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     Introduction:    Egypt in Revolution    

    Bernard   Rougi er  and 

 St  é  phane   Lacroix    

   Over the past two years, Egypt has been neglected by the “Sublime 
Planetary Historic News Event,” to use Milan Kundera’s expression.  1   
Tahrir Square in Cairo, once celebrated as the emblematic site of an 
“Arab revolution” propagated through the Internet and social media, 
has been vacated by its globalized youth. We no longer understand 
what is going on in the biggest Arab country in the Muslim world—
with a population of over 90 million—as if everyone had the vague 
feeling that they had been misled by the spinning wheels of image and 
commentary. 

 Yet, now is the time to figure out where Egypt is headed. What is 
at stake in the heart of the Arab-Muslim world always has an effect—
immediate or deferred—on the Mediterranean’s northern shore. The 
weight of history in collective memories, geographical proximity, the 
acceleration of migration, the speed at which images circulate, and the 
exploitation of religious symbols bring this relationship closer than it 
ever has been. This intimate situation, with all the risks and all the 
promises it carries, urges us to comprehend and anticipate the evolu-
tions of a country that, through emulation, has played a considerable 
role in the upheavals shaking the Arab world. 

 For it is indeed Egypt’s duplication of the precedent set by Tunisia that 
has lent a localized protest seismic proportions on the regional scale. The 
mass demonstrations on Tahrir Square inspired the throngs in Benghazi 
as well as in Syria’s cities and Pearl Roundabout in Bahrain. Cairo was 
the epicenter of a revolutionary phenomenon that sent shockwaves 
through the entire Maghreb, the Mashriq, and the Arabian Peninsula. 
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 It all seemed simple at first. Following a decades-long dictator-
ship, Mubarak’s resignation in February 2011, under pressure from the 
streets that was as irrepressible as unexpected, ushered in a new era. 
Finally rid of the specter of Bin Laden, the Arabs fell in sync with the 
global pace of democracy. The lyrical enthusiasm of Western observ-
ers and actors in the uprising did not last, as we know. The two main 
strands of political Islam in the region—Muslim Brotherhood (MB) 
and Salafis—triumphed in the first free parliamentary elections in more 
than 60 years, even in modern Egypt’s very existence. Dreams of eman-
cipation with sights on the universal collided with the return of reli-
gious identity politics. Tahrir is not Egypt. The slums of Cairo and the 
Nile Valley countryside did not think like the whizzes of Facebook. 

 Once reduced to semi-secrecy, the MB organization was called 
upon to govern Egypt. It seemed assured of lasting grassroots support 
through its command of a well-organized and effective mass mobiliza-
tion apparatus, conceived as a Muslim version of the democratic cen-
tralism characteristic of European communist parties in the 1950s. A 
bureaucrat from its governing body, Mohammed Morsi was moreover 
the first civilian to be elected president of the republic by universal suf-
frage in June 2012. 

 In the year of the Morsi presidency, the Brotherhood would face a wall 
of opposition from an Egyptian state whose structures as well as its staff 
were handed down from the Mubarak era. In its ambition to take control 
of state institutions, the MB made a series of errors, uniting against it a 
large segment of the political spectrum, including its former allies, the 
Salafis in the Nour party. Mobilization came to a head when millions of 
Egyptians occupied Cairo’s streets on June 30, 2013. The following July 
3, army commander-in-chief General al-Sisi, claiming to heed the peo-
ple’s will, removed the elected president from office. 

 A new regime dominated by the military came together under the 
charismatic direction of General al-Sisi. Liberals hailed him as “Egypt’s 
de Gaulle,” the only man capable of saving the country from disaster, 
while the majority of Egyptians, weary of a revolution that had not 
kept its social promises, applauded the perspective that law and order 
would be restored. Opposite them, the MB and its remaining allies 
mobilized to defend Morsi’s “legitimacy.” The August 2013 attack on 
Rabi‘a al-Adawiya Square, where Morsi supporters had tried to estab-
lish an alternative to Tahrir Square, set off a nationwide crackdown 
against Islamists. The repressive machine soon extended its reach to 
young revolutionaries who had risen up to denounce the return of 
past authoritarian policies. Since then, Egypt’s life has been paced by 
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demonstrations of support for the ousted president and jihadi attacks 
against those who represent the regime: the police and the army. 

 What sense can be made of the three years that have gone by? 
What keys for interpretation can serve to analyze the driving forces 
of Egyptian society since the fall of Mubarak? Will Egypt revert to 
long-lasting political authoritarianism, as if nothing had happened in 
2011? Is political Islam bound to vanish from the country from whence 
it emerged in the early 1920s? What political effects do the ever more 
pressing social issues have as the country falls prey to economic ruin?  

  Contradictory Dynamics 

 To understand Egypt’s political instability, it helps to remember that the 
“revolution” of 2011 was brought about by the junction of at least five 
different dynamics— revolutionary, liberal, Islamist, trade unionist, and 
military. Subsequently, these various interests have continually clashed 
or struck alliances depending on the urgency of their respective priori-
ties and the shifting identity of the adversary to combat. Converging 
in an exceptional manner at a physical point of intersection—Tahrir 
Square—these dynamics brought about a “moment of enthusiasm” that 
gave rise to the rallies in January/February 2011 and brought about the 
fall of Mubarak. But following this, the difficulty of accommodating 
them explains the institutional stability that prevailed until summer 
2013—at which time the military dynamic gained ascendency (perma-
nently?) over all the others. 

 The revolutionary dynamics were at first driven through the social 
media by youth, determined to combat all manner of repressive struc-
tures. Resourceful and generous, it constructed the Tahrir Square 
imaginary with its revolutionary iconography, its “martyr” figures, 
its omnipresence in the international media almost masking the other 
components of the protest movement. Backed by a segment of the 
upper middle classes exasperated with the economic nepotism charac-
teristic of the final years of the Mubarak era, the liberal wing identified 
with the respected figure of Nobel Peace Prize laureate Mohammed 
al-Baradei. As of January 28, 2011, Islamists in the semi-secret MB 
movement stepped into the protest arena. MB activists fraternized with 
young revolutionaries, denouncing despotism, praying with the Copts, 
and refraining from pronouncing potentially divisive religious slogans. 
Tahrir Square, the terminal for all forms of protest, was also occupied 
by workers in state companies threatened with privatization. For the 
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independent labor unions, protesting at Tahrir Square was an extension 
of the strikes staged in 2008 in the Nile Delta industrial city of Mahalla 
al-Kubra. The social dimension was, moreover, key to the movement’s 
success: to attract the impoverished masses in Cairo and the rest of 
Egypt, the January 2011 slogans combined the twofold of “freedom” 
and “bread,” suggesting that government corruption and monopoliza-
tion of resources by the presidential clan was responsible for all the 
country’s ills. Last, military dynamics were at work to exploit the event 
and alter balances within the regime to its benefit. The military insti-
tution facilitated Mubarak’s eviction, thus preventing the anticipated 
devolution of power to the president’s son, Gamal Mubarak. 

 On this occasion the Egyptian military revived a Mameluke tradi-
tion of eliminating male heirs to ward off the risk of dynastic succes-
sion. They also took historical revenge on the centers of power—the 
presidency and the Ministry of the Interior—that had caused their rela-
tive eviction from the political decision-making process since the early 
1970s, in exchange for their economic gentrification.  2   At the same time 
they maintained control over a military economy that was potentially 
threatened by the neoliberal reforms advocated by Gamal Mubarak. 

 The army used the protest to put an end to an omnipotent, hypertro-
phied police force—over one million state employees in the 2000s—and 
to reassert its political authority within a regime whose basic nature it did 
not challenge. Unlike the revolutionary and liberal components behind 
the movement, which favored “regime change,” the military more hum-
bly aspired to a “change in the regime,” the collapse of the Mubarak sys-
tem leaving both interpretations open. As for the Muslim Brotherhood, 
it doggedly pursued its power conquest, alternately counting on one force 
or another to achieve its ends. It is this inherent ambiguity that explains 
the incompleteness of the Egyptian revolution, started by a fairly small 
number of activists and then exploited politically by two basically con-
servative institutions—the army and the MB. Due to defection on the 
part of the MB, at the time involved in secret negotiations with the mili-
tary, the revolutionary camp was too weak to manage to put together a 
presidential council in the immediate aftermath of Mubarak’s demise, 
thus leaving the institutional initiative to the generals.  

  The Struggle for Constituent Power 

 The alliance of convenience between the army and the Islamists was 
formed on the pretext of restoring order. Meeting within the Supreme 
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Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), in a communiqu é  dated February 
13, 2011, the generals announced the suspension of the Constitution 
and the organization of parliamentary and presidential elections within 
the space of six months. The military institution then began to seek 
popular legitimacy to establish its control over the state. The Islamists 
handed it to them by calling for a yes vote in the March 19, 2011 
constitutional referendum amending certain articles of a Constitution 
that had theoretically been suspended and engaging the country in an 
election process. For the MB, there were many advantages in resorting 
to the army: it provided assurance that the ousted president’s partisans 
would be excluded; it neutralized the revolutionary dynamics at a time 
when these threatened to affect its own ranks; it guaranteed an institu-
tional calendar that placed parliamentary elections ahead of the draft-
ing of a new Constitution. The Brotherhood now simply needed to 
win the parliamentary elections in order to control the constitutional 
process. 

 From then on, the constitution issue would take on increasing 
importance in the public debate. The Islamists thus managed to turn 
the March 19, 2011 referendum into a consultation of the people for 
or against sharia (Islamic law). This proved to be the beginning of a 
polarization of Egyptian public opinion on the role of Islam in state 
institutions. Islamist sheikhs accused revolutionaries and liberals of 
plotting the destruction of Islam by establishing a secular state. For the 
revolutionaries and the liberals, the Islamists wanted to implement a 
religious program that was totalitarian in nature, likely to jeopardize 
civil liberties. The liberalization of the broadcast media fostered the 
spread of a “rationality of fear,” in which each group strove to lower the 
“vulnerability threshold” beyond which it could consider that its exis-
tential interests were at risk.  3   The mechanisms of radicalization were 
thus in place, gradually undermining the bases of the social consen-
sus. Egypt was no longer a country “so integrated into itself” ( Jacques 
Berque), but a society plagued by increasingly fierce verbal conf licts. 
This was the great paradox of the moment: the newly acquired climate 
of freedom made it permissible to transgress all ideological, religious, 
and denominational taboos, even as such wholesale transgression shat-
tered the possibility of a constitutional consensus, each party believing 
that the revolution gave it the right to act—by institutional deadlock, 
street demonstrations, or recourse to judicial proceedings—to prevent 
the ideas of their adversaries from prevailing. 

 Less than two weeks after the referendum, the army published 
another “constitutional declaration” (March 30, 2011), article 60 of 
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which stipulated that the members of the two legislative chambers 
would “elect a provisional assembly composed of 100 members which 
will prepare a new draft constitution for the country to be completed 
within 6 months of the formation of this assembly.” Convinced that 
this article guaranteed their control over the power to draft the con-
stitution with a constituent committee directly chosen from among 
members of the legislative assemblies, the Islamists did not criticize this 
“declaration” that included no less than 63 articles that were as least 
as far-reaching as the nine constitutional amendments passed in the 
March 19 referendum. 

 In a climate of everyday uncertainty, Egyptian society then looked 
like a “constituent society.” Islamist organizations emerging from semi-
secrecy, Salafi sheikhs, political parties, soccer clubs, tribal groups in 
Upper Egypt, revolutionary youth, labor unions, editorialists or mere 
citizen-bloggers on Facebook all defined their own conceptions of life 
in society side by side. This juxtaposition of competing projects echoes 
Nazih Ayubi’s definition of the conditions for Arab authoritarianism. 
According to him, the secret of the longevity of Arab regimes resides 
in deliberately sustaining the contradictions within society—as long as 
they pose no direct threat to the figure of the leader—to prevent the 
emergence of a civil society heralding a common policy framework. 
In this regard, the foundations of these regimes, strong in terms of 
their repressive apparatus but weak in terms of symbolic authority, are 
fundamentally unstable despite the longevity in power of their ruling 
figures.  4    

  Institutional Warfare between the State 

and the Muslim Brotherhood 

 Published in November 2011, the “al-Silmi document,” named for the 
vice prime minister at the time, outlined the formation of a constitu-
ent body to be selected by the SCAF, over half the members of which 
would come from outside the parliament. Deeming that it represented 
a departure from the constitutional declaration of March 30, 2011, the 
MB mobilized against the al-Silmi document, to avoid losing con-
trol over constituent power from the start. The revolutionary youth 
exploited this opportunity to dispute the army’s prerogatives within 
the state and more fundamentally revive the revolutionary dynamics. 
The violence of the clashes between young revolutionaries and the 
police in Mohammed Mahmoud Street (November 19–25, 2011), not a 
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hundred feet away from the Ministry of the Interior, and then in front 
of the Cabinet Office building (December 16) illustrated the revolu-
tionaries’ inability to inf luence an institutional calendar that seemed 
to remain the preserve of older or better-established state forces. The 
al-Silmi document was withdrawn, but the power issues it brought into 
focus remained. 

 With the overwhelming Islamist victory in the fall 2011 parliamen-
tary elections, instability was written into the heart of the state’s insti-
tutions. The legislative branch, now dominated by the MB and the 
Salafis, began to clash with the most powerful sectors of the Egyptian 
state—the judges and the military. As for the instigators of the 2011 
revolution, they wound up excluded from the political equation or at 
best were relegated to being a backup force for one camp or the other. 

 Elected by the two houses in late March 2012, the first constituent 
assembly (  jam‘iyya ta’sisiyya ), largely dominated by the Islamists, was 
dissolved by a Cairo Administrative Court ruling on April 10 on the 
disputable grounds that the March 30, 2011 constitutional declaration 
“did not allow members of the two houses to personally participate in 
the constituent committee.” The following June 12, a new constituent 
body made up of 100 delegates from among 1,308 candidates was selected 
by the two houses in a joint meeting. Among these 100 individuals 
were 25 elected officials—among them 21 Islamists—and 75 unelected 
members (a significant portion of which showed Islamist sympathies). 
Since it was no longer possible, according to the Administrative Court 
ruling, to rely on parliamentary representativeness, the Islamists thus 
opted for ideological representativeness. 

 Against the backdrop of a presidential election, the judiciary thus 
resorted to institutional guerrilla warfare in the spring of 2012 to 
limit the consequences of a possible election of a president from the 
ranks of the MB. By invalidating the electoral system that had pro-
duced the People’s Assembly (ruling of June 14) on the grounds that it 
did not abide by the principle of equality between party-backed and 
independent candidates, the Supreme Constitutional Court denied the 
legal existence of the first freely elected parliament since the revolu-
tion. Three days later, the SCAF generals published a “supplementary 
constitutional declaration” taking over the legislative branch, reassert-
ing its control over matters of national security and reserving for itself 
the capacity to form a constituent body “representing all segments of 
Egyptian society.”  5   

 It was thus a Mohammed Morsi with reduced powers who was 
elected president of the republic on June 24, 2012. His election raised 
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some hopes, first of all of getting beyond the polarization between 
Islamists and liberals. Having won only 24 percent of the vote in the 
first round—which roughly corresponds to the MB’s true sociologi-
cal base—Morsi had made gestures toward his ideological adversaries 
in the name of a united front of “revolutionaries.” The aim was to 
head off a return of the former regime, embodied almost to the point 
of caricature by his opponent, Ahmed Shafiq, Mubarak’s last prime 
minister. In exchange for the open support of political figures of non-
Islamist persuasion, Morsi vowed to govern in a consensual and col-
legial manner. 

 This promise was soon forgotten. Hardly had he taken office that 
he appointed a cabinet made up of Brotherhood members and tech-
nocrats, many of them fellow travelers of the organization. Overtures 
were limited to a few civil society personalities and a representative 
of the Salafi Nour party, appointed to minor posts. As of late summer 
2012, liberals and revolutionaries began criticizing the Brotherhood’s 
“hegemonic” tendencies.  6   The MB paid little heed to this criticism. 
For them, the true combat lay in fighting resistance within the state 
apparatus. 

 Wherever it could, the Brotherhood sought to co-opt those who 
were prepared to change sides and work with them. During the sum-
mer of 2012, it thus replaced the heads of the security apparatus, the 
state media, and the army by other members of these institutions. The 
Brotherhood’s wager was simple: since those promoted owed their pro-
motion to Morsi, they would be loyal to him. Thus, on August 12, 
General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, little known to the public, was chosen 
to replace Field Marshal Tantawi at the head of the army and assume 
the post of defense minister. In exchange, al-Sisi had to agree to repeal 
the June 17 supplementary constitutional declaration. For the first time 
since 1952, at least on the face of it, a civilian exercised full executive 
authority in Egypt. 

 The Brotherhood’s strategy nevertheless reached its limits with the 
Supreme Constitutional Court, whose members, appointed for life, 
were one of the main obstacles to Morsi’s power. In June, it had dis-
solved the People’s Assembly, and in a ruling scheduled for issue in early 
December 2012, it was preparing to dissolve the Constituent Assembly. 
Watching the judges erase their electoral achievements one by one, the 
Muslim Brotherhood decided to go on the offensive. On November 
21, 2012, Morsi issued a constitutional declaration granting executive 
decisions legal immunity, replacing the public prosecutor and safe-
guarding the Constituent Assembly.  
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  The Twilight of a Presidency 

 This was the beginning of the end for the MB. The judiciary denounced 
an iniquitous and illegal decision and was soon backed by thousands of 
protestors, a motley combination of former regime nostalgics, liberals, 
and revolutionaries, come together to protest against Morsi’s “authori-
tarian drift.” The Brotherhood, which had not made any gestures 
toward their second-ballot revolutionary and liberal allies following the 
election of its candidate, had to confront the entire non-Islamist camp. 
The police did not use excessive zeal to protect the presidential palace 
from the attacks of angry protestors, and the army displayed its neutral-
ity by calling for a national dialogue to resolve the crisis. Morsi finally 
backed down regarding the first part of his declaration, but refused to 
compromise on the Constituent Assembly, simply stating that the con-
stitutional document would be put to a referendum. The Constituent 
completed its work two weeks later, in the absence of nearly the entire 
non-Islamist camp, which decided to boycott the process. The MB 
then struck an alliance with the Salafi Nour party to push through the 
most Islamized constitution in the history of Egypt, with articles that 
opened up the possibility of parliamentary activity being overseen by a 
body of ulama (Muslim law scholars) from al-Azhar University.  7   

 The non-Islamist opposition, henceforth represented by the National 
Salvation Front, embodied by the Mohammed al-Baradei—Hamdin 
Sabbahi—Amr Moussa triumvirate, boycotted the constitutional ref-
erendum held on December 15 and 22, 2012. Islamist backing was 
nevertheless enough to pass the document with 64 percent of the vote 
but with a turnout of 33 percent of registered voters. The National 
Salvation Front did not recognize the new constitution and declared 
that Morsi had lost all legitimacy. Without agreement on the funda-
mental principles of its social contract, Egypt sank even deeper into a 
political crisis. The Brotherhood became further isolated after it was 
deserted by the Salafi Nour party, the Brotherhood’s organic com-
petitor in preaching, which feared that its control of the mosques was 
threatened by an inevitable “Brotherhoodization” of the Ministry of 
Religious Endowment. 

 On April 30, 2013, a handful of young sympathizers of Hamdin 
Sabbahi’s neo-Nasserist “Popular Current” kicked off their Tamarod 
(“rebellion”) campaign, which aimed to collect 15 million signatures 
to force Morsi to hold early elections. Tamarod then called for the orga-
nization of major protests on June 30 to put pressure on the president. 
In the ensuing weeks, Tamarod won the support of the whole range 
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of Brotherhood opponents, and Egyptian private television stations 
gave the campaign extensive coverage. According to various witnesses, 
contact was soon made between Tamarod and state institutions hos-
tile to the Brotherhood—particularly the army and the police, which 
ensured the campaign organizers of their backing. Without officially 
supporting Tamarod, the Nour Salafis made it plain that if the number 
of demonstrators were large enough, they would not hesitate in turn 
to demand Morsi’s resignation. What at first was one more initiative 
among others started by a group of youths unknown to the revolution-
ary ranks became the aggregator of all the anti-Brotherhood forces and 
groups. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates joined in, privately 
declaring their wish to see Morsi removed. 

 Buoyed by widespread discontent provoked by the deterioration 
of the economic and security situation, the Tamarod movement met 
with unhoped-for popular success. On June 30, millions of Egyptians 
marched against Morsi. The army had merely to give a repeat perfor-
mance of early February 2011, announcing that it was on the side of the 
“people” and gave Morsi 48 hours to answer the protestors’ demands, 
which he refused to do. On July 3, in a televised statement, General 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi announced Morsi’s dismissal and the adoption of a 
road map including the appointment of a new constituent assembly and 
early parliamentary and presidential elections.  

  Where Is Egypt Headed? 

 Despite these promises of democratization, the evolutions under way 
since July 3, 2013 indicate a return to the fundamentals of the for-
mer regime, albeit under a different configuration. The army, which 
Morsi had wanted to send back to its barracks on August 12, 2012, has 
once again become a central political player. Along with it, Egypt’s 
state institutions, threatened under Morsi, have regained ascendency 
over society. This was ref lected in the makeup of the constituent body 
charged with drafting the Constitution adopted by referendum in 
January 2014: only 15 percent of its members were from political parties 
(most of them non-Islamist), while the remaining 85 percent belonged 
to official trade unions and state apparatuses. While the text of the 
present Constitution may appear, in certain respects, more respectful 
of basic freedoms than the previous versions, it above all caters to the 
corporate interests of the state bureaucracies, more than ever shielded 
from civil society’s interference in their dealings. Put to referendum in 
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a climate of strong media pressure in favor of the text, the Constitution 
was massively approved by 98.1 percent of the voters with a turnout 
of 38.6 percent of registered voters, in a vote that was meant to be an 
additional step in legitimizing the offensive against the MB. 

 The post-Morsi period has also been characterized by a return of 
security force involvement in politics to an even greater degree than in 
the Mubarak era. The crackdown has primarily targeted the Muslim 
Brotherhood, officially declared a “terrorist organization” in December 
2013. In the spring of 2014, the death toll had exceeded 2,000 and 
some 20,000 Islamists were in jail. Since September 2013, non-Islamist 
activists critical of the new regime have also been targeted. Alaa Abdel 
Fattah, Ahmed Maher, and a handful of other prominent figures of the 
revolutionary moment in 2011 have been thrown in prison. As for the 
state and private media, they are subject today to sometimes more dras-
tic censorship than under Mubarak. The security apparatus, humiliated 
during the “eighteen-day epic” that brought about Mubarak’s downfall, 
takes advantage of the independence it now enjoys to exact revenge. 

 In this new configuration, networks once loyal to the former regime 
that had remained dormant without ever losing their inf luence since 
2011 have resurfaced and are among the main supporters of those cur-
rently in power. The players now dominating the political playing field 
are thus mainly heirs to the Mubarak state. A majority from the liberal 
camp nevertheless remains part of this team (although cut off from a 
portion of its troops since Mohammed al-Baradei’s resounding resigna-
tion from the vice presidency in mid-August 2013). It also includes a 
segment of the revolutionary camp, mostly Nasserists, taken in by the 
new regime’s nationalist rhetoric. Just as the anti-Mubarak “moment of 
enthusiasm” in January–February 2011 had brought together antago-
nistic forces—revolutionaries, liberals, MB—the anti-Brotherhood 
“moment of enthusiasm” since July 2013 has united forces that are no 
less so. This reinforces the importance of General al-Sisi’s charismatic 
role, in that he has succeeded—at least temporarily—in maintaining 
cohesion. 

 The general aims to symbolize the restoration of what French consti-
tutionalist Georges Burdeau called “state power” in his constitutional 
theory.  8   This notion is the exact antonym of what Morsi had come to 
represent for his critics—the power of a political faction, party inter-
ests placed above the national interest, loyalty standing in for compe-
tence, and so on. It offers a means of restoring the seriously tarnished 
image of the presidency as an institution after one president (Mubarak) 
was overthrown ( makhlu‘  ) and another (Morsi) was put into solitary 
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confinement ( ma‘zul ). It also made al-Sisi a potential president even 
before the election in May 2014, which explains the lack of any real 
election campaign prior to the single-ballot presidential poll. 

 Of course, state power is measured in terms of issues that jeopardize 
the country’s national security and its sovereignty: Hamas in Gaza, 
jihadi groups in the Sinai, the relationship with Qatar. On all these 
issues, the transnational dimension of the MB put the movement’s lead-
ership in a position of structural betrayal of the patriotic ideal. How 
could Morsi—his critics would say—defend Egypt’s national interest 
in Gaza when Hamas is a branch of the Muslim Brotherhood organiza-
tion? How could he reassert state authority over the Sinai in the face of 
jihadi groups that identify with the intellectual figure of Sayyid Qutb, 
whose ideas inspire the Brotherhood leadership as well? How could he 
declare jihad in Syria against the Bashar al-Assad regime and engage 
the country in a regional crisis without first consulting with army and 
security agency officials? 

 After July 3, 2013, the intellectual and political deconstruction of 
the MB thus involved excluding the organization from a national 
identity of which the army means to be the main, if not exclusive, 
guardian. The Islamist president’s inability to prevent Ethiopia from 
building a dam upstream on the River Nile added a new national secu-
rity issue to this long list of grievances, one that potentially affects the 
country’s economic survival in the event of a reduction in the down-
stream water f low for irrigation. More prosaically, hostility toward the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s “sectarianism” also ref lected the fear of see-
ing the dwindling—and thus increasingly coveted—public funds f low 
toward the MB organization alone to the detriment of their previous 
beneficiaries in Egyptian society. Defending the universality of the 
state thus amounts to defending threatened access to the resources of a 
state, which, with or without the MB, already can no longer ensure its 
redistributive function. 

 Up until his election, al-Sisi’s strength lay above all in his silences. 
Beyond his conventional nationalist discourse, the man remained dis-
creet about his intentions, leaving the various groups—liberals, the 
military, business circles in Mubarak’s sphere—at liberty to view him 
as a champion of their interests. Those who praised him to the skies in 
the wake of Morsi’s ouster represent political visions and interests that 
are hardly compatible. This will automatically weaken the regime that 
the new president is striving to build. The only viable option in the 
medium term for al-Sisi would be to rely on the popular support he 
enjoys to undertake deep reform of both the state and the nature of its 
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relations with the economic sphere. But in the short run, the political 
alliance that came together around his person is in danger of crumbling 
fairly quickly. 

 The challenge will be all the greater as opposition remains fierce. 
Over a year since Morsi’s downfall, his supporters continue to demon-
strate almost daily, and this despite the ferocity of repression. A broader 
protest movement even seems to have gelled around a new generation 
of activists. University campuses have become one of the bastions of 
this movement to the point of prompting the authorities to discuss clos-
ing universities. At the same time, a portion of the Islamist base is radi-
calizing. Whereas the spate of attacks and targeted killings perpetrated 
since summer 2013 was initially claimed by a jihadi movement in the 
Sinai, Ansar Beit al-Maqdis (ABM—“Supporters of Jerusalem”), once 
affiliated with al-Qaeda and now gone over to the “Islamic State,” 
new groups advocating the use of violence as a modus operandi keep 
cropping up. Some of these, such as Molotov or Walla‘ (“set it on fire”), 
were started by young Brotherhood activists at odds with the strategy 
of the MB—or some may say, lack thereof—which continues to insist 
on the peaceful nature of its protest. Other groups, such as Ajnad Misr 
(“Soldiers of Egypt”), responsible for bloody attacks at Cairo University 
in 2014, are more difficult to situate. 

 The sphere of religious protest has been in total upheaval since the 
failure of Morsi’s presidency. It is easy for those who had insisted, in 
the name of a rigid conception of religious law, that election procedures 
were illegitimate to claim in retrospect,  mezza voce  or on the Internet, 
that they were right. There can be no doubt that the lesson is being 
bitterly pondered in the industrial suburbs of Cairo, in the villages of 
Upper Egypt, or in the mountains of Sinai, as the Islamic State orga-
nization continues to sow violence in Iraq and Syria. New prophets 
will supply the ranks of the Pharaoh’s enemies, to borrow terms from 
Gilles Kepel’s pioneering work on the birth and evolution of Islamism 
in Egypt.  9   

 While it would seem that the majority of the population continues to 
back the new authorities today in the hopes of a return to law and order 
and a semblance of economic prosperity, public opinion could easily 
turn against al-Sisi in the event of failure. The events of the 2011–2013 
period have instilled in Egyptians a stubborn belief that street protests 
can overthrow a president. Therein lies the whole ambiguity of the 
movement of June 30, 2013: by asserting continuity with the move-
ment started in January 2011, it has perpetuated a revolutionary process 
that could eventually turn against those currently in power. 
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 This volume brings together contributions from some of the finest 
specialists of contemporary Egypt in Europe and the United States as 
well as in the Arab world, both seasoned researchers and young enthusi-
astic and promising talents. Over half the authors in this edited volume 
are affiliated with the  Centre d’Etudes et de Documentation Economique, 
Juridique et Social  (CEDEJ) in Cairo, as director, researcher, or associ-
ate researcher. Others, through their participation, have demonstrated 
the desire to pay tribute to a research center whose endeavors they have 
contributed to in the past. Thanks to the impetus of a new generation of 
Egyptian and French researchers, the CEDEJ today is seeking to under-
stand from within the effects the shockwave of an Arab revolution still 
in its infancy has had on Egyptian society. This introduction would not 
be complete without our warmest thanks to Cynthia Schoch who has 
brilliantly translated most of the contributions of this volume and whose 
availability and fantastic skills have allowed us to bring this edited volume 
to an English-speaking readership. Thanks also to Miriam P é rier from 
CERI Sciences Po, for her outstanding editing work on the manuscript.  
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  C H A P T E R  O N E 

 The Reasons for the Muslim Brotherhood’s 

Failure in Power   

    Patr ick   Haenn i    

   The army ouster  manu militari  of the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) from 
power in the wake of popular protest seems today to have led to the 
partial restoration of the former regime networks of inf luence. While 
the offensive may give the impression of d é j à  vu (the parallel with 
1954 has been pointed out countless times), it nevertheless has a truly 
novel aspect in that it brought to a close Egypt’s very first experiment 
with Islamist governance. The trials and tribulations of this experi-
ment explain to a large degree the success of the mass anti–Muslim 
Brotherhood protest on June 30, 2013, which subsequently enabled the 
military to announce President Mohammed Morsi’s removal on July 3. 
What explains the scale of popular disaffection for the Islamists? 

 First of all, the MB went on the warpath primarily against state 
bureaucracy networks, confusing as it did counterrevolution and cor-
poratist resistance. In so doing, the MB neglected the game of party 
politics—which explains the virtually unanimous opposition of the var-
ious components of the party scene to the ruling power. Furthermore, 
the Muslim Brotherhood attempted to establish closer ties with certain 
power centers, without distinguishing between partial understandings 
and lasting alliances. This confusion explains its inability to anticipate 
the turnaround of the military and the business community shortly 
before the June 30 demonstration. The acceptance by a relatively large 
portion of the political class of the army’s return to the political scene 
was also the result of this poorly mastered overture. 
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 In the street, the MB had to face a radicalized (and sometimes more 
or less manipulated) youth and unprecedented trade union mobiliza-
tion. In the face of this situation of permanent revolt, the Islamist rulers 
positioned themselves before the international community and their 
own people as the party of law and order. But the structures of mobili-
zation and the vast mass protest experience that they managed to exploit 
in 2011 turned against them. Finally, while the United States seemed 
to have endorsed the strategic option of choosing political Islam as a 
means to stabilize the Mediterranean’s southern shore after the onset 
of the Arab Springs, it was not prepared to argue with the army when 
it became clear that the military had decided to retake the reins of the 
country and eliminate the MB from politics.  

  The Crumbling of the Consensus Strategy 

 The Muslim Brotherhood’s openness to other political parties predates 
the 2011 revolution. Each time the Mubarak regime attempted to iso-
late the Islamist organization, the MB sought to form external alliances. 
Shortly before the revolution, it had organized “Meetings for Egypt,” 
bringing together the main opposition parties in a space for dialogue 
that was intended to lead to a democratic reform of the political scene.  1   
Its involvement in the campaign to support Mohammed al-Baradei’s 
bid to become Egypt’s president fell in line with the same logic. 

 When the transition process was set up after the fall of Mubarak, 
the Brotherhood logically reactivated its strategy of consensus. Eager 
to present itself as the component of a more sweeping movement, 
it was particularly uneager to appear to be seeking to “Islamize the 
revolution,” to use the expression of one of its cadres. It encouraged 
the formation of a coalition—“the Democratic Alliance”—including, 
in addition to the MB, the Wafd, various Nasserist groups, the al-
Ghad party led by lawyer and former presidential candidate Ayman 
Nour, as well as a certain number of parties more or less tied to the 
former regime. According to the Alliance coordinator Wahid Abdel  
Meguid, the aim was to create a “power effect.” He believed “it was 
important to counter the dynamics of polarization with a strategy of 
consensus to agree on the essential components of society and the 
state.”  2   

 But the Alliance, instead of expanding to include other political 
groups, gradually shrank in size. Three successive issues—identity-
based, revolutionary, and electoral— brought about its collapse. 
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  Polarization around Identity Issues 

 An initial phase of polarization began with the March 19, 2011, ref-
erendum. This poll brought to a close the work of the Constitutional 
Reform Commission, which proposed a timid amendment of the exist-
ing constitution, counter to the wishes of non-Islamist forces that advo-
cated a greater departure from the text and demanded that a constituent 
assembly be convened prior to holding any elections. However, most of 
the Islamist political forces supported the proposed amendments from 
the start.  3   

 The Muslim Brotherhood’s initial strategy was to defend the ref-
erendum less for its content than for the road map that would sup-
posedly guarantee the military’s return to its barracks, while avoiding 
a constitutional vacuum and economic instability until parliamentary 
and presidential elections were held.  4   Brotherhood strongman Khairat 
al-Shater indeed considered it essential to respect the army, the mili-
tary being the only remaining legitimate state institution.  5   From the 
Islamists’ standpoint, it was in fact no less important to respect the 
conservative dimension of society for which the restoration of order 
largely held priority over establishing a new political order shaped by 
the revolution. As Khairat al-Shater explained at the time, “[T]here are 
millions of day laborers who along with their families have ended up 
without any income due to the social insecurity caused by continual 
escalation of the revolution.”  6   

 Paradoxically, however, the referendum campaign conducted by 
the MB and the Salafis was not built upon the idea of a restoration 
of order but upon the defense of Islamic identity. It aimed less to 
preserve state and constitutional institutions than to defend article 2 
according to which “the principal source of legislation is Islamic Law 
( shari‘a ).”  7   Given this turnaround, the revolutionary camp was also 
forced to position itself with respect to identity issues. Thus, accord-
ing to Mohammed Ghoneim, independent leader in the liberal camp, 
“in a context of an Islamist rise in power and in the face of new civil-
ian forces that have not yet had the opportunity to assert themselves, 
there is no choice but to conduct a policy of defending fundamentals, 
in other words to f ight for state neutrality toward religion and to 
postpone issues of social justice and ordinary politics in order to focus 
on identity.”  8   

 This strategy led to the creation of the Egyptian Bloc ( al-kutla al-mas-
riyya ) on August 15, 2011. Structured by an identity rationale (opposi-
tion to Islamism), the Bloc was at its inception a motley assemblage 
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of various parties ranging from the Free Egyptians Party led by 
Coptic businessman Naguib Sawiris to the center-left Egyptian Social 
Democrat Party to the Egyptian Communist Party al-Tagammu. It 
demanded “supra-constitutional guarantees”  9   aiming to preserve the 
“secular nature” of the state, but such demands were deemed anti-
democratic by the Islamist camp. 

 The Islamists reacted to these dynamics with a mass demonstration 
on July 29, 2011, organized jointly by the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Salafi movements on Tahrir Square. In a true show of force, the dem-
onstration was a message addressed as much to the young revolutionary 
coalitions mobilized for a radically new agenda as to liberals hostile to 
the road map that the military and the MB had agreed on. Hesitant at 
first, the Brotherhood finally decided to participate, probably less out 
of conviction than out of a desire to control the demonstration. It was 
nevertheless overrun by the Salafi masses. Pro-Bin Laden slogans were 
chanted and the black f lag of the Abbasid Caliphate was waved, threat-
ening to destroy the Democratic Alliance ( al-tahaluf al-dimuqrati ), the 
Brotherhood’s preferred instrument for its consensus-building policy. 
Shortly after the demonstration, the Tagammu party decided to with-
draw from its alliance with the Brotherhood. 

 The transformation of the Alliance into an electoral coalition from 
the start of the campaign preparations in the fall of 2011 subjected the 
MB to the woes of party negotiations. At the outcome of these talks, 
the secular Wafd party and the main Salafi party, the Nour, walked 
out, unable to reach an agreement with the Brotherhood regarding 
their respective numbers on electoral lists.  10   

 The erratic relationship between the Brotherhood and the Salafis in 
the Nour party, however, was based on a constant equation: agreement 
on identity issues (defense of the Islamic nature of the state and govern-
ment) and competition on electoral issues. They were allies for the first 
constitutional referendum in March 2011, and then again in drafting 
the Constitution in 2012.  11   They were rivals in the parliamentary elec-
tions, and then in the presidential election, before winding up allies 
once again to defend an “Islamic power”  12   following President Morsi’s 
Constitutional Declaration of November 21, 2012. They again locked 
horns over the cabinet reshuff le on May 7, 2013, which reduced Salafi 
presence in the government. 

 On the other hand, the depletion of the Muslim Brotherhood’s capital 
of trust among public opinion reinforced the Salafi idea that they could 
embody an alternative to the MB. The Nour leadership viewed their 
powerful rivals as manipulators exploiting divisions among the Salafi 
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movement and driven above all by hegemonic ambition.  13   This wary 
attitude led them to choose a realpolitik characterized by their support 
for the “Islamo-liberal” candidate Abdel Moneim Aboul Fotouh in the 
2012 presidential election and to participate in the anti-Brotherhood 
front put together a few months prior to the June 30, 2013 protest. The 
same logic governed the Nour Salafis’ decision to back the subsequent 
military crackdown on the Brotherhood.  

  The Fear of Hegemonic Ambitions 

 Identity fears among non-Islamists gave way to fears of hegemony on 
the part of the Brotherhood among all other political forces, since the 
former were accused of undertaking to take over state institutions. 
More than its imposition of Islamic references, liberals came to fear 
domination of the state by a single group. 

 This fear came to a head with the Constitutional Declaration issued 
by Morsi on November 21, 2012, by which the president immunized 
the existing political institutions (the presidency, the Senate, and the 
Constituent Assembly) against legal proceedings.  14   These fears were 
expressed by a month of unrest during which a remarkably mobi-
lized and mobilizing opposition again took to the streets, resulting 
in repeated clashes on Tahrir Square and in front of the presidential 
palace. Present throughout the entire political spectrum, fear of the 
“Brotherhoodization of the state” ( akhwanat al-dawla ) did not initially 
lead to a break between the Brotherhood and the Salafis, even if the 
Nour party leadership largely shared the liberal theory accusing the 
MB of nursing far more aggressive hegemonic ambitions under the 
guise of taking the country in hand.  15   The common concern for restor-
ing order (broadly shared and highly popular) nevertheless won over 
among the Islamists.  16   

 In answer to new street protests against the Morsi Declaration, 
perceived as a hegemonic endeavor and a “threat to democracy,” the 
Muslim Brotherhood denounced the risk of anarchy, vehemently crit-
icizing the liberals who had walked out of the Constituent Assembly 
as a sign of protest. The Brotherhood then opted for a socially con-
servative policy by pulling together an exclusively Islamist coalition 
including the small Islamo-centrist party al-Wasat in addition to the 
Salaf is. This strategy merely exacerbated the pervading polarization, 
while shifting it from its usual object: tension no longer focused on 
identity questions (the Constitution, sharia, etc.) but instead around 
social issues.  
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  Distrust of Organized Labor 

 During its stint in power, the Brotherhood’s handling of labor protest 
and the business world was radically dissymmetrical. It viewed these 
two sectors as potential threats because their objective alliance formed 
the triptych at the base of the counterrevolution—labor movements 
manipulated by the left and financed by businessmen tied to the former 
regime. The Brotherhood thus resumed an attitude of distrust toward 
workers’ movements. It was in this context that the president announced 
that a new law aiming to “restore order” was in preparation. 

 It was not the first time that the Brotherhood in power had put a 
lid on trade union activism. In Parliament, it had blocked a law on 
trade union freedoms proposed by leaders of the first independent 
unions.  17   In the various labor conf licts, it was obvious moreover that 
the Brotherhood had stirred management and employees into action 
against protesters, while denying the legitimacy of protest in its dis-
course. According to one MB leader, protest was led by “spoiled work-
ers incapable of being patient and recognizing that their situation had 
improved since the revolution.”  18   

 This previously latent tendency to play the card of law and order 
became official in late 2012. Prior to that date, repression stemmed 
more from independent acts on the part of security forces and the army 
than Brotherhood policy. But following the unrest in late November 
2012, the Brotherhood began to favor not a crackdown as such, but a 
tightening of the reins on worker protests. Two strategies were adopted 
in this regard: the criminalization of protests and an attempt to control 
trade unions. 

 On the same day as the controversial Constitutional Declaration was 
issued in November 2012, the president issued law number 96/2012 
entitled “Law on the Protection of the Revolution.”  19   This law applied 
indiscriminately to two wholly different categories of acts: violence 
by police and security forces, and social protests. While originally the 
law was intended to set up a special court to try crimes against demon-
strators, article 4 also gave this court jurisdiction to punish “insulting 
and resisting the authorities, destruction of public property, impeding 
transportation . . . and intimidation,” which amounted to criminalizing 
street politics, both as regards freedom of expression as well as assembly. 
The same law also made “insults to the president and the military” a 
criminal offense.  20   

 Equally problematic was article 6 of President Morsi’s Constitutional 
Declaration, stipulating that “[i]f there is a danger that threatens the 
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January 25 revolution, the life and safety of the nation, national unity, 
or impedes a state institution from performing its role, the president can 
take all necessary measures to address this danger as defined by law.” 
According to Human Rights Watch, “The overly broad and vague 
language of this provision recalls that of article 1 of Law 162, Egypt’s 
infamous Emergency Law in force for 30 years under Mubarak, which 
states that ‘a declaration of a state of emergency is permitted whenever 
a threat to security or public order in the lands of the republic or one of 
its regions exists.’”  21   These legal provisions created a climate of moral 
and legal pressure on trade union organizations.  22   

 After Morsi’s Constitutional Declaration and the law on the pro-
tection of the revolution, decree no. 97 was the third pillar of the 
Brotherhood’s robust engagement in a law and order policy. This decree 
first retired all of the board members of the Egyptian Trade Union 
Federation (ETUF) over the age of 60. They were to be replaced by 
their juniors in the 2006 trade union elections. In the event that there 
were no candidates to replace them, it was up to Manpower Minister 
Khaled al-Azhari to appoint their successors. This decree served to 
offset the MB’s lack of ascendency over the labor movement by placing 
many of its sympathizers or members in trade union leadership posi-
tions: among the approximately 500 seats in the executive boards in the 
various branches of the ETUF, 150 were now occupied by Brotherhood 
members as opposed to 3 seats for champions of union pluralism.  23   

 It was also by means of the Constitution adopted in January 2013 
that the Muslim Brotherhood tried to muzzle the emergence of union 
pluralism, which had become a reality with more than 4,000 worker 
protest actions in 2011 and 2012 led by a good one thousand new inde-
pendent trade unions.  24   Indeed, while article 52 does guarantee the 
right to form trade unions, it conditions this right on respect for law 
35 of 1976, which gives the ETUF a total monopoly over trade union 
organization. 

 In this context, the unions complained of a harsh repressive pol-
icy (arrests, beatings of demonstrators, dismissals of union activists in 
greater numbers than under Mubarak),  25   coupled with a total absence 
of intention to reform likely to broaden the spectrum of trade union 
freedoms. Egypt, which has long been on the International Labor 
Organization’s black list, had earned some favor from the UN body 
after Egypt’s then manpower minister Ahmed al-Borai had pledged to 
introduce new legislation regarding trade union freedoms on March 
12, 2012. But the lack of government reactivity and preservation of the 
law of 1976 prompted the ILO, in its annual meeting in June 2013, to 
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put Egypt back on its blacklist of countries that did not comply with 
international labor standards—in particular as set forth in Conventions 
no. 87 and 98 on trade union freedoms.  26   

 Dominated by a dual intention to criminalize and control, the 
Brotherhood thus pursued a labor policy characterized by ideologi-
cal distrust, arrests of dozens of activists, and lack of legal reform. 
Moreover, the Brotherhood’s rather economically liberal orienta-
tion, the desire to reassure investors and the need to stabilize the 
social front in the context of negotiations with the IMF were as 
many imperatives of governance that prompted the Brotherhood to 
adopt a policy of confrontation and control with respect to the labor 
world. 

 Conversely, a policy of compromise and conciliation dominated the 
relationship between the presidency, the Brotherhood, and the business 
community.  

  The Brotherhood’s Accommodation of Business Interests 

 Out of class affinity as much as by management necessity, the relation-
ship with the business community was much more serene. The history 
of the MB, in its early days as well as more recently, predisposed them 
to this. The Brotherhood’s founding father, Hassan al-Banna, valued 
the spirit of enterprise and trade, and there is no lack of businessmen at 
the helm of the organization today, starting with its current strongman, 
Khairat al-Shater himself. 

 Pressed from a political standpoint by its desire to neutralize what it 
considered one of the hotbeds of the counterrevolution,  27   and obliged 
out of economic necessity to replenish the state coffers, the Muslim 
Brotherhood thus encouraged a liberal policy of appealing to investors. 
It sought to reassure businessmen close to the former regime by mak-
ing numerous arrangements with them, sometimes on an individual 
basis, sometimes by negotiating collectively at the local level such as 
in Alexandria.  28   It also set up a dialogue group specifically designed to 
reassure Coptic businessmen.  29   

 The kingpin of this policy was Brotherhood businessman Hassan 
Malek, who founded two structures designed to reassure the business 
community—the Contact Group ( lajnat al-tawasul ) and EBDA (the 
Egyptian Business Development Association—“begin” in Arabic). The 
group brought together other Islamist businessmen such as Osama Farid 
as well as businessmen close to the former regime but deemed respect-
able such as Mohammed Farid Khamis, Safwat Thabet, and Mansour 
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Amer, who was assigned the mission of negotiating “arrangements” 
with businessmen linked to the Mubarak regime. 

 Through these channels, the Brotherhood managed to come to an 
arrangement with the Sawiris family as well as with Yassin Mansour, 
Hamid al-Shiti, and even Hussein Salem,  30   who were able to return 
from exile in exchange for plans for the reimbursement of tax arrears  31   
and various guarantees regarding their legal status and the conduct of 
their business affairs. Prior to Morsi’s ouster, negotiations had con-
tinued with companies owned by Mounir Ghabbour, Mohammed 
Mansour, Ahmed al-Maghrabi, and Ahmed Ezz.  32   

 The Brotherhood was convinced that the reconciliation engaged 
with businessmen close to the former regime “was a step in the right 
direction to get the productive economy going again and make it ben-
efit from their fortunes.” Hassan Malek would go so far as to say that 
“there were no ‘  feloul ’ businessmen (‘remnants’ of the former regime) 
or any organically linked to the old system, even if they had shared 
interests with it.”  33   Such arrangements nevertheless heightened suspi-
cions among a segment of the political class regarding the MB. Khaled 
‘Alam al-Din, former advisor to the president and cadre in the Salafi 
Nour party, thus lamented that “the Brotherhood and the presidency 
dropped all the revolutionary and patriotic figures who had backed 
them and enabled them to win the elections, instead embarking on 
reconciliation with former regime figures and businessmen.”  34   

 In its relations with the business community, the Brotherhood 
thus thought it had neutralized the threat: not only had it instituted 
normalization procedures and plans for the reimbursement of tax 
arrears, but projects for partnerships were also in the works.  35   But 
with the business community, as with other pillars of the former 
regime, the Brotherhood was too quick to see these tactical arrange-
ments as lasting alliances. The confusion is unquestionably a funda-
mental strategic error that explains its blindness to the June 30, 2013 
protest.  36   

 The makeup of the president’s inner circle illustrates this primacy 
of governance over politics as well as the rising inf luence of business-
men in the Muslim Brotherhood’s decision-making circles. In fact, 
behind the smokescreen put up by communication experts, the presi-
dent’s real entourage was made up of a less visible team composed of 
young Islamist cadres who formed Khairat al-Shater’s close circle. This 
team was the driving force of his presidential campaign just before the 
courts annulled his candidacy. Young, f luent in English, often edu-
cated in universities abroad, especially the United States and Canada, 
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they possess management expertise and have contacts in international 
business circles. 

 The itinerary of Essam al-Haddad, one of President Morsi’s closest 
advisors, offers an illustration. With a medical degree and a PhD from 
the United Kingdom, al-Haddad is the cofounder of Islamic Relief 
Worldwide. He belongs to the Arab Group for Development, the Union 
of Arab Exhibitions, the International Business Forum, the German-
Arab Chamber of Industry and Commerce, the British-Egyptian 
Business Association, and the Canadian Chamber of Commerce. He 
founded Inter-Build Egypt, Egypt’s largest trade show for the construc-
tion sector.  37   Along the same lines, Prime Minister Hisham Qandil 
surprised foreign diplomats right away with his style: “We were struck 
to see a member of the MB serve up an economic vision totally in 
synch with the position defended by the IMF, and this in California-
accented English,” says a French diplomat.  38   

 It is significant that while the business community, via EBDA, quickly 
managed to structure itself as an inf luential pillar within the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the presidency, no similar actor emerged in the trade 
union sphere. With a business lobby in formation, a religious discourse 
hostile to any form of social protest “liable to destroy the unity of the 
community,” and last, with globalized political cadres often trained 
in management techniques, the Brotherhood’s “economic bent” was 
bound to take a turn to the right. The Brotherhood’s relationship to 
state institutions fully confirms this tendency.   

  The Fight against the Deep State 

 The obstacles encountered in the political realm—polarization around 
identity issues, difficulty of striking an agreement with a Salafi 
movement galvanized by its electoral strength, growing fear of the 
“Brotherhoodization” of the state, present as much among liberals as 
among the Salafis—paradoxically encouraged the Brotherhood to pursue 
its strategy of taking over the state apparatus starting in summer 2012. It 
considered that the real battle was not to be fought in the party arena,  39   
but against the deep state and the counterrevolution that had supposedly 
taken control of it. This new battle was waged by the Brotherhood alone, 
judging the other parties weak or the product of an “immature” politi-
cal scene, to use the term of a cadre close to the president who believed 
“it [was] the Freedom and Justice Party infrastructure that [would] hold 
Egypt together. Any other alternative would lead to chaos.”  40   
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 In its test of strength with state institutions, the Brotherhood alter-
nated strategies of tension and searches for common ground, depend-
ing on its view of the balance of power. At first, the MB tried to put 
its personnel in key positions as best it could depending on the level 
of resistance of the administrations in question. But it was short of 
cadres to ensure a wholesale takeover and was often obliged to reach 
agreements with networks of the former regime. When it met with 
strong resistance but costs in terms of governance were minor, the 
Brotherhood yielded (which made it particularly uneager to do battle 
with the security apparatuses). When resistance was strong and costs in 
terms of governance high, it chose to engage in a test of strength. This 
was the case with the magistrates, because the judges had the means to 
create a constitutional vacuum. 

  The Brotherhoodization of the State in Weak Public Institutions 

 “Brotherhoodization” is an overused expression that does not sum up 
the full spectrum of the Muslim Brotherhood’s relationship to the state, 
but it does aptly describe the organization’s relationship to weak state 
institutions. When resistance was weak (in the state-owned media) 
or when elective affinities with the Brotherhood were strong (in the 
case of the Ministry of Religious Endowment, which handles religious 
affairs), takeover strategies were very real indeed. 

 During the year of the Morsi presidency, the Ministry of Information 
exercised considerable pressure on the state-owned media, reverting 
to techniques of control set up by Mubarak. Using the system of low 
base salaries complemented by bonuses, the Brotherhood could deny 
bonuses to intractable journalists. The nonrenewal of work contracts 
in state jobs for those over age 60 also became widespread. Wherever it 
could be applied (not only in the press, but also in the judicial apparatus 
and labor unions), “the same strategy could be found as the one that 
was practiced in the army: young people were promoted, seniors were 
retired. That enabled the Brotherhood to get rid of pillars of the former 
regime, consolidate the position of younger generations and negotiate 
with the former rather than the latter.”  41   

 In religious institutions, the takeover via replacements and exclusion-
ary measures was massive. Exclusion was directed in particular against 
Sufis, perceived as natural allies of the former regime. The Ministry 
of Religious Endowment was handed to a Salafi reputed to be close 
to the MB, Talaat Afifi, former first vice-president of the Religious 
Committee for Rights and Reform, founded after the revolution, and 
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a senior cadre of the major charitable religious body, the  Gam‘iyya 
shar‘iyya . The new minister’s first decision, made in agreement with 
the Brotherhood, was to dismiss ten senior civil servants from the min-
istry, including two army generals, who were replaced by advisors such 
as Mohammed al-Sughayyir, head of the Building and Development 
Party parliamentary group (an offshoot of the former radical Islamist 
group  al-Gama‘a al-Islamiyya ). Afifi also appointed Muslim Brotherhood 
member Sheikh Salama Abdel Qawi to be the ministry’s spokesman and 
put him in charge of the “pilgrimage” portfolio. Sheikh Mohammed 
Hussein Nawfal, imam of the Assiut mosque elected for the Salafi Nour 
party, was awarded the post of director-general of the administration 
of religious endowments in New Valley. Conversely, Sheikh Ahmed 
Abdel Moneim, imam in Kafr El Sheikh, hostile to the Brotherhood 
and the Salafis, was shunted aside without any administrative inquiry. 
Administrative sanctions were imposed on Sheikh Sabri Ibada, another 
virulent opponent of the Brotherhood and the Salafis, while Sheikh 
Salim Abdel Jalil lost his post of director of preaching affairs at the 
ministry in September 2012.  

  Perpetuation of the Deep State in Spaces of State Sovereignty 

 In the security services, arrangements with the Muslim Brotherhood 
enabled some of the former regime networks to remain in place. 
Thus the first interior minister appointed by the MB, Ahmed Gamal 
al-Din, was one of the generals in the entourage of Mubarak’s last 
interior minister, Habib al-‘Adli.  42   General Mohammed Zaki, the new 
commander of the Republican Guard, formerly head of the paratroop-
ers, was directly implicated in the crushing of demonstrators in front of 
the Cabinet building during the clashes of December 2011. As for Vice 
Prime Minister Khaled Gharaba, he was chief of police in Alexandria 
when Sayyid Bilal was tortured to death in January 2011. Bilal was 
afterward hailed as the first Salafi “martyr” of the revolution. 

 The security institution thus remained for the most part intact. The 
MB tapped into the institution’s former leadership circles and refused 
to undertake any serious institutional reform: “the People’s Assembly 
dragged its feet on every issue related to the restructuring of the Interior 
Ministry and transitional justice, writes Karim Ennarah.”  43   In this con-
text, it is also worth mentioning the Muslim Brotherhood’s exploitation 
of the legal framework to reproduce certain forms of authoritarianism. 
Ahmed Mekki, minister of justice, was thus in favor of renewing the 
Emergency law and wanted to provide a legislative base to broaden the 
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police’s repressive powers.  44   On December 10, 2012, a constitutional 
decree gave the army judicial arrest powers until the end of the consti-
tutional referendum. 

 Concerning the army, the MB adeptly played on generational cleav-
ages and differences in viewpoint among the senior officers in order to 
reach a minimum agreement. Although it was infused with persistent 
distrust on both sides, it seemed sufficiently solid at the time not to lead 
to a test of strength that both parties wanted to avoid. Distrust between 
the MB and the army was nothing new; it dated from the early days 
of the transition. At first, these two major loci of power could have 
reached an understanding and wound up lasting allies. In fact, as already 
pointed out, the MB saw the army as a pillar upholding the continu-
ity of the state entity. Moreover, the Brotherhood shared the army’s 
concern for order  45   and wanted to avoid ruff ling its feathers at all costs; 
while denying any arrangement with the military institution,  46   the 
Brotherhood had on several occasions in 2011 reiterated its pledge to 
respect the Camp David Accords  47   and insisted that it had no intention 
of presenting a presidential candidate. 

 The Islamists’ show of strength in the July 2011 protests worried the 
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. When public opinion polar-
ized around identity issues, the SCAF tended to side with the liber-
als against the Islamists. Sami Anan, the Egyptian army chief of staff, 
even declared in early August 2011 during a meeting with a group 
of intellectuals that the principle of Egypt as a civil state was “a mat-
ter of national security that must be abided by.”  48   But the military, by 
suggesting “supra-constitutional principles” be adopted, before back-
pedalling, crossed a red line drawn by the Brotherhood, which would 
not hear of the Constitution being drafted other than by a constituent 
assembly chosen by Parliament.  49   

 While the Brotherhood’s relations with the other political forces 
continued to deteriorate, President Morsi announced on August 11, 
2012 that he was retiring Field Marshal Hussein Tantawi, minister of 
defense, and his vice minister, General Sami Anan, replacing the for-
mer by a young officer, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. Morsi’s offensive sealed 
not an alliance, but a new minimum agreement between the presi-
dency and the young generation of army officers. 

 This agreement was based on a number of points. First of all, the army 
had realized that the Brotherhood could be a stabilizing force. Second, 
the young generation of officers lined up behind Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
seemed then to feel that their engagement in the political process was a 
mistake. Months of clashes with the revolutionary youth had exhausted 
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the army and seriously tarnished its reputation among the population. 
The Brotherhood’s understanding with this generation of officers was 
thus based on a common desire to ensure the military’s disengage-
ment from the political process in exchange for the army’s continued 
independence and privileges, enshrined in the new Constitution in 
December 2012, which placed the military budget under control of the 
National Defense Council, out of Parliament’s reach. The December 
2012 text also maintained the provision that civilians could be tried 
before a military court. 

 This arrangement was also possible due to pragmatism on the part 
of the United States and the West with regard to the Islamists, con-
sidered as the only true stabilizing force in the area as long as they did 
not cross the three main red lines that they had set (economic liberal-
ism, respect for the procedures of representative democracy, respect for 
international commitments entered into by the previous ruling bodies). 
Still considering the armed forces to be their true strategic partner, the 
Americans moreover needed a minimum agreement between the army 
and the Brotherhood. 

 But even if the Brotherhood and the army shared a common view 
of internal security, they diverged as to their conception of national 
security. The Brotherhood in fact made several missteps regarding a 
vision of national security deeply rooted in the logic of the Egyptian 
state, with regard to the Suez Canal, the Gaza Strip, and border issues 
more generally speaking. 

 Morsi’s plan for a “Suez Canal Corridor”—an ambitious industrial 
and technological development project involving the three governor-
ates adjacent to the canal (Suez, Ismailia, and Port Said) based on a 
partnership between the public sector and private, primarily foreign 
investors—was perceived by the army as infringing on Egypt’s sover-
eignty, at least from a legal standpoint, over the Sinai. Morsi’s concilia-
tory positions in the border dispute with Sudan (concerning the cities 
of Halayeb and Shalateen) were also a bone of contention. On the 
issue of Gaza, the army’s decision to demolish the secret tunnels con-
necting the Strip to Egypt incurred the ire of the presidency and the 
MB. Another point of friction was the army’s accusation that Hamas, 
identified with the Brotherhood, was responsible for the death of 16 
Egyptian soldiers in Rafah in August 2012. Last, restrictions set by the 
defense ministry on the naturalization of children of mixed Palestinian-
Egyptian couples indicated tension between the Brotherhood’s Arab-
Islamic solidarity and the army’s determination to preserve the logics 
of national identity. 
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 Thus, while the army may have shared the Brotherhood’s overrid-
ing concern for law and order, the MB and the armed forces tended 
to diverge on national security issues. In May 2013, a politician close 
to the military institution thus declared that the army “today tends to 
consider that Brotherhood governance and the logic of the state are 
out of sync. As a result, the army is trying to restrain and limit the 
Brotherhood’s takeover of state institutions.”  50    

  The Tug-of-War with the Judges 

 The struggle with the judges offers a revealing illustration of one of the 
fundamental misunderstandings underlying the Brotherhood’s policy 
of assuming control. It in fact interpreted any resistance on the part 
of state apparatuses as a counterrevolutionary strategy aiming to make 
its experiment with governance doomed to fail. As for the state appa-
ratuses, while there was certainly a counterrevolutionary attitude in 
some administrations, resistance was primarily motivated by a form of 
corporatism in the face of what was seen as tantamount to placing state 
institutions under (Islamist) supervision. 

