corruption, and its efforts to groom
Gamal Mubarak to succeed his father (8–9), and that the army
was simply waiting for the “right moment” to announce its
position (23).6 That moment was apparently the outbreak of
the protests that eventually turned into the 18-day uprising,
which ended with Mubarak’s resignation. Bakri suggests that
the army’s plan during the lead-up to the revolution was never

The conventional theoretical template developed by leading scholarship on democratic
transitions is not the only thing that El-Menawy’s narrative reinforces. It also bolsters
the self-image that military leaders have tried to promote in post-Mubarak Egyptian
political arena, specifically an image of a benevolent force that intervened to protect and
uphold the January 25 Revolution in the face of antireform regime elements.
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to stay on the sidelines as Mubarak prepares his son to suc-
ceed him. He claims that the army had anticipated the out-
break of mass protests in response to a prospective transfer of
power from Hosni Mubarak to his son Gamal, and that the
deployment plan it had implemented during the 18 days was
put into place well before the uprising (36). Reading Bakri’s
account would leave the uncritical observer with the impres-
sion that the army was the revolution’s guarding angel, and
that its decision to “side with the protesters” was the decisive
factor in forcing Mubarak’s ejection from office.

Setting aside the holes and absurdities in these two
accounts, which are too many to review here,7 the emergence
of such narratives from individuals close to the centers of
power is indicative of how the history of the January 25 Rev-
olution has become one of the major arenas for warfare
between wielders of power and their challengers in Egypt.

The narrative purporting that the army has “protected the
revolution” emerged in tandem with military leaders’ brutal
crackdown campaign against political dissent during the year
plus that followed Mubarak’s downfall through emergency
laws, military trials against civilians, laws banning demonstra-
tions and strikes, virginity tests, and the chronic use of deadly
force against unarmed protesters.8 Meanwhile, the SCAF
refused to handover power to a transitional civilian council,
insisted on dictating the terms of the transition, shielded
Mubarak’s coercive apparatus from meaningful institutional
reforms, and showed great reluctance to cooperate with efforts
to prosecute former regime officials for past wrong-doing. The
same revolutionary discourse that had once depicted the mil-
itary as the ally of the people during the 2011 uprising through
the infamous chant al-geesh wal-sha‘b eid wahda “the army and
the people are one hand united,” was now purporting that the
military council is but an extension of the Mubarak regime,
chanting yalla ya masri enzel min darak, el tantawi howa mubarak
(“lets go, Egyptian, leave your home [to protest, for] Tantawi
is [the same as] Mubarak”).9

Interestingly, both accounts respond to the challenges that
the military faced in managing waves of political dissent that
sought to resist SCAF’s apparent efforts to limit the scope of
political change through a variety of strategies and tactics.10

By the fall of 2011, the actions of military forces on the ground
shattered the conventional myth that the Egyptian army would
never point a weapon against its own people. Social network-
ing sites were circulating images and footage of armed forces’
violence against civilians, including those of armored vehicles
running over protesters near State Television on October 9,
2011, and in many other incidents.11

In some ways, the military’s narrative of the revolution, as
embodied by El-Menawy and Bakri’s respective accounts, is
steered toward mitigating the popular outcry against the
army’s abuses by portraying its leaders as the heroes who
saved the day during the 2011 popular uprising. “If we really
wanted to wage war against the Egyptian people,” the narra-
tive goes, “we would have done so during the critical moments
of the eighteen-days.” It is not surprising, therefore, that SCAF
consistently prefaced its responses to popular challenges to
its authority with a reminder that it took the side of the rev-
olution against Mubarak during the 18-day uprising, evok-

ing the same narrative that El-Menawy and Bakri convey.
This theme was evident in the opening lines of Field Mar-
shal Tantawi’s speech on November 23, 2011, in response to
the outbreak of one of the most dramatic post-Mubarak
clashes between security forces and anti-SCAF protesters in
Cairo and major cities between November 19 and 24, 2011.12

In fact, shortly following his retirement in August 2012, Tan-
tawi echoed El-Menawy’s excerpt quoted above, saying: “If it
were not for [our] wisdom, our fate would have been just
like that of Libya or Syria. Look at all these civil wars and the
blood that is being spilled. It was incumbent upon us, as
army leaders, to make Egypt avoid this fate . . . We protected
the revolution, did not fire one bullet, and were partial to the
people” (Bakri 2012).

