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A	Note	on	Transliteration

Consistent	transliteration	for	Egyptian	history	and	politics	poses	a	number	of
problems	 because	 there	 is	 no	 agreed-upon	 system.	 For	 this	 reason,	 when
mentioning	Arabic-language	terms,	places,	and	proper	names,	I	have	opted	to
use	common	transliterations	in	most	circumstances.	This	means	that	in	some
cases,	 names	 that	 are	 written	 identically	 in	 Arabic	 have	 been	 spelled
differently	in	this	text	(such	as	in	the	case	of	“jihad”	and	Muslim	Brotherhood
figure	Gehad	el-Haddad’s	 first	name)	 to	match	 the	way	 they	 are	 commonly
spelled	in	English-language	writing	on	the	subject.
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Introduction

Rapid	Rise,	Faster	Fall

On	June	24,	2012,	I	stood	among	many	thousands	of	Islamists	in	downtown
Cairo’s	Tahrir	Square,	awaiting	the	results	of	Egypt’s	first-ever	 fair	and	free
presidential	election.

The	 mood	 was	 extremely	 tense.	 Ten	 days	 earlier,	 the	 Supreme
Constitutional	Court	dissolved	Egypt’s	 freely	elected,	Muslim	Brotherhood–
dominated	 Parliament.	 The	 Brotherhood	 believed	 that	 the	 state	 institutions
were	 conspiring	 to	 keep	 it	 from	 power	 and	 feared	 that	 the	 presidential
elections	results	would	be	rigged	against	its	candidate,	Mohamed	Morsi.	So	it
mobilized	 its	 cadres	 from	all	 over	Egypt	 to	Tahrir	 Square	 and	 told	 them	 to
prepare	 for	 battles	 with	 security	 forces	 if	 former	 prime	 minister	 Ahmed
Shafik	was	named	the	winner.

“If	Shafik	wins,	I	will	be	a	dead	man,”	one	Muslim	Brother	told	me	as	he
set	up	his	Tahrir	tent	a	few	days	earlier.	“I	will	fight	to	the	end.”

Elsewhere	 in	 the	 square,	 pro-Morsi	 Salafists	 marched	 in	 formation,
carrying	white	cloths	that	were	meant	to	represent	burial	shrouds.	“This	is	my
coffin,”	one	of	them	told	me,	pointing	to	the	cloth	in	his	hands.	“We	win	or
we	die.”1

Two	 hours	 later,	 however,	 those	 dire	 pronouncements	 were	 quickly
forgotten.	 The	 elections	 commission	 declared	Morsi	 the	winner,	 and	 Tahrir
Square	 exploded	 in	 celebration.	 Chants	 of	 “Allahu	 akbar!”—“God	 is
great!”—rang	 out	 across	 downtown	 Cairo	 as	 many	 of	 Morsi’s	 supporters
thrust	themselves	to	the	ground	in	prayer.

For	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood,	 it	 was	 a	 moment	 of	 profound	 ecstasy.
Founded	 in	 1928,	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 struggled	 in	 Egypt’s	 opposition	 for
more	than	eight	decades—often	under	severely	repressive	circumstances.	The
“Arab	Spring,”	however,	radically	changed	the	organization’s	fortunes.	Only
seventeen	months	after	the	mass	uprising	that	toppled	longtime	dictator	Hosni



Mubarak	 in	 February	 2011,	 a	Muslim	 Brother	 was	 now	 Egypt’s	 president.
And	 while	 the	 Brotherhood	 still	 anticipated	 a	 power	 struggle	 with	 the
country’s	 military,	 it	 nevertheless	 saw	 Morsi’s	 presidency	 as	 an
unprecedented	opportunity	 to	establish	an	“Islamic	state”	 in	Egypt,	which	 it
would	use	as	a	foothold	for	establishing	a	“global	Islamic	state.”2

That	did	not	ultimately	happen.

One	year	 later,	 the	country	was	 in	crisis	again.	Morsi’s	 autocratic	 edicts
and	failed	governance	catalyzed	a	mass	movement	against	him,	as	well	as	a
mutiny	within	 the	state’s	 institutions.	The	crisis	climaxed	on	June	30,	2013,
when	 millions	 of	 Egyptians	 poured	 into	 the	 streets	 to	 demand	 his	 ouster.
Morsi,	 however,	 refused	 to	 negotiate	 a	 political	 resolution,	 and	 with	 each
passing	day	the	situation	on	the	ground	deteriorated	further.

Outside	the	presidential	palace,	uniformed	police	officers	joined	the	anti-
Morsi	 protesters	 and	 declared	 that	 they	 wouldn’t	 return	 to	 work	 until	 the
president	was	toppled.	In	Tahrir	Square,	protesters	waved	banners	calling	for
Morsi	and	other	top	Brotherhood	leaders	to	be	hanged.	And	at	its	protest	site
in	 northern	 Cairo,	 the	 Brotherhood	 tried	 to	 intimidate	 the	 opposition	 by
organizing	 its	 cadres	 into	 makeshift	 vigilante	 units,	 equipping	 hundreds	 of
Brotherhood	 youths	 with	 helmets,	 shields,	 batons,	 and	 in	 some	 cases	 iron
pipes.

“We	will	stay	until	Morsi	has	 full	power,”	one	Muslim	Brother	 told	me.
“Or	we	die.”

Meanwhile,	as	deadly	clashes	between	Morsi’s	supporters	and	opponents
escalated	throughout	the	country,	many	feared	a	civil	war	was	imminent.

On	the	evening	of	July	3,	four	days	after	the	anti-Morsi	uprising	began,	I
stood	 in	 the	 lobby	 of	 downtown	 Cairo’s	 Semiramis	 Intercontinental	 Hotel,
right	next	to	Tahrir	Square,	awaiting	a	major	announcement	from	the	military.
When	Defense	Minister	 Abdel	 Fattah	 al-Sisi	 appeared	 on	 air	 and	 declared
Morsi’s	toppling,	I	could	hear	the	surrounding	streets	explode	in	celebration.
As	I	headed	outside	to	observe	the	festivities,	I	noticed	a	middle-aged	man—
probably	a	hotel	worker—pump	his	fist	in	victory.

“Allahu	akbar!”	he	whispered	to	himself,	smiling.3

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•



How	did	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	rise	to	power	so	rapidly	after	Egypt’s	2011
Arab	 Spring	 uprising?	And	why	 did	 it	 fall	 from	 power	 even	more	 quickly,
culminating	 in	 the	popular	uprising	and	military	coup	 that	 toppled	Morsi	 in
July	2013?

To	 be	 sure,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 post-Mubarak	 story	 unfolded	 in	 an
extremely	 fluid	 political	 environment.	 At	 every	 point	 during	 the
Brotherhood’s	 rapid	 rise	 and	 dramatic	 collapse,	 a	 complex	 set	 of	 factors
impacted	 its	 decision	 making,	 as	 well	 as	 that	 of	 Egypt’s	 other	 relevant
political	 actors,	 including	 the	 military,	 judiciary,	 Salafists,	 non-Islamist
political	parties,	revolutionaries,	“remnants”	of	the	Mubarak	regime,	and	the
private	media	establishment,	 among	others.	But	 as	 I	 argue	 in	 this	 book,	 the
Brotherhood’s	 particular	 organizational	 structure,	 which	 was	 designed	 to
pursue	 a	 very	 specific	 set	 of	 political	 goals,	 conditioned	 it	 toward	 certain
behavioral	tendencies.	More	to	the	point,	the	very	characteristics	that	helped
the	Brotherhood	win	power	so	quickly	also	contributed	to	its	downfall.

So	what	 kind	 of	 organization	 is	 the	Brotherhood?	Unlike	 Egypt’s	 other
political	forces,	the	Brotherhood	is	neither	a	protest	movement	nor	a	political
party,	though	it	has	occasionally	behaved	like	both.	It	is	first	and	foremost	a
vanguard—a	 rigidly	 hierarchical	 organization	 that	 seeks	 to	 transform
Egyptian	society,	the	Egyptian	state,	and	ultimately	the	world	according	to	its
highly	politicized	interpretation	of	Islam.	Specifically,	it	seeks	to	promote	its
interpretation	 of	 Islam	 as	 an	 “all-embracing	 concept”	 within	 the	 society,
achieve	 sufficient	 support	 so	 that	 it	 can	 establish	 an	 Islamic	 state	 in	Egypt,
and	use	this	Islamic	state	as	a	foothold	for	establishing	a	global	Islamic	state,
or	 neocaliphate.	 As	 Hazem	 Kandil	 notes,	 the	 Brotherhood	 equates
participation	in	its	organization	with	Islam,	claiming	that	it	“is	sacred	because
what	it	represents	is	sacred—that	is,	Islam.	Without	the	movement,	there	can
be	no	return	to	Islamic	rule.”4

To	 ensure	 that	 its	 members	 are	 fully	 committed	 to	 pursuing	 and
implementing	 this	 theocratic	 project,	 the	 Brotherhood	 maintains	 a	 strict
system	 of	 recruitment	 and	 internal	 promotion.	 Joining	 the	 Muslim
Brotherhood	entails	a	five-to-eight-year	indoctrination	process,	during	which
every	 Muslim	 Brother	 is	 steeped	 in	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 politicized
interpretation	of	Islam,	vetted	for	his	belief	in	the	organization’s	ideology,	and
closely	monitored	for	his	obedience	to	following	Brotherhood	leaders’	orders.
This	system	is	designed	to	engender	a	uniformity	of	purpose,	ideology,	and—



when	 commanded	 by	 leaders—activity	 among	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 rank	 and
file.	As	a	result,	the	typical	Muslim	Brother	sees	himself	as	a	foot	soldier	for
the	organization—meaning,	 again,	 that	 he	 sees	 himself	 as	 a	 foot	 soldier	 for
Islam.

The	 Brotherhood	 further	 promotes	 its	 unity	 of	 purpose	 and	 action	 by
maintaining	 a	 rigid	 nationwide	 chain	 of	 command.	 The	 Brotherhood’s
hundreds	of	 thousands	of	members	 are	 organized	 in	 five-to-ten-person	 cells
known	as	usar,	 or	 “families,”	which	 receive	 orders	 from	 the	Brotherhood’s
leadership	 in	 Cairo	 and	 execute	 them	 locally.5	 This	 pyramidal	 structure
enabled	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leadership	 to	 direct	 its	 cadres	 in	 virtually	 every
Egyptian	 neighborhood	 for	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 purposes,	 including	 operating
social	 services,	 organizing	 political	 protests,	 and	 mobilizing	 electoral
campaigns.

The	Brotherhood	 thus	won	Egypt’s	post-Mubarak	elections	 thanks	 to	 its
unparalleled	organizational	infrastructure.	Indeed,	during	every	post-Mubarak
election,	 none	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 competitors	 could	 count	 on	 a	 similarly
committed	 membership	 or	 possessed	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 well-oiled,
nationwide	chain	of	command.

But,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 particular	 organizational
characteristics	 meant	 that	 it	 was	 deeply	 insular—and	 this	 became	 a
tremendous	 liability	 once	 it	 achieved	 power.	 After	 all,	 the	 Brotherhood
equates	 its	 organization	 with	 Islam.	 It	 therefore	 regards	 outsiders	 with
tremendous	 suspicion	 and	 casts	 its	 political	 opponents	 as	 enemies	 of	 Islam.
Moreover,	 the	 Brotherhood	 sees	 its	 hierarchical,	 nationwide	 chain	 of
command	 as	 the	 proper	 mechanism	 for	 implementing	 its	 theocratic	 vision,
which	 means	 that	 it	 cannot	 integrate	 other	 political	 and	 societal	 factions
effectively.	 This	 exclusivism	 alienated	 many	 Egyptians,	 as	 well	 as	 many
within	Egypt’s	sprawling	bureaucracy,	which	was	a	major	 factor	 in	 its	 rapid
fall	from	power.

