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I cannot name the people who truly made this book possible, for fear of 
repaying their generosity and trust with even more trouble than I have 
already caused. In Oman, M., M., F., and S. taught me my first lessons in find-
ing a way when choices are limited. In Morocco, N. welcomed me into her 
life and enriched mine. R. showed me how to be both a good scholar and a 
good friend. And without one particular interlocutor, who knows who he is, 
this project simply would not have been possible. In Egypt, so many people 
shared their thoughts, stories, and prayers that I cannot mention them all. 
My special gratitude goes to A., A., M., A., A., F., N., A., A., O., and S. for their 
companionship, hope, realism, and generosity. I would like nothing more 
than to figure out how to be of use to them. I also owe an older gentleman 
in Tahrir on June 6, 2012, an eternal debt of gratitude, although I do not know 
his name.

I have been blessed with exceptional teachers throughout my life. My 
thinking and my writing will always bear the traces of Ray Morris, Libby Sin-
clair, Liz Gallagher, Gretchen Orsland, Bob Mazelow, Brian Culhane, Lindsay 
Aegerter, and Gray Pedersen. Without Noha Forster, Samira Selle, Sultan al-
Farsi, Dina Nouayem, and Nadia Harb, I would have given up on learning Ara-
bic years ago. Greg Bell and Jere Bacharach have provided just the right 
amount of empathy and wisdom over the years; Jere and his wife, Barbara 
Fudge, offered warm welcomes in both Cairo and Seattle. Several scholars 
in Egypt helped me find my way, although they bear no responsibility for 
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my heterodox conclusions: Asem Dessouki, Adel Asmat, and Hazem Kandil, 
who deserves special thanks for hooking me on Egyptian politics nearly two 
decades ago. Sadly, the eminently thoughtful Dr. Kamelia Shukry passed 
away before this book was completed. I was looking forward to sharing it 
with her, and it will be forever poorer because I could not incorporate her 
reactions.

Any graduate student would count herself lucky to have had one phenom-
enal committee chair. I had two. Their impeccable political scientific 
instincts are matched only by their instincts for mentorship; I will carry 
their voices with me for the rest of my life. Lisa Wedeen taught me to accept 
my own confidence, to truly value education, and to always reach for exactly 
what I meant to say. Dan Slater introduced me to a world of concepts and 
then let me run wild among them. Their families—Don Reneau, Tracey Lock-
aby, and Ria and Kai Slater (not to mention Bella and the dearly departed 
Max)—welcomed me into their homes and became my Chicago family. My 
third committee member, Michael Dawson, reminded me why I cared about 
all this in the first place, and gave me permission to let that care shine 
through.

During my early days at Chicago, I was inspired by an especially brilliant 
cohort of advanced graduate students who showed me how to participate 
in an intellectual community: Daragh Grant, Rohit Goel, Chris Haid, Diana 
Kim, Erica Simmons, and Nicholas Rush Smith. Many of these role models 
became friends, joining a supportive community of peers who combine for-
midable intellectual firepower with kindness and sincere curiosity: Andrew 
Leber, Melissa Beresford, Anjali Anand, Eric Hundman, Sarah Parkinson, 
Emma Stone Mackinnon, Manuel Viedma, Lindsay Conklin, Emily Coyle, 
Milena Ang, Lissie Jacquette, Yasmeen Mekawy, and Eva Bitran.

Financial support for this project was provided by grants from the Uni-
versity of Chicago and the American Institute for Maghrib Studies, as well 
as fellowships from Fulbright–Institute of International Education and Mel-
lon/American Council of Learned Societies. Special thanks are due to Kathy 
Anderson for walking me through every major step of graduate school with 
patience and skill. In 2007 John MacAloon gave me a chance I desperately 
needed and for which I will always be grateful. The staff of the National Cen-
ter for Documentation in Rabat, the Moroccan National Archives, the 
National Library of Morocco, the Library of Congress, and al-‘Alam gave me 
access to much of the book’s primary source material. Their efficiency, 
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graciousness, and care are inspiring. They are in no way responsible for my 
interpretations.

