Abstract
The French expedition in Egypt (1795-1801) provides more than picturesque images and exoticism to the Napoleonic gesture. It is less dated than many other campaigns of the time, and provides food for thought to those who want to know how the influence or the global approach can, indeed, back a military campaign. General Bonaparte measured the cultural difference between his force and the local populations. He clearly identified the risk of a war against them, a war he knew he could not win. So he found levers of influence to reach to the Muslims and left nothing undone to reconcile the religious ideas. This campaign is not purely military; it is a comprehensive operation in which administrative, cultural and economical issues are critical. Bonaparte perfectly handled men’s vanity and the power of perceived strength; he cautiously turned around the incidents that could have triggered the war with the populations that he feared. Taking advantage of the unique autonomy he enjoyed there, Bonaparte showed true colors in Egypt, those of a politician fitted with limitless ambition, and who relied on his superior situation awareness and understanding of the human nature in order to prevail not only by the force of arms.
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Foreword
While reading Charles Bonaparte’s book My forefather Napoleon, this unknown, I realized how similar the problems the French expeditionary force confronted in Egypt between 1798 and 1801 were close to those which the Westerners are now struggling to solve in Afghanistan and in Iraq. I was later able to confirm this initial impression by means of other readings, in particular that of Napoleon's Memories: the Campaign of Egypt. The article which follows attempts to draw, mostly from these two books, the elements which make this historic episode a not contemporary illustration, thus original, for the concepts of global approach in operations of influence, in the context of a western commitment in a Muslim country.

The French expedition in Egypt (1798-1801) and war among the populations

On May 19th,1798 (30th Floréal of year VI in the Revolution’s calendar), under the orders of General Bonaparte, a French expeditionary force of 40,000 soldiers and 10,000 sailors leaves Toulon, Marseille, Gene, Ajaccio and Civitavecchia aboard more than 400 ships, and sails to Egypt. Since the XVIth century, Egypt had been occupied by the Ottoman Empire, which let the Mamluks rule it. The Mamluks are descendants of slaves who have come from the Caucasus since the XIIIth century to serve as an elite corps. The French land in Alexandria on July 1st, 1798. On August 31st 1801, after a final counter-offensive by the English and the Ottomans, the expeditionary force, then commanded by General Menou, has to capitulate and is repatriated on English vessels.

The Egyptian adventure thus lasted three years. It leaves in the memories of our fellow countrymen a picturesque collection of idealized images and brings a touch of exoticism in Napoleonic gesture. But it also deserves that soldiers of the beginning of the XXIst century have a curious look there, because the expeditionary force and its General had to meet challenges which are current today. The operation led by Bonaparte provides food for thought to those who want to know how the influence or the global approach can, indeed, back a military campaign.

1. An old project, dictated by geopolitical considerations
Though it is often believed that the Directory (the regime ruling France at that time) wanted to take away the too ambitious General Bonaparte, history tells us that the reasons were different. His mission to Egypt did not by any means prevent him from returning in France, when he felt his time had come. Real reasons are other: objectively incapable to attack England frontally in 1798, the Directory opted for an indirect approach, and activated the "Egypt" plan. Taken on an aura of his successes in Italy, Bonaparte appeared to the Directors as the most qualified to take the head of the expeditionary force.
The project of such an expedition is rather old. It was already in the boxes of the Secretary of State of Louis XVI, Vergennes (1719-1787)
. The idea thus owes nothing either to the French Revolution or to Bonaparte: it was dictated by the geopolitics of France, committed in a secular fight against England: a military, commercial, and colonial fight. By taking control of Egypt, France wished to open the route to India and to dispute to the English people the domination over the Mediterranean Sea. At this time, England was established everywhere in the Indian subcontinent including a number of major ports, while France had to fight to defend its rare trading posts there
. The expedition had to allow the construction of a double port, in the Mediterranean Sea and in the Red Sea, which would have predated the Suez Canal, so giving to France the key of the East.

Bonaparte presents the war against England and its economy as the main motives of the expedition: "Soldiers, you go to undertake a conquest among whose effects on the civilization and on the trade of the world are incalculable. You will strike at England the most certain and sensitive blow, until you can give it the blow of death. The Bey-Mamluks, who favor exclusively the English trade, who covered with snubs our traders, and who tyrannize the unfortunate inhabitants of the Nile River, a few days after our arrival will not exist anymore."
 The humanitarian motives, the liberation of tyrannized populations are not the true reasons, and rather predate the operation of influence to come. They should not deceive the observer: the treaty concluded by the Mamluks with the English East India Company in 1775
 is the very reason of French hostility towards the former.