As popular calls for bringing down the military council
intensified in the aftermath of the November 2011 clashes,
known as the “Mohamed Mahmoud Street battles,” the mil-
itary sent yet another reminder to the Egyptian public about
its so-called heroic revolutionary role during the 18-day upris-
ing. On December 4, 2011, news reports stated that social
networking sites users were circulating leaked footage show-
ing then-SCAF member Ismail Etman being received by Abdel
Latif El-Menawy at State Television building on February 11,
2011. In the clip, which was reportedly prepared by the
military’s morale affairs division,13 Etman accompanies
El-Menawy to the control room and hands him the tape that
contained Vice President Suleiman’s famous announcement
that Mubarak has resigned.14 The message behind the leaked
video was clear: Mubarak’s ouster is the doing of the mili-
tary, and allegations that the military has been working
against the revolution are unfounded.

The timing of the Bakri and El-Menawy accounts is reveal-
ing. The two books came out after opposition to the military
had gained strength in the fall of 2011, and when revolution-
ary movements and activists began touting the view that the
army was working to keep Mubarak’s authoritarian practices
and institutions intact. Bakri’s book was released less than
two months after it was reported that Mohamed Hussein Tan-
tawi’s testimony in Mubarak’s trial steered away of acknowl-
edging that the president ordered the use of force against
protesters during the 18-day uprising.15

Not only did Tantawi’s long-awaited testimony disap-
point families of protesters killed during the uprising, because
it upheld the argument that Mubarak was not complicit in
ordering their deaths, it also challenged the myth that the
military had been trying to promote that the “army pro-
tected the revolution.” Until that time, SCAF had been
engaged in a heavy media campaign to convince Egyptians
that military leaders went out of their way and took on many
personal risks to side with the revolutionaries in their stand-
off with Mubarak. SCAF head Tantawi had stated publicly in
May 2011 that members of the military council convened dur-
ing the early phases of the uprising and decided collectively
that “no, we will not open fire on the people.”16 Yet, the fact
that Tantawi’s testimony in the Mubarak trial denied that an
order was given to open fire, brought to the forefront of pub-
lic discussion the question of who exactly did the army pro-
tect the revolutionaries from?
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It takes a lot of diligence to overlook the fact that Bakri’s
and El-Menawy’s respective books were carefully designed to
respond to these competing pressures and various accusa-
tions that the military was confronting in the fall of 2011. Both
Bakri and El-Menawy advance the argument that the military’s
decision not to fire on protesters was part of a deliberate, con-
scious decision and not a manifestation of indifference or a
strategy to “play it both ways.” The two narratives convey this
idea, while dispelling the charge that Mubarak ordered the
military to open fire against protesters—a charge that military
leaders had denied on multiple occasions. “The military made
a deliberate decision not to open fire against protesters,” the
story goes, “but at no point were they were asked to do so.”
Because there was never a moment in which the military turned
down an order to fire at protesters, since the order was sup-
posedly never made, the two authors use a great deal of cre-
ativity in revealing and underscoring the military’s intent to

avoid using force against protesters. On one hand, El-Menawy
makes that revelation by casually citing a conversation between
Field Marshal Tantawi and General Anan with President
Mubarak. “They told the President, unambiguously, and
unprompted, that they would not be able to use violence against
the demonstrators if they were asked to do so . . . They were
afraid that Gamal might encourage his father to issue such an
order” [Emphasis mine] (269). Bakri, on the other hand, was
more creative in revealing the military’s conscious commit-
ment to refrain from using of force against protesters. He cites
a remark by Anan at a dinner with a US government official
in Washington, DC, on January 27, and in which he stated
that the army would not use violence against Egyptians if its
units were to be deployed on the streets (37). Bakri’s account,
quite resourcefully, even includes a direct response to those
who wonder about the counterfactual that Mubarak would
have asked the military to use violence against protesters. He
reveals a conversation between a flight attendant and General
Sami Anan, who was flying back to Egypt after an official visit
to Washington, DC, during the early phases of the uprising.
“He [the flight attendant] asked . . . What if the president issues
an order to the armed forces to use violence against the pro-
testers?! General Anan responded: We will not implement the
order. The armed forces are part of the people and they would
never accept that. Our mission is to protect the protesters and
public facilities” (7).