 The judiciary was thus overwhelmingly opposed to the MB. The 
immense majority of judges came out in favor of refusing to oversee 
the December 2012 referendum.  51   Likewise, the judges’ dissolution 
of the Islamist-dominated Constituent Assembly appointed in June 
2012 had been expected for several months when Morsi decided to 
force through the November 2012 Constitutional Declaration. There 
are two possible interpretations of this foretold dissolution. The 
Brotherhood’s viewpoint is political and postulates that the judges, 
representing one of the poles of the counterrevolution, were striving 
to scupper the Islamist experiment in power by creating an institu-
tional vacuum that, against a backdrop of social and political insta-
bility, would allow the army to regain a grip on the country. The 
other interpretation is a corporatist one. Since the election of the new 
Parliament, its Islamist members put the judges on the defensive and 
their decisions were ignored by the presidency (Morsi, for instance, 
attempted to reinstate the dissolved Parliament). The judiciary was 
thus convinced that the new government was trying to weaken 
and intimidate it—the removal of public prosecutor Abdel Meguid 
Mahmoud, announced by decree on November 21, 2012, called 
into question the principle of irremovability of judges and, conse-
quently, the very independence of the judiciary; by the same token, 
the decrease in the limit of the number of Supreme Constitutional 
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Court members from 19 to 11 in the draft Constitution was also seen 
as a curb on its independence. 

 The judges thus proved to be deeply hostile to the Brotherhood, 
certainly due to the initial proximity of some of them to the former 
regime but also because they felt attacked as a profession by the presi-
dency. It should be pointed out here that several Islamist judges, start-
ing with Tariq al-Bishri, rejected the Constitutional Declaration of 
November 21, 2012. In this case, professional solidarity prevailed over 
political allegiance. 

 Furthermore, the dissolution of Parliament fell in line with estab-
lished constitutional jurisprudence. Since the 1980s, the Egyptian 
courts had defended the principle of equality between independent 
candidates and party candidates. Election laws had been overturned, 
against the regime’s wishes, for not abiding by this principle (in 1987, 
for instance). The Brotherhood appears to have been forewarned, as 
soon as the election law was announced—and thus prior to the par-
liamentary elections—that an appeal to the Supreme Constitutional 
Court would invalidate the voting system and the assembly that it pro-
duced. It was the same election law that presided over the establishment 
of all the elected institutions dominated by the Islamists—the People’s 
Assembly, the Shura Council ( majlis al - shura ), as well as the Constituent 
Assembly appointed by the People’s Assembly. Declaring the election 
law unconstitutional thus amounted to calling into question the insti-
tutional foundations of the Islamist government in their entirety. 

 Although the MB had alienated most of the political forces, it nev-
ertheless managed to achieve arrangements based on class (with the 
business class and against the working class) while co-opting or neu-
tralizing certain sectors of the state through concessions that were 
sometimes considerable (in particular those granted to the security 
services and the armed forces). It was not completely isolated. But the 
front it had formed differed from the one formed during its initial strat-
egy in 2011. Without it having been explicitly theorized or planned, 
the Brotherhood had shifted from a strategy of consensus to one of a 
structural adjustment coalition. Its priority was no longer to reform the 
political institutions but to keep the economy af loat.  

  From the Strategy of Consensus to the 

Structural Adjustment Coalition 

 Obsessed by getting the country, its institutions, and society back on 
track again, the MB wanted “good governance.” To achieve that goal, 
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dialogue with other political parties was considered as an obstacle more 
than anything. Indeed, the political parties, due to their presumed insig-
nificance, were neither real adversaries in getting things going again, 
nor potential allies of such a plan. Divisions among Brotherhood splin-
ter groups,  52   the waning of revolutionary coalitions and their increas-
ing hostility toward the new government,  53   shared by the non-Islamist 
parties, seemed to confirm the Brotherhood’s intuition: the only politi-
cal forces that counted were the Salafis and the various power centers 
within the government administrations, the security services, the army, 
and the business community. 

 The Salafis, wavering between electoral rivalry and strategic sup-
port (approval, although critical, for Morsi’s offensive,  54   support for a 
policy of conciliation with the armed forces, endorsement of a non-
liberal version of the Constitution), concurred with the Brotherhood 
in its basic orientation of giving priority to governance and law and 
order over reforming the way power was exercised. Thus, out of the 
entire Egyptian political spectrum, only the Islamists (MB, Nour party 
Salafis, and the Wasat party) were in favor of IMF loans, even though 
prior to the revolution the Brotherhood had criticized them in the name 
of national independence and opposition to interest-bearing loans. The 
Muslim Brotherhood mufti, jeered by the liberals, even had to issue a 
fatwa explaining that the loan was not interest-bearing but instead car-
ried “administrative fees.” Yasser Borhami, the main inspiration of the 
al-Nour party, went along with it.  55     

  Egypt Is Not an Enterprise—When Governance 

Is Not Enough 

 In its effort at normalization, the Brotherhood from then on threw all 
its energies into stimulating the economy and improving cash f low. It 
opted for a “back to work” paradigm, and for that it required an insti-
tutional framework and a semblance of stability. This stability, how-
ever, was not conceived in terms of governmentality—in other words 
as something that could be achieved through genuine consultation and 
openness to the political class—but solely in terms of governance. 

 Boosted by its new arrangement with the military after summer 2012, 
the Brotherhood rejected several offers of mediation and attempts to set 
up dialogue platforms with other political forces, even when they came 
from the military institution (in December 2012), consensual political 
figures, and private foundations. With the exception of the Salafis (who 
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ended up abandoning it as June 30, 2013 drew near), the Brotherhood 
looked down on the political class as if it were merely a roiling froth 
with no true hold on the institutional realities of the deep state. 

 Even if its paternalistic view of the political scene, perceived as 
“immature,” may have been a cause for concern, the Brotherhood’s 
basic problem was not its authoritarianism, but the fact of having placed 
all its bets on governance and not enough on the political process. It for-
got that stability was not merely a matter of cash f low and growth rates, 
but that it stems from the recognition of deeper aspirations. It believed 
that politics boiled down to a big fight against state bureaucracy. Despite 
its pragmatism, it oddly underestimated classic party politics.       

 Constitutional Declaration by President Mohammed Morsi 

November 22, 2012
Having examined the Constitutional Declaration of February 13, 2011, the Constitutional 

Declaration of March 30, 2011, the Constitutional Declaration of August 11, 2012, and the 

responsibility the Revolution of January 25, 2011, brings to bear on the President of the 

Republic to achieve its objectives and to confirm its legitimacy, and this to enable him to take 

the measures and decisions he deems necessary to safeguard it. We have decided the following:

Art.1: “to reopen the investigations and trials in the cases of the murder, murder with 

premeditation, and the wounding of protestors as well as the crimes of terrorism committed 

against the revolutionaries by anyone who held a political or executive office under the former 

regime, according to the Law of the Protection of the Revolution and other laws.”

Art.2: “Previous constitutional declarations, laws, and decrees made by the president since he 

took office on 30 June 2012, until the constitution is approved and a new People’s Assembly 

is elected, are final and binding and cannot be appealed by any entity in any way. Nor is it 

permitted to oppose the execution of these decisions or cancel them. All pending lawsuits or 

those awaiting judgment before any judicial body are henceforth annulled.”

Art.3: “The prosecutor-general is to be appointed from among the members of the judiciary by 

the President of the Republic for a period of four years commencing from the date of taking office. 

He should meet the general conditions for being appointed as judge and be of at least 40 years of 

age. This provision applies to the one currently holding the position with immediate effect.”

Art.4: “The phrase ‘prepare a draft of a new constitution for the country in a maximum of 

eight months starting from the date it was formed’ shall be replaced by the phrase, ‘prepare a 

draft of a new constitution for the country in a maximum of six months from the date it was 

formed,’ as stipulated by article 60 of the Constitutional Declaration of March 2011.”

Art.5: “No judicial body can dissolve the Shura Council or the Constituent Assembly in 

charge of drafting the Constitution.”

Art.6: “Should any danger threaten the Revolution of January 25, the life of the nation 

( umma ), national unity, the well-being of the homeland or prevent state institutions from 

fulfilling their role, the President of the Republic may take the necessary measures and 

decisions to confront this danger, as provided by law.”

Art.7: “This Constitutional Declaration shall be published in the official gazette. It is effective 

from the date of publication. It has been issued by the office of the President of the Republic 

on Wednesday, November 12, 2012.”
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    Notes 

  1  .   Such as the Wafd, Tagammu, the Democratic Front, and Nasserist parties. Six meetings 

took place in the years prior to the revolution.  

  2  .   Interview with Wahid Abdel Meguid, Cairo, August 7, 2011.  

  3  .   Not only the MB, but also the Salafis and the first independent Islamist party, Wasat.  

  4  .   Interview with Hilmi al-Gazzar, member of the Shura Council (upper house of Parliament), 

Cairo, August 2011.  

  5  .   Interview with Khairat al-Shater, spring 2011. See the biographical note for al-Shater in 

the final section of this volume.  

  6  .   Interview with Khairat al-Shater, April 2011.  

  7  .   Salafi Mohammed Hussein Yaqub referred to the election victory as  ghazwat al-sanadiq  

(“the conquest of the ballot boxes”).  

  8  .   Personal interview, summer 2011.  

  9  .   One of the fears harbored by the liberals was that article 2 would be amended and its 
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     C H A P T E R  T W O 

 Confronting the Transition to Legality   

    Mar i e   Vannetzel    

   December 2012: In a little street in Faisal, a working-class neighbor-
hood in the city of Giza, an office decked out in the colors of the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s (MB) Freedom and Justice Party catches the 
eye—the blue-and-white sign bears the name of the then manpower 
minister, Khaled al-Azhari, elected to parliament for this district in 
winter 2011–2012, and also announces that this is the place where 
food and other aid is handed out. It is 8 p.m. and the metal gate is 
drawn across the door. The street’s inhabitants say the office hasn’t been 
opened since the end of the presidential election in June 2012: “Yet 
they say that the minister still comes to the apartment he owns here, 
but no one has run into him.”  1   

 Residing in Umraniya, another working-class area of Giza, old 
Fouad, at the wheel of his taxicab, shakes his head: “It’s gotten more 
and more difficult. I can’t get enough work anymore, people don’t take 
taxis, there’s no more money. I mean, sure there is, but it’s in the hands 
of Morsi, the Muslim Brotherhood, Shafiq, al-Baradei and all those 
guys!” His severely diabetic wife can’t afford her medicine anymore: “I 
went to see the Muslim Brotherhood about my wife at their office in 
my neighborhood. They said, mafish! We can’t do anything for you. 
When I broke my leg last summer I went to see them too, and they said 
the same thing!”  2   

 Hagg ‘Ali, another old, poverty-stricken taxi driver, seems to draw 
the same conclusion. Yet, he had been a regular Muslim Brotherhood 
voter for several years (especially in the 2011–2012 elections): “When 
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they helped us, when they gave us medical treatment, cooking oil, sugar 
and rice, it was fine, there’s nothing wrong with that. We thought they 
were doing it for our Lord. But since Morsi was elected president, all 
that’s over! They’re not doing anything anymore!” An inhabitant of 
Imbaba, also in the Giza Governorate, he was preparing to vote the fol-
lowing Saturday in the constitutional referendum: “Well, I’m going to 
vote no, and me and my neighbors are going to get everybody to vote 
no! Imbaba will be 100 percent against!”  3   

 The Hagg’s predictions were not borne out by the official outcome 
of the referendum: In Giza, the yes vote for the Constitution defended 
by the MB triumphed with slightly over 66 percent and a turnout of 
nearly 34 percent of registered voters.  4   These figures, however, were 
not enough to belie a sense of growing disappointment, even anger, 
toward the Brotherhood among a swath of the population that was 
once inclined to back it. The decline in MB support between the win-
ter 2011 parliamentary elections and the spring 2012 presidential elec-
tion has been extensively explained as the result of this dissatisfaction. 

 But the remarks of the Giza inhabitants, cited above, highlighted 
an essential aspect of the MB system: its social embeddedness. It has 
been a core dimension of the Brotherhood’s political strategies as 
well as its internal organization since it reemerged in the 1970s. This 
social embeddedness was characterized by its informal nature, closely 
dependent on power structures and power relations within the former 
regime. This informal aspect ref lected at once the organization’s lack of 
legality—“banned but tolerated”—and the political, social, and orga-
nizational ambivalence resulting from this status.  5   The MB’s informal 
nature thus had many facets: the organization’s lack of definition—
not an association or a party or a confraternity; its uncertain political 
position—not entirely in the opposition yet not coopted either, neither 
outside the system nor part of it, officially banned from institutional 
politics but taking part indirectly in elections (by fielding independent 
candidates). Its supposedly widespread presence throughout society was 
at the same time underground, implicit, and invisible. Its at once very 
hierarchical and yet decentralized organization had hazy boundaries 
and was based on a complex management of secrecy. But even as this 
informal nature was rooted in MB strategies for escaping repression and 
ensuring its political perpetuation, it was also the endogenous product 
of the shaping of politics by the Egyptian state. In short, the MB relied 
as much on the structures of the regime as it used them to its advantage 
to implement discreet but daily forms of politicization and preserve its 
organization. 



Confronting the Transition to Legality 43

 The hypothesis can thus be made that in the revolutionary con-
figuration, the Muslim Brotherhood’s system of action ran up against 
several major difficulties. More precisely, the challenges confront-
ing the MB during the 2011–2013 period were posed by the three-
pronged aspect of its “transition to formal status”: its newfound legality, 
its involvement in party politics, and its being thrust into the center of 
the institutional political sphere. It also had to face the emergence of 
a competing political offer in which its former alter ego, the National 
Democratic Party (NDP), no longer existed as such and in which the 
MB had to shed the figure of the oppressed in exchange for the figure 
of power. Thus, paradoxically, while for the first time in its history 
the Brotherhood was in the process of achieving “ tamkin ,” that is to 
say, taking control—at least officially—of the resources of state power 
in order to implement its policy, it was at the same time losing con-
trol over more vague power relations on which its political, social, and 
organizational system had been built. 

 At least three tendencies illustrate the difficulties of adapting these 
methods of action to the new configuration: the persistence of the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s lack of definition, the undermining of its social 
embeddedness, and the deterioration of its activist ties.  

  The Muslim Brotherhood’s Persistent Lack of Definition 

 The movement’s definition problem was first evident in the fact that, 
when the first official Muslim Brotherhood party (in Arabic,  hizb )—the 
Freedom and Justice Party (FJP)—was created in April 2011, that did 
not imply the disappearance of the Brotherhood (the “ Gama‘a ,” literally 
the “community”), nor its sidelining from politics. This was particu-
larly perceptible in the ensuing conf licts surrounding the  Gama‘a ’s sta-
tus: in the first months following the fall of Mubarak, several lawsuits 
were filed against the MB denouncing the illegality of the organiza-
tion, but the Brotherhood resisted legalization as a simple charity orga-
nization ( Gam‘iyya ). Indeed, according to the law in effect at the time,  6   
such status would have entitled the Ministry of Social Affairs to scru-
tinize the organization’s funding (name of donors, access to bookkeep-
ing, subjecting foreign funding to ministerial approval, etc.), inspect 
its headquarters at any moment, and ensure that its activities abided by 
the law—especially with regard to the ban on political activities. The 
Ministry would also have been able to intervene in the organization’s 
internal governance (meeting minutes, approval of board members, 
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membership requirements, member rolls, etc.) to the point of having 
the authority to dissolve it. It wasn’t until March 20, 2013 that, under 
pressure, this situation was resolved by officially registering the Muslim 
Brotherhood as a  gam‘iyya . This was done only hours after the Supreme 
Administrative Court’s Board of Commissioners ( hay’at mufawwidin 
al-dawla ) ruled that the Brotherhood had no legal status and should 
be dissolved. The commissioners’ recommendation was founded on a 
reexamination of the lawsuit filed in 1977 by the then Supreme Guide 
and lawyer ‘Umar al-Tilmisani, who held Nasser’s order to dissolve 
the MB in 1954 to be illegal, on the grounds that the Revolutionary 
Command Council government was unconstitutional and hence so 
were all the decisions it had made. Postponed over 40 times, the lawsuit 
finally ended in 1992 with a ruling of the Cairo Administrative Court 
rejecting the request that Nasser’s decree be annulled. 

 The Brotherhood thus agreed to register as an association in the 
context of spring 2013 for purely strategic reasons: the costs of the con-
straints imposed by association status had become minor compared to 
the potential consequences of the movement’s losing the four lawsuits 
against it. This occurred in the midst of a serious crisis in the rela-
tions between President Morsi and the judiciary, and at a time when 
attacks were increasing against newly opened MB offices.  7   Moreover, 
despite the fact that Social Affairs Minister Nagwa Khalil was not her-
self a Muslim Sister, the Brotherhood’s control over the government 
would likely enable it to circumvent the constraints associated with 
 gam‘iyya  status. Brotherhood lawyer and head of the FJP legal commit-
tee Mukhtar al-‘Ashri moreover declared that the MB structures would 
remain unaltered as long as the new law governing associations—being 
drafted by the Qandil administration  8  —had not been passed. Another 
sign of circumvention suggesting that  gam‘iyya  status was a mere screen 
for the actual organization, which remained unchanged, was the 
appointment of former Supreme Guide Mahdi ‘Akef to head the asso-
ciation rather than his successor since 2009, Mohamed Badie.  9   

 Beyond strategic considerations, behind this refusal to comply with 
NGO status clearly lies the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood’s historic 
ambition to be recognized as a unique ad hoc organization that defies 
definition by any ordinary legal category. This claim is itself linked to 
the sociohistorical conditions of the movement’s formation. Already in 
Hassan al-Banna’s day, and even if it existed legally as an association, 
the MB fell into a legal vacuum and was characterized by its multifac-
eted nature. Had not its founder defined it as “a collective idea includ-
ing in it all categories of reform,” being at once “a Salafi message, a 
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Sunni way, a Sufi truth, a political organization, an athletic group, a 
cultural-educational union, an economic company and a social idea”?  10   
Between 1928 and 1954, the organization developed along an original 
trajectory: it evolved from a simple Islamic charity association into a 
vast protean, cross-cutting social movement indeed characterized by a 
political legitimacy established outside of—if not in opposition to-
the institutional political sphere. While al-Banna encouraged his par-
tisans to comply with certain rules of the social and political game and 
tried on two occasions to enter Parliament by running for office, the 
Brotherhood’s political activities at the time were primarily extrapar-
liamentarian and antiparty politics, gaining popularity with respect to 
the discredit of official political elites in the context of the colonial 
occupation.  11   This is precisely what earned the Brotherhood its popu-
larity and contributed to shaping a political ideology and identity in 
which political activity largely blended with preaching, education, and 
social work, in short, with  da‘wa . 

 This initial approach was reformulated as the movement’s main path 
of action when it was reformed in the 1970s. Subjected to the con-
straints of illegality and depoliticization imposed by the Sadat and later 
the Mubarak regime, and encouraged by the expansion of a web of 
Islamic institutions (private mosques, associations, clinics, publishing 
houses, medias companies, etc.), the movement redeveloped by cir-
cumventing formal politics and by permeating society gradually and 
discreetly over the long term. The Brotherhood’s electoral partici-
pation (mainly in parliamentary elections) as of the 1980s was like-
wise partly conceived as a means of deepening its social presence. The 
group’s foundational ideology was not necessarily decisive in itself, but 
it offered a repertoire of action that was adapted to the sociopolitical 
configuration at the time. Last, this approach probably carried a major 
identity dimension for “new” Brotherhood members: it enabled them 
to reappropriate the “trademark” of an unconventional and somewhat 
unique political, social, and religious organization. Paradoxically, then, 
its lack of definition has been part of the Brotherhood’s identity since 
its foundation and even more so since its reemergence. 

 However, this lack of definition became increasingly disquali-
fied in a context where it could no longer be claimed that oppression 
justified the organization’s opacity. Under the Mubarak regime, the 
Brotherhood’s unity was validated negatively, so to speak, by the fact 
that it was prohibited. Dialectically related, the organization and its 
very prohibition were both sides of the same reality. The label “ al-mah-
zura ” (the banned one), popularized by the press, sufficed to identify 
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the MB among many other organizations and gave it a certain legit-
imacy in this repressive context. There were countless puns on the 
words “ mahzura ” and “ mazluma ”—the oppressed—and the nickname 
would even become a motif of identitarian pride, as was the case with 
this young Muslim sister who authored a blog entitled “ Ana Mahzura ” 
(I am banned).  12   However, these very characteristics—lack of defini-
tion, prohibition, and secrecy—came to be questioned by other young 
inf luential Brotherhood bloggers, precisely because these features no 
longer fit with the emerging norms of transparency, free expression, 
and argumentation associated with “the mediatization of Egypt’s public 
space.”  13   The impossibility of defining itself and its corollary, the MB’s 
self-vision as a unique and threatened entity, gradually became motives 
for activist disengagement even before the fall of Mubarak. And this 
last event, by removing the threat, brought to light for many the inde-
fensibility of this opaque and undefined identity. 

 Yet, far from relinquishing its lack of definition with the fall of 
Mubarak, the Brotherhood continued to sustain it in many ways. 
What is most striking is how the dialectical relationship that justif ied 
it was renewed by replacing the theme of prohibition or oppression 
with the conspiracy theme ( al-mu’amara ) for: in this narrative, fre-
quently taken up by Brotherhood members both among the leader-
ship and the rank and file, they were assailed from all sides by  feloul  
(“remnants” of the former regime) who controlled the police, the 
judges, the  baltagiyya  (delinquents), and the media, whose hostility 
toward the MB was shared by a “liberal and secular,” even Christian 
or atheist opposition won over by Western interests. It was there-
fore more than ever necessary to defend the Brotherhood. This belief 
resulted in serious role confusions: thus when MB activists descended 
on the Ittihadiya Presidential Palace, leading to the bloody clashes of 
December 5, 2012, it was justif ied in their rhetoric by the fact that a 
police officer supposedly sympathetic to the attempts to overthrow 
the president had abandoned his post.  14   Furthermore, given the bar-
rage of criticism accusing the president of governing for his group 
and not for the Egyptian people, the organization seemed to reinforce 
its opacity: Morsi on one hand and the FJP on the other appeared as 
screen for a “deeper” power exercised by the Supreme Guide  15   or 
even (some believing that he was merely a front) by the man who is 
believed to be truly at the helm of the Muslim Brotherhood, billion-
aire businessman Khairat al-Shater. While things are probably not 
that clear, the MB leadership never attempted to clarify the rules and 
responsibilities of its cadres. 
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 The organization’s lack of definition was replicated in the FJP. On 
the page presenting the party on its website in Arabic  16   ( Who Are You? ), 
the FJP was thus designed as an emanation of the MB, “believing in 
its ideas and building on its vision in the political and party arena.” 
But it was also defined as a group that “was founded in the spirit of the 
January 25 Revolution of the great Egyptian people, and that aims to 
build on its demands and achieve its goals.” The party’s two-part defi-
nition as a component of a specific organization and a group that rose 
out of the Egyptian people taken as a whole is even more apparent in 
the English-language version of the site:

  We are the Freedom and Justice Party, a civil party with an 
Islamic frame of reference,  founded by the Muslim Brotherhood for all 
Egyptians , of different creeds and races and social positions, with-
out discrimination. The party undertakes its activities within the 
scope of constitutional legitimacy, and works for the rejuvenation 
and development of the nation, and seeks to fulfill the hopes and 
aspirations of the Egyptian people, including the objectives of the 
January 2011 revolution.  17     

 This passage, illustrative of the “party narrative,”  18   furthermore indi-
cates the ambiguity of the overall objective assigned to the party — the 
rejuvenation and development of the nation—which largely coincides 
with the mission the Muslim Brotherhood has historically set for itself 
since its inception. The Arabic text emphasizes the priority given to 
“reforming the Egyptian individual” as the “cornerstone” of general 
reform and to “the belief in the party in the complete shaping of the 
individual, on the spiritual, cultural, intellectual and physical levels, 
by which he preserves his identity and belonging.” This is all remi-
niscent of the Brotherhood’s project for political and social reform by 
the moral shaping of souls.  19   From a practical standpoint as well, the 
roles of the MB and the FJP also seemed to be confused. An activist 
in southern Cairo, when asked about the division of activities between 
the new MB office in his neighborhood and the local section of the 
FJP, thus explained, “[T]he Party deals with everything but religion; 
the Brotherhood, with everything but politics . . . but both do social 
work.”  20   

 This remark is all the more interesting as, a few years earlier, this 
same activist had claimed that “the most dangerous political action in 
Egypt is social work ( akhtar ‘amal siyasi fi-misr al-‘amal al-igtima‘i ).” Indeed, 
if the Brotherhood’s lack of definition resisted the logics of “party 
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conformation,”  21   it is also because of their specific ways of doing everyday 
politics and of permeating the social fabric, which were closely depen-
dent on the clientelistic framework of political exchanges in Egypt.  

  The Undermining of the Brotherhood’s 

Social Embeddedness 

 The past and present political strength of the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood has often been explained by the allegedly “powerful” 
network of social services that it ran. The actual means through which 
its social action was deployed remain less well understood, however. 
Careful study of them reveals that, on the contrary, MB social services 
did not constitute a parallel counter-society. The Brotherhood’s illegal 
status in fact did much to shape its social embeddedness. The daily 
practices of lower- and mid-level-rank Muslim Brothers, who  made  the 
movement  exist  in society on a day-to-day basis, were highly depen-
dent on the regime’s f luctuating margins for tolerance. These grassroots 
agents—sometimes from  outside  the movement—were the architects of 
complex mechanisms by which the MB deployed its informal social 
action. Three major strategies of embedment in the service and charity 
sectors can be identified:

   The first method can be called the “control of positions”   ●
22  : it 

involved the symbolic appropriation of spaces that were not struc-
turally linked to the MB (an association, a hospital, a  zakat  com-
mittee, a youth club, a mosque, a solidarity fund on a shop f loor, 
a professional syndicate or labor union, representation on a factory 
board of directors, even in a political party in the case of the Labor 
Party in the 1980s–1990s). The structures through which the 
Muslim Brothers performed their social action were not directly 
operated by the movement. But their involvement in those struc-
tures enabled the group to maintain confusion as to the origin of 
the action. Brothers even held positions in semi-public structures 
that they used as a platform to implement services at little cost to 
the Brotherhood, because the organization did not commit its own 
resources. This strategy implied resorting to “unknown Brothers” 
(not identified by the police), often new recruits—in other words, 
Brothers “in the making.”  
  The second method was social action with no formal institution:  ●

this could take the route of informal tontines that collected  zakat  
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money, medical caravans, or other largely self-funded operations, 
or through activists who acted as intermediaries within the local 
society, relying on their personal relationship network.  
  The third method consisted in activating external contacts: the  ●

Muslim Brothers mobilized lesser local notabilities who were 
not part of the organization but who were deeply integrated into 
neighborhood social circles. They contributed to actions organized 
by the Brotherhood (in particular by teams of Brotherhood parlia-
ment members during the 2005–2010 period).  23   These “associated 
personalities” were not organization members but, in a way, they 
belonged to the Brotherhood “institution of meaning.”  24      

 All of these actors—Brothers coming under other labels, semi-Broth-
ers to various degrees and associated personalities—shaped networks 
that were multifarious, shifting, and often intertwined with the regime 
networks. It was indeed not rare for “associated personalities” to be 
linked either directly or through personal relations to the former party 
in power. Forms of interpersonal cooperation were also often estab-
lished between Brothers and state agents, particularly in local admin-
istrations, many of whom were members of the NDP. This blurring 
of identities was inherent in the Brotherhood’s social embeddedness. 
While informal deployment was indeed part of a political strategy, it 
was accomplished, however, via uncontrolled processes of identifica-
tion. The plurality of identities was at once what made it possible to 
accomplish the strategy and made it impossible to control. 

 But how could this “unguided” strategy, left to the randomness of 
rumor, be at all useful to the Brotherhood, given that its entire purpose 
was precisely to mask its presence in the social sphere? How could it 
stamp its trademark on the social welfare sector? The political chal-
lenge was indeed for Brotherhood actors—or individuals working in 
its name—to make it clear that they were performing deeds “as Muslim 
Brothers” but without saying so and without seeking ostentation. The 
aim was to suggest they were Muslim Brothers, by producing and 
incorporating a particular “ethical conduct,”  25   a “virtuous behavior” 
detectable in the most ordinary deeds and the codification of body 
practices. This “ethical conduct” partook of the symbolic economy 
of disinterestedness that legitimated the Brotherhood’s social action. 
It established the MB distinction with respect to other actors in the 
charity sector, more obviously motivated by political interest under 
the cover of Islamic charity (NDP candidates or philanthropic busi-
nessmen). This is how “ethical conduct” sought to win the support of 
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“associated personalities” and to some degree succeeded in building 
political loyalty. 

 In short, the constraints imposed by the Brotherhood’s illegal status 
were cleverly turned around as an ethical disposition: the impossibility 
of exhibiting Brotherhood trademark was transformed into an osten-
tatious refusal to derive self-interested benefits from virtuous actions. 
And the Brotherhood distinction was precisely to deny its own dis-
tinction. This specific method of politicization, which engaged deeply 
interindividual ethical and affective sensitivities, could be summed up 
as “distinguishing oneself without appearing to.” 

 In the revolutionary context, what happened to the MB’s methods 
of consciousness-raising and mobilization? While this question again 
requires further study, observations indicate that these practices were 
maintained despite the removal of the constraints of illegality. Political 
identities continued to be blurred for a time as some local bureaucrats 
formerly belonging to the NDP (except those who had party leadership 
functions) joined new sections of the FJP.  26   Associated personalities 
were also promoted to take charge of certain local party headquarters.  27   
A similar remark was made, with respect to the 2011 parliamentary 
election campaign in a district of Cairo, about the rounds the MB made 
to announce an upcoming tour of a medical caravan without saying it 
was organized by the FJP or the MB. Yet, on the day of the caravan, 
FJP activists were in the waiting room handing out brochures with the 
party logo and the main planks of its platform.  28   

 This last example is particularly interesting because it shows that the 
MB no longer had any reason to dissimulate its presence but that it hesi-
tated to advertise it. While the Brotherhood trademark henceforth could 
be and even  ought to have  been clearly exhibited, such openness made it 
much more difficult to contrive disinterestedness. Social action, identi-
fied as the Brotherhood’s, could no longer be dissociated from an orga-
nization whose political interests, whether those of the party or the MB, 
had become much more difficult to deny. For some, the continuation 
of dissimulation practices reversed the benefits of “ethical conduct” by 
disqualifying it as a sign of hypocrisy and attempt at manipulation. This 
was all the more true in the extreme f luidity of revolutionary circum-
stances, which intensified battles to legitimate and delegitimate political 
actors and practices.  29   The polarization of the political scene between 
so-called civil forces and “Islamist” groups (even though these catego-
ries cannot be taken to be uniform or analytically relevant) crystallized 
around the highly controversial presidential decree of November 21, 
2012, through which Morsi temporarily granted himself full power. 
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This polarization had real political consequences reaching well beyond 
the media and downtown Cairo and reshaping the dynamics of local 
politics. The random strategy of blurring identities that had prevailed 
in the past thus clashed with this crystallization of cleavages: whereas 
voters were once perfectly comfortable casting their ballot for the MB 
and the NDP at the same time, given the sustained confusion that the 
Brotherhood distinction subtlety exploited, voting for the MB later 
came to mean, for a growing segment of the electorate, choosing one 
camp or the other.  30   In this regard as well, integration of former associ-
ated personalities into the FJP may sometimes not have helped sustain 
the blurring of identities, but instead resulted in identifying them as 
Muslim Brothers and thus delegitimizing them. 

 Beyond the problem of visibility, a more general question can be 
raised: did the end of illegality and repression, the disappearance of 
the “corrupt” NDP that formerly buttressed the Brotherhood’s distinc-
tion, and last the MB’s new access to state resources have an impact on 
the organization’s attempt to achieve social embeddedness? Did these 
changes slacken the Muslim Brothers’ endeavor to make their clien-
telistic relationships and everyday politicization methods appealing?  31   
This is in any event suggested by the remarks made by Giza residents 
cited at the beginning of this chapter. 

 Some MB activists also voiced criticisms, although from a slightly 
different perspective. They pinpointed certain means of social action 
that they considered politically ineffective in the new context. Medical 
caravans, clothing bazaars, model mother’s day celebrations, group 
wedding ceremonies for young people from poor families, street clean-
ing campaigns, and so on once had symbolic relevance because these 
activities put “ethical conduct” into practice. These practices diffused 
a distinct political style and crept into ordinary sociabilities. But they 
were based in a conception of the political act largely shaped by the 
authoritarian nature of the Egyptian state and its techniques of govern-
ment. In this configuration, such ordinary acts, performed at the most 
basic level of need,  32   were highly political. However, after Mubarak’s 
downfall, a growing number of activists regarded these practices as 
irrelevant, while bigger challenges had to be faced, such as building a 
new state. A young Brotherhood activist who headed a local FJP com-
mittee in Giza told me in December 2012:

  With neighborhood youths of all political stripes, we had a plan to 
launch a cleanliness awareness campaign. We had designed commu-
nication media, stickers, etc. The aim was to raise awareness among 
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the population, but also to get the state sanitation services to actually 
do their job. But when my party superiors heard about it, they told 
me that they too were going to do a clean-up drive organized by the 
party and that we ought to pull out of the other project. The prob-
lem is that their campaign amounted to sending kids out to pick up 
trash in the street for a few days, in other words to do the job for the 
state sanitation services . . . That’s not the way to do things!  33     

 Another young man in the same area who left the Brotherhood ranks 
after the 2011 uprising but who had been tending to stray from the 
movement over the previous years, already complained in November 
2010: 

 The big problem is the mid-level leaders [of the  Gama‘a ]. They have 
no political experience, only experience with Brotherhood work, 
in other words social work . . . When it comes time for internal 
Brotherhood elections, when they have to elect a section or region 
chief, they’ll choose one by saying, “ oh! shakluh kwayyes! Multazim, 
kwayyes, beta‘ rabbena!  (He seems good! He seems involved in 
Islam, good, close to our Lord!),” whereas, normally, each can-
didate should introduce himself with an election platform, saying 
what he’ll do to develop the  Gama‘a  and improve how it works. 
I tell them that’s what they should do. You really have to choose 
a person according to what he offers. ( . . . ) Representatives are 
chosen for their popularity, but also, not for their political experi-
ence but for their experience in social work, “ ah! shakluh kwayyes ,” 
the same criteria. And you wind up with people like [the former 
representative for Madinat Nasr district in northern Cairo], who 
mainly do charity work. He could have provided more services 
via his position in Parliament to put pressure on the government 
and bring about real change  (al-taghyir al-haqiqi ), because holding 
one clothing bazaar after another doesn’t get results. 

  But people seem to like clothing bazaars . . .   
 Yes, but that’s not how he’s going to change the country. He 

only calms people down, gives them a tranquillizer. I don’t back 
a candidate and work for an election campaign for the represen-
tative to do nothing but hold clothing bazaars! I want change, a 
political change.  34     

 This testimonial shows that challenges to practices of social embed-
dedness and methods of politicization are connected with the issue of 
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resources and principles valued within the Brotherhood. The MB’s 
transition to legality in an entirely new political configuration thus 
also affected its internal organization.  

  The Deterioration of Activist Ties 

 From 2011 onward, the MB has more than ever been fraught with splits 
and disengagements. The disintegration of ties between the organiza-
tion and its members should be viewed in the light of the Brotherhood’s 
persisting lack of definition—the opacity of the organization’s iden-
tity having become increasingly baseless for some of its activists—but 
also with the weakening of its practices of social embeddedness, as the 
above testimonial suggests. 

 The organization’s handling of activist relations in fact went hand 
in hand with its informal deployment throughout the social sphere via 
methods of politicization based on “ethical conduct.” Member recruit-
ment and training as well as their internal advancement depended on 
their incorporation of this “ethical conduct.” In other words, inte-
gration into the group was contingent on the individual’s ideologi-
cal and bodily conformity with the “institutional being”  35   shaped by 
the Brotherhood. New recruits gradually learned to fit the mold by 
becoming involved in social or charity work. As “Brothers in the mak-
ing,” not known by the security apparatus, they served incidentally to 
establish the Brotherhood’s social presence. And as they fit themselves 
into the ethical model, they could move up toward higher levels of MB 
membership. Entry into the movement was at once a highly codified 
 and  very diluted process: activists often find it impossible to identify 
exactly when they joined the organization, and sometimes the ques-
tion simply has no meaning for them. They were simply Brothers from 
the subjectively defined moment that they had penetrated the space 
stretching between the Brotherhood “institution of meaning” and the 
organization proper. 

 “Ethical conduct” was decisive in the activists’ advancement through 
the ranks: just as one distinguished oneself, without appearing to, on 
the outside, one distinguished oneself on the inside. “Ethical conduct” 
also served as the base for member socialization: the sense of sharing the 
same moral principles, and even more, being part of a “virtuous society” 
( mugtama‘ salim ), built a powerful emotional bond among peers. The 
lure of the virtuous and yet mysterious Brother figure and the desire to 
belong to this moral and emotional closed circle were motivations for 
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incorporating the model of the institutional being: the more one was 
“Brotherized” (conform to the model), the more one was a Brother 
(true member) and the more the recruits were brothers (belonging 
to the closed circle). It is such techniques by which the Brotherhood 
closed circle was created, making it possible, in some cases, for activists 
in a position of ideological dissonance to maintain their commitment. 
But the closed circle could also turn ruthlessly against the activist gone 
astray. Furthermore, the strength of this internal socialization conveyed 
the exclusion of a “them” outside of certain spheres of the activists’ 
lives—in particular the private sphere. This is how ethical conduct, 
which was the foundation of the Brotherhood’s moral distinction and 
social embeddedness, was at the same time the basis of a closed circle 
that could lead to exclusionary behaviors and produce feelings of moral 
superiority and intolerance.  36   

 Could the Brotherhood maintain its closed circle in the revolution-
ary reconfiguration? It was faced with at least two major difficulties. 

 The first and certainly the least visible difficulty has to do with dis-
ruptions affecting activist ties due to the creation of the FJP alongside 
the MB. Management of new party affiliations proved to be complex 
with regard to the importance of shaping the “institutional being” on 
which the MB organization had been founded up until then, raising 
new questions. Did the Brothers involved in the FJP disengage from 
the organization’s structures in favor of the party effort? Conversely, 
were the Brothers who had not chosen to become involved in the party 
sidelined? Did they strengthen their own closed circle to the poten-
tial exclusion of the former? What about new FJP activists who did 
not belong to the Brotherhood? Early testimonials indicated that there 
were obstacles to their internal advancement. Yet new members never-
theless had to be integrated, given the new competitive configuration 
of the political offer.  37   Attempts to homogenize the party were limited 
to the formalized replication of the MB’s mode of operation. Some of 
the practices helping to produce the Brotherhood closed circle and cul-
ture were codified as obligations written into the party’s internal regu-
lations, such as the pledge of allegiance that was required upon formal 
entry. Moral criteria were also institutionalized as the cornerstone of 
member evaluation: according to party regulations, moral evaluation 
would prevail over recruitment after a probationary period decided by 
the “Acculturation Committee” ( sic ), as well as over the internal pro-
motion of activists (the regulations also mention intermediate member 
categories, the role of the Education Committee, the Brotherhood’s 
criteria for “ethical conduct”). This organizational model, which had 
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been adapted to the structures and conditions prevailing under the 
former regime, proved no longer legitimate, however. When they are 
revealed, written, and laid down, some practices at best become inef-
fective, at worst unacceptable in view of the new norms of activism 
contributed by other political actors: free online registration by simply 
filling out a form, horizontal decision-making, or again the rewarding 
of rational and specifically political skills. 

 These disruptions, however significant they may have been during 
the two years of party creation, have ceased today due to the suspension 
of FJP activities and the arrest of many of its cadres. Nevertheless, the 
restructuring of membership ties will remain a central question in the 
medium term in any perspective of party reorganization, including for 
groups that may decide to withdraw from the MB fold and start new 
independent movements. 

 The second reason for the deterioration of MB ties has been more 
spectacular and commented on to a greater extent. Prior to the revolu-
tion, some young Brothers had been confronted with a growing dis-
crepancy between their reformist views and their emotional attachment 
to the organization. With the f luidity of the situation between 2011 
and 2013, the balance between ideological dissonance and strong affec-
tion was even more disrupted. Some members who experienced the 
emotional intensity of the revolution may have found in it a substitute 
for the emotional bond they were afraid of losing by leaving the MB. 
This emotion was shared with new peers and continued within a new 
group. The emerging political offer has also broadened the options for 
activists to pursue their commitment. There has not been a systematic 
desertion of the movement, however, as many fear psychological retali-
ation from the organization, a phenomenon that was on the rise. Public 
exclusion of dissident elements seems to have served as a deterrent due 
to the extremism of the methods employed (rumors about the activist’s 
immorality, insults, breakdown of marital and family relations, etc.) 
and has been added to the repertoire of techniques to bond the group 
that have already been identified.  38   

 The tightening of the Brotherhood’s closed circle and its exclusionary 
drift took on new proportions with the sudden access of the movement 
to state power. A culpable confusion of roles ensued: the violent clashes 
in front of the Ittihadiya palace in December 2012 are once again a 
dramatic example, in which Brotherhood activists took themselves for 
militiamen.  39   According to the MB narrative, they were legitimately 
fighting as “martyrs” against “delinquent” political opponents ( balt-
agiyya ) who were aided by  feloul  and insurgent police officers. They 
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believed they were defending the state and the Revolution embodied 
by “their” president. The Brotherhood’s version of these clashes draws 
a parallel between this incident and what has become known as the 
“Battle of the Camel” on February 2, 2011, in reference to the bloody 
assault on demonstrators in Tahrir Square by NDP thugs and Mubarak 
supporters. Citing a macabre tally—10 dead among Morsi supporters, 
1 among the opposition ( journalist Husseini Abu Deif )—the narra-
tive explicitly likens the protestors to “Gaddafi’s mercenaries or Assad’s 
Shabbiha.”  40   Likewise, any NGO or media outlet supporting them was 
denounced as an accomplice of the anti-Brotherhood “conspiracy,” 
which then amounted to a “plot” against the revolution. 

 This violence, both perpetrated and endured, literally embodied the 
perception of a threat targeting the group. It consequently strength-
ened the MB’s cohesion but at the same time it indirectly revealed 
its vulnerability. The Ittihadiya events thus signaled the radicalization 
of the Brotherhood’s closed circle, but it also paved the way, less vis-
ibly, for a marginal yet growing trend among its members to challenge 
the community, its foundations, and its means of expression. These 
paradoxical dynamics were already brewing well before the revolution, 
as the Brotherhood bloggers’ protest showed: one of the main issues 
they pointed out was the loss of meaning of an organization whose 
dual identity claims—as an “integral part of the social fabric” ( dimn 
nasig al-mugtama‘ al-masri )  41   and as an exclusive, unique, and superior 
group—were less and less compatible. How could the group claim at 
once the essential separation between “us” and “them” on one hand, 
and its belonging to the national community on the other? This con-
tradiction was heightened through and by the violence of the year of 
Morsi’s presidency. After his ouster on July 3, 2013, it seemed that an 
opportunity presented itself for the proponents of deradicalization, as 
many grassroots activists and lower-level cadres were on the verge of 
quitting the organization. This tendency was sadly halted by the ter-
rible massacres on Rabi‘a al-Adawiya Square on July 27 and August 
14–18, in which over one thousand Brotherhood and pro-Morsi activ-
ists were killed. Further research is needed, however, to measure the 
effects of the crackdown on the dialectics between violence and (de)
radicalization. 

 Beyond President Morsi’s disastrous record in office and his over-
throw, and beyond the massive crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood 
and its official banishment from the political and social scene,  42   other 
deep changes caused by the ordeal of transitioning to legality affected 
the organization’s conditions of political existence, social anchorage, and 
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internal cohesion. Since the fall of Mubarak, the Brotherhood acted as if 
it was still maneuvering within the structures of a former regime that it 
seemed unable to let go of, while it tried to monopolize the resources of 
institutional power, though without having a good grasp of them. This 
unforeseen progress toward  tamkin , however, undermined the very bases 
of the MB system of action, which was once structured around prac-
tices and relationships shaped through a particular mode of development 
and a particular historical configuration. This system of action was pro-
foundly shaken during the 2011–2013 period. Consequently, the return 
to illegality and opposition in no way means a simple return to the past. 
The secrecy into which the MB is currently sinking is certainly not of 
the same nature as what it experienced under the former regime.  
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line.com  (verif ied February 1, 2015).  

  41  .   The Muslim Brotherhood constantly uses this expression to justify its social legitimacy. See 

my article “Secret public.”  

  42  .   On September 23, 2013, following a lawsuit f iled by the historic “leftist” party Tagammu, 

the Cairo Court for Urgent Matters declared the dissolution of the Muslim Brotherhood 

and the seizure of all its assets. On October 9, the Ministry of Social Affairs announced the 

dissolution of the Muslim Brotherhood charity association ( gam‘iyya ) formed the previous 

March, on the grounds of multiple violations of law 84/2002.   

   



     C H A P T E R  T H R E E 

 Between Social Populism 

and Pragmatic Conservatism   

    A mr   Adly    

   What were the Muslim Brotherhood’s main economic and social orien-
tations during its brief experience in power? Is it possible to identify the 
components of an Islamist economic doctrine? Were the Brotherhood’s 
economic views at odds with economic governance during the Mubarak 
era or did they fall in line with past policies? Can the political failure of 
the Islamists be explained by their inability to overcome the structural 
contradictions of Egypt’s political economy? The following pages will 
attempt to answer these questions by examining the “Renaissance” ( al-
nahda ) project that underpinned Mohammed Morsi’s presidential elec-
tion platform. The concrete initiatives taken by MB legislators during 
their short stint in power will also be scrutinized.  

  Economic Conservatism, a Pragmatic Option 

 In the postrevolutionary phase, the Brotherhood’s appeal to its popular 
base and electoral constituencies was not founded on the notion of a 
radical change in economic relations handed down from the Mubarak 
period. The Brotherhood’s take on the economy was largely conserva-
tive, and this became apparent in three main instances: 

 First, there is no indication that the Muslim Brotherhood was pre-
pared to call into question private property rights through nation-
alization or state takeover. The Brotherhood accepted the idea that 
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production was the province of the private sector. Its aim was thus to 
create a favorable environment for growth through appropriate regu-
lation.  1   In the name of stability, the Islamist parliamentary majority 
agreed to the provisions of law no. 4 issued by the Supreme Council of 
the Armed Forces (SCAF) on January 3, 2012, shielding from prosecu-
tion investors accused of financial crimes or squandering public funds.  2   
In Parliament, dominated by the Islamists after the winter 2011/2012 
elections, the Budget and Planning Committee merely submitted an 
amendment to outline the conditions for fair reimbursement of the 
state by investors with a view to filling the public coffers and more 
effectively combating the budget deficit. After Hassan Malek, one 
of the Brotherhood’s most prominent businessmen, founded EBDA 
(“Egyptian Business Development Association”—the acronym means 
“begin” in Arabic), it soon became obvious that the MB was seeking to 
make ties with the business community, excluding only those directly 
associated with the former regime or who had been found guilty of 
corruption, such as Mohammed Abu al-Aynayn and Ahmed Ezz. The 
association’s 150 members moreover all came from the same business 
circles as during the Mubarak era. They included figures representing 
major Egyptian companies as well as firms from Kuwait and Turkey, 
in addition to businessmen linked to the Brotherhood, such as Samir 
al-Najjar and Abdel Moneim al-Saudi. 

 Second, the MB did not advocate any change in Egypt’s relations with 
the world economy. In the Brotherhood’s conception, Egypt’s relations 
with the rest of the world always involved trade, foreign investment 
inf lows, tourism, and negotiations with international financial institu-
tions. The dominant discourse among Brotherhood, party, and parlia-
mentary leaders was rooted in the hope of attracting foreign investors 
to stimulate growth and create job opportunities. The Brotherhood’s 
economic views in no way involved breaking ties with financial insti-
tutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 
Bank. The MB showed no bitterness toward actors that had helped to 
define the country’s financial and economic policies during the last 
two decades of Mubarak’s rule. The Brotherhood’s reluctance to accept 
an IMF loan was grounded in tactical considerations rather than any 
principled position regarding the role of the Fund or the nature of the 
conditionality associated with the loan or its effects on monetary, fiscal, 
and economic policy.  3   

 The same remark applies to tourism, Egypt’s special link with the 
world economy. While the Brotherhood’s program in 2007 under-
scored the need for tourism that was “accordant with our Islamic values 
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and laws,” within a state “at one with its Islamic values,”  4   the 2011 
program made no mention at all of religious values in the functioning 
of this key sector. The proposals contained in this program pertained 
mainly to increasing the number of tourists and doubling overnight 
hotel stays. For the vice president of the Freedom and Justice Party 
tourism committee, “the party’s clear and transparent mission is to 
encourage investment in the field of tourism in the upcoming period, 
by turning its attention to all forms of tourism without exception.”  5   

 Last, the Muslim Brotherhood did not advocate any fundamen-
tal change in the relationship between the state and the market. The 
Freedom and Justice Party’s view on economic issues in no way called 
into question the liberal turn taken by Egypt’s  infitah  (economic open-
ing) in the 1970s. In the MB’s view, the private sector handles produc-
tion activities and the Egyptian economy is open to the worldwide 
movement of capital and services. Given these free market premises, 
it is difficult to imagine a different conception of the state’s role than 
that which prevailed under Mubarak. At best, institutions designed to 
combat corruption, foster greater transparency, and improve public 
accountability could be strengthened to bring the Egyptian economy 
more in line with international practices of good governance. The issue 
of the productive state’s role in revitalizing the public sector is not even 
raised—not taking into account the possibility or the effectiveness of 
such measures. Yet, some members of the MB wanted the private sector 
to contribute to the funding and construction of essential infrastruc-
ture, more privatization being expected to lighten the state’s budget-
ary load. In light of this neoliberal orientation, higher taxes was not 
the answer to the state’s financial crisis, but rather a decrease in public 
expenditure that would allow the private sector to take charge of a 
growing number of activities.  6   

 The Freedom and Justice Party’s lack of empathy for demands to 
expand trade union and workers’ rights was evident in Mohammed 
Morsi’s early support for the restrictions on the right to strike and to 
demonstrate decreed by the SCAF in March 2012. These restrictions 
included prison sentences in the event obstacles to economic production 
were created. During parliamentary sessions, one party elected official, 
Sobhi Saleh, went so far as to table a bill drastically limiting the right to 
demonstrate and to strike.  7   As regards labor law, the Freedom and Justice 
Party was more sympathetic to employers than to employees. While the 
SCAF put off publishing a law guaranteeing trade union freedoms for 
a year and a half, the 43-article bill drafted by the Freedom and Justice 
Party stood out by its great conservatism and its concern with preserving a 
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hierarchical trade union structure subject to state oversight, a legacy of 
the Nasser era. The main obstacle resided in the listing of conditions 
for creating a trade union in firms having between a minimum of 50 
employees up to 200. Moreover, the draft legislation made no explicit 
reference to the right to form public sector unions or to the right to 
organize sector-based or regional trade unions. 

 The bill thus set limits on trade union freedoms and denoted a will to 
preserve the authoritarian framework handed down from the Mubarak 
period. The Freedom and Justice Party’s draft legislation did not take 
into account proposals to enshrine the principle of trade union free-
dom tendered by independent unions after the fall of Mubarak. The 
Muslim Brotherhood’s reservations toward trade union freedoms did 
not directly follow from its favorable bias toward investors; while they 
recognized the legitimacy of the principle, the justifications offered by 
certain leaders betrayed a fear of chaos or a desire for stability.  8   The 
Brotherhood’s rhetoric on social issues was generally tinged with pater-
nalism. Its leaders saw a parallel between union freedoms and chaos and 
instability. They postponed dealing with the question of social rights 
on the grounds that priority had to be given to production rather than 
to redistribution. Their positions on both economic and social matters 
were characterized by their extreme conservatism. They combined an 
economic right wing in favor of capitalism, employers, and investors, 
and a political right wing, opposed to recognizing civil liberties, as has 
been the case since the July 1952 coup d’ é tat. 

 Some scholars  9   have gone so far as to say that the Muslim Brotherhood 
was a right-wing party from an economic standpoint, a party in favor 
of market mechanisms against a backdrop of a retreating welfare state, 
and that these hostile attitudes toward social justice could be ascribed 
to the Brotherhood’s conservative nature, devoid of any social doctrine 
and obsessed by the association of Islam with the public sphere and 
the state. Critics targeted figures such as Khairat al-Shater and Hassan 
Malek, those who, as big capitalists, accumulated considerable fortunes 
through their involvement in commercial activities and imports and 
their stake in the share capital of foreign corporations—especially in 
the Persian Gulf. These activities would explain their advantage in pur-
suing the neoliberal turn of the Egyptian economy and hastening the 
integration of Egyptian society into the international division of labor. 
If such analyses were accurate, the MB would logically have become 
heirs to Gamal Mubarak’s plan, with a greater scope for action thanks 
to their ties with a powerful brotherhood enjoying both electoral and 
religious legitimacy. 
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 Does that mean that the Brotherhood was the Egyptian version of 
the British Tories or the American Republican Party? This does not 
appear to be the case. The Muslim Brotherhood’s conservatism was not 
ideological in nature. It should instead be interpreted as the expression 
of pragmatic motives related to the Brotherhood’s interests in manag-
ing the transition period since the fall of Mubarak. Several reasons can 
explain this. 

 The first has to do with Egypt’s situation as a poor country. In such a 
context, a party that enjoys widespread popularity among the working 
class cannot rely on neoliberal business figures for support. In capital-
ist societies in the northwestern part of the world, free market ide-
ology enjoys a certain degree of credibility as an effective means of 
resource allocation, as long as economic freedom is conceived as an 
essential condition for political freedom. Conversely, an overly inter-
ventionist welfare state evokes the authoritarian drift of a corporatist 
state that takes away political freedoms in exchange for the promise of 
economic rights. It is difficult, however, to gain acceptance for a neo-
liberal conception in a poor country whose leaders maintain a paternal-
istic relationship with the citizenry and whose legitimacy depends on 
the state’s ability to guarantee basic services and commodities (bread, 
oil, gas) essential to the population’s survival. Moreover, the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s party rose to power in conjunction with the collapse of a 
dictatorship that had been implementing neoliberal policies for several 
years (2004–2011). Such policy had brought about a wave of popular 
protest that ultimately led to its downfall. Demonstrations, strikes, and 
worker mobilization continued after Mubarak was ousted. There were 
thus political obstacles to the continuation of neoliberal policies, a track 
that would have meant political suicide for the Brotherhood. 

 The Brotherhood leaders possessed no clear ideological vision that 
would have placed them to the left or the right with regard to economic 
policy. The main thrust of the Brotherhood’s intellectual and organi-
zational effort had to do with the place of religion in the public space 
and the link between religion and state. While there was undoubtedly 
ref lection among the Brotherhood with regard to the lack of justice in 
the existing social system—either when the movement was established 
in the 1930s and 1940s, or during its revival in the 1970—social crit-
icism always remained confined to the ideological sphere of Islamic 
identity. In this context, the Brotherhood’s overall plan since the 1940s 
revolved around the theme of the “reactivation” or “rebirth” of Islam, 
considered to be an absent or lost component of the identity of Muslim 
peoples and as the key to material progress and spiritual salvation. With 
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the Brotherhood’s return to the political arena in the 1970s and its 
involvement in trade union, professional syndicate and parliamentary 
elections in the 1980s and 1990s, preaching and the Islamization of the 
public space superseded the immediate quest for political power. This 
strategy coincided with the rise of a nonviolent current at the head 
of the organization after the radical strands were put down in 1954 
and in 1966. The attitudes of MB officials such as ‘Umar al-Tilmisani, 
Supreme Guide from 1972 to 1986, or even Mustafa Mashhour, who 
held the same position from 1996 to 2002, remained peaceful, hinging 
on the idea of taking part in social and political life to spread Islam. 

 The third factor has to do with the secondary rank to which social 
issues are relegated among the Brothers, they being primarily concerned 
with the compatibility of the sharia and modern economic institutions. 
That being the case, the work of interpretation ( ijtihad ) conducted by 
the Islamists in general, and the Muslim Brotherhood in particular, 
focused on questions such as Islamic banks and their financing meth-
ods. This task of course fit into the framework of a religious ref lection 
on the economy based on solidarity among people of the  umma  and 
discussion of institutions such as legal almsgiving ( zakat ) as instruments 
for redistributing income and wealth. But the Muslim Brotherhood 
never went as far as giving an Islamic legitimacy to socialism or capital-
ism. It wavered between the two notions depending on the needs of the 
moment and the aspirations of society and its middle class. The Muslim 
Brotherhood movement did not go so far as to tinge economic or social 
demands with a religious hue, as was the case for movements tied in 
with the Catholic Church in Latin America or the Philippines, which 
were inf luenced by liberation theology in the wake of the Vatican II 
council in 1962. Nor was the MB inf luenced by Islamist movements 
that represented class-based demands and served as mouthpieces for the 
disenfranchised, as was the Movement of the Disinherited led by Musa 
Sadr in Lebanon in the late 1960s, or to a lesser extent, the Justice and 
Charity movement in Morocco. The Brotherhood’s main concern has 
always revolved around Islamic identity and its links with the state and 
the law. 

 In spite of that, the MB never leaned decisively toward capitalism. 
The “first” Brotherhood in the 1940s staunchly defended the nation-
alist principle of an independent economy. The Brotherhood did not 
distinguish itself remarkably from the national right or the socialist left 
in its relationship to capitalism, considered first and foremost as another 
name for economic imperialism. Very soon, the MB, like the other 
political forces, was inf luenced by leftist demands for a reform of land 
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ownership and tenure, the country’s industrialization, and a reduction 
in unemployment among the working class. Positions of this type can 
be found in Hassan al-Banna’s letters as well as in his memoirs, and are 
ref lected in the Brotherhood’s trade union and student activism in the 
second half of the 1940s. Upon returning to the political scene in the 
1970s, the organization adopted populist stances with regard to plans 
for economic liberalization and privatization of the public sector, some-
times in the name of “the fight against corruption,” in other cases to 
win favor with the Egyptian middle classes traditionally attached to a 
greater state role in the economy. Once again, the Muslim Brotherhood 
cannot be said to have ever formulated an economic ideology. It took 
positions of circumstance on the subject to cajole its audience at elec-
tion time, its distance or exclusion from the government permitting it 
to show contradictory attitudes in economic matters. 

 In conclusion, the Brotherhood’s conservatism was the result of a 
pragmatic position with respect to the local, regional, and international 
contexts. Conservatives by default and not by ideological conviction, 
Brotherhood leaders, who for a few months had a large parliamentary 
majority and one of its members at the helm of the state, were soon 
overtaken by the contradictions of Egypt’s political economy, which 
ultimately led to their downfall.  

  The Muslim Brotherhood Pitted against the 

Contradictions of Egypt’s Political Economy 

 As mentioned above, a party seeking hegemony over the new political 
scene in Egypt could not publically champion a conservative or neo-
liberal economic ideology. The continuation of neoliberal policies was 
thus justified by the pursuit of the public interest—the need to protect 
the private sector and attract foreign investors to stimulate growth, cre-
ate jobs, and raise the standard of living for the majority of Egyptians, 
particularly the traditional middle classes in both rural and urban areas. 
These social constituencies still hold on to Nasserite beliefs of social 
justice; they remain attached to the role of the public sector in the 
economy and expect the state to deliver free social services as well as a 
guaranteed minimum wage. 