The young Republic is also eager for prestige and power, what the proclamation of Bonaparte to the army of the Mediterranean Sea translates without ambiguity: "The spirit of liberty, which soon made the Republic the referee of Europe, wants it to play this very role on the seas, and with the most distant nations."
 In the mind of Bonaparte, the conquest of a colony in Egypt has to compensate for the loss of the West Indies
 (Louisiana had to be given up to Spain in 1762 as a result of the Seven Years War, and the slaves of Santo Domingo rose up themselves as of 1791). It is a question of strengthening the position of France in India, where it inherited an ally from the Ancien Régime (the French Monarchy): Tippo Sahib, the sultan of Mysore, joined the Revolution and France could link up with his principality through Egypt
.

The expedition to Egypt thus joined logically a French strategy of power in front of England. We could say that it constituted the indirect approach, or the peripheral, component of the war.

2. Bonaparte’s realistic initial situation assessment
Bonaparte captures Egypt whilst fully understanding the complexity of the issues which would face him. He does not ignore that French influence within the regionis weak compared to other stakeholders’. Moreover, he has had firsthand experience with the government of conquered territories during the first Campaign of Italy (1796-1797), what constitutes indubitably another factor of realism and allows him to better anticipate the difficulties as well as the importance of his role as an administrator, an organizer and not only a military leader. He must be credited for the division of Egypt into provinces, the creation of institutions favoring trade and a financial administration
. Today we would consider it to be Nation Building.

First of all, he measures the distance separating the French people from the Egyptians in 1798: "(…) Old Egypt, inhabited by oriental nations, very foreign to our customs, to our habits and to our religion."
 Educated by his experience in Italy, he strives to restrain the anticlerical enthusiasm of the members of the expedition: "the peoples with whom we are going to live are Mohammedans; their first article of faith is this one: "there is no other God than God, and Mohammed is his Prophet." Do not contradict them; act with them as we acted with the Jews, with the Italians; have ways for their muftis and their imams, as you did for the rabbis and the bishops; have the same tolerance for the ceremonies prescribed by the Alcoran, as you had for the convents, the synagogues, for the religion of Moses and Jesus Christ."

21. The risk of a war against the population
In order to understand his future theater of operations, Bonaparte capitalized on the experience of an adviser, Constantin de Chasboeuf, Count of Volney (1757-1820). Volney himself travelled in the Near East and had recorded his invaluable observations in a book Journeys in Egypt and Syria, a decade before the start of the expedition. The correctness of his views made him recognized by some as an exact, enlightened observer and a safe guide, the only one who had never deceived them
.

Bonaparte studied Volney, and even met him several times. Like him, he is convinced of the need not to fight the religious ideas of the Egyptians, but to reconcile them, as they are the main obstacle to the establishment of French authority. Bonaparte can understand the limitation in capacity of his expeditionary force to prevail in such a confrontation, which is a desperate option. Volney wrote in 1788 that settling Egypt would require three wars, "the first one against England, the second against the Ottoman Empire, and the third, the most difficult of all, against the Muslims, who form the population of this country. The latter would cause so many casualties; maybe it should be seen as an insurmountable obstacle”
. Intervening in Egypt to fight against England, and to a lesser extent the Ottoman Empire, the French would have indeed, by their mere presence in Muslim lands, provided a convenient excuse to the Egyptians, who are not their enemies, and who are not the target of the expedition. This unwanted war is pretty much the contemporary concept of Accidental Guerilla developed by David Kilcullen to describe the insurrections which Westerners have recently faced in Afghanistan and Iraq
.

In fact, a military victory does not help the French much until they reconcile the local religious ideas, and Bonaparte has it in mind after his brilliant military victories against the Mamluks, "Masters of Alexandria and Cairo, victorious at the battles of Chobrâkhyt and the Pyramids, the French were however in an uncertain position. They were only tolerated by the faithful, who, stunned by the speed of events, had fallen to the force, but already openly deplored the triumph of idolaters, whose presence profaned the holy waters. They complained the stigma reflected on the first key of the holy Kaaba, the Imams recited with assignment the verses of the Qur'an the most opposed to infidels. The progress of religious ideas had to be stopped, or the army, despite its victories, was compromised (...) Volney’s prediction would come true, it was necessary to embark or reconcile religious ideas."
 Such was probably lacking in 2003, after the military victory of the American-led coalition in Irak, and to a lesser extent in Afghanistan.
22. Avoid anarchy and the syndrome of occupation
Bonaparte is also aware of how important it is to avoid anarchy in his conquest. As soon as Alexandria is captured, one of his first measures was to provide law and order "Koraim capitulated, attached himself to the French General, recognized himself as his slave, and lent oath to him. He was made responsible for policing the inhabitants, because anarchy is the greatest enemy to be feared by a conqueror, especially if in a country so estranged by language, customs and religion."
 Thus, the vacuum created by the fall of the Mamluks is seen as potentially dangerous and needing to be filled. We can, again, compare this situation to that of Iraq after the fall of the Baathist power in 2003.

