

     “Democratic reform,” “Economic reform,” “The path to development” and “The road to positive change” are just a sample of the many headlines that overflow Egyptian newspapers. What is this extensive talk about reform and development all about? What is development, in the first place? How can it be achieved? And what are the obstacles that obstruct Egyptian reform? These are the main points which this essay attempts to discuss at length. 

     I believe that if one comprehends what development is, it will be easy to arrive at the core of the problem of development in Egypt. In simple terms, development is, generally, a process of change from a particular level to another more prosperous stance by means of effective, progressive and planned measures taken by positive and able people. 

     It is of paramount importance to analyze and try to dig the problem to its roots to arrive at its vicious seeds and nip them all out. I have a strong conviction that our backwardness and helplessness spring from our cultural ideology. In other words, our problem lies in the way in which we are trained to think and behave since our childhood- the formative years. We are brought up to venerate mindless conformity and compliance. Rarely does a parent reason with his five-year old child. And the parent-child dialogue, which mainly consists of dos and don’ts, is invariably one-sided. If the child questions his parent’s orders, which to him are unjustifiable and unjust, he/she is either reproved or beaten up. Accordingly, the child develops a fear of contradicting any figure of authority and favors the meek and unreflective acceptance of whatever is dictated to him.

     What is worse is that when he/she goes to school, the child’s mind ceases to function. Tragically, it changes from a multi-facet and flexible power of creation that can comprehend, think, analyze, criticize and innovate to a mindless machine reproducing given data. Almost all subjects that are taught at school address the mind’s ability to memorize and none is channeled towards critical and analytical thinking. Sadly enough, when girls and boys, who are potentially capable, go to school their minds become blocked. That is why when these children grow up, instead of being fountains palpitating with fresh and new ideas, they become sponges absorbing what is already there.

     It is blatantly clear, by now, that the Egyptian way of upbringing must be changed, if we are ever to develop. Children must be brought up to believe in themselves, in their abilities and their judgments. Henry David Thoreau rightly says: “trust thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron string”. Moreover, courage and a hankering after Truth must be planted in children, for seeking and facing the truth need courage, as much as non-conformity needs faith and resilience because as Ralph Waldo Emerson says, “the world whips you with its displeasure for non-conformity.” 

    In addition, sterility of thought in Egypt is a result of a faulty understanding of religion. Nowadays, we regard religion as a superstition and treat it as a talisman. Holy books, such as koran, are transformed into mere out-dated words that do not relate to life, science, or even afterlife. However, these words are seen as mysterious, and when reiterated, can  have the effect of a charm and can fulfill one’s dreams. Instead, people should use their brains and apply its teachings to every day life.

     I think that the latter problem springs from our incapacity to think of things as a one whole unit. Arabs, in general, have a propensity towards thinking in compartments, in dividing the indivisible whole into incomplete broken pictures. For us religion is for the afterlife, whereas science and technology are for this life. We cannot grasp the fact that they are indispensably interrelated. As a consequence, we have two camps- the camp of the prayers and the camp of the hard-workers. In the former, the pious should renounce this life; and in the latter, people live a life void of that which gives life an aim, a meaning and a value. Our tendency to divide the indivisible is also clear at school. The role of the student is compartmentalized where he is seen only as a passive recipient of information. He is neither expected, encouraged or allowed to add to or challenge existing theories that are open to modification. 

     Another weakness in Egyptian thought that hampers our progress is that Egyptians “exist” but they do not “live”. Most Egyptians exist as any other creature does. Most of us eat, drink, strive to survive, marry, get children and finally die. It is worth noting that animals, too, do eat, drink, strive to survive, marry, copulate, get youngsters and finally die. What is the difference, then, between Man and animals? Why is it, then, that Man is endowed with a thinking mind? Just to exist as other unthinking creatures do? Man is born, not just to exist, but to live. In order for us to be fully alive, we have to be conscious of every hour, minute, and second that we spend, and to try to employ our time in begetting more life. Thus, we will still eat, drink, work, and marry only to achieve a higher aim, for example, making earth a better place to live on. Only when we do this will we be fulfilling God’s aim behind Creation which is construction.

     Moreover, what we Egyptians lack is a feeling of self-worth. Since our childhood, we are brought up to feel inferior, incompetent and less than perfect. We do not respect the sanctity of human life or the sanctity of having a divine soul. A man’s worth, nowadays, is measured by how much he owns, not by what he really is. Thus the wealthy are revered and respected while the poor, no matter how good they are, must be punished for the guilt of poverty. Humiliation is their lot; and thus they have to grin and bear it. I think it is high time we knew that property qualification is limiting and unjust and that our judgment should be based on the merits of the person, rather than his possessions.

     In conclusion, the afore-mentioned problems in our ways of thinking act as a barrier between us and development, and they, in actual fact, drag us down. Thus a change in our mindset is a prerequisite for any further progress in any other field ranging from politics and economics to education and human rights. It is only when our mindset changes and becomes more analytical and critical that we will skyrocket to the top  in the different fields.
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