 From this standpoint, the Freedom and Justice Party probably lies on 
a continuum with Mubarak’s National Democratic Party (the NDP), 
not as much in terms of its patronage networks, its corruption, or its 
systematic recourse to security services as in terms of its difficulty in 



Amr Adly68

producing a discourse justifying the country’s conversion to capitalism 
and, with that, the dismantling of privileges for the middle and work-
ing classes that dated from the Nasser era. The difficulty facing the MB 
was to handle this transformation without losing its political hegemony. 
This challenge explains the scope of the contradictions contained in the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s principles as regards social justice, contradic-
tions that appeared clearly in both its economic platform and its action 
in Parliament. They are the same as those the National Democratic 
Party itself faced, between its commitment to privatization, develop-
ment of the private sector, and the quest for foreign investment on one 
hand, and the promises of the welfare state on the other. 

 The Brotherhood’s program outlined a blueprint for a state that was 
interventionist in economic matters.  10   For instance, it planned a pro-
gressive income tax for a better redistribution of national revenues. It 
also mentioned state funding for education, health care, and social pro-
tection as being part of citizens’ rights. The Muslim Brotherhood thus 
proposed to institute, through legislation, a national fund for unem-
ployment benefits, a promise of aid for the huge segment of unem-
ployed young people that is said to represent 10–20 percent of the active 
population. Whatever the applicability of such a measure, the mere 
fact that it was written into the platform indicates that the party was 
seeking to address the middle and lower-middle classes, especially in 
cities. The MB leadership thus, at least rhetorically, did not neglect the 
economic and social dimension of political citizenship. This is attested 
by the paragraph devoted to “improving the conditions of workers and 
farmers,” which mentions a minimum wage to guarantee a decent liv-
ing for Egyptian families with an “annual increase enough to counter 
inf lation.”  11   Like unemployment compensation, such a measure had 
never been taken by any government in the history of the country, 
including under Nasser. With this measure, the FJP threw a stone—at 
least as regards election platforms—in the garden of left-wing parties 
that were seeking to woo the middle working class by putting for-
ward the idea of a minimum wage in the public sector alone.  12   This 
Brotherhood initiative was part of a cluster of social measures includ-
ing raising the minimum pension level and increasing the minimum 
wage annually in line with the cost of living. Their election platform 
even mentioned extending the umbrella of health insurance to all 
Egyptians.  13   All these measures call to mind a worker party rather than 
a party of businessmen or capitalists. 

 The same contradictions appear in the emphasis placed on the state’s 
role in fighting inf lation, poverty, and unemployment. According to 



Social Populism and Pragmatic Conservatism 69

the program, the state should offer basic public services for health care, 
education, and transportation. The party program also mentioned the 
state’s regulatory role in the functioning of the market by “activat-
ing the law of protection of competition and preventing monopolistic 
practices.” This issue was discussed in Parliament, where debates were 
oriented toward increasing fines for noncompetitive practices. The 
program even mentioned “strict monitoring of the markets to assess 
adherence to agreed-upon prices,” with coercive state action to enforce 
the prices of basic commodities and services. 

 The contradiction can also be seen in the nationalistic legitimation 
of capitalist economic practices. The role of the private sector, whether 
national or foreign, was not justified for its aspect of efficient purveyor 
of goods or superior model of resource allocation. It was legitimated 
in its capacity to raise national revenue, create jobs, and increase the 
purchasing power of the majority of the population—in particular the 
urban middle classes. Private enterprise was thus caught between two 
contradictory lines of reasoning—to create the means for the market to 
function to be in tune with economic globalization on one hand, and 
to subject the economy to imperatives set by a nationalistic state on the 
other. This contradiction between a continuation of capitalism, on the 
one hand, and the state’s redistributive role, on the other, presented dif-
ficulties as regards Egypt’s relationship with the outside world. 

 The main concern of the Mubarak regime (1981–2011) was to create 
an environment conducive to the blossoming of a market economy that 
could produce strong economic growth and create jobs in order to off-
set the loss of legitimacy caused by the dismantling of social structures 
handed down from the Nasserite state. Two decades after embarking 
on liberal reforms, the Mubarak regime, unable to fulfill its economic 
promises, could only rely on the residual legitimacy of a paternalistic 
state, by providing education, health care, free transportation, and sub-
sidies for basic commodities—all choices that strained the state budget. 
The contradiction was heightened under Ahmed Nazif ’s government 
(2004–2011), which accelerated neoliberal reforms (privatization, trade 
liberalization, incentives to attract foreign capital). Despite these efforts, 
the public deficit deepened even further, as did the national debt ratio. 
The continuing rise of public expenditure resulted from the increase in 
supported wages, this being essential to keep a lid on social protest that 
had been brewing since 2005. 

 Why did Mubarak and Sadat before him fail in their effort to use 
the market economy to lend the paternalist state renewed political 
legitimacy? The answer lies in the regime’s inability to create the 
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economic institutions essential to the functioning of a free and com-
petitive market. The creation of such institutions would have directly 
clashed with the dynamics of the political regime in many areas, 
jeopardizing the perpetuation of its patronage networks and its infor-
mal channels of inf luence. Egypt’s economic transition thus ended 
up producing a form of crony capitalism fueled by corruption that 
was not in the least competitive. This type of capitalism did not suc-
ceed in generating a real growth rate that would have benefited the 
population. Furthermore, the Mubarak regime failed to develop a tax 
mechanism by which the state would draw revenues from a grow-
ing economy. Before being explained by administrative or technical 
reasons, this f iscal failure was rooted in political causes: due to a lack 
of a popular base, the regime could not levy taxes on segments of the 
population possessing the largest share of relative wealth. Attempts 
to do so would have been rejected by those who were the best edu-
cated and in the best position to organize successful resistance to the 
state’s plans. The principle of taxation rests on a social alliance of 
those who benefit from its allocation and those able to back state 
policies aiming to levy taxes on the wealthy. In the context of an 
authoritarian regime, such conditions were obviously lacking. The 
National Democratic Party was not in a position to fulf ill this role 
due to the specif ic nature of a political party that is an instrument of 
power—as was the case of its predecessors since the Nasser period. 
In short, f irst came the impossibility of maintaining the foundations 
of the paternalistic state, followed by the wholesale decomposition of 
the social alliance that had come together in the late 1950s as a basis 
for the modern postindependence state in Egypt. Subsequently, the 
Mubarak regime can be said to have failed to rise to the challenge of 
creating free market mechanisms in order to use the wealth produced 
to win political legitimacy that had a redistributive and paternalistic 
dimension. This contradiction is not specif ic to Mubarak’s repres-
sive regime; it holds true for all regimes in developing countries that 
have experienced a paternalistic regime such as Egypt. The granting 
of political freedoms in a revolutionary context can do nothing to 
resolve this contradiction. On the contrary, such a measure magnifies 
it, because the pressure of political competition on decision-makers 
is very strong when elections are held. If, in addition, the freedom 
to protest by holding strikes, rallies, and demonstrations is taken into 
account, all that places the political leaders who came to power after 
the revolution in a more diff icult position than their predecessors in 
the Mubarak era were in. 
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 In the absence of a realistic repressive alternative, the MB rul-
ing elite found itself in turn forced to reconcile two contradictory 
aspects—a populist economic policy based on the redistribution of 
resources to segments of the population most affected by economic 
liberalization on one hand, and preservation of a liberal approach that 
would foster the development of a market economy on the other. The 
Brotherhood’s ability to deal with this equation without exorbitant 
political and economic losses—in a period of explosion of social pro-
test—depended on the solutions it could bring to the country’s finan-
cial crisis. The new state ruled by the Brotherhood had to honor the 
promise to preserve state paternalism without risking an additional 
social collapse, as had been the case during the five years prior to that 
(with strikes, rallies, and demonstrations). But dealing with the state’s 
financial crisis in itself is an explosive subject with huge social reper-
cussions. It implies taking a stand for specific social categories against 
other social constituencies. And this is precisely what the MB tried to 
avoid doing when it was in power, so as not to instigate new political 
clashes. 

 The Mubarak regime has suffered from a recurrent f inancial cri-
sis since the mid-1990s, due to a drop in government revenues and 
rising expenditures. The state depended on excessive domestic bor-
rowing instead of borrowing on the international markets to finance 
the budget deficit.  14   Today, public debt amounts to about 90 percent 
of Egypt’s gross national product—and this is a very conservative 
estimate. The government revenue crisis arose mainly from the drop 
in receipts from the sale of natural gas, crude oil, and Suez Canal 
toll fees as well as the stagnation of tax receipts—especially through 
direct taxes. The financial reforms implemented by former Minister 
of Finance Youssef Boutros Ghali  15   in the past decade followed the 
option of indirect taxes—mainly sales taxes—which f lew in the face 
of the principle of social justice by making all citizens bear the burden 
of tax funding. At the same time, the Nazif government (2004–2011) 
adhered to a neoclassic line in f iscal matters with the aim of lowering 
tax rates along with a widening of the tax base. This policy alleviated 
the fiscal burden on people with high incomes. All these measures 
were taken to increase f iscal revenues for the state and compensate for 
its weak institutional capacities at both the administrative and politi-
cal level, in terms of collecting income taxes and taxes on corporate 
profits. The new postrevolutionary elite inherited the state’s f inancial 
woes while having to face the explosion of social protest. As an addi-
tional constraint on those who held the reins of political and economic 
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decision-making, protest would continue until the demands of the 
least wealthy segments of the population were satisf ied. 

 In the section devoted to state budget expenditure, the Freedom and 
Justice Party program referred to the need for “reforming the wage 
structure” so that a “basic salary” would be at least 80 percent of the 
“salary total” and that the minimum wage would not fall below 1,200 
EGP.  16   This change was to be implemented gradually over a five-year 
period. It also outlined plans to increase pensions “to ensure at least the 
minimum income for a decent life for pensioners” and to monitor their 
needs in the event of a rise in their expenses in essential areas such as 
health care. Social security pensions were to be raised so that the share 
for each family member was no less than one dollar per day. 

 These plans did not ref lect any clear strategy for resolving the spe-
cific structural problems of Egypt’s public finances. They did not 
even indicate a vision in the medium term of the social alliance on 
which the Muslim Brotherhood could rely after its success at the polls. 
Raising taxes was a major political and social issue. Such a decision 
would have implied placing the burden of such increase on social cat-
egories that had been previously spared, especially if it meant income 
taxes and taxes on business profits or on capital gains.  17   These measures 
would have forced the Brotherhood to side with specific social inter-
ests against other social interests. But the new majority did not want 
to make new enemies, even as it was trying—in vain—to consoli-
date its power within the state in a country wrought with multifaceted 
political, social, and economic crises. The Freedom and Justice Party’s 
solution to the problem of state revenues showed great reluctance to 
broaden the tax base. The party probably made a mistake in this regard 
after it entered Parliament. It insisted on the need to improve the state’s 
nonfiscal revenue through a better appraisal of the value of land granted 
to major businessmen and investors, or adding the revenue from private 
insurance funds to the public state budget. No one quarreled with these 
proposals, because they capitalized on the idea of money taken from 
Egyptians through corrupt practices under Mubarak. 

 The hopes and expectations raised by the January 2011 revolution 
could have led to populist policies designed to appeal to voters. But 
a populist policy based on public expenditure would instantly raise 
the rate of inf lation and cause a drain on all economic activity, which 
would have had repercussions on the chances for economic recovery 
and jeopardize the return of local and foreign investment. In such a 
context, any new political elite is in an untenable position. It must 
look for true sources of income or enact austerity measures that will 
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put considerable pressure on large segments of the middle and lower-
middle classes, which would expose it to the wrath of the people and 
erode its base of support. Confronted with this challenge, the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s choices, as they appeared in its program and the initial 
directions taken by its parliamentary bloc, involved stimulating invest-
ment so as not to place an additional burden on the state budget. The 
Islamist government also discussed issuing “Islamic bonds” ( sukuk ) to 
finance public works projects. The idea was to invest a large portion 
of banking system deposits—an estimated 500 billion EGP—in the 
economy in the hope of alleviating public debt. This was consistent 
with a neoliberal conception par excellence, as it would mean lighten-
ing the state’s investment obligations, placing the burden of productive 
investment on private entities. This was a less costly solution from an 
economic and political standpoint, even if it carried huge risks, because 
assigning investment in basic infrastructure to the private sector cannot 
be done without guaranteeing it substantial profits.  

  What Solutions Were Open to the Muslim Brotherhood? 

 The MB did not have a clear view of what economic policy to conduct 
in Egypt after the revolution. It analyzed the events of 2011 as a politi-
cal crisis. It had not measured the depth of the social crisis due to its 
conception of the future of public policies in Egypt. On the basis of the 
evidence available, the Brotherhood’s model can be said to boil down 
quite simply to the following formula: Mubarak’s neoliberal policies, 
minus the corruption of his regime. 

 The Brotherhood’s conception was seemingly based on an alliance 
between the state and big capital, assigning a role to foreign investment 
to make up for the drop in national accumulation. This strategy has 
been followed in many emerging economies that did not have suffi-
cient resources to meet their needs in terms of accumulation of capital. 
The ambition to ally the state with big capital—under the supervi-
sion of big businessmen connected with the Brotherhood—appeared 
clearly with the creation of the EBDA association of businessmen. The 
association was presided by Hassan Malek, the associate of Khairat al-
Shater, leader of the movement. It was clear in the rhetoric of those at 
the helm of the association that its aim was not to represent the business 
community. The association instead obviously served as an economic 
shield for the state. The association aimed to become “the pioneer busi-
ness association in Egypt, to boost the economy for a better standard of 
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living.”  18   Its mission was to “enable businessmen to contribute effec-
tively in boosting the Egyptian economy, affecting positively the lives 
of the broad base of people . . . [by] attracting and encouraging invest-
ment, human development, providing projects and developmental solu-
tions.” Membership in the association comprised 150 big businessmen 
in industry, agriculture, trade, and the service industries. Its mission 
was to work toward a swift rapprochement between the state and inves-
tors, through close interaction between the Muslim Brotherhood, the 
majority Freedom and Justice Party, and the businessmen who belonged 
to the association. 

 For the Freedom and Justice Party leadership, Egypt’s economic ills 
stemmed from corruption under the Mubarak regime. The country’s 
assets benefitted the privileged few, whereas the majority of the popu-
lation was deprived of the fruits of a country whose resources had been 
robbed from them. It thus simply needed to rely on loyal men who 
could be trusted and who possessed a spirit of responsibility—like the 
members of EBDA—to achieve development and prosperity “affecting 
positively the lives of the broad base of people,” to borrow the expres-
sion used by the association. How could this be brought about? The 
party’s answer to this question was entirely conservative. The implicit 
conception was that of an economy open to the world that attracted 
foreign capital and offered the private sector ever-greater possibilities. 
It implied pursuing the privatization of state-owned enterprises—and 
perhaps even public services—to face the state’s worsening fiscal crisis. 
The Brotherhood businessmen encouraged this choice to expand its 
activities and investments. The aim was always to foster high growth 
rates and create job opportunities for young people to bring down the 
unemployment rate without resorting to public employment. This 
strategy fit in with a program of support and funding of small and 
medium-sized industries that provided the largest share of jobs in the 
economy. Of course, the private sector was expected to play a role in 
reducing poverty through legal almsgiving ( zakat ) and charity, as the 
president of the budget and planning committee explained during the 
EBDA inauguration ceremony.  19   

 The components of this conception are in total contradiction with 
the promises of distribution contained in the Freedom and Justice Party 
program, which, as pointed out above, alluded to the role of the state 
in instituting a minimum wage, increasing pensions, offering com-
prehensive health insurance for all Egyptians and creating an unem-
ployment fund. Encouraging investment and attracting capital in fact 
requires having available cheap labor unable to engage in collective 
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bargaining. By the same token, growth of the private sector and the 
alliance with big capital implies restrictions on the right to strike and 
trade union freedoms. 

 This neoliberal conception of development for Egypt thus suffered 
from a number of fundamental drawbacks. 

 For the Islamists as well as for their successors, the revolution has 
since made it very difficult to exclude the lower middle classes and the 
working class from direct access to the fruits of growth by reverting to 
an economic scheme, the foundations of which were laid by the Nazif 
government. The past years have proven that the Egyptian economy 
was suffering not only from a problem of job creation but also from a 
problem of creating  productive  jobs that pay decent wages.  20   Most jobs 
have been created in the informal sector, with limited productivity 
and low wages and no social protection for workers. Consequently, a 
renewed capacity for growth will not solve the social problem of large 
swaths of the population that have an average or higher level of educa-
tion and who are unable to find jobs in the official economic sector that 
match their training. 

 The social crisis took on a political dimension with the public 
expression of economic and social protest in the years leading up to the 
revolution. Protest can be expected to grow in intensity. Any elected 
government will have to deal with strikes, rallies, and demonstrations 
expressing economic and social demands that will increasingly exert 
financial pressure on the state. 

 Furthermore, no one denies that the country’s problems are not lim-
ited to issues of corruption and poor administration, or even oppres-
sion. They have to do with structural issues tied in with the nature 
of the political regime established in the wake of the July 1952 coup 
d’ é tat. The Egyptian economy is not competitive. Its trade relation-
ship with the outside world depends on cheap raw materials, especially 
natural gas, crude oil, and other lucrative sources of revenue, whereas 
its human resources are no longer competitive due to the low level of 
investment in the areas of health care, education, technical training, or 
social protection. Social expenditures are directed at food subsidies and 
energy (one-quarter of all expenditure in the past five years) to ensure 
minimal satisfaction for the poor and middle classes. Redirecting these 
sums toward investment in health care, education, and social coverage 
is not a technical or financial issue. It is a political question that implies 
forging a new social pact. 

 Among those who have expressed their discontent in the public arena, 
graduates of higher education from the traditional middle classes  21   and 
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the lower middle classes are largely represented. These classes are the 
ones to have suffered the most from neoliberal reforms. They have 
been aff licted with unemployment, a decrease in their pensions, and a 
deterioration of the public services provided by the state in the fields of 
health care and education. Added to these classes are state employees 
and some private sector workers who since 2004/2005 have protested 
repeatedly either against privatizations, or in favor of wage hikes or an 
improvement in working conditions. Talk of a new form of neoliberal-
ism in a situation of permanent protest prompted by Nazif ’s neoliberal 
policies would be tantamount to political suicide for any ruler—the 
Muslim Brotherhood as much as those who succeed them. 

 The MB in fact did not have the adequate tools to put together an 
alliance of the same sort that Gamal Mubarak and his team had craft-
ed—even if it failed—despite the fact that the Muslim Brotherhood 
enjoyed popularity and democratic legitimacy as an elected organiza-
tion. The irony here is that what prevented a true capitalist transition 
in Egypt from succeeding is the absence of a popular base capable of 
bringing about such a change. Gamal Mubarak had counted on the 
National Democratic Party to mobilize the segments that benefited 
from economic liberalization. He could not have pulled it off, because 
the party was not a political party in the true sense of the term. Its role 
amounted to serving as an intermediary for the state security services 
( mabahith amn al-dawla ). Moreover, since the 1990s it had been volun-
tarily splintered by allowing “independent candidacies” to incorporate 
into the majority coalitions.  22   

 For the Muslim Brotherhood, it was exactly the opposite that pre-
vented them from succeeding where Mubarak had failed: it had a strong 
but closed, even sect-like organization. The movement only managed 
to galvanize the masses when elections came, thanks to its mobilization 
machine and distribution networks. On the other hand, it was neither 
possible nor desirable for the Brotherhood to unite the masses in the 
name of social interests embodied in trade union organizations, profes-
sional syndicates, and independent unions. 

 The Brotherhood’s political regime was designed to isolate social 
demands rather than to translate them onto the political scene. 
Consequently, its mission—once the main actors agreed on the rules of 
the game—was to preserve the relations between power and wealth in 
the existing social system, but with a legitimacy arising out of the elec-
tions and the commitment to respect democratic procedures and not 
fall back into despotism. This is what made the new formula extremely 
fragile, not only due to the scale of the contradictions between the 



Social Populism and Pragmatic Conservatism 77

actors who devised this agreement but also because of the ongoing eco-
nomic and social protest—neither politicized nor organized—which 
undermines the very notion of authority (not only of the authoritarian 
variety). Such protest emerged as a destructive force at the expense of 
any sort of political regime, even a regime that drew its inspiration from 
a sort of conservative democracy by confining change to the political 
realm and distancing the social sphere from the political.  

    Notes 

  1  .   The Freedom and Justice Party had backed the Ganzouri government’s deci-

sion not to reimburse the debts of companies for which privatization had been 

cancelled, on the grounds that such a decision would send the wrong message to 

the private sector and foreign investors. Along the same lines, the parliamentary 

majority rhetoric emphasized the need for a return to stability so that the private 

sector could get back to work.  

  2  .   In exchange for returning assets and real estate properties or else providing finan-

cial compensation for them, the accusation or conviction was withdrawn as long 

as no final judgment had been passed.  

  3  .   All the more as on August 30, 2012, Morsi announced that a request for a five-

billion-dollar loan was compatible with Islamic financial principles. See  http://

www.alarabiya.net/articles/2012/08/30/235119.html  (verified, February 1, 

2015).  

  4  .   For the Arabic- and English-language versions of this program, see:  http://www.

ikhwanonline.pdf ;  http://www.ikhwanweb.com/article.php?id=822  (verified, 

February 1, 2015).  

  5  .   Journal  al-Ahram , January 17, 2012:  http://digital.ahram.org.eg/articles.

aspx?Serial=769237&eid=1102  (verified, February 1, 2015).  

  6  .   See Chapter IV of the Freedom and Justice Party program, pp. 48–61.  

  7  .   This highly criticized bill was finally withdrawn ( al-Dustur , September 22, 

2012).  

  8  .   According to Sabir Abu al-Futuh, president of the Freedom and Justice Party 

workers’ committee in Parliament, “[W]orkers also have legitimate rights that 

must be ensured, but how do you expect to do that in the current situation? 

I appeal to workers to protect investments, the investors’ money, as well as 

company productivity so that their demands are expressed in a civilized frame-

work. It is a message of calm that is sent out to them, to tell them we will 

never infringe their rights as long as they enjoy these rights” ( al-Ahram , June 1, 

2013).  

  9  .   See, for instance, Zeinab Abul-Magd, “The Brotherhood’s businessmen,”  Egypt 

Independent , February 13, 2012.  
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  10  .   The examples mentioned in this paragraph are drawn from Mohammed Morsi’s 

presidential platform ( Machru‘ al-Nahda ), pp. 27–46.  

  11  .   Between January 2011 and September 2013, the annual inf lation rate was an 

average 8.6 percent, according to the Central Bank of Egypt.  

  12  .   On September 23, 2013, Hazem Beblawi’s interim government announced an 

increase in the minimum wage from 700 to 1200 EGP monthly for public sector 

employees starting January 1, 2014.  

  13  .   The notion of an umbrella state was ref lected in the emphasis placed on provid-

ing health care for all without prejudice and “extending the umbrella of medical 

insurance to cover all classes of the Egyptian people, where individuals pay what 

they can and get what they need.” No calendar or plan was set for implementing 

this very ambitious proposal, even spread over several years.  

  14  .   The budget deficit was set at 13.8 percent of GDP for the 2012/2013 fiscal year 

(FY). For the 2013/2014 FY, the government aimed for a deficit of 9/10 percent 

of GDP but the experts are figuring on a deficit of around 13.5 percent.  

  15  .   Youssef Boutros Ghali was minister of the economy from 1997 to 1999, then 

minister of foreign trade until 2004, and finally finance minister from 2004 to 

2011.  

  16  .   For Egyptian civil servants and other public employees ( qita‘ al-hukuma wa al-

‘ummal ), the basic salary ( al-murattab al-asasi ) amounts to a percentage of a higher 

salary due to bonuses. Civil servant pensions are calculated on the basis of the 

basic salary. By the same token, indexations or changes in corps, grade, or step 

are made with respect to the basic salary.  

  17  .   It should nevertheless be pointed out that in spring 2013, President Morsi signed 

a law creating a new tax bracket for incomes over 250,000 EGP per year, with a 

tax rate of 25 percent, as opposed to 20 percent prior to that.  

  18  .   See the official EBDA website:  http://ebda-egypt.org/  and the association’s 

LinkedIn page at  https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-egyptian-business-

development-association-ebda-  (accessed February 24, 2015).  

  19  .   Author’s observation, April 2012.  

  20  .   United Nations Development Program (UNDP),  Arab Development Challenges 

Report: Towards the Developmental State in the Arab Region  (Cairo: UNDP office, 

2011), pp. 38–52.  

  21  .   These are the classes that depend on the state and are made up essentially of civil 

servants.  

  22  .   In this regard, see the seminal work by Samer Soliman,  The Autumn of Dictatorship: 

Fiscal Crisis and Political Change in Egypt under Mubarak  (Redwood: Stanford 

University Press, 2011).   
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    Cl  é ment   Steuer    

   Between the two revolutionary sequences of January 25, 2011 and 
June 30, 2013, five elections were held in Egypt. These elections were 
intended to play a pivotal role in the transition to democracy by provid-
ing Egypt with regularly elected institutions and validating the transfer 
of power from the army to civilian politicians. The lifespan of each of 
these institutions, however, was ultimately truncated, either through 
judicial decisions or, more frequently, by a decree from the Supreme 
Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF). It was in this way that the legal 
consequences of the referendum held on March 19, 2011—which was 
supposed to amend the 1971 Constitution by providing a provisional 
constitutional framework during the transitional period—were nulli-
fied several days later by the “constitutional declaration” of March 30. 
The People’s Assembly elected in January 2012 was similarly dissolved 
by a Supreme Constitutional Court ruling on June 14, 2012. And on 
July 3, 2013, the minister of defense, Abdel-Fattah Al-Sisi, relieved 
President Mohammed Morsi, who had been duly elected in June 2012, 
of his functions before dissolving the Consultative Assembly ( Majlis al-
Shura ) that the voters had chosen in February 2012 and suspending the 
Constitution, which had just been approved by referendum the previ-
ous December. 
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 Based on this sequence of events, it would be tempting to conclude 
that the transitional process that followed the resignation of president 
Hosni Mubarak in February 2011 was a total failure. However, the 
legislative and presidential elections of 2011–2012  1   continue to repre-
sent “founding elections” in the sense attributed to the term by tran-
sitology studies.  2   Indeed, these elections were the first to be organized 
after Mubarak’s fall under conditions of honesty, openness, and trans-
parency consistent with international electoral norms with the explicit 
goal of handing power over to civilian authorities. True, the insti-
tutions established by these elections ultimately proved to be unable 
to survive in the long term, but the electoral operations nevertheless 
were instrumental in the reconstruction of the party system made pos-
sible by the party reform law of March 28, 2011 and the dissolution 
of the National Democratic Party (NDP) on April 16, 2011. Indeed, 
the opening up of the political scene and the state’s reduced toler-
ance of electoral fraud and violence helped repair the traditional divide 
between the party system and society, which existed since President 
Anwar Sadat’s timid introduction of a highly limited multiparty sys-
tem in 1977.  3   The 2011–2012 elections thus provided political parties 
with the opportunity to attempt to align votes with existing social 
divisions for the first time in Egypt since the end of the first liberal 
experiment in 1952.  4    

  The Extent of the Break with the Former Regime 

 Although they can be viewed as “founding elections,” these early elec-
toral experiences did not represent a particularly radical break with the 
practices of the previous regime, which could be seen as a regime ruled 
by a “hegemonic-pragmatic” party, according to Sartori’s classifica-
tion system.  5   Indeed, legislative elections were regularly held under 
Mubarak  6   in which the NDP faced competitors who never threatened 
its hegemonic control over the political and parliamentary stages. The 
voting system, the level of fraud and violence that prevailed, and the 
number of organizations allowed to compete varied over time, but 
they never violated the two fundamental imperatives that defined the 
regime: (1) the refusal to totally exclude opposition parties from the 
Parliament, and (2) the refusal to allow them to control more than one-
third of the seats of the People’s Assembly (which would have deprived 
the NDP of the qualified majority required to ratify constitutional 
amendments, and—until 2005—to reappoint the president). 
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 In this context, the elections were unable to express or channel the 
existing social conf licts. Instead, such conf licts were muzzled because 
of the co-optation of local elites and opposition party leaders, ensuring 
that elected representatives within the People’s Assembly were the most 
important local officials. Indeed, Members of Parliament were expected 
to use their relationships at the national level to provide services to their 
constituents to a far greater extent than they were seen as representa-
tives of the nation responsible for helping to draft and debate new laws.  7   
The parties, for their part, were unable to use elections as a way of 
articulating major social demands and representing social interests in 
the political arena. Parties consequently tended to cluster together, not 
by ideological affinity, but based on their relationship to the regime. 
Some artificial parties in the Parliament owed their entire existence to 
the regime and, as a consequence, openly aligned themselves with most 
of its positions. Some co-opted parties were on the contrary rooted to 
a certain degree in some sectors of society, but they were also indebted 
to the central authorities for their legal existence and the few parlia-
mentary seats held by their representatives, who constituted the offi-
cial opposition within the regime. Finally, other parties, while having 
their own resources and connections to various sectors of society, were 
excluded from the official political arena, even deprived of any legal 
status.  8   As a result, the positions of the Nasserist Arab Democratic Party 
were closer to other co-opted parties such as the Wafd (liberal) and the 
Tagammu (socialist), than to Karama, another Nasserist organization, 
but one which was excluded from the system. On the contrary, the 
Karama generally shared the positions of the Ghad (liberal) as well as 
the Wasat (Islamist), both also excluded from the political scene. The 
Party of the Umma (Islamist) and the Free Constitutional Party (lib-
eral), both artificial parties, were sharing the same pro-regime stance. 
There are many other examples that demonstrate that parties under 
Mubarak were not grouped according to social divisions but solely 
according to the level of their dependence on the center of power. 

 The population and the elites tolerated this system for three decades 
primarily because it relied on their “horror of disunity”  9   that would 
inevitably result if the party system became too liberalized. This con-
cern found its legal expression in Law number 40 of 1977, which was 
passed while Sadat was president, when the regime was attempting 
to accompany its neoliberal economic reforms and new pro-Western 
orientation with some degree of political opening. Breaking with the 
socialism and single-party system inherited from Nasser, his successor 
had implemented a “limited multiparty system.” The 1977 law explicitly 
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banned parties that were based on religious, sexual, racial, linguistic, 
geographical, or social categories. It was therefore theoretically forbid-
den to create parties founded on social divisions, which was perceived 
as exacerbating existing social conf licts and endangering national 
unity. The law also created a Party Commission, most of whose mem-
bers were appointed by the president, that would be responsible for 
examining requests to found new political parties. The Commission’s 
jurisprudence, as well as that of the State Council’s Political Parties 
Tribunal, responsible for ruling on appeals of Commission decisions, 
nevertheless softened the ban on forming parties based on existing 
social divides. Any party that could present members of both gen-
ders and of at least two religions, coming from several governorates, 
and with at least half of its members deemed “workers and peasants,” 
was not affected by this ban. Under these conditions, oversight of the 
political spectrum took on a more arbitrary character that relied on 
other motives than those included in the 1977 law banning individual 
parties—most applications were refused by the commission under the 
pretext that the proposed party’s platform “contributed nothing new 
to the existing party system in Egypt.” Because the requirement that a 
new party make an original contribution contradicted the obligation 
that party platforms respect a series of principles based on the 1971 
Constitution, the law ultimately endowed the Party Commission with 
extensive arbitrary powers that its members placed at the service of the 
interests of the dominant party. 

 The novel aspects of the 2011 and 2012 legislative elections 
stemmed from the softening of control of the executive over the 
political spectrum,  10   the military’s commitment to combating fraud 
and election-related violence, and the legal dissolution of the NDP. 
The other principal characteristics of these elections had already 
been experienced during previous electoral processes. For example, 
the judges’ control over the entire process—and the organization of 
three phases of balloting in order to facilitate their task—had been 
introduced by a decision of the Supreme Constitutional Court in 
2000 before being canceled by the constitutional revisions of 2007.  11   
The mixed voting system similarly was not a radical innovation, 
because it had already been implemented in the 1987 elections. The 
lifting of state control over the electoral process, which was intro-
duced in the wake of the January 25 revolution, had the effect of 
conferring new functions to both political parties and elections that 
differed profoundly from how they had operated under the previous 
administration.  
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  The Creation of Political Parties Based 

on Organized Social Movements 

 Awareness of this upheaval in the legal framework and the opportunity 
presented by the next set of electoral deadlines spread quickly through 
Egyptian society, as evidenced by the proliferation of new political par-
ties beginning in April 2011. 

 Major organized groups like the Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafi 
Call ( da‘wa salafiyya ) quickly formed political wings: the Freedom and 
Justice Party (FJP) and the Nour Party, which would become the first 
new legal parties under the new law (on June 6 and 12, 2011). The 
Coptic Orthodox Church was almost openly supporting the Free 
Egyptians Party, which was founded by the Christian businessman 
Naguib Sawiris and funded by companies under his control. The Free 
Egyptians Party was able to quickly attract a fraction of the liberal 
bourgeoisie that preferred a Western lifestyle,  12   as well as Christian 
charitable organizations. Beyond these three parties, which rapidly 
became the largest political actors, other segments of civil society 
attempted to establish political organizations, including independent 
labor unions, agricultural cooperatives, far-left organizations, revolu-
tionary youth movements, intellectual clubs, cultural associations, and 
Sufi brotherhoods. 

 The SCAF also seems to have anticipated this effervescence, because 
although the March 28 law removed some requirements typical of 
earlier legal regulations (particularly the uniqueness requirement), it 
confirmed others, such as the ban on forming parties based on an 
existing social division. This law also increased the minimum number 
of members needed to create a party from 1,000 to 5,000. Indeed, 
most of the above-mentioned initiatives never succeeded in taking 
form. Some social groups were ultimately more propitious to these 
new parties’ mobilization efforts than others. For example, Islamist 
organizations experienced few difficulties in negotiating this partisan 
shift. In addition to the FJP, some Muslim Brothers created a num-
ber of dissident parties, such as the Renaissance Party ( Al-Nahda ), the 
Pioneer Party ( Al-Riyada ), and the Egyptian Current Party ( Al-Tayyar 
al-Masri ). While the Renaissance Party and the Pioneer Party were 
founded by members of the 1970s generation, the Egyptian Current 
Party represented the revolutionary faction of the younger members 
of the Brotherhood. None of these parties succeeded in obtaining 
the 5,000 signatures required for official recognition, which did not 
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prevent them—like other groups that grew out of the labor movement, 
the revolutionary youth, and organized Sufism—from participating 
in the elections by forming coalitions. On the Salafi side, the Nour 
party was the political arm of the Salafi Call, which historically origi-
nated in Alexandria. The Cairene Salafi milieu also gave rise to par-
ties, including the Virtue Party ( Al-Fadila ) and the Authenticity Party 
 (Al-Asala ), the latter the product of a split in the former. Finally, the 
“Islamic group”  (Al-Gama‘a al-Islamiyya ), which had a strong presence 
in Middle Egypt, abandoned armed struggle in 1997 and subsequently 
rallied to the idea of creating a legal political party. It ultimately suc-
ceeded with the creation of the Building and Development Party in 
2011 ( Al-Bina’ wa-l-Tanmiyya ).  13   Several other efforts to create parties 
representing ethno-linguistic minorities such as Nubians, Berbers, and 
Bedouins failed quickly. This was also true for parties organized by 
peasant groups. 

 Between these two extremes, there were social environments in 
which political entrepreneurs met with limited success, such as the 
working class. For 35 years, the National Progressive Unionist Party, 
“Tagammu,” had maintained a legal quasi-monopoly on the interests 
of this sector of society. Like the NDP, Tagammu owes its origins to 
the Nasser era single party, the Arab Socialist Union, and had long 
suffered from vicious internal conf licts due to its generally proregime 
stance. This party was indeed particularly known for its openly unre-
served hostility toward the Islamist movement.  14   Thus, the political 
window of opportunity opened by the revolution incited its chal-
lengers to create their own political parties (e.g., the Revolutionary 
Socialists created the Democratic Workers Party). Those inside the 
party who contested its leadership formed splinter groups to construct 
their own organizations. The Communist Party, which existed clan-
destinely within Tagammu since the latter was established in 1976,  15   
thus publicly declared its independence during the Labor Day pro-
tests on May 1, 2011. Although the two organizations cited here as 
examples were unable to collect the required 5,000 signatures, two 
new socialist parties were nevertheless created in 2011—the Egyptian 
Social-Democratic Party (ESDP), founded by leftist scholars and intel-
lectuals, and the Popular Socialist Alliance Party, which arose from an 
encounter between dissident members of Tagammu and militants of 
the Renewal ( Tagdid ), an organization that was itself a result of a split 
among the Revolutionary Socialists. 

 Similarly, despite the vitality of the informal revolutionary youth 
organizations  16   and the many attempts to form political parties bringing 



The Role of Elections 87

them together,  17   no single party representing this segment of the pop-
ulation was ever organized. The “Revolution Continues” coalition, 
which represented this movement in the legislative elections, primar-
ily included a workers’ socialist party (the Popular Socialist Alliance 
Party), a party composed of dissident young Brotherhood members (the 
Egyptian Current Party), and a social democratic party (the Equality 
and Development Party). Joining this coalition were a number of 
smaller parties, including the liberal micro-party centered around Amr 
Hamzawi (the Free Egypt Party) and the Coalition of the Youth of 
the Revolution, which was actually not a formal party. Last, although 
several parties issued from the defunct NDP (the Liberty Party, the 
Nationalist Party of Egypt), they proved incapable of coordinating 
among themselves, and they even faced competition from preexisting 
parties (former artificial parties in the terms used previously) that were 
attempting to more or less openly reclaim part of the clientele of the 
former dominant party (such was the case of the Conservative Party 
and the Reform and Development Party). In the end, none of these 
parties was able to dominate the others inside counterrevolutionary 
circles, which as a consequence received a widely dispersed verdict 
from the ballot boxes.  18   

 There was thus a general trend to reorganize the party system in 
a way consistent with the prevailing organizations within Egyptian 
society. The break with the previous party system, which was cen-
tered on the political organizations’ degree of proximity to the 
regime, was radical in this case. The subsequent tendency was for the 
parties to increasingly group themselves along ideological dividing 
lines. The various Salaf i parties, for example, rapidly joined together 
to form a coalition, called “the Coalition for Egypt.” In order to face 
the Islamists, liberal and socialist parties joined together to form the 
Egyptian Bloc. The controversial issue that the Bloc quickly faced 
at this point, however, was whether or not to accept former mem-
bers of the NDP on its lists. Those who refused that choice ended 
up leaving the Egyptian Bloc to found the “Revolution Continues.” 
The Muslim Brotherhood and Wafd initially attempted to combat 
this tendency toward ideological alignment by trying to create a vast 
national coalition. This heterogeneous alliance quickly succumbed 
as each force strove to gain as many seats as possible. The Wafd 
ultimately took off on its own, whereas the Salaf is and the Wasat 
each departed in their own direction. Reduced to a shadow of its 
original self, the “Democratic Coalition” f inally consisted solely of 
the FJP, along with a few minor allies, among them the Dignity 
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Party ( Karama , Nasserist),  19   the Revolution’s Tomorrow Party ( Ghad 
al-Thawra , liberal), the Civilization Party ( Al-Hadara , liberal), and the 
Labor Party ( Al-‘Amal , Islamo-nationalist). Despite the overwhelm-
ing domination of the MB over this electoral alliance, it nevertheless 
remained the only example of a coalition that was not shaped exclu-
sively along ideological lines. It made it possible to provide the elec-
toral campaign of the FJP with a slight whiff of national unity and 
in this way helped legitimize the FJP’s claims to occupy the center of 
the political chessboard. 

 If Arab party systems have rarely been studied through the prism 
of social cleavages,  20   it is precisely because the political blockages 
fostered by the region’s authoritarian regimes prevented parties 
from expressing their demands in terms of social, territorial, and 
cultural divisions. Political party activities are nevertheless a neces-
sary element in crystallizing social conf licts into more structured—
and structuring—cleavages.  21   Authoritarian control generally even 
extended well beyond the political space to affect the voluntary sec-
tor and labor unions. For this reason, beginning in the 1970s, pro-
tests against the central government could be heard in mosques, one 
of the few spaces where freedom of speech remained possible. This 
at least partly explains why religious organizations are currently bet-
ter developed than labor unions or agricultural cooperatives, which 
have been tightly controlled by the government ever since the Nasser 
era. In addition, the policy of economic opening initiated by Sadat 
in 1973 (the  infitah ) had two consequences in terms of creating a 
space for independent organizations. By encouraging private sec-
tor development, this policy gave rise to new elites aiming to join 
in the political fray. These conditions had already helped alter the 
configuration of the NDP during the latter half of the Mubarak 
era. After the revolution, the private sector’s vitality contributed to 
the activities of certain parties, including the “  feloul ,”  22   while also 
helping the Free Egyptians Party to organize quickly throughout 
Egypt. At the same time, economic reforms led to state withdrawal 
from certain sectors, leaving a void that was gradually f illed by vol-
untary associations. Charitable foundations and development NGOs 
actually helped strengthen the inf luence of businessmen and reli-
gious organizations (including the MB and the Salaf is, as well as the 
churches). In fact, these two categories possessed the economic and 
human resources required to broaden their social bases by compen-
sating for the failings of the government.  
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  The Role of Electoral Mechanisms in 

Hierarchizing Political Issues 

 Newly established political parties thus faced each other in the first free 
legislative—and later, presidential—elections held in Egypt. These two 
types of polls are fundamentally different, however, not only in terms 
of electoral rules, but also as regards the length of time the various vot-
ing practices have been in use. 

 As previously mentioned, legislative elections have been a routine 
aspect of the Egyptian political landscape for over three decades. Voters 
and candidates are fully aware of the stakes, which are essentially local. 
However, the legislative elections held during the winter of 2011–2012 
comprised completely novel features. First, the electoral laws deployed 
a voting method that, if not unheard of, had been abandoned for over 
a quarter-century—mixed voting system. In fact, every election since 
1990 had been conducted using a binomial electoral system. The first 
consequence of the decision to fill two-thirds of the seats using a par-
ty-list proportional system was to depersonalize the process to some 
extent, thus giving political parties new weight in Egyptian political 
life.  23   And in fact, parties subsequently were able to select the candi-
dates on their lists. Although a number of parties chose to place their 
faith in local notables to take advantage of their reputations and power 
in the voting district, the notables in turn became dependent on the 
parties in order to campaign for seats allocated for proportional rep-
resentation. In addition, the fact that only one-third of the seats in 
the People’s Assembly were available to be filled via a single-member 
district system automatically tripled the average size of these districts. 
In extensive voting districts that encompassed highly diverse neigh-
borhoods, candidates could no longer count solely on their local sup-
port bases and personal fortunes and were forced to seek the support 
of the larger parties, whose ability to conduct campaigns at both the 
national and local levels virtually eliminated the possibility of credible 
independent candidates. A minuscule number of independents were 
ultimately elected to the Assembly—22 out of 498—and even some of 
those elected actually belonged to parties although they were registered 
as independents. 

 The most spectacular innovation of these elections was the unprec-
edented diversity of the political offer. Admittedly, for almost three 
decades, there had been a measure of “informal” political choice in 
Egypt that attenuated to some extent the gap between voters and the 
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party system. Although officially outlawed, the Muslim Brotherhood 
was thus able to field candidates through indirect means in nearly every 
legislative election under Mubarak,  24   and in fact, the organization 
managed to maintain a presence in the People’s Assembly throughout 
four legislatures (1984, 1987, 2000, and 2005). Although it lacked offi-
cial recognition, the Karama party also had two representatives in the 
Chamber between 2000 and 2010. The situation from 2011 to 2012 
was nevertheless dramatically different, because this time, the MB was 
represented in every electoral district and fielded candidates for almost 
every open seat. The same was true of the Salafis, for whom this was 
the first time they participated in a campaign. Even  Al-Gama‘a al-Is-
lamiyya , in armed struggle against the regime 15 years earlier, fielded 
proxy candidates for the party as part of the Salafi coalition. The Arab 
Democratic Party and the Tagammu lost their respective monopolies 
over Nasserist and socialist factions among the voting public, and the 
old liberal party, the Wafd, was obliged to face competition from the 
upstart Free Egyptians Party. Ultimately, revolutionary and  feloul  can-
didates campaigned under their own colors. The few surviving parties 
from the former regime (Wafd and Tagammu) were thus part of a new 
system in which they took on new meanings. Previously simply part 
of the official opposition, with a few elected representatives who were 
indebted to the goodwill of the NDP, they now occupied a share of the 
seats in the Parliament proportionate to their actual electoral weight 
and were seated among an opposition defined primarily by their ideo-
logical hostility toward the plan to Islamize the state that the victorious 
parties seemed to embody. 

 In this competition, the parties sought to politicize the issues by 
exploiting especially the religious divide with respect to which the 
political organizations likely to dominate the elections positioned 
themselves (the FJP and Nour on one side, and Wafd and the Egyptian 
Bloc on the other). The “Revolution Continues” candidates, however, 
continued to focus on reforming the state security apparatus, which 
they contended was necessary in order to turn the page on the security 
practices that were associated with the former regime. Last, the candida-
cies that grew out of the labor movement attempted to emphasize social 
divisions. The smaller parties linked with intellectual circles also took 
the opportunity to promote sophisticated political platforms intended 
for educated members of the middle classes, including the Democratic 
Front, the Wasat, Al-‘Adl, and the ESDP. Despite the efforts of these 
political entrepreneurs, the legislative elections ultimately ensured the 
victory either of parties that were tied to powerful organizations such 
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as the Muslim Brotherhood, the Salafi Call, the Church, and Naguib 
Sawiris’ business network, or those that relied on a network of local 
long-standing figures, like the Wafd party. 

 In addition to exploiting the religious divide, which contributed to 
further politicize the electorate, parties did not hesitate to use more 
traditional vote-getting tactics to achieve their goals, by providing 
services to the people through satellite charitable organizations, but 
also by offering key positions on their lists to members of important 
families, tribal leaders, and businessmen (without too closely examin-
ing their past political aff iliations). It should also be noted that these 
elections were won at the center, which was contested by several 
groups and coalitions with highly diverse backgrounds, and highly 
variable resources, as illustrated by  f igure 4.1 .  25   The place assigned 
to the different parties along the axes of this chart were not as much 
based on objective criteria (according to detailed analysis of each 
party’s platform, for example, or their official positions on particu-
lar issues), as on an overall impression (with an inevitable degree of 
subjectivity) that took their positions, the trajectories of their leaders, 
and their candidates’ profiles into account. Significantly, there was a 
notable overall tendency—in each quadrant, the dominant party was 
also closest to the center: the FJP thus dominated the Islamist camp, 
the Wafd functioned as  primus inter pares  among the liberal parties, 
and the Reform and Development Party was ultimately able to win 
nearly as many seats as all of the remaining openly counterrevolution-
ary parties.    

 The 2012 presidential election represented a cleaner break with past 
practices than the legislative elections. Although Egyptian voters were 
already accustomed to choosing members of Parliament (but not the 
majority of the Chamber),  26   this was the first time in history that they 
could choose their president. Indeed, Egypt had only one pluralist 
experience of voting for a head of state in the 2005 elections,  27   when 
Mubarak was reelected in the first round, surprising no one. Thus, 
this new election seemed more decisive for the country’s future than 
the legislative round. In addition, the history of the Egyptian political 
system, in which the executive has always been overwhelmingly pow-
erful, emphasized the significance of the presidential election. These 
considerations lent additional weight to the deeply national character 
of the voting, both in terms of the stakes involved and the method of 
choosing candidate via direct suffrage in two rounds within a single 
national voting district, contrasting with the significance of local issues 
and networks of acquaintances in the legislative elections. As a result, 
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the presidential election was naturally more divisive than the legislative 
elections. 

 Politicization efforts from the political parties were considerably more 
modest during the presidential campaign—by definition politicized by 
the enormously high stakes—than during the previous election. As a 
result, for example, Ahmed Shafiq, one of the two candidates who 
made it to the runoff election, ran without the support of any party. The 
symbols, colors, and even the name of the FJP were moreover almost 
completely absent during Mohammed Morsi’s campaign, despite the 
fact that he was the titular party president at the time. The colors that 
defined Morsi’s campaign were those of the MB and, to a lesser extent, 
those of the candidate himself (in this case, red). The same can be said 
of Karama, which was virtually invisible during the campaign of its 
former leader, Hamdin Sabbahi. It was perhaps the Muslim Brothers’ 
dissident Abdel Moneim Aboul Fotouh that best exploited the support 
he received from other parties, not only the Nour, but also the Wasat 
party. The logos of these two parties were displayed on the candidate’s 
campaign posters, and their representatives took the f loor during cam-
paign rallies. Nevertheless, the dominant color of these rallies remained 
orange, which was the candidate’s personal color. Generally speaking, 
the parties thus stayed mostly on the sidelines during the election. 

 In other respects, the map of Egyptian political alliances shifted sig-
nificantly in just a few short months of profound upheaval, and differed 
greatly from the political topography of the earlier legislative elections. 
The FJP and Karama, which were previously allied, presented two 
distinct candidacies on this occasion, while former adversaries, Nour 
and Wasat, both supported the same candidate; the Wafd party, a lone 
horse in the legislative elections, joined an alliance of convenience for 
the presidential election that itself was nearly eclipsed by its favorite, 
Amr Moussa. Although he did not represent a specific party, one major 
candidate, Ahmed Shafiq, was identified with offshoots of the NDP, 
which made an extremely poor showing in the legislative elections. As 
a result, and because of the lack of a single Salafi candidate,  28   the polit-
ical map of the presidential election was radically different from the 
map described above. In fact, the extremes achieved stronger results as 
voters avoided the center (see  figure 4.2 ).  29   The principal viable can-
didates for the presidency were identified clearly as Islamist or secular, 
 feloul  or revolutionary,  30   and candidates closest to the center received 
disappointing (Amr Moussa), or even negligible (Mohammed Salim 
Al-‘Awwa) support from voters. To an even greater degree than in the 
legislative elections, the presidential election enabled Egyptian voters 
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to express their opinions about the changes taking place and about the 
future shape of the Egyptian state.     

  Conclusion: The Future of Party Cleavages 

 The largest question that dominated the various elections held in Egypt 
since Mubarak’s overthrow has centered on the very nature of the 
Egyptian state, with options centered on the notion of a “Civil State” 
( dawla madaniyya ). The label “civil” can in fact be seen as opposed as 
much to the term “religious” (and presents the advantage of being less 
contested than the word “secular” in the Egyptian political context) as 
it is to the adjective “military.” The notion of “civil” allows supporters 
to distinguish themselves from the previous regime or from propos-
als for an Islamic State (as defined by Hassan Al-Banna, founder of 
the Muslim Brotherhood), or from both. The expression’s f lexibility 
allows it to be used by nearly every player on the political stage (with 
the notable exception of the Salafis) while being applied to a wide 
array of positions. These positions can be grouped into three broad 

Revolution

Hamdin Sabbahi
20.72% Abou al-Fotouh

17.47%

Mohammed Morsi
24.78%

Islamization

Counter-revolution

Secularization

Ahmed Shafiq
23.66%

Amr Moussa
11.13%

Salim Al-‘Awwa
1.01%

 Figure 4.2      Distribution of the six main presidential candidates.  
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options that would be difficult to reconcile with each other. The first 
option consists in halting the revolutionary process in the name of the 
struggle against the Islamist threat. In other words, preserving a central 
role for the security apparatus at the pinnacle of the political system 
in order to save the “civil” character of the state, under threat from 
Islamization. Clearly, this option enjoyed the support of the “deep 
state,” but it was also the preferred option of businessmen and big fami-
lies, two groups that prospered under Mubarak. The second option 
would involve pursuing the objectives of the revolution by transferring 
power from the military to democratically elected civilians. Given the 
prominent inf luence of Islamist organizations in Egyptian society, this 
would have amounted to accepting their appropriation of power, par-
ticularly constitutional power, which would have in turn enabled them 
to orient government and judicial institutions in an “Islamic” direction 
by encouraging the translation of the sharia into positive law. Indeed, 
the Brotherhood employed the term “civil state with an Islamic refer-
ence” ( dawla madaniyya bi-marja‘iyya islamiyya ). This option obviously 
drew the electoral support of the Brotherhood and Salafi organiza-
tions. The third option, which was championed by revolutionaries, 
social-democrats, and liberals, consisted in pursuing the goals of the 
revolution by adopting institutional provisions to guarantee not only 
that power remained in regularly elected civilian hands, but also that 
they be required to respect the principle of “citizenship” ( muwatana ), in 
other words, in the local lexicon, the equality of every Egyptian citizen 
regardless of gender or religious affiliation. 

 While these three options defined themselves with respect to the 
polar axes defined by Islamization versus secularization and revolu-
tion versus counterrevolution, none were identified with a particular 
unified or cohesive group. The counterrevolutionary camp was led by 
a diverse coalition that included the state security apparatus, the civil 
service, and businessmen and local elites who were the most compro-
mised by their association with the NDP. The Islamist camp, on the 
other hand, was divided by tensions, not only between the Salafis and 
the Muslim Brotherhood, but also between Salafi groups themselves as 
well as among different generations within the Brotherhood organiza-
tion. The last camp was the most disparate because it was united solely 
by a dual rejection of either a military or a religious state that brought 
together groups otherwise opposed on nearly every other issue. It 
included labor activists, Coptic churches and associations, revolution-
ary youth organizations (whose cohesiveness at the sociological level 
was questionable), and several middle-class factions represented by the 
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liberal parties. Although the alliances among these three camps f luc-
tuated constantly depending on shifts in power, their internal cohe-
sion also varied depending on hot-button public issues at any particular 
moment. 

 As a result, at the time of the constitutional referendum of March 
19, 2011, the counterrevolutionary camp allied itself with the Islamist 
camp, thus isolating the liberals and the revolutionaries, the only groups 
campaigning for the “no” and representing a quarter of the electorate. 
Conversely, the presidential runoff election opposed supporters of the 
former regime and defenders of sharia, represented by their respective 
champions, Ahmed Shafiq and Mohammed Morsi. The third camp 
was therefore divided, with the Church  31   and part of the probusiness 
middle-class supporting Mubarak’s former prime minister with relative 
reluctance, and the revolutionaries oscillating between critical support 
for the Brotherhood’s candidate and calls for a boycott of the election. 
Despite the prominence of local issues, it was ultimately the legisla-
tive elections that ensured the hierarchization of the two most signifi-
cant rifts in Egyptian society. Indeed, the religious divide was clearly 
the chief concern of Egyptian voters, as the five principal parties and 
coalitions represented in the Assembly defined their positions primar-
ily according to this issue. The elections also offered clear evidence 
that the Islamist camp dominated this issue, even if the presidential 
runoff election suggests that this viewpoint should be somewhat quali-
fied. Last, only a minority of voters took definitive sides regarding 
the dividing line between revolutionaries and supporters of the for-
mer regime, either by offering electoral support to candidates from the 
“Revolution Continues” coalition or from one of the parties linked to 
the defunct NDP. 

 Elections not only help reveal the conf licts running through soci-
ety, but they also contribute to their hierarchization, crystallizing them 
through their embodiment within the party system. Usually, the major 
issue of founding elections is the maintaining or terminating of the 
former regime.  32   The appearance of religious divisions in the fore-
ground during founding elections is not as usual, but the phenomenon 
is by no means limited to the Muslim world  33   (one need only recall, 
for example, the importance of the religious question in France dur-
ing the Revolution, and in the early decades of the Third Republic, 
and also in Belgium after the founding of the country in 1830). These 
two divides, both of them pertaining to the very nature of the state, 
tend to prevail over other divisive issues in founding elections. Their 
importance should also be expected to decline in the future  34   in favor 
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of other divisions that remain hitherto invisible, such as the division 
between owners and laborers, of course, but also the center versus the 
periphery, or rural versus urban populations. Although not all of these 
binary oppositions are likely to find a direct means of political expres-
sion—it is improbable that a Berber or Nubian party will be seated in 
the Assembly in the near future—the social groups that represent such 
issues will undoubtedly continue to lobby existing parties. It is thus 
conceivable that some of these parties may someday appropriate one or 
more of these issues in an effort to extend their voter base beyond the 
social cleavage from which they arose. 

 In any event, the choice between the three options that became crys-
tallized during the 2011–2012 elections is certain to define the party 
system, and Egyptian political life in general, in the long term. It was 
indeed a previously unheard-of alliance between the revolutionary and 
counterrevolutionary camps that overturned the Muslim Brotherhood 
administration in July 2013. On the days following this event, the new 
leaders appointed a 50-member committee to redraft the nation’s con-
stitution. Discussions within the committee were dominated by the 
role of religion in political life, as well as the role of the army and 
the state security apparatus in government institutions. It is profoundly 
symbolic that the very notion of a civil state was also part of the debate, 
as the committee was questioning the opportunity to enshrine this 
notion in the new constitution. As a consequence, regardless of the 
future of the transition process, the questions raised by the 2011 revolu-
tion and crystallized and hierarchized during the elections that ensued 
are henceforth at the crux of Egyptian political and institutional life.  
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     C H A P T E R  F I V E 

 Egypt’s Judiciary in a Postrevolutionary Era   

    Nathan J.    Brown    

   Revolutions have many battlefields, and the Egyptian uprising of 2011 
was no different: it took place most famously in the streets and public 
squares of Egyptian cities, but it also played out inside public build-
ings, on the airwaves, on television talk shows, and within homes.  1   
In this sense, for all its drama, the uprising was not unusual. But its 
aftermath was more atypical because of the rapidity with which post-
uprising politics moved into court rooms, generated lawsuits, expressed 
itself in legal forms, and indeed quickly took the shape of complex 
legal and constitutional knots. The fate of two deposed presidents was 
handed to ordinary criminal courts rather than any revolutionary tri-
bunal; major decisions about the course of political reconstruction were 
made by the administrative courts and the Supreme Constitutional 
Court. When in July 2013 the military deposed the president elected 
by the people a year earlier, the figure placed temporarily in his stead—
acting, the military claimed, on popular demand—was the chief jus-
tice of the Constitutional Court. Throughout the tumultuous events, 
leading political positions—the vice presidency, the chairmanship of 
the Constituent Assembly—were awarded to former judges. A critical 
political relationship—between the presidency and the military—was 
managed by dueling constitutional declarations and texts (in which the 
presidents’ text trumped that of the generals in 2012 only to be over-
turned in 2013) until a freshly retired general finally assumed the presi-
dency in June 2014.  
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  Moving to the Center of the Political Agenda 

 For those who followed the uprising closely and the debates among 
Egyptians preceding it, the legal and judicial elements should have 
come as less of a surprise (though their complicated and convoluted 
nature likely defied all expectations). And the post-uprising struggles 
drew the judiciary in so thoroughly that no observer could be surprised 
by the way politics was judicialized. 

 Egypt’s uprising of 2011 was about many things, but among the most 
central was a demand by legions of political activists and large crowds 
of mobilized citizens that public authority in the country be recon-
structed to operate in a manner clearly accountable to the people and 
fully governed by the rule of law. Thus that uprising and many of the 
political skirmishes that foreshadowed it involved the judiciary, and 
much of the focus was on the law organizing the judiciary. 

 In the years leading up to the 2011 revolution, Egypt’s authoritarian 
rulers had won a tactical victory in the middle of the decade against 
a group of dissident judges and their many political backers—but in 
2011, those same rulers suffered a strategic defeat. Those judicial dissi-
dents (and their allies in the political opposition) had earlier found their 
attempt to bring about a judicial law to their liking def lected with the 
judges politically marginalized. They had called for a comprehensive 
new judicial law designed to disentangle the executive branch from any 
role in judicial affairs. To be sure, the judiciary had gained considerable 
autonomy over the previous two decades, but the judicial reformers 
charged that in all sorts of subtle ways (such as control over lucra-
tive secondments or location of key appointments power, e.g. over the 
attorney general, in presidential hands), the paper appearance of judicial 
independence obscured a more complicated reality. 

 The regime responded with its own judicial law that gave the 
reformers little of what they wanted—and with an attempt to co-opt 
the judiciary by supplying benefits through the Ministry of Justice. 
But the image of leading judicial f igures protesting regime behav-
ior certainly undermined the regime’s image both internationally 
and domestically. And the struggle placed rule of law issues in the 
center of political discussions. Demands for an independent judi-
ciary, implementing court judgments, ending exceptional courts, 
and terminating the use of military courts to try civilians have been 
nearly consensual demands across the political spectrum in Egypt. 
And when a neutral agency is needed for a critical state function 
(most notably for oversight of elections), it is often the judiciary that 
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Egyptian political forces have become accustomed to turn to. The 
Egyptian judiciary is shown in poll after poll to be among the state’s 
most trusted institutions. 