Very early, revealing the depth of his forethought and the accuracy of his risk assessment, Bonaparte wants to melt the French army in the landscape, and fight its perception as a foreign and occupying force, which he knows is intolerable in the long term: "We must comply with oriental ways, remove the cap and narrow pants, and give our troops’ clothing something from Maghreb and Arnaouts. So dressed, they will look like a national army."


All major aspects of the expedition had been identified accurately, and we must recognize the wisdom and relevance of the choices made by Bonaparte, even though they did not produce a lasting success, as we will find out.

3. An operation prepared in a coherent and comprehensive manner, and giving pride to the influence
To meet the clearly identified challenges facing the expeditionary force, Bonaparte develops a coherent maneuver, obviously matured and fed by the same studies and his previous experience. This maneuver can be described as global, to use a word that will be fashionable more than two hundred years later, but that pretty much describes the fact that it dealt equally with military affairs, local issues, regional policies, economy, religious or administrative matters. The search for levers of influence and the psychology have a great deal in it.

When heading to Syria, for example, the army used methods and tools worthy of our current influence operations. We cannot believe such actions were not deliberate and planned: "Berthier took advantage of this moment of rest to ship proclamations in Jerusalem, in Nazareth, in Lebanon. They were proclamations of Sultan El-Kebir (as the Egyptians renamed General Bonaparte) to the Turks; they were speeches to the scholars of Gama El-Azhar, to the Muslim worshipers, and finally circulars for the Christians. These proclamations were in Arabic, the headquarters had a printing press."

31. The need for intermediaries to govern, and Bonaparte’s Arab gamble
To govern his conquest, Bonaparte knows he will need intermediaries. Cultural distance between French and Egyptians is an insurmountable obstacle to the establishment of a purely French administration. So he created an authority answerable to him that makes his will while maintaining appearances, and brings his knowledge of local customs and questions: "To impose, (Bonaparte) respected Islam, created indigenous Divans."
 He reminds these fundamental considerations to General Kleber in the Memory of the Interior Administration that he left him when leaving Egypt and entrusting him with the command: "It is impossible to claim an immediate impact on people to whom we are so estranged; we need intermediaries to lead them.”

To play this intermediary role, Bonaparte chose the traditional leaders of Arab indigenous people, and forms his Divan with them. Their legitimacy among the population qualified them for this role. Bonaparte had probably identified their frustration and jealousy as an opportunity, because the Mamluks had seized the power at their expense. He chose to flatter the Arab nationalist feeling against the occupying Turkish and Mamluk, considering that "In the opinion of the Arabs (...) the Mamluks and Turks are usurpers,"
 or that "Arabs are enemies to the Turks and Mamluks. The latter ruled by force, and their power was all military."
 He didn’t hide from that choice and clearly states in his memoirs that "the glory and happiness of the Arab homeland were dear to them all (the members of the Divan), it was a feeling from which much could be expected."
 He exalted the Arab national feeling by words like this: "Why is the Arab nation subject to the Turks? How come fertile Egypt and Holy Arabia are dominated by people out of the Caucasus? If Muhammad descended from heaven now on earth, where would he go? To Mecca? It is not the center of the Muslim empire. Could it be Constantinople? But it is a secular city, where there are more unfaithful than believers: he would stand in the middle of his enemies. No, he would prefer the blessed water of the Nile, he would live in the mosque Jami 'al-Azhar, the first key of the holy Kaaba!"
. Upon leaving Egypt, he recalls the reasons for this policy to Kléber in the Brief on Interior Administration: "The scholars, the great sheiks are the leaders of the Arab nation, and they have the confidence and affection of all the inhabitants of Egypt: this is that, at all times, that inspired Turks and Mamluks’ jealousy against them, and has decided them to stay away from the management of public affairs. I do not think I ought to imitate this policy."
To make them serve as a relay for his policy, Bonaparte flattered these dignitaries: "The scholars and great sheiks were the special object of attention, and cajoling from Napoleon. He re-affirmed their authority over all their villages, and showed more consideration than they had enjoyed before."
 He gave them back the powers that had been monopolized by the Mamluks, which further enhanced their prestige among populations: "It was a fundamental principle in the policy of the Turks and the Mamluks to keep the sheiks away from administration, justice, and government issues, as they were afraid the latter might become too powerful. It was for these venerable old men a pleasant surprise, when they found themselves in charge of the civil and criminal justice, and even of all contentious business administration. These men, who were both leaders of religion, nobility and justice, had never been more considered; thus their protection had never been more sought."
 The newfound pride of the Egyptians made them accept French rule: "[Bonaparte] gives to the Egyptians a prestige that was denied by the Turks. While they feared these infidel French men, they gave them back the prerogatives attached to their rank."


