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The 25th of January Revolution provided a clear evidence of the fact that the Egyptians have a strong will to resist their repressive rulers in a peaceful way. This paper compares the January Revolution to the Orabi Movement as the latter acts as the historical background of Al-Sharqawi’s Orabi: The Leader of the Peasants (1985). The play revolves around Ahmed Orabi, the Egyptian army general, who led a revolt against Khedive Tawfiq and his regime before the British occupation in 1882. Although the events of the play take place in the nineteenth century, a re-reading of this poetic play shows an affinity between the circumstances which the Egyptians underwent during the Orabi Revolution and those of the 25th of January Revolution. The two eras share common characteristics, namely, violence of the regime, corruption of political life, the sense of injustice, censorship and the deterioration of economic conditions.

Therefore, it is highly significant to examine the play in question and the January Revolution in the light of Michel Foucault’s concept of panopticism. This paper focuses on one form of power which is disciplinary power based on the metaphoric use of Bentham’s “panopticon” as will be further explained. Moreover, the comparison will be highlighted through Foucault’s concept of “parrhesia” which is known in Greek literature as a truth-telling method while confronting more powerful people. This study examines only these two notions in the period of disturbance before the revolutions take place; however, it does not focus on the consequences of these uprisings. 

The aim of this study is to prove that the Egyptians were able to destroy all barriers of fear, surveillance and isolation imposed upon them by their regimes through very peaceful ways of confrontation. Both revolutions proved that the Egyptians managed to resist the panopticism that perpetuated obedience through the parrhesiastic struggle with this sort of subjection. The paper attempts to trace the forms of the coercive disciplinary power and those of confronting the power emblem with truth and the attempts to disseminate that truth in order to attain the best way of governing.

Based on his untraditional concept of power, Foucault makes use of the “panopticon” as a form of power. The panopticon is a particular institutional building imaginatively designed by the English philosopher and social theorist Jeremy Bentham. The word “panopticon” consists of two parts; “pan” which means all inmates of the institution, and “opticon” means to observe giving the watchman an opportunity to watch all people. In the structure of the eighteenth century prison, every prisoner could be seen, but the prisoners did not know if they were being watched. Foucault describes it as follows:

         Bentham's Panopticon is the architectural figure of this composition. We know the principle on which it was based: at the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is pierced with wide windows that open onto the inner side of the ring; the peripheric building is divided into cells, each of which extends the whole width of the building; they have two windows, one on the inside, corresponding to the windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, allows the light to cross the cell from one end to the other. All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in each cell a madman, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a schoolboy. By the effect of backlighting, one can observe from the tower, standing out precisely against the light, the small captive shadows in the cells of the periphery. They are like so many cages, so many small theatres, in which each actor is alone, perfectly individualized and constantly visible. (1995, 199)
This means that persons of any description are to be kept under inspection. Using the panopticon as a metaphor, Foucault maintains that “disciplinary power is exercised through its invisibility; at the same time it imposes on those whom it subjects a principle of compulsory visibility” (2000, 449). Through this visibility, modern society with all its institutions is controlled by the state. 

The word “panopticon” is naturally connected with “surveillance” and “isolation.” What Foucault notices and makes use of is the idea of the invisible watcher which leaps from the panopticon into a panopticon society. This society, as Eric Oakley expounds, is “defined as one in which individuals fell as though they could be under surveillance at any time and therefore act as if they were, even in the absence of surveillance.” As a method of control, Foucault believes that this exercise of disciplinary power is intended to perform a positive role, that of “increasing the possible utility of individuals” (2005, 2). This means that when any individual knows that he is under surveillance, he performs well and strives not to break the law especially when the tool of the disciplinary power makes a good use of this control.

On the other hand, when the instrument of disciplinary power misuses this power, individuals in this society will not achieve the main aim of the Foucauldian panopticism and they are going to be very far from being “docile” and productive. By examining the Egyptians under the two eras in question, it becomes evident that the ruling regimes exploited this power in a negative way which led to destroying their society. Metaphorically, the authorities and the ruling regimes represent the watchmen, whereas the Egyptians act as the prisoners or the watched. The Egyptian state acts as a macrocosm of Foucault’s panoptican prison in the sense that the watchmen or the authorities imposed an unwitting and coercive surveillance on the citizens. The aim of the governments and the rulers focused on protecting their own interests instead of protecting people as will be illustrated. In the nineteenth century, before the British occupation, Khedive Tawfiq was keen to protect his throne as he did not want to be deposed like his father Khedive Ismail. Hence, his only aim was to appease the British authorities to keep his power. In Orabi: The Leader of the Peasants, the dialogue between Ahmed Orabi and Khedive Tawfiq proves that the latter is obsessed with the fear of losing the throne:

Orabi: We know very well the ambitions of Britain and the 
hopes of France.  