The	Brotherhood’s	 totalitarianism	was	 another	 cause	 of	 its	 downfall.	 Its
hierarchical	organizational	culture,	 in	which	 internal	dissenters	are	banished
and	external	critics	are	often	viewed	as	enemies	of	 Islam,	meant	 that	 it	was
poorly	prepared	for	governing	in	the	more	competitive	political	environment
that	 followed	Mubarak’s	ouster.	 Indeed,	 rather	 than	accepting	checks	on	his
power	 or	 compromising	 with	 his	 opponents,	Morsi	 tried	 to	 obliterate	 them



during	his	yearlong	presidency.	As	a	result,	many	Egyptians	regarded	Morsi
as	a	new	dictator—and	a	very	weak	one	at	that—and	this	fueled	the	escalating
protests	that	culminated	with	his	ouster	in	July	2013.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

My	 analysis	 of	 the	 Brotherhood	 as	 a	 cohesive	 organization	 differs	 from
previous	accounts	of	the	organization,	which	portray	it	as	internally	fractious.
Prior	to	Morsi’s	overthrow,	it	was	common	to	study	the	organization	in	terms
of	 the	 competition	 between	 the	 organization’s	 “reformists”	 (sometimes
referred	 to	 as	 “moderates”)	 and	 “hardliners”	 (sometimes	 referred	 to	 as
“conservatives,”	“radicals,”	or	“Qutbists”).	The	reformists,	as	Alison	Pargeter
notes	 in	 her	 excellent	 book	 on	 the	 organization,	 sought	 to	 broaden	 the
Brotherhood’s	 base	 by	 occasionally	 embracing	 more	 inclusive	 ideas	 and
engaging	other	non-Islamist	movements.	The	hardliners,	alternatively,	sought
to	 ensure	 that	 the	 organization	was	 “anchored	 in	 its	 own	 traditions,”	which
meant	 prioritizing	 ideological	 purity	 even	 if	 this	 limited	 the	 Brotherhood’s
appeal	 and	 slowed	 its	 progress	 toward	 power.6	 Carrie	 Rosefsky	 Wickham
similarly	 analyzes	 the	 Brotherhood	 as	 an	 internally	 divided	 organization,
emphasizing	that	Islamists	“are	not	monolithic	entities	whose	members	think
and	act	in	lockstep.”7

These	 scholars	 have	 a	 point:	 While	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 recruitment
mechanisms	 and	 internal	 hierarchy	 are	 designed	 to	 promote	 internal	 unity,
there	have	often	been	profound	disagreements	within	the	organization.	As	this
book	 documents,	 for	 example,	 prominent	Brotherhood	 youths	 rejected	 their
leaders’	 decision	 not	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 initial	 anti-Mubarak	 protests	 on
January	 25,	 2011.	 A	 top	 Muslim	 Brother,	 Abdel	 Moneim	 Abouel	 Fotouh,
defied	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leadership	 when	 he	 declared	 his	 presidential
candidacy	 in	 mid-2011.	 And	 when	 the	 Brotherhood	 ultimately	 decided	 to
nominate	one	of	its	leaders	for	president	in	March	2012,	the	decision	passed
by	 a	 very	 narrow	 56–52	 vote	 within	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 legislative	 body—
indicating	that	Brotherhood	leaders	were	deeply	divided	over	one	of	the	most
pivotal	decisions	in	the	organization’s	history.

Yet,	 in	 all	 of	 these	 instances,	 the	Muslim	Brothers’	 disagreements	were
about	 tactics	 and	 strategy—not	 about	 core	principles.	 Indeed,	 the	 reformists
and	 hardliners	 equally	 embraced	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 theocratic	 goals	 of
establishing	an	Islamic	state	and	ultimately	a	global	Islamic	state.8	They	only



disagreed	 on	 how	 this	 vision	 could	 be	 implemented	 most	 effectively—
whether	 it	 should	 be	 done	 more	 gradually	 or	 immediately,	 whether
establishing	 a	 political	 party	 would	 better	 promote	 this	 vision	 or	 alienate
people	from	it,	and	whether	the	Brotherhood	should	seek	the	presidency	now
or	 in	 the	 future.	 And	 as	 this	 book	 documents,	 all	 of	 these	 internal	 debates
ended	 once	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leadership	 took	 its	 final	 decision.	 The
overwhelming	majority	of	Muslim	Brothers	mobilized	to	support	it,	and	those
who	dissented	were	often	sidelined	or	banished.

Still,	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 Egypt’s	 most	 organized	 and
cohesive	 political	 force	 hardly	 dictated	 that	 it	 would	 seek	 outright	 power
when	 it	 did.	 After	 all,	 during	 the	 early	 months	 after	 Mubarak	 fell,	 the
Brotherhood	indicated	that	 it	would	approach	power	gradually.	It	feared	that
rushing	to	power	would	invite	backlash	either	within	Egypt	or	 from	abroad.
The	Brotherhood	thus	promised	to	compete	for	only	half	of	the	parliamentary
seats	 and	 vowed	not	 to	 nominate	 a	 candidate	 during	 the	 first	 post-Mubarak
presidential	elections.

Perhaps	the	Brotherhood	never	intended	to	keep	these	promises	in	the	first
place.	 But	 this	 book	 offers	 a	 different	 explanation:	 The	 Brotherhood	 broke
these	 promises	 because	 they	 threatened	 its	 internal	 unity,	 which	 the
organization	 prized	 above	 all	 else.	 Had	 the	 Brotherhood	 not	 nominated	 a
presidential	 candidate,	 for	 example,	Muslim	Brothers	might	 have	 split	 their
votes	 among	 any	 number	 of	 non-Brotherhood	 candidates.	 And	 an	 Islamist
organization	that	views	its	internal	cohesiveness	as	essential	to	establishing	an
Islamic	 state	 cannot	 tolerate	 this	 kind	 of	 chaos	 in	 its	 ranks.	Yet	 just	 as	 the
Brotherhood’s	 emphasis	 on	 maintaining	 organizational	 unity	 impelled	 its
leaders	to	pursue	power	immediately,	it	also	engendered	the	exclusivism	and
insularity	that	precipitated	that	Brotherhood’s	rapid	fall.

The	 Brotherhood’s	 exclusivism	 wasn’t	 the	 only	 cause	 of	 its	 undoing.
Ultimately	its	aimlessness	on	policy	matters	and	incompetence	in	government
were	 far	 more	 damaging.	 As	 this	 book	 documents,	 the	 Brotherhood	 never
bothered	 to	 articulate	 what	 it	 would	 do	 once	 it	 reached	 power—what
“implementing	 sharī’ah,”	 for	 example,	 actually	 meant	 when	 it	 came	 to
economic,	social,	or	foreign	policy.	As	Kandil	argues,	this	was	also	a	product
of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 particular	 organizational	 culture:	 The	 Brotherhood
feared	 that	 taking	clear	policy	stances	would	alienate	either	 the	“zealots”	or
moderates	in	its	ranks,	and	thus	undermine	its	internal	unity.9	Once	again,	the



very	 factors	 that	 helped	 the	 Brotherhood	 win	 power—in	 this	 case,	 its
vagueness	 on	 policy	 questions—became	 a	 tremendous	 liability	 once	 it
achieved	power.

Of	 course,	 the	 Brotherhood	 wasn’t	 the	 only	 key	 player	 in	 the	 story	 of
Egypt’s	 Arab	 Spring.	 After	 all,	 a	 diverse	 group	 of	 revolutionary	 youth
activists	 sparked	 the	 original	 uprising	 and	 then	 continued	 their	 protests
sporadically	after	Mubarak	fell,	hoping	to	influence	the	transition	process	in
directions	that	the	Brotherhood	often	opposed.10	The	Salafists	similarly	burst
onto	Egypt’s	political	scene	during	this	period,	challenging	the	Brotherhood’s
support	among	Islamists	by	promising	a	more	fundamentalist	interpretation	of
sharī’ah,	 while	 at	 other	 times	 cooperating	 with	 the	 Brotherhood	 against
Egypt’s	weak,	non-Islamist	parties.

Much	 more	 significantly,	 the	 Supreme	 Council	 of	 the	 Armed	 Forces
(SCAF)	governed	Egypt	 ineptly	 and	often	 ruthlessly	 for	 the	 sixteen	months
that	 followed	Mubarak’s	 ouster.	While	 the	military’s	 internal	 dynamics	 and
deliberations	 are	 secretive,	 the	 generals’	 actions	 suggested	 a	 willingness	 to
accept	the	Brotherhood’s	 rise—but	only	so	 long	as	 the	military	remained	an
autonomous	 entity,	 with	 its	 perquisites	 protected	 from	 any	 civilian
government’s	oversight.	And	although	 the	generals	 stepped	away	 from	day-
to-day	governance	 shortly	 after	Morsi’s	 election,	 the	military	 never	 left	 the
political	scene	entirely:	It	 retained	significant	economic	power,	and	signaled
its	independence	from	the	elected	president	as	opposition	to	Morsi	mounted	in
late	2012.

Other	groups’	and	 institutions’	 roles	during	 the	post-Mubarak	period	are
even	more	opaque.	This	 includes	 the	domestic	security	services,	 the	Interior
Ministry,	the	judiciary,	the	business	community,	rural	clans	and	tribes,	and	the
“remnants”	of	Mubarak’s	 former	ruling	party,	which	are	often	referred	 to	as
“feloul.”	Of	course,	these	were	the	state	institutions	and	societal	interests	that
supported	Mubarak’s	 rule.	They	 thus	 took	 a	 dim	view	of	 the	 2011	uprising
that	 ousted	 Mubarak	 (and	 in	 some	 cases	 tried	 to	 suppress	 it)	 and	 later
supported	the	2013	uprising	against	Morsi.

Yet,	as	this	book	illustrates,	the	behavior	of	these	groups	and	institutions
vis-à-vis	the	Brotherhood	between	its	rise	and	fall	does	not	fit	a	clear	pattern.
They	 tolerated	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 rise	 in	 certain	 instances,	 such	 as	 when
judges	 certified	 Muslim	 Brothers’	 electoral	 victories.	 They	 aided	 the



Brotherhood	 in	 other	 instances,	 such	 as	 when	 police	 reportedly	 helped
Brotherhood	cadres	beat	anti-Morsi	protesters	outside	the	presidential	palace.
And	they	undermined	the	Brotherhood	in	still	other	instances,	such	as	when
the	 police	mutinied	 against	Morsi	 in	 the	 spring	 of	 2013.	But	 because	 these
groups	 and	 institutions	 are	 secretive,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 assemble	 a	 complete
picture	 of	 their	 overall	 activities.	 It	 is	 therefore	 impossible	 to	 disprove	 the
Brotherhood’s	 claim	 that	 they	 undermined	Morsi	 from	 the	moment	 he	won
power.

Either	 way,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 significant	 influence	 over	 Egypt’s	 post-
Mubarak	trajectory	isn’t	debatable.	It	emerged	from	the	2011	uprising	as	the
country’s	 strongest	 political	 force,	 helped	determine	 the	 country’s	 transition
process,	and	won	the	2011–12	parliamentary	and	presidential	elections.	To	be
sure,	it	rose	to	power	in	a	very	uncertain	environment	and	confronted	a	wide
variety	 of	 challenges.	 But	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 rapid	 rise	 and	 faster	 fall	 were
both	paved,	 to	 a	 large	 extent,	 by	 its	 own	decisions.	Those	decisions	 are	 the
subject	of	this	book.

