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Does Arendt’s Model of Society Work for Egypt?


Arendt’s model of the human condition argues that originally, two distinct and different spheres existed:  public and private.  She further argues that as private issues such as wealth became issues of public importance, the two spheres blended into society.  Arendt describes society as interaction, motivated by self-interest, that occurs between separate individuals.  In the West, what is known as the industrialized world, individualism and self-identity are valued; Arendt’s model based upon individual interaction works well for a society with our emphasis upon these individualistic values.  The question that I will examine in this essay is how well Arendt’s model that may work for our society can explain the interactions that occur in Egypt.  


Traces of Western society have left a noticeable imprint upon Egypt as a country and a society.  The West and its ideas and philosophies have been forced upon Egypt during times of military conquest when the countries of Europe “penetrated the countries of the East . . . as dominators.”
  After conquering Egypt, the industrialized countries of the West have profited from Egypt economically while keeping that country in “a system of colonial economy.”
  Egypt has not been allowed to develop her own resources but has been forced to accept the philosophies and practices of the West in order to survive as a country economically.  The obvious implication of having such strong Western influences in Egypt would seem to be that Arendt’s model would fit Egyptian society as it does the Western societies.  In fact, Arendt does seem to explain certain aspects of Egypt’s modern industrial life that are patterned after the West.  One specific example is the existence of a distinct upper and lower class system industrially with “no middle-class group.”
  Arendt reduced individual interactions in the modern society to issues of economic importance; she believed along with Marx that all struggles of the modern world had their roots in economic class struggles.  Despite the undeniable marks of the West that exist in Egypt today, the industrialized world has failed to “dislodge the spiritual power of Islam, nor its underlying political potential.”
  

This key component of Egypt-Islam and its many followers- has managed to survive military conquests and economic dominance by the West and has thrived as a distinct element of Egyptian society.  Obviously, this element is not present in Western societies.  The original question then still stands; can Arendt’s model be applied to Egypt as it is applied to the West?  Followers of Islam are very proud of their religion and its lifestyle: why?  “By proclaiming their Muslim faith, the popular masses seek to signal their positive commitment to this dimension, thereby telling the intellectuals and the Westernized pseudo-vanguards: ‘I belong to one world and you belong to another:  we are different.’”
  The population of Muslim Egypt wishes the West to know that it cannot be described by one of its models and that Islamic society contains elements that Arendt never even begins to describe and that they recognize and resent that some “have sold [their] souls to foreigners for a pittance.”
  These expressions of disgust and frustration among the Islamic contingency in Egypt evidence the fact that certain issues exist and are important in the West that “the Moslem mind has always rejected.”
  An Islamic society and mindset thrive in Egypt and coexists with the Western influences described earlier in this essay; these two components clash and cause Egyptian society to be split into two major elements.  “Two societies exist side by side:  the historically original society which ahs preserved the mode of Islamic society and. . .the ‘modernized’ society formed under Western domination.”
  The two groups of intellectuals that exist in Egypt illustrate this split in Egyptian society:  one group “hold that whatever the Ancients did or thought constitutes the truth”
 while the opposing group believes that “everything inherited from the past should be swept away.”
  Another illustration of this split in the Egyptian mindset can be seen in the actions of one of the past leaders of that country.  In 1962, Nasser expressed his desires to implement economic reform, an idea popularized by Western ideas.  However, he immediately sends troops into Yemen to fight a costly civil war, and five years later, he wages a disastrous war with Israel.  At this point, all of his hopes for economic reform had been lost to fight a traditional battle that Egypt is involved in for historical reasons.  Because Egypt exists as a split society, the Western model of society cannot apply.  “The societal model of Islamic Arab societies is essentially different from Western models.  Thus, to apply such models to an analysis of Islamic Arab societies would, in itself, be unscientific.”
  The correct model of Egypt, an Islamic Arab society, must include and take into account not only the Western element of the country but also the traditional, Islamic element that is also present in the same society.  Yes, Arendt does offer a valid model for those Western elements present in the country, so her model will appear to be correct in describing certain parts of Egyptian society.  However, her model falls short because it fails to describe Islamic elements present in Egypt.  The two divisions of society are at odds; Western ideals and Islamic ideals have been shown to be different in this essay, so Arendt’s solely dealing with one of the components of Egyptian society necessarily disregards the other component.  The conclusion at this point is that no real model to describe Egyptian society exists.  “It is all based on a conception supported by European techniques, on the fringe of an even in contradiction with the total and universal religion of Islam.  All this has been built up in spite of Islam.  But what has not yet been built up-because in this sphere Islam has not yet lost its grip-is a genuine Egyptian society.”
  


I am now going to examine one specific example of Arendt’s shortcomings in describing Egyptian society due to her leaving out the traditional element that exists in that country and solely dealing with the Western element.  The model of one unified nation, a concept Arendt discusses as the new sense of community in our modern world, works well for Western societies.  However, “political nationalism proved maladaptive to non-Western cultures . . . [and] ignored village and regional particularism.”
  Other countries and societies have always functioned on a system based upon small living groups that individuals belonged to and defined themselves by, such as villages or tribes.  Egypt is one such example where “the basic unit of loyalty above the family is the village, in which most Middle Easterners are born and live out their lives.  It is here that real sense of citizenship begins and ends for the peasant majority.”
  In Egypt, land was traditionally owned and taken care of by the village as a whole; an individual’s life depended only upon the village he belonged to, not upon his country’s state of affairs.  An individual was judged and identified by the village he came from and his place of importance in that village, not upon his own merits as a distinct person.  Even more than the village, “the family in Egypt constitutes the basic framework within which the life of the individual, form birth to death, is worked out.”
  An individual must always consider his or her family rather than himself or herself when interacting with others in Egyptian society.  “The large principles on which the Egyptian family is founded exert too powerful a force for eth individual readily to depart from them.”
  One example of this consideration of family above self is the segregation of buses based upon gender in public spaces.  Women are not free to interact as males do in society because of their traditional role in the family; going outside of this traditional role could bring shame to the family, so she must consider her actions in light of her family’s reputation rather than in light of herself as an individual.  Arendt explains society in terms of individuals interacting and places value upon individualism and self-identity; it is obvious that this does not apply to traditional Egyptian society.  In this society, interactions occur based upon family or community units, and you are defined by your place in these small living units rather than by your personal merits.  Arendt’s model obviously falls short here in describing Egyptian society because she considered everything from a Western viewpoint and disregarded the traditional, Islamic element of Egypt.


Can Arendt’s model be applied to Egyptian society?  The conclusion that I reach in this essay is that Arendt’s description of society is valid for the Western elements of Egypt, which are predominantly economic in nature.  However, a definite Islamic element exists in Egyptian society that does not exists in Western society; this element coexists with the Western elements that are in Egypt due to Western influences.  This results in Egypt being a split society comprised of two clashing elements that both identify the country.  Because Arendt’s model solely deals with the human condition from a Western viewpoint, I conclude that her model as a whole is not a valid one for interpreting Egyptian society as a whole.  The example at the end of this essay illustrates this point.  Arendt only deals with society from the Western individualistic standpoint.  By doing this, she fails to accurately explain Egyptian society because she ignores the traditional mode of interaction based upon family and community.  This example simply proves my conclusion that Arendt’s model cannot be accurately applied to Egypt as a society.
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