Tawfiq: Are you supposed to be my friend? Don’t you 
remember my father. If I disobey them, they’ll 
dethrone me. One is wise when he learns lessons 
from others. (Al-Sharqawi 1985, 140) 1
 Before the Orabi Movement, the state used the police, the instrument of disciplinary power, to protect the interests of the rulers and the properties of the foreigners. One of the problems that faced the Khedives at that time was the privileged position of the Europeans in Egypt which was attributed to overtaxing people to meet the debt-servicing on European loans (Cole 1993, 217). For this reason, the Europeans started to impose their dominion over the policy of the country and this provoked the Egyptians to a great extent.  

Instead of abating their anger, the police institution was corrupted as the policemen were legalized to commit violence.  As Juan Cole points out, Khedive Tawfiq’s father, “reinstituted the punishment of physical beating” (1993, 214). All the peasants who were overloaded with unaffordable taxes were beaten. The “whip” was the only way “which the rulers used as a means to collect money and an instrument to apply cruelty and torture” (Al- Rafei 1968, 19). Moreover, the police routinely applied the whip to Egyptian employees at European owned cotton-ginning factories when the Europeans accused them of theft without proof. Using violence, as the renowned historian Abd al-Rahman Al-Rafei contends, was not confined to force the Egyptians to serve in public work and utilities but it was extended to the reclamation of the lands of the authorities.

Riyad Pasha, the Prime minister, adopted a repressive policy which was one of the motives behind the Orabi Revolution. He insisted on repressing all the opposing forces and he believed that through coercion and violence, he could tighten his fist on the country. By applying Foucault’s theme of panopticon society, Riyad Pasha employed covert surveillance on all the dissenters and that is why he sent the spies to follow them everywhere (Al-Khafif 1971, 80).  


Khedive Tawfiq’s infiltration of spies is so evident as when Orabi and his companions Al-Afghani, Mohamed Abdou, Al-Nadeem and Al-Baroudi meet in Matatia café, they find a “man nearby overhearing them and is busy writing what he hears” (Al-Sharqawi 1985, 37). Every now and then, there are disguised vendors who want to hear what they are talking about or planning as Al Baroudi says, “Spies are everywhere here” (Al-Sharqawi 1985, 37). In the second act, they were compelled to meet in the house of Saed’s wife so as to avoid the spies of both Khediv Tawfiq and Britain:

A hall in the palace of the previous viceroy Saed, Saed’s wife enters, then Al Nadeem, Orabi, Al Baroudi and Sheikh Mohamed Abdou.

Saed’s wife: Your meetings in our palace will guarantee your 
security.

Al Nadeem: Yes, Madam, it supplies us with security and 
dinner.

Saed’s wife: It’s for my honour.

Orabi: Now we can avoid Khedive’s and Britain’s spies. 
Thank you Madam. (Al-Sharqawi 1985, 109)


 In another scene, Khisro Pasha was hiding behind a wall in order to overhear the conversation between Orabi and Khedive Tawfiq as all the enemies of the Egyptians aim at spoiling the relation between them. When Orabi suspects that he hears a strange sound, the Khedive tells him, “We don’t have spies in the palace” (Al-Sharqawi 1985, 100). In another scene, Khisro Pasha informs Osman Rifqi that he is implanted in the palace to watch Orabi and slander him admitting, “I bear the Khedive’s exasperation when I always denigrate Orabi and I will not lose hope” (Al-Sharqawi 1985, 91). This explains their policy of isolation, which is one of panopticon themes, in forcing the leaders of the revolution to be separated from their rulers. 

Another strict form of the “panoptic” surveillance is the issue of the censorship of state control over discourses and this raised crucial questions about the condition of reading, listening and writing in Egypt. Under the reign of Khedive Tawfiq, the intelligentsia started to make use of the press and the printed petitions as tools to resist the oppression of the foreign intervention. Consequently, the despotic regime practiced state surveillance by limiting the number of licenses. The authorities let the publishers know that they were under surveillance. For instance, one of Jamal Al-Din Al-Afghani’s disciples, Yacoub Sannu‘, published the first ironical journal entitled Abou Nazzara or [The man With] The Spectacle in 1877. Shortly afterwards, it was closed for criticizing the ruling regime and he was forced to go to Paris in order to publish it there. He translated the articles into both English and French languages in order to prove that there is a real Egyptian revolution. Yacoub Sannu‘ desperately tells Orabi:

Sannu‘: Today, my theatre is occupied by the soldiers.