 Egyptian judges might therefore be expected to look upon the post-
2011 environment as a time when they could finally realize a vision 
that they had been articulating for a generation in the face of an imperi-
ous and impervious presidency: a state ruled by law in which they will 
be insulated from political pressures and private interests, providing full 
autonomy to individual judges and to the judiciary as a body to issue 
decisions that will be respected and implemented by all the agencies of 
the Egyptian state. 

 But rather than finding themselves in a sacrosanct position, in the 
wake of the Egyptian revolution, judges were politically exposed, 
deeply and publicly divided, and uncertain of their future, with some 
concerned not only for their institutional autonomy but even for their 
physical security. An effort to legislate the demands for an independent 
judiciary in the form of a new judicial law embroiled them in internal 
battles and external rivalries. And in 2013, elements of that reform 
proposal were seized on by Islamists who tried to use them as a way to 
purge senior judges they saw as hostile. In the wake of the overthrow 
of President Morsi in July 2013, his supporters in the judiciary were 
purged and the remaining elements acted at times with severe retribu-
tion against the Brotherhood and other political dissidents, earning an 
international reputation of the most unattractive sort. 

 Over the long term, the efforts to build a more professional and 
independent judiciary may resume in some form, and ultimately judges 
may obtain some version of the autonomy they are pressing for. But 
the political implications of this step may be far less clear than its pro-
ponents have claimed: the independence of the judiciary—as past 
proposed legal changes have conceived it—may form part of a trend 
toward carving out islands within the Egyptian state in a manner that 
will provide for a more pluralistic state but also one that is less coherent, 
liberal, and democratic than Egyptians currently realize.  

  Striving for Judicial Independence before 2011 

 The regime that many Egyptians attempted but failed to dismantle in 
2011 was built in the years after 1952 in a thoroughly authoritarian 
manner that placed all levers of control in a series of presidents who 
ruled Egypt for just short of six decades. 
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 The judiciary retained some autonomy from that authoritarian order. 
For some time after the 1952 coup that brought that system into being, 
the bulk of the judicial apparatus was left alone. When Egypt’s authori-
tarian rulers wanted a verdict, they constructed special tribunals or 
moved outside the judicial structure altogether rather than subordinat-
ing the regular judiciary to their political will. Only in the late 1960s, in 
the last years of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s presidency, did the regime mount 
a concerted effort to fold the judiciary under firm presidential control: 
a new “Supreme Court” ( al-mahkama al-‘ulya ) was created by decree 
staffed by presidential appointments, a “Supreme Council of Judicial 
Organizations” ( al-Majlis al-A‘la li-l-Hay’at al-Qida’iyya ) was given 
authority over administrative matters as well as appointments and pro-
motions (and effectively placed under executive oversight), and a group 
of over one hundred judges who had used the Judges Club (until then 
largely a social organization) to support calls for political reform were 
dismissed. Yet over the next decade and a half, Nasser’s two successors, 
Anwar Sadat and Hosni Mubarak, rolled back many of his moves. 

 The regime retained, to be sure, the old ways of moving outside of 
the judiciary with a series of special courts and extrajudicial proce-
dures. But they allowed much of the court system to regain its auton-
omy. The Supreme Court evolved into a more independent Supreme 
Constitutional Court that actually issued a long series of rulings quite 
politically inconvenient for the regime from the mid-1980s until the 
early 2000s, striking down the parliamentary election law three times, 
removing some restrictions on political party formation, overturning 
a restrictive law on nongovernmental organizations, and decreasing 
the criminal liabilities for newspaper editors. The Supreme Council 
of Judicial Organizations was deprived of most of its jurisdiction, and 
leading judicial bodies (the administrative court systems, for instance, 
as well as the regular court system) were given considerable autonomy 
in their own affairs. Most of the dismissed judges were rehired. And 
the judiciary was given some ancillary responsibilities, such as supervi-
sion of balloting in the country’s 1971 constitution. 

 But some judges, activists, and intellectuals chafed at the remain-
ing elements of executive inf luence over judicial affairs. In a variety 
of structural ways, the Ministry of Justice and the presidency retained 
some inf luence—the Ministry, for instance, in some administrative 
matters, and the presidency through some appointment powers. The 
chief justice of the Supreme Constitutional Court, for instance, was a 
presidential appointment, and when the Court became overly indepen-
dent, President Mubarak abandoned his practice of turning to the most 
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senior justice and instead brought in presidents from outside the Court 
who helped tame the body.  2   

 There were also some indirect ways for the executive to exert inf lu-
ence that were harder to measure but seemed quite effective: a more 
pliant leadership of the Judges Club, for instance, was awarded with a 
series of significant material benefits (higher salaries, later retirement 
age). Plum assignments for nonjudicial work could also be doled out in 
return for good service. 

 Perhaps most noxious was the way the half-century-old technique 
of avoiding the judiciary when politically convenient lived on even as 
Egypt’s presidents boasted of their respect for the rule of law. Egyptian 
presidents could refer individual cases to military courts and the host 
of “exceptional courts” that had grown up over the years could be used 
as well. When the Supreme Constitutional Court interpreted the con-
stitutional mandate for judicial observation of elections to mean that a 
judge had to oversee every ballot box, the regime honored the ruling—
but simply moved its blatant manipulation of elections outside the poll-
ing station, sometimes by merely a few feet, as security forces arrested 
opposition activists or prevented their supporters from voting. 

 In a series of private conversations over the years, I formed an impres-
sion that judges varied greatly in their attitude to these problems. Some 
were outraged. Others were quietly resigned if disgusted. One very 
senior judge once told me “If we could stop torture, we would. But 
if we tried, that would be the end of us.” When I met another senior 
judge during a visit to the United States, I asked if he wanted to meet 
some human rights NGO leaders. He declined by responding, “They 
will just want to ask about torture, and we don’t have anything to 
do with that.” And some judges were occasionally supportive. A very 
senior judge once spoke of the 2005 election campaign and the per-
ceived necessity to prevent the Muslim Brotherhood from seizing con-
trol at that time: “It is not good to prevent people from voting. But this 
was a mission of state.” 

 In the middle of the decade, the critics seemed to gain the upper 
hand within the judiciary. While some of their colleagues viewed them 
as grandstanding, overly political, or unnecessarily confrontational, the 
dissidents emerged triumphant in Judges Club elections. The Club was 
normally a place for judges to meet and to pursue professional inter-
ests, but on a few occasions in the past it had emerged as a platform for 
judges to articulate their demands for reform in a more clearly political 
manner. In 2005, the dissidents used the Club to draft their own law 
of judicial organization, one that would remove the remaining tools of 
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executive involvement in judicial affairs. In protest over the way their 
prestige was used to legitimate sham elections, they first threatened 
to refuse to monitor 2005 parliamentary elections and then decided 
instead to document the ways official manipulation continued despite 
the judicial oversight role. Some leading judges began to speak to inter-
national media about their demands, and the dissidents even launched 
a brief silent protest outside the High Court Building. 

 Groups of opposition activists rallied around the judges. A Muslim 
Brotherhood parliamentarian introduced a version of the Judges Club 
draft law in parliament. The regime responded with its own law, 
which it passed with ease but gave the judges far less than the dissidents 
wanted. Not only did the executive retain most of its subtle tools, but 
a new justice minister found ways to co-opt judges who had been tilt-
ing toward the dissidents. In Club elections, less confrontational judges 
won back control of the body from the dissidents. 

 Watching the conf lict, I had the impression that Egypt’s judges were 
like tennis players entering the boxing ring. When I shared that meta-
phor in one workshop in Cairo in 2006, one of the leading dissident 
judges who was present picked up the image but insisted that armed 
with his integrity and sense of justice he would not be easily defeated. In 
the short run, he proved to be overly idealistic. The regime responded 
to the judicial challenge with a mixture of harassment, character assas-
sination, stonewalling, and—perhaps most effectively—mollification of 
judges’ material complaints. The result was not simply that the Judges 
Club was retaken by less confrontational judges; the defeat seemed even 
deeper: some of the leading dissidents retired or found work outside the 
country and the controversy simply disappeared from the headlines. In 
a series of constitutional amendments in 2007, the regime took steps 
to ensure that the liberal loopholes the judges had found in Egypt’s 
authoritarian order were closed.  3   

 Yet over the longer term, my idealistic interlocutor may have been 
a better political analyst than I was—the dissident judges had given 
Egypt’s system a black eye. The image of a regime as a closed circle of 
corruption and abuse of power was one that wounded its reputation in 
2006 and finally proved fatal in 2011. In the heady days of Egypt’s revo-
lution, Egypt’s judiciary often was touted by revolutionaries as an island 
of integrity rather than a co-opted group. Full judicial monitoring of 
any elections, for instance, was a central demand of all participants in 
the Egyptian uprising. And in the months following Mubarak’s forced 
departure, the presidency of the Supreme Judicial Council passed by 
seniority into the hands of Husam al-Ghiryani, a quiet but very active 
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participant in the earlier judicial movement. Hisham al-Bastawisi, one 
of the leaders of the rebel movement, returned to Egypt from his refuge 
in Kuwait and announced a presidential bid—sponsored by the leftist 
Tagammu party. And it was not merely the leftists who sported judges 
in their political line-up. Before fielding a candidate from its own ranks, 
the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party approached some 
leaders of the judicial reform movement to run under its banner. 

 Even those who had shied away from the earlier confrontation with 
the regime swung into line. One judge who had sided against the dis-
sidents in the middle of the decade told me in the summer of 2011, “We 
are all with the revolution.”  

  Drawn into Politics in the Aftermath of the Uprising 

 But Egypt’s post-uprising environment proved to be a less congenial 
place than judges may have expected. 

  Were Courtrooms Safe? 

 One short-term concern has been courtroom security. Egyptian judges 
used to pride themselves on the very light—almost invisible—security 
presence in their courtrooms. At that time, there were no metal detec-
tors or security procedures for entering buildings and the phalanx of 
security forces that surround many public buildings as simply absent 
from courthouses. During the uprising itself, however, one of Cairo’s 
major court buildings (located not far from Tahrir Square) was burned 
in February 2011. In the following months, some criminal cases were 
disrupted by supporters of the accused or victims of relatives. In one 
incident, a group of angry lawyers physically blocked the entrance to 
a courthouse. And the judiciary found itself involved in a very public 
tangle with the Bar Association over some provisions in a proposed 
new judicial law (discussed in more detail further on) that involved 
strikes and demonstrations by lawyers—a kind of confrontational poli-
tics that judges were not prepared for. 

 A year after the uprisings, reports of courtroom violence began to 
recede, but they left deep scars. And in late 2012, a tangle between the 
presidency—won by the Muslim Brotherhood’s Mohammed Morsi in 
June—and the Constitutional Court led to a series of demonstrations 
outside the Court’s headquarters, preventing the judges from doing 
their work and converting their sense of metaphorical siege into a more 
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literal one. In conversations with judges I found great variation in how 
seriously they viewed the ongoing threat to their own safety, but the 
widespread concern over a perceived deterioration of public security in 
Egypt certainly found its ref lection in judicial circles.  

  Political Cases and an Apolitical Judiciary 

 A second trend that provoked some unease has been the way that the 
judiciary has been pulled into ongoing political debates. There is a 
general ethos among Egyptian judges that they should remain above 
daily politics, but there is much less of a consensus about what that 
means about public speech and how relevant that general principle can 
be in revolutionary times. As a result, some judges felt free to engage 
in public discussions while others harshly criticized such outspoken 
colleagues as departing from judicial norms. One administrative court 
judge provided legal advice to the revolutionaries in Tahrir Square, 
helping them draft their statements. A move by his colleagues to dis-
cipline him fizzled in a wave of postrevolutionary enthusiasm and the 
judge, Mohammed Fu’ad Gadallah, did not merely survive unpunished 
but was appointed the president’s legal advisor in July 2012. 

 Other major public tasks—such as oversight of elections—have fallen 
in the laps of judges. While both proud of this role and confident of 
their ability to carry it out, judges could not deny that the burden is a 
heavy one, especially with Egypt’s seemingly interminable rounds of 
voting. Indeed, it is precisely the insufficient number of judges that 
forced the parliamentary elections to be held over three rounds. Egypt’s 
revolution produced 17 days of voting in a little over a year, beginning 
in March 2011 and ending in June 2012. In the presidential elections, 
an election commission headed by Faruq Sultan, the chief justice of 
the Supreme Constitutional Court, found itself utterly distrusted by 
the Brotherhood and many revolutionary forces. The distrust stemmed 
from the fact that Sultan was a direct Mubarak appointee and he had 
been plucked from a judicial career that seemed to lend itself little to 
constitutional adjudication. Indeed, the background of the chief justice 
and the public comments of one other justice (Tahaney al-Gabali, an 
outspoken and very articulate participant in constitutional debates) led 
to a confrontation between the Brotherhood-led parliament and the 
court, a confrontation that ended only when the court dissolved the 
parliament, a move discussed below. 

 There is some concern not merely about the political role of judges 
but also about the politicization of court judgments. Egyptian judges 
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are insistent that what has been termed “transitional justice” in other 
settings needs no new judicial structures in Egypt. Former president 
Mubarak, his sons, and his last interior minister were tried in an ordi-
nary criminal court in deference to this strong sensibility. But they 
were neither tried in an ordinary courtroom (the police academy was 
used to provide a secure setting) nor under ordinary circumstances 
(with the trial seeming at times a media spectacle as much as a legal 
proceeding). The misdeeds of former officials and accountability for 
the violence that took place during the revolution itself are enormously 
emotional issues in Egypt today, and the judiciary has been inserted in 
the center of such issues—and insists on staying there. 

 And for all their confidence in their own impartiality, judges have 
certainly been affected by the wave of revolutionary fervor. In April 
2011, an administrative court ruling dissolving the National Democratic 
Party was based on a sweeping judgment that the Party had corrupted 
Egyptian political life—true enough from a political perspective, but 
also a very ambitious legal precedent. The invalidation of sales of pub-
lic enterprises that have cascaded from the same administrative courts 
are hard to understand apart from the wave of economic populism 
and the reaction against the economic liberalization policies of the late 
Mubarak years. 

 In the aftermath of Morsi’s overthrow came another series of rulings, 
stemming from a wide range of judicial bodies, that seemed informed 
by a counterrevolutionary spirit, as judicial actors moved against the 
Brotherhood organization and its members on a variety of criminal, 
civil, and administrative fronts, often issuing sweeping rulings based 
on scant evidence.  

  An Unavoidably Political Judiciary 

 In 2011, the judiciary found a variety of cases related to the revolution 
and to political reconstruction placed on its many dockets; the bulk of 
decisions seemed to be in line with the country’s revolutionary spirit, 
though with varying degrees of enthusiasm. In 2012, that general stance 
seemed to shift with a series of critical rulings from the administrative 
courts and the Supreme Constitutional Court that put important obsta-
cles in the way of revolutionary actors and completely upended what 
had been a clear (if controversial) transition sequence of parliamentary 
elections, presidential elections, and constitutional referendum. 

 Indeed, the seeming pattern of decisions led to widespread talk 
within Egypt of a “deep state” on the Turkish model of senior officers 
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and judges acting to control the contours of political life, applying con-
stitutional and legal rules in a sometimes implausible manner to solidify 
their authority. Such an image went too far, as was revealed in August 
2012 when the deep state proved to be a bit more shallow than thought, 
but it underscored the ways in which the judiciary, for all its protesta-
tions that it operated according to a strictly legal rather than political 
logic, had become an unavoidable and even critical actor in Egyptian 
politics. And in July 2013, various state organs including the judiciary, 
the security apparatus, and the military both goaded and were goaded 
by popular demonstrations to bring down the Morsi presidency. 

 The series of court decisions began on April 20, 2012, with one 
from the Cairo administrative court dissolving the constituent assem-
bly elected by the country’s newly seated parliament. The court based 
its decision on the claim that the parliament should not have elected its 
own members, a sufficiently strange reading of the March 2011 interim 
“Constitutional Declaration” (which simply assigned the parliament 
the task of “electing” one hundred members to draft a constitution and 
placed no restrictions on who could be chosen) that it is difficult to 
avoid the conclusion that the ruling came as much because the assembly 
was dominated by Islamists and augured a nonconsensual final docu-
ment. If this was behind the court’s reasoning, the logic was politically 
cogent but legally weak. 

 A second major ruling came from the country’s Supreme 
Constitutional Court on June 14, 2012, dissolving the country’s parlia-
ment. In this case the legal reasoning was far stronger, based as it was 
on previous rulings dissolving the 1985 and 1987 parliaments. Those 
precedents had come up in passing as the various political forces had 
negotiated the 2011 law, but they were ignored, perhaps because both 
earlier readings had taken years and because the 1971 constitution had 
been replaced by the 2011 Constitutional Declaration. And yet, in the 
2012 ruling, the court anchored its decision not simply in the country’s 
interim constitution but also in an Egyptian constitutional tradition of 
past documents and rulings that it interpreted to suggest that allowing 
party members to run for seats designated for independents was uncon-
stitutional. But if the Court’s ruling was legally defensible, the timing 
of its publication—coming as it did shortly after a parliamentary com-
mittee considered an initiative by some Salafi lawmakers to revamp 
(and arguably gut) the Court by appointing a new bench and stripping 
some of its powers—was debatable. The ruling also came shortly before 
an Islamist was elected to the presidency. Thus, the speed of the ruling 
seemed to betray political calculations. Indeed, the Court took hours 
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to issue a ruling on a subject that had occasioned deliberations in the 
months and years on previous occasions. 

 As President Mohammed Morsi took office at the end of June 2012, 
courts continued to hem in his authority. This took symbolic form—
the Supreme Constitutional Court successfully insisted that Morsi 
come to the court to be sworn in and that the ceremony be televised 
(steps Morsi was reluctant to take since the Court’s position was based 
on the military’s June 2012 constitutional declaration designed to cur-
tail the president’s powers). But it took substantive form as well. When 
Morsi tried to summon the parliament (on the grounds that the Court 
had only struck down the electoral law but that other actors, such 
as the Court of Cassation or the parliament itself, should decide on 
how the ruling should be implemented), the Court moved quickly to 
cancel the presidential action. And around the same time, an admin-
istrative court placed all of the military’s constitutional moves up to 
Morsi’s inauguration beyond judicial purview by declaring them “acts 
of sovereignty.”  

  The Morsi Presidency: Judicial Triumph or Purge? 

 Yet the emergence of a military-judicial axis seemed far more apparent 
than real for the first half-year of Morsi’s term. After his inauguration, 
Morsi retired senior generals and issued his own constitutional dec-
laration cancelling the one that the military had issued to curtail his 
powers. And the pattern of judicial activity quickly shifted: rather than 
move with alacrity to issue critical judgments, the pace of decision-
making slowed. Challenges to the second constituent assembly and to 
the upper house of parliament were postponed even though those chal-
lenges were based on rulings the courts had used previously. 

 And Morsi moved immediately to place leading members of the 
judicial independence movement in critical positions, appointing one 
vice president and another minister of justice. A third (al-Ghiryani) had 
already been elected speaker of the constituent assembly. 

 But this apparent triumph took place under the cloud of a presidency 
that had assumed nearly total (if temporary) dictatorial powers. The 
timidity of the courts may have owed just as much to their sudden 
institutional isolation (with the military no longer likely to stand in 
the way of determined presidential legal action) than to any sense that 
judges had won their demands. For all their civil law training and insis-
tence that they followed the text wherever it led them, many Egyptian 
judges seemed to be acting in accordance with the maxim attributed 
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to American humorist Finley Peter Dunne, “No matter whether the 
constitution follows the f lag or not, the Supreme Court follows the 
election returns.” By the spring of 2013, it was not uncommon to hear 
judges refer to the illegitimacy of the Morsi presidency in private con-
versations, but in public the country’s Constitutional Court explicitly 
treated the 2012 constitution as the country’s governing document and 
turned back any viable legal challenge to its validity. 

 Indeed, under Morsi, some of the leading members of the judicial 
reform movement of half a decade earlier had moved into leading posi-
tions. And more profoundly, the apparent triumph of some reformers 
led to deep ambivalence in judicial circles. The internal battles over 
judicial independence had been bitter and sometimes personal. In the 
postrevolutionary era, the rivalries within the judiciary—over the past, 
present, and future—seem very much alive. With regard to the past, 
calls have emerged to purge the judiciary from those implicated in the 
abuses of the old regime. There are, to be sure, judges who played vari-
ous roles in the old system, but precisely what represents an offense is 
unclear: service in an exceptional court? A politically incorrect ruling 
from a revolutionary perspective? Turning a blind eye to past abuses? 
A group of judges dismissed prior to 2011 gained national attention 
by setting up a prolonged protest encampment in 2011 at the coun-
try’s High Court building in downtown Cairo, claiming to have been 
purged for political reasons. And they very publicly called for measures 
to be taken to “purify” judicial ranks. A purge eventually took place, 
but it was not of old regime figures but instead of Brotherhood sup-
porters in 2013 and 2014. 

 But if at first there was little appetite among judges for politically 
vetting their own ranks, the battles of the past decade (some of them 
with roots back to the 1970s and 1980s) left their mark; those rivalries 
lived on even if the causes that gave rise to them had been forgotten. 
This was on public display in the form of rival efforts to draft a new 
judicial law (discussed more fully below). While in the mid-2000s, the 
dissidents were ensconced in the Judges Club and their opponents (less 
confrontational with the old regime) dominated the Supreme Judicial 
Council ( al-Majlis al-A‘la li-l-Qada’ , a more independent body than the 
Supreme Council of Judicial Organizations discussed further on), now 
positions had been reversed. Al-Ghiryani, a leader of the judicial dissi-
dents before the revolution, took over the chairmanship of the Council 
in the summer of 2011; in Mubarak’s final years, the majority of the 
board of the Judges Club fell into the hands of their former oppo-
nents. While the principled differences between the two factions had 
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narrowed close to the disappearing point, personal resentments based 
on past perceived misdeeds remained. 

 Another emerging division among judges—and one that burst into 
the open during the Morsi presidency—concerned general ideological 
orientation.  4   Members of (and even those suspected of sympathies for) 
Islamist groups were unlikely to have been hired as judges under the 
old regime; the security apparatus would have blocked their appoint-
ment. But socially conservative and highly religious judges did join the 
judicial corps, and some seem to have developed general but marked 
Islamist inclinations as their careers progressed. The dissident group of 
the mid-2000s was actually ideologically diverse and included some 
Islamist-inclined members, though the ethos of nonpartisanship is 
sufficiently powerful to make formal affiliation with any movement 
unthinkable. Several prominent members of the judiciary—including 
al-Ghiryani himself—were sometimes whispered about because of 
their supposed Islamist tendencies. The suspicions were difficult to ver-
ify until after retirement (Mahmoud al-Khodeiri, one of the dissident 
group’s leaders, was elected to parliament with heavy support from the 
Muslim Brotherhood). 

 The two and one-half years after the January 2011 uprising gradually 
opened up opportunities for Islamist-leaning judges and offered the 
possibility that their ranks would soon be augmented. However, after 
Morsi’s overthrow on July 3, 2013, such judges began to suffer severe 
consequences for their political sympathies, and security vetting seems 
quite likely to return.   

  A New Law of Judicial Organization: A Judicial Project 

Seized for Injudicious Ends 

 The rivalries within—and the political exposure of—the judiciary were 
on full display over the period since the 2011 uprising in the struggle 
over what should be the crowning achievement of the postrevolution-
ary judiciary: the writing of a new law of judicial organization that will 
institutionalize the judiciary’s own conception of full independence. 
Indeed, after the uprising, judges set to work (in the two rival efforts 
mentioned previously, sponsored by the Supreme Judicial Council and 
the Judges Club) drafting a law that would likely have support of all 
political forces. They worked to legislate a more powerful Supreme 
Judicial Council, rendering it freer of executive oversight and transfer-
ring to it the functions now belonging to the Ministry of Justice. Even 
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the indirect ways of inf luencing judges (such as doling out attractive 
secondments) would be placed in judicial rather than executive branch 
hands. The effect would be to make the judiciary as a body far more 
autonomous in terms of administration, budgeting, and personnel. 
Nobody questioned such a goal in the postrevolutionary atmosphere. 

 But the road has been a rocky one nonetheless. First, the judges 
pursued two separate efforts to draft a law. One was undertaken by the 
Judges Club, the other one was entrusted by Chief Justice al-Ghiryani 
to a committee headed by Ahmed Mekki, one of the leading dissidents 
of the mid-2000s (and later Minister of Justice after Morsi’s election, 
a figure of reputed Islamist inclinations). The versions they developed 
separately had only minor differences, but the bitterness of past rivalries 
led to harsh sniping throughout the two drafting processes. 

 And both drafts stepped on an unexpected mine when they included 
provisions to allow judges to sanction lawyers who violated courtroom 
order and decorum. While in some countries it is common to move 
between legal and judicial work, in Egypt, the judiciary forms a dis-
tinct body—and it is not uncommon to hear judges complain about the 
uneven quality of lawyers’ ability as well as their courtroom conduct. 
Lawyers, who claimed that the law governing the legal profession gave 
them immunity in the courtroom, protested the judicial proposal. Bar 
Association leaders embroiled in their own elections saw a battle worth 
fighting, and they went so far as to call a strike and organize demon-
strations to defend themselves against what they saw as a judicial effort 
to police their ranks in an authoritarian manner more appropriate to 
the old discredited order than Egypt’s new democratic age. And judges 
used to feeling waves of public support for their battles for indepen-
dence seemed f lat-footed politically when suddenly cast in the role 
of heavy-handed pursuer of special privilege rather than as virtuous 
defender of justice. 

 The rush to enact a new judicial law ran up against a further political 
problem: if it was to be issued as soon as possible, the only route would 
be a decree-law promulgated by unelected military rulers. (Nasser’s 
1969 measures against the judiciary—labeled since as the “massacre of 
the judges”—were also accomplished through a series of decree-laws 
rather than through parliamentary legislation, a precedent few judges 
would want to follow). But if the judges waited instead for an elected 
parliament, there was no telling when their legislation could be placed 
on the docket or what its fate would be. 

 Stung by external criticisms and divided by internal battling, 
al-Ghiryani backed off. He announced to his judicial colleagues that 
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the whole matter would be postponed until the parliament was seated. 
His decision was sensible on some levels, but it also left his colleagues 
puzzled—if the issue was go wait for the parliament, why had there 
been all the urgency about drafting the law? And al-Ghiryani raised 
some eyebrows as well when his letter to colleagues worked to f latter 
lawyers by referring to them as the “standing” part of the judiciary to 
distinguish them from “sitting” judges on the bench. Placing lawyers 
as equal in authority and status in courtroom matters to the judges 
who actually preside was offensive to some members of the judiciary. 
Some even quietly speculated that his decision to defer the matter to 
parliament stemmed from his Islamist sympathies since it came after the 
size of the Islamist victory had begun to become apparent. One of the 
heroes of the mid-2000s movement now found himself on the defen-
sive in front of his own colleagues. 

 The matter ground to a halt for close to a year while legislative 
authority turned into a political football with no single body log in 
possession. The parliament of 2012 was elected and would likely have 
turned its attention fully to the matter, but its legislative authority was 
checked by the ruling military council, which seemed to block all ini-
tiatives. And after just a few months in office, the parliament itself 
was dissolved by the Supreme Constitutional Court (SCC), perhaps in 
part because a parliamentary committee had been discussing propos-
als to amend the SCC’s own law (a distinct piece of legislation). The 
military then assumed legislative authority for a couple months until 
Mohammed Morsi, elected president in June 2012, asserted his own 
unchecked legislative authority in August. The new minister of jus-
tice, drafter of the law for al-Ghiryani the previous year, appeared very 
anxious to have President Morsi issue the law by decree, but there was 
clear presidential reluctance on the matter (since Morsi did not want to 
be seen as abusing his power) and clear fear as well on the part of some 
judges that the law would be implemented in a manner that could settle 
vendettas of the previous decade. 

 And indeed, that almost happened. Under Mubarak, the regime had 
extended the retirement age for judges on at least two occasions in 
order to secure the continued service of reliable judicial figures; one 
of the reformers’ demands had always been to end such manipulation. 
In 2013, Islamists in the upper house of the parliament (now possess-
ing legislative authority since the lower house had been dismissed and 
the 2012 constitution allowed the upper house to legislate in case of 
such a vacuum) introduced a truncated version of the judicial reform 
law—one that would have had as its most significant result changing 



Nathan J. Brown116

the retirement age for judges and forcing all senior members of the 
judiciary into sudden retirement—hardly the kind of judicial reform 
anybody had in mind under Mubarak. Only the overthrow of Morsi 
stopped the effort. 

 But even in its more complete forms, draft laws to increase judicial 
independence seemed to be fighting the last war. The efforts to achieve 
judicial independence under both Sadat and Mubarak focused on set-
ting up firm walls against the interference of an authoritarian president. 
In the emerging political environment, however, the threats to judicial 
independence could come from other sources—such as the parliament 
or political parties. Nor was it clear that the judiciary’s urge to become 
a largely self-perpetuating body, an urge borne of suspicions of execu-
tive interference, would be appropriate in a more democratic setting 
were one to emerge.  

  Embracing the Postcoup Order 

 By the last months of Morsi’s presidency, the judiciary had clearly 
turned its attention to the current war. In private conversations, judges 
made clear that they regarded the Brotherhood’s rise, its possible future 
domination of the parliament, and the Morsi presidency as threats to 
the rule of law and to the judiciary’s institutional interests. And the 
favor was returned: the Brotherhood seemed to be calculating which 
elements of the state apparatus it could reform along its preferred lines. 
The military and the security apparatus were better mollified than tar-
geted, making the judiciary the most likely priority after parliamen-
tary elections. Mediating figures—such as the small number of leading 
judges who had joined the presidency and the cabinet—gradually 
resigned or dropped from view. 

 But before any confrontation could take place, Morsi was over-
thrown by a military coup on July 3. Enormous popular demonstra-
tions had preceded the military’s actions, making the repudiation of 
the Brotherhood appear popular and not just an act of vengeance by a 
panicked state apparatus. But in the year that followed the coup, a series 
of judicial actions added to a view that judges were part of a “deep 
state” that was reversing not merely the Brotherhood’s rise but also 
many post-2011 political developments. Most notable, perhaps, was the 
rapid-fire succession of draconian mass verdicts from special judicial 
circuits set up to try cases of postcoup political violence. But vari-
ous courts also moved against the Brotherhood organizationally and 
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financially, facilitated rather than regulated harsh security measures 
against Islamists and political opposition, and appeared to act as a pillar 
of the new order. 

 What was occurring was not so much a creation of a politically sub-
servient judiciary but instead a judicial apparatus that willingly par-
ticipated in what many saw as a rescuing of the Egyptian state and a 
series of emergency measures necessary to restore social and political 
order. 

 Judges generally have had a very strong sense of loyalty to the 
Egyptian state and the supporters of political and social order. As suspi-
cious as they may sometimes be of executive inf luence, Egyptian judges 
tend not to behave as freestanding actors mediating between the state 
and the society or among various social actors, but as enforcers of the 
law and interests of the state, standing above and guiding the society in 
what they see as a principled fashion. The judiciary as a body showed 
real willingness to distance itself from the executive but little interest or 
willingness to distance itself from the state. For many judges that state 
had just come under severe attack by an alien force. The invaders man-
aged to temporarily seize the presidency but they had been ousted; for 
a while key institutions of state—including, most shockingly to judges, 
courts themselves—were quite literally besieged by these outsiders. Of 
course, not all judges felt this way, but many did seem to share the sense 
of crisis that has led perhaps to some of the brutal efficiency displayed 
when trying some cases. 

 And indeed, in Egypt it makes far more sense to speak of the inde-
pendence of the judiciary than to speak of the independence of an 
individual judge: they are responsible not only to the law and their 
own consciences but also to each other. While judges may have full 
authority to reach their own decisions, the frequency of multiple-
judge panels, extensive rights of appeal, judicial control over matters 
of appointments and promotion, and the fact that the judiciary is a 
lifetime career—and one that is often passed on from father to son—
combine to give the judiciary a very strong sense of corporate identity. 
And recent constitutional and legal changes may deepen this feature. 
Some of the most startling verdicts in recent years have been reversed 
on appeal as more senior judges have reined in the youthful exuber-
ance of some colleagues. In many ways, this corporate independence 
is a positive development. But it also deepens the fragmentation of the 
Egyptian “wide state,”  5   a phenomenon that renders the judiciary overly 
isolated from the entire society rather than just walled off from execu-
tive interference and partisan politics. 
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 Indeed, it must be recalled that Egypt’s legal framework, the one that 
judges take such pride in upholding, is deeply authoritarian—since all 
of its lawmakers have been authoritarian. Laws governing civil society, 
political life, the press, states of emergency, local government, religion, 
education, or virtually any feature of Egyptian life have been written in 
a way that augments state authority and undermines or bypasses account-
ability to democratic mechanisms. And this has often been done in a man-
ner sufficiently vague as to turn many citizens into potential criminals 
when they undertake what they might see as normal activities. Of course, 
some of these spheres have been liberalized in recent decades by legislative 
change (and sometimes by judicial action) but always unevenly so. And 
the authoritarian nature of law is not likely to change any time soon. 

 Of course, there was clear political inf luence in specific ways. Egypt’s 
judicial system is dependent not only on its own integrity and judg-
ment but also on the evidence gathered and presented by the security 
apparatus—an apparatus that showed little sign of integrity and judgment 
in recent decades. Cases are investigated and prosecuted by the public 
prosecution, to be sure, and the public prosecution is a judicial body. But 
when various security forces turn over cases involving outlandish plots 
the public prosecution seems at least so far to go along with the game. 

 And that development laid bare the critical nature of the position of 
prosecutor general—responsible for deciding whom to investigate and 
prosecute and whom to ignore. For that reason, much of the judicial 
tussling among various political forces after the 2011 uprising focused 
on this post. Significantly, under most reform proposals, such positions 
would be placed far more into judicial hands—a long-standing demand 
of advocates for judicial independence. This might provide a very sig-
nificant degree of insulation from executive interference—but it may 
also insulate the judiciary from the entire society and political process. 

 In sum, Egypt’s main legal problem was not what Egyptians refer to 
as “telephone justice” in which high officials instruct judges what to do. 
If that happens—and it may—I have never found direct evidence for it. 
The real problem is deeper: an authoritarian political order and an iso-
lated judiciary that softens some of its rough edges but enforces others.  

  Fragmentation of the State—Pursuing the Autonomy of 

Official Bodies for Good and for Ill 

 The political messiness of the struggle for a new judicial law will 
likely make the process of legislation more judicial independence more 



Egypt’s Judiciary in a Postrevolutionary Era 119

protracted and complicated. But with judicial independence a consen-
sus demand—and with almost all political actors on record as favoring 
some reform—the judiciary will probably get some version of what its 
various factions want in the end. 

 Indeed, in a little noticed change, it already got something it 
wanted. The country’s Supreme Constitutional Court, a potentially 
critical body that is separate from the rest of the judiciary, lost much 
of the feistiness it showed in the 1980s and 1990s when the president 
appointed a series of chief justices less likely to cause him trouble. Yet 
the Court, less bashful than the regular judiciary, secured a decree-law 
in June 2011  6   from the ruling military council that got little attention 
in the wave of postrevolutionary exuberance. It restricts the president’s 
choices for position of chief justice to the Court’s three most senior 
members and requires as well the agreement of the General Assembly 
of the Court’s justices. The brief decree also requires precedence be 
given to the Court’s “Commissioner’s Body” (a group attached to the 
Court that helps prepare cases and opinions) for appointment to the 
Court’s main bench. The result will be a remarkably self-perpetuating 
Court. And the rest of the judiciary will eventually become similarly 
self-perpetuating—assuming the parliament passes a version of the law 
everyone agrees they want. 

 This will certainly be a step toward judicial independence of a kind 
that Egypt’s past authoritarian rulers would never have permitted. The 
unasked question in Egypt is whether this is an appropriate path for an 
aspiring democracy. While the judiciary needs insulation from political 
pressures, these measures may make judges accountable only to each 
other in a manner that few democracies have dared to adopt.  7   

 And indeed, this may mark a new and wholly unanticipated direction 
for the Egyptian political system. To understand how it might operate, 
it helps to describe its evolution. Egypt has been a state of strong institu-
tions for a considerable period, but under Nasser’s leadership these were 
robbed of all autonomy and placed under direct presidential control; 
the country had only one political party (not coincidentally headed 
by the president), which owned the press, controlled labor unions, and 
induced all Egyptians to sing the same ideological tune. 

 That system was gradually dismantled under Sadat and replaced with 
one where institutions were granted considerable internal autonomy 
but placed in the hands of trusted individuals—and those individuals 
were replaced if they proved less than trustworthy. That pattern was 
considerably deepened under Mubarak with the remarkable, but often 
unnoticed, result that each institution was headed by an individual 
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drawn entirely from its own senior ranks. The minister of defense was 
a leading general; the minister of interior a leading officer in the secu-
rity forces; the minister of religious affairs a leading religious scholar; 
and even the minister of culture was an artist. The minister of justice 
in such a system was a leading judge. In all these cases, the individual 
chosen was fully loyal to the system in general and the president spe-
cifically but was often given considerable freedom in his own realm. 

 What Egypt is moving toward is a system in which those institutions 
will now select their own leaders rather than have the president desig-
nate a favorite. Al-Azhar successfully pressed for a system in which its 
scholars will select the leader of the institution (though the scholars in 
question were selected by the current shaykh, leading to a self-perpet-
uating but also circular structure).  8   In universities, faculties are insisting 
on electing not only department chairs but also deans and presidents, 
and are not waiting for a legislative change to follow that practice; they 
have simply held elections and presented the victors to the Ministry of 
Higher Education, which has not dared to stand against the democratic 
wave. In this manner, Egyptian democratic practices are taking a strong 
syndicalist f lavor.  9   Egyptian judges may begin to enjoy a similar—and 
quite considerable—degree of autonomy. And much of this will likely 
be legislated by a parliament that will thereby be signing away a portion 
of its ability to exercise oversight over state institutions. 

 A slightly uncharitable but hardly inaccurate way to characterize 
the likely course of events would be to term it the “Balkanization” of 
the Egyptian state. Such a term is uncharitable because the result will 
not be wholly unhealthy from a political point of view. Institutions 
that have been distorted by sycophantic and opportunistic leaders to 
curry the favor of the president will be able to rebuild themselves in 
accordance with standards that they find ref lect their professionalism 
and expertise. But the term is not inaccurate because in the process of 
establishing their own autonomy, they will constitute islands of author-
ity that are not easily held accountable to the constitutional and demo-
cratic structures of the Egyptian state. 

 Much of the political focus in Egypt in the years after the January 
25 revolution was on the tension between the military council and 
the Brotherhood; between Islamists and non-Islamists; between civil-
ian political structures and the institutions of the security state; and 
between older authoritarian ways and newer more participatory ones. 
Such contests are vital and real. But they should not lead us to overlook 
another likely contest that will likely grow even as the others dimin-
ish: between the forces of politics, popular sovereignty, and democracy 
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on the one hand and bureaucracy, expertise, and professionalism on 
the other.  
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     C H A P T E R  S I X 

 Egypt’s Third Constitution in Three Years:   

A Critical Analysis    

    Za id   A l-Ali    

   Much highly politicized commentary has been made about Egypt’s 2014 
constitution. Its proponents argue that the text is the best that Egypt 
has ever seen; detractors tend also to exaggerate its f laws. The text itself 
certainly includes a number of important improvements in comparison 
to past Egyptian constitutions. It contains clear language on the issue of 
discrimination and violence against women; it grants significant rights 
and affords protection to children and to the disabled; the list of socio-
economic rights has been lengthened and is more detailed than it has 
ever been. Efforts have been made to close some of the loopholes in the 
system of government that had been created in the 2012 constitution, 
and the useless Shura Council was eliminated, therefore simplifying 
the legislative process. Finally, more secular-minded Egyptians will 
be comforted that many of the references to religion that had been 
included in 2012 were eliminated. Most importantly, the infamous 
article 219  1   from the 2012 constitution was removed, allowing a large 
number of nervous Egyptians to breathe a collective sigh of relief. 

 However, the 2014 constitution maintains, and on occasion worsens, 
many of the negative characteristics that have plagued Egypt’s consti-
tutional practice for decades. The tribe-like mentality through which 
state institutions are granted impressive amounts of independence and 
privileges despite the fact that they do not deliver adequate services to 
the people has been reinforced, diminishing the potential for democratic 
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accountability and pressure for improvement. In addition, although the 
list of socioeconomic rights is more detailed than in the past, more 
basic civil and political rights such as speech and association are hardly 
improved. The constitution also does not offer any convincing mecha-
nism for the enforcement of rights: apart from even more independence 
than before, the judicial sector remains unreformed and no additional 
mechanisms have been created, meaning that those additional rights 
that are provided for will almost certainly remain unprotected. Just 
as worryingly, the new constitution tilts the balance of power firmly 
back in the president’s favor, which is not particularly reassuring given 
the circumstances. Even the de-Islamization of the text is not new: the 
changes that were introduced by the drafters merely take us back to 
where we were prior to the 2012 constitution. 

 Thus, those seeking stronger rights for vulnerable groups will find 
some comfort in this text. Anyone hoping for specific mechanisms for 
those rights to be enforced will, however, be sorely disappointed. After 
all, without democratic, effective, transparent, and accountable institu-
tions to enforce rights, they will remain just as theoretical as they did 
under the 1971 constitution, which is something that Egypt can ill 
afford today.  

  The Context 

 In Egypt, the short-lived 2012 constitution and now the 2014 constitu-
tion were all drafted in the context of a social and political revolution 
that had as one of its core demands a renewed focus on social justice. 
Not only did the state collapse under the weight of the f lawed 1971 
constitution, but also society was boiling as a result of deep injustices 
that left tens of millions of citizens without access to essential services 
such as adequate health care and education. One would have expected, 
given the circumstances, for constitutional drafters to explore radi-
cal solutions to these incredibly complex and urgent problems and to 
design state institutions with that in mind. A revolutionary environ-
ment demanded a revolutionary constitution. 

 Instead, both documents were drafted in a context of severe and 
widening distrust between rival political camps and were both used as 
means for parties to reinforce political alliances and to seek to further 
extend their advantage over rivals. When the Muslim Brotherhood 
and its allies drafted the 2012 constitution, they were primarily moti-
vated by a desire to preserve their own position at the heart of the new 
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state. Their chosen strategy was to significantly increase the powers of 
parliament (which they assumed they would continue to dominate in 
the future) and concede to both Salafi and military demands on other 
issues; liberals and secular Egyptians were considered to be little more 
than a political irrelevance and were treated as such in the drafting 
chamber. 

 The drafters of the 2014 constitution (a committee of 50 individ-
uals who were appointed by the interim president; referred to here 
as the “C50”) had little in common other than their shared desire to 
exclude the Brotherhood from Egypt’s political calculus in the near 
future. Hence, whereas the 2012 constitution favored parliament, the 
new text strongly favored the president (under the assumption that 
the Brotherhood has little chance of winning the presidency any time 
soon). It also grants impressive authority and independence to the mili-
tary, the police, and the judiciary, which are considered to be bastions 
of anti-Brotherhood authority. 

 Some would no doubt argue that excluding organizations such as the 
Brotherhood from power is a worthwhile objective, and that there is 
nothing wrong with a constitutional framework being designed with 
that in mind. The problem with such approach, however, is that it has 
left Egypt’s many other concerns unattended to, including its desperate 
need for social justice. In their defense, the drafters of both the 2012 
and 2014 constitutions pointed to the ever-increasing lists of social and 
economic rights in their respective constitutions. Egypt’s main problem 
has however never been that the laundry list of rights in its constitu-
tions was not long enough (even the 1971 constitution nominally pro-
vided for generous social rights such as free education, amongst others). 
The problem was that the mechanisms for enforcement of these rights 
were completely inadequate. 

 The tragedy of the 2014 constitution is that Egypt’s growing number 
of poor and disenfranchised do not appear to figure anywhere apart 
from in the list of socioeconomic rights, which in any event will almost 
certainly remain theoretical for lack of any genuine attempt to create 
convincing implementation mechanisms.  

  The Individual and the State 

 On fundamental rights, Egyptian constitutional tradition has for many 
decades set the trend for the region: dishonest constitutional provi-
sions that claim to grant full rights, but which provide no protection 
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whatsoever against abuses by the executive branch of government. 
The 1971 constitution provided that “freedom of opinion is guaran-
teed” and indicated that individuals were free to express their opin-
ions “within the limits of the law.” Over the years, a very significant 
body of law was built that prevented Egyptians from expressing views 
on a large number of areas, including vaguely defined national secu-
rity issues (including the former president’s health). When the Muslim 
Brotherhood–led constituent assembly set itself to amend the consti-
tution in 2012, its only contribution to freedom of expression was to 
remove the reference to limitations as determined by law. This gave 
the very false impression to many that expression was now suddenly 
absolute. 

 How is it possible to know that the provision on freedom of expres-
sion of the 2012 constitution was false and dishonest? First, because 
the constitution itself contained a great many limitations on expres-
sion: blasphemy was explicitly prohibited;  2   another provision indicated 
that one could not engage in “crimes against the armed forces,” which 
presumably meant that one could not impinge the army’s reputation 
through accusations of mismanagement or corruption; finally, a very 
badly drafted provision prohibited defamation. The second indication 
was much broader, but also very obvious: in all countries around the 
world, there are limitations on speech, including prohibitions against 
defamation and incitements to violence; the question is therefore not 
whether there should be limitations or not, but which ones will indeed 
exist. The Brotherhood-led drafting committee therefore either missed 
the point or deliberately sought to mislead Egyptians by fooling them 
with promises of the type of free, unlimited speech that does not exist 
anywhere in the world, and was certainly not about to come into exis-
tence in Egypt. 

 So what did the 2014 constitution’s drafters contribute to this spe-
cific issue? Close to nothing. The wording that was introduced in 2014 
is exactly the same as in 2012: the same empty promises and the same 
determination to avoid genuine reform of Egypt’s constitutional frame-
work. To make matters worse, the same approach was adopted with 
respect to the freedom of association and of assembly: both provisions 
are almost exactly what they were under the 2012 constitution, which 
itself paraphrased the 1971 constitution. Possibly the most f lagrant 
example of the drafters’ failures on rights is article 15, which simply 
provides that “[s]triking peacefully is a right organized by law.” The 
entire substance of that right has been left to the legislator, in a country 
where the law-making process has not been particularly successful at 
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protecting the rights of the citizen. Fundamental rights are therefore 
not in good shape in Egypt. 

 What would a real reform effort in this area have looked like? At 
a very basic level, it would have involved more detail in relation to 
each fundamental right. It is remarkable that the provision on free-
dom of expression is still only two sentences long, particularly given 
that these same two sentences have been on the books for decades and 
never provided any protection to the ordinary citizen.  3   A real effort at 
reform would have required explaining in more detail what freedom of 
expression actually includes, namely, the types and categories of speech 
that are allowed, including the right to criticize public officials, a right 
that has long been denied or under threat in Egypt and across the Arab 
region. It would also have required an admission in the constitution 
itself that speech will be limited, and it would have required a debate 
amongst the constitutional drafters as to what categories of limitations 
are permissible in a country such as Egypt. 

 As with the 2012 constitution, one has to dig through the text to 
try to ascertain the types of limitations that might exist on speech, 
and there are many. According to article 71, incitement to violence 
or to discrimination is prohibited, but the details are entirely left to 
law. Article 31 ominously indicates that the state is required to pre-
serve the “security of information space,” which is considered to be a 
function of national security. Details are, as always, left to legislation. 
Finally, article 204 states that civilians can be tried before military 
courts for crimes against the military, which presumably can also 
include limitations on speech in some circumstances. The diff icultly, 
as always, is that these limitations on speech are both unclear and 
noncomprehensive. A constitution that is in conformity with best 
practice would have clearly indicated the categories of limitation, 
while at the same time clearly specifying that the list of exceptions 
is exhaustive. 

 It would also have been good for the constitutional drafters to make 
a serious effort at drafting a limitations clause. Many modern constitu-
tions included limitations clauses in an effort to guide legislators and 
courts on the type of limitations on rights that are permissible, and 
also establish a set of criteria against which laws are to be measured 
when determining if the limitations that they establish are constitu-
tional (which can obviate the need for detailed exceptions in relation 
to some rights). Over the years, countries around the world have 
been learning from each other and have been developing increasingly 
sophisticated and thoughtful limitations clauses, with the most recent 
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evolution having been incorporated into Tunisia’s new constitution and 
the January 2014 draft constitution in Yemen. Although Egypt’s new 
constitution does include a limitations clause, its wording, according 
to which legislation cannot limit rights and freedoms in a way that 
“infringes upon their essence and foundation,” is very weak and would 
be appropriate only for countries that have a strong tradition of judicial 
interpretation and independence. 

 As already mentioned, the new draft contains significantly more 
detail on socioeconomic rights, including health and education. While 
the 1971 constitution was silent on health, the 2012 version clearly 
indicated that all citizens were entitled to health care, and that treat-
ment should be free for indigents (article 62).  4   The 2014 constitution 
goes much further, obligating the state to ensure that health facilities 
are distributed geographically across the country, and even indicating 
that the state must allocate no less than 3 percent of GDP to health in 
its annual budget (article 18).  5   Under the 1971 constitution, the right to 
free education was obligatory and primary education was mandatory. 
Under the 2012 constitution, in recognition of the terrible state of pub-
lic education in the country, the drafters indicated that “every citizen 
has the right to high quality education,” and also provided that the 
state must allocate a “sufficient percentage of the national revenue to 
technical education,” without indicating what that sufficient percent-
age should be (article 58). The 2014 constitution provides even more 
detail, explaining that the purpose of public education is to “build the 
Egyptian character, maintain national identity, plant the roots of sci-
entific learning [ . . . ], of tolerance and non-discrimination.” The draft 
clearly indicates that no less than 4 percent of GDP should be allo-
cated to education, and also indicates that the state should “gradually” 
increase that until it reaches “global rates” (article 19). 

 Many observers (particularly of the neoliberal persuasion) have noted 
these additions with concern; they complain that forcing the state to 
invest a certain proportion of its budget on both health and education 
could constrain the state at times when funds would be better invested 
elsewhere. While there is an undeniable logic to those complaints, they 
ignore several aspects of Egypt’s reality. First, health care and education 
are both in a deplorable state precisely because they have been neglected 
by an uncaring and corrupt state for decades. In such circumstances, 
Egypt’s government should be forced to act, despite and perhaps even 
because of an absence of genuine compassion for the poor and desti-
tute. Second, the idea according to which major policy considerations 
should be left entirely to the ordinary political process in a country 
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like Egypt is seriously outdated. There is no such thing as normal or 
genuine debates on policy in this country, and so it should be welcome 
that within the C50, a consensus was reached that health and education 
concerns should be obligatory regardless of political developments. 

 The problem, as always, is that the people will invariably have to rely 
on government to transform these aspirations into concrete improve-
ments in their standards of living, and on the courts to oversee govern-
ment action. Indeed, the 1971 and 2012 constitutions both included 
generous rights, most of which remained theoretical. The problem was 
never that the list was not long enough, but that the state did not offer 
any effective implementation mechanisms. Other countries, particu-
larly in Africa and Latin America, have recently introduced a number 
of innovative provisions in their constitutions to try to resolve similar 
problems, and this most recent constitution drafting process was yet 
another opportunity to learn from that experience and introduce deep-
seated reforms in Egypt. The 2014 constitution introduces a number of 
changes in that regard, which are discussed below.  

  The System of Government 

 As is already well known, the 1971 constitution (a deeply f lawed and 
undemocratic text) incorporated a heavily presidential system of gov-
ernment. The president, who was not subject to term limits, had sole 
authority to appoint government and could dissolve parliament at will; 
meanwhile the parliament could only withdraw confidence from gov-
ernment with a two-thirds majority of its members and had no mecha-
nism to remove the president from office. The 2012 constitution shifted 
the balance of powers in favor of parliament in ways that many mem-
bers of the Brotherhood seemed not to have realized. Parliament was 
given ultimate authority over the government’s composition; it could 
withdraw confidence from government through a majority of its mem-
bers; it could only be dissolved through a popular referendum; finally, 
the government was given significant powers by virtue of article 141, 
according to which the president “exercised his authority through the 
prime minister and his ministers” apart from a limited number of areas. 
The importance of that provision only became apparent in March 2013 
when the administrative court cancelled the president’s signature of 
a decree, on the basis that the prime minister should have signed it. 
Although the president and his advisers complained, there was no other 
way to understand article 141. 
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 The 2014 constitution swings the pendulum decisively back in favor 
of the president, yet not to the extent of the 1971 constitution. Although 
parliament still plays a major role in the government formation process, 
its hand has been weakened by the fact that the process has been cut 
from three stages as under the 2012 constitution to two under the new 
draft. According to article 146, the president nominates his own candi-
date for the prime minister’s position. If that individual does not obtain 
confidence from parliament, the president must nominate the candi-
date of the largest parliamentary bloc. If this individual does not obtain 
confidence either, then parliament is dissolved. Previously, under the 
2012 constitution, a third step allowed for parliament to try to set up a 
government on its own and without any involvement from the presi-
dent. The new two-step process as established by the 2014 constitution 
is high risk and clearly subject to abuse: the largest parliamentary bloc 
is not necessarily a majority, and so one can imagine many scenarios in 
which that bloc’s candidate would not be granted confidence. Under 
the new two-step process however, parliament will be under enor-
mous pressure to accept the nomination, given that it will not have the 
opportunity to form a government of its own. To make matters worse, 
the president has been granted the authority to choose the ministers of 
justice, interior, and defense; worryingly, the constitution’s wording 
does not make it clear if these three ministers have to be granted confi-
dence by the parliament. More dramatically however, article 141 from 
the 2012 constitution has been eliminated from the 2014 constitution, 
which means that the president can presumably exercise authority over 
all areas directly, and this gives him a distinct advantage over govern-
ment and parliament in all cases. 

 The president maintains the power to appoint 5 percent of the parlia-
ment’s members (article 102), giving him a very unfair advantage at all 
stages of the legislative process. Under the 1971 and 2012 constitutions, 
this appointment power was justified on the basis that the president 
would use it only to ensure that minorities and vulnerable groups were 
properly represented in the legislature. The difficulty with such justifi-
cation was always that the president was never under any constitutional 
obligation to use his power for the specific purpose of minorities and 
vulnerable groups being represented, and that in any event anyone that 
he appointed would automatically rally to his side at crucial junctures. 
Under the 2014 constitution, the appointment power is even less justifi-
able considering that the constitution now requires for the state to work 
to improve representation of women (article 11), Christians, the dis-
abled, and other groups in the legislature (article 244). The president’s 
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appointment comes across as a violation of the principle of separation 
of powers which has no justification other than to give him an unfair 
advantage over parliament at a number of crucial junctures. 

 After Egypt’s very negative experience with states of emergency 
under Mubarak, the 2012 constitution set out to establish a number of 
safeguards to prevent abuse by the executive. This included limiting 
the time period over which a state of emergency can extend to three 
months, and imposing as a condition for renewal that a referendum be 
organized. Under the 2014 constitution, although the same time period 
has been maintained, the requirement to hold a referendum has been 
replaced by a requirement that a majority of members of parliament 
accept it (article 154).  6   It is also striking to note that a state of emer-
gency can be called for any reason, so long as the president “consults” 
with the cabinet (without necessarily obtaining its approval). Many 
modern constitutions clearly set out the precise circumstances in which 
a state of emergency can be called; no such effort was made in the 2014 
constitution. 

 The only new leverage that parliament appears to have gained 
over the president is that it now has the ability to initiate a “recall” 
procedure, through which the president can be removed from office 
during his terms for reasons other than treason and criminal offenses 
(article 161). Although this new procedure was hailed as an important 
democratic advance, and was clearly introduced with former President 
Morsi’s tenure in mind, parliament is required to meet a threshold that 
is so high (two-thirds of its members) that we are unlikely to see the 
procedure implemented in practice any time soon. Considering the 
circumstances, it would have made more sense to allow the people to 
initiate themselves a recall procedure through a petition, without hav-
ing to seek parliament’s approval, while at the same time introducing a 
number of mechanisms to prevent abuse. 

 What will likely be the effect of these changes? What Egypt desper-
ately needs, and what its system of government should revolve around, 
is a dynamic environment for policy formation. The state’s failures over 
the past few decades clearly illustrate how important it is to reform the 
system of government, and to rely on cutting-edge, innovative ideas to 
achieve that aim. Once again, many new constitutions the world over 
include various mechanisms to allow for civil society to participate in 
policy formation, law-making, and in the formulation of government 
regulations. Instead of learning from that experience, the C50 and its 
predecessors in 2012 satisfied themselves with merely tinkering with 
the separation of powers to favor one side of the political spectrum 
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to the detriment of the other. The 2014 constitution’s reinvigoration 
of presidential powers is actually very worrying in that context: once 
again, if the next president turns out to be an ineffectual operator (alto-
gether possible considering the circumstances), then the entire system 
will run aground for at least four years, ruining the opportunity to 
engage in necessary reforms. There is little cause for celebration in the 
current context. 

 And that is why the C50’s failure to seriously reform the vertical sys-
tem of government is so disappointing. There has been for some time a 
global trend toward decentralization for a very obvious reason: it brings 
policy formation and democracy closer to the people, and often allows 
for local problems to be resolved far more efficiently than through a 
centralized system of government. The Egyptian state has long been 
heavily centralized, to the extent that governors are still appointed by 
the central government at the president’s discretion. The mere concept 
of decentralization is so alien to Egypt that many senior policymakers 
do not appear to understand it (the drafters of the 2012 constitution 
certainly did not) and are prepared to accuse its proponents of treason 
for even suggesting that it should be tested. The reality, however, is 
that centralization has clearly been a major contributor to Egypt’s cur-
rent predicament: services in the capital and Alexandria may be bad, 
but they are far worse in the provinces, with no prospect of genuine 
improvement any time soon. And yet, despite the people’s deep dissat-
isfaction with their situation, they are helpless to change their situation 
given that local officials are appointed by Cairo and are therefore not 
accountable to the people who live in the provinces themselves. A com-
monsense and very basic partial solution to this problem would have 
been to require for governors to be elected by the people, or at least for 
them to be indirectly elected by local councils. That very simple and 
obvious reform would have increased local governments’ accountabil-
ity immeasurably. Even better would have been to specify clearly what 
local governments’ mandate includes, for instance ensuring that health 
care and educational facilities provide effective services. 

 In that regard, the 2014 constitution, just as its predecessor, is quick 
and to the point. It provides that “[t]he law regulates the manner in 
which governors and heads of other local administrative units are 
selected, and defines their mandate” (article 179). In other words, the 
current appointments system will continue with no prospect of any 
change in the near future. The only saving grace is that local councils 
(which are elected) are empowered to withdraw confidence from the 
heads of local units (article 180), but those decisions can be overturned 
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by the central government if they are considered to “damage the public 
interest” (article 181). To make matters worse, the 2014 constitution 
does not provide any indication whatsoever as to what areas gover-
nors and local councils will actually be responsible for. The 2012 con-
stitution provided very slim guidance in that regard, providing that 
local councils are responsible for “local facilities, economic, social and 
health-related activities, as well as other activities.” In comparison with 
modern constitutional systems that are being set up across the world, 
that level of detail was very wanting, but even that was too much for 
the C50, which removed any reference to a clear mandate over any 
specific area for the country’s local administrations. 

 What hope is there for Egyptians who seek an improvement in ser-
vice delivery and standards of living? Government and parliament are 
unlikely to provide relief, and local government is essentially hope-
less, leaving the courts as one final possibility to seek redress. Prior 
to 2011, the courts were generally regarded as being ineffective, were 
often accused of corruption, and were not usually regarded as being an 
adequate means of protecting rights (with some notable exceptions). 
It would have been reasonable to expect for the C50 to redesign the 
court system specifically with these problems in mind. Instead, the 
courts successfully argued that the only reform that the new constitu-
tion should bring in this regard was to strengthen their independence. 
Thus, whereas under the 2012 constitution the public prosecutor was 
selected by the Supreme Judicial Council and the president together, 
under the 2014 constitution the council acts alone (article 189). On the 
Supreme Constitutional Court’s composition, whereas the 2012 con-
stitution left the matter to legislation (thereby empowering the other 
two branches of government), the 2014 constitution clearly indicates 
that the court’s assembly will be the one to select its president and even 
the number of judges who will sit on its bench (article 193). Finally, 
the 2014 constitution provides that the judiciary’s budget will, for the 
first time, be incorporated into the annual state budget as a “single fig-
ure” (article 185), making it for now the only institution to enjoy that 
privilege apart from the military. Although other countries (including 
Australia) follow similar practices, it is on the condition that the judicial 
sector is accountable in other ways, including through submitting an 
annual report that justifies its expenditure to parliament; no such con-
dition is imposed under the 2014 constitution. 