This counter view against the policy of the Ottoman Empire, whose goal is to reduce the latter’s influence among populations, while increasing that of the French, became a guideline of the diplomacy practiced by Bonaparte in the East: "The policy of Constantinople is to reduce as much as possible the influence of the sherif of Mecca, and they have actually managed to cancel it. The policy of the French General was opposed. He had an interest in raising the religious consideration of this prince (...) This would decrease in proportion the influence of all the muftis of Constantinople."
 Bonaparte comes with a lot of opportunism as the herald of a nation, to which he remains yet a stranger: "I want to restore Arabia, who will prevent me from doing so?"
 Presumption? Perhaps, but even if cultural barriers were much lower, we cannot help thinking that he later became the ruler of a nation that was not his
, and that he first hated and dreamed to fight.

For Bonaparte, winning the hearts of the Egyptians also involves the tax issue. He intends to play on the contrast with his Mamluk predecessors; the respect and the moderation shown by the French is to make their presence less unbearable: "Under the Mamluks’ rule, Egypt had paid from 36 to 40 million, depending on the harshness of the exactions. It does not pay much more than 20 to 25 million now, and the perception are less harsh."
 "[populations] appreciate the difference between the Mamluks, who oppressed them and constantly brandished the swords, and the French, who respected their properties, and rarely decapitated them."
 In a proclamation that he printed and broadcasted in Alexandria after taking the city, Napoleon went as far as pretending to be the defender and the liberator of the so far oppressed Egyptians: "I come to restore your rights, to punish the usurpers (...) If Egypt is their farm (Bonaparte speaks of the Mamluks), so they should show the proof that God gave to them."

32. Flatter Islam ... so far as to convert?
To win the favor of the Egyptians, or at least not risk the war foreseen by Volney, Bonaparte immediately presents himself as friendly to Islam. After the capture of Alexandria, the proclamation that circulated in Arabic reads: "People of Egypt, some say that I have come to destroy your religion, do not believe it! (...) I respect God and his prophet more than the Mamluks do."
 In Cairo, he said: "Do not fear for your families, your homes, properties, and especially the religion of the Prophet, who I love."
 Note that in the first proclamation, Bonaparte recognizes that God exists, and that Muhammad is his prophet. How this sentence, very close in meaning to the Muslim profession of faith (There is only one God and Muhammad is his prophet), should be understood by the Egyptians? Does it prefigure the conversion project of the army and its Commanding General? Indeed, saying this profession of faith with the intention of embracing Islam is enough to convert. It seems unlikely in any case that Bonaparte did not deliberately chose his words.

Bonaparte is going to take advantage of his policy in Italy and towards the Republic of Malta to reinforce his image as a friend of the Muslims. Using propaganda, but also with obvious bad faith, he declared: "Is it not that we destroyed the Pope, who said he had to make war on the Muslims? (...) Is it not we who destroyed the Knights of Malta, because these fools believe that God wants them to make war on the Muslims?"
 In fact, Bonaparte had laid siege to the fortress of Malta for logistical reasons. Knights had limited access to the island for the French ships to such an extent that the time to cross the Mediterranean, and therefore the very security of the expedition, had been jeopardized. So the French took by force what they needed, bringing together with it a new conquest to the Republic.

Bonaparte built its relationship with the religion of the Prophet with a fairly accurate knowledge of religious structures of Egypt, leading to the identification of proper levers in order to activate religious influence. The central role of Al-Azhar mosque, which continues in our time, is taken into account: "The school in Jami Al-Azhar is the most famous of the East. It was founded by Saladin. Sixty doctors and scholars debate the issues of faith, explain the holy books. It was the only one that could lead by example, put the opinion of the East and of the four sects that share it into motion."
 It is the same technique of influence that he used in politics: Bonaparte flattered the religious leaders that he wanted to use as a lever, for they deliver his message to the people, giving it the force of their own legitimacy. "Each one of these four sects had a head in Cairo, a mufti. Napoleon left nothing undone to cajole, to flatter them (...) Everyday, at sunrise, they and the scholars of Al-Azhar Gama became accustomed to go to the palace before the hour of prayer (...) leaving this place, they would go to the mosques, where the people were assembled. There they spoke of all their hopes, calmed mistrust and bad provisions of this huge population."
 As he did later as a sovereign
, Bonaparte judges and operates the characters, including vanity, to bring men on his side: "Because of this sort of vanity that they share with every man, the sheiks liked to tell about all the caresses which they were subjected, the honors they received, what they had said or were supposed to have said. Their partiality for Napoleon was obvious (...)."