They prevented the performance claiming that it urges people to hate 

the Khedive.

It also instigates them to be against debtors…

Their invincible oppression troubles me every day and night.

They suspended all the journals.

I have to go abroad. (Al-Sharqawi 1985, 42)

Similarly, ousted president Hosni Mubarak employed the tools of disciplinary power in order to secure his prolonged presidency. Similar to the role of the police during the reign of Khedive Tawfiq, the police officers of the previous regime made an extensive use of power in punishing their people. During Mubarak’s regime, Egypt was under the Emergency Law in which the police powers were extended, constitutional rights suspended and censorship localized. Under the “state of emergency,” the government had the right to imprison whoever it liked without any explicable reason. Those individuals were kept in prisons without trials for any period of time. In 2009, Human Rights Watch estimated that between 5000 and 10000 Egyptians were held without charge. In this regard, Ann M. Lesch states that:

The State of Emergency consolidated the president’s absolute authority by empowering him – and, by delegation, the prime minister and the minister of interior – to restrain the movement of the individuals, search persons or places without warrants, tap telephones, monitor and ban publications, forbid meetings and intern suspects without trials. (2911, 36)

Accordingly, the role of the police was not confined to executing its panoptic mechanism which was exercising disciplinary power but the police exaggerated in securing the disciplinary regime. For instance, because the ruling regime was afraid that the members of Muslim Brotherhood (Al Ikhwan) might leap to ruling Egypt, they arrested thousands of its members, many of whom were tried in military courts. Another illustration of imprisoning the oppositional forces is Ayman Nour, the leader of the opposition El-Ghad Party and the well-known rights activist, who was jailed shortly after participating in the presidential campaign. Prison was the destiny of the political oppositions who dared to oppose and mobilize public opposition.

 Like the “whip” which was used by the Khedive of Egypt, torture and physical punishment were also employed by the policemen in Mubarak’s era. As mentioned in the 2010 annual report, Amnesty International concluded that torture was “systematic in police stations, prisons and [State Security Investigations] SSI detention centers and, for the most part, committed with impunity…” (2010, par.5). Some observers might see a similar line of events in the 2011 revolution. The most outrageous example of the act of torturing is the 28-year-old Khaled Saeed whose death played a huge role in igniting the spark of January  Revolution. He was seized when entering an internet café in Alexandria. About seventy young men and women gathered around the police station demanding justice but they were beaten, dragged along the street and attacked by the police dogs. On commemorating his death, Hafez Abou Saeda, the head of the Egyptian Organization of Human Rights, noted in Time/CNN, “Police brutality is systematic and widespread…. The humiliation of the simple citizen has become so widespread that people are fed up” (Abou-Saeda 2007, par. 4). Thus, selecting the 25th of January, the Police Day, to revolt against the ruling regime is not a coincidence; it is a metaphor for resisting this oppressive disciplinary power.

Like the overt surveillance practiced during Khedive Tawfiq’s reign, SSI employed all means of overt and covert surveillance to control the Egyptians. During Mubarak’s rule, data collection is often integrated into routine activity. Punishment is no longer on the body of the punished, but on his soul through endless surveillance and individuation in the social panopticon. In modern age, new technological advancements allow the police to track the movement and behavior of the citizens such as the internet, telephones, cell phones, and surveillance cameras. In this regard, Wael Ghoneim criticizes SSI declaring that:

The files of state security became a source of fear for anyone who attempted to help Egypt to rise. Any activist or any person who had financial or intellectual influence must have a file in SSI which includes all details of life. They might use this kind of information as a means of pressure to do what they want him to do… Therefore, eavesdropping on phones was regarded as a routine procedure among SSI police officers. (2012, 12; my emphasis)

Likewise, during Mubarak’s era, there were also systematic crackdowns on the media, cultural expressions and university life. Nineteen TV Satellite channels were closed and many websites were hacked or blocked. In addition, many journalists were beaten and imprisoned because they dared to discuss the political corruption and police brutality. Even editors, opinion writers and talk-show hosts were forbidden to express their opinion. In “Egypt’s Spring: Causes of the Revolution,” Ann Lesch quotes the Association for Freedom of Thought and Expression which concludes that: “The Ministry of Mass Media and Communication has tightened its fist over all media channels to markedly reduce the space for freedom of expression, especially [during and] after the last parliamentary elections” (2011, 40).