An earlier form of this manuscript was selected for the Project on Middle 
East Political Science’s Junior Scholars Book Development Workshop in 2017. 
The current manuscript is much stronger than the version I presented then, 
thanks to input from Adria Lawrence and Tarek Masoud (my discussants), 
Amaney Jamal, and Marc Lynch. Adria and Tarek have been generous 
proponents of the project ever since. I am eternally indebted to Marc for 
believing in this book and shepherding it into its current form. And I 
remain thrilled to be working with Caelyn Cobb, who has made the final 
stages of this process much less stressful than I imagined they would be. I 
am also grateful to Jillian Schwedler and the participants in the CUNY Grad-
uate Center’s Society and Protest Workshop, several meetings of the Chi-
cago Comparative Politics Workshop, and two anonymous reviewers for 
their feedback and ideas. Matt Buehler provided reassurance and advice at 
all stages of the project. If any of my students is reading: this work is better 
because I showed it to other people.

At Bryn Mawr (and in the Tri-Co), Marissa Golden, Joel Schlosser, Osman 
Balkan, Alison Cook-Sather, and Seung-Youn Oh helped me figure out how 
to be a faculty member and a scholar at the same time. Alicia Walker was an 
unwavering source of support as I wondered who I was and what I wanted. 
Sylvia Houghteling brought humor, light, and great textiles into the tough 
moments. My Bryn Mawr students, especially Dalia Mahgoub, Ayesha Islam, 
Claire Knight, and Jamila Ghazi, never failed to hassle me about how the book 
was going. And my research assistant, Hannah Stanley, has offered me 
unending logistical and emotional support. Without her calming presence, 
I am not quite sure what would have happened.

At Colorado College, I have been welcomed, sustained, and supported by 
a department of friends: Elizabeth Coggins, Dana Wolfe, Christian Sorace, 
John Gould, Corina McKendry, Joe Dzerdinski, Tim Fuller, Juan Lindau, Eve 
Grace, Jiun Bang, Maria Sanchez, and Douglas Edlin. Whether we are trou-
bleshooting classroom dilemmas, shopping for eye cream, or urban hiking, 
I always know I have a team behind me. Beyond my department, Purvi Mehta, 
Jane Murphy, Diana Norton, and Florencia Rojo have listened to, advised, and 
trusted me over the past three years.

Family has played a role not only in this book’s content but in its creation. 
My grandparents, John and Dorothy Fenner and David and Sofia Miriam 
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Mitchell, have provided unwavering support of many kinds throughout the 
years. John, Dave, and Dottie are gone now, but I know they would have been 
the book’s most eager readers. My brother, Alex, set a good example by both 
starting and finishing his terminal degree while I worked on mine. By bring-
ing Therin, Wesley, Sidney, Calliope, Rye, and Strider into my life, he has 
brought me a kind of joy that I could not previously have imagined. My Egyp-
tian family—Talaat, Kamelia, Islam, Adel, Ibrahim, and Aya, along with 
many aunts, uncles, and cousins—protected me, accepted me, and loved me 
in ways I will never be able to repay.

This has not been an easy process. Many of the people mentioned above 
kept me going when I could not see a way forward. Several others deserve 
special mention here. Britney and Joe Waranius housed me, kept me sane, 
and provided heroic examples of perspective and resilience. Rachel Plattus 
and Eli Feghali reminded me of the many forms change can take. The mem-
bers of Team Floor (Cliff Cheney, Emma Alpert, and Jared Malsin) taught me 
about the transformative power of friendship in the face of adversity. Zoe 
Reese, Laura Chirot, and Yuna Blajer de la Garza never, for one second, held 
my long silences against me. Each one of them is a treasure.

Anny Gaul read drafts, coaxed me through stressful emails, reminded me 
that I was doing my best, and fed me tidbits of food history during the final 
years of this project. Her book, a cultural history of the tomato in modern 
Egypt, will soon be essential reading across a dizzying array of disciplines. 
Amy Gais showed up right when I needed her, with the right words of wis-
dom, every time. Her upcoming book, on the freedom of conscience, is as 
sparkling and perceptive as she is. As this project drew to a close, Charlotte 
Blum came into my world and saved my life. I hope she never writes a book 
about it.

Twenty years ago, in a similarly semipublic forum, I told my parents, Elis-
abeth Mitchell and David Fenner, how proud I was to be like them. That 
statement is even truer now than it was then, our relationship enriched by 
years of supporting, challenging, and enlightening one another as we each 
try to cross borders and bring people together in our own ways.

As I will argue in these pages, authoritarianism spawns not just major 
tragedies but tiny ones as well. My losses are no great thing in comparison 
to others’; the grief I live with is just one drop in an ocean of agony. This book 
is dedicated to my friend Mohamed Talaat, as a promise that I will never for-
get the world we conjured in that dusty ministry hallway.