Demonstrating that the army’s “peaceful” posture toward
the protesters was the product of a deliberate choice was
imperative from the perspective of the SCAF. The notion that
military leaders did not confront a moment in which they
were forced to choose between the revolution and their com-
mander in chief reinforced the view that the army only sided

with the revolutionaries, quite opportunistically, after Mubar-
ak’s downfall was a fait accompli.17 Chronic confrontations
between revolutionary movements and military forces were
pushing observers to revisit and reinterpret the posture of
the military vis-à-vis anti-Mubarak protesters during the
18-day uprising. For example, one video clip that circulated
in the media during the summer of 2011 showed military
officers clearing the way for armed men who were preparing
to attack protesters in Tahrir Square on February 2, 2011, in
what was famously dubbed “the battle of the camels.”18 Did
the officers simply wait on the sidelines to watch the Mubar-
akists and the revolutionaries fight it out with the intention
of eventually siding with the winner, whoever it is?

As such questions were being posed, reports began prolif-
erating in the media about the vast economic empire that the
military commanded—a once-taboo topic—speculating that the
army was engaged in a battle with its own people to preserve

its long-standing economic privileges. The military in Egypt
has long-controlled a diverse set of heavily subsidized rev-
enue generating economic enterprises, the profits of which
are not returned to state coffers and are not subject to any
meaningful form of accountability or transparency.19 Many
believe that these activities are rampant with corruption. In
November 2011, the SCAF-sponsored government launched
an effort to build consensus around a set of proposed consti-
tutional articles, including ones that set the military’s budget
and activities beyond the reach of conventional parliamen-
tary oversight and accountability.20 That the military was now
openly fighting to secure the nondemocratic position of its
economic empire pushed observers to reassess the view that
military leaders pressured Mubarak out of office, not to save
the revolution, but to control (if not abort) it to defend the
army’s wealth and unusual economic privileges from popular
demands for real change inside state institutions.

As confrontations between the military and its challengers
continued, SCAF responded with a variety of strategies, most
visibly repression. At the heart of these strategies was also an
effort to promote a self-empowering narrative of the January
25 Revolution; one that dispels the accusations of their rivals.
Reinforcing this idea, Bakri closes the introduction of his
account by stating: “Despite the media campaigns and politi-
cal actions that are targeting the armed forces, the truth is
always stronger than any allegations or lies. These truths
include the role that the army has carried since the very begin-
ning of the revolution until today” (4).

On August 12, 2012, news broke out that president
Mohamed Morsi retired the country’s most senior military
officers, including Tantawi and Anan, signaling the effective
end of SCAF’s direct role in day-to-day governance.21 On their

It takes a lot of diligence to overlook the fact that Bakri’s and El-Menawy’s respective
books were carefully designed to respond to these competing pressures and various
accusations that the military was confronting in the fall of 2011.
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retirement Morsi bestowed them with the Order of the Nile,
the highest state honor. A few months later, about 64% of
Egyptian voters approved a draft constitution that was pre-
pared by a body dominated by the Muslim Brotherhood and
its allies.22 The constitution rendered the military’s budget
and activities beyond the reach of conventional parliamen-
tary oversight. To date, no senior military leader stood trial
for any wrongdoing committed during SCAF’s rule between
February 11, 2011, and June 30, 2012.