While	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 rise	 and	 fall	 is	 overwhelmingly	 an	 Egyptian
story	 shaped	 by	 domestic	 Egyptian	 political	 actors	 and	 circumstances,	 this
book	 also	 examines	US	policy	 during	 this	 period.	On	 account	 of	 its	 deeply
anti-Western	ideology,	 the	Brotherhood	expected	the	West	 to	prevent	 its	rise
to	power.	The	Brotherhood	was	therefore	shocked	when	Washington	did	quite
the	opposite:	The	Barack	Obama	administration	sent	high-ranking	officials	to
“engage”	 the	 Brotherhood	 and	 frequently	 signaled	 its	 acceptance	 of	 the
organization’s	political	emergence.	This	assuaged	the	Brotherhood’s	fears	and
contributed	 to	 its	 decision	 to	 seek	 power	 more	 rapidly	 than	 it	 initially
intended.	 The	 Obama	 administration	 then	 bolstered	 its	 outreach	 to	 the
Brotherhood	 after	 Morsi	 won	 the	 presidential	 election:	 It	 aided	 the	 Morsi
government	 economically,	 intensified	 its	 diplomatic	 engagement,	 and	 rarely
criticized	Morsi’s	autocratic	abuses.

From	the	administration’s	standpoint,	this	policy	was	grounded	in	realism:
Egypt	is	an	important	American	ally,	and	the	United	States	therefore	had	little
choice	but	 to	work	with	 the	Brotherhood	once	 it	held	power.	And	while	 the
administration	had	significant	concerns	about	whether	the	Brotherhood	would
abide	 by	 the	 1979	 Egyptian–Israeli	 peace	 treaty	 and	 cooperate	 on
counterterrorism,	 it	 believed	 that	 “engaging”	 the	Brotherhood	was	 the	 only
way	 to	 influence	 its	 decision	 making.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 administration



maintained	its	$1.3	billion	in	annual	military	aid	to	Egypt	as	insurance	against
a	foreign	policy	shift.

In	 a	 narrow	 sense,	 the	 administration’s	 policy	 was	 successful:	 The
Brotherhood	did	not	ultimately	alter	Egypt’s	foreign	policy.	But,	at	the	same
time,	by	engaging	the	Brotherhood	unconditionally	and	often	uncritically,	the
administration’s	 leverage	 for	 slowing	 the	Brotherhood’s	 rise	 or	 deterring	 its
autocratic	 excesses	 diminished.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 administration	 alienated
Egypt’s	 non-Islamists,	 who	 interpreted	 Washington’s	 outreach	 to	 the
Brotherhood	 as	 support.	 And	 although	 many	 American	 policymakers
understood	 that	US	policy	 toward	 the	Brotherhood	carried	 these	downsides,
they	accepted	them	on	the	assumption	that	the	Brotherhood	would	govern	for
many	years	to	come.

Which	 brings	 me	 to	 the	 core	 argument	 of	 this	 book:	 While	 the
Brotherhood’s	 rapid	 rise	 and	 even	 quicker	 fall	 might	 seem	 inevitable	 in
retrospect,	 nothing	 about	 it	 seemed	 inevitable	 at	 the	 time.11	 In	 examining
every	 step	 in	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 post-Mubarak	 story,	 this	 book	 strives	 to
recapture	 what	 the	 Brotherhood	 and	 other	 relevant	 actors	 knew,	 felt,	 and
feared	at	that	time,	setting	aside	what	the	reader	knows	will	happen	next.	The
title	 of	 this	 book	 is	 meant	 to	 reflect	 the	 uncertainty	 of	 this	 period:	 What
looked	like	a	democratizing	“Arab	Spring”	to	many	foreign	observers	was	in
fact	a	deeply	uncertain	“Arab	Fall”	for	many	Egyptians,	in	which	the	political
climate	grew	colder	and	darker	as	time	wore	on.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

This	book	marks	the	culmination	of	five	years	of	research,	which	began	with
my	doctoral	dissertation	fieldwork	in	Cairo	during	the	summer	of	2010.	My
dissertation	examined	Egypt’s	opposition	parties	under	Mubarak,	and	for	the
most	part	 I	gained	access	 to	 these	parties	very	easily.	The	Wafd,	Tagammu,
and	 Ghad	 parties	 were	 all	 extremely	 cooperative	 and	 gave	 me	 their	 full
leadership	 rosters,	 complete	 with	 cell	 phone	 numbers.	 And	 since
oppositionists	 under	 Mubarak	 had	 nothing	 better	 to	 do	 than	 talk	 to	 me,	 I
breezed	through	most	of	the	research,	racking	up	over	a	hundred	interviews	in
approximately	seven	weeks	of	work.

Interviewing	Brotherhood	leaders,	however,	was	much	more	challenging.
Given	the	significant	repression	it	faced,	the	Brotherhood	didn’t	hand	out	its
executives’	 phone	 numbers,	 and	 its	 full	 leadership	 roster	 wasn’t	 public.



Indeed,	when	 I	 approached	 the	Brotherhood’s	media	 coordinator	 during	 the
summer	 of	 2010	 and	 asked	 to	 interview	 ten	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 for	 my
dissertation,	he	looked	at	me	skeptically.	Still,	he	arranged	for	me	to	interview
Morsi,	who	was	then	a	barely	known	Brotherhood	apparatchik.

The	 interview	 went	 poorly.	 Morsi	 refused	 to	 answer	 many	 of	 my
questions	 about	 his	 personal	 background	 and	 threatened	 to	 end	 the	meeting
when	 I	 asked	 him	 why	 he	 decided	 to	 become	 a	 Muslim	 Brother	 in	 his
twenties.	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 media	 coordinator	 was	 monitoring	 the	 entire
exchange,	and	when	my	hour	with	Morsi	was	over,	 the	coordinator	 told	me
that	 I	 wouldn’t	 interview	 any	 other	 Brotherhood	 leaders.	 I	 was	 devastated:
How	could	I	complete	my	dissertation	with	only	one	interview	from	Egypt’s
strongest	opposition	group?

A	 few	 months	 later,	 at	 the	 annual	 meeting	 of	 the	 Middle	 East	 Studies
Association	in	San	Diego,	I	shared	my	frustration	with	Kent	State	University
professor	 Josh	 Stacher,	 who	 studies	 Egyptian	 politics.	 “You’re	 going	 about
this	all	wrong,”	Stacher	 told	me.	To	understand	 the	Brotherhood,	 he	 said,	 I
needed	to	start	from	the	bottom—to	find	young	and	former	Muslim	Brothers,
ask	 them	about	 their	 experiences	 in	 the	organization	 to	better	understand	 it,
and	work	my	way	up	the	Brotherhood’s	hierarchy.	This	would	help	me	better
frame	my	questions	 and	 also	 enable	me	 to	 get	 access	 to	more	Brotherhood
leaders.

It	was	excellent	advice.	When	I	returned	to	Cairo	for	my	second	round	of
dissertation	research	in	early	2011,	I	located	a	few	young	and	former	Muslim
Brothers,	 who	 generously	 explained	 the	 organization’s	 structure	 and
recruiting	 techniques	 and,	 in	 many	 cases,	 gave	 me	 the	 phone	 numbers	 of
Brotherhood	 leaders.	 My	 study	 of	 the	 Brotherhood	 intensified	 after
Mubarak’s	 ouster	 that	 February,	when	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 the	Brotherhood
would	 be	 Egypt’s	most	 pivotal	 political	 force.	 By	 the	 time	my	 dissertation
research	 concluded	 in	 early	 April	 2011,	 I	 had	 interviewed	 twenty-seven
current	and	former	Muslim	Brothers,	including	ten	top	leaders.

My	 interviews	with	Brotherhood	 figures,	which	 I	 continued	 through	 ten
subsequent	research	trips	to	Egypt	during	the	next	three	years,	differed	from
those	of	other	 scholars	 in	 some	 important	 respects.	During	my	 interviews,	 I
spent	as	little	time	as	possible	asking	about	the	Brotherhood’s	ideology.	After
all,	one	doesn’t	have	to	travel	six	thousand	miles	to	learn	that	the	Brotherhood



wants	 to	 “implement	 sharī’ah,”	 since	 this	 is	 plainly	 stated	 in	 the
organization’s	 literature.	 I	 also	 avoided	 questions	 about	 typical	 Western
obsessions,	such	as	the	Brotherhood’s	views	on	democracy,	since	I	knew	that
this	was	a	recipe	for	hearing	the	Brotherhood’s	well-rehearsed	talking	points
to	Western	audiences.	Instead,	I	focused	on	how	the	Brotherhood	functioned
as	an	organization:	how	it	recruited	members,	how	it	chose	its	leaders,	how	it
made	decisions,	how	it	gave	orders,	and	how	it	organized	its	political	work.

To	facilitate	this	research,	I	collected	dozens	of	top	Brotherhood	leaders’
phone	 numbers,	 which	 enabled	 me	 to	 interview	 deeply	 within	 the
organization.	 My	 goal	 was	 to	 interview	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 lesser-known
leaders	 at	 every	 level—the	 individuals	 who	 attended	 the	 same	meetings	 as
their	 more	 prominent	 colleagues	 but	 who	 were	 less	 media-trained	 and
therefore	 less	 guarded	 in	 sharing	 information.	 Indeed,	 much	 of	 my
information	about	the	organization’s	internal	operations	and	decision	making
during	the	post-Mubarak	era	comes	from	these	figures.

The	more	 I	 wrote	 about	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 internal	 dynamics,	 however,
the	more	 its	media	 team	 became	 aware	 of	me,	 and	 not	 in	 a	 good	way.	 By
September	 2012,	 and	 possibly	 earlier	 than	 that,	 I	was	 on	 the	Brotherhood’s
“blacklist”—an	actual	 list	of	 researchers	and	 journalists	with	whom	Muslim
Brothers	are	instructed	not	to	talk.	(The	Brotherhood	also	maintained	a	list	of
Western	 journalists	 and	 scholars	 to	 whom	 it	 gave	 preferred	 access,	 on	 the
assumption	that	these	individuals	would	write	about	it	favorably.12)

Of	course,	by	putting	me	on	 its	blacklist,	 the	Brotherhood’s	media	 team
sought	to	prevent	me	from	continuing	my	research.	But	I	was	determined	not
to	 let	 their	 ban	 on	me	 succeed.	 So	 during	my	 subsequent	 trips	 to	 Egypt,	 I
traveled	 more	 frequently	 outside	 of	 Cairo,	 randomly	 popping	 up	 at
Brotherhood	 offices	 in	 Nile	 Delta	 cities	 and	 scoring	 interviews	 with	 local
leaders.	These	folks,	it	turned	out,	hadn’t	received	that	blacklist	memo—and
they	weren’t	media-trained	either,	which	meant	 that	 they	shared	 information
about	the	organization’s	internal	dynamics	quite	freely.	And	on	occasion	I	was
still	able	to	interview	the	Brotherhood’s	more	prominent	leaders,	though	this
became	much	harder.

While	I	continued	interviewing	Muslim	Brothers	in	Egypt	during	the	first
year	 following	 Morsi’s	 ouster,	 the	 government’s	 severe	 crackdown	 on	 the
organization	makes	 that	 nearly	 impossible	 today.	At	 the	 time	of	 this	 book’s



publication,	 many	 of	 my	 interviewees	 are	 either	 in	 prison	 or	 exile,	 and
Muslim	Brothers	 risk	 arrest	 if	 they	 are	 identified	 while	 meeting	 a	Western
researcher.	 It	 is	 therefore	 difficult	 to	 assess	 fully	 the	 changes	 within	 the
Brotherhood	since	July	2013.	Still,	certain	key	developments—such	as	some
Muslim	Brothers’	embrace	of	violence	and	the	deepening	rift	between	its	“old
guard”	and	younger	leaders—have	been	quite	visible.