Very quickly, however, the good intentions and the displays are not enough to generate public support in deep Egypt. Gathered in his Divan, the doctors of the faith, who receive reports from the provinces, warn Bonaparte. Unfaithful he is, unfaithful he remains; himself, his staff and his army were the focus of Friday sermons. When he asked for advice to ten sheiks in which he had confidence, they directed him to become a Muslim: "You want to have the protection of the Prophet? He loves you. You want the Muslim Arabs to flock under your flags? You want to take the glory of Arabia? You are not idolaters; get Muslims. One hundred thousand Egyptians and one hundred thousand Arabs will come (...) will gather around you. (...) You will conquer the East, you will recover in all its glory the Home of the Prophet."
 Such opportunities cannot be ignored. Ambitious and taking advantage of a very free approach to religions, which are mere political tools to him, Bonaparte then let the locals understand that he will convert. Better still, he works ostensibly on the project of a mass conversion for his army. Plans for a large mosque that can accommodate all the new converts are studied. The problems identified by the sheiks (French refusal of circumcision and dedication to alcohol) are submitted to the theologians and two fatwas provide answers: the conversion could live with that. Egyptians are happy with the process and are spreading rumors on the one they like to call the Sultan El- Kebir (the Great): he would know the Koran by heart; the Prophet would have appeared to him...
 The utilitarian motivations Bonaparte, his cynicism are obvious, as we shall see later that he never had faith. The British counter-attack, the first uprising in Cairo thwarted the project, which never emerged again. Certainly, General Menou was converted and married a Muslim, but it is a personal initiative, a curiosity for the other members of the expedition. The question of whether Bonaparte would have finally taken action nevertheless arises. Charles Bonaparte, a descendant of the Emperor, does not exclude this possibility, on behalf of political calculation
. But what could have been the reaction of the Expeditionary Force, that was largely anticlerical, and for whom religion has become a matter of personal conscience and a private matter?

33. Avoid the incident
In his relations with the Muslims, Bonaparte is above all anxious to avoid incidents, or at least to defuse them as soon as possible. In his memoir on the Interior Administration, he ordered Kleber to endorse this policy: "We must give the utmost care to persuade Muslims we love the Quran and we revere the Prophet. One word, one miscalculated approach, can destroy the work of several years."
 This extreme sensitivity of the religious question will not surprise the members of western deployments in the Muslim world, and the logic of Bonaparte in Egypt remains valid. The French cautiousness towards Jerusalem during the campaign in Syria is very eloquent to this respect, if only because of the language used: "Jerusalem was approached by a few squads of reccee (...) The jihad was proclaimed and it should not be given food for thought to those who claimed that the army of the East led a new crusade."


Faced with symbolic incidents of which he perceives the gravity and the explosive potential, Bonaparte attempts to defuse them without delay, taking into account the local customs. So he gives them ostensibly as much importance as they are supposed to have for his interlocutors, instead of the more benign one, they would have in his own system of values. This is the approach advocated in Afghanistan today, and this reflex to think like the other is a key to political influence. Perhaps Bonaparte exaggerated his achievements in doing so, but the method is there. He recounts the resolution of an incident that could be described as typical: "Engineer Officers, working at some fortifications, overthrew some tombs. The news spread and aroused strong dissatisfaction. A flood of people (...) flooded the Ezbekyeh place, and made ​​a sort of pandemonium under the windows of Sultan El- Kebir. (...) delegates got into the apartment and were received with the greatest distinction. The majority of the people who formed the deputation were muezzins and imams, the kind of people who are usually very fanatical and they spoke with passion. But the complaint was received; the French engineers were blamed. The order was sent for that work should cease immediately (...) The deputies were extremely flattered, they communicated their contentment to the flood of people."


Such a blunder against Muslims is yet committed by Kléber upon exercising of punitive contribution after the second uprising in Cairo. "[Kléber] spread part of the burden of contribution on the main properties of sheikhs and mosques. (...) El-Sadat was overcharged (...) outraged that what was due to his birth and rank had been disregarded, he refused to pay. He was arrested, imprisoned in the citadel, but all threats found him deaf. Kléber, irritated, ordered that he would be given a beating. (...) Such an insult to the blood of the Prophet! The indignation was general among the lawyers (...) the entire East shuddered. This behavior was very opposite to that of Napoleon, who, the day after the revolt of Cairo, in 1798, was merciful to the same El-Sada, though recognized to be the leader of the rebellion. Kléber paid dearly for this neglect of political sense and this violation of the instructions of Napoleon."
 Bonaparte described the event, which he did not attend, with a severity that may seem excessive, and the process of self-congratulation is probably not unrelated. We cannot deny, however, that it vividly demonstrates that his policy was that of reason, and that the respect he had for the prominent persons was no idle flattery or a sign of weakness , but a necessity. He felt how the strength of the French position was only apparent.
34. The influence of the perceived strength
The importance of perceived strength in the mindset of the people cannot be underestimated in the case of the Campaign in Egypt. It constituted ​​a major battlefield to gain influence. In this context, appearing strong is more important than actually being. By extension, it is by being perceived as strong, that one eventually is. The idea that such a war is won or lost in the minds of the population is now well-known by the military engaged in counter insurgencies, and by their adversaries.

