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Farouk Is Gone, Long Live the Revolution

The brilliant thinker, writer, and civil administrator Taha Husayn served as 
technical adviser to the Ministry of Education (1942–44) during one of the 
many brief returns of the Wafd to government. During his term, he set out 
to democratize and secularize education. He developed higher learning facili-
ties, he founded the University of Alexandria, and he established one-track, 
universal, free compulsory primary education. Minister of education from 
1950 until a few months prior to the 1952 coup, Husayn furthered what liberal 
nationalists had been advocating for decades. He thus instituted tuition-free 
secondary education. He created the University of 'Ayn al-Shams, and he laid 
the foundations of the University of Asyut as well as the financial grounds 
for the University of Mansura.1 Like other liberals, he upheld education as 
a keystone of national emancipation. Despite his competence, though, in 
the words of Egyptian intellectual Luwis 'Awad, Husayn received “honorary 
posts but no power at all” after the ’52 Revolution.2 The Free Officers faced 
an uneasy situation. They could not repudiate a man of Husayn’s stature. Yet 
they could not embrace a former royal minister or his liberalism. This led to 
an incongruous situation in which a proponent of restrictive policies and Hu-
sayn’s former opponent, Isma'il al-Qabbani, received the portfolio of the first 
republican ministry of education. 'Awad suggests that this effectively severed 
Husayn’s expansive educational policy.3

 However, Husayn was not immediately cast out. He collaborated in 1955 
on one of the earliest new textbooks of the Nasserian schoolhouse.4 More-
over, the republic elevated him into a sort of Jules Ferry of the Egyptian edu-
cational system.5 Husayn thus maintains an honorific place in today’s school-
books. He sits among the founding fathers of the modern nation, along with 
patriots Mustafa Kamil and Muhammad Farid.6 In addition, the republic 
espoused many of the policies advocated by Husayn and other liberal nation-
alists,7 such as greater state intervention, Arabic and Islamic teaching, curric-
ular uniformity, secularization and institutional supervision of the venerable 
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20   |   Part I. Retelling Salah al-Din

Islamic university of al-Azhar, open-access to university, and expanding free 
education.8

 Despite these continuities, the republic also departed from earlier policies. 
Governmental institutions promoted and at times imposed measures of so-
cial inclusion, as in al-Azhar. They worked at fashioning the schoolhouse as 
the matrix of the new political order. They officially and ideologically champi-
oned education (knowledge) over instruction (literacy). The ministry was re-
named and textbooks proclaimed the Cultural Revolution.9 In 1954 the newly 
edited preparatory-level history textbook mentioned that “one of the goals of 
the revolution was to realize social justice and to bridge the gap between the 
nation’s [social] classes.”10 In contrast, the monarchy had a history of timid 
reforms. Political speeches and contemporaneous artifacts alike reflect this 
caution. The commercially successful 1939 film Al-'Azima (Determination) 
is indicative of royalist politics concerning education and social promotion.11 
As Walter Armbrust has pointed out, the film’s main protagonist resembles 
an aspiring Tal'at Harb, the renowned Egyptian capitalist who promoted na-
tionalist industrialism between the early 1920s and the late 1930s. This film 
was held in vast esteem after 1952 because of its explicitly nationalistic and 
optimistic language.12 Possibly limited by political and commercial pressures, 
director Kamal Salim stripped his film of social critique as he recounts a 
man’s honorable social ascension. He depicts an idyllic and picturesque hara 
(alley), where poverty is a virtue.13 In a prototypical narrative of self-achieve-
ment, the young Muhammad Hanafi toils while displaying infallible ethics. 
He undergoes the countless trials endemic to a world of artisans and shop-
keepers, the prejudices of the bourgeoisie, and the Great Depression. Thanks 
to a capitalist system that prizes outstanding, hardworking individuals and 
fate—which rewards moral virtue—he overcomes such adversities. The pa-
tronage of the upper class is, however, indispensable. It appears in the guise of 
an honest pasha, Salih bey, who rewards morality, talent, and determination. 
At the end, Hanafi achieves the petit-bourgeois dream of material success. 
His rise to fortune is an ode to the middle class, and to education, which al-
lows the transcendence of one’s birth. Hanafi’s education thus improves his 
material condition without alienating him. Indeed, Hanafi does not forsake 
his origins, and he marries his poor neighbor.
 In 1930s Egypt Hanafi would have enjoyed a free basic education with 
restrictions. The two-tiered educational system—a constitutional paragraph 
much ignored by the literature—“promised free education [but] only on 
the ‘lower elementary education’ track,” and rural educational facilities were 