 Some observers have argued that increasing judicial independence 
is a positive development. In general, there is no question that judges, 
courts, and judicial councils should be independent from the other 
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branches of government. In a country like Egypt, however, where 
courts are generally considered to be ineffectual, increasing judicial 
independence before operating wholesale reform means that the neg-
ative practices of the past will now become much more difficult to 
change. 

 Given all of this, it should come as no surprise that the C50 was inca-
pable of bringing meaningful reform to the security sector. Instead, the 
2014 constitution has built on the very generous amounts of indepen-
dence and privilege that were granted to the security sector by the 2012 
constitution. Amongst other things, the military is the only Egyptian 
institution not to be required to defend the constitution (article 200); its 
budget is discussed in a special council that is dominated by the security 
forces (article 203); the minister of defense must be an officer (article 
201), who for the first eight years of the constitution’s application must 
be approved by the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (article 234). 
Finally, the right to try civilians in military courts has been maintained 
(article 204). Some observers noted with satisfaction that article 204 
actually includes a list of the circumstances under which civilians can 
be tried before a military court; however, the list is so long, and at 
times so lacking in detail, that it probably will not make any difference 
in practice. Indeed, a new law issued in October 2014 provided that 
the military should protect all “public and vital facilities,” all of which 
should be considered military facilities for the purposes of the law, 
thereby subjecting any actions that take place within or around them 
to the jurisdiction of military justice.  

  What Is to Be Done? 

 How did this happen, particularly given that the C50 members were 
supposed to represent all or close to all components of Egyptian soci-
ety? The problem stems from a number of inherent f laws in the draft-
ing process and in the C50’s membership. Aside from the fact that it 
is virtually impossible to engage in meaningful constitutional reform 
in two months, the C50 was composed almost entirely of individuals 
representing special interests. Many observers were rightly satisfied that 
representatives from the Church, al-Azhar, and other recognized insti-
tutions were included; the difficulty however was that those represen-
tatives are only interested in a very narrow set of issues. Representatives 
of religious institutions have an interest in religion and national identity; 
representatives from Egypt’s agricultural community are equally only 
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interested in agricultural issues and in their own representation in par-
liament, and so on. Outside of those specific interests, most representa-
tives had very little to contribute. Indeed, what does a religious scholar 
have to say about how local administration should be organized and 
what types of oversight mechanisms should be set up? What view does 
a representative of state media have on the best types of implementation 
mechanisms on fundamental rights based on comparative experience? 
In most cases, these individuals remained disinterested throughout the 
discussions or offered value-less contributions. 

 The C50 did include around six or seven individuals who were 
interested in broader issues, and who were capable of formulating a 
vision for reforming the state. Those individuals were however not in 
control of the drafting process; they were not asked to present an alter-
native vision to the current constitutional framework in any way. If 
and when they sought to introduce something entirely new, their ideas 
would sometimes be entertained, sometimes ignored or rejected, and 
in the end the rest of the C50’s membership mostly outvoted them. In 
that sense, it should come as no surprise that the 2014 constitution is 
little more than a reformulation of the 2012 constitution, based on the 
negotiations that took place between special interests, and that it does 
not offer a new vision for the state or for the protection of the weak and 
vulnerable. Even the little amount of progress that some have claimed 
represents a victory is actually illusory in the context: simply length-
ening the list or rights in the constitution will make little difference: 
these rights were already listed in the past but never protected. There 
has simply not been a radical shift in the way Egypt’s constitutional 
framework is composed. 

 What if anything should be done to remedy this situation? If the 
analysis in this chapter is correct, and if the 2014 constitution fails to 
deliver any significant improvements in the lives of most Egyptians over 
the coming few years, then clearly it will be high time to declare the 
current constitutional framework dead and to replace it with something 
completely new. The question then will be who should be responsible 
for drafting the text and what mechanisms should be followed. The 
question of who should be in control over this process has been contro-
versial since the start of Egypt’s revolution. The Muslim Brotherhood, 
convinced of its own electoral might insisted that an elected body 
should be solely responsible for drafting the country’s constitution; its 
rivals on the other hand insisted on an appointed body, fearful that a 
religious majority might curb established traditions. After three years 
of turmoil and a series of starts and stops, it should be clear by now that 
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both methods have failed and that some alternative approach should be 
adopted. 

 In particular, what both approaches have shown is that none of the 
groups that have been steering the reform process since February 2011 
have a convincing vision of reform in this country. Just about everyone 
has been given a chance to reform Egypt’s constitution since February 
2011, including the military, senior academics, judges, religious figures, 
senior bureaucrats, state officials, and so on. The time has come to give 
an opportunity to the only group that has not been given a front-row 
seat in the effort to salvage the state, namely, Egypt’s progressives. These 
individuals clearly do not have much electoral legitimacy to speak of, 
but they are amongst the only people who are capable of presenting a 
convincing vision for the future, and that have been calling for deep-
seated reform of the type that could bring improvements to the lives of 
ordinary Egyptians, and therefore for society as a whole. In any future 
constitutional revision process, a committee of experts composed of 
genuine progressives should be given the reins and allowed to develop 
its own vision for the future; they should not work entirely alone, of 
course, and should report back to a large assembly of individuals who 
represent society as a whole in some form or another. Determining 
how these two bodies should collaborate is crucial, but many countries 
around the world—most notably Kenya—have developed sophisticated 
rules for similar circumstances that can be adapted for Egypt. 

 To achieve the promise of a better future, radically new ideas will 
need to be developed. The C50 did not deliver, which means that con-
stitutional reform is clearly far from over in this country. The question 
now is how long will it take before Egypt’s broad spectrum of elites 
(including the Brotherhood and the forces that the C50 represents) 
allow for such a process to begin?  

    Notes 

  1  .   Article 219 lays the foundations for Islamizing Egyptian law by stipulating that “the prin-

ciples of Islamic  sharia ”—considered by article 2 as “the principal source of legislation”—

include “general evidence, foundational rules, rules of jurisprudence and credible sources 

accepted in Sunni doctrines.”  

  2  .   Article 44 of the 2012 constitution reads, “Insult or abuse of all religious messengers and 

prophets shall be prohibited.”  

  3  .   Article 54 of the 2014 constitution: “Personal freedom is a natural right which is safeguarded 

and cannot be infringed upon. Except in cases of  in f lagrante delicto , citizens may only be 

apprehended, searched, arrested, or have their freedoms restricted by a causal judicial war-

rant necessitated by an investigation.” Articles of the 2014 constitution quoted here are 
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taken from: Draft dated December 2, 2013, of the Constitution of the Arab Republic of 

Egypt Prepared pursuant to Article 29 of the Constitutional Declaration dated July 8, 2013. 

Unofficial translation prepared by International IDEA ( www.idea.int ).  

  4  .   Article 62, paragraph 2, of the 2012 constitution stipulates that the state shall guarantee 

access to health care services and health insurance in accordance with decent standards of 

quality and provide these services free of charge to the poor.  

  5  .   Article 18, paragraph 2, of the 2014 constitution: “The state commits to allocate a percent-

age of government expenditure that is no less than 3% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) to 

health. The percentage will gradually increase to reach global rates.”  

  6  .   Article 154 of the 2014 constitution: “The President of the Republic declares, after consul-

tation with the Cabinet, a state of emergency in the manner regulated by law. Such proc-

lamation must be submitted to the House of Representatives within the following seven 

days to consider it. If the declaration takes place when the House of Representatives is not 

in regular session, a session is called immediately in order to consider the declaration. In all 

cases, the declaration of a state of emergency must be approved by a majority of members of 

the House of Representatives. The declaration is for a specified period not exceeding three 

months, which can only be extended by another similar period upon the approval of two-

thirds of House members. In the event the House of Representatives is dissolved, the matter 

is submitted to the new House in its f irst session. The House of Representatives cannot be 

dissolved while a state of emergency is in force.”   

   



     C H A P T E R  S E V E N 

 The Electoral Sociology of the Egyptian Vote in 

the 2011–2013 Sequence   

    Bernard   Rougi er  and  Hala   Bayoumi    

   Looking beyond topical political events in Egypt, initiation into a 
new practice of citizenship through elections has emerged as one of 
the main achievements of the revolution. Since the fall of Mubarak 
in February 2011, Egyptians have been called to the polls seven times 
(two legislative elections—one for the People’s Assembly, the other for 
the Senate—two presidential elections, and three constitutional refer-
endums). After the removal of former President Morsi in July 2013 and 
the election of Field Marshal Abdel Fattah al-Sisi as head of state in 
June 2014, another round of legislative elections remains to be held to 
complete the establishment of Egypt’s new political order.  1   

 The considerable increase in turnout rate illustrates the importance 
of elections. Voter turnout was only 23 percent for the 2005 parlia-
mentary elections.  2   It rose to 55.82 percent of registered voters for the 
first parliamentary elections of the post-Mubarak era in 2011/2012 and 
to 52 percent for the second round of the presidential election in June 
2012. The notion that the Arab revolution in the streets carried by 
social movements has produced no results on the institutional scene 
should therefore be qualified considerably in Egypt’s case. During 
the 2011–2013 period, the revolution deeply altered the relationship 
Egyptians have with their institutions, and voting is the most obvious 
manifestation of this transformation. 
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 One of the most visible effects of this change is ref lected in the 
return of Egypt’s cities to the electoral arena. Until then in Egypt, 
voter turnout was much lower in urban areas than in the rural gover-
norates, belying theories of modernization that associate urbanization 
and political participation. The reason had to do with the clientelistic 
nature of the election game: urban dwellers stood to gain nothing from 
an election with nothing at stake, whereas villagers could legitimately 
hope for real improvements in their living conditions in exchange for 
their vote.  3   Thus, in the 1995 parliamentary elections, only 13 per-
cent of registered voters went to the polls in the capital, whereas over 
55 percent of them participated in 2011. In Upper Egypt, rural turnout 
worked to the detriment of the major political patrons who dispensed 
resources, thus expressing deep-seated and long-standing discontent 
among rural Egyptians toward their traditional elites. 

 The 2011/2012 electoral sequence analyzed primarily in this chapter 
thus offered a glimpse of the extremely rich political and social diver-
sity of a country in the throes of revolutionary turmoil. For the first 
time in Egypt’s electoral history, an analysis of the quantitative data 
available provides an opportunity to shed light on the relationships 
between social category and political preference. It also makes it pos-
sible to study the change in Egyptian voter behavior in the six months 
between the parliamentary election and the presidential ballot and, last, 
to identify the social and geographical cleavages that currently divide 
Egyptian society and will partly determine its immediate future.  4   

 The Egyptian electoral map can be divided into four parts: the major 
cities (Cairo, Alexandria, Port Said, Suez); the Delta; the Said (the Nile 
Valley); and the Sinai/desert. 

 The Delta had 47.77 percent of the registered voters in the first 
round of the presidential election (with 21,512,012 registered vot-
ers); the major cities represented 25.13 percent of registered voters 
(11,315,814); the Nile Valley accounted for 26.57 percent (11,942,724). 
The remaining part, the Sinai/desert, had 0.53 percent of registered 
voters (839,656).  

  Decline of the Islamist Vote in Urban Areas 

 Between Mubarak’s resignation on February 11, 2011 and the ouster 
of his successor Mohammed Morsi on July 3, 2013, Egyptian Islamism 
declined steadily in terms of election results. It triumphed in the first 
parliamentary elections following Mubarak’s downfall, with 235 seats 
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for the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) and 123 for the Salafi Nour party, 
in other words 358 Islamist seats out of the 488 elected seats in the 
People’s Assembly (or 73 percent of the nation’s representatives). It then 
decreased dramatically in the June 2012 presidential election held six 
months after the legislative vote. To gauge this downturn, we com-
pared the results of the two elections, retaining for the presidential 
election the same election district breakdown ( daira ) used in the parlia-
mentary elections. 

 In the first round of the presidential election, Morsi won only 
24.76 percent of the vote at the national level, whereas the combined 
Islamist vote (Brotherhood and Salafis) attained 62.25 percent of the 
ballots cast in the legislative election. Even adding to Morsi’s score 
the vote for Islamist reformer Aboul Fotouh (whose electoral base was 
not exclusively Islamist), the Islamists earned 42.07 percent of the vote 
nationwide, which represents a 20 percent drop. In the four districts 
in Cairo, the Islamists had won 53.83 percent of the vote (the MB: 
38.88 percent; and Nour: 14.95 percent), whereas candidate Morsi 
only garnered 16.93 percent of the ballots cast. In Alexandria, the two 
Islamist parties had taken 66.25 percent of the vote, but Morsi did not 
exceed 16.55 percent in May 2012. In Suez, Islamist parties collected 
72.3 percent of the vote—a figure to compare against Morsi’s 24 per-
cent. The same loss can be noted in the country’s major electoral divi-
sions: in the Delta, the Islamists had won 63.75 percent of the vote (the 
MB: 34.69 percent; and the Nour party: 29.06 percent), whereas candi-
date Morsi only took 44.80 percent in the second round. Significantly, 
it was in the Nile Valley that Morsi was most successful in closing the 
gap between the two elections—he won 60.24 percent of the vote in 
the second round, whereas six months earlier the two Islamist groups 
had garnered 68.46 percent of the vote. 

 The sudden drop in Egyptian Islamism between the winter 2011/2012 
parliamentary elections and the spring 2012 presidential election was 
most obvious in urban areas. The Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom 
and Justice Party had achieved very respectable scores in each of the 
four voting districts of the capital: 39 percent of the votes cast in the 
first district (compared to 24 percent for the Egyptian Bloc funded by 
Naguib Sawiris, 15 percent for the Nour party, 7 percent for the Wafd 
party); 36 percent in the second district (compared to 26 percent for the 
Egyptian Bloc, 11 percent for the Nour party, 7 percent for the Wafd 
party); 40 percent in the third district (compared to 18 percent for the 
Egyptian Bloc, 15 percent for the Nour party, and 15 percent for the 
Wafd party); and last, 41 percent in the fourth district (compared to 
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13 percent for the Egyptian Bloc, 19 percent for the Nour party, and 
7 percent for the Wafd party). 

 After the presidential election, Islamism slid into a minority position 
in electoral terms in Egypt’s four major cities. In these areas, in the 
first round of the presidential election, the three non- or anti-Islamist 
candidates totaled 67.27 percent of the ballots cast.  5   In Cairo, they won 
64.72 percent of the vote in the first round; in Alexandria, 59.51 per-
cent; in Port Said, 70.68 percent; and in Suez, 53.35 percent. 

 In these cities, Morsi nevertheless took 52.47 percent of the vote in 
the second round of the presidential election, compared to 47.53 per-
cent for Shafiq—a difference of approximately 165,000 votes. 

 In Alexandria, in the first round, the three non-Islamist candidates 
secured 59.51 percent of the votes cast. In the second round, Morsi 
won handily over Shafiq, with 57.50 percent of the vote compared to 
42.05 percent (about a 144,000-vote advantage). In Suez, the same phe-
nomenon could be observed: in the first round, the three non-Islamist 
candidates took 53.35 percent of the vote. In the second round, Morsi 
nevertheless won with 62.74 percent compared to 37.26 percent for 
Shafiq (this outcome is not the result of a simple addition of the Morsi 
and the Aboul Fotouh votes or an increase in voter turnout between 
the two rounds). 

 Only the cities of Cairo and Port Said confirmed their vote in the 
second round, with 55.72 percent and 54.63 percent of the vote for 
Shafiq, respectively, compared to 44.28 and 45.37 percent for Morsi. 

 The lukewarm performance of the Islamist candidates in the presi-
dential elections showed ex post facto that their success at the polls in 
the winter of 2011/2012 did not ref lect massive support for political 
Islam among the Egyptian electorate and that it could not be con-
sidered as the fundamental expression of Arab societies. According to 
some surveys, only 20 percent of those who voted for the Freedom and 
Justice Party chose Mohammed Morsi in the first round of the presi-
dential election.  6   In the parliamentary elections, the Brotherhood’s 
electoral machine may have attracted a very devout population then 
spontaneously sympathetic to a group it rightly perceived as one of the 
principal victims of the Mubarak years. Six months later, the MB, often 
indulgent toward police brutality against revolutionary demonstrators, 
overrun by the Salafis in Parliament and lacking real inf luence over the 
government, lost its political virginity in a very short time in a context 
of accelerated deterioration of the economic situation. 

 Analysis of voter behavior in Egyptian cities also shows that vote 
transfers explain Morsi’s victory in the second round of the presidential 
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election. He took the lead in Alexandria and Suez, and transfers miti-
gated his defeat in the capital and in Port Said. In this regard, Morsi was 
elected by “critical voters,” who considered their vote as a conditional 
approval of the MB candidate. For these voters, the desire to make a 
clean break with the Mubarak era turned out to be stronger than the 
distrust they expressed toward the embodiment of political Islam in the 
first round. But rejection of the past did not translate as a vote of sup-
port for the MB candidate. Mohammed Morsi’s election thus appears as 
a highly relative triumph, conditioned on respect for democratic values 
of which Egypt’s cities viewed themselves as the guardians. This con-
ditional vote explains why demonstrators quickly filled Tahrir Square 
to stage protests, in the name of the fight for freedom, against the 
authoritarian terms of the Constitutional Declaration announced by 
President Morsi on November 21, 2012.  7   This conception of a “con-
tract election” contrasts with that of a “mandate election” defended by 
the Islamists, by virtue of which no “counter-sovereignty” expressed 
in the streets could challenge the legitimacy of a democratically elected 
president. The hostility of the big cities toward Mohammed Morsi 
was moreover not devoid of contradiction, as it threw together in an 
unholy alliance those nostalgic for the former regime and the partisans 
of the 2011 revolution, for whom President Morsi was guilty of having 
betrayed his election promises.  8   

 Whereas urbanites expressed their rejection of Islamism in the presi-
dential election, combined with critical support in some cities in the 
second round, the opposite trend was apparent in the rural areas of 
Upper Egypt, where the MB candidate achieved his best scores. Morsi 
thus crystallized an electoral paradox: in the cities, he benefitted from a 
critical and conditional vote from part of Sabbahi’s electorate, and con-
versely, in rural areas, the ideological and proactive vote of the Nour 
party’s Salafi electorate.  

  Ideological Radicalization in Upper Egypt 

 The rural areas in the Nile Valley voted overwhelmingly for candidate 
Morsi in the presidential elections. It was this wide gap between the 
Nile Valley and the rest of the country (big cities and the Delta) that 
made possible Morsi’s election to the presidency in June 2012 (60 per-
cent of the vote compared to 40 percent for his opponent Ahmed Shafiq, 
whereas the percentages were unfavorable in the Delta—55 percent for 
Shafiq compared to 45 percent for Morsi—and almost even in the big 
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cities—52.5 for Morsi compared to 47.5 percent for Shafiq). Without 
the Nile Valley, the second round would have pitted Ahmed Shafiq 
against Hamdin Sabbahi, and Sabbahi very probably would have been 
elected president. But it was in the Nile Valley that Sabbahi made his 
worst showing (he rarely received more than 6 percent of the ballots 
cast). 

 The radicalization of Morsi’s electoral base can in fact be explained 
by the electoral behavior of the voters in Upper Egypt, who turned out 
in greater numbers in the second round of the presidential election.  9   In 
Sohag Governorate, the biggest governorate in the valley in terms of 
registered voters (2,340,446), the turnout rate rose from 29.78 percent 
in the first round to 40.12 percent in the second round, a 10.34 percent 
increase. 

 The same trend could be noted, in varying proportions, in all the 
other Nile Valley governorates. In corrected figures, turnout rose 
from 47.49 percent to 57.61 percent in the first district of Beni Suef 
Governorate, a 10.12 percent increase in turnout (the governorate-wide 
turnout increase was 10.41 percent); from 41.26 percent to 50.64 percent 
in the Faiyum Governorate (a 9.38 percent increase); from 37.81 per-
cent to 51.80 percent in the Minya Governorate (a 13.99 percent 
increase); from 33.69 percent to 44.65 percent in Assiut Governorate 
(a 10.96 percent increase); and from 24.70 percent to 33.06 percent in 
Qena Governorate (a 8.35 percent increase). 

 This remarkable bound in voter turnout suggests that a portion of 
Nour party voters preferred not to vote in the first round rather than 
to back the moderate Aboul Fotouh, whom the party’s leader, Yasser 
Borhami, had decided to support against the official MB candidate. 
Thus the Nour party, with 29.30 percent of the vote, made the best 
score in the first district of Sohag in the 2011 parliamentary elections, 
where the MB party, Freedom and Justice, collected 28.40 percent. 
But in the first round of the presidential election, in the same district—
the boundaries of which were artificially redrawn, as previously men-
tioned, on the basis of the presidential election outcome to make it 
possible to compare it with the legislative election—only 20.98 percent 
voted for Aboul Fotouh. Morsi won 30.23 percent of the vote in the 
first round; in other words all the votes cast for the Freedom and Justice 
Party in the parliamentary elections. If he managed to win 59.26 per-
cent of the vote in the second round, it was thanks to a turnout increase 
between the two voting rounds (of about +11.25 percent) that cor-
responds to one-third of the Salafi electorate that did not go to the 
polls in the first round. In the second district of Minya, the Nour party 
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took 28.10 percent of the votes cast and the Freedom and Justice Party 
35.80 percent. In the first round of the presidential election, in the same 
district, Aboul Fotouh’s score was only 14.67 percent—a 13.43 percent 
loss with respect to the Salafi electorate in the legislative elections. 
In the second round, candidate Morsi however secured a majority of 
63.78 percent of the vote (with a 15.19 percent increase in voter turnout 
between the two rounds), which also indicates that Salafis who did not 
vote in the first round participated the second time around. 

 Taking an even smaller level of rural administrative subdivi-
sion—the Maragha  markaz  for instance, in the first district of Sohag 
Governorate—there was a 12.16 percent increase in turnout between 
the two rounds of the presidential election (from 32.33 percent in the 
first round to 44.49 percent in the second). Morsi took 32.61 percent 
of the vote in the first round and 59.04 percent in the second. The 
transfer of votes from Aboul Fotouh (20.15 percent in the first round) 
would not have sufficed without the participation of Salafi voters in 
the second round. It was thus the Salafi vote that tipped the presidential 
election in favor of Morsi in the Nile Valley. 

 Such ideological radicalization was accompanied by a phenomenon 
of ruralization of the new government after the Islamists’ success in the 
parliamentary elections. The Islamists made the best scores in the rural 
parts of the governorates, both in the Delta and in Upper Egypt.  10   The 
scores of the MB candidate surpassed 20 percent of the vote in the rural 
areas of the large governorates in the Delta—Minufiyah (20.58 per-
cent), Gharbiya (20.13 percent), Mansoura (26.54 percent)—and even 
climbed to over 30 percent of the vote in Buhaira (32.65 percent).  11   
Furthermore, in the elections by party list, the Said is overrepresented 
in the Parliament elected in 2011/2012: over one-third (35 percent) of 
the Freedom and Justice Party members were elected in Upper Egypt, 
home to 25 percent of Egypt’s registered voters, whereas 44 percent of 
the party representatives were elected in the Delta, where nearly 48 per-
cent of Egyptian voters are registered—16 percent of the Freedom and 
Justice Party members represent the big cities. The Nour party’s par-
liamentary representation is distributed in nearly identical proportions 
(32 percent represent Upper Egypt, 44 percent the Delta, and 15 per-
cent the major cities). 

 Marked by a dual radicalization in opposite directions, the Egyptian 
election sequence thus activated a “rationality of fear” that induced 
strong ideological polarization.  12   The newly elected elites, because of 
their origins and their trajectories, found themselves culturally out of 
step with urban milieus. The constituent assembly having been directly 
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chosen by the elected legislative assembly, these cultural differences 
were palpable in the constitutional debates that took place in 2012. 
The Islamist and secular media each exploited the slightest leak from 
the constituent assembly to fuel an existential fear of the other in their 
own camp (accused of “destroying the sharia” in one case, installing 
a “religious theocracy” in the other), jeopardizing any likelihood of a 
political pact.  

  The Poor, Workers, and Rural Migrants in 

Urban Areas 

 In Cairo as in Alexandria, there is no significant positive correlation 
between the “poverty” variable and the main candidates in presidential 
election. It is only when it is combined with other factors that poverty 
becomes predictive of the vote.  13   

 Thus, urban poverty does not predispose people to vote Islamist. 
In the 2012 presidential election, the Morsi vote bottomed out in the 
major urban centers at between 15 and 20 percent of the ballots cast on 
average. The poor neighborhoods in Cairo did not vote more for the 
MB candidate than for the Nasserite Hamdin Sabbahi or the symbol 
of the former regime, Ahmed Shafiq, in the June 2012 presidential 
election. A correlation between poverty and Islamist vote emerges, 
however, on examining the voter behavior in recent immigrant neigh-
borhoods in the Giza Governorate.  14   

 In the  qism  (urban subdivision) of Bab al-Shariya in northeast Cairo, 
where the inhabitants live below the poverty line, the Islamists only 
took one-quarter of the vote (and Morsi only 13 percent), way behind 
Sabbahi (29.50 percent) and Shafiq (29.15 percent). The qism of Dar 
al-Salam, in the southernmost part of Cairo, meets the definition of 
extreme poverty with a per capita average daily consumption that does 
not exceed US$127 annually. Voters in Dar al-Salam cast one-third of 
their ballots for Sabbahi (32.46 percent) compared to nearly 20 percent 
for Morsi.  15   In this qism, 35 percent of the male workforce is working 
class—20 percent employed in processing industries (or about 20,200 
persons) and 15 percent work in construction. Men who perform clean-
ing jobs make up 17 percent of the workforce. 

 The social reality of qism Ain Shams is very different. 25.6 percent 
of the male workforce is working class—14.7 are employed in process-
ing industries and 10.9 in construction. The neighborhood is exempt 
from extreme poverty: per capita consumption is US$311/year (the 
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mean figure is US$182/year). In this integrated working-class envi-
ronment, Hamdin Sabbahi made the best score, with nearly 30 percent 
of the votes cast (29.95 percent), followed by the former regime can-
didate, Ahmed Shafiq, who took the second best score—25.78 per-
cent. Islamist reformer Aboul Fotouh won 16.6 percent of the vote and 
Morsi 16.42 percent (the Islamists nevertheless secured one-third of the 
vote). Here, Sabbahi—the Nasserite candidate backed by a segment 
of the revolutionaries but also close to military and state bureaucracy 
circles—was perceived as the candidate for the poor. The high propor-
tion of Christians in the neighborhood accounts for Shafiq’s high score. 
With an annual per capita consumption of US$236/year, the qism of 
Imbaba in Giza is one of the poorest of Greater Cairo. In Imbaba, Morsi 
did not take any more than 18 percent of the vote compared to Sabbahi 
(31.41 percent) and Shafiq (22.70 percent). The presidential election 
results thus confirmed the victory of neighborhood and/or informal 
sector affiliation over the ideological categories of Islamism.  16   

 Sabbahi’s following among the working class was confirmed by the 
vote in the industrial city of Mahalla al-Kubra in Gharbiya Governorate 
in the Delta. The city is home to the main factory of Egypt’s largest 
textile company,  Misr li-l-ghazl wa al-nasig  (Egypt spinning and weav-
ing company) where a nationwide strike was launched in April 2008.  17   
Mahalla al-Kubra, where nearly 25.000 textile workers are employed 
in the factory (40 percent of the workforce), cast over 35 percent of its 
votes for candidate Sabbahi in the first round of the presidential election 
(Morsi won only 15 percent of the vote in the first round). In line with 
Paul Lazarsfeld’s sociology, voting in this case appears to be the exten-
sion of a social experience of professional solidarity marked by a tradi-
tion of activism and the experience of often-violent collective protest 
against the deterioration of working conditions combined with a rise in 
the cost of living. Outside the working-class city, however, in the rural 
part of Mahalla al-Kubra Governorate, Sabbahi only took 18 percent of 
the vote (Morsi over 20 percent and Shafiq over 34 percent). 

 There are also qism where the poor voted overwhelmingly for 
Mohammed Morsi. In Atfih, in the Giza suburbs, annual per capita 
consumption is no more than US$160. Morsi took 50 percent of the 
vote in the first round, trailed by Aboul Fotouh (25.40 percent), Shafiq 
(13.05 percent), and Moussa (5.91 percent). Only 4.19 percent of the 
electorate voted for Sabbahi. In the second round, Morsi won with 
78.90 percent of the vote. Part of the explanation lies in the sociol-
ogy of this space: located at the edge of Faiyum Governorate, which 
marks the beginning of the Said, it hosts a population that is mainly 



Bernard Rougier and Hala Bayoumi148

from Upper Egypt. It moreover shows a very different socioprofes-
sional structure from what is characteristic of the more urban qism in 
Cairo in the same governorate. Thus, 24.45 percent of the workforce 
in Atfih makes a living in agricultural activities (highly predictive of an 
Islamist vote), but 40 percent of the qism are also blue-collar workers 
(24 percent in the processing industries and 15 percent in construction). 
Over 70 percent of the inhabitants have an elementary level of educa-
tion. This cleavage runs through the entire Giza Governorate—rural 
Giza votes Islamist, but not the Cairo side of Giza. In the town of 
Kerdasa, known for its recurrent skirmishes between the police and 
Salafi groups, Morsi won 49.6 percent of the vote in the first round and 
80.68 percent in the second. Farther to the east, closer to the capital, the 
trend is reversed. In the qism of Agouza, Morsi only took 13.67 percent 
of the vote in the first round, compared to 29 percent for Sabbahi and 
20.38 for Shafiq.  18   In the commercial district of Dokki, Morsi only 
garnered 9.72 percent of the vote, compared to 26.61 for Sabbahi and 
19.61 percent for Shafiq. 

 In some industrial qism in Cairo Governorate, the MB candidate 
achieved excellent scores. In Helwan, in southern Cairo, where since 
the Nasser era a number of military industries have been established 
along with steel mills and textile mills (30 percent of the male work-
force works in processing industries and 16 percent in construction), 
Morsi came out ahead in the first round of the presidential election 
with 26.19 percent of the vote, compared to 25.87 for Sabbahi and 
18.19 percent for Shafiq.  19   The existence of a long-standing MB net-
work of solidarity around the respected figure of Sheikh al-Moham-
madi Abdel Maqsoud, former candidate for the People’s Assembly in 
1987, elected in 2011 on the Freedom and Justice Party list, might 
explain this result, given his popularity among Helwan military indus-
try workers, most of them from Upper Egypt.  20   South of Helwan, the 
industrial qism al-Tibbin, one of the poorest in the capital, also saw a 
large electoral victory for Morsi with over 35 percent of the ballots cast. 
Likewise, in Tenth of Ramadan City, a new town geographically part 
of Greater Cairo (but administratively part of Sharqiya Governorate) 
where thousands of factory workers live, over 34 percent of the vote 
went to candidate Morsi in the first round of the presidential election. 

 Poverty is thus not a discriminant variable for predicting the vote, 
but rather the sociological conditions surrounding it.  21   Workers inte-
grated into structures of activism or minor bureaucrats are more likely 
to vote for the candidate they perceive as defending workers (Sabbahi 
in this case). In other cases, a regional identity maintained through 
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networks of sociability can coincide with an Islamist vote—such as the 
migrant workers from Upper Egypt in the Atfih qism in rural Giza. 
The existence of a labor force from the Said in neighborhoods with a 
strong local Islamist following would seem to account for Morsi’s suc-
cess in certain industrial cities. 

 The “urban poor” category thus refers to very diverse situations in 
reality. Imbaba can serve as a paradigm to conceive the limits of the 
Islamist vote in poor urban areas. Thus, informal areas characterized by 
a very dense fabric of craft enterprises gave Sabbahi a clear advantage 
over Morsi (32 percent of the vote compared to 20 percent in Bulaq 
al-Dakrour, the poorest qism of Greater Cairo with an annual per 
capita consumption of US$246). The residential context may provide 
one explanation. Workers in the informal sector—cleaning men, small 
craftsmen, building janitors, stall renters, and so on—often depend for 
their survival on the quality of exchanges made at the neighborhood 
level and can wish to win favor with the police by voting for a candi-
date who represents the system (Shafiq thus secured 22.70 percent of 
the vote in Imbaba and over 18 percent in Bulaq al-Dakrour). It may 
also be that the urban segments involved in the January/February 2011 
revolution expressed through their electoral anti-Islamism a subjective 
identification with a middle class from which they were excluded in 
terms of social status and income.  22    

  The Political Affirmation of Egyptian Fellahs 

 The considerable weight of the Nile Valley electorate shows a rift 
between the traditional sociology of the usually upper-middle-
class Muslim Brotherhood ruling elites and that of their main electoral 
strength, embodied predominantly by the figure of the “poor Nile 
Valley farmer,” in turn highly inf luenced by Salafism. 

 The Islamist leadership may well not have anticipated this socio-
logical gap. There are several indications that it sought instead to 
appeal to the urban, educated strata of Egyptian society: during the 
January 2011 revolution, the MB website,  Ikhwan Online , was only 
accessible to a small minority (about 15 percent of the population); the 
Brotherhood’s charity structures only marginally treated the poorest 
categories of patients;  23   last, the party’s political agenda gave little pri-
ority to social issues.  24   Far from relying on a network deeply anchored 
in society to convince the population of the relevance of its message, 
the MB considered the election campaign a key moment in its political 
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communication, a unique opportunity in which it could make itself 
known as widely as possible.  25   

 Nor was it the provincial capitals that carried the Islamist vote in the 
presidential election. These results qualify somewhat the view that the 
provincial capitals, as quickly expanding economic centers and places 
in which to diversify exchanges with the surrounding rural areas, pro-
vided the electoral base for the Islamist vote.  26   

 Thus, in the city of Assiut, a slight majority voted for the old regime 
candidate, Ahmed Shafiq, whereas 60 percent of the rest of the gov-
ernorate voted for Morsi. In Sohag, the poorest governorate of Egypt, 
the same imbalance exists between the capital city, Sohag, where the 
MB candidate only took 44 percent of the vote in the second round 
(compared to 56 percent for his opponent), and in rural areas, where 
his score exceeded 60 percent of the votes cast. In Qena City, Morsi 
only took 18.51 percent but his score rose to 26.10 percent in the rest 
of the governorate (in the first round). In the second round, he secured 
52.93 percent in the city and 56.59 percent in the rest of the governor-
ate. In Beni Suef city, Morsi garnered 48.46 percent of the vote in the 
second round, compared to a score of 69.94 percent in the rural part of 
the governorate.  27   In the first round, he had collected 22.18 percent, 
whereas the rural parts of the governorate handed him 45.77 percent 
of the vote. The election figures in all the other governorates without 
exception show similar proportions. In the Delta, as previously noted, 
Morsi also made his best scores in rural areas—he even surpassed his 
opponents in the governorates bordering the sea (Damietta, Daqahliya, 
al-Buhaira) with more than 25 percent of the vote, but he was easily 
beaten by Ahmed Shafiq in the more prosperous governorates with a 
strong agrifood industry (Qalyubiya, Gharbiya, Sharqiya). 

 In Egypt, there is a strong correlation between one socio-occupa-
tional category—farmers—and the Morsi vote, the high proportion of 
farmers entailing a very high likelihood of voting Islamist. In the largest 
governorates of the Said, the linear correlation coefficient between the 
proportion of farmers and the Morsi vote is always positive—Beni Suef: 
+0.925; Faiyum: +0.902; Minya: +0.898;  à  Sohag: +0.612. Conversely, 
the correlation is negative when it comes to the vote for Hamdin 
Sabbahi—Beni Suef: -0.908; Faiyum: -0.938; Minya: -0.959.  28   It was 
only in the predominantly rural governorate of Kafr al-Sheikh, where 
he was born, that Sabbahi managed to achieve decent scores.  29   

 The “farmer” category should be broken down further. In this case, 
it corresponds to the most vulnerable segments of the agricultural com-
munity—small landholders, tenant farmers, and especially farm workers 
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(day laborers and seasonal workers)—who fell victim to the provisions 
of law 96 passed in 1992.  30   The institution of a one-year renewable 
lease put the farmers in a position of permanent insecurity.  31   It is pos-
sible that, in the absence of organized farmer protests—and despite sev-
eral local conf licts sparked by the effective implementation of this law 
in the late 1990s—it was the 2012 elections that translated a simmer-
ing farmer protest against neoliberal legislation that undermined the 
achievements of the 1952 agrarian reform in the name of market forces. 
During the 2001/2012 election sequence, large landowning families, 
longtime allies of the National Democratic Party (NDP), were no lon-
ger in a position to control the rural vote. For instance, in northwest 
Qena, in the  markaz  of Isna, the big local families (Huzayn, Shaker) in 
the  markaz  refrained from intervening. In the village of Zarnikh, five 
kilometers from Isna, it was a member of the Muslim Brotherhood 
from a lesser family who was elected to the Egyptian Senate. After 
Morsi was removed and the MB party was outlawed, the big families 
came back on the election scene, campaigning in favor of the yes vote 
in the January 2014 referendum—without being heeded, as attests the 
very low voter turnout in the governorates of the Said. The fabric of 
rural patronage thus gave way in the 2011/2012 elections. It remains to 
be seen whether the next elected officials will be able to recreate the 
structures of control and political patronage, or if the Egyptian rural 
milieus will keep in mind the episode of revolution to the point of 
making it a preferred platform for protest. 

 Indeed, the governorates that overwhelmingly voted for Morsi in 
the presidential election showed the lowest turnout rates for the January 
2014 constitutional referendum.  32   Faiyum had the lowest turnout of all 
the Said, with less than one-quarter of registered voters going to the 
polls (23.7 percent)—compared to more than 35 percent in the refer-
endum to approve the “Islamist Constitution” in December 2012. In 
Sohag and in Assiut, the turnout rate did not exceed 25 percent. 

 The social dimension of the political tensions in the Said transpires 
by crossing election figures with socioeconomic data. There is a strong 
correlation between low income and Islamist vote in rural areas. In 
the  markaz  of Somosta, in Beni Suef in the Nile Valley, Morsi won 
81.37 percent of the vote in the second round (and 53.89 percent in 
the first round). In this  markaz , the population, with a consumption 
of US$155/year, lives below the national poverty threshold (US$181/
year) and enters into the poorest category of the population. At the 
same time, 73.32 percent of the men and 86.83 percent of the women 
between ages 6 and 60 have a very low education level and 48.49 percent 
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of the inhabitants are small farmers. The same correlation can be noted 
in the  markaz  of Saqolta, in Sohag Governorate, where Morsi won 
70.84 percent of the vote in the second round (37.96 percent in the 
first), where annual per capita consumption is US$132. 

 There is also a positive correlation between the Morsi vote and the 
lowest education level in all the Said governorates.  33   In Giza, the cor-
relation reaches +0.834; in Beni Suef, +0.914; in Faiyum, +0.065; in 
Minya, +0.086; in Assiut, +0.838. Outside of the Nile Valley, there 
are two other governorates that display the same characteristics: in 
Port Said, the correlation is +0.902 and in Cairo, it reaches +0.620. 
Conversely, there is a negative relationship between the Sabbahi vote 
and the lowest education level: Giza, -0.756; Beni Suef, -0.945; Faiyum, 
-0.991; Minya, -0.977. 

 The changes brought about by the revolution have called into ques-
tion patronage relations between small cities and the surrounding 
countryside—what Leonard Binder called the rural “second stratum” 
that the military and civil elites have relied on to rule Egypt since 
1952.  34   If this “second stratum” is breaking up, as the conf lictual rela-
tionship between urban elites and medium-sized cities and the rural 
masses seems to indicate, then political power in Egypt is losing one of 
the traditional bases of its sociological stability, which would portend 
new sources of conf lict, this time outside the large urban centers. Here 
again, fieldwork is needed to substantiate the electoral observations 
made at very small local levels.                      

    Notes 

  1  .   According to the terms of the constitutional declaration issued on July 8, 2013, by interim 

president Adly Mansour, these elections should have been held within “a maximum of two 

months” after the new constitution was adopted in January 2014.  

  2  .   For an in-depth study of Egyptian elections under Mubarak, see Sandrine Gamblin (ed.), 

 Contours et d é tours du politique en Egypte .  Les  é lections l é gislatives de 1995  (Paris: L’Harmattan/

CEDEJ, 1997); Sarah Ben N é fissa and Ala’ al-Din Arafat,  Vote et d é mocratie dans l’Egypte 

contemporaine  (Paris: IRD-Karthala, 2005).  

  3  .   In addition to the previous sources, see Lisa Blaydes,  Elections and Distributive Politics in 

Mubarak’s Egypt  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).  

  4  .   The results presented in this chapter come from the program  DESER  ( Dynamiques  é lectorales et 

sociologiques dans l’Egypte r é volutionnaire ) initiated by the CEDEJ in 2012 to establish the founda-

tions of an electoral sociology heretofore rare in the Arab world. The statistical data presented 

in this chapter derive from thousands of figures collected and statistically and mathematically 

processed by CEDEJ. The parliamentary elections figures analyzed here are based solely on 

the results of the party-list proportional representation vote used to elect two-thirds of the 

legislators, the remaining third being elected by a single-member voting system.  
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  5  .   These were Ahmed Shafiq, last prime minister under Mubarak; Amr Moussa, former 

foreign affairs minister and former secretary-general of the Arab League; and Hamdin 

Sabbahi, a former journalist who became the candidate of the Nasserite left (see biographi-

cal profile at the end of this volume).  

  6  .   Results published by  JMW Consulting  cited by Egyptian political scientist Gamal Sultan in 

a paper given at the American University in Cairo on March 5, 2014.  

  7  .   See the text of this controversial declaration at the end of  chapter 1 .  

  8  .   See the translation of slogans against President Morsi during this period at  Les carnets du 

CEDEJ ,  http://egrev.hypotheses.org/category/cartographie-de-la-contestation/nouvelles-

de-tahrir  (verif ied, January 21, 2015).  

  9  .   Important methodological note: the interior ministry made major changes with respect to 

the number of registered voters. In the district of Sohag I, for instance, in the first round 

of the presidential election, there were 1,913,332 registered voters for 472,560 votes cast—

that is, a turnout rate of 24.70 percent. But in the second round of the presidential election, 

ministry officials revised downward the number of registered voters on the voter logs, with 

1,407,335 registered voters (thereby subtracting 505,997 voters) for 630,926 votes cast—

that is, a turnout rate of 44.83 percent in the second round. If we take the corrected base 

of the second round to measure registered voters in the first round, the turnout rate in the 

first round is 33.57 percent. The actual increase in voter turnout was thus 11.25 percent.  

  10  .   See  infra  for Upper Egypt.  

  11  .   These figures are for the “rural vote,” excluding the main towns and other small cities in 

each Mohafazat (province).  

  12  .   The expression “rationality of fear” is borrowed from Rui de Figueiredo and Barry 

R. Weingast. It arises when a group manages to enshrine its fundamental values in new 

constitutional norms and new government structures in such a way that those who do 

not share these institutionalized values might be inclined to resort to violence to defend 

their own vital interests—or those they perceive as such. See Figueiredo and Weingast, 

“Rationality of Fear. Political Opportunism and Ethnic Conf lict.”   

  13  .   See the correlation table at the end of this chapter.  

  14  .   On the other hand, a negative correlation between wealth and the Morsi vote appears 

mainly in the Nile Valley (- 0.791 in Guizeh; - 0.911 in Beni Swe ï f; - 0.844 in Faiyum; - 0. 

853 in Minya).  

  15  .   According to a World Bank study on poverty in Egypt conducted in 2007, “extreme pov-

erty” is measured by household expenditure of less than US$138/year, “absolute poverty” 

corresponds to an expenditure of less than US$197/year, and “near poverty” to expendi-

ture ranging from US$198 to $271/year.  

  16  .   To use Patrick Haenni’s terms in his monograph on the neighborhood of Imbaba in  L’ordre 

des ca ï ds .  Conjurer la dissidence urbaine au Caire  (Paris: Karthala/CEDEJ), 2002.  

  17  .   See Marie Duboc, “Le 6 avril: un jour de col è re sans gr è ves,” in Iman Farag (ed.),  Chroniques 

Egyptiennes  (Cairo: CEDEJ, 2008).  

  18  .   The  qism  of Agouza is divided into five  sheikha : al-Hutiya, Jazirat mit Oqba, al-Agouza, mit 

oqba, Madinat al-Awqaf.  

  19  .   The turnout rate barely surpassed 19 percent in the 2005 parliamentary elections, increas-

ing to a little more than 55 percent of registered voters in the 2012 presidential election.  

  20  .   See Marie Vannetzel,  La clandestinit é  ouverte. R é seaux et registres de la mobilisation des Fr è res 

musulmans en Egypte (2005–2010) , PhD thesis, Sciences Po Paris, 2012.  

  21  .   This fundamental difference in no way prevented Islamist circles from seeing Mohammed 

Morsi as a “candidate for the poor” ousted by powers assimilated with a secular and immoral 

bourgeoisie.  

  22  .   See Farhad Khosrokhavar,  The New Arab Revolutions that Shook the World  (Boulder (CO): 

Paradigm Publishers, 2012). According to the author, the “would-be middle class,” a 
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driving force in the revolutionary movement, is a modern and educated generation in an 

unstable job situation and whose social ambitions were thwarted by the systematic favorit-

ism characteristic of the Mubarak regime.  

  23  .   In the 2010–2011 fiscal year, “poor patients” made up 4 percent of all the patients who 

used one of the 30 facilities run by the Islamic Medical Association ( al-jam‘iyya al-tibbiyya 

al-islamiyya ) aff iliated with the Muslim Brotherhood. See Steven Brooke, “Doctors and 

Brothers,”  Middle East Report , no. 269 (Winter 2013).  

  24  .   See  chapter 3  of this volume.  

  25  .   Tarek Masoud,  Counting Islam: Religion, Class, and Elections in Egypt  (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2014).  

  26  .   According to political scientist Robert Bianchi, the parliamentary elections, via the vote 

for the Muslim Brotherhood, catalyzed the existence of a social group made up of small 

businessmen, tradesmen, and professionals—in other words the senior cadres of the Muslim 

Brotherhood. See Robert R. Bianchi, “Egypt’s Revolutionary Elections,”  The Singapore 

Middle East Papers , vol. 2 (Summer 2012). Available at  https://mei.nus.edu.sg/index.php/

web/publications/The-Singapore-Middle-East-Papers/42/1/P15  (accessed March 2, 

2015).  

  27  .   The percentage of voters in the other city of Beni Suef Governorate, Beni Suef al-Gadida 

(“New Beni Suef”) for Morsi was 26,26 percent in the first round, whereas 69,94 percent 

voted for Morsi in the second round, the rural part of the governorate (aside from Beni Suef 

and “New Beni Suef”).  

  28  .   Pearson Correlation. The + or – sign indicates the directions of the relationship. The closer 

the value of  r  is to + or – 1, the stronger the linear relationship; the closer the value of  r  is 

to 0, the weaker the linear relationship.  

  29  .   In the first district of the governorate, predominantly rural, Sabbahi won 65 percent of 

the vote in the first round of the presidential election—compared to only 13.73 percent 

for Mohammed Morsi. Yet six months earlier, Islamist parties had drawn 68 percent of the 

vote. In an election  da’irat  [district] with over 60 percent of the population having little or 

no education (from illiterate to basic secondary school education), part of the electorate 

that voted Islamist in the legislative elections chose to place its trust in the native candidate. 

The phenomenon cannot be generalized to the rest of Egypt without running the risk of 

falling into the methodological trap of “the ecological illusion.”  

  30  .   Designed to bring Egyptian agriculture in line with world market standards, law 96/1992 

raised land rents considerably and revoked the continuity and transmissibility of tenancy 

contracts previously guaranteed by the land reform of 1952. As soon as the law came into 

force in 1997, landowners were thus entitled to expel insolvent farmers. According to the 

1990 agricultural census, rented farmland made up 25 percent of the arable land in the 

Nile Valley and 18 percent in the Delta. The farmers ousted from the Delta benefited from 

resettlement programs on “new lands” (an area of 2.5 feddan, or 1.25 hectare/3 acres) west 

of the Delta. For a summary of the effects of the law of 1992 on small farmers, see Fran ç ois 

Ireton, “La petite paysannerie dans la tourmente n é olib é rale,”  in Chroniques Egyptiennes 

2006  (Cairo: CEDEJ, July 2007).  

  31  .   Mohamed H. Abdel Aal, “Tenants, Owners, and Sugar Cane: Law 96/1992 in Qena and 

Aswan,” in Nicholas Hopkins and Reem Saad,  Upper Egypt .  Identity and Change  (Cairo: 

American University in Cairo, 2004).  

  32  .   The turnout rate in the 2014 referendum was 38.9 percent for continental Egypt alone and 

38.6 percent taking into account the turnout rate of Egyptians abroad, which was 15.7 per-

cent. Turnout in the 2012 referendum was 32.4 percent nationally—32.9 percent taking 

into account Egyptians abroad, for whom turnout was 42 percent.  

  33  .   We simplif ied the eight education levels taken from the Egyptian national statistics agency, 

the  Center for Public Mobilization and Statistics  (CAPMAS), by combining them into three 
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categories. The “lowest education level category” comprises “the illiterate,” “those who 

read and write,” “those registered in classes to combat illiteracy,” “those who did not pass 

junior high school.” The “average education level” category covers “those who have a 

junior high school level” and “those above junior high school level” (ninth grade US) 

without having a university degree. The last category, “highest education level,” corre-

sponds to those having a university degree (bachelor’s, master’s and PhD).  

  34  .   The “second stratum” does not rule Egypt per se, but without it, the political and adminis-

trative elite cannot govern the country. Leonard Binder,  In a Moment of Enthusiasm :  Political 

Power and the Second Stratum in Egypt  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978).   
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 Social Actors and Protest Movements 



  C H A P T E R  E I G H T 

 The Rise of Revolutionary Salafism 

in Post-Mubarak Egypt   

    St  é  phane   Lacroix  and  

Ahmed Zaghloul   Shalata    

   In Egypt, like in the other countries affected by the Arab Spring, 
Islamists were not in the vanguard of the revolution. It took the Muslim 
Brotherhood and its disciples only a few days to join the movement, 
whereas it took considerably longer for most Salafis to throw their sup-
port behind the protests. It was only on February 8, 2011 that the Salafi 
Call in Alexandria ( al-da‘wa al-salafiyya ), the largest “mass” Salafi orga-
nization, officially authorized members to join the events in Tahrir 
Square. Once Mubarak was overthrown, on February 11, the Islamists 
again left the square. Beginning in April 2011, when the demonstra-
tions resumed with some strength, the leftist young people and those 
with no particular ideological affiliation were again at the forefront, 
this time targeting the Supreme Council of Armed Forces (SCAF). 

 As a result, it came as a bit of a surprise when Islamists were increas-
ingly seen at anti-SCAF rallies beginning in the latter half of 2011. 
This was particularly true since they did not belong to either of the 
major organizations of the Islamist nebula, the Muslim Brotherhood 
or the Salafi Call, both of which chose to cooperate as compliantly as 
possible with the transition under military supervision. Although the 
newly emerging movement was not yet formally organized, its mem-
bers already revealed a number of common traits. They openly claimed 
to be revolutionary and contended that the revolution could not accept 
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the presence of generals appointed or knighted under the former 
regime in positions of power. They advocated street protests and were 
wary of the institutional political game and of those who participated 
in it, including Islamists. They also claimed affiliation to Salafism, but 
they advocated an uncompromising version of it that was prepared to 
enforce “sharia here and now.” A single expression, Revolutionary 
Salafism, suffices to describe this movement, a new phenomenon on 
the Egyptian Islamic political scene.  1   

 Since emerging onto the Egyptian political stage, revolutionary 
Salafism has become a major player. The purpose of this chapter is to 
explain this increased prominence by demonstrating the ways in which 
revolutionary Salafis have benefited from mobilizing networks and 
expertise that existed prior to the uprising. These political resources 
have been able to converge around the movement’s charismatic leader, 
Sheikh Hazem Salah Abu Ismail. We will also demonstrate how this 
movement has developed a broadly appealing discourse that emphasizes 
the two fashionable values of post-Mubarak Egypt: revolution and sha-
ria. Finally, we will show how the movement’s rise has been aided by a 
political context in which established Islamist parties lost considerable 
credit when they were part of the institutional political game. Although 
revolutionary Salafism has been the target of ruthless repression, along 
with the majority of the country’s Islamists, it remains a significant 
force of mobilization. For that reason, this chapter will conclude with a 
few general remarks concerning the role of revolutionary Salafis in the 
protests since July 3, 2013.  

  An Antiestablishment Salafism 

 Although the term has only become fully relevant since the January 
25 revolution, revolutionary Salafism did not develop in a vacuum. 
Indeed, in the prerevolutionary period, a number of groups that 
claimed adherence to Salafism rejected the cautious quietism advo-
cated by the Alexandrian “Salafi Call” ( al-da‘wa al-salafiyya ), the largest 
and best organized Salafi organization in the country. Ideologically, 
many of these groups could be described as Salafi-Qutbi, since they 
combined references to both the Salafi tradition and the political writ-
ings of Sayyid Qutb, the ultimate revolutionary of Egyptian Islamism. 
In terms of intellectual affiliation, some were inf luenced by a little-
known but highly inf luential figure of Egyptian Islamism in the 1970s, 
Sheikh Rifa‘i Surur, who died in 2011.  2   Others were students of more 
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contemporary sheikhs, including Mohammed Abdel Maqsud, Nash’at 
Ahmad, and Fawzi al-Said, all based in Cairo. 

 These sheikhs were known during the Mubarak era to openly accuse 
the regime of impiety ( kufr ), while also distinguishing themselves from 
the jihadis by not advocating armed struggle. This had resulted in 
strong pressure from the police that led to arrests or house arrests as 
well as bans on preaching. Some of their followers had begun early on 
to organize themselves, however. The Salafi Front ( al-gabha al-salafi-
yya ), which rose to prominence after the revolution, was clandestinely 
formed in Mansura around personalities such as Khaled Said.  3   In Cairo, 
the Coalition to Support New Muslims ( i’tilaf da‘m al-muslimin al-gudud ), 
run by students of Rifa‘i Surur, made speeches that were openly critical 
of the regime,  4   while contending that they were concentrating most 
of their activities on defending Copts who had converted to Islam and 
were said to be harassed by their former religious community. 

 Even before the revolution, this current of political Islam thus pos-
sessed activist networks and expertise. As early as 2010, the organiz-
ers of the Coalition to Support New Muslims were among the first 
Salafis to call for street demonstrations, notably in defense of Camilia 
Shehata, a Christian said to have converted to Islam and to be held 
by the Church against her will. Nevertheless, this current’s weakness 
was the dispersed nature of its membership, which communicated too 
infrequently due to its geographically scattered situation and police 
pressure. Revolutionary Salafism became unified and gained in visibil-
ity in the aftermath of the revolution of January 25, 2011 because of the 
spectacular progress of Sheikh Hazem Abu Ismail, a charismatic leader 
who managed to unify the various groups and generate the unprec-
edented growth of the movement. 

 Born in 1961, Hazem Abu Ismail is a lawyer by training. The son of 
Salah Abu Ismail, an Azhari sheikh and Muslim Brotherhood personal-
ity who represented the group in the Egyptian parliament in the 1970s 
and 1980s, Hazem himself joined the Brotherhood and was an unsuc-
cessful candidate in the general parliamentary elections in 1995 and 
2005. He was eventually elected to the Union of Lawyers in 2005 and, 
during the 2000s, his discourse drew him closer to the Salafi move-
ment. By then, he was one of the rising stars of the Salafi wing of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, although he eventually left the group (the exact 
moment of his departure remains unclear—it has been argued that he 
only formally left after the revolution). He became known as a preacher 
on Salafi satellite television channels, where he appeared wearing a 
tunic and a turban. Although his discourse was generally apolitical, he 
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allowed himself occasional criticisms of the Mubarak regime, particu-
larly during the Israeli attacks on Gaza in the winter of 2008. Despite 
this public position, he was not harassed by State Security, which sug-
gests that he continued to be viewed as a second-tier Islamist figure. 
When the 2011 revolution began, he was among the first Salafis to 
demonstrate on Tahrir Square, together with the small groups men-
tioned earlier. Most revealingly, in the days after the fall of Mubarak, 
he distinguished himself as one of the first Islamist leaders to warn the 
revolutionaries of the risk that the army would take over. On May 24, 
2011, he announced his candidacy for the Egyptian presidential elec-
tions, before the election date had even been set.  5    

  Revolution and Sharia 

 As a presidential candidate, Hazem Abu Ismail generated considerable 
publicity for himself and the movement he came to represent. As early 
as summer 2011, the small Salafi-Qutbi groups that had existed prior to 
the revolution began to consider him their natural leader, giving added 
impetus to his campaign. He became the incarnation of revolutionary 
Salafism, as his discourse focused on the major themes of the move-
ment, although minor ideological and strategic differences still existed 
among the different groups. 

 The first of these themes was the requirement for complete and 
immediate application of sharia ( kamila ghayr manqusa ). This demand was 
repeated like an incantation, although it did not constitute a well-de-
fined political platform. The idea of sharia was presented as the obvious 
solution for all of Egypt’s problems. At most, revolutionary Salafi dis-
course revealed concern for working classes, who were assimilated with 
the “oppressed” that both Islam and the revolution are meant to see tri-
umph. Some intellectuals from the revolutionary Salafi movement took 
this idea to its logical conclusion in October 2012 by founding a small 
“party of the people” ( hizb al-sha‘b ). It targeted “laborers and farmers,” 
using rhetoric that some observers characterized as “Salafo-leftist.”  6   

 The second theme, nationalism, at times Islamic and at others 
Egyptian, was brandished in defiance of “foreign powers,” particularly 
the United States and Israel. Hazem Abu Ismail was the only Islamist 
presidential candidate who openly opposed the Camp David agree-
ment that has tied Egypt to Israel since 1979.  7   He also paid extensive 
homage to Osama bin Laden after his death in 2011, praising him as a 
“Mujahid” in the line of “Abdallah Azzam and Ahmed Yassin.”  8   
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 The third theme was a proclaimed identification with the January 
25, 2011 uprising, which he considered to be the beginning of a revolu-
tionary process rather than its end. Like the “revolutionary youth,” and 
unlike most organized political groups, Abu Ismail and his supporters 
contended that the revolution did not end on February 11, 2011 and 
that it would need to continue until the nation had completely severed 
its connections with the former regime.  9   This meant that they would 
have to confront the new executive power, which was the Supreme 
Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), denounced as a legacy of the 
Mubarak era. The revolutionary Salafis were a central feature of pro-
tests against the SCAF during two significant events. The first were the 
Mohammed Mahmoud Street clashes in November 2011, when doz-
ens of young people opposing the Supreme Council were shot by the 
police. The second were the events of Abbasiya Square in April 2012, 
when approximately ten people were slain in front of SCAF headquar-
ters. This anti-SCAF involvement first created a rather positive image 
for Hazem Abu Ismail and his partisans among secular revolutionary 
youth.  10   

 For the revolutionary Salafis however, the word  feloul  (“remnant” 
of the former regime) would quickly be tied to the entire liberal 
movement, as if, from their point of view, it was impossible to be an 
authentic revolutionary without subscribing to a strict understanding 
of Islam. The Abbasiya events were a turning point, a fact that can 
best be understood by considering the situation in the spring of 2012. 
During the parliamentary and presidential election campaigns, political 
polarization between Islamists and non-Islamists had reached a peak 
and was defined by deep mutual distrust. While they saw themselves 
as pursuing the revolutionary struggle against the SCAF by protesting 
in Abbasiya Square, the revolutionary Salafis were left virtually alone 
in confronting the army, joined only by a small contingent of April 6 
activists. There were a number of deaths, and in the minds of revolu-
tionary Salafis, there was one obvious conclusion: They were then the 
only remaining revolutionary forces. 