1	
Late	to	the	Revolution

Mohamed	 al-Qassas	 was	 a	 rising	 star	 in	 the	Muslim	 Brotherhood,	 Egypt’s
oldest	and	best-organized	opposition	movement.	The	son	of	an	Azhari	sheikh,
al-Qassas	grew	up	in	Cairo’s	upscale	Heliopolis	neighborhood	and	joined	the
Brotherhood	 as	 a	 student	 at	 Cairo	University	 during	 the	 1990s.	Within	 the
organization,	 the	charismatic	al-Qassas	developed	a	strong	following	among
younger	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 so	 the	 Brotherhood	 leadership	 tasked	 him	 with
recruiting	university	students	to	the	organization.

Given	 that	 the	Brotherhood	was	 arguably	 the	 greatest	 political	 threat	 to
Hosni	 Mubarak’s	 regime,	 al-Qassas’s	 Islamist	 activism	 came	 at	 a	 personal
price.	 He	 was	 arrested	 four	 times,	 once	 stood	 before	 a	 military	 court,	 and
faced	 various	 professional	 restrictions.	 But	 al-Qassas’s	 outreach	 work	 on
university	campuses	also	had	a	major	upside:	It	enabled	him	to	break	through
the	Brotherhood’s	 rigidly	 insular	 internal	 culture	 and	meet	 a	broad	 range	of
relatively	young	opposition	activists	from	across	Egypt’s	political	spectrum.

It	was	through	these	contacts	that	al-Qassas	learned	on	January	15,	2011,
that	 opposition	 activists	 were	 planning	 major	 protests	 against	 the	Mubarak
regime	 ten	days	 later.	He	 immediately	publicized	 the	demonstrations	on	his
Facebook	page	and	coordinated	with	peers	 in	other—mostly	non-Islamist—
groups	to	spread	the	message.

But	 al-Qassas	 knew	 from	 prior	 experience	 that	 social	 media	 activism
didn’t	 always	 translate	 into	 protesters	 on	 the	 streets.	 Getting	 a	 significant
turnout	 required	 convincing	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 executive	 bureau,	 known	 as
the	Guidance	Office,	to	mobilize	the	organization’s	hundreds	of	thousands	of
members	to	participate	in	the	demonstrations	from	the	moment	they	started.1

That,	it	turned	out,	was	a	tall	order.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

By	 early	 2011,	 popular	 frustration	 with	 the	 Mubarak	 regime	 had	 been
building	 for	many	years.	Despite	posting	 an	 impressive	 average	5.9	percent



real	GDP	growth	 from	2005	 to	2010,	 there	was	 limited	 trickle-down,	 and	a
2010	 Gallup	 survey	 found	 that	 only	 one-fifth	 of	 Egyptians	 believed	 that
economic	conditions	were	improving.2	Meanwhile,	following	the	2008	global
economic	crisis,	unemployment	rose	from	8.7	to	10.1	percent	during	the	next
two	 years,3	 and	 youth	 unemployment	 was	 especially	 high	 at	 23	 percent,
including	 60	 percent	 among	 women	 fifteen	 to	 twenty-four	 years	 old.4	 The
final	decade	of	Mubarak’s	 rule	 also	witnessed	 a	 surge	 in	 labor	 strikes,	with
over	 two	 million	 workers	 participating	 in	 nearly	 3,400	 strikes	 and	 other
collective	actions.5

Egypt’s	 calcified	 autocracy	 exacerbated	 these	 frustrations.	 To	 many
Egyptians,	Mubarak’s	 apparent	 attempt	 to	 anoint	 his	 younger	 son	Gamal	as
his	 successor	 was	 a	 throwback	 to	 the	 pharaohs.	 The	 severely	 rigged	 2010
parliamentary	 elections,	 during	 which	 Mubarak’s	 ruling	 party	 won	 over
86	 percent	 of	 the	 seats,	 and	 rampant	 governmental	 corruption	 added	 to
popular	distrust	of	the	regime.6

Yet,	even	as	Egyptians	frequently	warned	that	mounting	anger	might	yield
a	popular	infigār—an	explosion—there	appeared	to	be	no	party	or	group	that
could	channel	 this	distress	 into	an	 impactful	anti-Mubarak	movement.	After
all,	Egypt’s	 legal	 opposition	 parties	were	 small	 and	 thoroughly	 co-opted	by
the	regime.

Meanwhile,	the	Muslim	Brotherhood,	which	was	Egypt’s	largest	and	best-
organized	 opposition	 group,	 feared	 greater	 repression	 if	 it	 challenged	 the
Mubarak	 regime	 too	 directly.7	 So	 the	Brotherhood	 downplayed	 its	 political
ambitions.	It	instead	focused	on	building	relationships	among	other	sectors	of
society	through	its	 involvement	in	 the	professional	syndicates	and	spreading
its	Islamist	message	through	the	social	services	it	provided	in	Egypt’s	neediest
areas.	It	also	appealed	to	the	public	by	occasionally	organizing	anti-Western
protests,	 which	 was	 a	 useful	 tactic	 for	 criticizing	 the	 Mubarak	 regime’s
cooperation	 with	 the	 United	 States	 and	 Israel	 without	 challenging	 the
regime’s	political	legitimacy	directly.

Like	many	of	his	colleagues,	al-Qassas	had	participated	in	these	protests
since	 his	 earliest	 days	 as	 a	 Muslim	 Brother.	 His	 first	 political	 act	 was
marching	in	a	Brotherhood-organized,	pro-Palestinian	demonstration	in	1992,
and	he	increasingly	participated	in	organizing	these	protests	as	he	emerged	as
a	 Brotherhood	 student	 leader	 at	 Cairo	 University	 during	 the	 1990s.	 In	 the



process,	 al-Qassas	 befriended	 leftist	 activists	 who	 disagreed	 with	 the
Brotherhood’s	 Islamism	 yet	 flocked	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 pro-Palestinian
demonstrations	at	a	time	when	few	other	outlets	for	protest	activity	existed.8

Away	from	the	heat	of	the	protests,	al-Qassas	spent	long	evenings	with	these
leftist	 counterparts,	 debating	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 political,	 social,	 and
philosophical	 questions.	 Before	 long,	 they	 located	 various	 points	 of
agreement	 and,	 in	 1996,	 formed	 the	 Committee	 on	 Collaboration	 among
Political	 Forces,	 which	 protested	 the	 Mubarak	 regime’s	 prosecution	 of
Brotherhood	leaders	before	military	courts.9

Al-Qassas	 continued	 his	 campus	 activism	 even	 after	 he	 graduated	 from
Cairo	 University	 in	 1998.	 He	 remained	 one	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 foremost
student	 recruiters	 at	 the	 university	 and	 continued	 organizing	 protests	 as	 a
mechanism	 for	 raising	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 campus	 profile.	 Al-Qassas’s
network	of	opposition	youth	activists	thus	expanded	considerably,	and	a	loose
coalition	 of	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 socialists,	 communists,	 and	 Nasserists
coalesced	 amid	 the	 various	waves	 of	 protest	 that	 emerged	 in	 the	 years	 that
followed.

The	first	protest	wave	began	in	late	2000,	shortly	after	the	outbreak	of	the
second	Palestinian	 intifada.	The	 intifada	 engendered	mass	 sympathy	 for	 the
Palestinian	 cause	 within	 Egypt,	 and	 al-Qassas	 worked	 through	 the
Brotherhood	 to	 organize	 campus	 protests	 against	 Israel,	 which	 the	 regime
initially	 tolerated.10	 But	 as	 these	 demonstrations	 increasingly	 criticized
Mubarak’s	 relations	 with	 Israel,	 the	 regime	 began	 cracking	 down.	 Central
Security	 Forces	 (CSF)	 police	 would	 surround	 the	 protests,	 clash	 with
demonstrators,	and	detain	activists	by	the	dozens.11

Egypt’s	response	to	the	US	invasion	of	Iraq	in	March	2003	intensified	the
activists’	 ire.	While	 the	Mubarak	 regime	 publicly	 criticized	 the	 invasion,	 it
nevertheless	permitted	US	warships	 to	pass	 through	 the	Suez	Canal.12	 In	an
apparent	attempt	to	contain	the	mounting	popular	outrage	in	the	run-up	to	the
war,	the	regime	permitted	the	Brotherhood	to	hold	a	major	antiwar	protest	at
Cairo	 Stadium	 on	 February	 27,	 which	 over	 a	 hundred	 thousand	 reportedly
attended.13	But	it	was	to	no	avail.	On	March	20,	the	day	after	the	US	invasion
began,	 tens	 of	 thousands	 of	 protesters	 occupied	 Tahrir	 Square	 before	 CSF
police	beat	them	back.	The	massive	outpouring	included	strong	denunciations
of	the	Mubarak	regime’s	foreign	policy,	and	protesters	tore	down	a	Mubarak



poster	hanging	outside	the	ruling	party’s	downtown	Cairo	headquarters.14

Then	 in	 late	 2003,	 a	 coalition	 of	 older	 Nasserist,	 leftist,	 and	 Islamist
political	 opposition	 figures	 jointly	 established	 the	 Popular	 Campaign	 for
Change,	which	ultimately	became	known	as	Kefaya,	meaning	“Enough.”	The
campaign	 demanded	 a	 variety	 of	 political	 reforms,	 including	 competitive
presidential	 elections.15	 From	 December	 2004	 through	 the	 spring	 of	 2005,
Kefaya	held	a	series	of	antiregime	protests	 in	downtown	Cairo,	representing
the	 first	 sustained	 antiregime	 protest	 activity.16	 Al-Qassas	 participated	 in
Kefaya,	and	the	movement’s	 ideological	diversity	made	it	another	 important
meeting	 ground	 for	 Islamist	 and	 non-Islamist	 activists.	 But	 the	 ideological
diversity	 of	Kefaya	 also	 contributed	 to	 its	 downfall:	 Its	 leadership	 failed	 to
offer	a	coherent	political	program	beyond	opposing	Mubarak,	 and	 it	 fizzled
due	to	regime	pressure	two	years	later.17

The	youth	activists	who	 joined	Kefaya,	however,	 soon	built	 other,	often
narrower	anti-Mubarak	movements.	These	included	Haqqī	(“My	Right”)	and
Gami’atunah	 (“Our	University”),	which	protested	 the	heavy	police	presence
on	campuses.18

But	 the	most	 successful	 of	 these	movements	was	April	 6	Youth,	which
took	 its	name	 from	 the	date	of	 a	2008	 labor	 strike	 at	Egypt’s	 largest	 textile
factory	in	Al-Mahalla	al-Kobra,	during	which	workers	confronted	riot	police
for	 two	 days.19	 In	 the	 run-up	 to	 these	 strikes,	 youth	 activists	 created	 a
Facebook	page	to	express	their	solidarity	with	the	workers.	The	page	rapidly
attracted	over	 seventy-six	 thousand	members	and	 thus	became	 an	 important
forum	 in	which	 young	Egyptians	 vented	 their	 frustration	with	 the	Mubarak
regime.20	Al-Qassas	had	met	April	6	Youth	founder	Ahmed	Maher	during	the
Kefaya	protests,	and	the	two	continued	their	collaboration	through	the	mostly
small	protests	that	April	6	Youth	organized	in	the	years	that	followed.