As political figures expressed their anger at the decision to
give SCAF’s leaders an honorable exit after all the abuses the
army has committed against revolutionary activists and pro-
testers throughout their rule, the response of Egypt’s new civil-
ian leadership was animated by the contested history of the
January 25 Revolution. A statement by Prime Minister Hesham
Qandil read: “President Morsi’s decision . . . comes out of

respect and appreciation for the Supreme Council of Armed
Forces, and Field Marshal Mohamed Hussein Tantawi, and
General Sami Anan, and the leaders of the main [military]
divisions, which supported the glorious January 25 Revolu-
tion, and took on a critical role in protecting the revolution
and securing its success.”23 Even as the SCAF was no longer
the mover and shaker of day-to-day Egyptian politics—or so it
seemed—the narrative of the wielders of power about the Jan-
uary 25 Revolution continued and entered into new political
battles, taking on new meaning and significance.

LABOR AND THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC ORIGINS
OF THE REVOLUTION

The role of the military is but one contentious aspect in emer-
gent accounts of the January 25 Revolution and that con-
tinues to color post-Mubarak Egyptian politics. As the
mobilization of Egyptian workers continued following Mubar-
ak’s demise in demand for greater social and economic rights,24

advocates of distributive justice and their adversaries within
the ruling classes have battled over the significance of the
role of workers and socioeconomic demands in initiating and
advancing the revolution.

In the aftermath of the 18-day uprising, elite discourse has
often portrayed labor action aimed at securing more humane
wages and working conditions as manifestations of counter-
revolutionary, special interests-driven schemes to paralyze the
Egyptian economy. On one hand, public officials and elites
contended that labor strikes and sit-ins were selfish attempts
by a minority of Egyptians to exploit the state of unrest that
surfaced in the wake of Mubarak’s downfall by holding eco-
nomic production hostage for the sake of securing narrow
material gains.25

Partisans of distributive justice, on the other hand, have
responded by arguing that social and economic demands have
played a major role in sowing the seeds of the revolution, as
suggested by the famous slogan of the January 25 protests,
which turned into the mass uprising that toppled Mubarak:
“Bread, freedom and social justice.” Many have argued that
although Egyptian workers did not participate in 18-day upris-
ing as part of an organized initiative—given the fact that regime
loyalists and allies have long dominated the only legal national
trade union—Egyptian workers played a major role in the upris-
ing as evidenced by the concentration of antiregime mobili-
zation in working class cities.26 Whereas mainstream media
narratives have focused on Tahrir Square as the site of resis-
tance to the Mubarak regime during the uprising, some have
claimed that it was the nationwide labor unrest that spread
throughout the country that tilted the balance in favor of the

revolution. Activist Hossam el-Hamalawy (Haddad 2011)
states: “What pushed matters in our favor and pushed Hosni
Mubarak to realize . . . that he had to leave power, were the
beginning of labor strikes on the Wednesday and Thursday
[February 9–10, 2011] prior to the Friday he stepped down . . .
The entry of the working class as an independent social force
with its independent general strikes . . . [is] what ended the
regime of Hosni Mubarak.”27

The “labor-empowering” account of the revolution emerged
in a context in which post-Mubarak governments sought to
contain labor mobilization through a variety of measures,
including a SCAF-sponsored law banning labor strikes and
protests in the spring of 2011. Arguing that labor was the deci-
sive factor in the success of the revolution also posed a serious
challenge to the abovementioned account that wielders of pow-
ers have tried to advance and that says that the revolution’s
success is first and foremost attributed to the military’s deci-
sion to side with the protesters. For example, Kamal Abu-
Eita, longtime labor activist and the head of the Independent
Federation of Trade Unions stated in an interview: “With all
due respect to other points of views, such as those that say for
example that it was all about the army’s intervention, I believe
that the [general] strikes is what hastened Mubarak’s depar-
ture, preventing further bloodshed.”28

This narrative also emerged in tension with the dominant
view, which mainstream international media amplified, that
the revolution was led by a set of tech-savvy upper-middle
class youth who were driven by idealistic convictions with lit-
tle commitment to ideology or class. “Under this banner of
“youth” the “yuppies” and upper middle-class young people
are portrayed as the quintessential representative of this upris-
ing,” writes Rabab El-Mahdi (2011a) in her sharp critique of