Despite the sensitivity of religious issues, the population of Egypt was not subject to the insurgency by nature, but rather subject to submission. It is so described by Thiers in his History of the French Revolution: "Egypt was submitted. Its farmers, who grow accustomed to obey under the different masters, never dreamt of taking a gun"
; "The people were not as willing to rise up as it is said. By taking care, as mandated by General Bonaparte, not to hurt the pride of the sheiks, who are the priests and the lawyers of the Arabs, it was fairly easy to seduce them. We had even begun to win supporters among them."


It has to be noticed that the few episodes of popular insurrection and rebellion against the French coincide with their weakness, real or perceived. The anger of the population was then fueled by some actors hostile to the Expeditionary Force, through accusations of sacrilege and the description of its supposed weakness in exaggerated terms. The first uprising in Cairo in 1798 is an example: "General Dupuy (...) was hit (...) by a spear (...) he fell dead. The rumor spread instantly in the city that the Sultan El-Kebir had been killed and that the French had shown true colors and massacred the faithful. The muezzins, from the top of the minarets, called the true believers to defend the mosques and the city."
 To mobilize the population against the French, the insurgents’ Divan declared in substance that “the Ottoman Empire had declared war on France and that Djezzar Pasha, appointed Seraskier, had already arrived at Belbeys with his army, that the French were about to flee, but they had demolished the barriers to plunder the city at the time of their departure."


This tendency of the population to follow the strongest is nothing unusual, and can be understood as a survival mechanism. Taken in a conflict like the one of 1798, the population tends to support the camp that is the most likely to prevail, and avoids compromising with both before it can be identified with some certainty. This mechanism will be depicted by Thiers a few years later: "There is no doubt that, if the French experienced setbacks, the Egyptians, with the usual thoughts of conquered peoples, would behave as the Italians had: they would join the winner of today against the winner of yesterday."
 He thus describes the situation in March 1800, compared to one that still reigned two months earlier: "Then, all the fortified positions in Egypt were under French control, the French dominated subdued and quiet Egyptians, the Vizier was beyond the desert. Today, on the opposite, the most important positions had been given up, and the plain alone remained under control; the population was everywhere awakened, the people of Cairo was just waiting for the first signal to revolt, excited by the presence of the Grand Vizier, who was five hours walk from the city."
 As soon as the French occupier ceases to appear weak, the population is subdued again: "When Kleber died, Egypt seemed submitted. After seeing the army of the Grand Vizier dissipated in the blink of an eye, and the revolt of three hundred thousand inhabitants of Cairo suppressed in a few days by a handful of soldiers, the Egyptians regarded the French as invincible, and considered their establishment on the Nile as a decree of fate."


Because of their religion, Muslims are quick to see divine intervention in victory. Submission to the strongest would be in the order of things, because God has shown he was with him when he offered victory. Bonaparte describes the state of mind of the Egyptians in the wake of his first victories: "the French would have never defeated the faithful if their leader had not been specially protected by the Prophet. The Mamluks’ army was invincible, the bravest of the East. If it had made no resistance, then she must have been wicked and unjust. This great revolution was written in several passages of the Koran."


Although it happened more than two hundred years ago, reading about the events in Egypt reminds us of those we know in Afghanistan, and the attitude of many Afghan tribal leaders, cautiously waiting to know who will take advantage, the ISAF
-supported government or the insurgents. A fact that Galula
 had theorized in the 1960s, in the light of his observations of different revolutionary wars, and his commitment in Algeria: "(...) the attitude of the people at the heart of the conflict is less dictated by the merit and the relative popularity of the opponents, as it is by a vital need for security. Which one of the opponents offers the best protection? Which one represents the biggest threat? Which one is the more likely to prevail? These are the criteria that determine the choice of the population in favor of one or the other."

35. The failure of revolutionary messianism

In Egypt, the French believed they bring progress to backward populations, "What degree of prosperity could this beautiful country aspire to, if it was lucky enough to enjoy, during ten years of peace, the benefits of French administration!"
 The misery the French found out in Egypt very likely strengthened this mindset. The expeditionary force was struck to the point of being momentarily demoralized after its entry into Cairo. If, by some of his remarks, Bonaparte predates the colonial spirit of the nineteenth century: "It is through Egypt, that the people of Central Africa should receive light and happiness"
 he is above all an ambassador for the ideas of the French Revolution. He intends to spread them, as he did in northern Italy two years earlier. And he says in one of his proclamations to the Egyptians: "Tell them that men are equal in the eyes of God; it is only wisdom, talent, and virtues that make a difference."
 Such an attitude may seem naive postering, but it is probably no more than the one we, as westerners, tend to adopt by in our theatres of operation. There we often wish to see the local populations support the advent of a liberal democracy, a copy of our own society.