Yet,	as	al-Qassas’s	involvement	with	non-Islamists	became	more	frequent
and	 visible,	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 in	 Cairo	 urged	 him	 to	 back	 off.	 “Those
people	 are	 not	 Islamists,”	 they	 would	 tell	 him,	 apparently	 worrying	 that
cooperation	 with	 non-Islamists	 would	 damage	 the	 organization’s	 ability	 to
pursue	 its	 narrow	 Islamist	 agenda.	 But	 the	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 also	 had
another,	 less	 ideological	concern:	They	 feared	 that	 the	 regime	might	use	al-
Qassas’s	anti-Mubarak	activism	as	a	pretext	for	a	broader	crackdown	on	the
organization.	To	assuage	the	Brotherhood’s	leaders,	al-Qassas	and	his	fellow



Brotherhood	youths	agreed	that	they	would	only	participate	in	these	protests
as	individuals,	meaning	that	they	wouldn’t	carry	Brotherhood	insignias.21

Mohamed	 ElBaradei’s	 retirement	 from	 the	 International	 Atomic	 Energy
Agency	 (IAEA)	 in	 late	2009	added	a	new	dimension	 to	 these	anti-Mubarak
activities.	A	Nobel	Peace	Prize	winner,	ElBaradei	was	an	outspoken	critic	of
Mubarak’s	autocratic	rule,	and	his	global	stature	made	him	far	less	susceptible
to	 the	 regime’s	 repression.	 Activists	 thus	 started	 an	 online	 campaign	 to
support	 a	 prospective	 ElBaradei	 presidential	 candidacy	 and	 held	 their	 first
major	event	on	February	19,	2010,	when	 they	mobilized	approximately	one
thousand	 people	 to	 Cairo	 International	 Airport	 to	 greet	 ElBaradei	 as	 he
returned	 to	 Cairo	 after	 decades	 abroad	 as	 a	 diplomat.22	 Shortly	 thereafter,
activists	 named	 ElBaradei	 chairman	 of	 their	 newly	 formed	 National
Association	 for	 Change,	 and	 he	 released	 a	 manifesto	 calling	 for	 seven
constitutional	 reforms.23	 Despite	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 tepid	 outreach	 to
ElBaradei,	 al-Qassas	collaborated	with	his	non-Islamist	peers	 to	petition	 for
ElBaradei’s	reforms.24

Then	 on	 June	 6,	 2010,	 police	 officers	 grabbed	 twenty-eight-year-old
Khaled	 Said	 from	 an	 Alexandria	 Internet	 café	 and	 beat	 him	 to	 death	 as
horrified	pedestrians	looked	on.	Images	of	Said’s	severely	mangled	face	went
viral	 on	 social	 media	 two	 days	 later,	 and	 activists	 established	 a	 Facebook
group	titled	“We	Are	All	Khaled	Said,”	which	drew	over	a	hundred	thousand
members	 within	 days.25	 The	 Facebook	 group	 became	 another	 platform	 for
organizing	protests,	 including	one	 that	drew	over	 four	 thousand	activists	on
June	25	in	Alexandria,26	and	al-Qassas	gathered	his	colleagues	to	participate
in	protests	outside	of	the	Interior	Ministry’s	headquarters	in	Cairo.27

By	the	autumn	of	2010,	however,	this	opposition	activity	suddenly	cooled
off.	 Activists	 staged	 dozens	 of	 demonstrations,	 but	 they	were	mostly	 small
and	 had	 little	 impact.	 The	 severely	 forged	 November	 2010	 parliamentary
elections	 and	 the	 bombing	 of	 a	 Coptic	 Orthodox	 church	 in	 Alexandria	 on
New	 Year’s	 Day	 2011,	 in	 which	 twenty-three	 people	 were	 killed,	 each
catalyzed	new	blips	of	protest	activity	but	nothing	sustainable.28

As	 a	 result,	 the	 Mubarak	 regime	 felt	 quite	 secure.	 When	 118	 former
opposition	 parliamentarians,	 including	 some	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 created	 a
“shadow	 parliament”	 in	 December	 2010	 to	 protest	 the	 rigged	 elections,
Mubarak	wryly	remarked,	“Let	them	have	fun.”29	Protests	came	and	went,	it



seemed,	but	the	regime	was	still	standing	strong.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Tunisia	is	approximately	one-sixth	the	size	of	Egypt,	has	only	one-eighth	the
population,	and	its	capital	is	situated	1,328	miles	from	Cairo.	Historically,	its
impact	 on	 Egypt	 has	 been	 meager,	 and	 contemporary	 Egyptian	 rulers
typically	 looked	 eastward—toward	 Israel	 and	 the	 Arabian	 Peninsula—in
projecting	 their	 power	 and	 competing	 for	 regional	 supremacy.	 But	 on
January	 14,	 2011,	 Tunisia	 suddenly	 moved	 into	 the	 center	 of	 Egyptians’
political	 imagination.	After	 three	weeks	 of	 protests	 that	 began	when	 a	 fruit
vendor	immolated	himself	in	response	to	police	harassment,	dictator	Zine	el-
Abidine	Ben	Ali	fled	to	Malta,	thereby	ending	his	twenty-four-year	rule.

Within	 hours	 of	 Ben	 Ali’s	 ouster,	 approximately	 a	 hundred	 Egyptian
youth	activists	 rallied	outside	 the	Tunisian	embassy	 in	Cairo	before	security
forces	beat	them	back.	The	following	afternoon’s	planned	demonstration	was
less	 impressive:	 Approximately	 twenty	 protesters	 turned	 out,	 and	 security
forces	quickly	surrounded	them.	But	the	activists	were	already	looking	ahead:
They	 hoped	 to	 use	 Tunisia’s	 successful	 uprising	 to	 build	 momentum	 for	 a
mass	 anti-Mubarak	 protest	 in	 downtown	 Cairo’s	 Tahrir	 Square	 on
January	25.30

January	25	was	National	Police	Day	in	Egypt,	marking	the	anniversary	of
a	1952	battle	in	which	forty-one	Egyptian	police	officers	died	while	fighting
British	forces	along	the	Suez	Canal.	Mubarak	declared	it	a	national	holiday	in
2009,	 but	 Egypt’s	 youth	 activists	 regarded	 it	 as	 a	 propaganda	 effort	 to
whitewash	the	regime’s	police	brutality.31	So	they	staged	Police	Day	protests
in	2009	and	2010,	which	attracted	only	a	 few	dozen	participants.32	Yet	Ben
Ali’s	 ouster	 in	 Tunisia	 suddenly	 gave	 the	 activists	 new	 hope,	 and	 they
intensified	their	efforts	for	2011’s	Police	Day	protests.

Al-Qassas	first	learned	of	these	preparations	on	January	15,	the	day	after
Ben	Ali’s	fall,	and	immediately	started	spreading	the	word.	He	stayed	in	close
contact	with	his	longtime	friends	in	April	6	Youth	and	the	socialist	Justice	and
Freedom	Movement,	who	took	the	lead	in	assembling	the	overall	route	map,
and	 flooded	 his	 Facebook	 and	 telephone	 contacts	 with	 exhortations	 to
participate.	Meanwhile,	 al-Qassas	 and	 some	 of	 his	 Brotherhood	 colleagues
lobbied	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 Guidance	 Office	 to	 mobilize	 the	 organization’s
hundreds	of	thousands	of	cadres	in	support	of	the	protests.33



•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

For	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leaders,	 the	 Tunisian	 Revolution	 was	 both	 inspiring
and	threatening.	In	their	analysis,	Ben	Ali’s	relatively	quick	ouster	in	the	face
of	 mass	 protests	 demonstrated	 the	 inherent	 weakness	 of	 secular	 Arab
dictatorships.	But	 the	Brotherhood	also	feared	 that	 it	would	be	 the	Mubarak
regime’s	first	target	if	a	similar	uprising	erupted	in	Egypt.

It	was	a	risk	that	the	Brotherhood	could	barely	afford	because	it	had	been
the	 target	 of	 a	 significant	 government	 crackdown	 for	much	 of	 the	 past	 five
years.	The	Brotherhood’s	 impressive	performance	in	 the	2005	parliamentary
elections,	 in	which	Muslim	Brothers	won	88	of	444	contested	seats,	greatly
unnerved	the	Mubarak	regime.	So	in	March	2006,	the	regime	arrested	twenty
prominent	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 and	 hundreds	 of	 lower-ranking	 Brotherhood
activists	were	arrested	by	May.	Then,	when	the	Brotherhood	participated	in	a
series	 of	 demonstrations	 to	 support	 two	 judges	 who	 had	 been	 arrested	 for
exposing	 rigging	 during	 the	 parliamentary	 elections,	 the	 regime	 arrested	 an
additional	five	hundred	Muslim	Brothers,	including	six	top	leaders.34

The	 crackdown	 intensified	 in	 December	 2006	 after	 dozens	 of	 masked
Muslim	Brotherhood–affiliated	students	staged	a	martial	arts	demonstration	at
Cairo’s	al-Azhar	University	in	front	of	approximately	two	thousand	students.
The	 demonstration’s	 militancy	 shocked	 the	 regime,	 which	 responded	 by
arresting	 several	 hundred	 more	 Brotherhood	 members,	 including	 seventeen
senior	officials.	Among	them	was	Deputy	Supreme	Guide	Khairat	al-Shater,	a
millionaire	businessman	widely	considered	the	Brotherhood’s	most	influential
leader.	 A	military	 tribunal	 ultimately	 sentenced	 him	 and	 another	 prominent
Brotherhood	businessman	to	seven	years	in	prison,	and	the	state	seized	their
assets.35

Thereafter,	 the	 crackdown	 intensified	 with	 each	 new	 election.	 Thirty
Brotherhood	members	were	arrested	prior	to	the	2007	elections	for	the	Shura
Council	 (Egypt’s	 upper	 parliamentary	 house),	 seven	 hundred	 Muslim
Brothers	were	arrested	before	the	2008	local	council	elections,	and	over	one
thousand	Muslim	Brothers,	including	sixteen	top	leaders	and	eight	candidates,
were	arrested	as	the	November	2010	parliamentary	elections	approached.36

The	 Brotherhood	 thus	 had	 good	 reason	 to	 fear	 that	 it	 would	 end	 up
“paying	the	bill”	for	any	revolutionary	activity	and	responded	to	the	Tunisian
Revolution	 very	 carefully.37	 The	 morning	 after	 Ben	 Ali’s	 ouster,	 the



Brotherhood	 released	 an	 official	 statement	 offering	 its	 “heartfelt
congratulations”	 to	 the	 “brotherly	 Tunisian	 people”	 and	 saluting	 the
Tunisians’	 “victory	 in	 the	 first	 round	 of	 their	 struggle	 for	 freedom	 and
dignity.”	But	the	statement	was	otherwise	quite	vague,	urging	“Arab	regimes
and	the	whole	world	to	listen	to	the	voice	of	the	people	demanding	freedoms
and	 democracy”	 and	 warning	 “global	 powers”	 against	 “interfering	 in	 the
affairs	 of	 the	 region.”38	 It	 contained	 no	mention	 of	Mubarak	 and	 certainly
nothing	that	could	be	construed	as	a	call	for	an	uprising	in	Egypt.

As	 news	 of	 the	 forthcoming	 January	 25	 protests	 spread,	 however,	 the
Brotherhood’s	 leadership	 suddenly	 felt	 compelled	 to	 offer	 a	 stronger
statement.	 But	 it	 faced	 a	 significant	 dilemma:	 If	 it	 openly	 embraced	 the
protests,	it	risked	an	intensified	crackdown,	and	if	it	distanced	itself	from	the
protests	 too	 forcefully,	 it	 would	 alienate	 younger	Muslim	 Brothers	 like	 al-
Qassas,	who	were	determined	to	participate	in	the	demonstrations	either	way.