Through spying, violence and curbing freedoms, the state diverted from the reasonable use of disciplinary power. Egypt either before Orabi’s uprising or during Mubarak’s era was ruled by disciplinarians and dictators who misused the disciplinary power which was intended by Foucault to achieve the “true economy of power.” In the Foucauldian sense, the assumption of resistance becomes a basic fact in his power theory and in this regard, Dan W. Butin explains that “Resistance is both a precondition for power relations and a manifest response to ongoing relations of power” (2001, 168). 


Though the panopticon society guarantees a disciplinary system in which every member of any institution should know that he is watched, the excessive use of spying and watching creates a prison for every citizen. One of the negative implications of the panopticon is the act of impinging on one’s privacy and liberty. When prison is imposed on the citizens, they have to escape through collective action and rebellion. When exposed to this kind of confinement, the prisoners or the citizens have either to escape the eye of power or to confront and to look power in the eye. This part of the paper focuses on the latter which is confrontation through truth-telling in spite of all the shackles that the state imposed on its citizens and this embodies the self-transformation that the Egyptians underwent.

The power of the “verbal activity” of the protestors is closely related to Foucault’s concept of “parrhesia” which he developed from the Greek literature. “Parrhesia” is a fundamental component of the democracy of Classical Athens which means “to speak candidly.” Parrhesia is described by Foucault as a way of telling the truth, which in ancient Athens “represented a virtue, a quality, a duty and a technique” (2910, 43). Foucault traced the development of parrhesia from the political activity of public speaking to the philosophical notion of truth as a way of life. To him, truth is linked to the effects of power. In a lecture entitled “Discourse and Truth: The Problematization of Parrhesia,” he declares:

My intention was not to deal with the problem of truth, but with the problem of truth-teller or truth-telling as an activity. By this I mean that, for me, it was not a question of analyzing the internal or external criteria that would enable the Greeks and Romans, or anyone else, to recognize whether a statement or proposition is true or not. At issue for me was rather the attempt to consider truth-telling as a specific activity, or as a role." (1083, 1)


The one who uses “parrhesia” or the one who speaks the truth is known as parrhesiastes who practices two relations simultaneously, that is “relations of power and vulnerability” (Huckaby 2011, 177). In other words, the parrhesiastes is regarded as powerful in the sense that he is facing the authorities and telling them the truth fearlessly and he is also vulnerable because he is exposed to the risk or the danger for telling the truth. This fact entails mentioning the five elements or conditions for being regarded as a parrhesiates which are Frankness, Truth, Danger, Criticism and Duty. Applying these elements to the protestors in question, it is noticeable that they abound these qualities as shown in Orabi and his companions on one side and the youth and the political activists of January Revolution on the other side.


The general Ahmed Orabi felt that it is his duty to criticize the workings of the army at his time. Orabi was full of anger by means of Osman Rifqi’s policy of supplying many privileges to the Turkish and Circassian officers in the army. Meanwhile, in 1880, Rifqi dismissed a group of junior Egyptian army officers ignoring their suffering from financial difficulties. This situation was aggravated when the Egyptian officers, as J. Cole states, “who protested this exclusion met harsh treatment from the absolutist Riyad government which pushed them from petition-writing to greater acts of insubordination” (1993, 22). In this sense, Orabi found that the only way for salvation was to confront Khedive Tawfiq with truth to reform his policy. He told him:

You have to increase the strength of the army as it was at the time of Saed.

Raise the salary of the soldier.

Your officers have to be ordinary Egyptians.

They are the pride of the army and they are regarded as the tools of your victory.

The Egyptians should have the same salary of the Turks and Circassians and the same rights of promotion. (Al-Sharqawi 1985, 75)


As a parrhesiastes who cannot stand silent when people are oppressed, Orabi was temporarily fired from his position because he criticized Khisro Pasha when he promoted an officer who did not deserve it. Khisro Pasha informed the War Minister that Orabi is “stubborn, aggressive and inobedient to his instructions.” To this accusation, Orabi replied, “I am not aggressive but I have an inherent love of justice and fairness” (qtd. in Al-Khafif 1971, 70). Because the element of truth-telling and criticism led to danger, Orabi was forbidden from promotion. More than that, he was later exposed to a press campaign as they described him as a “Barbaric rebel who is fluent at stirring up people” (qtd. in Al Khafif 1971, 167).