© U
niv

ers
ity

 P
res

s o
f F

lor
ida



Farouk Is Gone, Long Live the Revolution   |   21

rare.14 Primary school tuition was prohibitive. Thus, Hanafi’s father begs for 
his master’s financial support.15 Only a minority among the lower classes thus 
joined primary schools. Entrance was conditional upon passing selective ex-
ams, obtaining private or state scholarships, and having a sponsor. Such was 
the case of the young Taha Sa'ad 'Uthman, who transferred from the kuttab 
(religious instruction) to primary school in the 1920s. His account points to 
the social homogeneity of spaces of learning. Primary schools provided to 
the social elite because of expensive tuition and selective entrance. A state 
scholarship covered the six-pound tuition, which included school supplies:

When I took the exams and entered in primary school and the expenses were 
6 pounds, I entered for free. The school . . . gave us a pencil and a . . . blotting 
pad and a quill with a large nib to use for big calligraphy and an English nib 
for writing. And we started learning English in the first year. And we had 
very extensive lessons. . . . You know, when I see the level of children today, 
my son and the son of my son . . . , I wonder how we were able to assimilate 
all that quantity of knowledge in the sciences and health and in history and 
geography, and in the Arabic language and English language. . . . School was 
really teaching for teaching, and teachers were very devoted to the extent 
that . . . at the end of the year by about a month, the teachers [decided] to give 
us supplementary lessons to explain the questions, one before the course and 
another class after the course, and this was free, without any extra charge. 
And at the exam at the end of the year, I can’t recall any attempt to cheat, 
and any other attempt, on our part or that of the teachers. And those who 
attended school were all the sons of the notables, because the poor could not 
afford paying 6 pounds.16

 One might easily read this passage as a nostalgic and hyperbolical endorse-
ment. However, a close examination of elementary-level textbooks from 1948 
to 1999 supports 'Uthman’s claim. It shows that historical narratives from the 
1940s to the 1960s were qualitatively superior to those that followed. Textual 
substance and material quality markedly dropped in 1971. The last genera-
tion of civics textbooks (2010–11) shows distinct improvements in visual and 
pedagogical quality compared to a decade earlier (1999) but not so much so 
in narrative substance (see table 1.1).17

 In contrast to primary schools, elementary schools were open-access and 
tuition free. But these “practical schools created for the poor”18 did not and 
“should not” grant access to secondary school, let alone university.19 To be 
sure, this two-tiered educational system had precedents and equivalents. 
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Table 1.1. Educational levels for history instruction and course content 
(history pages/total	pages	of	textbook) during the Mubarak years,* 
1996–2000

High School, General, 
Secondary Level, History

3rd year: No history

2nd year: From Islamic history to the 1952 
revolution and the Israeli-Arab conflict 
(265/265)

1st year: Pharaonic history and civilization 
(232/232)** 

Preparatory School, Secondary 
Level, Social Studies

3rd year: From the 'Urabi Revolution to 1952 
revolution; Arab-Israeli war (34/77); world 
societies and geography 

2nd year: Islamic history (48/76)and social 
sciences (economy, development, industry) 

1st year: Pharaonic history (50/89) and 
natural sciences

5th year: Pharaonic, Islamic, and 
contemporary history (34/86); geography, 
environment, and natural resources

4th year: Dates, events, and names 
(4/44); geography, civil education, natural 
environment and resources 

Elementary School,* Primary 
Level, Social Studies

3rd year: No history

2nd year: No history

1st year: No history

*The sixth-year primary level was abolished between 1988 and 1999. The history curriculum 
for 2009–10 is similar to the 1999 one. Compulsory education varied under President 
Mubarak. It was six years in 1982, nine years in 1990, five years in 1996, and eight years in 
1999. Such changes have altered enrollment statistics. There is only one national standard 
textbook for each grade level since the 1950s, and textbooks are produced and controlled by 
the state.