So	in	a	lengthy	statement	on	January	19,	the	Brotherhood	tried	to	split	the
difference.	 On	 one	 hand,	 it	 endorsed	 the	 demonstrations’	 basic	 thrust,
explicitly	 warning	 the	 Mubarak	 regime	 that	 “the	 reasons	 and	 motives	 that
catalyzed	the	blessed	uprising	in	Tunisia	exist	in	many	of	the	countries	in	the
region	in	which	we	live,	and	particularly	in	our	homeland	Egypt,”	and	argued
that	 the	 regime’s	 “corruption”	 and	 “injustice”	 could	 prove	 explosive.	 Yet,
rather	than	backing	the	mounting	calls	for	protests,	the	Brotherhood	said	that
it	 was	 “keen	 for	 stability	 and	 social	 peace”	 and	 believed	 that	 the	 “current
regime”	was	“most	capable	of	undertaking	reforms.”	It	then	proceeded	to	list
ten	 demands,	 including	 various	 constitutional	 reforms	 and	 that	 the	 regime
“support	the	Palestinian	jihad”	against	Israel.39

The	 Brotherhood’s	 call	 for	 “stability”	 instead	 of	 protest,	 however,	 did
little	to	assuage	the	regime.	The	following	day,	officials	from	State	Security—
the	 domestic	 security	 service	 tasked	 with	 monitoring	 opposition	 groups—
called	 the	Brotherhood’s	 provincial	 leaders	 nationwide	 and	 threatened	 them
with	 arrest	 if	 they	 demonstrated	 on	 January	 25.40	Meanwhile,	 in	 a	 separate
call	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 senior	 leadership	 in	 Cairo,	 a	 top	 State	 Security
official	 warned	 that	 the	 regime	 would	 respond	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s
participation	in	the	January	25	protests	by	arresting	the	supreme	guide.41

It	was	a	very	severe	threat.	For	all	of	the	repression	that	the	Brotherhood
had	 experienced	 under	Mubarak,	 his	 regime	 had	 never	 arrested	 a	 supreme



guide.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Beyond	 the	 fear	of	greater	 repression,	 the	Brotherhood	hesitated	 to	 join	 the
January	25	anti-Mubarak	demonstrations	for	another	reason:	It	didn’t	trust	the
youth	 activists	 who	 were	 organizing	 them.	 To	 some	 extent,	 this	 reflected
some	 Brotherhood	 leaders’	 fear	 that	 cooperating	 with	 non-Islamists	 would
undermine	the	organization’s	pursuit	of	an	Islamic	state	in	Egypt.	But	for	the
most	 part,	 the	 eighty-three-year-old	 organization	 just	 didn’t	 take	 the	 youth
activists	seriously.	The	Brotherhood’s	leaders	viewed	them	as	ragtag	upstarts
—amateurish	newcomers	who	bloviated	on	Twitter	and	Facebook	but	had	no
coherent	ideology	and	little	real	support.

The	 Brotherhood’s	 impression	 of	 the	 activists	 was	 informed	 by
experience.	In	recent	years,	the	Brotherhood	had	twice	endorsed	the	activists’
demonstration	 calls	 and	 then	 watched	 with	 embarrassment	 as	 the	 protests
fizzled	on	both	 occasions.	The	 first	 such	 incident	 occurred	 shortly	 after	 the
April	6,	2008,	protests	to	support	the	workers	strikes	in	Al-Mahalla	al-Kobra,
when	 activists	 declared	 follow-up	 protests	 for	 May	 4,	 Mubarak’s	 eightieth
birthday.	The	Brotherhood,	impressed	by	 the	 initial	protests’	success,	signed
on.	But	when	the	regime	announced	a	30	percent	increase	in	public	wages	a
few	days	before	the	protests,	the	plans	for	new	demonstrations	crumbled.42	A
year	later,	the	Brotherhood	endorsed	the	activists’	demonstrations	marking	the
one-year	 anniversary	 of	 the	 original	 April	 6	 protests.	 Again,	 the	 protests
failed,	 and	 state-run	 media	 highlighted	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 involvement	 to
declare	 that	 the	 organization	 had	 lost	 its	 popularity	 in	 the	 streets.43	 These
episodes,	 and	 the	 activists’	 inability	 to	 mobilize	 the	 masses	 at	 any	 point
thereafter,	 led	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leadership	 to	 conclude	 that	 the	 activists
spoke	loudly	but	carried	small	sticks.

Al-Qassas,	 of	 course,	 had	 a	 different	 view.	 He	 valued	 his	 years	 of
cooperation	 with	 non-Islamist	 activists	 and	 wanted	 the	 Brotherhood	 to
support	 their	 efforts.	 So	 on	 January	 22,	 he	 lobbied	Guidance	 Office	 leader
Mahmoud	 Abuzeid,	 who	 oversaw	 the	 organization’s	 “students	 file,”	 to
endorse	the	January	25	demonstrations.

Abuzeid	refused.	The	Brotherhood	didn’t	know	the	individuals	behind	the
protests,	 he	 explained,	 and	 the	organization	was	wary	of	 participating	 in	 an
event	that	it	hadn’t	organized.	Abuzeid	also	alluded	to	the	recent	threats	from



State	Security	and	said	that	the	Brotherhood	would	pay	a	significant	price	if
protesters	 marched	 with	 Brotherhood	 banners.	 Still,	 the	 Brotherhood	 was
feeling	the	pressure	from	a	certain	segment	of	its	youths,	who	badly	wanted	to
participate	 in	 the	 January	 25	 demonstrations.	 So	 Abuzeid	 made	 one
concession	to	al-Qassas:	Muslim	Brothers	could	participate	as	individuals.44

Other	Brotherhood	youths	held	similar	meetings	with	Brotherhood	leaders
during	 this	 period,	 but	 the	 response	 was	 always	 the	 same.	 On	 January	 23,
Brotherhood	 activist	 Anas	 al-Qassas	 (no	 relation	 to	 Mohamed)	 met	 with
Guidance	 Office	 leader	 Essam	 el-Erian	 and	 alerted	 him	 to	 the	 significant
activity	on	Facebook	in	support	of	the	upcoming	anti-Mubarak	protests.	But
el-Erian	 declined,	 adding	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 might	 get	 involved	 if	 the
demonstrations	were	sizable.	That	same	day,	the	Brotherhood’s	political	chief,
Mohamed	 Morsi,	 summoned	 Abdel	 Galil	 al-Sharnouby,	 the	 organization’s
thirty-seven-year-old	Web	editor,	and	ordered	him	not	to	publish	a	call	for	a
revolution.	“We	will	not	call	for	a	revolution	and	won’t	adopt	the	idea,”	Morsi
said,	 according	 to	 al-Sharnouby,	 referring	 to	 the	 activists	 as	 “a	 bunch	 of
kids.”45

Yet,	 the	Brotherhood’s	 youths	weren’t	 the	 only	 ones	 itching	 to	 join	 the
demonstrations.	 Many	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 former	 parliamentarians	 were
members	 of	 the	 shadow	 parliament,	 and	 when	 the	 shadow	 parliament
announced	that	 it	would	protest	on	January	25	on	 the	steps	of	Egypt’s	High
Court,	its	Brotherhood	members	lobbied	the	Guidance	Office	to	endorse	their
participation.

For	 the	 Guidance	 Office,	 this	 request	 posed	 a	 significant	 challenge.	 It
couldn’t	simply	tell	the	ex-parliamentarians	that	they	were	free	to	participate
as	 individuals.	 Most	 of	 them	 were	 Brotherhood	 officials,	 and	 their
participation	would	therefore	be	interpreted	as	the	Brotherhood’s	endorsement
of	the	protests.	So	Guidance	Office	member	Saad	al-Katatny,	who	had	served
as	the	Brotherhood’s	parliamentary	bloc	chair	from	2005	to	2010,	reached	a
compromise:	 Fifteen	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 eighty-eight	 former
parliamentarians	 could	 participate,	 thereby	 ensuring	 that	 Muslim	 Brothers
were	 not	 overrepresented	 on	 the	 steps	 of	 the	 High	 Court	 when	 the
demonstrations	 started.	 To	 reinforce	 the	 Guidance	 Office’s	 control	 over	 its
organization,	al-Katatny	personally	selected	the	fifteen.46

Indeed,	 in	 the	 days	 before	 the	 January	 25	 protests,	 the	 Brotherhood’s



leadership	 faced	 two	 sets	 of	 pressure:	 internal	 pressure	 from	members	who
wanted	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 demonstrations	 and	 external	 pressure	 from	 the
regime	that	threatened	to	destroy	the	Brotherhood	if	it	endorsed	the	protests.
So	 in	 its	 final	 statement	 prior	 to	 the	 demonstrations,	 which	 it	 released	 on
January	23,	the	Guidance	Office	tried	to	strike	a	balance.

Signed	 by	 Supreme	 Guide	 Mohamed	 Badie,	 the	 statement	 sharply
criticized	the	regime,	accusing	it	of	“tyranny,	corruption,	and	state	terrorism,”
and	 acknowledged	 that	 the	 authorities	 had	 “called	 the	Muslim	Brotherhood
officials	in	the	governorates	and	threatened	them	with	assault,	arrest,	violent
and	 perhaps	 bloody	 confrontation	 if	 they	 go	 to	 the	 streets	 to	 call	 for	 …
popular	 demands.”	 But	 rather	 than	 embracing	 the	 demonstrations,	 Badie
called	 for	 “a	 comprehensive	national	 dialogue”	 as	 a	way	out	 of	 the	 “crisis”
and	 reiterated	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 desire	 to	 “protect	 the	 security	 of	 the
homeland	and	its	stability.”47

The	youth	activists	who	were	organizing	the	January	25	protests	derided
the	Brotherhood’s	 statement	as	 evidence	of	 regime	co-optation.48	Al-Qassas
and	his	 fellow	Brotherhood	youth	activists	were	similarly	disappointed	with
their	leaders’	decision.	But	they	nevertheless	continued	their	preparations	for
January	25,	as	the	Brotherhood	leaders	permitted	them	to	do	unofficially.49

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	Brotherhood	youth	activists	and	former	parliamentarians	weren’t	the	only
Muslim	Brothers	who	disagreed	with	the	Guidance	Office’s	decision.	Despite
State	 Security’s	 direct	 threat	 against	 them,	 a	 number	 of	 local	 Brotherhood
leaders	 in	Cairo	actively	lobbied	the	Brotherhood’s	 top	leaders	 to	accept	 the
risks	and	join	the	January	25	protests.	When	these	efforts	similarly	failed,	the
local	Brotherhood	officials	 took	matters	 into	 their	own	hands	and	organized
their	cadres	to	demonstrate	in	defiance	of	the	Guidance	Office.

