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San Francisco, CA – Hundreds of Americans visited the Egyptian Consulate here during the days following Anwar Sadat’s assassination.  They came to express their sorrow for the death of a world leader who had achieved far greater respect and stature outside his homeland than in his own country.
When I visited Egypt in the fall of 1976, President Sadat was in full control.  His overtures to the West were beginning to be taken seriously, and businessmen were rushing in to seize new markets for American products.  State propaganda was present everywhere celebrating the third anniversary of the “Great Egyptian victory” in the Ramadan war of 1973 against Israel.  Sadat was characterized as the brilliant architect and brave leader of the victorious Egyptian army.   Most Egyptians I spoke to seemed to accept that assessment, however skewed from reality.  Although the Camp David Accord was still in the future, there was a definite consensus that it was in Egypt’s best interest to achieve a lasting peace with the Israelis, because, as one Egyptian I spoke to put it, “Arab-Israeli wars mean one thing:  Egyptians die while other Arabs talk!”

It is probably necessary to spend some time in Egypt to understand the total integration of church and state there.  Religion is an integral part of everything.  Politics are no exception.  Both Muslim and Coptic Christian hierarchy are intimately involved in every aspect of the governing process.  Their cooperation is a necessary feature of every regime.  Nothing is purely secular.  For example, the 1973 war is always referred to as the Ramadan War because it took place during Ramadan, a holy month set aside each year in the Moslem religion involving daily fasting from sunrise to sunset.
Most Egyptians seemed to me to respect Sadat, but they also did not love or revere him.  Nasser was still the hero who had led his nation to independence.  He was their George Washington.  Sadat was simply an incumbent President doing his job.  Besides, to the masses, Sadat lived too extravagantly to win their blind support.  His strength was his intellect, not the passion of a charismatic leader.  Perhaps it was inevitable that his eventual downfall would come from bullets fired by the fanatic Moslem Brotherhood who loathed his pragmatism.

I suspect that Anwar Sadat’s brilliance and courage will long endure after the eulogies surrounding his funeral have subsided.  He was a major positive figure on the world scene for 11 years.  Few others can claim such a record.

I thought you might like to know.
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