 From then on, the revolutionary Salafis would target all non-Islamist 
figures, ranging from Tawfiq ‘Okasha, owner of the al-Faraeen chan-
nel, through which he openly expressed nostalgia for the Mubarak era, 
to Bilal Fadl, a liberal journalist as well as a revolutionary from the 
outset.  11   Within the National Salvation Front (NSF), reconciliation 
was under way from late 2012 onward between certain personalities 
linked to the former regime, such as Amr Moussa, and others such as 
Mohammed al-Baradei, who openly opposed Mubarak. Revolutionary 
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Salafis used this as proof that there was no difference between them. 
To improve their identification with the revolution, the revolution-
ary Salafis attempted to appropriate its symbols. An Internet user close 
to the movement created a webpage “We are all Khaled Said—the 
Islamic version” to compete with the page “We are all Khaled Said.” 
The original page, which was more liberal, launched the first calls for 
the demonstrations of January 25, 2011. The “Islamic” page rapidly 
became one of the most popular within the revolutionary Salafi cur-
rent, with tens of thousands of followers.  12    

  The Birth of a Social Movement 

 The strength of revolutionary Salafism lies in the fact that it was able to 
become far more than a continuation of the Salafi-Qutbi current that 
predated the revolution, however. When Abu Ismail became involved, 
his charisma and his uncompromising positions persuaded many young 
people to rally to the cause. Some of them came from the Muslim 
Brotherhood or the mainstream Salafi current, but many had no prior 
ideological or partisan affiliation. Among them some came from the 
“ultras,” football club supporters known for radical hostility toward 
the police. Revolutionary Salafism thus became a social movement, 
meaning an informal and heterogeneous movement of protest, uniting 
people connected to each other by a shared identity and a common 
enemy. 

 The young people rallying to Abu Ismail then adopted a series of 
labels, corresponding to as many informal groups. Most chose names 
that referred to their mentor. The most important were Lazem Hazem 
(“we need Hazem”),  13   Awlad Abu Ismail (“the children of Abu 
Ismail”),  14   and Hazemoun (meaning both “the Hazemites” and “the 
determined”).  15   The history of the creation of Hazemoun in September 
2011, related by the founder of the group, Al-Miqdad Gamal al-Din, 
clearly illustrates the dynamics at work:

  My friend and I needed no more than an hour and a half of [Hazem 
Abu Ismail’s] conference entitled “Message to the great People of 
Egypt” to be convinced that this man was going to achieve great 
things and that God had spared him for Egypt’s sake at this cru-
cial point in the country’s history. I left this conference a new 
man. For the first time, somebody had made me cry by speaking 
about slums and the situation of women. For the first time, I saw 
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someone who had both a vision and a real project. Someone who 
was sincere and pious, and extremely charismatic. I left feeling I 
was in a wonderful dream, but I was then struck by harsh reality. 
My friend said to me, “You know that the Muslim Brotherhood 
will never support him, and that there is little chance for him to 
be elected.” I answered, “We will support him and will help him 
whatever the costs, and if he loses, God will forgive us.”   

 Al-Miqdad Gamal al-Din then explained his vision:

  Hazem Abu Ismail’s popularity is going to grow, and the masses 
will rally to his message because it is the truth. Abu Ismail will dif-
fer from the traditional Islamist leaders in all his stances, whether 
on street protests, major crises, on crucial questions such as the 
constitution, the presidency and even on sharia. This is why this 
man will become a movement in himself; his partisans will evolve 
from simple voters to the bearers of a message and of a project. 
There will soon be a major betrayal by all the Islamist currents. 
This will lead to a tsunami in political Islam, towards the explo-
sion of all entities of the past, the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
Salafi Call. Those who leave will be looking for other groups, 
representing a new message that is different from anything that 
exists today . . . This is why we have founded the “Hazemoun” 
movement. We chose this name, although it might not be the 
best, to bring “Hazem,” the man, into the spotlight and show 
that he now has disciples that only receive orders from him. The 
idea spread, the name became more and more common to signify 
Hazem’s partisans. With time they began to feel that they were 
more than just voters or members of a campaign. They were “the 
determined” reproducing the message and method of “Hazem.” 
And when Hazem dies, History will say that his message did not 
die . . . because now there will be Hazemoun.  16     

 Abu Ismail also benefited from the indirect support of the jihadi move-
ment. It was not that the jihadis necessarily joined the pro-Abu Ismail 
groups. In most cases the two currents remained separate. But it was 
obvious that Abu Ismail was the Egyptian public personality most 
respected by the jihadis after January 2011. The al-Qaeda leader Ayman 
al-Zawahiri explained, “[W]e disagree with Sheikh Hazem concern-
ing his desire to impose change through secular constitutions that deny 
God’s authority and his right to legislate.”  17   However, he then called on 
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Hazem and his supporters “to launch a popular campaign of preaching 
and incitation to complete the aborted revolution.”  18    

  A Favorable Context 

 This overview gives an idea of the enormous support that built up 
around Abu Ismail’s candidacy and ultimately surrounding his per-
sonality. Even as early as winter 2011, his campaign was one of the 
most impressive. His candidacy was submitted to the electoral com-
mission on March 30, 2012, resulting in a demonstration of thousands 
of his supporters on the Salah Salem Road leading to the commission.  19   
His file included over 150,000 signatures gathered by his supporters, a 
number far superior to those collected by his opponents. Beginning in 
March, polls were already crediting him with over 20 percent of the 
votes, and some polls considered that he would lead the first round. 

 Additional evidence of the unique nature of the Abu Ismail phenom-
enon was that, despite the fact that he was not backed by any formal 
party, he seemed to mobilize support more easily than any of his con-
tenders. Every occasion to bring crowds into the streets was used. Abu 
Ismail’s supporters welcomed any opportunity to play street politics 
against institutional politics, even though their champion was running 
for the highest office. This sums up the ambiguity of his candidacy. 
As can be understood from Al-Miqdad Gamal al-Din’s words (quoted 
above), the presidential race was not seen as an end in itself but as a 
powerful means of promoting the message of revolutionary Salafism. 

 Beyond Abu Ismail’s charisma, however, there were objective reasons 
for the extraordinary reception of this message, particularly within the 
Islamist movement. The developments of the year 2011 and early 2012 
had a powerful impact on the two main Islamist groups in the coun-
try, the Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafi Nour party, the political 
branch of the Salafi Call. Both Islamist forces had been forced to accept 
the rules of the game in order to earn a place in the transition under 
military supervision. For example, they cooperated with the army and 
withheld criticism of the institutional legacy from the Mubarak era. 
Upon entering politics in the spring of 2011, the Nour party even gave 
the impression of entering into significant compromise, expressing full 
support for the democratic process. The party explained that it would 
only gradually apply sharia and would not completely forbid alcohol or 
the wearing of swimsuits by women. It even included women (albeit 
wearing a niqab) on its list for the parliamentary general elections. All 
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of these positions were diametrically opposed to those expressed by 
the prerevolutionary Salafis. Just like the Brotherhood, the Salafis in 
the Nour party appeared to have forgotten the goal of establishing an 
“Islamic state”, or at least to have indefinitely postponed it. 

 The Brotherhood and the Salafis entered parliament in a position of 
power in January 2012. However, since the executive remained in the 
hands of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, they found them-
selves confronted with the wear and tear of power before they actually 
had a chance to exercise it. Nevertheless, many citizens considered them 
to be in charge and saw them as partially responsible for the deteriorat-
ing socioeconomic and security situation. In contrast with these “soft” 
Islamists, the intransigence of the revolutionary Salafists hit the mark. 
Abu Ismail, the “incorruptible,” thus appeared as the only incarnation 
of the Islamist utopia that all others seemed to have abandoned. 

 This account explains why the major Islamist parties, primarily the 
Brotherhood and the Nour party, opposed Abu Ismail, as well as why 
they were preoccupied by the formidable support for his presidential 
candidacy. This support even reached their bases and leaders. Inside the 
Brotherhood, discipline prevailed, and those who openly showed sup-
port for Abu Ismail were rare. In the Nour party however, the situation 
was more critical. Party activists were enthusiastic about the charismatic 
sheikh and some of the most important ulema voiced support for his 
presidential campaign.  20   Among them were Abu Ishaq al Huwayni and 
the Kuwaiti-Egyptian Sheikh Abdel Rahman Abdel Khaliq, founder of 
the Kuwaiti Salafi movement. Strictly speaking, neither of these figures 
belonged to the Salafi Call, but they exercised considerable inf luence 
over its ranks. When Abu Ismail gathered the necessary signatures for 
his candidacy, nearly ten Nour party MPs ignored the party line and 
offered their support.  21   

 For the leaders of the Nour party and of the Salafi Call, the threat was 
real. Abu Ismail did not accept their authority and was too rebellious 
and too uncontrollable for them to agree to support him. Persisting in 
blocking him risked breaking up the party, however. Yasser Borhami, 
the leading figure of the Call, went so far as to accuse Abu Ismail of 
being a hidden “Brother,” thus seeking to play on the deep rivalry 
between Brotherhood and Salafis.  22   Nothing seemed to diminish Abu 
Ismail’s popularity within the Salafi ranks, however. A spectacular turn 
of events occurred at that point, such as Egypt has become accustomed 
to since the 2011 revolution. On April 14, 2012, the electoral com-
mission declared that Abu Ismail was barred from running for presi-
dent because his mother had obtained American nationality while she 
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was living in the United States, in violation of Egyptian electoral law, 
which states that candidates cannot have close relatives who are foreign 
or binational. It was futile for Abu Ismail to plead manipulation—his 
candidacy was no longer valid. He was eliminated from the presidential 
race, to the immense relief of the Nour party and the Brotherhood and 
every other party who had feared his victory, in Egypt or abroad. Abu 
Ismail never offered a convincing explanation for the controversy that 
led to his elimination. He even used health problems as an excuse for 
avoiding public appearances until the summer of 2012. For all but his 
most devoted supporters (and he still has many), this scandal helped to 
tarnish the image of a man who until then had appeared to be a para-
gon of integrity.  

  Beyond Hazem: How to Institutionalize 

Revolutionary Salafism? 

 The elimination of Abu Ismail from the presidential race raised the 
urgent question of how durable a movement centered on him would 
prove to be. For some of his supporters, revolutionary Salafism could 
only survive if it transformed itself into a political party. In truth, the 
issue was already being raised a few days before he was disqualified 
as a candidate, after Sheikh Abdel Rahman Abdel Khaliq proposed 
the idea. He contended, “For a president to be strong, he needs to 
have a strong, organized party supporting him.”  23   Two days after Abu 
Ismail was excluded from the race, the imminent creation of a party 
“representing those who had identified themselves with his project” 
was announced. The new party was to be led by the Islamist intellec-
tual Mohammed ‘Abbas and called “Hizb al-Umma al-Masriya” (the 
party of the Egyptian nation).  24   Further announcements were issued 
in the weeks that followed, promising that the party would soon be 
launched. This never took place, however, and Hizb al-Umma al-Mas-
riya remained what Egyptians call “a cardboard party” ( hizb kartuni ). 

 In late 2012, it was announced that another party representing Abu 
Ismail’s political line would be created in the near future. This time it 
was “Hizb al-Raya” (the f lag party). Unlike the previous party, this 
one was to be led by Abu Ismail himself. In March 2013, the creation 
of the party and of an electoral alliance called “the Coalition of the 
Nation” (Tahaluf al-Umma) were jointly announced, grouping Hizb 
al-Raya and six other small Salafi parties (Hizb al-Fadila, Hizb al-Islah, 
Hizb al-‘Amal, al-Hizb al-Islami, Hizb al-Sha‘b, and Hizb al-Taghyir). 
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Hizb al-Raya offices appeared in various Egyptian towns, and prepa-
ratory meetings were organized, but the party was never truly able to 
organize itself and never obtained the authorization from the commis-
sion regulating political parties. Circumstances certainly played a role 
in this. The announcement that the legislative elections, first planned 
for April, were postponed, which was followed by Morsi’s overthrow 
and the military takeover of the political process, stalled any hope for 
the initiative. Yet, there were deeper causes behind the difficulty for 
revolutionary Salafism to enter party politics. 

 One problem was that the revolutionary Salafis lacked officials 
with both partisan experience and the necessary administrative skills. 
According to members, this was one of the major causes of the failure 
of Hizb al-Umma al-Masriya.  25   There was also an inherent contradic-
tion at work: if revolutionary Salafism’s raison d’ ê tre was the negation 
of the traditional political game in favor of radical change through 
street politics, transforming the movement into a party would carry 
the risk of political suicide. This explains why so many of Abu Ismail’s 
supporters, and even Abu Ismail himself, were initially so reluctant to 
join an institutionalized political game whose dangers they consistently 
denounced. The difficulty of dissociating the quasi-messianic figure of 
Abu Ismail from the revolutionary Salafi movement must also be con-
sidered. The narrative offered by Miqdad Gamal al-Din cited earlier 
illustrates this enduring ambivalence: The revolutionary Salafi mes-
sage was intended to go beyond the personality of Abu Ismail, but it 
remained closely tied to him. Moreover, how could the movement be 
transformed into a functional party when it continued to depend on a 
leader who was clearly not a politician and who preferred preaching on 
Salafi television channels to militant work? 

 In the debate on the opportunity of establishing a party, certain 
activists expressed a preference for alternative modes of organization. 
This included a handful of young people from Hazemoun who were 
convinced that although revolutionary Salafism needed to go beyond 
the father figure of Abu Ismail, it first needed to remain a social move-
ment, or else risk losing its identity altogether. From summer 2012 
onward, various movements ( harakat ) that emerged subscribed to this 
view. Hazemoun was simply a school of thought, with no real structure 
or hierarchy or even an official spokesperson (although it had plenty of 
self-declared spokesmen). On the contrary, those emerging movements 
were structured around leaders, well-defined recruitment modes, imag-
ery, and symbols (logos, slogans, etc.). Among these groups is “Tullab 
al-shari‘a” (“those who call for the sharia” or the “students of sharia”),  26   
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whose members sometimes served as the tough security crew in the 
pro-Abu Ismail demonstrations. Yet, Tullab al-shari‘a never equaled 
the success of another group that emanated from the same movement, 
“Ahrar.” 

 The Ahrar movement (“the Free”) was founded in September 2012 
by young people from Hazemoun. Ahrar immediately took upon itself 
the mission of uniting other militants as well as Hazemoun members. 
The movement defined itself as “a youth movement uniting all types of 
young people craving freedom, at all levels . . . their own freedom, that 
of their country, of their land. They find the path to this freedom in 
authentic Islam, of which all Muslims should be proud.” While repeat-
ing that its goal was to “apply Islam in its entirety and in its full beauty,” 
the movement also affirmed, following the original revolutionary Salafi 
line, its “independence from all organizations, parties, religious and 
political groups,” asserting that it “would defend the oppressed, what-
ever their religious, political or intellectual affiliation.”  27   This seem-
ingly open rhetoric attracted a new audience to Ahrar, which included 
members of the “ultras,” who had become politicized during the revo-
lution and played a key role in street fighting against the police. A 
particularly symbolic event occurred when the group recruited Sayyid 
Ali, known as “Sayyid Mushagheb” (Sayyid the Unruly), the “capo” of 
the White Knights, the ultras of the Zamalek club. Besides, the “ultra” 
culture was very present in Ahrar. Rather than official communiqu é s, 
one of the movement’s preferred modes of communication was  a capella  
hymns sung to rhythms that were reminiscent of football chants. Ahrar 
also recycled the symbols of the “Anonymous” movement on its web 
page, including the mask from the movie “V for Vendetta.” This iden-
tification with a certain “youth culture” helped open the doors for 
Ahrar to increase their visible presence on university campuses.  28    

  Revolutionary Salafis under Morsi 

 The year during which Morsi served as president placed the revolu-
tionary Salafis in a delicate situation. Although they continued to see 
themselves as part of the opposition and did not hesitate to criticize 
the president, they generally supported the Islamist side when it came 
into conf lict with liberals or the former regime. The case of the con-
stitutional referendum of December 2012 offers an example of this 
complicated balancing act. While most revolutionary Salafis privately 
acknowledged that the constitution was too secular and promilitary, 
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they avoided criticizing it in public and even occasionally defended 
out of fear that the other side might triumph. Similarly, in early 2013, 
although Abu Ismail made a few vehemently anti-Morsi speeches—
criticizing, among other things, Morsi’s compromises with the former 
regime—he muted his comments as the alliance between liberals and 
feloul gained inf luence. This alliance would ultimately become the 
principal driver of the mobilization against Morsi on June 30, 2013. 
Beginning in the month of May, Abu Ismail warned against this mobi-
lization, which he described as “criminal” and “counterrevolutionary”. 
Yet, whereas the liberals and feloul were successfully appropriating the 
symbols of the revolution, revolutionary Salafism, forced to support 
the existing regime and defend the institutional process, was losing its 
revolutionary energy. 

 The only second-generation movement to stand tall against this 
compromise was Ahrar. It openly called for rejecting the December 
2012 constitution, and, before June 30, 2013, made a point of opposing 
both the “blood merchants” ( tujjar al-dam ) in the opposition and the 
“religion merchants” ( tujjar al-din ) in the pro-Morsi camp in a song that 
was posted online, stating “they betrayed” ( khanu ) and ending with the 
slogan “the revolution continues.” Ahrar’s opposition to Morsi was also 
encouraged by the fact that Ahrar activists had been arrested in April 
2013 during violent protests at Mansura University, and the movement 
had unhesitatingly blamed the Muslim Brotherhood for these arrests. 

 Revolutionary Salafism was somewhat weakened and divided as 
June 30, 2013 approached. The movement remained a significant force 
of mobilization, however, and the new regime that took power on 
July 3 seemed aware of this potential. Yet, one of the weaknesses of 
revolutionary Salafism, with the exception of its youth movements and 
especially Ahrar, remained its inability to act independently from Abu 
Ismail. One of the first decisions made by the new regime was thus 
to place Abu Ismail in detention, where he was accused of falsifying 
documents to prove his mother’s nationality. He was arrested at his 
home on July 4, 2013. 

 The “children of Abu Ismail,” now orphaned, no longer acted as a 
unified force, and most of them joined the Brotherhood in their strug-
gle against the military coup. Nevertheless, the revolutionary Salafis 
continued to assert their difference for a while. In parallel to the prin-
cipal Brotherhood sit-in in Rabi‘a al-Adawiya Square in Madinat Nasr, 
the revolutionary Salafis created their own sit-in in al-Nahda square 
near Cairo University. In the post-Morsi era however, the differences 
became increasingly blurred. Now that the Brotherhood had become at 
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least nominally revolutionary, the two groups were able to draw closer. 
In the wake of the violent dispersion of the sit-ins on August 14, both 
members of the Brotherhood and revolutionary Salafis could be seen in 
the pro-Morsi demonstrations. 

 Once again, the only group to behave differently was Ahrar. Its 
activists refused to join pro-Morsi groups and tried to organise a “third 
path” ( al-tayyar al-thalith ) against both the Brotherhood and the mili-
tary. They called for a protest on Sphinx Square in Cairo on August 
30, 2013. At the beginning, their positions brought them close to 
Islamo-centrist Abdel Moneim Aboul Fotouh’s supporters, but the two 
groups quickly diverged over ideological and methodological differ-
ences. After the summer, Ahrar participated actively in the protests on 
Egyptian campuses, as witnessed in dozens of YouTube videos. Despite 
a number of arrests, including the highly mediatized arrest of one of 
its founders, Ahmed ‘Arafa, the group was continuing to mobilize sup-
porters in 2014.  

  Conclusion 

 One of the surprises in the aftermath of June 30, 2013 is that revolution-
ary Salafism did not appear to be acting independently of the protest 
movement. In the absence of their charismatic leader or a functional 
organization of their own, many of Abu Ismail’s supporters joined the 
pro-Morsi side. As a consequence, many of those who demonstrated 
against the new regime were not from the Brotherhood but were 
instead sympathizers with the revolutionary Salafi movement. As for 
the Ahrar movement, it continued to stand alone, taking advantage of 
its strong foothold on university campuses, where it sometimes cooper-
ated with radicalized Brotherhood youth movements such as Molotov 
or Walla‘ (“set it on fire”). 

 The significant presence of revolutionary Salafis among the protest-
ers, at a time when repression is in full swing, may have consequences. 
Indeed the revolutionary Salafis have a culture of protest that conveys 
more strongly anchored, latent violence than the Brotherhood. Many 
revolutionary Salafis were completely open about this potential, and in 
interviews that we conducted with revolutionary Salafis in the winter 
2012, most of them argued that violence was not an issue at the time 
but that it remained a theoretical possibility. Most observers believe 
today that the presence of weapons at the sit-in in Rabi‘a al-Adawiya 
Square, the official justification for its violent dispersion, was marginal. 
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They all agree, however, that there was a significant armed presence at 
the al-Nahda sit-in. The regime also accused the Ahrar movement of 
violent acts, although its supporters denied the accusations. 

 The current radicalization of a portion of the Islamist movement in 
response to brutal police repression has caused a resurgence of the ideas 
conveyed by revolutionary Salafism, ideas that could even find their 
way into the Brotherhood. A journalist who was in al-Azhar during 
large protests in November and December 2013 stated that, when he 
asked protesters where they got their inspiration, they all answered 
“Hazem Abu Ismail.” Revolutionary Salafism may have lost its mentor, 
but his ideas remain more alive than ever.  

    Notes 

  1  .   For the first use of this term, see Khalil al-‘Anani, “The sheikh president,”  al-Ahram Hebdo , 

April/May 2012,  http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2012/1095/sc5.htm  (accessed February 

22, 2015); see also St é phane Lacroix, “Sheikhs and Politicians: Inside the New Egyptian 

Salafism,” Brookings Doha Center, June 2012.  

  2  .   Interviews with Ahmed Mawlana, spokesperson for the Salafi Front, and Yahya Rifa‘i 

Surur, the son of Sheikh Rifa‘i Surur, Cairo, Winter 2012.  

  3  .   Not to be confused with the young man killed in Alexandria in 2010, whose murder 

helped mobilize for the revolution.  

  4  .   Interview with Khaled Harbi, one of the founders of the Coalition, Cairo, January 2013.  

  5  .   Regarding Hazem Abu Ismail, see his biography on his campaign website:  http://hazem-

salah.net   (accessed February 22, 2015); see also the long article about him 

in the pro-Islamist newspaper  al-Mesryoon : “ qissat su‘ud Abu Ismail ,”  al-Mesryoon , April 20, 

2014; and Ahmed Zaghloul’s interview with Hazem Abu Ismail in June 2011:  http://www.

islamyun.net/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&id=967:

&Itemid=162  (accessed March 3, 2015).  

  6  .   “New Salafi party has curious policy mix,”  Egypt Independent , October 23, 2012.  

  7  .   “ Abu Ismail: U‘adi mu‘ahadat al-salam ,”  al-Ahram , September 13, 2011;  http://gate.ahram.

org.eg/News/115129.aspx  (accessed March 3, 2015).  

  8  .    https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9zsl3JXcSMQ  (accessed March 3, 2015).  

  9  .   As a result, supporters of Hazem Abu Ismail kept alive a memory of him as one of the first 

leaders to call on young people to continue to occupy Tahrir Square until the “objectives 

of the revolution” were fully achieved.  

  10  .   At the time, he was described by young participants in the Mohammed Mahmoud events 

as “an honest and brave man” and “a real revolutionary” (interviews in late November 2011 

on Tahrir Square during the events of Mohammed Mahmoud Street).  

  11  .   At a sit-in at the entrance of the Media City in December 2012, which revolutionary Salafis 

organized to protest the “corruption of the media,” the portraits of Tawfiq ‘Okasha and 

Bilal Fadl were placed side by side, close to those of Yusri Fuda and Mustafa Bakri.  

  12  .   This page, like other pages of Islamist obedience, was suppressed after Morsi’s overthrow 

on July 3, 2013.  

  13  .    https://www.facebook.com/pages/%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B2%D9%85-%D8%AD%D8

%A7%D8%B2%D9%85/268383156581609  (the page has been suppressed).  



Stéphane Lacroix and Ahmed Zaghloul Shalata178

  14  .    https://www.facebook.com/AwladAboIsmail  (accessed March 3, 2015).  

  15  .    https://www.facebook.com/Hazemon  (the page has been suppressed).  

  16  .   “ Hazimun . . . wa ma‘rakat al-umma al-qadima ,” April 2, 2012,  https://www.facebook.com/

Hazemon  (the page has been suppressed).  

  17  .   “ Ra’y al-duktur Ayman al-Zawahiri fi istib‘ad al-Shaykh Hazim ,”  https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=NplGSJ0JpPA .  

  18  .   “ Al-Zawahiri yutalib Hazim . . .  ,”  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WnA4DNsKoKI .  

  19  .    h t t p : //w w w. s h o r o u k n e w s . c o m /n e w s /v i e w. a s p x ? c d a t e =3 0 0 3 2 0 1 2 & i d

=6171ac37–4f5c-43be-bdaa-c78670df32d3  (the video has been suppressed).  

  20  .   “ 77 min mashayikh al-salafiyya fi masr yad‘amun Abu Isma‘il, ”  http://lojainiat.com/main/

Content/77-   (accessed March 3, 2015).  

  21  .   “ 7 nuwwab bi-l-nur yukhalifun qirar al-‘ulya li-l-hizb wa yu’ayyidun Abu Isma‘il, ”  al-yawm al-

sabi‘ , March 7, 2012.  

  22  .   “ Yasir Burhami ila shabab al-tayyar al-salafi: inna Hazim Abu Isma‘il min abna’ al-ikhwan ,” April 

17, 2012,  http://www.muslm.org/vb/showthread.php?477996-

  (accessed March 3, 2015).  

  23  .   “ Al-shaykh Abd al-Khaliq yad‘u ansar Abu Isma‘il li-ta’sis hizb jadid ,” April 10, 2012,  http://

www.islammemo.cc/akhbar/arab/2012/04/10/147630.html  (accessed March 3, 2015).  

  24  .   “ Itlaq hizb al-umma al-masriyya bi-ri‘ayat al-Huwayni wa Abu Isma‘il ,” April 16, 2012,  http://

onaeg.com/?p=61528  (accessed March 3, 2015).  

  25  .   Interviews with revolutionary Salafi leaders, winter 2012.  

  26  .   Interview with Khaled al-Shafi‘i, one of the founders of Tullab al-sharia, Cairo, April 

2013.  

  27  .   “ Mabadi’ harakat al-ahrar fi ‘amaliha ,” October 11, 2012,  https://www.facebook.com/

AhrarMov  (accessed March 3, 2015).  

  28  .   This was visible on the Ahrar movement Facebook page, which was shut down in February 

2014.   

    



     C H A P T E R  N I N E 

 Sinai:    From Revolution to Terrorism    

    I sma i l   A lexandran i    

   An Exception in a Peaceful Revolution 

 After the Camp David Peace Accords (1978) and the Egyptian-Israeli 
Peace Treaty (Washington, 1979) were signed, Egypt regained sover-
eignty over most of the Sinai Peninsula.  1   Israeli withdrawal from the 
peninsula was completed on April 25, 1982—since then commemo-
rated annually as Sinai Liberation Day—while the Taba border dis-
pute was settled by the International Court of Justice in Egypt’s favor 
on September 29, 1988. Policies implemented by the Mubarak regime 
as of 1982 sowed the seeds for a violent reaction in the border areas 
of al-Sheikh Zuweid and Rafah and their environs. The situation in 
the Sinai thus marks an exception to the peaceful revolution that took 
place in the rest of Egypt in January 2011. The revolution aimed to put 
an end to three decades of injustice, marginalization, and repression. 
In the Sinai, however, it ushered in a new and unanticipated cycle of 
hardship. 

 In al-Arish, the urban capital of North Sinai, the revolutionary scene 
was shaped in the same way as in other Egyptian northern cities,  2   but 
events in the Bedouin border area took a different course after the first 
martyr was killed by police gunfire in the city of al-Sheikh Zuweid on 
January 26, 2011. This difference is not due to an alleged cultural or 
psychological dissimilarity between the sedentary families in the city of 
al-Arish and the Bedouin tribes in the border area. Tribal communities 
in fact characterize all of Sinai, from the northwest, the environs of the 
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city of Bir al-Abed, to the eight cities of the south and the valleys. It 
is instead the result of a difference in the implementation of govern-
ment policies. These have prompted a desire for revenge in the minds 
of those who inhabit the border area, especially in the north. In this 
area more than elsewhere, the revolutionary climate has resulted in a 
resurgence of violence. 

 Regional origin and place of residence determine the types of woes 
suffered by the Sinai population. Called upon to fill administrative 
positions after the Israeli withdrawal, Egyptian “comers” ( wafidin ), most 
of them from the Nile Valley, were given favorable treatment owing to 
their close ties with the security and intelligence services. This prefer-
ential treatment was interpreted in various ways. Did the security agen-
cies doubt the Sinai population’s patriotism? Did their cadres prefer to 
recruit bureaucrats from their own areas, to the point of excluding the 
“sons” of the Sinai from jobs in the military and then the police? 

 One thing is certain: treatment of the native population (settled 
there prior to 1982) gradually deteriorated after the liberation of the 
Sinai Peninsula. This deterioration first affected the large sedentary 
families of al-Arish, then extended to the Bedouins and finally to the 
Palestinian refugees settled in North Sinai in 1948, and then in 1967.  3   
The Palestinian struggle was reduced to its humanitarian aspect after 
the Egyptian government signed the Camp David Peace Accords in 
1979. When the struggle pitted Egypt and the Arab world against Israel, 
it was a military and strategic one. Following the Camp David accords, 
the struggle became political, opposing only Egypt and Palestine, espe-
cially after Hamas came to power in the Gaza Strip in the last years of 
Mubarak’s rule. In this context, the main concern of Palestinians in 
Sinai was to avoid expulsion. Their expression as a group totally van-
ished from the political scene. 

 Sinai society has suffered countless violations of its political, social, 
economic, and cultural rights. The source of the problem probably lies 
in the virtually exclusive domination of the military and security appa-
ratus exercised over nearly the entire civil administration, not to men-
tion the collusion between the government and big business during 
the last decade of Mubarak’s rule, characterized by a neoliberal turn. 
Economic development projects were monopolized by businessmen 
close to the government in the north and middle of Sinai, in exchange 
for the overstaffing of corrupt and inefficient government agencies. In 
South Sinai, projects to develop tourist facilities have been constantly 
on the rise. Conditions in the cities of the south have improved com-
pared to those in the north owing to petroleum-related activities in 
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cities on the Gulf of Suez, but the life of the Bedouins around Saint 
Catherine and the Gulf of Aqaba has remained relatively unaffected by 
the tourist economy. 

 The Sinai population does not suffer only from countless problems of 
access to drinking water and irrigation. The people are also humiliated 
by the lack of recognition of their property rights to their historic lands 
and buildings they occupy as well as right to work and equal opportuni-
ties, in addition to ignoring their cultural rights. Today they are deprived 
of the right to education, social services, basic health care, and access to 
the job market. According to a number of accounts, teachers from the 
Nile Valley show scorn for their pupils, making insulting xenophobic 
and condescending remarks.  4   In South Sinai, foreign tourists benefit 
first from preferential treatment, and then come the Egyptian wafidin 
from the Nile Valley. The Bedouins in Sinai are subject to discrimina-
tory treatment during searches at checkpoints. The media controlled by 
the state or its allies question their loyalty, despite their history of con-
tributing to the resistance against Israeli occupation and the coopera-
tion, acknowledged by the Egyptian army, they showed in military and 
intelligence matters. Such accusations humiliate them deeply. 

 The policies described here—and the attendant violations—have 
touched all of Sinai society—from the east bank of the Suez Canal to 
the western edge of the Sinai Peninsula and to the international border 
to the east. The second half of Mubarak’s rule starting in the mid-1990s 
saw a rise in civil rights violations in northeast Sinai, including physi-
cal violations. The accounts and interviews I gathered in North Sinai 
over the past three years attest to fierce repression since the arrival of 
two officers of the State Security agency who had served in Upper 
Egypt (in the southern Nile Valley) in the 1990s, at a time when vio-
lence perpetrated there by religious groups had reached a height. These 
two officers deliberately applied repressive methods tested in the Nile 
Valley—arrests of suspects, torture of prisoners and document forgery. 
Some of the youths jailed became acquainted with leaders of violent 
Islamist groups in prison and subsequently adopted jihadi and Takfiri 
ideology. On their release from prison, they returned to the Sinai with 
ideas that hitherto had never had currency in the peninsula. One of 
them, a dentist named Khaled Musa‘id, founded the “Unity and Jihad” 
( al-Tawhid wa al-Jihad ) organization, which was responsible for the 
attacks on tourist complexes in Taba (October 2004), Sharm el-Sheikh 
( July 2005), and Nuweiba (April 2006). 

 After these attacks, the brutality of the crackdowns reached new 
heights, especially in the border area. In the absence of officially 
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certified statistics and due to the dearth of information coming from 
civil society, I have primarily relied on local narratives—cross-check-
ing them with other narratives collected from a wide swath of families 
and tribes in villages and various localities in the border area. Once 
confirmed, testimonials and accounts corroborate the arrest of thou-
sands of natives on various pretexts, with the use of torture applied to 
women, children, and the elderly alike. Relatives of wanted individuals 
have been arrested to serve as hostages until the individuals in ques-
tion give themselves up to the police. The police crossed a red line by 
attacking women during home searches. Even the Israeli occupation 
forces did not dare conduct themselves in such a way, due to the cus-
tomary taboo surrounding such practices. 

 One will therefore not be surprised to hear that, according to the 
account of activist Said Atiq, during the revolutionary events of January 
and February 2011, even an 11-year-old child insisted on throwing 
stones at the al-Sheikh Zuweid police station in retaliation for being 
slapped in the face by a police officer. The hundreds of people who 
took to the streets in protest as elsewhere in Egypt were unable to 
keep the demonstration peaceful after the first “martyr” was killed by 
police gunfire. Adults left it to the children to throw stones and took up 
Kalashnikovs and rocket-propelled grenades. Women smashed stones 
into smaller pieces to simplify the children’s task. Political and human 
rights figures abandoned the scene, leaving simple folk ( al-‘awam ) to 
vent their wrath with firearms. The State Security headquarters was 
attacked in the al-Ahrash neighborhood of Rafah with antitank artil-
lery, then a group attacked the second al-Arish police station with 
heavy weaponry on the day Mubarak resigned.  

  Postrevolutionary Intellectual and Partisan Diversity 

 On January 28, 2011, the police forces withdrew entirely from the 
border area. The officers most involved in human rights violations pan-
icked to such an extent that some f led hidden under niqab.  5   On January 
29, 2011, the Egyptian army moved into the border area for the first 
time since June 5, 1967, whereas the Security Annex of the peace treaty 
between Egypt and Israel prohibited any deployment of the Egyptian 
military in Zone (C) of the border, starting from the village of al-Shalaq 
along the international coastal highway between the cities of al-Arish 
and al-Sheikh Zuweid. This military deployment raised hopes among 
the population that Egypt would completely recover its sovereignty in 
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the Sinai border area. The army enjoyed immense moral credit in local 
society at the time. Unlike the police, it was not associated with the 
memory of crackdowns and widespread abuse. The Sinai population’s 
close cooperation with the military intelligence services in the fight 
against the Israeli occupation remained in their memory. 

 The capital city, al-Arish, was less affected by the outburst of unrest 
that swept over al-Sheikh Zuweid and Rafah, but the revolutionary fer-
vor was no different from what was experienced in Cairo, Alexandria, 
and Suez.  6   Only two police stations were spared from damage in North 
Sinai, the ones in Bir al-Abed and in Rommana. Located about 50 
miles west of al-Arish toward the Suez Canal, Bir al-Abed stands out 
by the strength of the clientelistic linkages the tribes have formed with 
caciques of the regime. This area has experienced a relative rise in 
education level and standard of living due to its proximity to the Suez 
Canal and the Nile Valley. As regards Hasna and Nekhl, in the center, 
administratively connected to the North Sinai Governorate, their low 
population density prevented a revolutionary situation from forming. 
The local population’s concern turned to securing the borders, in con-
junction with the army, out of fear that Israel would take advantage of 
the lack of security to attempt a hostile move. The revolutionaries, on 
the other hand, joined the armed uprising in al-Sheikh Zuweid and 
Rafah. 

 A considerably different atmosphere reigned in the north and in the 
south. The south remained predominantly quiet, owing to an agree-
ment between the major sheikhs and the youth, according to which 
the young generation was urged to go take part in the revolution on 
Tahrir Square rather than in their own area. The elders, whether or 
not they were recognized tribal chiefs or religious leaders, were con-
vinced of the economic necessity not to jeopardize tourist revenues.  7   
In the poorest, most remote valleys such as Wadi Firan, which leads to 
the Monastery of Saint Catherine, the sheikh of the Gararsha tribe in 
person, accompanied by a group of tribe members, organized sit-ins on 
Tahrir Square until the fall of Mubarak. While in the south there were 
no revolutionary clashes comparable to those in the north, the southern 
Bedouins thus took part in the revolution, although in a dispersed fash-
ion. Due to the long distances, the steepness of the paths and the low 
population density, each village and each mountain valley has its own 
specific personality and local culture. Popular initiatives in support of 
the revolution were mainly limited to native Bedouins in certain areas, 
immigrants living in other cities, and seasonal workers in the city of 
Sharm el-Sheikh. 
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 Mubarak’s fall altered the balance of power in some places. In the 
city of Ras Sedr, on the Gulf of Suez, a surveillance committee formed 
to manage the city hospital. The committee achieved convincing 
results in terms of health care, but it was unable to apply its skills to the 
surveillance of other government services. In the cities of Dahab and 
Nuweiba on the Gulf of Aqaba, a coalition was formed among tribe 
members to pressure the government into recognizing their rights as 
a group. Due to the geographic spread of various tribes and the strong 
cultural ties among them, it was natural for unions and alliances to 
form between the tribes of South and North Sinai. There were even 
attempts to mobilize Arab tribes in various locations in Egypt. 

 Prior to the revolution, electoral battles had opposed Islamist can-
didates and their opponents in the cities of Bir al-Hassan and al-Arish. 
Al-Arish was also remarkable for its intellectual and political plural-
ism, with both liberal and leftist parties such as Wafd, Tagammu, and 
even extensions of new political movements taking shape in the Nile 
Valley in the years just preceding the revolution, such as the April 6 
Movement and the Campaign to Support Mohammed al-Baradei. 
Prior to the revolution, public space in South Sinai, unlike in North 
Sinai, was completely depoliticized except for the National Democratic 
Party (NDP).  8   Divergent trajectories in North and South in the first 
transitional period after Mubarak’s fall resulted in different scenes in 
these two areas. 

 In addition to groups that existed before the January 2011 uprising, 
new youth initiatives emerged in the wake of the revolution. In the 
city of al-Arish, revolutionary youth coalitions formed on the model of 
what existed in Cairo. The Revolutionary Youth Coalition soon split in 
North Sinai, spawning the Sinai Youth Movement. Discussions between 
the two movements focused on which of them would have a greater 
inf luence on local decision-makers and who would enjoy the most pop-
ularity, a prelude to major political and electoral competition. But the 
dynamics of events turned out to be more powerful than the ability of 
the budding groups to direct and orient them. The major polarizations 
and ideological battles, deepened by the antagonism between Islamists 
and secularists, ended up dominating the political scene. 

 Partisan diversity peaked in the spring of 2012, after the political 
Islamists formed political parties. The jihadis kept their distance from 
these initiatives due to their unwillingness to take part in the dem-
ocratic political process. Tribal figures founded the “Arab Party for 
Justice and Equality” to try to mobilize members of Arab tribes in 
Egypt as a pressure group to weigh against the government. At the 
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time, the presidential campaigns were in full swing in this region as 
well as in the rest of Egypt. Some candidates, such as Abdel Moneim 
Aboul Fotouh and Amr Moussa, were highly popular in the Sinai. 
Even after Hazem Salah Abu Ismail’s candidacy was disqualified, the 
atmosphere was one of intense polarization between those who were 
determined to wave the standard of Islamism as their political identity 
and those who were against Islamism. A third courant sought to side-
step this polarization.  

  Political Islamists and Jihadis in the Sinai 

 The Sinai learned the use of firearms in a collective and organized 
manner during the tribal conf licts that set the region against historic 
Palestine in the nineteenth century and in the first part of the twen-
tieth century. The major tribes in the northern region—al-Sawarika, 
al-Rumayla, al-Tarabin, al-Tayaha, al-Azazima—were scattered across 
Egypt, historic Palestine, and Jordan. Originally from Hejaz, they 
spread throughout the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. This region had no 
experience with the international dimension of politics until the Balfour 
declaration, the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948, and the war 
that same year. Also in 1948 the first military operation conducted in 
the name of jihad took place in the Sinai. The Muslim Brotherhood 
had set up training camps in al-Arish and Sadd al-Rawafi‘a for those 
who wanted to fight in Palestine. After the revolutionary coup d’ é tat 
of 1952 and the crackdown in 1954, the MB as an organization disap-
peared from Sinai. During that period, the al-Durqawiya al-Shazliya 
Sufi order took root in the Sinai under the authority of Sheikh Abu 
Ahmed al-Ghazawi, who taught Sheikh ‘Aid Abu Jarir, the tribal sheikh 
of Jerarat clan of the al-Sawarika tribe. The latter established  zawiya s 
(mosques where Sufi order members gather to practice and serve the 
community) throughout North Sinai.  9   

 During the short war of 1956, the Egyptian military intelligence 
services tested the patriotism of “jihadi Sufism” and the sincerity of its 
collaboration against the Israeli occupation. This cooperation had been 
founded on a religious and patriotic basis throughout the total or partial 
occupation of the peninsula (1967–1982). It functioned at all levels, in 
matters of intelligence, military operations, and local administration. 
The Sinai population’s rejection of the Camp David Accords and the 
Egyptian-Israeli Peace Treaty was apparent among the inhabitants of 
the northern area by its consistently hostile attitude toward Israel. The 
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occupation period had, moreover, torn down the political boundar-
ies that had not previously existed, thereby strengthening family ties 
between the Sinai, the Occupied Territories in general and the Gaza 
Strip in particular.  10   

 In this milieu, owning a weapon and knowing how to use it is an 
integral part of the Arab Bedouin culture. With the gradual waning 
of Sufi inf luence, social conditions were conducive to the success of 
Salafi jihadi ideology along the lines of al-Qaeda, with a preference for 
combating the “near enemy”—Israel—rather than the “far enemy”—
the United States in Iraq and in Afghanistan. Local society looked 
upon groups claiming affiliation with this ideology with some degree 
of indulgence when they carried out operations to destroy gas pipelines 
between June 2010 and August 2013. During this period, armed opera-
tions aimed to hamper the export of Egyptian natural gas to Israel—
which was given preferential conditions— whereas for the population 
in North Sinai, increasingly hard hit by the economic crisis, bottled 
gas was in short supply. No blood was shed during these operations. In 
2012, operations were conducted inside Israeli territory, in Eilat and 
the Negev Desert, without meeting with reticence among ordinary 
people in the Sinai. The population’s support spiked at the time of the 
funerals of four jihadis killed in an Israeli bombing raid on the third day 
of the al-Fitr celebration feast (three days of celebration after breaking 
the Ramadan fast) (August 2013) before they could carry out a missile 
attack on Israel. 

 Before delving into the subject of the emergence and development of 
the most powerful jihadi group in the region, it is important to point 
out the difference between political Islamists and jihadi Islamists, with 
respect to their respective geographic strongholds and the divergences 
in their political views. 

 The Islamists in the Sinai can be divided into two main categories—
political Islamists and nonpolitical Islamists. Political Islamists came on 
to the political scene after the revolution. They focused on the need to 
play a role in the constitutional process by using their electoral popular-
ity to be in a position ( tamkin ) to apply the sharia and work toward the 
dream of an Islamic caliphate —however gradually.  11   

 In this category can be classified the Muslim Brotherhood move-
ment and its political wing, the Freedom and Justice Party; the Salafi 
current of Alexandria and its partisan extension, the Nour Party, and 
the Watan Party that grew out of it; the former presidential candidate 
Hazem Salah Abu Ismail and all the groups that backed him within 
the “Hazemoun” movement, which later became the al-Raya Party, 
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and the revolutionary Ahrar Islamist movement; as well as the Wasat 
Party and the support campaign behind former presidential candidate 
Mohammad Salim al-Awa. 

 This diversity was very palpable in al-Arish and Bir al-Abed, but 
inexistent in South Sinai, whereas in the center and the northern 
part—al-Sheikh Zuweid and Rafah—all the components forming 
the spectrum of political Islam regressed in the face of the spread 
of Salafi and Takfiri ideas based in the rejection of the institutional 
political game. Prior to the revolution, a distinction could still be 
made between the Brotherhood and the Wasat Party on one hand and 
the Salafi current on the other. But the revolution has complicated 
relations among all these components. Certain Salafi currents have 
become the Muslim Brotherhood’s political allies—even temporarily. 
The MB itself allied with the Wasat Party and the Construction and 
Development Party (the  Gama‘a Islamiyya ’s political wing), whereas 
some Salafi strands ceased political activity and moved closer ideo-
logically to the jihadi current, even if they have not resorted to armed 
operations. 

 Among the intermediary components that intellectually connect 
the Salafi movement of Alexandria with jihadi Salafism, the Sunni 
Preaching current ( da‘wa ahl al-sunna wa al-jama‘a ) would seem to be 
the most significant. It differs from the Salafi current on very specific 
points of dogma, but it predisposes followers to adopt Takfiri attitudes 
against society and not only the regime in office. 

 Even if the Sunni Preaching movement has little respect for the elec-
toral process and equates procedural democracy with apostasy, con-
sidering it contrary to the indivisibility of divine sovereignty, it does 
not advocate armed struggle, nor does it seek to gain ascendency to 
the detriment of other groups—with the exception of its main goal of 
propagating “dispute resolution committees through sharia” ( lijan fadd 
al-munaza‘at al-shar‘iyya ) more simply named “justice through  sharia ” 
( al-qada’ al-shar‘i ). The idea is to have the sharia applied by consensus 
without waiting for the state to mandate its application. The “dispute 
resolution committees through sharia” are not Islamic courts in which 
two protagonists are expected to comply with committee decisions. 
These committees do not judge individuals for having violated the 
sharia or customary law; they operate on a voluntary basis, similar to 
judicial arbitration procedures. 

 From an ideological standpoint, jihadi Salafism is less radical than 
the Sunni Preaching movement. It does not pronounce excommunica-
tion ( takfir ) against society. It takes doctrinal precautions when issuing 
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fatwas against the government. On the other hand, it openly bears 
arms and takes great pride in the fact. While all the components of 
the Islamist spectrum are present in al-Arish, jihadi sentiment is most 
developed in the cities of al-Sheikh Zuweid and Rafah as well as the 
dependent villages to the south, from which the strands of political 
Islamism have totally vanished. In addition to the Sunni Preaching 
movement, jihadi Salafi groups swearing allegiance to al-Qaeda and its 
ideas in the border area in the north are connected with jihadi groups 
in Gaza that are subject to harassment by the Hamas government. The 
Salafi jihadi current is basically expressed by two different strands in 
the Sinai, which probably combined after the July 3 coup d’ é tat and the 
widespread military campaign in North Sinai on September 7, 2013. 
They are the “Supporters of the Holy House/Jerusalem” ( Ansar Beit 
al-Maqdis— ABM) and the “Mujahideen Shura Council—Supporters 
of the Holy House/Jerusalem” ( majlis shura al-mujahidin—aknaf bayt 
al-maqdis ). 

 The most radical position is occupied by Takfiri jihadis—who, like 
the Salafi jihadis, bear arms, but hasten to excommunicate ( takfir ) soci-
ety and approve the murder of anyone or any group that does not 
pay allegiance to them. Followers of this movement do not belong to 
groups known by their label or denomination, but they do not hesitate 
to shock local society during informal discussions held on the side-
lines of political meetings. These groups have a very f luid organiza-
tion, giving them the ability to dissimulate their ideological identity, 
even within their families, or to join armed groups having affinities 
with their ideology without becoming totally part of them. They can 
also speak frankly with their interlocutors and shock them with their 
uncompromising ideas, even excommunicate them on the slightest 
pretense. 

 Aside from these radical armed groups, there is also the original case 
of those who accept complete social peace while exercising a “peaceful 
Takfirism” with regard to society. Followers of this current excommu-
nicate anyone who contradicts them but refuse to bear arms, for they 
believe it is entirely pointless. They view power as basically impious, as 
is society, and conducting jihad as a useless effort. They prefer to wait 
for the one who holds legitimate authority ( wali al-amr ), the Muslim 
leader, the only one empowered to declare jihad. Until this moment 
arrives, they remain aloof, refusing to pray, take meals, and take part in 
marriage ceremonies. They merely preach their doctrine in their own 
closed circle.  
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  Groups Supporting Religious Violence: 

The Case of  Ansar Beit al-Maqdis  

 It was in a very hostile atmosphere to the peace accords between Egypt 
and Israel, considered a betrayal of the Arabs on the part of Sadat, that 
Salafi groups affiliated with al-Qaeda emerged and developed.  12   Their 
presence also thrived on a culture of armed revolt against the state, 
all the more as the government had redirected its oppression toward 
the citizens instead of turning it on the external enemy. It is impor-
tant to note that the al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri, an Egyptian 
national, had failed to form a branch of his organization in his home 
country. It was not until seven months after Mubarak’s ouster that such 
a group emerged. 

 The gas pipeline used to export natural gas to Israel and Jordan was 
first targeted in June 2010. The attack was not claimed. After the fall 
of Mubarak, the gas pipeline was attacked thirteen times during the 
time the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) was at the 
helm—until the Cairo courts decided to cancel the sales contract with 
Israel. On that occasion, a thirty-minute video entitled “If you return 
[to sin], we will return [to punishment]” [taken from the  al-Isra  surah, 
“The Night Journey, verse 8], announced the existence of a hitherto 
unknown group— Ansar Beit al-Maqdis —claiming responsibility for all 
the operations to destroy the gas pipeline. In the video, broadcast on 
the online video-sharing platform YouTube in summer 2012, it was 
striking to note the economic and social tone of  Ansar Beit al-Maqdis ’s 
rhetoric, celebrating the Egyptian revolution and making a connection 
between the attacks on the gas pipeline and the population’s difficulties 
in procuring bottled gas. The authors delivered a mobilization speech 
that strove to be in sync with the revolution and its aspirations for 
social justice. But the most important passage of the video recording 
referred to taped excerpts from Ayman al-Zawahiri’s speeches in which 
he praised those he called jihadi “lions” who had carried out the attacks 
on the gas pipeline in the Sinai. These audio excerpts were followed by 
other footage showing the preparation and detonation of the gas pipe-
line explosions and a few visual clips of the three main operations. 

 Once these actions had been completed, ABM operations moved 
inside Israel. Several rockets were fired from Sinai onto the Israeli 
port city of Eilat. Infiltrations into Eilat and the Negev Desert also 
took place, claiming casualties in the ranks of the Israeli army. The 
IDF retaliated by undertaking one of its largest operations to infiltrate 
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Egyptian territory to assassinate Ibrahim ‘Uwaydat Buraykat, an  Ansar 
Beit al-Maqdis  leader, in his native village of Khariza in the heart of 
Sinai. In Israel, the Institute for National Security Studies published 
documents calling for preemptive intervention to prevent the Sinai 
from becoming a threat to the state of Israel.  13   

 During this second phase, the videos broadcast by  Ansar Beit al-Maqdis  
emphasized their opposition to the path of electoral participation taken 
by political Islam and refused to recognize parliamentary democracy 
or the principle of citizenship. Jihad was presented as the only means 
to apply the sharia and set up an Islamic caliphate. The authors also 
claimed that the group, contrary to accusations leveled against it, had 
never attacked Egyptian soldiers. 

 The third phase coincides with the first Rafah massacre, in August 
2012, in which 16 border guards were killed as they were preparing 
to break the Ramadan fast. Even if the army has not made any official 
indictment or initiated judicial proceedings against any party inside 
Egypt or abroad, suspicion quickly turned to jihadi groups in the Sinai 
and Gaza. In its statements, ABM has repeatedly denied having played 
a role in this operation. 

 Placed in a difficult situation with respect to Egyptian public opin-
ion, the Muslim Brotherhood, in power at the time, was accused at 
worst of collusion and at best of negligence. This organization, the 
matrix of contemporary Islamism, the root from which most orga-
nizations and groups have emerged—thereby making the expression 
of political Islam increasingly complex—mistakenly believed it could 
paternalistically control the entire spectrum of Islamism. Such was its 
motive in dispatching two presidential emissaries to Sinai to negotiate 
with representatives of the most radical groups. The emissaries threat-
ened their negotiating partners with sending in the army if they did 
not cooperate with the Muslim Brotherhood in office. The arrogance 
of their tone instantly destroyed an embryonic relationship between 
the Muslim Brotherhood, which had a very weak activist presence in 
the area extending from the east of al-Arish to Rafah, and the radical 
groups established primarily in the villages around al-Sheikh Zuweid. 
After swearing they had no information about the first Rafah massa-
cre and claiming not to know who was involved in the operation, the 
armed groups in turn threatened the president’s emissaries with retali-
ation in the heart of the capital if the government forces decided to 
resume the brutality and repression that had been practiced for decades. 
The intelligence agencies took the threat seriously, showing a prefer-
ence for the language of negotiation during the period from autumn 
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2012 to the end of Morsi’s incumbency. It came to an end shortly after 
the crisis sparked by the abduction of seven soldiers in May 2013, who 
were to be held as a bargaining chip to negotiate the release of jihadi 
prisoners from the Sinai. At the time, Sinai jihadi leaders—among 
them members of ABM—issued communiqu é s and public statements 
showing support for the Salafi jihadis in the Gaza Strip in the face of 
harassment by the Hamas government. This show of cross-border soli-
darity was highly significant. 

 The July 3, 2013 coup d’ é tat ushered in the fourth phase of ABM’s 
strategy. Prior to the coup d’ é tat, the group could be described as a 
popular, nationalist, and religious organization that had chosen the 
path of armed resistance against an enemy toward which it harbored an 
ongoing hostility and did not feel bound by the legal obligations aris-
ing from the 1979 peace treaty. The fourth phase was no longer limited 
to challenging state sovereignty and its international commitments. It 
introduced a new era of armed uprising against government forces. 
 Ansar Beit al-Maqdis  became a terrorist organization as of the attempt to 
assassinate Minister of Interior Mohammed Ibrahim on September 4, 
2013, disregarding the surrounding civilians. 

 On July 5, 2013, jihadis held a conference in the city of al-Sheikh 
Zuweid, inviting Muslim Brothers representatives from al-Arish. The 
Brotherhood members did not stay more than ten minutes so as not to 
shoulder responsibility for the jihadi calls for violence against the army 
and the police. Clashes between ABM or other Salafi jihadis groups 
and government forces had not yet begun at that time. The radicalism 
of the rhetoric could have been construed as expressing a radical and 
hysterical opposition to the prospect of a return to the time of police 
brutality and arbitrary crackdowns. This fear was comprehensible if 
the military coup d’ é tat was considered a hostile act directed against 
the Islamists as a whole and not only the Muslim Brotherhood. While 
it is true that the situation of the jihadis scarcely improved during the 
Brotherhood’s stint in office, it did not deteriorate either. The coup 
d’ é tat meant the end of a truce and the beginning of a new era. 

 After the violence and mass killing in the wake of the July 3 takeover, 
ABM gradually altered its position on the matter of excommunicating 
the army and the police, without announcing it publicly. The group 
began attacking army convoys, checkpoints, and military installations 
in the Sinai at the end of July 2013. 

 The turning point in ABM’s activities came when five  14   jihadis were 
killed by an Israeli drone on the third day of the Eid al-Fitr celebration 
(August 9, 2013).  15   The Egyptian army spokesman acknowledged that 
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an explosion had occurred in the vicinity of al-‘Ajra’ (misspelling the 
name of the site) without explaining what caused the explosion. Then 
the Israeli army hastened to inform the  Associated Press  of its respon-
sibility in the death of a group of jihadis preparing to fire missiles at 
Israeli targets. The news spread, embarrassing the Egyptians. The fol-
lowing day, Egyptian helicopters bombed the villages of al-Thawma 
and al-Muqata‘a, demolishing several houses and killing two people. 
The army then claimed to be pursuing a campaign begun two days 
earlier, in a desperate attempt to claim responsibility for the al-‘Ajra’ 
attack and spare itself political fallout.  Majlis shura al-mujahidin-aknaf 
bayt al-maqdis , which then very probably merged with  Ansar Beit al-
Maqdis , retaliated by launching a missile on the Israeli city of Eilat, to 
make it clear who it was contending with. Several jihadi groups issued 
harsh communiqu é s against the Egyptian army, accusing it of betrayal 
and collaboration with the Israeli army. None of these charges, how-
ever, accused the army of being infidels or apostates. This is the feature 
that changed entirely a few days after the violent dispersal of the sit-ins 
in support of the Brotherhood on al-Nahda Square in Giza and Rabi‘a 
al-Adawiya Square in eastern Cairo on August 14. 

 Shortly after the Rabi‘a massacre, another massacre left 25 soldiers 
dead in Rafah. ABM’s involvement in this incident has not been proven. 
However, the organization claimed the assassination attempt on the 
interior minister in downtown Cairo on September 4, 2013, which 
coincided with the resumption of aerial bombardments over several 
al-Sheikh Zuweid villages in the first week of September 2013. On 
September 7, large-scale military operations were launched in North 
Sinai. A bloody war had thus begun between government forces and 
jihadi groups of various denominations, the largest network—ABM—
having ascendency over all the others. It was not long before the group 
carried out its threat to carry its operations beyond the Sinai. The mili-
tary intelligence building in Ismailia was attacked (October 19, 2013); a 
National Security ( al-amn al-watani ) officer was murdered in the capital 
(November 17, 2013); two police stations were dynamited in Daqahliya 
in the Nile Delta (December 23, 2013) and in Cairo ( January 24, 
2014). 

 With the extension of ABM’s activities to the rest of Egypt, accusa-
tions came to be voiced within political Islamist currents that the secu-
rity services had manufactured this organization to justify crackdowns 
and then hold the Muslim Brotherhood responsible for the violence. 
In the month of January 2014, the jihadi organization launched a Grad 
missile on Eilat. It also inf licted a serious loss on the Egyptian army 
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by shooting down a military helicopter on January 25 (first time in 
the Egyptian military history to be done by a militia), thus putting an 
end to speculation that the group may have been created by the secu-
rity services on the model of what had happened in Algeria with the 
Armed Islamic Group (known by its French acronym GIA). Likewise, 
it presented a new challenge to the security apparatus by showing its 
resilience after four months of intense military operations in the Sinai, 
the goal of which was to secure the eastern borders with Israel in accor-
dance with the terms of the 1979 treaty. There can hardly be any doubt 
that ABM will continue to make the news in the years to come, all the 
more as it is highly inf luenced by the conf licts in the Levant between 
the Support Front in Syria (  Jabhat al-nusra fi bilad al-sham ) and the orga-
nization of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. The Sinai jihadis cur-
rently maintain contact with the jihadis in Syria.  16    

  The State’s War against Society and 

the Production of Terrorism 

 In launching a military campaign to eradicate terrorism on the North 
Sinai border on September 7, 2013, Egypt’s armed forces inf licted 
widespread abuse on thousands of civilians in the area. It will take years 
to prove that these violations (forced emigration, destruction of farms 
and homes, bombings of houses and mosques by plane or tank, without 
prior evacuation) come under the category of war crimes. In the month 
of September alone, these actions caused the death of ten children and 
five women. Four-wheel drive vehicles were burned for no reason, 
Bedouin huts were set on fire, depriving the poorest inhabitants in the 
north of shelter. Concurring accounts describe the organized looting of 
money, jewelry and even clothing, supplies and food, before the burn-
ing of all the furniture. The perpetrators of these abusive raids have 
never been arrested or indicted. 