As political figures expressed their anger at the decision to give SCAF’s leaders an
honorable exit after all the abuses the army has committed against revolutionary
activists and protesters throughout their rule, the response of Egypt’s new civilian
leadership was animated by the contested history of the January 25 Revolution.
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Western portrayals of the Egyptian uprising. Similarly, Sameh
Nagiub (2011), a leading member of Egypt’s Revolutionary
Socialists, faults the media for sidelining the participation of
the country’s working class in the uprising: “[O]rdinary
working-class people dominated the battlefields, increasingly
so with every passing week . . . Of course, the media versions
of the events would give an opposite view. The star “revolu-
tionary” interviewees were all middle-class, university-
educated youth of one coalition or the other, all beaming with
pride at being considered heroes of the revolution.”

That many people began associating the effort to advance
the January 25 Revolution with upper middle-class youth also
coincided with the proliferation of the term shabab el facebook
(“the youth of the Facebook”) in Egyptian media to describe
the major protagonists in the story of the 18-day uprising.29

The subtle implication of this characterization was that those
who were responsible for anti-Mubarak mobilization were a
group of idealistic, “pure,” nonpartisan young people who did
not seek to advance a particular social or political agenda.
“They were not the youth of any particular ideology or lean-
ing,” the logic goes, “they were the youth of Facebook.” This
resonated with the aforementioned discourse that accused
workers engaged in strikes and sit-ins of attempting to hijack

the revolution to advance their own narrow interests, suggest-
ing that workers demands were tangential to the 2011 popular
uprising. The reference to “Facebook” also suggested that low-
income communities that did not enjoy the same access to
high-tech tools were, at best, supporting actors in the story of
the toppling of President Mubarak. The state-sponsored media
has often exploited this narrative to dismiss any political or
moral parallels between the protests that led to Mubarak’s
demise and those that challenged authority in the post-
Mubarak period. For example, promilitary commentators in
media outlets often invoked sightings of the poor and “street
kids” at anti-SCAF protests and sit-ins to assert that these
efforts were not led by the same well-groomed, smartphone-
carrying, young individuals who had sparked the January 25
Revolution, but rather by a bunch of thugs paid for by counter-
revolutionary elements. For example, reflecting on media por-
trayals of the November 2011 Mohamed Mahmoud Street
battles, Lucie Ryzova (2011) writes: “Egyptian mainstream mid-
dle class culture can hardly relate to most of the frontline fight-
ers. This is what will keep giving the state and state-allied
media an upper hand in defining them as thugs (“baltagiyya”)
whenever the camera gets uncomfortably close.” In other
words, state media’s strategy created a wedge between those
who took to the streets and upper middle-class Egyptians
watching the coverage of the protests from home by appeal-

ing to the class prejudice of the latter. But more importantly,
the media strategy of the wielders of power were, in effect,
writing (or perhaps rewriting) the history of the January 25
Revolution with respect to its class composition.

Resonating with a wide literature that linked regime-
stability to economic performance,30 the labor-centered nar-
rative highlights the structural conditions that created a
permissive environment for a mass uprising in Egypt. It under-
scores the eroding ability of the Egyptian state to deliver on
its traditional commitments to important social groups—
through subsidies, price controls, guaranteed employment, and
social services—as a result of the global economic recession,
and decades of corrupt-ridden neoliberal economic reforms
that alienated workers and deepened socioeconomic griev-
ances in society.31 Given these realities, it was not surprising,
therefore, that it was the victims of economic neoliberaliza-
tion among workers and the middle-class who took a visible
lead in routinizing the tradition of protests and contentious
political action during the decade that preceded the revolu-
tion,32 and who arguably played the decisive role in ending
Mubarak’s three-decade rule.