The	 leader	 of	 this	 effort	was	Osama	Yassin.	A	 charismatic	 figure	 in	 the
Brotherhood’s	 central	 Cairo	 office	 where	 he	 served	 as	 media	 spokesman,
Yassin	had	 joined	 the	Brotherhood	during	his	university	days	at	Ain	Shams
Medical	 School	 and	 quickly	 rose	 through	 the	 ranks	 in	 the	 Brotherhood’s
students	division.	Now	forty-six,	Yassin	enjoyed	a	wide	following	within	the
organization	 and	 was	 considered	 one	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 rising	 stars—a
possible	future	supreme	guide,	some	said.50



On	 January	 24,	 Yassin	 convened	 a	meeting	 of	 thirty	 local	 Brotherhood
leaders	 at	 his	 home	 to	 plan	 for	 the	 next	 day’s	 demonstrations.	 Given	 the
regime’s	 threats,	 the	 group	 decided	 that	 the	 highest-ranking	 leaders	 would
stay	away	from	the	protests	but	 that	 its	mid-	and	 lower-level	officials	could
participate.	Most	 important,	 the	group	decided	 to	 send	 a	message	down	 the
Brotherhood’s	 chain	 of	 command	 urging—though,	 out	 of	 respect	 for	 the
Guidance	 Office’s	 decision,	 not	 commanding—Brotherhood	 cadres	 to
participate.	 To	 ensure	 the	 decision’s	 confidentiality,	 this	 decision	 was
transmitted	via	face-to-face	meetings.	The	Cairo	Brothers	worked	quickly:	By
midnight,	the	message	had	reached	the	organization’s	lowest	ranks.51

Perhaps	 recognizing	 that	 many	 Brotherhood	 youths	 planned	 to	 join	 the
following	 day’s	 protests,	Guidance	Office	 leader	 Saad	 al-Husseini	 posted	 a
YouTube	video	on	January	24	 imploring	 the	Brothers	 to	 stay	peaceful.	 “We
have	to	remember	as	Muslim	Brothers—as	extensions	of	our	religion—not	to
injure	people,”	 he	 said.	 “Violence	 should	not	 be	used,	 [nor]	 destruction	nor
damage	to	public	or	private	property,	because	this	is	a	crime.”52

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

On	the	morning	of	January	25,	the	leading	youth	activists	went	to	prearranged
starting	points	all	around	the	Cairo	metropolitan	area	and	began	marching	at
approximately	 ten	 in	 the	morning.	Al-Qassas	 and	 some	 of	 his	 Brotherhood
youth	 colleagues	 marched	 from	 Nahia	 Street	 in	 Giza,	 along	 with	 activists
from	 the	 Democratic	 Front	 Party,	 the	 socialist	 Justice	 and	 Freedom
Movement,	and	the	ElBaradei	campaign.53	A	second	march	began	in	northern
Cairo’s	 densely	 populated	 Shobra	 neighborhood	 and	 included	 the	 April	 6
Youth	Movement,	Revolutionary	Socialists,	 the	Nasserist	Karama	Party,	and
various	Christian	activists.54	A	 third	protest	march	began	 in	 Imbaba,	 a	 low-
income	 community	 in	 northern	 Giza	 along	 the	 Nile’s	 western	 bank,	 and
included	local	April	6	activists,	another	contingent	of	ElBaradei’s	supporters,
and	independent	activists.55	A	fourth	protest,	which	the	Justice	and	Freedom
Movement	organized,	began	in	northern	Cairo’s	Matariya	neighborhood,	and
a	fifth	demonstration,	led	by	the	non-Islamist	Ghad	Party,	emanated	from	Bab
al-Shaariya,	a	neighborhood	just	northeast	of	downtown	Cairo.56

Each	 of	 these	 marches	 started	 with	 a	 few	 dozen	 activists,	 who	 called
people	 into	 the	 streets	 as	 they	 wound	 their	 way	 through	 low-income
neighborhoods.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 activists	 posted	 a	 list	 of	 major



demonstration	 sites	 on	 social	media,	 expecting	 a	 few	 hundred	 protesters	 to
arrive	at	 each.	The	activists’	goal	was	 to	arrive	 at	 these	publicly	 listed	 sites
with	 enough	 marchers	 to	 overwhelm	 the	 security	 forces	 that	 would	 be
stationed	 there	 and	 then	 proceed	 onward	 from	 multiple	 directions	 toward
Tahrir	 Square.	 They	 dubbed	 this	 the	 “snowball”	 strategy,	 meaning	 that	 the
protests	were	designed	to	grow	as	they	pushed	forward.57

At	approximately	one	thirty	in	the	afternoon,	the	shadow	parliament,	with
fifteen	Brotherhood	ex-parliamentarians	among	them,	gathered	on	the	steps	of
the	High	Court	 in	downtown	Cairo,	as	planned.	The	Brotherhood,	however,
was	 hardly	 inconspicuous.	 Mohamed	 al-Beltagy,	 a	 forty-seven-year-old
Brotherhood	 ex-parliamentarian	 with	 a	 strong	 following	 among	 the
organization’s	youths,	carried	a	banner	calling	for	Mubarak’s	resignation	and
led	 a	 group	 of	 supporters	 in	 chanting	 for	 “change,	 freedom,	 and	 social
justice.”58	Meanwhile,	one	block	south,	a	small	group	of	protesters	gathered
at	the	Lawyers	Syndicate,	and	a	second	small	group	gathered	on	the	steps	of
the	Journalists	Syndicate	just	around	the	corner.	Riot	police	scrambled	to	all
three	 locations	 and	 surrounded	 them,	 with	 small	 skirmishes	 breaking	 out
around	the	Lawyers	Syndicate	as	activists	attempted	to	push	into	the	streets.

For	a	few	moments,	security	forces	held	the	protesters	at	bay.	But	then	a
few	 hundred	 protesters	 suddenly	 streamed	 into	 the	 area	 from	 the	 north	 and
overwhelmed	the	police.	The	police	responded	by	redeploying	into	the	streets,
which	enabled	the	small	protests	at	 the	High	Court,	Lawyers	Syndicate,	and
Journalists	Syndicate	to	converge.	The	growing	mass	then	pressed	southward
toward	Tahrir	Square,	breaking	past	successive	lines	of	security	forces,	which
stood	no	chance	of	preventing	the	snowballing	procession’s	progress.	Within
an	hour,	the	demonstration	hit	Tahrir	Square,	and,	as	news	of	 the	protesters’
feat	 spread,	 the	 crowds	 swelled	 further.	 By	 the	 early	 evening,	 tens	 of
thousands	 of	 Egyptians	 had	 gathered	 in	 Tahrir	 Square.59	 The	 activists	 then
tried	 to	 organize	 a	 sit-in,	 and	 al-Qassas	 called	 more	 of	 his	 Brotherhood
colleagues,	urging	them	to	join	the	growing	masses	in	the	square.60

The	 day	 ended	 far	 less	 exuberantly,	 however.	 While	 most	 protesters
stayed	in	Tahrir	Square,	a	few	hundred	pressed	further	southward	toward	the
prime	minister’s	office	and	attempted	to	break	through	the	gates	and	occupy
the	building.	The	 regime	 responded	 forcefully,	 shooting	 foul-smelling	water
at	the	demonstrators,	deploying	plainclothes	thugs	to	beat	them,	and	arresting
dozens.	The	regime	then	blanketed	the	side	streets	with	tear	gas,	pushing	the



protesters	toward	Tahrir.	Once	night	fell,	the	regime	aggressively	cleared	the
square	with	a	mix	of	tear	gas	and	birdshot.

By	the	following	morning,	Tahrir	Square	was	empty.	But	the	ubiquity	of
security	 forces	 in	downtown	Cairo	 reflected	 a	 severely	 shaken	 regime.	And
the	 protesters	 were	 already	 preparing	 their	 second	 punch:	mass	 protests	 on
Friday,	January	28,	which	they	dubbed	“Friday	of	Rage.”

Like	almost	everyone	else,	the	Brotherhood	hadn’t	anticipated	the	size	of
the	 January	 25	 protests.	 The	 suddenly	 escalating	 calls	 for	 Friday	 of	 Rage
demonstrations	thus	presented	the	Guidance	Office	with	a	familiar	dilemma:
to	participate	or	not	to	participate?

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

At	 seven	 o’clock	 in	 the	 evening	 of	 January	 25,	 three	 Brotherhood	 youths
visited	 the	 Guidance	 Office	 and	 told	 Brotherhood	 leaders	Mohamed	Morsi
and	Mahmoud	 Ezzat	 that	 the	 square	 was	 full	 of	Muslim	Brothers.61	Morsi
seemingly	 didn’t	 realize	 how	 big	 the	 Tahrir	 demonstrations	 were	 and
responded	 angrily.	 “How	 dare	 you	 go	 without	 informing	 your	 leaders!”	 he
shouted.62

The	 Brotherhood	 youths	 reassured	 him	 that	 the	 Brothers	 in	 the	 square
were	participating	 as	 individuals,	 and	Morsi	 calmed	down.	The	youths	 then
informed	the	Brotherhood	leaders	of	 the	new	calls	for	a	Friday	of	Rage	and
urged	 the	 Brotherhood	 to	 join	 officially.	 After	 much	 discussion,	 the
Brotherhood	 leaders	 offered	 a	 conditional	 response:	 If	 the	 activists
successfully	 rallied	 their	 base,	 the	 Brotherhood	 would	 endorse	 the	 Friday
protests.63	The	extent	of	the	Brotherhood’s	participation,	however,	had	not	yet
been	 decided,	 and	 the	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 didn’t	 promise	 a	 complete
mobilization	of	the	organization’s	cadres.

The	Brotherhood’s	public	pronouncements	were	similarly	ambiguous.	 In
its	first	statement	on	“The	Events	of	January	25	and	Their	Aftermath,”	which
it	released	the	following	day,	the	Brotherhood	insisted	that	“the	movement	of
the	Egyptian	people	that	began	on	January	25	and	has	been	peaceful,	mature,
and	civilized	must	continue	against	corruption,	oppression,	and	injustice.”	But
it	didn’t	echo	the	activists’	calls	for	a	revolution.	Instead,	it	urged	the	regime
“to	 quickly	 implement	 the	 demanded	 reforms,	 abandon	 the	 policy	 of
stubbornness,	and	address	the	people’s	legitimate	demands.”	Most	important,



it	made	no	mention	of	the	Friday	of	Rage	protests.64

The	 Brotherhood’s	 tiptoeing,	 however,	 didn’t	 reassure	 the	 regime.	 The
January	 25	 demonstrations	 had	 far	 exceeded	 the	 Interior	 Ministry’s	 own
preparations.	 Meanwhile,	 riot	 police	 looked	 exhausted	 chasing	 a	 series	 of
smaller	protests	the	following	day,	and	the	ministry	lacked	sufficient	reserves
to	replace	its	officers	on	the	streets.	The	regime	thus	looked	toward	the	Friday
of	Rage	protests	with	great	concern.	So	on	January	26,	State	Security	officers
once	 again	 phoned	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 provincial	 leaders	 and	 threatened	 to
arrest	them	if	the	organization	endorsed	the	demonstrations.65

According	 to	 Brotherhood	 leaders,	 this	 was	 the	 straw	 that	 broke	 the
camel’s	 back.	The	organization	was	 angering	many	of	 its	 own	members	 by
calling	for	reform	rather	than	revolution,	and	the	regime	was	still	threatening
it.	 So	 that	 evening,	 the	 Brotherhood	 commanded	 its	 entire	 membership	 to
participate	in	the	Friday	of	Rage	protests.66	By	Thursday	morning,	all	Muslim
Brothers	had	received	the	message	that	marching	was	“obligatory.”	Internally,
the	 Brotherhood	 declared	 it	 “thawrat	 al-masājid”—“the	 revolution	 of	 the
mosques”—since	 the	 uprising	 would	 start	 from	 the	 mosques	 after	 Friday
prayers	and	press	onward	to	the	central	squares	all	across	the	country.67

The	 regime	 apparently	 caught	wind	 of	 these	 plans.	 On	 Thursday	 night,
January	 27,	 approximately	 half	 of	 the	 Guidance	 Office’s	 leaders	 were
arrested.68	Meanwhile,	 hoping	 to	 stifle	 the	 protests,	 the	 regime	 shut	 down
most	Internet	and	cell	phone	networks	throughout	the	country.

The	regime’s	moves,	however,	smacked	of	desperation	and	came	too	late
in	 any	 event.	 Thousands	 of	Muslim	Brothers	 and	 their	 family	members,	 as
well	 as	 many	 Egyptians	 from	 across	 the	 country’s	 political	 spectrum,	 had
already	decided	to	protest.	And	the	Friday	of	Rage	strategy	was	so	simple	that
a	 break	 in	 telecommunications	 had	 no	 perceptible	 impact.	 So	 from	 the
moment	that	Friday	prayers	ended	on	January	28	at	one	in	the	afternoon,	the
streets	were	packed	with	protesters	chanting	for	the	fall	of	Mubarak’s	regime,
and	unprecedented	street	battles	ensued.

For	hours,	security	forces	blanketed	Cairo	with	tear	gas	and	then	tried	to
halt	the	protesters’	advance	with	water	cannons	and	birdshot.	But	it	was	to	no
avail.	The	activists	on	the	front	lines	had	studied	the	Tunisian	revolutionaries’
techniques	and	came	prepared.	They	wore	scarves	to	shield	themselves	from
tear	 gas	 inhalation	 and	 distributed	 surgical	 masks	 among	 their	 fellow



demonstrators.	They	sprayed	the	windshields	of	security	vehicles	with	black
paint,	 thereby	rendering	them	too	dangerous	 to	drive.	And	they	wore	gloves
so	they	could	pick	up	tear	gas	canisters	as	soon	as	they	were	fired	and	throw
them	back	toward	the	police.