**History curriculum eliminated for this grade level between 1969 and 1985; date of reinstate-
ment not known.

Sources: (all United Arab Republic, Ministry of Education) fourth- and fifth-year elementary: 
Al-Dirasat al-Ijtima'iyya (1998–99 and 1996–97); first- and second-year preparatory: Al-Di-
rasat al-Ijtima'iyya (1999–2000); third-year preparatory: Al-Dirasat al-Ijtima'iyya (1998–99); 
first- and second-year secondary: Al-Ta'rikh li-al-thanawiyya al-'amma, 1997–98.
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In other countries, the division it established was also racial.20 Until 1933 in 
Egypt, elementary secular and religious curricula were similar.21 Even when 
elementary schools had theoretically disappeared, the level of instruction 
was much lower than in primary schools, as indicated by 1949 textbooks.22 
While elementary and “general” primary educations formally merged in 1944 
into a unique free “basic primary level,” disparities between formerly divided 
establishments subsided. As a result, in 1951 the government promulgated 
a law that aimed at equalizing teaching and education. At the same time, it 
extended free tuition to secondary school.23 A couple of years and one revo-
lution later, the Muhammad Najib government issued Law No. 210 of 1953. 
As in 1951, this law stipulated the reorganization of primary schools and the 
redistribution of material and human resources among establishments. Legal 
decrees and textbooks point to the temporal gap between political reform 
and social change. On the one hand, they indicate an institutional continuity 
before and after the 1952 Revolution. On the other hand, they offer another 
instance of historical utterances at the service of a creative past. As noted 
earlier, Law No. 210 of the 1953 Act is commonly conflated with the 1951 law, 
while the democratization of monarchic education has been largely forgotten.
 The intellectual contradictions of reformists explain in part this inaccu-
racy. The insightful Taha Husayn himself, as adviser and minister, upheld 
politics that some viewed as radical. Yet he sided with elitists, aristocrats, and 
the Liberal Constitutional Party between the early 1920s and the early 1940s, 
although he did not believe in immanent social privileges. He defended the 
idea of a wholesome, intellectual, moral, and physical education that would 
generate fulfilled, patriotic, and responsible citizens. Considering that the 
“sons of the [common] people” sacrificed their lives for the homeland, the 
state owed them the benefits of an elementary instruction.24 Schooling, Hu-
sayn remarkably insisted, was a “democratic” right.25 Poorly educated citizens, 
he argued, were more likely to threaten state authority and instigate “social 
upheavals, which beginning we well know, which end we cannot predict, and 
which know no bounds.”26

 Husayn boldly exposed his views in The Future of Education, first pub-
lished in 1938. He advocated the “advancement of the poor” in the 1920s–30s. 
He defended a universal, “reading-writing-and-counting” public instruction 
modeled after Western European policies. Since the mid-nineteenth century, 
the elite particularly emulated the French.27 But Husayn upheld a cautious 
version of Ferrist republican education: he opposed the imposition of a one-
track “general education.” He believed that the dual-track system best suited 

© U
niv

ers
ity

 P
res

s o
f F

lor
ida



24   |   Part I. Retelling Salah al-Din

pupils’ unequal abilities and needs.28 “Most [common] people,” he wrote, “can 
live a peaceful daily life without all [the] knowledge [provided in primary 
school],” such as chemistry or foreign languages and history.29 It also befitted 
the ministry’s limited budget. Within a context of economic depression and 
warmongering nations, Husayn opted for realism, pragmatism, and rational-
ism against egalitarianism and idealism.30 General education, Husayn noted, 
was more expensive than basic instruction. It thus required citizens’ financial 
participation.31 The state could therefore provide full or partial state financial 
support, but “only to those among the needy who would prove in earnest their 
preparation for this education by passing examinations, during elementary 
school or such, while competitions should be most scrupulous, and free of 
nonsense and favoritism.”32

 Born in 1916 in Upper Egypt to a modest family—his father was a landless 
peasant who worked occasionally as a gardener—'Uthman was one of these 
select and fortunate children.

 T.S.U. Basic and compulsory education both led to the same result, which 
was the teaching of reading and writing and calculation and sciences and 
history and these kinds of things. . . . If you could complete your education 
further, at a higher degree, there was an education called the [elementary] 
education . . . and within [elementary] education, there was a part that was 
led by charitable organizations, in particular the Islamic Charitable As-
sociation. . . . They opened many elementary and secondary schools in some 
of the existing head districts. And that’s a sort of education that taught at 
a very high level and, from the first year of [primary] school, they taught 
English and Arabic, and history and geography, and sciences and many 
things, and it was four years long. Those who got in there were the sons of 
middle-class families . . . who completed their education and could pay for 
expenses. . . . Because the studies lasted four years at six pounds for tuition 
per year . . .
M. B. Was six pounds a lot?
T.S.U. It was enormous compared to the income . . .
M. B. For example, how much did a peasant make?
T.S.U. No. . . . It was hard. . . . For example, to give you an idea . . . a 
normal guard in the government, his salary was 97 piasters and a half, that 
is less than a pound a month, so it was hard . . . and regarding peasants, for 
example I told you that my father was working in gardens for two piasters 
and a half a day. So it was very hard for him to pay six pounds . . . and be-
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