The centrality of socioeconomic grievances as a mobiliz-
ing factor in the revolution is also recognized in the account

that Wael Ghonim (2012) presents in his memoir Revolution
2.0. Ghonim is the famed Google executive who administered
the Facebook page, “We Are All Khaled Said,” which is believed
to have played a major role in spreading the initial call for the
January 25 protests before it turned into the 18-day uprising
that ousted Mubarak. His account of the revolution mostly
centers on the role of Facebook in helping activists and con-
cerned citizens overcome Mubarak’s coercive apparatus, as well
as their own fear to speak out against the immense police
brutality that citizens were subjected to during Mubarak’s final
decade in office. Ghonim acknowledges that his decision to
preface the call for the January 25 protests with a reference to
social and economic issues was based on his realization that
concerns about repression and human rights alone would not
be an effective mobilizing message. He writes: “I deliberately
included poverty, corruption, and unemployment in the title
because we needed to have everyone join forces: workers,
human rights activists, government employees, and others who
had grown tired of the regime’s policies. If the invitation to
take to the streets had been based on solely on human rights,
then only a certain segment of Egyptian society would have
participated” (137).

The thrust behind the narrative that privileges the roles of
socioeconomic grievances and labor demands in advancing
the 18-day uprising is in no small part the result of an effort by

The thrust behind the narrative that privileges the roles of socioeconomic grievances
and labor demands in advancing the 18-day uprising is in no small part the result of an
effort by Egyptian Left and partisans of distributive justice to deepen the revolution’s
social and economic depths.
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Egyptian Left and partisans of distributive justice to deepen
the revolution’s social and economic depths. Attributing own-
ership of the revolution to ordinary working class Egyptians
can also be viewed as an act of resistance against a ruling elite
consensus that is poised to preserve the fundamentals of the
Mubarak-era economic policies. Thus, the struggle to define
the history of the January 25 Revolution in reference to its
social and economic roots is likely to continue and to take on
new functions, especially as the President Morsi-sponsored
government prepares to conclude a $4.8 billion loan agree-
ment with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) that is
poised to preserve the orientation of the Egyptian economy
left by the previous regime.33 The struggle is also shaped by a
reality in which the Muslim Brotherhood-controlled presi-
dency is attempting to reinvent the state-dominated system
of labor representation inherited from the Mubarak era to the
marginalization of efforts to establish independent labor
unions that are not beholden to the agendas of those in
power.34

THE REVOLUTION AS A LIVING PHENOMENON

The tensions surrounding emergent accounts of the Arab rev-
olutions offer classroom discussions a valuable lens for under-
standing the nature and boundaries of contemporary political
conflicts in these countries. The analysis presented here dem-
onstrates how evolving political battles in Egypt could be use-
fully situated in the contestation over the history of the January
25 Revolution with respect to two questions: the role of the
military and that of social and economic demands in advanc-
ing the revolution. The same approach could be extended to
other important aspects in the history of the January 25 Rev-
olution. For instance, understanding the role of international
actors, most notably the United States, in influencing the out-
come of the 18-day uprising is complicated by a reality in which
successive wielders of power in the post-Mubarak era have
sought to cast their challengers among revolutionary move-
ments as unpatriotic forces backed by foreign powers such as
the United States. The question of the role of outsiders’ pow-
ers is also confounded by the interest of important actors in
Washington to demonstrate that the US government stood
on the right side of history during the Egyptian uprising in its
aftermath.35 Similarly, intensifying conflicts between the Mus-
lim Brotherhood and its challengers during the past two years
have pushed observers close to the Egyptian political arena to
constantly visit and revisit the role of the Muslim Brother-
hood during the uprising. On the one hand, as Muslim Broth-
erhood leaders confronted accusations of striking underhanded
deals with the SCAF at the expense of revolutionary move-
ments,36 the group’s sympathizers and partisans have con-
stantly reminded their opponents of the heroic role that the
Brotherhood’s youth played in defending Tahrir Square from
the violent attacks of pro-Mubarak thugs during the 18-day
uprising. The Brotherhood’s challengers, on the other hand,
often cite the fact that the group was the last to join anti-
Mubarak protests during the 18-day uprising only after the
fall of Mubarak’s coercive apparatus, and the first to depart
after the military council took power—not to mention recur-
ring allegations that the group was secretly negotiating with

the Mubarak regime behind closed doors during the upris-
ing.37 Put simply, the politics and conflicts of the present are
constantly writing and rewriting the history of the January 25
Revolution.