Al Sharqawi’s play is entitled Orabi: The Leader of the Peasants to show that his role as a parrhesiastes is not confined to his role in the army but he was the first peasant in the history of modern Egypt to be obsessed with the rights of the peasants to lead  a decent life. He was so preoccupied with the case of the peasants that Lord Cromer admits, “The peasants regarded him as a savior who could restore their lands and abolish the taxes” (1908, 281). In this regard, it is noteworthy to cite Nadav Safran to prove how Orabi with his military officers possessed national and patriotic trend:

They pleaded the case of the plain soldier and championed the cause of the small farmer who was reeling under the burden of taxation. Within a brief time they succeeded in stirring up the whole country behind them so that, in the words of a contemporary Egyptian witness of ambivalent sentiments towards the Urabists, “Everybody fancied himself Urabi and Urabi fancied himself everybody”; classes were dissolved and the high and the low got mixed and there was no making heads or tails of it. (1961, 49)


Being a peasant and an army officer helped Orabi to abound two movements in one revolution, namely the military with the patriotic uprising. What gave the revolution its extensive civilian and social depth is the fact that the protestors were not only officers but also great landlords, rich peasants, the intelligentsia, the urban merchants, and artisan guilds. In the 9th of September in 1881, all these classes with the aid of the officers who raised their swords assembled in an awesome scene to confront Khedive Tawfiq with their demands. The Egyptians demanded the abolition of injustice to officers and the reform of the Egyptian army. They claimed the adoption of a constitution and the institution of Shura Council.  Orabi, the representative of all Egyptian people, confronted the Khedive of Egypt destroying all structures of hierarchy and authorities in a fearless speech with truth that the more powerful refused to hear in Abdeen Square reflected in this famous dialogue:

Tawfiq: You do not have the right to demand anything.

We are the Khedive of Egypt or the owner of Egypt.

We have inherited this country from our ancestors.

I can do with it whatever I like.

If we wish, we can willingly offer it the constitution.

If we do not, we domineer.

Thus, you are considered as our slaves.

Orabi: We are free and we will never be a thing to be inherited by any means.

From now on, no one will enslave us.

We are born free.

We will remain free forever. (Al-Sharqawi 1985, 156)


Accordingly, Khedive Tawfiq was compelled to accept Orabi’s demands and this in turn showed the success of the first stage of the revolution. Because truth-telling or parrhesia is always regarded as the stage which comes before revolution and challenging, the role of the press in awakening the national growth and disseminating truth was another reason for the success of Orabi’s uprising. The press, as Latifa Salem expounds, “was able to pave the way for the Egyptians to undergo a revolutionary period and to make them always ready to participate in any revolutionary act” (1981, 276). Moreover, the journals with their articles emphasized the slogan “Egypt for the Egyptians” which “underlies the proto-nationalist strand in the revolution” (Reid 1998).


Indeed, Orabi was not the only parrhesiastes who possessed the best moral qualities which enabled him to limit the tyrant’s power but also the intelligentsia was also able to work under non-democratic conditions. In spite of the strict rules of censorship, the elite like Jamal El Din Al Afghani, Abd Allah Al Nadeem and Mohamed Abdou helped to participate in the Orabi Revolution which is regarded as “the first democratic revolution which expressed the hopes of the nation in freedom and democracy and getting rid of the Ottoman and Circassian domination” (Shalaby 1981, 134).


This is illustrated by the fact that the only governmental journal that was published in Egypt until the era of Khedive Ismail was Egyptian Gazette Newspaper. Then, in 1875, Al Ahram was issued in which Mohamed Abdou’s articles were published helping in enriching the political and cultural atmosphere. Al Afghani encouraged his disciples to issue other journals like Egypt, and  Abou Nazzara in 1877 and Commerce in 1887. In addition to this, other movements started to express their dissident ideologies such as “Masr Al Fattah.” This organization secretly worked in Khedive Ismail’s reign and then declared itself overtly in September 1879 when formed a delegation to meet Khedive Tawfiq with a suggested plan to reform the state. Highlighting the close relation between parrhesia and freedom, J. Cole ensured the fact that “The rise of a new stratum of intellectuals and the impact of print culture in the nineteenth century has implications not only for social and political mobilization, but also for the growth of regional patriotism” (1993, 12).