 The Egyptian Center for Economic and Social Rights issued a press 
release one hundred days after the military campaign in the Sinai 
began, under the title “Deliberate Violations and Intolerable Hardship 
in the Sinai.”  17   The report confirms the existence of serious violations 
since mid-June 2013 in an area stretching from the vicinity of Saint 
Catherine in South Sinai up to Rafah at the northern edge of the bor-
der. It notes, for instance, an attempt by Saint Catherine police on the 
life of Sheikh Ahmed Hussein al-Harish, sheikh of the al-Qararshha 
tribe. As he tried to intervene in an altercation at a gas station, the 
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sheikh was insulted, beaten up, and injured. The police threatened 
his tribe with expulsion from its ancestral lands. In the north, citizens 
are in danger of losing their lives by police or army fire when going 
through a checkpoint or a search. After an incident that cost the life of 
a four-year-old child, the army spokesperson had to amend his initial 
version claiming that a plot to kill the Second Army Field Commander 
had been thwarted. The report also mentions the June 30, 2013 closing 
of the al-Salam bridge that links the two banks of the Suez Canal. This 
closure caused traffic jams several miles long, humiliating drivers who 
were obliged to wait hours to board ferries. 

 Houses were blown up in the villages of al-Mahdiyya, al-Muqata‘a, 
and al-Thawma by Apache helicopters and American-made Hellfire 
missiles in the initial days of the operation (September 7–12). Tanks and 
armored vehicles also demolished houses, mosques, and Abu Lafita, a 
Bedouin housing complex in the village of al-Zawara‘a, on September 
13, 2013—causing the death of four children and two women inside the 
occupied homes, in addition to injuring several others. The Egyptian 
Center for Economic and Social Rights fact-finding committee took 
samples of inf lammable material in the debris of the houses in the vil-
lages of al-Zahir, al-Jawra, al-Muqata‘a, and al-Mahdiyya in the first 
weeks of the military campaign. No one has been prosecuted for these 
incidents. There were also a number of persons missing, and the lifeless 
bodies of some of them were later found by the roadside. Such was the 
case on November 1, 2013 in the village of al-Shalaq in the al-Sabkha 
region, near al-Sheikh Zuweid city, where a passerby found the bodies 
of two al-Sawarika tribe members along with another body that could 
not be identified. The bodies showed evidence of torture. According 
to a number of accounts, the bodies were thrown from an armored 
vehicle belonging to the army. Youths from al-Arish were also arrested, 
and later the authorities informed their families that they could recover 
their remains. This was the case of Abdallah Abu Rouba‘ (28 years old, 
father of a little girl) on September 4, 2013. The state of emergency and 
curfew were maintained in North Sinai after 5:00 p.m., unlike in the 
rest of the country. This interdiction also applies to ambulances. No 
official announcement has publicized these exceptional provisions. In 
primary schools, children are forbidden from going close to military 
compounds near their institutions. The head of the Al-Yasser primary 
school has forbidden pupils from going near the walls of the presiden-
tial residence across from their school, threatening them with arrest. 

 Collective reprisals also affect communication networks. Banks and 
post offices have closed down operations, cell phone agencies have 
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closed, and Internet no longer functions. These exceptional and arbi-
trary measures have no legal basis and have had little real effectiveness 
in terms of security because radical groups have long since used inter-
national satellite and local radio communications. Dozens of shops have 
also been closed in the main market of al-Sheikh Zuweid on the pre-
tense of ensuring the security of the city police station, which provides 
no services to citizens other than as a night shelter for the police force. 
The police do not ensure security for the weekly farmers’ markets that 
provide the sole source of income for village women; many of these 
markets have remained shut after repeated police roundups and false 
accusations against vendors and merchants. This is what happened, for 
instance, in the al-Joura and al-Barth village markets. 

 Military violence was even stepped up after an army helicopter was 
shot down on January 25, 2014. None of these violations have yet been 
recorded, due to a media blackout and the bias of the print and broad-
casting media, as well as direct threats to the security of journalists and 
researchers. Even in the absence of precise and accurate information, one 
thing is certain: the considerable moral credit the army enjoyed in the Sinai 
has been irrevocably tarnished. What can be seen today is a simmering 
anger and a deep wound exceeding the bitterness caused by the actions of 
the State Security Investigations Service in the final Mubarak years. It is 
easy to imagine how hatred and thirst for revenge can turn youths in the 
border area into potential recruits for  Ansar Beit al-Maqdis  or any other 
group of this sort that is fighting the state and its neighbor, to which Egypt 
is bound by a peace treaty. Dozens of innocent victims are paying the price 
for this today, with their lives, their rights, and their dignity.  

    Notes 
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  4  .   Ismail Alexandrani, “Education in Sinai, Legal Provisions and the Reality of Government 

and Security Policies,”  Egyptian Center for Economic and Social Rights , 2015, forthcoming.  
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  5  .   Personal interview with the son of an inhabitant who collaborated with the Egyptian secu-

rity agencies and who helped certain police officers f lee disguised as women.  

  6  .   From a sociological standpoint, the North Sinai Governorate can be broken down into 
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border, made up of al-Sheikh Zuweid, Rafah, and their villages; the capital, al-Arish; and 

last, the city of Bir al-Abed and its environs.  
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hardship in the Sinai,”  Egyptian Center for Economic and Social Rights , December 22, 2013. 
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he subsequently justif ied these serious breaches by calling the victims “Takfiris” without 

basing his claim on any legal document. He also was later obliged to admit that several 
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cial condolences to one of the Bedouin heroes of the war of attrition whose son had been 

killed by army fire one month before his planned wedding date, on September 28.      



     C H A P T E R  T E N 

 The Labor Movement in the Face of Transition   

    Nadine   Abdalla    

   In the two years that followed the January 25, 2011 revolution, the 
number of labor protests in Egypt was still on the rise. There were 
1,400 in 2011 and 3,400 in 2012, compared to an annual average of 600 
in preceding years.  1   Moreover, from 2004 to 2013, more than 1.7 mil-
lion Egyptians protested in the workplace by resorting to strikes, sit-
ins, or other types of collective action.  2   

 Labor activism developed in Egypt in response to the liberal eco-
nomic policies implemented by the Ahmed Nazif government (2004–
2011). Although these policies yielded positive economic results, 
especially by stimulating growth, they contributed to worsening wage 
inequality by neglecting issues of social justice. Most of these protests 
emerged outside the framework of the very official Egyptian Trade 
Union Federation (ETUF), controlled by the regime and which labor 
activists viewed as loyal to the state’s interests.  3   Striking workers in 
the property tax administration and in the public transportation sector 
moreover suffered the consequences of such political authority. When 
they staged strikes in 2007 and 2009, the official trade union not only 
was hostile to their demands, but it also tried to prevent them from 
going through with their action.  4   

 Yet, these labor protests always stuck to strictly social and eco-
nomic demands, pertaining mostly to unpaid bonuses, allowances not 
received, or requests for wage increases. The actors involved in these 
mobilizations, in their strategy of avoiding the regime, always struc-
tured their actions along two principles: (1) they refused to “politicize” 
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their movement and later, to form alliances with political parties; (2) 
they refused to challenge state-affiliated institutions, in particular the 
official trade union federation. Forming an independent union that 
would compete with or supplant the official union was thus out of the 
question.  5   

 The outbreak of the January 25 revolution created new conditions 
for the labor movement, opening up new avenues and opportunities 
to explore new types of collective action. Independent trade unions 
outside the official framework were set up by the hundreds, while fed-
erations grouping these new unions formed and quickly emerged as 
political actors de facto representing worker interests. 

 The present chapter will analyze the challenges posed by the insti-
tutionalization of the labor movement and how it negotiated its rela-
tionship to politics during the period starting from the January 25, 
2011, revolution up to President Morsi’s ouster on June 30, 2013. The 
constant rise in the number of protest actions will only be limited by 
structuring worker protests and transforming the labor movement into 
an institutional actor in a position to exert political pressure through 
official channels, an essential condition for the stabilization of Egypt’s 
transition process. Indeed, the spate of contentious collective action is 
as much the mirror of the socioeconomic crisis as it is the expression of 
a crisis in worker and industrial representation.  

  Institutionalization of the Workers’ Movement: 

Potentialities and Challenges 

 Two federations were formed in the post-January 25, 2011 period, each 
of them bringing together over 200 new trade unions, ref lecting the 
labor movement’s pressing aspiration to organize outside the official 
union framework. The first, the Egyptian Federation of Independent 
Trade Unions (EFITU), was founded and presided by Kamal Abu Eita, 
a leading figure of the Nasserist al-Karama party, member of the parlia-
ment dissolved in June 2012, and subsequently minister of manpower 
and migration in July 2013.  6   As founder of the property tax collectors 
union in 2008, Abu Eita is regarded as the pioneer of independent 
Egyptian unionism.  7   The second federation is the Egyptian Democratic 
Labor Congress (EDLC). It was founded by Kamal Abbas, former labor 
leader at the Helwan Iron and Steel Factory and president of the Center 
for Trade Unions and Workers’ Services (CTUWS— dar al-khadamat 
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al-niqabiyya wa-l-‘ummaliyya ), a well-known Egyptian NGO defending 
labor rights since its founding in 1999. 

 With its attempt to institutionalize, the labor movement faced two 
challenges during the transition period: a lack of consensus regard-
ing the legal framework that should regulate the new unions, and the 
unions’ low efficacy due to their lack of state recognition, legitimacy, 
experience, and financial resources. 

  New Trade Unions and Structural Constraints: 

The Law on Trade Union Freedoms 

 The first transition period was marked by the controversy between the 
Muslim Brotherhood (MB) and the new trade unions concerning the 
legal framework regulating their existence outside the official trade 
union federation. 

 The legal framework in which trade unions operated was tradition-
ally regulated by Law 35 promulgated in 1976 and amended by Law 
12 in 1995. It recognizes the ETUF as the only legitimate and legal 
body for worker representation. Labor leaders thus felt that during the 
transition period the enactment of a new law guaranteeing trade union 
freedoms should be a priority. Labor activists had already criticized 
Law 35 during the Mubarak era for contravening International Labor 
Organization conventions (especially conventions 87 of 1948 and con-
vention 98 of 1949), which had been ratified by the Egyptian govern-
ment as far back as 1957 and guaranteed protection for trade union 
independence and freedom.  8   

 Under the auspices of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces 
(SCAF), Minister of Manpower and Migration Ahmed al-Borai had 
prepared draft legislation pertaining to trade union freedoms during the 
summer of 2011. The initiative came in the wake of a social dialogue 
bringing together representatives of the new trade unions as well as 
Muslim Brotherhood labor activists, and chambers of commerce rep-
resentatives.  9   Although the Egyptian Federation of Independent Trade 
Unions (EFITU) and the Egyptian Democratic Labor Congress (EDLC) 
supported the proposed legislation, the SCAF, in keeping with its con-
servative view of the social order, never enacted the law.  10   Thus, a few 
months after the Parliament was elected in early 2012, the Freedom and 
Justice Party (FJP)—the political wing of the MB—circulated a differ-
ent version of the law in order to push it through Parliament, which it 
succeeded in doing just prior to its dissolution on June 14, 2012.  11   
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 While both Ahmed al-Borai’s and the FJP’s proposed legislation 
showed consensus around the principle of trade union freedoms, they 
differed as to the degree and form to give these freedoms.  12   The FJP 
draft law clearly favored the ETUF over the new unions, given that 
some FJP leaders occupied leadership positions in the transitional ETUF 
executive board. Formed in August 2011 after the former ETUF exec-
utive board was dissolved, the new board was in charge of managing 
the labor institution until new elections were held.  13   It was made up 
of union leaders loyal to the former regime as well as labor activists of 
different political hues known for their opposition to the government. 
It was in this context that the Brotherhood was awarded three seats on 
the executive board, including that of treasurer, an office occupied by 
Yousri Bayoumi, and that of vice president, held by Khaled al-Azhari.  14   
They thus won better representation than before, as in the context of 
the fraudulent elections of 2006 the Brotherhood had won only 120 
seats on the executive committees of trade unions  15   and 18 seats on 
the executive boards of the general trade unions. The entire non-MB 
opposition had won 187 seats.  16   

 The appointment of Khaled al-Azhari as vice-president of the 
ETUF, along with his inf luence in the capacity of vice president of 
the manpower committee in Parliament, ultimately worked in favor 
of the FJP and the Muslim Brotherhood.  17   Appointed minister of 
manpower following Mohammed Morsi’s election to the presidency, 
al-Azhari backed the legislation proposed by the former parliamen-
tary committee despite opposition from the EFITU and the EDLC, 
which unanimously rejected the law.  18   On September 19, 2012, the 
EFITU published a statement outlining the reasons for its rejection 
of al-Azhari’s law and its preference for al-Borai’s proposal.  19   Three 
controversial points mentioned in this communiqu é  are relevant to the 
present analysis in that they point out the conf lict of interests between 
the Muslim Brotherhood and the new trade union federations.  

   1.     Al-Azhari’s draft law does not allow employees to set up new pro-
fessional unions. According to the statement, this situation favors 
MB members alone, who since the 1980s have controlled the 
administrations of official professional syndicates such as the phy-
sicians, engineers, and lawyers associations.  20   The Brotherhood 
used the opportunity of the limited political open door pol-
icy under Sadat and Mubarak to field candidates in professional 
elections and thus win a certain degree of support within these 
professions.  
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  2.     Al-Azhari law’s strengthened a hierarchized and centralized deci-
sion-making mechanism with trade union federations, thus fos-
tering co-optation by the regime. The al-Borai law, on the other 
hand, which had the EFITU’s preference, granted local unions 
within enterprises considerably more power.  21    

  3.     The law did not tackle the problem of social funds ( sanadiq al-za-
mala ), which today remains one of the main obstacles to forming 
new trade unions in Egypt. The ETUF in fact holds a monopoly 
on the social funds that provide social benefits and retirement 
pensions to members of affiliated trade unions. Contributions to 
the social funds are included in the dues workers pay to the fed-
eration, and these dues are generally deducted automatically from 
their pay. Workers who wish to leave the ETUF to join new 
unions must therefore give up their claims to the social funds that 
they have been paying out of their own wages.  22   Al-Borai’s draft 
legislation had attempted to solve this dilemma by guaranteeing 
the workers freedom to withdraw from the ETUF without for-
feiting their rights to the social funds.  23      

 The Brotherhood and the new trade union federations were 
thus obviously at loggerheads as the yearly internal ETUF elections 
approached the scheduled date of November/December 2012. Against 
this backdrop, the minister of manpower and migration took advan-
tage of the Constitutional Declaration issued by President Morsi on 
November 21, 2012, to push through two amendments to Law 35 on 
trade unions two days later: the first delayed internal ETUF elections 
for a six-month period, which could be shortened in the event a new 
law on trade union freedoms was passed; the second ordered the retire-
ment of all the ETUF officials over the age of 60 and their replacement 
by candidates who had won the second most votes in the 2006 elec-
tions.  24   Furthermore, this amendment gave the manpower minister the 
power to choose new leaders if seats went vacant. The November 21 
Constitutional Declaration having immunized any decisions and laws 
passed by the president against legal proceedings, these amendments 
entered de jure into positive law.  25   

 These two amendments aimed to allow the MB, in a position of 
strength in the interim executive board alone, to control the leader-
ship positions within the labor institution in the long run and improve 
its chances of winning the upcoming elections. In this regard, it is 
worth noting that most of the trade union officials elected in 2006 won 
by “acclamation,” which gave the manpower minister more leeway 
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to choose their replacements. It was believed at the time that the 
Brotherhood would obtain as many as 150 seats out of the 500 leader-
ship positions in the federation’s general trade unions and up to 14 seats 
out of the 24 leadership positions on the ETUF executive board.  26   As 
for the EFITU and the EDLC, they maintained that these amendments 
ref lected the Brotherhood’s attempt to strengthen its grip on the ETUF 
through the “Brotherhoodization” ( akhwana ) of the federation rather 
than a willingness to develop a consensual version of the law foster-
ing trade union pluralism.  27   Morsi’s approval of these amendments not 
only showed another instance of the government’s interference in trade 
union affairs that was characteristic of the post-Mubarak period, but it 
also intensified trade union activist opposition to the new regime.  

  New Trade Unions and Obstacles to Efficacy 

 The new trade unions moreover face a certain number of challenges 
that hamper their ability to act. 

 They first of all suffer from a lack of legitimacy due to the absence 
of a legal framework. In the public sector, they encounter bureaucratic 
obstacles when seeking to register their organizations, while, on the 
ground, public employers prefer to communicate with the leaders of 
officially recognized unions.  28   New trade union leaders are basically 
viewed as protest movement leaders rather than union leaders having 
well-defined powers.  29   This fact has a negative effect on their legiti-
macy among certain sectors of workers. The situation is even worse in 
the private sector, where it is virtually prohibited for workers to form 
new unions. Their employers wield their power position over their 
employees to deprive them of their rights to legal, social, and union 
protection. The CTUWS thus revealed that recently hired workers 
have been obliged to sign an undated document handing in their res-
ignation, giving the employer full liberty to fire workers at any time 
without their having any legal recourse.  30   

 The new unions also suffer from a lack of experience, due to the 
absence of any tradition of unionism outside the ETUF,  31   and from 
a lack of financial resources, due to their inability to collect regular 
dues. This is partly a consequence of poor internal management, but is 
also rooted in the previously mentioned problem of social funds.  32   The 
EFITU’s and the EDLC’s limited resources prevent these federations 
from strengthening their structural capacities and training their man-
agement staff both at the central and at the local level. This produces a 
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gap between the coordination mechanisms a federation sets up and the 
growing number of trade unions that eventually join it. 

 Yet despite the structural challenges facing the new trade unions, 
they have many assets that can be potentialized over time. Their inter-
nal social cohesion helps to overcome the initial structural deficit. The 
experience of strikes and sit-ins has forged a strong collective identity 
among participating movement and union members, particularly when 
the movement is lasting, thereby facilitating relations of trust between 
members and their leaders. The property tax collectors’ movement, 
which held a ten-day sit-in across from the prime minister’s office in 
Cairo in December 2007,  33   is a case in point, as are the public trans-
port employees, who founded a new trade union in 2009, also after a 
successful strike.  34     

  The Labor Movement Faced with the Test of “Politics” 

 The labor movement, which had carefully steered clear of politics dur-
ing the Mubarak regime, found itself thrust into the political arena after 
the revolution, as the new trade union federations were obliged to take 
a stance with regard to the new authorities and the various political 
forces. 

  New Trade Unions and Political Parties 

 The Mubarak regime had made a clear distinction between demands 
pertaining to socioeconomic matters, which were tolerated, and those 
touching on political issues, which were not. Labor movements thus 
made the strategic choice to reject alliances with political parties so as 
not to violate the unwritten rules of the game and thereby incur sys-
tematic repression.  35   

 The crackdown on labor movement that started at the Mahalla 
Spinning and Weaving Company located in Mahalla al-Kobra in the 
north of Cairo  36   after the announcement of a strike on April 6, 2008, is 
an exemplary illustration of how the regime dealt with the politiciza-
tion of social protest. A few days after the strike was announced, cyber 
activists seized the opportunity to call for a nationwide strike in Egypt 
on Facebook to protest against overall price hikes and to encourage 
support for workers in particular. It was picked up by various opposi-
tion forces, which turned the workers’ purely economic demands into a 
harsh criticism of the country’s general political situation: rising prices 
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and corruption and torture of political activists by the police.  37   The 
politicization of the workers’ demands led to a police crackdown on 
the workers of rare severity. Indeed, since 2005, the regime had mostly 
reacted to worker mobilizations with a mixture of indifference, toler-
ance, pressure, and concessions—rather than by resorting to violence. 
But in the April 6 strike, the security apparatus forced labor leaders to 
demobilize the workers and even cancel their strike call. Leaders who 
did not comply were arrested.  38   

 The bitter experience of the Mahalla company workers thus deep-
ened labor’s distrust of politics. After Mubarak was toppled on February 
11, 2011, the new union leaders remained on their guard, being careful 
not to show a party preference or a political inclination during union 
meetings. Two main factors shed light on this attitude. 

 The first is the lack of mutual benefits. The labor movement kept 
its distance from political parties not only to avoid repression, but also 
and above all to prevent weak political parties from exploiting the 
labor movement’s leverage to their own ends. It may seem useful for 
the labor movement to form alliances with political actors, particu-
larly parties, during a period of transition. Such coalitions can provide 
opportunities to channel their demands and get them on the politi-
cal agenda.  39   But the persisting weakness of political parties likely to 
represent them convinced them to keep their distance. In the 2011 
and 2012 legislative elections, the left-leaning Revolution Continues 
coalition won only 8 seats out of a total of 508 in parliament. The 
Tagammu party and the Egyptian Social Democratic Party—the 
remaining leftist parties that were not part of the coalition—took 
only 3 and 16 seats, respectively.  40   In this situation, union leaders are 
implementing a new “strategic choice”: to refuse any alliance with 
political parties as long as they remain unable to provide them with 
concrete benefits. 

 Refusing an alliance with political parties is also a means of preserv-
ing the movement’s internal cohesion. Political parties, given their dif-
ferent ideological approaches, can be a source of division within a labor 
movement that is basically united around socioeconomic demands. 
Adel al-Shazly, president of the new public transport union, expresses 
such fears when he says, “I won’t let them talk politics in union meet-
ings. If you open the door to politics, everyone will advocate a differ-
ent party position whereas we are united around our clearly defined 
economic demands. In any case, if we had to ally with a political party, 
the most rational thing would have been to form an alliance with the 
FJP, the strongest party (during this period) on the political scene. We 
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didn’t think this alliance was judicious, however, because it was likely 
to divide us.”  41   

 Naturally the new trade unions’ attitude to politics is ref lected in the 
stances of the new union federations. It was simply out of the question, 
for instance, for the EDLC leadership to back any particular candidate 
in the May 2012 presidential elections. In the EFITU, many members 
of the executive board, headed by Kamal Abu Eita, were already mem-
bers of the campaign team for Hamdin Sabbahi, the Nasserist candi-
date. Nevertheless, the federation’s board refused to support any of the 
candidates officially. 

 The only significant evolution in the relation between the labor move-
ment and political parties took place around mid-February 2013, about 
four months prior to Morsi’s removal. Attempts at a rapprochement 
between leaders of the two independent trade union federations and the 
National Salvation Front (NSF), the main body coordinating opposition 
to President Morsi, were made at the time. The manpower minister’s 
reluctance to pass a consensual law in favor of trade union freedoms 
prompted the leaders of the new trade union federations to join forces 
with the NSF for a very specific reason: to guarantee the support of the 
parties in the NSF for Ahmed al-Borai’s law, as a new parliament was 
supposed to be elected in April 2013.  42   Furthermore, Ahmed al-Borai’s 
appointment to the post of NSF secretary general and official spokesman 
encouraged the new trade unions to take part in the meetings to prepare 
such an alliance. The alliance never came about, however, due to the 
postponement of the legislative elections and the NSF’s announcement of 
its intention to boycott the elections in protest against the regime’s refusal 
to amend the constitution and form a more inclusive government.  

  New Trade Union Federations and Street Politics 

 The postrevolutionary context has also encouraged the new trade 
unions to take part more or less actively in what is known as “street 
politics.” Two factors in particular have contributed to this evolution: 
the decline in the intensity of crackdowns after the revolution—from 
2011 to 2013—which encouraged the labor movement to show its sol-
idarity with calls made by “revolutionary” political movements more 
openly; and its identification with a common purpose, in other words, 
the realization of the goals of the revolution ( tahqiq ahdaf al-thawra ), 
“Freedom, Dignity, Social Justice,” even if the revolutionary actors 
diverge as to the priority to give each of these objectives. 
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 Labor movements had certainly played a role during the 18 days 
of demonstrations in January–February 2011, but they did so in an 
entirely independent fashion without coordinating with the revo-
lutionary youth movements. What was new, however, was that the 
worker protests dared step outside the strictly economic framework of 
their demands and explicitly challenge the regime, as did the protest-
ers on Tahrir Square. A case in point is the threat issued by striking 
telecommunications workers—February 7 and 8, 2011—to join the 
revolutionaries on Tahrir Square if their financial demands were not 
heard.  43   Public transport strikers also issued statements on February 
9 outlining their wage demands, while demonstrating their solidarity 
with the Tahrir Square protesters.  44   

 One year after the revolution, the participation of worker move-
ments in street politics was more direct and more active. For the first 
time, their leaders even agreed to issue statements in support of the 
revolutionary youth movements, thereby profoundly renewing the 
relationship between the two actors. Labor activists embraced three 
calls to demonstrate issued by political groups, confirming the workers’ 
identification with street politics. The first call, issued on January 25, 
2012, the day commemorating the revolution, aimed to pressure the 
SCAF into realizing the objectives of the revolution.  45   Union activists 
also backed the November 23, 2012 call to demonstrate in response to 
the Constitutional Declaration issued by the new president, accused by 
most of the non-Islamist political forces of drifting toward autocracy. 
The third and last call before Morsi’s ouster, issued by the Tamarod 
(“Rebellion”) youth movement, called on “millions” to demonstrate 
on June 30, 2013, and demand early presidential elections. 

 In these three cases, the new trade union federations issued state-
ments announcing their support for the protesters and the participa-
tion of their members in the demonstrations. The communiqu é  posted 
by the EDLC on its Facebook page the day before January 25, 2012 
illustrates this new relationship of solidarity between the labor move-
ment and the revolutionary opposition: “Workers and revolutionaries 
together for the achievement of the objectives of the revolution.”  46   In 
addition, the SCAF’s refusal to enact the law on trade union freedoms 
before the first call to demonstrate (in January 2012), and the reluctance 
shown by the manpower minister just before the second demonstration 
was called (in November 2012), made it easier for the new trade unions 
to identify with the revolutionaries’ demands.  47   

 The new trade union federations gradually shifted from a fairly 
passive role in the first two demonstrations to a more active role in 
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coordinating the protest action as the date of the June 30, 2013 demon-
stration approached. The EDLC set up several operations rooms ( ghurfat 
‘amaliyyat ) that communicated directly with the main Tamarod cam-
paign headquarters to coordinate the protest action, identifying meet-
ing points for the workers and organizing marches on Tahrir Square and 
Ittihadiya Palace. The EDLC also set up two tents (on Tahrir Square 
and at the Ittihadiya Palace) so that workers could take part in the sit-
in.  48   Two factors explain the new trade union federations’ more active 
participation: the decline in the repressive capabilities of the Morsi 
regime, which the security forces moreover refused to protect, but also 
the deadlocking of all the channels of communication and negotiation 
between trade union actors and the government. Street politics turned 
out to be the last resort for a labor movement that had nothing left to 
lose under the Morsi regime. 

 If the three aforementioned calls were embraced by the new trade 
unions, the call for a “general strike” issued by a few youth movements 
on February 11, 2012 (day commemorating Mubarak’s resignation) met 
with much more tepid approval. The aim of this call was to put on pres-
sure to bring a swift end to military rule and transfer power to a civil-
ian government, denouncing the SCAF’s inability to enact concrete 
reform measures and organize an agenda for the transition. The leader-
ships of both independent trade union federations made clear in their 
statements that their organizations supported these demands. However, 
it was a real dilemma for them to go beyond expressing their solidar-
ity, mainly due to the reluctance of local trade union leaders affiliated 
with the federations to take part in a so-called general strike.  49   These 
calls reawakened workers’ distrust of political parties: to ask the labor 
movement to strike when the risk of an army crackdown was high 
reinforced the sentiment that the workers were being used. This feel-
ing was nurtured moreover by the fact that the “strike” was unlikely to 
further the workers’ strictly economic benefits. Some professions, such 
as the tax collectors, felt that taking part in the strike would do serious 
harm to the economy and consequently bring about a decrease in their 
financial resources.  50   

 While the EDLC issued a simple statement of solidarity with the 
revolutionary youth movements, the EFITU executive board decided 
to announce the organization’s participation—more symbolic than 
anything—in the “general strike,” while leaving it up to the leaders of 
affiliated trade unions to decide whether or not to participate depend-
ing on their capacities and interests.  51   Most independent trade unions 
thus refused to join in the strike. The EFITU’s decision, which may 



Nadine Abdalla208

seem incoherent, is indicative of the limits of worker solidarity with 
political parties, which depends more on the workers’ economic inter-
ests and the need to preserve the federations’ internal cohesion. 

 To conclude, it should be pointed out that the labor movement’s posi-
tion has remained more “conservative” in terms of formal politics than 
in terms of “street politics.” The political f luidity of the “first” transi-
tion period and the structural weakness of leftist political parties have 
led it to adopt this position. The structural constraints it has encoun-
tered are compounded by its inability to find an ally capable of giving 
it more political leverage. On the other hand, the labor movement 
remains active at the street politics level in a postrevolutionary context 
in which demonstrations remain a considerable means of pressure. The 
very mixed response union leaders gave the strike calls in February 
2012 well illustrates the labor movement’s changing relationship to 
“politics,” but also its limits. Worker solidarity and identification with 
the demands carried by the forces of protest are henceforth a reality, but 
their participation in contentious collective action remains conditioned 
on labor movement interests. The refusal of the Morsi regime to make 
any concession whatsoever toward labor, and particularly its reluctance 
to pass a consensual law favoring trade union freedoms, was decisive in 
turning labor against it. This is moreover confirmed by its active par-
ticipation in the “political” demonstrations of June 30, 2013. 

 Nevertheless, the July 2013 appointment of Kamal Abu Eita, EFITU 
president, as manpower minister has not produced any real change for 
workers. The law on trade union freedoms was not enacted and the 
minimum wage was only adopted for government workers. A pioneer 
of independent trade unionism prior to the outbreak of the January 25 
revolution, Abu Eita has been unable to meet the expectations of his 
base. In some respects, this is the consequence of the new trade unions’ 
organizational weakness. They have been unable to exert the pressure 
necessary to get this law enacted.  52   Thus, in the post-Morsi era, the 
workers’ fate has scarcely improved, the only positive change being 
article 76 of the new constitution adopted in January 2014, which the-
oretically guarantees trade union freedoms.   
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     C H A P T E R  E L E V E N 

 Copts and the Egyptian Revolution:   Christian 

Identity in the Public Sphere    

    Ga  é  tan Du   Roy    

   A relatively small number of Copts appear to have participated in the 
first week of the Egyptian uprising in January 2011. Christians did par-
ticipate in the revolution however, despite warnings from the Coptic 
Pope Shenouda to avoid Tahrir Square.  1   Most of the Copts who chose 
to join the action in the streets did so as Egyptians without openly dis-
playing their Christian identity. Some of those present in the square did 
proclaim their Christian identity, however, using symbols and engag-
ing in collective prayers and religious chants. The unity of the two 
religions in Tahrir Square became a frequent topic in the press and on 
the Internet, fueling hopes that a new Egypt was in the process of being 
born. 

 Throughout the twentieth century, relations between Copts and 
Muslims had steadily deteriorated, however.  2   Most Egyptian Muslims’ 
image of their Christian fellow-citizens is defined primarily by indif-
ference, and they tend to refuse to recognize the tacit discrimination 
that affects Christians’ everyday lives. Copts, on the other hand, per-
ceive their recent history as a cycle of persecution that has yielded a 
host of “martyrs” who play a central role in their religious imaginary. 
Clashes continued after targeted attacks took place in the 1990s against 
Copts in Upper Egypt, typically beginning with a private disagreement 
that spiraled into sectarian conf lict. The disputes often involved the 
renovation or construction of churches, or, more recently, controversy 
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about the sincerity of conversions for sentimental reasons, a phenom-
enon noted in the independent press in the 2000s. It was during this 
period that a taboo disappeared and the “Coptic question” became the 
topic of debates and press reports that gave renewed visibility to anti-
Christian incidents.  3   

 Pressures on the Coptic community since the 1970s have caused it 
to become more confessionalized under Church authority. As a result, 
Pope Shenouda concentrated considerable power by encouraging alle-
giance to his person instead of establishing clear rules of governance 
within the Church. This allowed bishops and priests to maintain a 
degree of independence by relying on their networks among politi-
cians, businessmen, and the diaspora as well on their own personal 
charisma.  4   

 This chapter focuses on two divergent trends within the Coptic 
community that have both benefited from this situation by develop-
ing self-representations focused on religious identity, one centered on 
militant religious activism and the other based on an emotional, charis-
matic embrace of religious faith. The first of these trends has been asso-
ciated with a strand of ethnonationalism that considers Coptic tradition 
to be at the core of what it means to be Egyptian, thus rejecting Arab 
identity, which it sees as an external inf luence. This school of thought 
first emerged in Egypt in the 1950s and was later spread by waves of 
migration to the United States and Canada.  5   This idea of community 
identity that holds native-ness to be the origin of Copts’ religious rights 
has helped shape Coptic activism throughout the 2000s. 

 To a far greater extent than the native-ness argument, the second 
trend, known as charismatic, is part of a worldwide pan-Christian 
sense of belonging that promotes rapprochement between Egypt’s 
Coptic, Catholic, and Protestant communities. This approach builds on 
emotion and argues in favor of direct contact between Christ and the 
individual believer and transcends the traditional boundaries between 
different Christian denominations. The charismatics are perceived 
by the activists as deviating from orthodox tradition on this point by 
defining themselves as Christians without referring to the Coptic tra-
dition, whereas the orthodox position centers on specific identification 
as a Copt. 

 The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate the ways in which 
Egypt’s revolutionary period has provided these two competing reli-
gious entities with an opportunity to define themselves amid a phase of 
profound effervescence and change. Consistently challenged by Muslim 
and revolutionary alterity and thrust into ongoing interaction with 
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other mobilized groups, both groups have been forced to adapt their 
practices and rhetorics to new, unprecedented circumstances, redefin-
ing their relationships to a religious hierarchy that has been largely left 
behind by events.  

  Being Copt and Revolutionary: The Maspero Movement 

 The movement led by two priests, Matias Nasr and Filopatir Gamil, has 
literally invented Coptic activism in Egypt, deriving its strength from 
its ideological base and from the gradual growth of its ability to mobi-
lize supporters. This group developed within the orbit of the militant 
journal  The Theban Legion  ( al-katiba al-taybiyya ), which was created in 
2004 to increase public awareness of assaults on Egypt’s Coptic com-
munity and from which it took its name. Copts for Egypt ( aqbat min 
ajli misr ), an association founded by Nasserist activist Hani al-Gezery, 
launched an extended series of demonstrations with a general Coptic 
strike on September 11, 2009, the day of the Coptic new year ( nayruz ).  6   
The Theban Legion’s members joined the protests, particularly after 
the attack that killed a number of members of the congregation of the 
Church of the Two Saints in Alexandria during the 2011 New Year’s 
celebrations.  7   Many of those protests led to clashes with the police. 
It is therefore unsurprising that members of the Theban Legion were 
among the crowd in Tahrir Square in the early days of the revolution. 

 The incidents of interreligious violence began to multiply after the 
fall of Mubarak. In these events, a Church of S û l (an urban village in 
the southern part of Cairo) was the target of an arsonist’s attack on 
March 4, 2011, the culmination of a private conf lict that degenerated 
into a full-blown interfaith confrontation. Then on March 8, a protest 
by residents of the garbage collectors’ quarter of Manshiyat Naser in 
response to the church burning ended with the deaths of 13 people 
after the army fired on the crowd, according to unanimous eyewit-
ness accounts.  8   The revolutionary activists and private press who took 
up their arguments attributed this incident to plotting by the former 
regime or by Saudi Arabia. Indeed, in the midst of the widespread 
euphoria in Tahrir Square, it was sometimes difficult to recognize the 
sectarian hatred nurtured by certain sectors of the population. 

 On March 5, 2011, young members of the Theban Legion initiated a 
sit-in in front of Egyptian national television headquarters in Maspero, 
camping throughout an entire week. The sit-in was prolonged between 
May 8 and 20 as a protest against an attack on a church in the popular 
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western Cairo neighborhood of Imbaba.  9   This apparently prompted the 
leaders of the Theban Legion to establish the most well-known Coptic 
activist group, the Union of Maspero Youth ( ittihad chabab masbiru ). 
The pope quickly disavowed the protests, refusing to openly confront 
the government, just as he had routinely done under Mubarak.  10   The 
patriarch’s authority was challenged by the gatherings, which marked 
the first affirmation of demands specific to the Coptic community 
that were supported by demonstrations in the public sphere.  11   To some 
extent, their demands were ultimately effective in prompting the gov-
ernment to create a commission to study the possibility of a single law 
regulating the construction of all sites devoted to religious worship.  12   

 The Maspero Youth expanded their activities by creating their own 
grandiose style of protest march ( masira ), with pharaonic references. 
Young marchers wore either white or black T-shirts featuring a large, 
red pharaonic key of life (adopted by Copts as their cross) or large 
white togas that recalled the priests of Antiquity, bearing aloft poles 
topped by images of Coptic martyrs. This type of march was described 
in an article in  The Theban Legion  as “a civilization march” ( masira 
hadariyya ).  13   After the events of Manshiyat Naser, another such march 
was organized in honor of the martyrs. Their photos were displayed on 
the sides of a giant cardboard pyramid, and the Maspero movement’s 
principal demands—the arrest of those responsible for attacks on the 
faithful and on sites of worship, the freedom to build churches, a civil 
state, and a secular constitution—were listed on a cardboard edifice 
that was paraded throughout the Shubra district.  14   

 Immediately after the deadly incidents in Imbaba, a protest march in 
Tahrir Square for National Unity involving both Copts and Muslims 
was announced for May 13, 2011. On the day of the protest, the 
Muslim Brotherhood announced that the gathering would also serve as 
a protest in solidarity with the Palestinian people. The resulting slogans 
undermined the theme of unity between Christians and Muslims by 
promoting calls for Arab unity around the Palestinian cause that had 
an Arabist or even Islamic tone. At the same time, the Maspero sit-in 
was continuing in tandem with the ongoing events in Tahrir Square. A 
massive march scheduled on October 9, 2011 to protest another recent 
anti-Christian incident in southern Egypt was supposed to take protest-
ers from the Shubra district of the city to state television headquarters. 
On the same day, Egyptian soldiers cracked down on the procession 
near the Maspero building with extreme brutality, killing 25 people, 
most of them Copts. Images of armored vehicles crushing protesters 
were censored by the official television channel, which appealed to 
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“honest citizens” to assist the soldiers, who were allegedly under attack. 
The so-called Maspero massacre helped strengthen alliances between 
Coptic activists and the revolutionaries who had come to show their 
support during the crackdown. 

 In the wake of these brutal events, Coptic activists drew closer to 
the revolutionaries and participated in a number of protests held in 
honor of the new martyrs killed in confrontations with the police. This 
included the clashes of Mohammed Mahmoud Street in November 
2011 and the massacre that took place during a siege of the Council 
of Ministers the following month. During gatherings, young Copts 
deployed their usual tactics, including a solemn, pharaonic march and 
displays of portraits of past martyrs, but this time they added Muslim 
martyrs like Sheikh ‘Imad ‘Iffat, who was killed in the fighting near 
the Council of Ministers building. Mina Daniel, one of the Maspero 
martyrs, a Coptic activist who was also a member of the secular left, 
made a symbolic link between victims who had died for their Christian 
faith and those who had fallen for the revolution.  15   Since then, Mina 
Daniel and ‘Imad ‘Iffat are often associated with each other as symbols 
of Christian-Muslim unity in the revolutionary struggle, for example, 
in the graffiti lining Mohammed Mahmoud Street. On the first anni-
versary of the revolution, the Maspero movement erected an enormous 
obelisk in Tahrir Square that was inscribed with the names of the mar-
tyrs of the Revolution.  16    

  The Charismatics of Qasr al-Dubara 

Church during the Revolution 

 American missionaries founded Qasr al-Dubara Presbyterian Church 
near Tahrir Square in 1948. It is currently linked to the international 
charismatic movement, in particular to the International House of 
Prayer in Kansas City, Missouri, which is widely known for holding 
prayer services 24 hours a day. Since 2008, Qasr al-Dubara has been 
led by a well-known public figure, Pastor Sameh Maurice, whose ser-
mons are broadcast each week on  Sat 7 , a proselytizing satellite channel 
that also broadcasts Father Samaan’s prayer meetings.  17   Qasr al-Dubara 
boasts of having organized a prayer of “intercession for Egypt” for the 
eight years leading up to the January 25 revolution. According to Anna 
Dowell, the faithful insisted heavily after the revolution on the fact that 
they had fasted and prayed collectively for 40 days at the end of 2010 
for “a word from God”:
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  Even those (the majority of church members, I was told repeat-
edly) who were initially ambivalent and afraid of the uprisings of 
January 25 and who did not step a foot in Tahrir Square during 
the protests, saw their actions and words as having been the ulti-
mate driving force in the divine intervention that brought about 
Egypt’s revolution and the subsequent removal of Hosni Mubarak 
from power.  18     

 It must be acknowledged that this branch helped sustain a messianic, 
prophetic approach that resembles practices that can be observed among 
American and European Evangelicals and Pentecostals. This eschato-
logical vision expresses a wish for an event that can suffuse Christianity 
in Egypt with renewed energy. This branch is furthermore known for 
its proselytism regarding Muslims. The programs of the Coptic priest 
Zakariya Boutros on the channel  al-Hayat , inaugurated in 2005, rep-
resented the most hard-core trend toward Islam inside the charismatic 
movement. Father Zakariya cited texts to support his claims about what 
he called “the inanity” of the Islamic religion.  19   It seems nonetheless 
that the satellite TV channel chose to stop carrying Father Zakariya’s 
show after vociferous objections among Muslims. After the revolution, 
he decided to create a channel called  al-Fadi  that focused on efforts to 
convert Muslims.  20   

 Father Zakariya has exercised direct inf luence over the charismatic 
branch of the Orthodox Coptic Church. Born in 1934 in the Delta, 
he became an ardent preacher at a young age. In the 1980s, he moved 
to Heliopolis, a well-heeled Cairo neighborhood, where his exorcism 
ceremonies and sermons calling for people to repent their sins attracted 
significant numbers of believers. The impact of this phenomenon has 
been so great that Pope Shenouda himself was moved to denounce 
what he termed “instant salvation” as contrary to Coptic tradition. 
Clearly, the pope perceived a threat to the authority of the ecclesiastical 
institution and the sacrament of confession in these practices. Zakariya 
has long worked to convert and baptize Muslims, leading to his impris-
onment by the Sadat administration and, in 1989, his expulsion from 
Egypt, which was disguised as a reassignment to an Australian par-
ish.  21   Two of his prot é g é s are the current leaders of the charismatic 
division of the Coptic Church—Fathers Makari Yunan and Samaan 
Ibrahim. Father Makari Yunan oversees the former cathedral of Cairo, 
while Samaan Ibrahim leads the church that he built in the 1990s in 
the garbage collectors’ quarter, Moqattam.  22   They both perform public 
exorcisms during weekly meetings. Their sermons invite listeners to 



Copts and the Egyptian Revolution 219

personally convert by having an encounter with Jesus in a kind of emo-
tional religious fervor that clashes with the rootedness of the Orthodox 
Church in an ancient tradition of liturgical learning. Because satellite 
television channels broadcast their sermons, the two priests reach a far 
wider public than they had previously. 

 The charismatic current has also attempted to realize an ecumenical 
reconciliation between the different Christian denominations whose 
motto, “the Unity of the Church,” endeavors to rise above the various 
quarrels between Orthodox congregations and other Christian faiths.  23   
In 2005, Qasr al-Dubara and Father Samaan organized a “World 
Prayer” in the great church of Moqattam, which was initiated by South 
African evangelicals who had launched a “Global Prayer Day” begin-
ning in 2001 on the day of the Pentecost. The program was intended 
to reach African Christians before being expanded to include the rest 
of the world.  24   The Coptic hierarchy, in the person of  Anba  Bishoy,  25   
had vociferously condemned mixing unorthodox genres. As a result, 
Samaan did not open his church to a similar event until November 11, 
2011 (11/11/11), when a “prayer for Egypt” was scheduled. Thousands 
of Christians crowded into the Moqattam district for the occasion to 
pray nonstop from six in the evening until six the following morning. 
The best-known priests of the Coptic charismatic tendency preached, 
including Father Samaan, of course, Father Makari, Father Andrawus 
Iskander, and the Bishop of the Red Sea. Sameh Maurice, the pas-
tor of Qasr al-Dubara Church, was in attendance but did not preach, 
and Samaan was careful to punctuate the event with traditional Coptic 
prayers and to conclude with a mass in order to preserve the sense of 
an Orthodox ceremony. The priests, Samaan and Makari, gave ser-
mons that focused primarily on the concept of repenting and on avoid-
ing vices like tobacco and drugs. The fiftyish Father Andrawus gave a 
political speech that rejoiced in the revolution, while also reminding 
his listeners that revolution begins with changes in the individual—a 
reform of the self. He explained that every individual should repent 
and thereby contribute to the revolution.  26   One of the most remark-
able moments in the ceremony occurred when the crowd was shout-
ing “Jesus” ( yesu‘ ) for a period of several minutes, clapping their hands 
and lifting their arms whenever the priest pronounced Christ’s name. 
Egyptian television channels that screened this patriotic gathering cut 
this part of the ceremony.  27   

 The messianic aspect of this movement also becomes apparent in 
accounts of dreams and visions. Samaan shared one of his dreams dur-
ing the meeting: “The mountain was open, and I saw a very strong 
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light. But what was most important was that the mountain had disap-
peared. The horizon had opened up. And the glory of God appeared. 
And as I said, I am not the master of my dreams. Why did God send me 
this dream? The Lord will cause the glory of God to shine on Egypt.”  28   
The pastor Sameh Maurice also reports similar visions: “Forty years 
ago, God spoke to me when I was still a child. To tell me that he was 
going to visit Egypt, with a glorious visit. And I heard other people to 
whom God had spoken. I listened to the oldest, and the youngest. And 
I listened to the bishops, the priests, and the monks,” adding that God 
had again addressed him several weeks earlier to tell him that his com-
ing was near.  29   This type of messianic approach obviously relies heavily 
on Bible quotations that refer to Egypt, such as “blessed be Egypt, my 
people” (Isaiah 19–25), and on passages related to the sanctification of 
the time the Holy Family spent in the valley of the Nile, sanctifying the 
region and ensuring Egypt’s key role in the history of Christianity.  30   
For the young charismatic priests, the prophetic language seemed to 
allow them to express a specifically Christian commitment to soci-
ety and to the revolution. Among older priests, the same language 
appeared limited to channel their ardent belief that Egypt would again 
become a Christian nation. Unlike Sameh Maurice and Andrawus, 
Samaan and Makari had even expressed their opposition to the upris-
ing and declined to connect this prophecy with any kind of political 
commitment. 

 On February 6, 2011, during the second week of the “eighteen 
days,” Qasr al-Dubara Church sent some of its members to sing reli-
gious chants at Tahrir Square in celebration of the victims of the police, 
which had included two Christians. From atop a podium, the groups 
recited biblical verses that mirrored the revolutionary moment: “Speak 
in their favor: Govern with justice, defend the cause of the poor and 
the unfortunate” (Proverbs 31, 9). They launched slogans suggesting 
unity, such as “ id wahda ” (a single hand), as well as a call-and-response 
prayer of statements followed by the crowd shouting “Amen,” “ ya rob 
ehmi mosr—amin ” (O Lord, protect Egypt), “ ya rob barik mosr — amin ” (O 
Lord, bless Egypt), and “ ya rob chil al khawf min mosr — amin ” (O Lord, 
make fear disappear from Egypt).  31   

 A similar protest was organized again on February 9 in Tahrir Square 
to mark the 40 days that had elapsed since the martyrs of the Church 
of the Two Saints in Alexandria had died. Two choirs participated, 
one from Qasr al-Dubara and the other from the Theban Legion. On 
February 16, several days after the fall of Mubarak, a ceremony in 
honor of Muslim and Christian revolutionary martyrs was held inside 
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the same Protestant church.  32   But it was clearly during the events of 
Mohammed Mahmoud Street in November 2011, when the church 
served as a field hospital for wounded protesters, that the rapproche-
ment with the revolutionaries was the most in evidence. The high 
point of the revolutionary involvement of the charismatic movement 
probably occurred when a number of its adherents participated in the 
New Year’s festivities in Tahrir Square on December 31, 2011, enter-
ing the square bearing torches. Pastor Sameh Maurice, accompanied by 
Fathers Samaan, Makari, and Andrawus, mounted a platform to offer 
prayers for Egypt and sing religious chants with nationalist overtones. 
Then, during the Christmas mass on January 6, 2012, Egyptian public 
figures expressed their political position by choosing which mass to 
attend. Indeed, at the same time that the Abbasiya Cathedral, the seat 
of the Coptic Patriarchate, was welcoming a delegation from the army, 
the government, and the Muslim Brotherhood, the evangelical church 
near the square was receiving revolutionary leaders, including politi-
cians who opposed the SCAF and media figures known for their liberal 
positions.  33    

  The Reorganization of Coptic Activism in 

the Face of the Muslim Brotherhood 

 The election of MB candidate Mohammed Morsi to the presidency in 
June 2012 substantially altered power relations in Egypt. In the sec-
ond round of the election, some revolutionaries had chosen to sup-
port Morsi, with the idea of defeating the candidate backed by the 
former regime, Ahmed Shafiq. The Coptic Church solidly backed 
Shafiq, who had energetically tried to reach out to Coptic voters, vis-
iting the Moqattam church early in his campaign.  34   Nevertheless, as 
the Brotherhood increasingly attracted the anger of the population, 
the Copts became involved in the movement of rebellion against the 
Islamist president, with the Maspero Youth Union as well as other 
Coptic groups joining anti-Morsi protests and marches. Indeed, many 
Christians and Muslims who had not participated in the protests that 
had taken place since January 2011 descended into the streets to protest 
against the MB regime. This shared objective also led to an increase 
in the number of the alliances between citizens of the two religions. 
In April 2013, for example, Qasr al-Dubara Church welcomed the 
Imam Mazhar Shahin, a frequent preacher at the Friday gatherings on 
Tahrir Square, who was threatened with suspension by the Ministry of 
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Endowments and Guidance (in charge of religious affairs) for criticiz-
ing the Muslim Brotherhood in his mosque.  35   

 Facing a common enemy was a vast, highly diverse coalition that 
blurred divergent positions between revolutionaries and supporters of 
the army or the former regime. The newly appointed Coptic Pope 
Tawadrus even dropped Shenouda’s conciliatory position toward the 
Mubarak and Tantawi governments and threw his support openly 
behind Morsi’s overthrow. 

 After Morsi’s fall and amid the ensuing nationalistic fervor, some of 
these opponents to the Brotherhood rallied together under the banner 
of the fight against terrorism. Following the break-up of the Rabi‘a al-
Adawiya sit-in, a wave of attacks on churches of unprecedented ferocity 
in Egyptian history took place throughout the country. This in turn 
inevitably led some to question whether the army had knowingly abet-
ted the attacks, as predictable as they were, to forearm itself against 
international criticisms that consistently pointed to the August 14, 2013, 
massacre. The attacks against Christians constituted in some measure 
the Copts’ contribution to the struggle against the Brotherhood. In 
an unprecedented development, violence against Christians was pub-
licly recognized as a justification for the hard line taken by the new 
government.  36   

 In late 2013, the Maspero movement and the evangelicals refused 
to be associated with revolutionaries who began to be worried that 
the former regime might again take power after some activists were 
arrested.   37   A good example of this refusal to resort to street protests or 
to become affiliated with either supporters of the fallen Islamist presi-
dent or those of the “third way” who rejected both the army and the 
Brotherhood was the suspension of the rally in memory of the Maspero 
martyrs. This gathering had been held for the preceding two years on 
the site of the Maspero massacre, but the Maspero Youth chose this 
time to join the charismatics in holding the rally inside the Moqattam 
church, removing any possible antiarmy connotations.  

  Conclusion 

 Coptic activists and the charismatic movement are two forms of reli-
gious expression that are difficult to describe as compatible when con-
sidered within the context of Egyptian Copts as a whole. They located 
a point of convergence by choosing to affirm their faith in public 
under the sign of their Christian identities. They oscillated somewhat 
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ambiguously between the religious exclusivity of their message and 
a more open self-representation that conformed to the expectations 
of liberal Muslims—which took the form, for the Maspero Youth, of 
protest marches in honor of martyrs and, in the case of the charismat-
ics, of an appeal for a blessing that was sufficiently vague so that any 
believer could locate his or her own God. A certain degree of solidarity 
was unarguably forged during dramatic events such as the Maspero and 
Mohammed Mahmoud Street massacres, but trust between Christians 
and Muslims nevertheless remains fragile. For example, the Copts’ 
image of what is meant by “moderate” Islam ( al - wasatiyya  or “the Islam 
of the middle”), as represented by the current leaders of al-Azhar, is 
ambiguous. Father Matias confided to the author that “it is the only 
Islam with which one is able to hold a conversation, but in reality, it 
doesn’t actually represent Islam.” 

 Religious symbols were abundantly displayed both during and after 
the revolution. Mosques became rallying points for protesters, the 
prayers held in Tahrir Square, which were protected by Christians, 
demonstrated unity between the two religions, and the sermons of 
Mazhar Shahin—“the revolutionary imam”—became tantamount 
to political rituals.  38   To a certain extent, the symbolism of the “Ideal 
Tahrir Republic” required that Christians be able to freely express their 
faith. Proclamations of good relations between the two communities 
nevertheless remained somewhat ambiguous, suggesting at the same 
time an ideal that the protesters claimed to represent and a desire to 
hint at the specter of religious conf lict.  39   Indeed, convergence with 
the “liberals” remained fragile, relying as it did on shared symbols—
the martyrs—that are always vulnerable to being called into question 
about precisely what qualifies them as martyrs. Revealingly, a young 
prorevolutionary activist who spoke during an academic debate about 
the revolution held in Cairo voiced her suspicion that Copts believe 
that “the Maspero martyrs” were killed because they were Christians, 
not because they were rebelling against an unjust regime.  40   

 The two movements discussed here share a form of radicalism that 
adopts very different, even opposite forms: the discourse of native-
ness espoused by the Copts on the one hand (the Maspero Youth), 
and the idea that the revolution is a sign of Christian renewal in the 
land of Egypt on the other (the charismatics). Both groups are ulti-
mately engaged in the process of negotiating their place in a revolu-
tionary environment that is by definition unstable by downplaying the 
symbolic weight of their practices. To achieve this, they attempt to 
link their practices to the production of revolutionary meaning. The 
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movement of the Maspero Youth, for example, publicly adopted the 
revolutionary dead as martyrs, even if this did not extend to the inside 
of its churches,  41   while Qasr al-Dubara preached a brand of patriotic 
ecumenism. These trends as well as others will perhaps contribute to 
the development of a liberal counterdiscourse that can remedy the 
argumentative conundrum that makes it difficult in the Egyptian con-
text to counter religious arguments without resorting to the religious 
register. With the fall of the Brotherhood, the challenge that the Copts 
now face is perhaps even greater—they must formulate their demands 
that Christians be respected without opening themselves up to accusa-
tions that they are betraying the nation. In maintaining a distance from 
movements that criticize the military regime, the Coptic movements 
are rejecting the most ardent defenders of religious freedom. 

 Finally, these two movements constitute two ways of conceptualiz-
ing community ties and belongings in Egyptian society. They represent 
a small minority within the Christian community as a whole, and yet 
they are highly attractive to young members of the educated middle 
and upper classes. What remains to be seen is how the new pope will 
negotiate his relationships with these groups, which contest and subvert 
the authority of the clergy and the Church hierarchy. There are early 
indications of an opening in the nomination of Bishop Raphael—the 
reformist candidate inside the patriarchy—to the position of secretary of 
the Holy Synod. But the question of the boundaries between Christian 
denominations remains sensitive, a fact recently confirmed by state-
ments by Bishop Moussa, who, despite his open-minded reputation, 
has spoken out against the proselytizing activities of Qasr al-Dubara 
Church and their inconsistency with Coptic Orthodox tradition.  42   
These divergent attitudes contain both the hopes and the doubts of the 
Christian community in a new, gestating Egypt.  
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     C H A P T E R  T W E L V E 

 An Urban Revolution in Egypt?   

    Roman   Stadn ick i    

   In Egypt, since 2011, the “formal city,” the areas of the city designed 
and planned by public services, has been partially obstructed. The revo-
lution appears to have brought to a standstill the urban projects that had 
been negotiated between the highest offices of state and an oligarchy 
of businessmen controlling real estate. This was the case, for instance, 
of the “Greater Cairo 2050” plan from the Mubarak era, which had 
been created in the spirit of international competition and the conquest 
of the desert. In addition to the postponement of major projects, every 
institution involved in their development became lethargic, including 
those responsible for planning, who were threatened with layoffs, local 
authorities who did not get involved, as well as public and private real 
estate developers paralyzed by their financial difficulties. The army still 
controls access to city centers—where protesters assemble—by build-
ing walls, verifying the identities of pedestrians and drivers, or imped-
ing road maintenance. 

 The “informal city,” the unregulated urban sector, has continued 
to grow, however. In certain areas, real estate speculation has never 
been so intense. This can be seen in the increased elevation of exist-
ing buildings and in new individual home construction. Builders and 
investors admit having benefited from the fall of the Mubarak regime 
to more easily bypass planning regulations. The informal economy was 
less severely impacted by the crisis and has provided the activity needed 
to sustain “subaltern urbanism” in these areas.  1   
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 After a detailed report on the current activities in these two urban 
spaces, formal and informal, this chapter focuses on the potential for 
relaunching Egyptian urbanism. The emergence of new debating 
zones, both physical and virtual, the proliferation of urban activists 
from a civil society in the process of being rebuilt, and efforts made by 
universities to change their architecture curricula are catalysts for new 
initiatives within a context of political turmoil.  

  Inertia, Postponement, and Obstruction: 

A Threefold Crisis in Egyptian Cities 

  Urbanization Neglected by Politicians 

 The period between 2011 and 2013 was one of complete inertia in 
decision-making in Egyptian urban design. Although improved urban 
living conditions were among the demands of the Tahrir Square dem-
onstrators, they remained a secondary concern during the parliamen-
tary and presidential elections in 2011 and 2012.  2   No real references 
were made to a general urban policy during the political campaigns, as 
most presidential candidates aligned themselves with demagogic rheto-
ric surrounding consensual values, such as protecting the environment, 
universal access to public services, and the eradication of urban pov-
erty, without suggesting any changes in the urban development model 
created under Mubarak. However, they all agreed to criticize conf licts 
of interest, corruption, and the laissez-faire atmosphere that dominated 
urban spaces prior to the revolution. Predictably, Ahmed Shafiq, the 
former regime candidate and Mohammed Morsi’s opponent in the sec-
ond round of the elections, remained more discreet on this subject after 
being implicated in money laundering and corruption.  3   

 Mohammed Morsi multiplied his electoral promises before being 
elected,  4   including promises to reduce traffic, construct a million subsi-
dized housing units, and organize local elections. The promise of local 
elections was postponed indefinitely, which many observers saw as the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s (MB) first betrayal of their democratic commit-
ment. In a politico-administrative system in which municipal institu-
tions are nonexistent and the local administration is overseen by the 
central government,  5   local elections would have given political status 
to local governance, something that Mubarak had always declined to 
do. As discontent was rising in public opinion in 2012, the MB saw a 
growing risk of dispersing its local voter bases. 
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 The financing of subsidized government housing also appeared to 
be a source of problems for the government. Tariq Wafiq, minister of 
housing and urban communities until Morsi’s overthrow in July 2013, 
admitted this in a televised interview three months earlier:

  The problem is that a large part of the funds that the state dis-
burses to support the subsidized units never reaches the benefi-
ciaries ( . . . ). I hope that we will have the necessary public funds 
to build 140,000 housing units the first year, 175,000 the next 
year, and so on. This year, we will not be able to build 140,000 
units, but we will build 1,000 as a trial run. This policy is impor-
tant to us. However, in the years to come, I would have preferred 
financing policies through the citizens themselves, who would 
pay in advance and in installments to become the owner of their 
homes.  6     

 Shortly after his election, Morsi had promised to have 1,000,000 
new housing units built within 5 years in 22 cities in the country for 
the working-class population. But it can be argued that these promises 
were principally aimed at placating the more modest social strata in 
preparation for future elections. This program, in truth, was only a copy 
of the National Housing Program launched by Mubarak in 2005 and 
seemed unrealistic even if revised downward.  7   The significant number 
of vacant housing units (estimated at 30–40 percent in Cairo) shows 
that the emergency lies less in building new units than in regulating 
the entire housing sector and perhaps regulating real estate speculation. 
Further, this vast social housing policy scarcely seemed to involve pri-
vate developers and builders. As a consequence, they still only answer 
the demand from higher social groups, a segment that offers higher 
profit margins.  8   Finally, this policy did not associate a plan for trans-
portation infrastructure. In fact, the construction of new social housing 
projects on vacant lands belonging to the state or army on the outskirts 
of urban areas has isolated populations that cannot afford cars or public 
transportation.  9   

 The improvement of traffic conditions in the major cities is another of 
Morsi’s electoral promises that was not kept. Twenty percent of the bus 
drivers working for the public Cairo Transport Authority went on strike 
in late 2012 to obtain salary increases and better recognition of their 
work by the minister of transport. On a number of occasions in 2012 
and 2013, service stations throughout the country were unable to meet 
demand, as rumors of a sudden gas price hike due to the threat of an end 
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to costly subsidies of basic commodities created panic and widespread 
shortages. At the same time, automobile accidents allegedly caused more 
fatalities than the confrontations that have taken place since the revo-
lution.  10   Private minibuses compete against public services, while also 
remedying their shortcomings; they are also frequently involved in acci-
dents because drivers take risks to save a few minutes on their routes. 