Bringing these complexities and nuances of the Arab rev-
olutions to the classroom requires that we approach them, not
as a set of well-defined, discrete outcomes that can be dis-
cussed in past tense, but as a set of “emergent phenomena”
(Goldstone 2001, 173). Specifically, it demands that we treat
them as an array of inconclusive, open-ended struggles that
are actively competing to define the meaning, scope, and appro-
priate expectations of the social and political transformations
that are currently sweeping many of the countries of the Arab
world.38 The politics surrounding the contestation of histo-
ries and narrative of what we call revolutions present one crit-
ical arena in which these struggles are taking place.
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N O T E S

1. Although none of the Arab countries where autocrats have been recently
ousted exhibit compelling evidence that they have undergone the type of
transformations that live up to conventional social scientific definitions
of “revolutions,” I use the term “revolution” with the assumption that it
refers to an emergent phenomenon rather than a discreet outcome (Gold-
stone 2001, 173–74). Observers have used different terms to characterize
the political and social transformations that have swept the Arab world
in the wake of the toppling of long-standing autocrats and the emergence
of large-scale protest waves challenging authoritarian rulers since 2011.
International media has often relied on the term “Arab Spring” to de-
scribe these transformations. The term, however, uncritically suggests
parallels between these events and other historical examples of popular
mobilization that have been described using the term “spring,” such as
the “Prague Spring” of 1968 (see Gelvin 2012: 32–33). The term the “Arab
uprisings” is perhaps more precise to the extent that it does not evoke
any such parallels, and that it accurately captures the state of nationwide
protests and civil disobedience that many countries in the region experi-
enced in the last two years, irrespective of whether or not such mobiliza-
tion led to the ousting of incumbent autocrats. The term, however, is
limited in that it does not fully capture the pending, open-ended strug-
gles for transformative change that have followed the toppling of auto-
crats in countries like Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya.

2. For summaries of these events, see El-Ghobashy (2011), Shehata (2011),
and Shokr (2011).

3. The use of historical evidence in constructing causal arguments is a sub-
ject of wide discussion in political science. See for example, Brady and
Collier (2010), Büthe (2002), Capoccia and Ziblatt (2010), George and
Bennett (2005), Elman and Elman (1997), Geddes (2003), Isacoff (2005),
Kreuzer (2010), Lustick (1996), Mahoney and Rueschemeyer (2003), Tet-
lock and Lebow (2001), and Thies (2002),

4. My thanks go to Jason Brownlee for bringing that comparison to my
attention.

5. For critiques, see Carothers (2002), and McFaul (2002).
6. For background on the military’s relationship with civilian leaders and

other security agencies prior to the January 25 Revolution, seeAmar
(2012), Cook (2007), and Kandil (2012).

7. On El-Menawy’s book, see commentary by Mahdi Mostafa (2012), and on
Bakri’s, see commentary by Ibrahim (2011).

8. See Amnesty International (2011) and Goldberg (2011).
9. For more on political slogans of the January 25 Revolution, see Colla (2012).

10. For more on these strategies, see El Amrani (2012).
11. For a summary of major incidents of violence committed by security

forces under SCAF rule, see Eskandar (2012). Mosireen Collective, an
Egyptian nonprofit media collective, compiled various testimonies and
footage pertaining to abuse committed by security personnel against
unarmed civilians throughout the course of SCAF’s rule. These clips,
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many of which contain English subtitles, can be accessed online via
http://www.youtube.com/user/Mosireen/videos?sort�dd&view�
0&flow�list (Last accessed January 7, 2013).

12. The speech can be accessed online via http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v�8eolcY0Lsf4 (Last accessed January 7, 2013).