Similarly, the Egyptians decided to uproot the despotic regime in the 25th of January Revolution. Years of repression and oppression during Mubarak’s era awakened the national and patriotic inclinations in the youth. The recent uprising in Egypt exemplifies how the “will to truth” enabled “the replacement of the existing structures of government, and also elucidates the connection between parrhesia, freedom and subjectification” (Sauter and Kendall 2011, 12). In a panoramic view of the revolutions that took place in our country, Samuli Schielke is right when contending that there are similar fundamental causes such as “foreign domination, social inequality and injustice, and oligarchic power structures-- be they feudal-colonial as before 1952, or military-business as after 1952” (2011, 78).


Concerning the Orabi Movement, the “foreign domination” was clearer than its predecessor as England and France imposed a direct interference in the affairs of the country. As for the 25th of January Revolution, the “foreign domination” is indirectly represented in Mubarak’s subjection to the increasingly American interference. However, both revolutions have one parrhesiastic aim which is limiting the power of the ruling tyrant and preventing the social and political injustice. Politically speaking, the forging of the 2010 elections of the People’s Assembly resulted in the domination of the National Democratic Party and the exclusion of other parties from joining the parliament. Social and economic conditions were the main responsible factor for starting the current revolution.


Farmers, whose tenancies were permanent under Land Reform, lost all their rights and the landowners “could take back the land or impose whatever rental rate they desired” (Ghosh 37). Additionally, workers were banned from striking, and since the change in the labor law in 2003, were often hired on short-term contracts, under which they had no medical or social insurance benefits. Khaled Ali, a labor lawyer and director of the Egyptian Center for Economic and Social Rights, carefully noted, “One of the important steps of this revolution is an economic and social slant besides the political demands” (qtd. in Beinin 2011, 26). He was referring to some sixty strikes in the last days before Mubarak’s departure on February 11th. Workers have launched strike waves and labor protests have proliferated since 1998.


To draw lines of comparison between this revolution and its predecessor, it is obvious that impoverishment of the rural and urban labor force was completely contrasted with the increased concentration of wealth and concomitant corruption. Factory workers, landless peasants and government employees suffered most. Many of them saw their fortunes fall as a result of the economic liberalization. In this regard, Dina Shehata explains:

…a new Egyptian business elite emerged: some people exploited the period of economic reform and openness to turn their contacts with the regime and international markets into vast fortunes. Just below this newly minted business aristocracy, a well-off middle class also began to develop. Thus, there soon emerged a two-tiered society: the majority of the Egyptian population was increasingly marginalized, while a small minority prospered like never before. Moreover, economic reform and liberalization led to the emergence of an unholy alliance between the ruling elite and the business elite. (2012, 92)

All these social, political and economic factors were responsible for breeding a sense of depression and dissatisfaction in most of the Egyptians. Because they lived in a panopticon society which imposed on them a sense of fear and isolation, they felt shackled by the fear and obsession with the economic crisis. What instigated new feelings is the appearance of some figures who kept on declaring that there is no way out except with change. Dr. Mohamed El Baradei, the former Head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, who returned to Egypt in February 2010, repeated incessantly some phrases like “Change is necessary,” “The regime does not work for the sake of the country” and “Egypt deserves, with all its treasures  much better position” (qtd. in Shahine 2011, 74).


“A will for change” and “a will for self-transformation” started to invade the Egyptian society as Nancy Ettlinger comments on Foucauldian concept of resistance maintaining that “Change toward a transformational mentality requires an ascending approach, beginning with practices… activism is effective when citizen-subjects become enrolled in practices that cultivate reflexivity and open spaces of resistance” (2011, 552). The citizens at the beginning of Mubarak’s rule are completely different from those of the 25th of January Revolution. The regime did not recognize the change in the last years. It was shocked to see people assembled in Al Tahrir Square with all these numbers calling, “People Want to Overthrow the Regime.” It is highly significant to cite Ahmed Y. Shahine who highlights the transformation that the Egyptians underwent:

We are no longer low-ambition people. Our ambition lies in our ability to get rid of the roof of our hopes. We have to break the barrier of awe, fear and silence. We will not allow any ruler to disregard our minds. We should no longer be treated as if unable to distinguish, choose or desire for a better life. Our ambition unites in one aim, one hope and one demand which is to “Leave.” (2011, 110)