 In every one of the key urban sectors—housing, transportation, 
and local democracy—institutional inertia appears to have dominated 
during the Morsi era. However, the multiplication of announcement 
effects revealed the importance of urban areas in the discourse of the 
MB, albeit belatedly.  

  Political and Economic Actors in Suspense and . . . in Conflict 

 Beyond government inertia with regard to urban policy, most pub-
lic and private actors involved in urban development in Egypt are 
experiencing backlash after the political turmoil. 

 The projects of the General Office for Physical Planning (GOPP), 
the government agency in charge of land-use planning, seem to have 
been suspended since Mubarak’s fall from power. Gamal Mubarak, the 
son of the ousted president, had envisioned the master plan of “Greater 
Cairo 2050,” promoting urban renovation. The purpose was to increase 
the city’s competitive edge at the global level, but many members of 
the governments in power since 2011 have disparaged a project that 
has not yet had any visible effect. This strategic document was also 
partially replaced by a new planning document entitled “Egypt 2052” 
whose goal, according to Tariq Wafiq, former housing minister, was 
to decentralize government aid to the territory in favor of secondary 
cities neglected by the previous regime.  11   A former executive of the 
GOPP who resigned expressed his regret, however, that the govern-
ment had never really adopted this new planning document and that 
dialog between the GOPP and its relevant ministries was prematurely 
broken off. As a result, most of the institution’s managers left between 
2012 and 2013, often after being headhunted by international organi-
zations. The former GOPP director Mustafa Madbouly had worked 
for UN-Habitat for some time before becoming minister of housing in 
March 2014, while former GOPP number two was leaving for the GIZ 
(German international cooperation agency).  12   

 The major economic crisis that Egypt is currently experiencing 
impacts the construction sector. The 25 percent fall in profits declared 
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in 2011 by Arab Contractors,  13   the leading public construction and 
real estate development firm, was a symptom of the difficulties the 
sector faced in the wake of the revolution. The other major Egyptian 
real estate groups, such as Sodic, Ehaf, Bahgat Group, and Orascom,  14   
have also faced extensive delays in the completion of real estate proj-
ects, including the new Westown and Eastown districts located in the 
new towns of October 6 City and New Cairo. While certain villas in 
Westown were delivered in 2012, the first stones of Eastown had not 
yet been laid as of 2014. These disappointing results raise questions 
about the ability of Sodic, the planner of the two districts, to reach the 
middle classes and to offer sustainable urban development projects, the 
two core goals of the projects.  15   

 This climate of political and economic strife heightens latent or 
existing conf licts between the various actors in urban planning and 
real estate. Thus, real estate developer Sodic blamed the New Urban 
Community Authority (NUCA)—a state institution responsible for 
managing new towns in Egypt  16  —for failing to initiate required infra-
structure for the construction sites in due time. On the other hand, 
NUCA blames the army for not beginning to clear mines in this 
northeastern suburb of Cairo. This is a clear illustration that conf licts 
between private operators and public powers and between public pow-
ers and the army have not diminished in the post-Mubarak era. It also 
indicates the important territorial dimension of these conf licts and the 
complexity of allocating roles between the institutions. Relationships 
between the private sector and the government even appear to have 
deteriorated under Morsi. Economic actors as well as the Islamist presi-
dent’s political opponents were highly critical of the government’s lack 
of action. Orascom executives publicly criticized inadequate public-
private partnerships (PPP). State investment in PPPs has diminished 
since the revolution due to a lack of financing. In addition to partner-
ships, some private actors are expecting substantial financial aid from 
the government, without which they could face bankruptcy.  17   

 The Morsi government, by asserting its determination to eradicate 
corruption, openly criticized certain real estate developers (among them 
the Talat Mustapha Group) concerning land situated in New Cairo 
(to the northwest) that was intended to be part of the new Madinaty 
district. Developers were accused of acquiring state lands by circum-
venting the 1998 law on the public bidding process. These legal maneu-
verings were common in the past according to the minister of housing, 
who responded by challenging the 1998 law and reestablishing direct 
sales of state lands without going through the auction system.  18   The 
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minister preferred to set the prices of land to be developed by investors. 
In February 2013, he thus blamed the auction system for soaring land 
prices that, coupled with a steep rise in price of construction materials,  19   
increased the sense of crisis among real estate developers. The replace-
ment of their contacts at the head of the state and the complexity of 
relations between them necessitated a change of strategy.  20    

  Militarization and Shutdown of the Urban Space 

 Cairo, like other large Egyptian cities, now bears many signs of heavy 
military presence and of street battles between law enforcement forces 
and revolutionary youth. This rivalry is a permanent feature in city cen-
ters and has contributed to the generalized immobilization of Egyptian 
cities, both at the institutional and physical level. 

 Since the fall of Mubarak, the army has occupied the central areas 
of Cairo to the point of establishing a policy genuinely aimed at con-
trolling and shutting down the city. To prevent rallies, the Supreme 
Council of the Armed Forces attempted to block off access to Tahrir 
Square. They ordered stone walls to be built and reinforced with 
barbed wire on most of the roads leading to this symbol of the revo-
lution and approaching the nearby Ministry of Interior.  21   The milita-
rization of downtown Cairo has given the Egyptian capital a warzone 
feel and had two major consequences on the practices and representa-
tions of space. 

 First, the walls in the city center (the number of which has varied 
between four and ten since November 2011) have forced pedestrians 
and drivers to modify their routes. This phenomenon was ref lected in 
extremely heavy traffic jams on the Corniche and in the Abdine dis-
trict, the only two possible passages around Tahrir Square that allow 
crossing from one bank of the Nile to the other. Although Tahrir is not 
as central as it once was, due to the removal of cultural institutions and 
economic activities toward the suburbs, it remains a major intersection 
of the capital’s traffic routes. Forbidding access to the square there-
fore creates gridlocks in the adjacent central areas because they cannot 
absorb all the urban f low. 

 Second, this strategy of closing off areas is contrary to the function 
of open forum and place for human interchange such as that performed 
by Tahrir Square during the revolution. The army was thus able to 
destroy its first symbol in a matter of a few months. The romantic idea 
of the square conveyed by the “Arab Spring” had also been tarnished 
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by “thugs” ( baltagi ) and others, such as drug dealers, who took advan-
tage of the military repression of protesters to settle there before being 
chased away by the police in the summer of 2012. 

 In 2013, the construction of a new series of stone walls around the 
US and British embassies blocked access routes to the Garden City dis-
trict and to Tahrir Square, displacing the clashes to new areas. This is 
how the Corniche, running the length of the Semiramis and Shepheard 
hotels, became occupied in March 2013 by gangs of young trouble-
makers. There were daily fights, either with the police or among them-
selves, using cobblestones and teargas, causing significant damage, both 
human and material, including roads, shops, and hotels. The appear-
ance of new battle sites in Cairo, Port Said, Tanta, Ismailia, among oth-
ers, as well as of a new category of delinquents composed of “ultras,” 
anarchists (Black Blocs), or simply “rebels without a cause” broadened 
the perspective of urban struggle in Egypt. 

 In August 2013, the army increased its presence in towns by again 
imposing a curfew and a state of emergency after evacuating the two 
squares in Cairo, Rabi‘a al-Adawiya in Nasr City and al-Nahda in Giza, 
occupied by the MB since Morsi was ousted in July 3, 2013. The presence 
of rock blocks on the main arteries and the limitation of mainline and 
subway trains hampered the mobility of the people of Cairo in general 
and Morsi’s supporters in particular. Such excessive security measures also 
prevented those who lived in provinces traditionally supportive of the MB, 
such as Fayoum, Upper Egypt, and the Alexandria Governorate, from 
joining Islamist demonstrations, which were running out of steam.  22     

  A New Momentum for Informal Urbanization? 

  Informal Housing in Egypt: An Exception Becoming the Norm 

 Informal neighborhoods, locally known as ‘ ashwa’iyyat , are the main 
forms of urbanization in Egypt. In Cairo, these neighborhoods house 
63 percent of the inhabitants in 17 percent of the urbanized area and are 
reported to have absorbed 78 percent of the demographic growth between 
1996 and 2006.  23   Their population is heterogeneous and not necessarily 
destitute. The constructions, which are built of brick, are very remote 
from the morphology of slums. Access is reinforced by an extremely effi-
cient informal public transportation system of carriages, motor tricycles, 
and pick-up trucks. Real estate speculation and trading is highly dynamic 
in these areas and a real contribution to the urban economy.  24   
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 For this reason, the  ‘ashwa’iyyat  should not be seen as proof of a 
generalized housing crisis, but rather as a response from the work-
ing classes, and sometimes even the middle classes, to “policies of 
neglect”  25   that have dominated since the 1970s. More broadly, the 
development of the informal housing sector is closely tied to the 
authoritarian nature of the political regime,  26   in which urban inequal-
ities are predominantly the product of clientelistic and segregative 
practices vis- à -vis the working classes. Mubarak’s government was 
so focused on building new towns in the desert,  27   meant to relieve 
congestion in the capital, that it failed to control the urbanization of 
private farming plots on the outskirts of Cairo. This phenomenon 
was connected to the mass migration both from the Suez Canal zone 
after the 1967 war and from Upper Egypt and secondary towns in the 
Delta. Government action consisted, at best, in ex post provision of 
basic services (electrical and water) to certain neighborhoods, and at 
worst, in “erasing” or destroying existing installations, arguing that 
they stood in the way of planned transportation infrastructure such as 
bypasses and urban highways, or referring to health risks and natural 
hazards.  28    

  Acceleration of Informal Urbanization since the Revolution 

 In parallel with the institutional, economic, and physical obstructions 
that affected the “official” city, informal urbanization appears to have 
intensified since 2011. Some residents took advantage of diminished 
political control following the revolution and developed new skills in 
the construction, trade, and transportation sectors.  29   

 There is very little data on the expansion of informal districts.  30   
Horizontal and vertical expansion has nevertheless been considerable, 
with the acceleration of the three principal patterns of informal urban-
ization in Egypt: the extension of existing constructions (additions or 
raising of legal or illegal constructions), illegal ex nihilo constructions 
and collective occupation (squatting) of land and/or empty buildings. 

 Using an in-depth study as an example, Gezirat Mohammed in Giza, 
David Sims has used superimposed aerial photographs to show that 
annual new construction was 4.5 times higher in 2011 and 2012 than 
between 2003 and 2011.  31   Most new constructions involve horizontal 
extensions and additions built by the inhabitants on the outskirts of a 
neighborhood. However, the raising of existing buildings is less visible in 
aerial photography. Surveys in one Cairo district (Khosous, Qalyubiya 
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Governorate) in the northern periurban areas that underwent unbridled 
growth since the 1990s, have revealed that on the scale of a single block, 
buildings have been raised by an average of three stories since 2011. 
The new f loors are not systematically occupied, but they represent the 
consequence of intense real estate speculation that developed during the 
previous decade in a climate of collusion between investors and local 
officials, and that affects every single Cairo district. 

 Furthermore, the number of new individual constructions on land 
that had not yet been built on has also increased significantly, according 
to the data provided by the Alexandria Governorate. The administra-
tion in fact identified 9,497 units constructed without building permits 
between January 1, 2011 and June 30, 2012, as compared to 12,356 
between January 1, 2006 and December 30, 2010, revealing an annual 
rate more than doubled after the revolution. The decrease in polic-
ing in developing urban areas, and the safe-haven status offered by the 
informal economy, and even more by the real estate market, as the eco-
nomic crisis hits the country with full force,  32   are the two most likely 
explanations for this growth.  33   

 Last, the collective occupation of empty land and buildings is more 
difficult to assess but also appears to have increased, as have the crack-
downs they are subjected to. The media have widely covered the con-
f licts that opposed the residents of Qorsaya, an island in the center of 
Cairo, and the police in 2012 and 2013, with the army enforcing its 
property rights on those lands. On this basis, the army has regularly car-
ried out evictions since 2012, leading to a number of casualties among 
residents, while the military tribunal sentenced twelve residents to prison 
in February 2013. Similarly, squats of empty buildings have increased, 
notably in the new town of October 6 City, where housing left unoccu-
pied is common. In this case, too, crackdowns are immediate and vio-
lent. These events have been covered by the media and were considered 
by most citizens to be an extreme form of social and territorial injustice 
that became catalysts supporting initiatives for housing rights.   

  The Opening of the Debate, and the 

Rise of Urban Activism 

 Cairo residents have never been more mobilized than between 2011 
and 2014 to compensate for the deficiencies of the public sector, par-
ticularly in unregulated districts, from which state agents have almost 
completely disappeared since the revolution. People’s committees first 



Roman Stadnicki238

formed as a means of guaranteeing order and security after the depar-
ture of the police forces in January 2011. Later, in many informal dis-
tricts, committees broadened their activities to respond to residents’ 
needs, including waste collection, traffic organization, conf lict media-
tion, health, and infrastructure repairs.  34   In some cases, the committees 
were able to pool resources, as in Ard al-Liwa and Ezbet Kheirallah, 
to obtain the right to occupy lands abandoned by investors to develop 
collective facilities, such as dispensaries and access roads to the Cairo 
bypass, opening up the neighborhood. 

 Residents thus benefit from new means of action and lobbying the 
government for greater recognition of their rights. Members of civil 
society, such as activists and academics, whose public speeches have 
multiplied in the years following 2011, are also helping.  35   A typology 
of the different organizations, which grew out of or became more 
visible after the revolution, can be established: “traditional” develop-
ment organizations such as NGOs, focusing on improving social ser-
vices and housing and street maintenance ( Resala ,  Habitat for Humanity , 
 Misr al ghayr , etc.); human rights organizations that combat evictions, 
compulsory relocation, corruption, and illegal leases ( Egyptian Center 
for Economic and Social Rights ,  Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights , 
 Housing and Land Rights Network ,  Amnesty International , etc.); and, 
more recently, organizations focused on urban issues and the develop-
ment of alternatives to official urban planning.  36   For example, eight 
organizations have combined to develop a project for a “Habitation 
Constitution” that they then submitted to the “Committee of the 
50,” which claimed to have taken it into account in drafting the new 
Egyptian Constitution approved by referendum in January 2014. The 
revolution therefore appears to have created leverage for the politiciza-
tion of civil society organizations that have evolved, in a few months, 
from being defenders of the urban environment to leading political 
and social actors. 

 Another striking fact is that certain associations and NGOs have dis-
tanced themselves from international donors, calling into question the 
long-standing relationship of dependency in both financial (subsidies) 
and ideological (dissemination of “good governance” principles) terms. 
On March 20, 2013, a significant event took place in Cairo illustrat-
ing these detachments. NGOs— Bank Information Center , in partnership 
with the housing rights program developed by the  Egyptian Initiative 
for Personal Rights —organized a conference on the consequences of the 
World Bank policy and programs on urban spaces in Egypt. In particular, 
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this conference involved a showdown between Yahia Shawkat, an 
architect, researcher and creator of the  Shadow Ministry of Housing  blog, 
and representatives of the World Bank. Shawkat reached the conclu-
sion that despite the billions of Egyptian pounds invested, the World 
Bank was apparently unable to meet the targets it had set (and that it 
developed in the report  Egypt 2006–2009, Country Assistance Strategy ) 
and even less, the expectations of the inhabitants. The architect blames 
the World Bank for modeling its strategy on the Egyptian govern-
ment’s (development aid for new towns, for instance) and minimizing 
the informal dimension of the urban economy (private minivans used 
for public transportation,  zabalin   37   for waste, etc.) that in fact compen-
sate for the state’s deficiencies in terms of public services.  38   

 Criticism of donors is part of the emergence of the public debate that 
began in Egypt following the revolution  39   and that reveals the passing 
of the baton from civil society—traditionally organized into NGOs that 
started out in the authoritarian context of the Mubarak regime with the 
technical, financial, and ideological support of international organiza-
tions—to a less formal “urban activism” that includes people who gained 
legitimacy via the Internet and social networks and who belong to multi-
ple associations rather than just one. This is one of the consequences of the 
Arab revolutions, which enabled “new openings for activism”  40   involving, 
in Egypt, a change in the basic nature of organized civil society. 

 More generally, the increasing number of forums for debate, think 
tanks, exhibits, web sites, and design offices dedicated to urban issues 
reveals the reappropriation and even the reinvention of public space by 
citizens who were for too long the victims of an authoritarian urban-
ism. On the Internet, new spaces give voice to the inhabitants, criti-
cize governmental projects, and call for a new conception of urban 
practices.  Cairobserver , a pioneer web site run by Mohammed Elshahed, 
has published many interviews of inhabitants of different Cairo dis-
tricts. These interviews are highly critical on the issue of access to 
services and mobility and express the interviewees’ will to reconquer 
the urban space. Some even sought to contribute to the debate on ter-
ritorial design in Egypt.  41   

 Architecture and urban planning schools also play a part. University 
of Cairo and Ain Shams University students are invited by their teach-
ers to contribute during their studies to the design of a new urban order 
in Egypt founded, notably, on citizen participation. Some teachers try 
to alter the curriculum in such a way that students integrate the social 
and economic aspects of informal districts by involving citizens.  42   The 
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intention is to draw on the skills of the city dwellers, those who live 
and make the city on a daily basis, to develop a new vision of Cairo 
and to make the city a model of innovation and urban resistance, rather 
than a symbol of poor development practices. These ref lective and self-
critical considerations regarding the professions of architect or academ-
ics in architecture schools warrant further study to highlight the role 
played by professionals of urbanization in contemporary Egypt.  43    

  Conclusion 

 The various initiatives generated in urban society (NGOs, experts and 
practitioners, teachers, activists, ordinary citizens) could provide the 
foundation for a new definition of “grassroots” urban development in 
Egypt. They follow some urban experiments in Egypt since the 2000s 
(eco-district projects, new programs for the rehabilitation of architec-
tural heritage, invention of a seal of environmental quality, promo-
tion of car-pooling and cycling, etc.), revealing the inclination of many 
actors to promote sustainable development.  44   The development of these 
practices will continue only with support from government and inter-
national donors such as the World Bank, AFD, BEI, and GIZ.  45   

 However, the major issue facing the new government is adopting a 
vision capable of taking citizens’ expectations into account. Decades of 
laissez-faire and authoritarian urbanization have reinforced feelings of 
land tenure insecurity and social injustice in the most densely popu-
lated megalopolis in Africa. During the MB regime, the city was not 
considered as an object of political discussion. Will the al-Sisi gov-
ernment be capable of defining a genuine land-use planning strategy 
beyond intermittent provision of services that would reverse the neo-
liberal trend of the Mubarak era? In low-income districts, there are sig-
nificant expectations among inhabitants that had seen Islamist political 
machinery develop at a local level and had hoped to be more favored 
by it. Although the executives of the  Informal Settlements Development 
Fund  (ISDF)  46   had offered assurances that they would no longer carry 
out evictions or systematic destruction, in the meantime, Morsi’s prime 
minister, Hisham Qandil, did not hesitate to confirm his intention to 
cancel the decree legalizing the installation of utility networks (water 
and electricity essentially) in the neighborhoods built without authori-
zation.  47   This is a clear indication of the inconsistencies inherent in the 
political narrative concerning city planning since the revolution, as well 
as of the lack of relationships between the various relevant authorities. 
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This sparks doubt and anger among the citizens. At least, this is what 
could be inferred from the new rise in social tensions up until 2014: 
public transportation and waste collection strikes, protests against evic-
tions, and conf licts between dwellers and real-estate developers.  
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 Biographical Sketches 



  Abdel Fattah al-Sisi   

    Tewf ik   Acl imandos      

  He avoids being seen. His communication strategy consists of describing 
himself as an “anonymous servant of the great people” while allowing 
others to portray him as a hero or even a savior: “Don’t elect somebody 
who aspires to it” or “The army should not be in the front lines.” He 
meets with a large number of journalists, colleagues, and leaders, but he 
rarely opens up. Does this reveal his classical Muslim education or is it 
the product of a carefully considered political choice? Probably a bit of 
both. What are his political views? He is said to be religious and to know 
the Quran by heart, having won prizes for recitations of the holy text. 
This diagnosis has never changed—the man works, goes jogging, and 
prays. As for the rest, two competing narratives coexist. The first nar-
rative indicates that he is an Islamist and was the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
(MB) man inside the armed forces; the thesis that he wrote during his 
study tour in the United States is said to prove that he is at least cultur-
ally a religious conservative. According to the second narrative, he was 
supposedly once a member of the young Nasserists and remains close 
to their political views. His favorite author—and one of his advisers—is 
Mohammed Hasanayn Haykal, Nasser’s former confidant. A synthesis 
seems possible that suggests that, like many Nasserists of his genera-
tion, he is much more attached to highly visible markers of religiosity. 
He also shares with many Nasserists a firm belief in the religion of the 
state—the worship and quasi-fetishistic mythification of the modern 
Egyptian state, a mortal god that concentrates and projects power, takes 
responsibility for social order, human and economic progress, modern-
ization, and improving the lot of the least fortunate. But, unlike other 
Nasserists although like fellow high-ranking military officers, he seems 
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to have seen the January 25, 2011 revolution as a very serious threat to 
the Leviathan in general and to the army in particular. It is significant 
that he never to my knowledge employs the term “revolution” and that 
he often laments the damage caused by instability. In the idiom of clas-
sical Islam, revolution is a pejorative term. And the military’s main ally 
is Saudi Arabia, which is no fan of the idea of revolution, either.  

Nearly everyone who has met him describes his impressive calm, 
his low, even soft voice, his well-organized delivery, and his logical or 
persuasive reasoning. They also add that he is a very clever politician 
who is able to carefully calculate his moves and that he likes to take 
his time. He knows how to have a superior make the decision that he 
wants without having to formulate it himself and without having to 
withhold any facts. Other, more critical voices point out that he has 
never been exposed to crises that require rapid responses and instant 
decisions and that he sometimes waff les. Some of his adversaries assert 
that he has ultimately betrayed both his mentor Tantawi and President 
Morsi, and that he showed his claws during the struggle among the 
various factions.  

The duo of al-Sisi and Sidqi Sobhi—the chief of staff and the new 
minister of defense—has been called intriguing. The complementarity 
between them is too perfect not to be construed as partly “constructed”: 
On one side is the politician, and on the other, the soldier; one man is a 
diplomat, while the other is more direct, with a famously frank verbal 
style. The two men share an unshakeable nationalism and a reputation 
for integrity. Together they have succeeded in improving the army’s 
level of preparedness and making it more operational. There has been 
no conf lict between them, except perhaps for one detail—according to 
some sources, Sobhi wanted to put an end to the Brotherhood’s stint 
in power after Morsi’s Constitutional Declaration in November 2012, 
whereas al-Sisi was the last of the generals to express support for the 
idea of a coup d’ é tat. In a broader sense, no one knows what takes place 
within the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF)—how often 
it meets, how decisions are made, or which decisions are inf luenced by 
a particular general while others entail joint decisions. But it is worth 
noting that al-Sisi does not have the sort of upper hand that Tantawi 
may have enjoyed; Tantawi was 15 years senior to most other Council 
members and in fact taught most of them. Al-Sisi is neither the oldest 
nor the most senior member of the Council.

  Al-Sisi remains relatively unknown. He is descended from a family 
of low-level, rural notables in the Minufiya Governorate and is the son 
of a merchant who owns a shop in the touristic neighborhood of Khan 
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al-Khalili. He grew up in the Cairo neighborhood of al-Gamaliya that 
was dear to Naguib Mahfouz. For this reason, experts claim that he 
does not have the ambivalent relationship with high culture and city 
ways exhibited by some of his peers with rural origins.  

At the age of 30, he married a cousin, but the marriage was not an 
arranged one. His wife wears the veil, but she is not  munaqqaba . He has 
three sons, a daughter, and four grandchildren. Two of his children 
are in the military—one is with the Military Intelligence Service, and 
the other is involved in administrative control. His second son is also 
married to his cousin, while the third is a petroleum engineer who 
married the daughter of the current director of military intelligence. 
His daughter graduated from the naval academy. His father was mar-
ried twice, and he and two brothers and five sisters are from the first 
marriage. The second marriage produced two half-brothers and four 
half-sisters. Most of his friends are cousins or other relatives. There is 
only one known exception, a former neighbor who used to live on 
the same f loor as his father’s apartment and who served as minister of 
supply in 2014. When his children took their baccalaureate examina-
tions, they applied to the military academy, but he reportedly refused 
to intervene on their behalf. Two of them were admitted, but the third 
was rejected. A persistent rumor that is apparently true states that an 
uncle or cousin of his father is the Hajj Abbas al-Sisi, a member of the 
Muslim Brotherhood Guidance Bureau and the author of a fairly mov-
ing autobiography that was described by Hossam Tammam as a deci-
sive contribution to the social history of the Islamist movement. 

 Born in November 1954, he graduated from the military academy in 
1977 and was the first defense minister since 1952 not to participate in 
the war with Israel, although he did acquire some combat experience 
in Kuwait in 1991. He had an irreproachable career in the infantry, 
but also in the security department of the defense ministry. He gradu-
ated from the war college in 1987 and from the Nasser Academy in 
2003. Like hundreds or even thousands of Egyptian officers in recent 
decades, he studied on several different occasions in Great Britain and 
the United States. He was in the United States in 2006 at a time of 
high tension between American and Arab officers due to the invasion 
of Iraq. The debates were clearly virulent at times, but it is difficult to 
deduce much from this. He rapidly came to the attention of his supe-
riors, whether it was General Tohami or Field Marshal Tantawi and 
was appointed as an adviser to the Egyptian embassy in Japan and later 
in Saudi Arabia. It is said that he was the first soldier and husband of 
a veiled woman to obtain a post in a Western capital. He commanded 



Tewfik Aclimandos250

a division of mechanized infantry in the Northern military zone. In 
March 2010, he was named director of military intelligence, a position 
that he occupied until he was appointed minister of defense in August 
2012.

  In the early 2000s, Field Marshal Tantawi expressed concern about 
the changes taking place in Egypt. He was opposed to the idea of a 
transfer of power based on heredity and critical of Gamal Mubarak’s 
broad economic orientations. He thus asked the Military Intelligence 
Service to follow the evolution of the situation in Egypt extremely 
closely. In May 2010, General al-Sisi sent him a memo predicting seri-
ous unrest in 2011, when crucial presidential and legislative elections 
would take place, and offered different scenarios for the army’s inter-
vention in the event of serious popular opposition to the presidential 
candidacy of the son of Hosni Mubarak.

  When in February 2011 Tantawi, who did not want to exercise power 
alone, convened the SCAF, al-Sisi was the youngest member. The new 
security situation, which was further destabilized by the collapse of the 
Ministry of the Interior and State Security and the emergence of a sig-
nificant jihadi movement in the Sinai, gave greater prominence to the 
Military Intelligence Service, which was also responsible for overseeing 
and maintaining the cohesion of the military. Western diplomats and 
defense advisers said that he was “difficult to meet with” because he 
was overwhelmed by work. Young revolutionaries found him intel-
ligent but wily—he tricked them perhaps more than once. In private, 
journalists expressed amazement regarding the rumor of a war between 
him and the partisans of Sami Anan, chief of staff at the time, conclud-
ing that he was a serious candidate to succeed the field marshal. They 
were not wrong, and it quickly became clear that between the two men 
the “old man” had made his choice.  

Beyond internal divisions, vacillations, and hesitations, the SCAF’s 
priorities during the transition were twofold. The first consisted in 
transforming the revolutionary groundswell, the depth of which was 
well gauged by the council, into a democratic transition, which obeys 
a different logic. Democracy is the  representation  of the people, while 
revolution is the  presence  of the people. In the minds of the gener-
als, democracy sought to give new legitimacy to the state, but revolu-
tion sought to redefine the entire social relationship between state and 
society.  

The other priority consisted of avoiding at all costs the conjunction 
between young, typically urban, revolutionaries and the typically pro-
vincial or even rural Islamists. In any event, it was imperative that the 



Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 251

SCAF preserve cohesion among the armed forces. The principal diver-
gences between council members seem to have stemmed from their 
assessment of the Muslim Brotherhood’s behavior and to have centered 
on how firmly to treat the Brotherhood, as well as the advantages or 
disadvantages of making deals with Brotherhood leaders.

  It is not precisely known whether or not the ousters of Tantawi and 
Anan in August 2012 were preceded by negotiations or, if that were the 
case, who negotiated with whom. Several “grand narratives” made the 
rounds. The first was the Brotherhood’s unofficial version, according to 
which an anti-Islamist plot “at the summit of the army” was preparing 
a coup d’ é tat for August 24, 2012. This story was allegedly circulated 
by a “high-ranking officer” and by al-Sisi. Well known for his reli-
gious devotion, al-Sisi was allegedly rewarded for his respect of demo-
cratic legality. The army’s “unofficial version” is curious and not really 
plausible, but it has the merit of having been published before Morsi’s 
fall and not relying on clearly refuted facts. To summarize a confusing 
story, the Brotherhood ostensibly benefited from the element of sur-
prise, and by acting quickly was able to prevent the major military play-
ers (Tantawi, Anan, and al-Sisi) from consulting each other. According 
to this narrative, it was only after everything had been played out that 
the new minister discovered that the field marshal had not given his 
consent. This version of events confirms the possibility that certain 
SCAF members—particularly al-Assar—had been discreetly consulted 
by Morsi. A journalist close to the military contends that the ambitious 
General Anan, who wanted to succeed Tantawi and knew that al-Sisi 
was in a favorable position, allegedly multiplied offers to collaborate 
and declarations of allegiance, triggering distrust on the part of the 
Brotherhood and the anger of the military. The two players apparently 
then agreed to get rid of him. Another version holds that the idea of 
promoting al-Sisi had been negotiated with the field marshal himself 
and that the transfer of power was supposed to take place in September 
or October. For unknown reasons, the Brotherhood accelerated mat-
ters. Clearly, the three final versions are not completely incompatible 
with one another.  

Relations between General al-Sisi and President Morsi were also 
the focus of a number of different narratives that mostly originated 
in the anti-Islamist camp. The two men met each other after the fall 
of Mubarak in the context of encounters between the SCAF and the 
representatives of the political groups. They then met face-to-face 
and negotiated frequently, warily studying each other and becoming 
acquainted. Morsi appears to have been favorably impressed by the 
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general. The general, for his part, contended that the former president 
was a “good man.” But a journalist close to al-Sisi stated that begin-
ning in the summer of 2012, he began to doubt Morsi’s willingness to 
govern by consensus, and he felt apprehensive about his ability to cast 
aside his political affiliation. The journalist published an editorial on 
October 20, 2012, that took the appearance of a warning: “If the army 
gets angry . . . ”  

The history of relations between the Brotherhood leadership and 
the military remains to be written, and there is not sufficient informa-
tion currently available to discuss the matter in this essay. The military 
brass wanted to focus on improving the level of their troops and to 
train them in counterterrorism and urban combat. They also wanted 
to overcome the traditional antagonism between the military and the 
police and, in this regard, al-Sisi was very helpful in advancing the 
efforts of the ministers of the interior. On the other hand, relations 
with the new regime rapidly became tense. The army distrusted the 
Brotherhood’s international networks and their alleged links with 
Hamas and the jihadis, which it believed were dangerous for the 
national interest. Brotherhood policies caused intense polarization, and 
the economic situation was disastrous. The Constitutional Declaration 
of November 21, 2012 was greeted with deep anger, and the new chief 
of staff, Sidqi Sobhi, wanted to overthrow the author of this constitu-
tional coup d’ é tat. More broadly, officers, who are not as out of touch 
with the rest of society as they are sometimes described, were fielding 
criticisms and complaints from close associates, children, cousins, and 
neighbors: “You’ve abandoned us and handed the country over to these 
men.” The military hierarchy was aware of this mentality. In the end, 
the leaks engineered by the Brotherhood about the corruption of one 
general or another, or incidents of torture by the military police, seem 
to have reinforced the cohesion of an institution that felt humiliated by 
the revolutionary youth and political forces and was hungry for reha-
bilitation and even revenge.  

General al-Sisi long played a complicated game. He tried to put pres-
sure on the president in order to encourage him to make concessions 
that could stabilize the situation. He made significant efforts to calm 
the growing ranks of officers ready to combat the new regime, fear-
ing above all a scenario similar to what happened in Algeria. He was 
attentive to the image that he projected, both publicly and within the 
military. He had himself photographed participating in sports with 
paratroopers, and his efforts against petty corruption received public-
ity. It was also said that both he and Sobhi emphasized training. His 



Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 253

public message meanwhile never changed: “We are on the side of the 
people, who need only make their voice heard.”  

Until the last minute he did not waver from this line, soothing the 
passions of his fellow officers and imploring Morsi to adopt a more 
consensus-based approach. Although he was probably sincere during 
the early months, he became less and less so as the new administration 
became radicalized over time. At an ill-defined moment that occurred 
at the latest in late May 2013, he decided that a coup d’ é tat—which was 
demanded by a segment of the public—was the only option. He was 
the last high-ranking military officer to rally to this idea.    



Hamdin Sabbahi   

    Tewf ik   Acl imandos      

 Hamdin Sabbahi, who, with nearly 21 percent of the vote, amazingly 
came in third in the first round of the 2012 presidential elections, is 
part of the so-called 1970s generation that was strongly inf luenced 
by the activist protests that opposed Islamists and leftists at Egypt’s 
universities.  

The son of a peasant with 15  feddans ,  1   he was born in Baltim on July 
5, 1954, in the governorate of Kafr al-Sheikh, a summer resort for 
modest middle-class families. His family was part of the social stratum 
that had most benefited from Nasserism.  

Within the context of popular organizations of the Nasserist period, 
Hamdin quickly became an election winner and organizer of collec-
tive activities. Overcome by Nasser’s death, Hamdin created a league of 
Nasserist high school students in late 1970 or early 1971.  

He later studied journalism (from 1972 to 1976) at the Faculty of 
Mass Communication at Cairo University, which was very elitist at 
the time, with competitive entrance examinations and strict admissions 
criteria. Like him, half of his class was of rural origins and lived in uni-
versity student housing. Like many others, he continued to participate 
in politics among the ranks of the Nasserists. He served as editor in 
chief of  al-Talaba , the student newspaper. In late 1975, he was elected 
president of the student union of the Faculty of Communication before 
being elected president of the student union of Cairo University. He 
also became vice president of the Egyptian student union. He already 
created the impression of being a formidable orator. It was apparently at 
that time that he became close to one of the deceased president’s sons, 
Abdel Hamid Abdel Nasser.
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  His principal intellectual adversaries at the university were not radi-
cal Islamists but members of Marxist groups who had mastered Marxist 
doctrines and intellectual production well enough to regularly defeat 
the Nasserists in debates. At the time, Nasserism essentially entailed 
being faithful to an ill-defined message from an already deceased hero 
and symbolic figure. Hamdin made considerable efforts to imbue 
Nasserism with intellectual substance and to help found a “club of 
Nasserist thinking.” He also served as the editor in chief of his college 
newspaper,  Sawt al Jami‘a  (“The Voice of the University”). He met a 
number of student leaders, among them his future opponent in the 2012 
presidential elections, the Islamist Abdel Moneim Aboul Fotouh, with 
whom relations rapidly became conf lictual. The culminating moment 
of this period was a debate broadcast on the radio and television in 
which he opposed President Sadat.  2   He scored a number of important 
points with his critique of the economic  infitah  (open-door) policy and 
efforts to question the alleged achievements of agrarian reforms, but he 
lost points on foreign policy and particularly on regional policy.  

The notoriety that he earned by participating in this debate cost 
him dearly. Although he was first in his class, he was not appointed 
to teach (as was customary) because the security services vetoed his 
candidacy. Nor did he find a job with the national press; a brief posi-
tion at the archives of the national library was his only public sector 
work experience. He worked for Nasserist newspapers with small cir-
culation for at least two decades, with all of the uncertainties of the 
newspaper trade. This did not prevent him from marrying relatively 
young at the age of 25 in 1979. He prepared a “magister”—a kind of 
doctoral thesis—in communications. There are those who believe that, 
like many Nasserists, he depended on financial assistance from other 
Arab nationalist regimes.  3   But unlike other figures in that situation, he 
stayed in Egypt.

  He was arrested for the first time after the January 1977 riots, and he 
was also among the 1,519 people (leaders and political activists) arrested 
on September 5, 1981 by a desperate government making every effort 
to gain time until the Sinai was reattached, which was planned for 
April 1982. He was arrested again during the latter half of the 1980s 
and still again in 1997, and finally an additional time in 2003.  4   In 1981, 
he met the “historic Nasserists” in prison, that is, individuals who had 
held executive or partisan responsibilities under Nasser, particularly 
Mohammed Fayiq (the former information minister and former chief 
of the Africa section of the Mukhabarat) and Farid Abdel Karim (the 
former leader of the Arab Socialist Union). These relationships were 
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frequently tense. Those “historic Nasserists” were bureaucrats, offi-
cers, and high-ranking civil servants who understood both the realities 
and the possibilities of the government. But they were disillusioned 
and uncharismatic, and they had no contacts among the young, which 
was Hamdin’s strong suit. Together, the two generations founded 
the Nasserist party, which was legalized in 1990, but they rapidly fell 
out over the matter of “internal democracy” and the “role of young 
people.”  5   After several years, Hamdin and others, including Kamal Abu 
Eita, decided to found the al-Karama party, which was never legalized 
under Mubarak.  

In the 1990s, the different Nasserist groups concluded that the only 
way to transcend the widespread view of them as mere high school 
or university students was to seek election to Parliament. Hamdin 
announced his candidacy in 1995 in the Baltim/Hamoul/Lake Borollos 
district, which at the time was represented by a hardened NDP political 
figure named Ahmed Si’da who also led the coalition of parliamentary 
representatives from the Governorate of Kafr al-Sheikh. He seemed to 
have a strong hold on the position after being reelected several times 
and establishing a solid network among the notables in his district. 
Hamdin and his campaign team decided to short-circuit the notables 
by appealing directly to groups “that had not previously participated in 
the vote,”  6   first to women and above all mothers who could be wooed 
by his youth and emphasis on social issues, and second to the youth and 
smaller landholders still attached to Nasserist tradition. The security 
services did not take Hamdin seriously during the campaign, which 
turned out to be a serious mistake when he led in the first round. The 
NDP candidate was eliminated from the race and came in third, and 
only massive—and totally scandalous—police intervention in the sec-
ond round eliminated Hamdin, including the bombing of a women’s 
polling site that left one woman dead.  

Hamdin was elected to the Parliament in 2000 and again in 2005, a 
period that, by forcing him to serve as intermediary between the exec-
utive branch and the district’s residents, provided vital lessons about the 
daily routines of public administration.  7    

When the revolution forced Mubarak out, politicians and intellec-
tuals saw Hamdin as a member of parliament who despite his obvious 
popularity lacked the stature to guarantee his political career at the 
national level. He was merely perceived as a leader of high school and 
university students, who have nevertheless become important players 
on the political scene.  
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Hamdin took third place behind Morsi and Shafiq in the presiden-
tial election, attracting nearly 21 percent of the votes, only 4 percent 
fewer than Morsi. If Upper Egypt had not been included, he would 
have come in first in the first round: he was first in Cairo, Alexandria, 
Port Said, and the Governorates of Kafr al-Sheikh (his fiefdom) and the 
Red Sea. In other words, only his catastrophic results in Upper Egypt 
eliminated him from the race. South of Cairo, the two key groups that 
would have voted for him—the Copts and the Sufi brotherhoods—
preferred Shafiq.  

His discourse simultaneously targeted the middle classes, the revolu-
tionary youth,  8   the state bureaucrats, and the poor voters attracted by 
Salafism. Small landowners descended from families that had acquired 
their plots of land during the agrarian reforms voted for him, in mem-
ory of Nasser. Hamdin preferred to emphasize the fact that his stron-
gest electoral results  9   were in cities that played an important part in the 
revolution, which, although not necessarily untrue, does not provide a 
full explanation of his appeal.

 Hamdin is presently in a jam. If the Brotherhood achieved one thing 
while they were in power, it was to discredit non-Islamic parties and 
political movements, including the National Salvation Front, to which 
Hamdin belonged, which is more unpopular than the MB. Worse, 
General al-Sisi is hunting in the same area, although young revolution-
aries tend to prefer Hamdin,  10   while many Mubarak supporters choose 
al-Sisi.  11   Similarly, large segments of public opinion believe that only a 
military figure has the know-how and “strategic vision” needed in the 
current situation.  12   On the other hand, Hamdin is not involved with the 
government, unlike General al-Sisi. But he has also proven unable to 
dispel several persistent criticisms that have harmed his image, includ-
ing his lack of government experience and his attachment to Nasserist 
nationalization programs and a nationalist pan-Arabist foreign policy 
hostile to “reactionary monarchies.”



Mohammed Morsi

    Mar i e   Vannetzel      

  The Morsi biographies circulating on the Internet all emphasize the 
modest rural origins of this son of a farmer, born in 1951 in a village in 
the Sharqiya governorate in the Nile Delta, and his brilliant academic 
career that took him from the engineering faculty at Cairo University 
to the University to California, where he earned a PhD. His degree 
enabled him when he returned to Sharqiya to become chair of the 
Zagazig University Physics Department from 1985 to 2010. This rags-
to-riches story, although tarnished by accounts of his difficulty making 
friends in California, is rounded out on various Brotherhood websites 
by an “official story” that glorifies his excellent reputation and hero-
ism in combating the former regime. His role as a former member of 
Parliament is often highlighted in this narrative, as it is in the biography 
on the organization’s English-language website: “In Egypt’s Parliament 
in 2000, Dr. Mohammed Morsi played a prominent and inf luential 
role as leader of the parliamentary bloc. He was one of the most active 
members of parliament, responsible for the most famous questioning 
sessions in Parliament—for the train crash incident—in which he held 
the government responsible for the tragic accident. Internationally, he 
was chosen as the best parliamentarian in the years 2000–2005 due to 
his effective parliamentary performance.”  13   

 Although he lost his seat in the ensuing 2005 elections, it does appear 
that Morsi’s election to parliamentary office from the Zagazig district 
in the 2000 poll, and especially his nomination as the representative 
of the first parliamentary bloc to be formed informally in the name of 
the Brotherhood, were major steps on his rise through Brotherhood 
ranks. Elements of his trajectory remain somewhat opaque, however: 
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while some articles state that he joined the movement in 1977 and then 
“entered the organization” in 1979, others assert that he was recruited 
in California. Information on his rise in the organization in subsequent 
decades is even sketchier. These are not trivial matters, however, and 
the grey areas and contradictions in his itinerary shed light on a number 
of points. 

 First, while the page of the Brotherhood Encyclopedia  Ikhwanwiki  
on the Guidance Bureau states that he joined this governing body as 
early as 1995—the same date cited in several press articles, probably 
referring to this source as well—Morsi’s personal webpage on the same 
website claims that “he entered the Guidance Bureau on the death of 
[former Guide] Ma’mun al-Hudaybi in 2002.”  14   This is clearly an error, 
because al-Hudaybi died in 2004. Was Morsi nominated on the death 
of Hudaybi’s predecessor Mustafa Mashhour, then? In any case, Morsi’s 
ascent through the ranks, however real, was contingent on the dazzling 
rise of the inf luential duo Khairat al-Shater and Mahmoud Ezzat. Both 
labored for the promotion of the “organizationist” faction (which gives 
absolute priority to preserving the organization, the  tanzim ) as of 1996.  

A second factor in Morsi’s itinerary stems from powerful internal 
dissent over the past decade in which Morsi occupied an interesting 
position. When he was promoted to the Guidance Bureau, somewhere 
between 2002 and 2004, he was also appointed as “supervisor of the 
political section [of the MB], where he made significant accomplish-
ments, including the publication of the reform initiative in 2004.”  15   
During this very period, one of his rivals, Issam al-Aryan, occupied 
the position of “head” ( mas’ul ) of this very political section—thus the-
oretically under Morsi’s authority as supervisor. But it was al-Aryan 
who spearheaded the 2004 reform document, which received world-
wide media coverage, and who then became the symbol of the elusive 
“reform” ( islahi ) movement within the MB. Although Morsi is of the 
same generation as al-Aryan and Abdel Moneim Aboul Fotouh—“the 
intermediary generation” that emerged on campuses in the 1970s—un-
like them, he did not leave his mark on the history of the famous  gama‘at 
islamiyya  and student unions. Nor did he inf luence the trajectory of pro-
fessional syndicates, even though he discreetly shared membership in 
the Zagazig University Teachers’ Association as well as the Committee 
for Coordinating the Action of Syndicates in 1994. A hierarchically 
subordinate leader, Morsi therefore also played a secondary role on the 
political scene, straddling both the organizationist current, whose ide-
ological inclinations he shared, and the intermediary generation that 
was active in the public sphere. It is perhaps precisely this second-string 
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position that paradoxically made it possible for Morsi to limit his activi-
ties to implementing and executing while others enjoyed the prestige 
of strategists, and subsequently develop his political career.

  Capitalizing on his experience as a discreet but active leader of the 
Brotherhood’s parliamentary bloc between 2000 and 2005, Morsi 
became one of the primary election campaign organizers between 
2005 and 2010 and was appointed to head the committee in charge 
of drafting a “test” platform for a hypothetical political party in 2007. 
The conservative positions contained in this platform regarding the 
legislative power of the ulema, the status of women and Copts, and 
similar issues aroused considerable controversy both inside and out-
side the movement. Morsi was in fact assigned the mission—which he 
seemed to regard as purely administrative—of forcing young bloggers 
who had begun to voice their criticisms in public to toe the line. The 
unpopularity that this earned him did not prevent him from being 
reappointed to the Guidance Bureau, this time as supervisor of politi-
cal and parliamentary affairs, although his appointment did generate a 
certain amount of controversy. His successor as head of the bloc, the 
Parliament member Sa‘ad al-Katatni, who was, like Morsi, an apparat-
chik with rural origins and an academic scientist, was also reappointed, 
while al-Aryan was compelled to wait until December 2009 and Aboul 
Fotouh permanently lost his seat, a prelude to his subsequent expul-
sion. These twin “second fiddles”—Morsi and Katatni—who shared 
similar sociological, political, and activist backgrounds, continued their 
ascent, benefiting from both the protection and the absence of Khairat 
al-Shater, who was imprisoned in 2007 but who nevertheless needed to 
be replaced, as well as from the victory of the “organizationist current, 
via the election of the new Guide Mohammed Badi’. The social skills 
and personal networks that their parliamentary seats had helped them 
to acquire also stood them in good stead in the state administration and 
even the security apparatus, as well as with American diplomats driven 
by renewed interest in “moderate Islamism.”  16    

The revolutionary uprising did not halt their ascent. After they were 
jailed on January 28, 2011, in Wadi Natrun prison (from which they 
escaped two days later along with 32 other Muslim Brothers), Morsi and 
Katatni served as the two MB representatives during the February 6, 
2011, negotiations convened by ‘Umar Sulayman, Egypt’s intelligence 
chief and the hastily appointed vice president during the final days of 
Mubarak’s rule. According to the accounts of several dissident leaders, 
they also participated in a second secret meeting during which they 
offered to exchange the Brotherhood’s withdrawal from Tahrir Square 
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for legalizing the Muslim Brotherhood,  17   again provoking the wrath 
of young Brotherhood revolutionaries. Many of them actually quit the 
organization after the combined effect of this episode and the no less 
disastrous Muslim Brotherhood Youth Conference on March 26, 2011, 
which they had organized and toward which Morsi proved brutally 
intransigent.  18   The Morsi and Katatni pair was also found at the head 
of the Freedom and Justice Party, Katatni again succeeding Morsi (with 
al-Aryan once again being passed over) when Morsi left the chairman-
ship of the Muslim Brotherhood’s party to assume the presidency of the 
Republic of Egypt in June 2012 after winning 5,764,952 votes in the 
first round (24.8 percent), and 13,230,131 in the second (51.7 percent).  

Not surprisingly, the choice of Morsi as candidate to the state’s 
highest office was a second choice that was contingent on al-Shater’s 
forced withdrawal. As a result, once in office he was perceived as acting 
under the orders of al-Shater and Badi’, which quickly earned him the 
nickname of “sheep,” which became a favorite theme for star come-
dian Bassem Youssef. This allegation was probably justified: although 
there is no concrete proof that Morsi submitted to the MB leadership’s 
orders, presidential advisors ranging from Mahmoud Mekki to Rafiq 
Habib claimed after their departures from the presidential team that 
they had not been consulted on central issues, which tends to indi-
cate that decisions were made elsewhere. More generally, broader criti-
cisms denounced a recurrent feature of Morsi’s governing style and 
discourse: his inability to distance himself from his role as a member 
of the Muslim Brotherhood and thus to speak as a representative of 
the Egyptian people at large. In this regard, his speech on the night of 
December 5, 2012, following clashes between the Brotherhood and 
opponents in front of Ittihadiya Palace was a milestone.  

Still, other elements tend to indicate that Morsi exercised power 
independently, which does not necessarily contradict his role within 
the Brotherhood. His independence was particularly expressed through 
his relations with the military. The forced retirement of Field Marshal 
Tantawi and General Anan ushered in a short-lived grace period for 
Morsi from August to October 2012, but it was also the beginning of 
his personal alliance—which he seemed to believe in to the very end, 
despite warnings from his close advisors  19  —with the man who ulti-
mately deposed him, General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, whom he appointed 
minister of defense. The autocratic nature of his style of government 
did not surprise young Brotherhood dissidents, either, who had often 
borne the brunt of it. While Morsi’s final downfall was far from solely 
due to his own mistakes and abuse of authority—reprehensible and 
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voluntary confusion of roles, bargains with the army, political intran-
sigence, and finally his personal aversion to differences of religion  20   or 
morals—they nevertheless remain important factors.  

On July 3, 2013, in the wake of mass protests on June 30, Morsi was 
arrested by military officials and held  incommunicado  in a secret loca-
tion for two and a half months. His first call to his lawyer allegedly 
took place around mid-September. On July 26, the courts ordered his 
arrest on multiple grounds. Accusations included arson, destruction of 
documents, conspiring with Hamas to commit acts of violence against 
the police and the army throughout the country, and kidnapping offi-
cers and soldiers in conjunction with his escape from Wadi Natrun 
prison in January 2011. In late August, the public prosecutor brought 
additional charges against Morsi and 14 fellow Brotherhood members, 
including Issam al-Aryan, for incitement to murder during clashes 
around Ittihadiya Palace in December 2012. The trial, which began on 
November 4, was interrupted by outbursts from Morsi and adjourned. 
This time the ousted president played the leading role, refusing to wear 
prisoner’s garb and pleading his own case: “I want a microphone so 
I can talk to you. There is a military coup in this country! I am the 
president of the republic, according to the Constitution of the state, and 
I am forcibly detained! This is not a court with the jurisdiction to try 
a president!”    



    Khairat al-Shater 

    St  é  phane   Lacroix      

  Khairat al-Shater was born in 1950 into a middle-class family in 
Daqahliya province. As a teenager, he was inf luenced by socialist ideas 
and joined the secret “ al-tanzim al-tali‘i ” organization, which apparently 
landed him in prison for several months at the age of 18.  21   An engi-
neering student at Alexandria University in the early 1970s, he showed 
increasing religious fervor and was close to the first Islamic student 
association, the Religious Association.  22   On graduating from univer-
sity in 1974, he settled in the city of Mansoura, where he met members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood who had just been released by Sadat after 
being sentenced under Nasser for belonging to the Organization of 
1965, accused of plotting a coup d’ é tat against the head of state. Under 
their inf luence, he joined the Brotherhood.  

His charisma and ambition soon impressed the movement, even if he 
remained a subordinate figure during the 1970s. After the assassination 
of Sadat in 1981, he escaped from the crackdown on all Islamist move-
ments by leaving for Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Yemen, and finally England. 
In the course of his peregrinations, he became a businessman and began 
to accumulate substantial wealth. When he returned to Egypt six years 
later, he founded a computer company called Salsabil with Hassan 
Malek, who was to become another financier of the Brotherhood. The 
company, to believe the story told by former Brother Haytham Abu 
Khalil, made a fortune by equipping professional syndicates, which 
the Brotherhood had begun to take control of in the late 1980s.  23   His 
business activities enabled him to build up strong networks within the 
Brotherhood, which helped him to achieve his first political triumph 
in 1995 when he was elected to the Guidance Bureau.  
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With the support of Mahmoud Ezzat, an inf luential figure in the 
Brotherhood who saw in him the leader the Brotherhood had been 
waiting for since the death of Hassan al-Banna, he continued to expand 
his power, placing allies in every corner of the movement’s machinery.  24   
His various stints serving political sentences in prison—from 1992 to 
1993, 1995 to 2000, 2001 to 2002, and 2007 to 2011—did nothing to 
hamper his climb to the top. It has even been said that he continued to 
build his networks from his prison cell through the connivance of cer-
tain prison guards and the unwavering loyalty of fellow Brotherhood 
prisoners. Unsurprisingly, on his release from prison in 2000, he was 
appointed deputy guide of the Brotherhood.  

He then continued to sideline his remaining rivals within the Guidance 
Bureau, starting with those who belonged to the Brotherhood’s “reform-
ist” wing. His campaign against his rivals was completed in 2009 when 
Mohammed Habib and Abdel Moneim Aboul Fotouh were excluded 
from the Guidance Bureau. Both men have since harbored deep bitter-
ness toward al-Shater. With the election as Guide of Mohammed Badi’, 
a personality who carried little real weight within the Brotherhood, 
al-Shater became in effect the true leader of the movement.  25   He 
also increasingly emerged as its ideologue. Indeed, the Brotherhood 
describes the “renaissance project” ( mashru‘ al-Nahda ), which is pre-
sented as the foundation of their postrevolution political program, as 
having been designed by al-Shater. Al-Shater’s actual political views 
are nevertheless subject to debate. Some close associates portray him 
as a true conservative who continues to believe in an Islamic state and 
the restoration of the Caliphate. According to others, though, he is 
an “organizationist” ( tanzimi ) who believes fervently in the strength 
of the Brotherhood as an organization and the need to preserve it at 
all costs, although he is capable of pragmatism in order to achieve his 
objectives.  26    

As the de facto leader of the Brotherhood, al-Shater has been behind 
most of the organization’s postrevolutionary decisions. In particular, 
he has been the architect of several attempts at a rapprochement with 
the Salafi strand, with which he enjoys good relations. He was the 
only Brother who had a seat on the “religious committee for rights 
and reform,” which was dominated by Salafi sheikhs. In March 2012, 
he decided to enter the presidential race, but he was disqualified by 
the electoral commission because of his prison record. He was duly 
replaced by one of his right-hand men, Mohammed Morsi, who was 
elected in June 2012.  
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Khairat al-Shater continued to cast his shadow over the Morsi 
presidency, however. Even if in the fall of 2012 there were rumors of 
conf lict between al-Shater and Morsi, who was trying to emancipate 
himself from his mentor,  27   al-Shater soon became the true decision-
maker again, as Morsi began to fall back on the Brotherhood following 
the November–December 2012 crisis. However, al-Shater’s good rela-
tions with the Salafis did not prevent a rift with the Nour party, which 
gradually joined the opposition as of January 2013. After Morsi’s ouster 
on July 3, 2013, al-Shater was one of the main Brotherhood leaders 
targeted in the crackdown. He was arrested at home on July 5, 2013. 
He has since been charged with “incitement to murder demonstrators,” 
in reference to an incident during which nine anti-Morsi demonstra-
tors were shot down in front of Brotherhood headquarters on June 30, 
2013.     



  Yasser Borhami 

    St  é  phane   Lacroix    

   Sheikh Yasser Borhami was born in 1958 in Alexandria. In 1977–1978, 
he was one of the early figures of the Salafi Call ( al-da‘wa al-salafiyya ), 
along with Mohammed Ismail al-Muqaddim and Ahmed Farid. A 
physician by training, he owns a clinic in Alexandria where he regu-
larly sees patients. He also teaches and preaches at the “rightly-guided 
caliphs” ( al-khulafa’ al-rashidun ) mosque in the Abu Suleiman district of 
Alexandria and has written numerous religious works. He is considered 
a specialist on the creed ( ‘aqida ), an important discipline to the Salafis. 

 An energetic activist, he worked to make the Salafi Call a somewhat 
structured organization, drawing inspiration from methods employed 
by the Muslim Brotherhood. The Call’s inf luence soon spread well 
beyond the original group in Alexandria.  28   By the 1990s, he had already 
emerged as the organization’s unofficial leader, which landed him in 
prison on several occasions under Mubarak’s rule, even if the security 
apparatus viewed the Salafi Call, which was reluctant to engage in 
politics, as a “lesser evil” than the Brotherhood. 

 After the 2011 revolution, Borhami was officially named vice presi-
dent of the organization, while the presidency, essentially a ceremonial 
post, was reserved for Sheikh Abu Idris. Although prior to the revolu-
tion he was forbidden from expressing himself in the media, Borhami 
subsequently became a prominent public figure who was often invited 
to speak on talk shows and interviewed by the press. He defended con-
servative views, in particular by advocating a reinforcement of sharia 
law in the Constitution. 

 In 2011, however, he initially sought to remain aloof from the politi-
cal debate in the strictest sense. When the Nour party was founded in 
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June 2011, Borhami gave it his blessing and acknowledged it as “the 
political wing of the Salafi Call,” but left it to the party’s president, 
Emad Abdel Ghaffour, to define the group’s political orientations. 
In the aftermath of the Nour party’s remarkable score of more than 
25 percent of the vote in the late 2011 parliamentary elections, Borhami 
attempted to gain a tighter grip on the party. His efforts were met with 
resistance from the nominal president, Abdel Ghaffour. By mobilizing 
his networks to isolate Abdel Ghaffour, Borhami managed to drive 
the president to resign in December 2012 (Abdel Ghaffour, along with 
other dissidents from Nour, founded the Watan party, which advocates 
a “separation between politics and preaching”).  29   Abdel Ghaffour was 
replaced by Younis Makhyoun, a loyal Borhami supporter. 

 In early 2013, without holding any official office in the party, 
Borhami thus became the Nour party’s man in charge. He devised the 
strategy the party has followed ever since, which involves systematic 
opposition to the Brotherhood and a rapprochement with its adversar-
ies both within state institutions and in the political field. As the June 
30, 2013, demonstrations were approaching, Borhami announced that 
the Nour Salafis would not take to the streets against Morsi but that 
they would not hesitate to demand that he resign if opponents came 
out in sufficient numbers.  30   On July 3, 2013, when Morsi’s ouster was 
announced by General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Makhyoun sat in the back, 
next to Mohammed al-Baradei, the Sheikh of al-Azhar, and the Coptic 
Pope Tawadros. Through his presence, the Nour party was supporting 
the end of the Morsi presidency and the roadmap laid out by the army. 

 Borhami remained true to his position. Expressing his “consider-
ation” for General al-Sisi,  31   he became a staunch supporter of the new 
regime. While criticizing its excesses, he backed the crackdown on the 
Brotherhood, sent a Nour representative to take part in the new con-
stituent assembly, and called for approval of the new Constitution when 
it was put to the vote in January 2014. 

 These stances have isolated him in an Islamist milieu where most 
oppose the new regime. In January 2014, 34 Saudi ulema even wrote 
an open letter criticizing the political path taken by the Nour party.  32   
Using social media, the Muslim Brotherhood and independent Salafis 
also inveighed against Borhami. Demonstrations even took place in 
front of his home in Alexandria,  33   and he is sometimes obliged to 
deliver his sermons under police protection.  34   Borhami can neverthe-
less congratulate himself for having achieved what seems to have been 
his primary objective: whereas Islamist groups have been subject to 
intense pressure since July 2013, the Salafi Call has been spared, and 
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the Nour party is preparing to field candidates in the next elections, in 
which it may be the only force representing political Islam.  
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