13. Kassab (2011)

14. The clip can be accessed via http://www.youtube.com/watch?v�
6v3sdvUqhho (Last accessed January 7, 2013).

15. The text of the testimony can be found in Al-Mamluk (2012).

16. Badr (2011)

17. For example, Jason Brownlee (2011) points out that SCAF officers seemed
to have backed Mubarak until it was clear that he would no longer be
able to contain the protesters, citing a SCAF official telling a Washington
Post reporter: “At the beginning, we gave the presidential institution the
full opportunity to manage events. If it were able to succeed, nothing
would have happened . . . [His forces] were incapable of responding to the
events. . .On Feb. 10, there were demonstrations that amounted to mil-
lions of people all over the country.”

18. The clip can be accessed via http://www.youtube.com/watch?v�
jR0jCFa773w (Last accessed January 7, 2013).

19. For more on the military’s involvement in the economy see Abul-Magd
(2011), Harb (2003), Marshall (2012), Marshall and Stacher (2012), and
Sayigh (2012).

20. See Brumberg and Sallam (2012, 5).

21. For background on the politics surrounding this decision, see Sallam
(2012)

22. For results constitutional referendum results, see Stamboliyska (2012).
For a good summary of the controversial articles in the constitution see
Attalah (2012).

23. See “The presidency denies. . .” (2012).

24. For more on labor mobilization in Egypt after the uprisings, see Alexan-
der (2012), Beinin (2012), and Kennedy (2012)

25. See Sallam (2011) for an account of these debates.

26. See Beinin (2011), and Haddad (2011).

27. See Haddad (2011). A similar argument was made by Sameh Nagiub
(2011).

28. Sallam (2012)

29. For a discussion of the role of social networking sites in the Egyptian
uprising, see Herrera (2012)

30. See for example Alesina et al. (1996), Dunning (2005), and Haggard and
Kaufman (1995),

31. For more on economic liberalization policies in Egypt prior to the revolu-
tion see Kienle (2004), King (2007), Mitchell (1999), and Sfakianakis
(2004).

32. For more on waves of labor protests prior to the revolution, see Beinin
and el-Hamalawy (2007), El-Mahdi (2011b), and Solidarity Center (2010).
For the history of state-labor relations in Egypt, see Posusney (1997).

33. See Hyde and Salah-Ahmed (2012) for a discussion of Morsi’s economic
posture. See Hanieh (2012) for a discussion of the role of international
financial institutions in Egypt following the uprising.

34. For a discussion of the Morsi presidency’s relations with independent
unions, see Bishara (2012)

35. For an excellent account of US-Egyptian relations as they relate the ques-
tion of democratic change before and after Mubarak’s overthrow, see
Brownlee (2012)

36. For more on the history of the Muslim Brotherhood’s relations with
successive Egyptian rulers, see Eskandar (2013).

37. Former Muslim Brotherhood Guidance Bureau member Mohamed
Habib claims that the group sent Mohamed Morsi, who would later
become president, and would-be parliamentary speaker Saad El-Katatny
to negotiate with vice president Omar Suleiman during the course of the
2011 uprising. See El-Badri and Saleh (2012). For a Muslim Brotherhood
account on the January 25 Revolution and its lead-up, see article by Mus-
lim Brotherhood Guidance Bureau member, Mohamed Abdel Rahman
Al-Morsi (2011). Moreover, in 2011, Al-Jazeera news channel featured a
series of multipart interviews with political figures who shared their
perspective on how the events of the uprising unfolded. Guests included
individuals close to the Muslim Brotherhood, including Osama Yassin,
the group’s “field coordinator” during the uprising, and Safwat Hegazy, a
prominent preacher allied with the Muslim Brotherhood. The clips for

these interviews can be retrieved online through Al-Jazeera’s youtube
channel page: http://www.youtube.com/user/aljazeerachannel?
feature�watch (Last accessed January 7, 2013).

38. For a critical discussion of this point, see roundtable debate on the lan-
guage of revolution in Egypt. Sedra, Springborg, Stacher, Sabra and
Colla (2012). Also see Beinin (2013).
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