A very important question has to be posed here which is, “Do the youth of the January Revolution possess the parrhesiastic techniques of ‘spiritual guidance’?” The “parrhesiastic game,” in Foucauldian sense, presupposes that “the parrhesiastes is someone who has the moral qualities which are required, first, to know the truth, and secondly, to convey such truth to others.” He also adds that in democratic parrhesia, “one must be the best among the citizens possessing personal, moral and social qualities which grant one the privilege to speak” (1983, 3). This is clearly applied to Orabi, the leader of the revolution under study, in which his distinctive qualities supplied the movement with his name. On the other hand, the January Revolution is distinguished by the absence of a charismatic leader among the protestors. Missing a leader does not detract from the qualities of Al Tahrir protestors. On the contrary, it emphasizes that the revolution is not personalized. It is noteworthy to mention that all the elements of parrhesia are abound in them like Frankness, Truth, Criticism, Danger and Duty.


Such movements as Kefaya and the April 6 Youth Movement challenged their non-democratic governments in the name of political change. They felt that it was their duty to speak the truth and to take a risk though their ruling tyrant may become angry, may punish them, may exile them or kill them. The duty of parrhesia compelled them to “speak the truth to those who cannot accept the truth” though they can be “free to keep silent” (Foucault 1983, 6). The youth did not stop criticizing the institutions of the state especially police apparatus after the murder of Khaled Saed. During the eighteen days in Al Tahrir, “as the bloody assaults grew, so did the courageous determination of the protestors. Assemblies attracted larger and broader social forces all across the country” (Finamore 2012, 17). It seems that the youth believed that their duty is to raise the patriotic awareness in all the Egyptians. In a dialogue between Michel Foucault and Naomi Chomski, the former explains the task of people towards their ruling despotic regime as if he was directing his speech to Al Tahrir demonstrators saying that:

It seems to me that the real political task in a society … is to criticize the workings of institutions, which appear to be both neutral and independent; to criticize and attack them in such a manner that the political violence which has always exercised itself obscurely through them will be unmasked so that we can fight against them. (1971, 21)


Finally, the last point attention must be drawn to is the way the Egyptians insist on resisting this panopticon society. There was not a direct confrontation as that between Orabi and Khedive Tawfiq because Mubarak was more insulated by his entourage from approaching his people. Part of the resistance, like Orabi’s uprising, was reflected on the opinions of the writers and journalists. Some opposition writers participated in alerting people to the corruption of this regime as the writings of Ibrahim Eissa, Wael El Abrashi and Ahmed Messlemani. Some particular works such as Alaa Al Aswani’s “Why do not Egyptians revolt?,” Omar Taher’s  Rasf Misr and Belal Fadl’s The Original Inhabitants of Egypt helped to show the deteriorating conditions of Egypt. A resonant poem by Farouq Gawida entitled “This Country is no longer Mine,” as a way of example, explains how the ruling regime has everything as money, power and politics and yet they spread corruption everywhere. Even the recent movies such as “It’s Chaos” or “Heya Fawda” and “Molasses” or “Assel Aswed” attempted to make the Egyptians intensely feel the dilemma they are entrapped in. A very effective phrase repeated by the hero in the latter work is, “I am an Egyptian citizen and I should have Egyptian rights.”

Light should be focused on the role of the internet or Facebook besides that of the journalists. Through the use of 2.0 technologies, the activists were able to communicate with all people and use the net to reveal their views and thoughts which ended in calling for a revolution. Ironically, the writer and the journalist, Emad El Din Adeeb noted that “the internet was the main reason for selecting Ahmed Nazif to be the Prime-Minister and it is the same reason for being excluded from the ministry” (qtd. in Shahine 2011, 58). The internet played an important role in disseminating truth through showing the opinions of the bloggers. Moreover, it is regarded as a very crucial means for truth-tellers to revolt against their ruler. Emails were sent with a guide to the revolution concerning what the people should wear, where they should meet, and what is needed for the day to succeed. The emails had clear instructions. So when the government decided to shut down all telecommunications on Friday 28th of January or “The Day of Anger,” the protestors had already all the information they needed.


A new role of the internet and cell phones which was instigating before and during the revolution was reversing the panopticon. In other words, the coercive power of the police state acted as the watched and the citizens became the watchmen. One of the reasons for igniting the spark of the revolution was the displayed pictures of Khaled Saed. His brother was able to picture him when he went to the hospital to disseminate it on the internet with his “contorted face, fractured skull, broken nose and dislocated jaw” (ABC News). This distorted picture aroused the public opinion against the previous regime and its apparatuses. Wael Ghoneim, the admin of “We Are All Khaled Saed” tweeted a powerful rallying cry, “Freedom is a bless that deserves fighting for” (qtd. in Ghosh  2011, 4). 