Probably for the sake of national propaganda and his own legend, Bonaparte later exaggerated the success of the French ideas among Arab elites: "The educated men felt the excellence of the principles that governed the nations of Europe: they were enticed by the prospect of happiness, that would result from a good government and a civil and criminal justice based on sound ideas."
 In fact, contrary to what had happened and continued to happen in Europe, the ideas of the new masters found little echo among the Egyptians. "Freed from the oppression of the Mamluks, the population of Cairo did not host the French as liberators for all that. There is no political consciousness; the freed masses had not called anyone."
 Some provisions from the Republican laws were better received than others however, such as the texts on landowning, which "with them, the small people got rid of the secular influence of the Mamluks."

More than any other aspect of revolutionary ideas, the limited weight given by the French with regards to religion provoked misunderstanding and hostility among the Muslims. Bonaparte liked to portray himself as a friend of Islam and considers conversion, however the anticlerical background remains: "Bonaparte (as his men) continues to grumble against the priests, the cause of all evils."
 For members of the expeditionary force, religion is at best a private, individual issue, and they believe they will find an echo of their secular concerns among Muslims. Believing that the absence of a Sunni clergy was something they shared with the locals, the French misunderstood the actual place of religion
, and Bonaparte with them. For the Egyptians at that time, as for many Muslims belonging to traditional societies today, in Afghanistan or elsewhere, atheism is incomprehensible, and fuels rejection. The French thus provide a strong argument to their enemies, those who want to incite people against them: "The French people are a nation of stubborn infidels and unrestrained wicked... They look at the Koran, the Old Testament and the Gospel, as fables (...) please God, you are to be the ones to preside over their entire destruction; as the dust which the winds scatter, there will not be any trace left of the infidels: for the promise of God is formal, the hope of the wicked will be deceived, and the wicked shall perish. Glory to the Lord of the worlds!"

36. A success?

If it is objectively impossible to deny that the expedition was ultimately a failure, the policy of Bonaparte to charm the population, or at least not alienate them, was a relative success. He exaggerated the extent of the success and put forward his personal role in his memoirs: "Everywhere sheiks preached that Napoleon, not being unfaithful, loving the Qur'an, having received a mission from the Prophet, was a true servant of the holy Kaaba. This revolution in the minds produced one in the administration. All that was difficult became easy (...) the faithful bowed low everytime the Commanding General appeared in the city, they behaved with him as they used to do to the sultan."
 We cannot, however, deny that Bonaparte managed to prevent a general conflict with the population, the one that Volney feared. Even if the command was less certain and less visible after his departure, it is not the attitude of the population that got the better of expeditionary force, but the combination of English operations and decisions made in Paris. As he noticed about the uprising in Cairo and the generous forgiveness ensuing from the French
: "This event, which could be so unhappy, strengthened the power of the French in the country. Ever since, people have neither lacked loyalty, nor betrayed the feelings of gratitude that they kept for such a generous forgiveness."
 It should be noted in this regard that Kleber’s murderer came from Palestine, where he was unable to judge by himself the behavior of the French in Egypt, he could only judge that infidels occupied a land of Islam. Thiers wrote: "In Egypt, where one could see the French, where one could enjoy their humanity, where their soldiers could be compared with the Ottoman’s, especially the Mamluks, in Egypt at last, where one could witness their respect for the Prophet, aversion to them was less, and when they later left the country, fanaticism had already cooled significantly. (...) But in the rest of the East, only one thing captures people’s mind, it was the invasion by the infidels a large Muslim country."

4. Unique circumstances
The political circumstances in France, the spirit of the moment, and the personality of Bonaparte, all have given him unprecedented freedom of action as a Commanding General.

41. A proconsul status, combined with limitless personal ambition
The context as a whole contributes to the autonomy of those who command the expedition in Egypt. The political instability in Paris, which was to end with the Life Consulate
, does not encourage any tight control of the operations conducted by the various armies of the Republic. Moreover, the expedition in Egypt is only secondary effort; it is not there that the fate of the Republic is at stake, and the Directors are rather concerned by the situation in Germany. Communications are also difficult between France and Egypt, because of the remoteness, and that the Mediterranean Sea is controlled by the Royal Navy.
This autonomy suits Bonaparte, whose political aspirations had already impacted on his military decisions. Could it be that his destiny was to be accomplished in Egypt and Arabia? He senses that there is there a place to take, on the pretext that "the East is only waiting for a man." In his memoirs, he speaks of himself as a prince, although he was a general of the Republic: "The prominent people of Cairo were in the interests of Napoleon, they saw with pleasure an operation that would war from their homes by bringing it into Syria. The hope that Egypt, Syria and Arabia could be subject to the same prince pleased them."
 Bonaparte paid attention to make his personal ambition acceptable for the Egyptians. He said: "I will revive the glory of the Fatimid
 times!"

