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The Genests of the Egyptlan

Constitution of 1923 /f
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During the last ycar or so of I'u’ad's life, Sir David Kelly recounts in
his memoirs, the king of Egypt, old and sick, would amuse himself
by giving audiences to the British diplomat who was then acting high
commissioner at Cairo, in which he expressed himself with great
frankness. The king, according to Kelly, showed great contempt for
the intellectual qualities of the British: ‘He said’ - as Sir David
reported him -

he understood the Italian, French and German characters thoroughly,
but had given up trying to make any sense out of the actions of the
British, He was especially bitter against the British for havin g ‘imposed
a constitution on the Belgian model’ on the Egyptians, who were com-
pletely unsuited for parliamentary government on those lines. Our
interest in Egypt, he said, was purcly strategic; why had we not been
content to leave him to run the country, as he well knew how to do, if
we would only ceasce interfering, providing that as his part of the bargain
he played up on all matters affecting our strategic interest and empire
communications??

Seven years or so before these audiences, the United States minister
gave an account of Fu'ad’s opinions which also reflected his bitter-
ness towards the British, and in particular towards Allenby during
whose time as high commissioner the Egyptian constitution which the
king, according to Kelly, so disliked, had been promulgated. Fu'ad,
so the American minister reported, found himself beset with diffi-
culties. They were due ‘first, to the passion of the small minority of
politically-minded Egyptians for party-politics; second, the desire
of his ministers to get rich too [sicl] quickly; and third the difficulty
of having always to placate and consider the British’. The king then
went on to discuss Allenby. ‘Lord Allenby’, he said, ‘had the true
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soldier-mind and was Jucking in comprehension’. He compliined,
the American minister went on, ‘that cven though Lord Allenhy
knew very little French he would never have an interpreter, the result
being that he frequently left the king, who does not speak English,
seceming to have understood what His Majesty had said, and only
later would it transpire that he had not understood at all’.2 Allenby,
in fact, knew French quite well,? and Fu'ad’s remarks are therefore
significant in disclosing the king’s rcaction more to Allenby's mind
and character than to his linguistic attainments.

Fu'ad, then, seemed to think that those British with whom he had
to deal did not understand Egypt, and that Allenby in particular
excelled in blundering obtuseness; it is also clear that the king's
resentment was due to his belief that without British insistence there
would have been no constitution to give their opportunity to piddling
and interested politicians, and make his own life a misery. Fu’ad’s
lamentations should not move us overmuch, for if the constitution
had been pressed on him by Allenby, it was because Allenby was
high commissioner; Allenby became high commissioner because Sir
Reginald Wingate had lost the confidence of his superiors in London;
the loss of confidence was the consequence of agitation in Egypt;
and the hidden instigator of that agitation had been Fu'ad himself.

But whatever sympathy Fu’ad’s predicament arouses, it is
interesting to notice that his judgment was exactly identical to that
of Allenby’s successor in Egypt, for it was Lord Lloyd’s view that the
British had ‘forced’ the parliamentary regime upon the country ‘in
the face of the King’s wishes’.* To clucidate how this came about will
throw some light on the subscquent vicissitudes of constitutional
and representative government as it was attempted in Egypt between
1924 and 1952.

When Lord Allenby compelled Lloyd George and his colleagues in
February 1922 to agree to his solution of the Egyptian problem, he
promised them that his proposals ‘if immediately accepted, will prove
the basis of a lasting settlement in Egypt’.® They proved to be nothing
of the kind, and even Allenby’s three remaining years as high com-
missioner proved to be full of unsettlement, agitation and unrest,
culminating in the Sirdar’s murder and the high-handed treatment to
which the high commissioner subjected the Egyptian government; a
course of conduct which lost him the confidence of the foreign secre-
tary and led to his resignation. Thus, it may be said that Allenby’s
solution was really no solution. We may go further and say that it
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