It becomes very difficult for this kind of freedom to be gained through peaceful ways. Historians should note that the Egyptians left a very strong impact on the whole world through their insistence to fight peacefully. Their strong determination was evinced through their ability to practice the parrhesiastic game of facing their tyrants as “parrhesia comes from ‘below’ as it were, and is directed towards ‘above’” (Foucault 1983,  5). This kind of change took place when the Egyptians in these two revolutions were able to resist the panopticon power which aimed to create “bodies of knowledge” (Luxon 2008, 379). The two regimes under question believed that the more they collected data about the citizens, the more powerful they became. Nevertheless, the Egyptians thought that the act of parrhesia or truth-telling is one of the ways of transgressing the prison imposed on them by panopticism. They refused to be governed this way and they unconsciously practiced parrhesia which effectively led the protestors “to develop themselves ethically and act politically” (Luxon 392). Insisting to be “bodies of practice” not mere “bodies of knowledge” helped them to achieve self-transformation that astonished the whole world as H. A. Hellyer maintains that:

Taking all these aspects of the situation into account, and with due acknowledgement of the many uncertainties involved, one thing is clear: Egypt and the Arab world have changed, irrevocably. The Arab people are demanding change, and the “forces of change” genie cannot simply be put back into the “stability” bottle. (2011, 1322)

Throughout the current study, it is obvious that the conflict of people with their regimes through words and disseminating truth culminated in the mass marches that crowned people’s “will to change.” The fear that the ruling regimes attempted to root in the citizens failed to create solitary individuals and docile bodies. On the contrary, people became more courageous and were able to challenge their disciplinary and non-democratic conditions and achieve self-development and ethical transformation.

To conclude, both revolutions in question witnessed similar circumstances concerning the state apparatuses which were legalized to commit violence either reflected in using the “whip” and the physical beating as in the Orabi Movement or the means of punishment and torture that SSI practiced before the 25th of January Revolution. The two regimes in Egypt used all forms of disciplinary power through overt and covert surveillance. The former is represented in the prison designed by Jeremy Bentham and imagined by Foucault as a metaphor for isolation and confinement. One of the negative implications of the panopticon is the misuse of the disciplinary power which led to creating a prison for every citizen. On the other hand, the covert surveillance is embodied in all means of spying as illustrated in the infiltration of spies everywhere among Orabi and his companions. As for the more recent revolution, spying is imposed on the more complicated means of technology as tapping telephones and spying on internet users.

The act of invisibility of the ways of controlling the citizens altogether with curbing freedoms and the censorship that was imposed on the opinion writers, journalists, and political activists led to the strong desire to resist this kind of coercive power. It becomes evident that the more the despotic rulers attempt to tighten their fist on the Egyptians, the more the citizens are eager to change and resist peacefully this power. One effect of this power is the verbal activity of the protestors which is closely related to Foucault’s concept of “parrhesia” in which people struggle to disseminate truth either through the magazines and journals before the Orabi Revolution or through the use of Facebook and Twitter in the January Revolution. 

A concomitant form of insubordination is reversing the panopticon in the sense that the icon of the repressive power incarnated in the state apparatuses started to play the role of the watched not the watchmen. This is exemplified when Orabi and the protestors confronted Khedive Tawfiq in Abdeen Square. The authorities are now under mass surveillance and the “watched” are finally able to “watch the watchers.” Accordingly, the fear that was intended to be rooted in the people is reversed in the rulers. Panopticism is also reversed in the 2011 Revolution when the demonstrators were able to film the brutality of the police officers. In this sense, Bernard Keane notes that the sharp end of this reversal of the panopticon has been seen in the Arab Spring, “with citizen-produced video used to record the behavior of security forces, motivate people to participate and compile material that can later be used by authorities prosecuting war crimes and crimes against humanity, which have traditionally relied on eyewitness testimony and documentary evidence” (2011, par.7). Thus, the parrhesiastes in the two revolutions succeeded in limiting the power of the repressive tyrant in a peaceful way using the truth-telling method and breaking all barriers of fear, surveillance and isolation of their social panopticon. 

NOTES

1 All translations from Arabic into English are done by the present writer.
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