42. A very free approach to religion
Bonaparte has no real religious conviction. At most, he is deistic in the way of Voltaire, and attached to the Catholic ritual.
 At St. Helena, General Bertrand relating his discovery of the Catholic college of Brienne, he said: "I was eleven. I was shocked to hear that the most virtuous men of antiquity would be burned forever for not following a religion they did not know. From that moment, I have had no religion." To Las Cases, he said: "(...) I needed to believe, I did. But my belief has been halted and uncertain, as soon as I knew, as soon as I became rational."


Bonaparte can therefore praise and even adopt the local religion without any scruples, or pretend to want to. For him, religion is a political factor to consider dispassionately: the maneuver is uninhibited, his freedom of action in the field of influence and perceptions is great. He has already used it in the past, and assumes such a utilitarian behavior in his remarks reported by Roederer: "I made myself a Catholic to end the war in Vendée, I made myself a Muslim to settle in Egypt, I made myself ultramontane to win the minds in Italy. If I governed a nation of Jews, I would restore the temple of Solomon."
 We can find the same prevention in Spain in 1801, when the troops of the Consulate join the Spanish against the Portuguese, who were British allies: "The First Consul had recommended the strictest discipline to the French troops; he commanded them to hear Mass on Sunday, to visit the bishops when they got in a diocese’s main town. In a word, he ordered them to comply with all the Spanish customs. He wanted that, by seeing the French, the Spanish got closer to France instead of moving away from it."


His interest in the Prophet, his questions to the members of his Divan about him are not, however, and cannot be feigned. Bonaparte admired the Prophet as a conqueror, not as a religious founder
. He implicitly denies his divinity by calling him a great man
, but he places him on the same plane as the Christ and Moses, which also demonstrates his lack of Catholic faith: "Muhammad was a prince; he rallied his countrymen around him. In a few years, his Muslims had conquered half of the world. They pulled more souls away from false gods, overthrew more idols, toppled over more pagan temples in fifteen years, than the followers of Moses and Jesus Christ had done in fifteen centuries. Muhammad was a great man."


Conclusion: a diversified strategic approach

Bonaparte's way was to be fully aware of the whole situation, and he inserted himself into it to have the greatest influence. It is reminiscent of the recommendations of the Asian Strategy and the maxims of Sun Zi, while he is so often regarded as the practitioner of an essentially direct and brutal strategy. It is forgotten, that his strength laid less in a hypothetical system than in superior situation intelligence.

Fed with ancient culture, Bonaparte thought he could conquer Egypt the way Alexander the Great did, by flattering people and handling their believes carefully, as much as by the force of arms. It is by following this model, that he gave primacy to influence rather than confrontation, "often conquered by the arms of the Persians, the Egyptians always rebelled. When Alexander the Great appeared on their borders, they ran to him, they greeted him as a liberator. (...) He knew well the spirit of these people, he flattered their dominant tendency; so he did more to ensure his conquest than if he had built twenty strongholds and called one hundred thousand Macedonians."
 There is no coincidence if, in Bonaparte’s mind, Alexandria appeared as the natural capital for future French colony of Egypt. The Ancient approach to religion had probably forged the personal convictions of Bonaparte, as we mentioned above. They are based on the non- exclusive worships and their gentle treatment by the conquerors to conciliate the people, or at least not to harm them. Such worships are State pillars, but they generate limited personal faith.

However, when Bonaparte dreamed to imitate Alexander, he may have not understood that the monotheisms, including Islam, differed fundamentally from those ancient cults. This is probably the main weakness of his situation assessment which, in other respects, is very relevant as we have seen. The Jewish wars of Rome set a precedent that Bonaparte could not ignore. The misunderstanding was enlightened when he asked the sheikhs of his Divan that the religious tell the population to obey the French, and thus provoked dismay among this very Divan.


The expiry of the model, tactlessness, the precariousness of a theatre of operation cut from the Republic, have probably all had their share in the ultimate failure of the expedition. This does not detract from the interest of studying Bonaparte’s maneuver. This campaign is less dated than most of those he led, because it relies heavily on influence and perceptions, which depend little on technology (except for the dissemination of messages). It is all about the heart of men, their strengths and weaknesses, in the forefront of which always lies vanity. This is why it is instructive.
Epilogue

The French withdrawal had left Egypt without a leader. The Mamluks, weakened, were in conflict with the Ottoman Empire for the power. A man emerged from this period of anarchy, and came to power in 1805, thanks to the support of a population weary of the infighting. His name was Muhammad Ali. Vice-king of Egypt, formally subservient to the Ottoman Empire, he led in fact an independent policy, and is considered the father of modern Egypt. He made a regional power out of it, which he thought could succeed to the Ottoman Empire: "I am well aware that the Ottoman Empire gets closer to its destruction everyday... On its ruins I will build a vast kingdom ... all the way to the Euphrates and the Tigris." Such statements had been made ​​by Bonaparte in Syria, as he stroked the same dreams of Eastern grandeur.
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