Amid	 the	 chaos,	 police	 stations	 and	 prisons	 were	 attacked	 nationwide,
with	an	estimated	twenty	thousand	prisoners	breaking	free	on	January	28	and
in	the	days	that	followed.	The	question	of	who	initiated	these	attacks	remains
very	 controversial	 within	 Egypt	 and	 is	 the	 source	 of	 numerous	 conspiracy
theories.	At	the	time,	revolutionary	activists	accused	the	Mubarak	regime	of
releasing	 the	 prisoners	 to	 stoke	 chaos	 and	 create	 support	 for	 the	 police	 to
return.	 However,	 the	 liberation	 of	 those	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 who	 were
arrested	on	 January	27	 later	 fueled	a	different	 theory:	The	Brotherhood	had
directed	 the	 attacks	 on	 police	 stations	 and	 prisons.69	 Only	 the	Brotherhood
had	 the	 will	 and	 the	 nationwide	 organization	 to	 attack	 so	 many	 security
installations,	the	theory	goes.	Still,	the	Brotherhood	leaders’	accounts	of	their
prison	breaks	offer	another	explanation:	As	prisoners	learned	of	the	security
forces’	 breakdown,	 they	 started	 resisting	 their	 prison	 guards,	 and	 structural
damage	to	the	prisons	during	the	protests	enabled	them	to	flee.70

Either	way,	by	 late	afternoon	on	January	28,	Mubarak’s	police	state	had
collapsed.	 Thoroughly	 overwhelmed,	 security	 forces	 withdrew	 from	 the
streets,	forcing	the	military	to	assert	control	within	Cairo.	It	was	the	clearest
signal	that	the	regime	was	on	the	ropes	and	that	its	fate	now	lay	firmly	in	the
hands	of	the	military.	Would	the	generals	side	with	Mubarak	or	respond	to	the
protesters	and	topple	him?

The	 military’s	 internal	 deliberations	 during	 this	 critical	 moment	 are
unknown.	But	two	sets	of	considerations	likely	guided	the	generals’	calculus.
On	one	hand,	 they	 feared	 the	prospect	of	political	disorder	 if	 they	 removed
Mubarak.	Beyond	the	military’s	responsibility	for	Egypt’s	national	security,	it
also	 controls	 a	 significant	 chunk	of	 the	Egyptian	 economy:	 It	 produces	 and
sells	 consumer	 goods,	 builds	 infrastructure,	 and	 claims	 much	 of	 Egypt’s
uninhabited	territory	as	its	own.	Political	chaos	would	therefore	threaten	these
interests.

But,	at	the	same	time,	the	military	likely	believed	that	it	couldn’t	disperse
the	protests	with	force.	The	conscripts	now	stationed	in	Tahrir	Square	might
refuse	an	order	to	shoot	their	countrymen,	which	would	foment	chaos	within



the	military’s	 ranks.	And	perhaps	most	 important,	 the	generals	anticipated	a
political	 upside	 to	 the	 uprising.	 For	 over	 a	 year,	 the	 generals	 had	 signaled
their	 opposition	 to	 Gamal	 Mubarak—a	 businessman	 with	 no	 military
background—succeeding	 his	 father	 and	 likely	 saw	 the	 uprising	 as	 an
opportunity	to	foreclose	that	possibility.

So,	as	the	tanks	rolled	into	downtown	Cairo	on	the	evening	of	January	28,
Mubarak	addressed	the	nation	for	the	first	time	since	the	uprising	began	and
played	 to	 the	 generals’—and	 the	 broader	 Egyptian	 public’s—fear	 of
instability.	 “The	 problems	 facing	 us	 and	 the	 goals	 sought	 by	 us	 cannot	 be
achieved	by	violence	or	chaos,”	he	said,	adding	 that	 the	demonstrations	had
left	“the	majority	of	 the	Egyptian	people	 fearing	…	further	mayhem,	chaos,
and	 destruction.”71	 While	 Mubarak’s	 words	 appealed	 to	 many	 Egyptians,
Egypt’s	 political	 momentum	 had	 shifted	 toward	 Tahrir	 Square,	 where	 the
activists	rejected	Mubarak’s	promise	to	appoint	a	new	cabinet	as	too	little,	too
late.	 With	 hundreds	 of	 protesters	 injured	 and	 at	 least	 dozens	 killed,	 the
activists	would	settle	for	nothing	less	than	Mubarak’s	immediate	ouster.72

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 revolutionaries	 had	 a	 very	 clear	 strategy	 for	 achieving	 a	 goal	 that
appeared	 fantastical	 only	 a	week	 earlier:	They	would	 occupy	Tahrir	 Square
indefinitely	 and	 thus	 force	 the	military	 to	 side	with	 them	 against	Mubarak.
And	 despite	 its	 initial	 hesitance	 to	 join	 the	 uprising,	 the	 Brotherhood’s
unparalleled	mobilizing	capabilities	became	vital	to	the	Tahrir	sit-in’s	success
after	the	police	state	broke	down	on	January	28.

The	 Brotherhood	 played	 three	 critical	 roles	 in	 supporting	 the	 uprising
during	 this	 period.	 First,	 when	 armed	 thugs	 attacked	 Cairo’s	 residential
communities	amid	the	breakdown	of	the	police	state,	Muslim	Brothers	joined
the	 “neighborhood	 watch”	 groups	 that	 local	 residents	 organized	 for
protection.	The	Brotherhood	was	perfectly	structured	for	contributing	to	these
efforts.	Its	five-	to	ten-member	cells	existed	in	virtually	every	community,	and
in	 some	 cases	 local	Brothers	 called	meetings	 at	 nearby	mosques	 to	 arrange
shifts.73	 While	 the	 majority	 of	 those	 participating	 in	 neighborhood	 watch
groups	 likely	 were	 non-Brothers,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 mobilizing	 prowess
assisted	local	communities.

Second,	within	Tahrir	Square,	the	Brotherhood	worked	to	sustain	the	sit-in
by	 ordering	 cadres	 from	 all	 over	 Egypt	 to	 set	 up	 camp	 there.	 On	 Sunday,



January	30,	Muslim	Brothers	from	western	Nile	Delta	governorates	arrived	in
the	 square,	 and	 Brothers	 from	 Upper	 Egypt	 and	 Fayoum	 arrived	 shortly
thereafter.74	Along	with	other	political	groups	and	activists,	 the	Brotherhood
also	 worked	 to	 keep	 the	 square	 adequately	 supplied	 by	 bringing	 food	 and
blankets.75	These	reinforcements	helped	ensure	that	Tahrir	remained	occupied
even	 as	 the	 crowds	 typically	 waxed	 during	 the	 daytime	 and	 waned	 late	 at
night.76

Third,	 the	Brotherhood	 secured	 the	 square.	On	 January	29,	Brotherhood
leaders	 began	 directing	 cadres	 to	 patrol	 the	 square’s	 entrances,	 and	 they
monitored	activities	within	 the	square	as	well.	The	Guidance	Office	also	set
up	an	operations	room	in	a	former	Brotherhood	parliamentarian’s	law	offices
in	 downtown	 Cairo	 and	 appointed	 Osama	 Yassin	 to	 serve	 as	 the	 “general
coordinator	for	Tahrir	Square.”	Yassin	initially	answered	to	Guidance	Office
member	Mohamed	Ali	Bishr,	who	was	stationed	in	the	square	for	much	of	the
revolt.	But	starting	on	January	30,	Yassin	answered	to	Mohamed	Morsi,	who
broke	out	of	prison	with	other	Brotherhood	leaders	the	previous	day	and	then
assumed	control	of	the	organization’s	revolutionary	activities.77

Within	the	square,	Yassin	organized	the	Brotherhood’s	cadres	into	twelve-
hour	 shifts,	 which	 included	 four	 hours	 of	 providing	 security,	 four	 hours	 of
interacting	 with	 the	 square	 and	 other	 political	 forces,	 and	 four	 hours	 of
sleeping.	He	further	stationed	approximately	fifty	Brotherhood	cadres	at	each
Tahrir	 Square	 entrance	 to	 prevent	 intruders	 and	 check	 the	 identity	 cards	 of
those	 entering.	 And	 to	 protect	 Cairo’s	 neighborhoods	 from	 armed	 attacks,
Yassin	organized	the	cadres	to	spend	half	of	the	uprising’s	days	in	the	square
and	 the	 other	 half	 participating	 in	 the	 neighborhood	 watch	 groups.
Throughout	 this	 period,	 the	 Brotherhood	 worked	 to	 “blend	 in	 with	 the
individuals,	 people,	 and	 the	 [political]	 forces,”	 apparently	 fearing	 that
publicizing	 its	 role	 in	 the	Tahrir	 sit-in	would	discredit	 the	broader	 uprising.
“Nobody	knew	that	there	was	an	organized	leadership	in	the	square,”	Yassin
later	said.78

The	 Brotherhood’s	 activities	 in	 the	 square	 weren’t	 purely	 defensive,
however.	 On	 January	 30,	 the	 Brotherhood	 directed	 its	 cadres	 to	 attack	 the
Interior	Ministry,	which	is	located	about	a	half	mile	southeast	of	Tahrir.	“The
regime	 had	 started	 to	 fall,”	 Yassin	 later	 recalled	 in	 an	 interview	 with	 Al
Jazeera.	“And	for	the	regime	to	fall,	the	Interior	Ministry	had	to	be	targeted.”
The	offensive,	however,	was	unsuccessful.	Snipers	stationed	atop	the	ministry



successfully	 repelled	 the	 Brothers	 and	 their	 cocombatants,	 and	 the	 fighting
ended	when	the	military	sent	tanks	to	defend	it.79

Yet	 despite	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 full-fledged	 participation	 in	 the	 anti-
Mubarak	 uprising	 from	 the	 January	 28	 Friday	 of	 Rage	 protests	 onward,	 it
never	 adopted	 the	 other	 revolutionary	 forces’	 absolute	 refusal	 to	 negotiate
with	the	regime.	On	February	1,	two	days	after	the	failed	siege	of	the	Interior
Ministry,	Brotherhood	leaders	Morsi	and	al-Katatny	met	secretly	with	former
intelligence	 chief	 Omar	 Suleiman,	 whom	 Mubarak	 had	 appointed	 vice
president	 only	 three	 days	 before.	 The	 precise	 details	 of	 this	 meeting	 are
disputed.	According	 to	one	version,	Suleiman	agreed	 that	 the	 regime	would
release	 Khairat	 al-Shater	 and	 businessman	 Hassan	 Malek,	 who	 had	 been
imprisoned	since	2007;	dissolve	Parliament;	enact	a	variety	of	constitutional
changes;	and	permit	the	Brotherhood	to	establish	a	political	party	for	the	next
parliamentary	 elections.80	 According	 to	 another	 version,	 the	 Brotherhood’s
demands	focused	on	al-Shater	and	Malek’s	release	exclusively.81

Either	way,	on	 the	night	of	February	1,	 the	Brotherhood	 tried	 to	enforce
this	agreement	by	calling	on	its	members	to	leave	Tahrir.82	But	al-Qassas	and
his	 fellow	Brotherhood	youths	 refused,	 and	Brotherhood	 leaders	 feared	 that
forcing	Muslim	Brothers	 to	 leave	 the	 square	would	 create	 a	 substantial	 rift
within	 the	organization.83	So	 the	Brotherhood	 tabled	 the	matter	 for	 the	 time
being.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

At	 approximately	 eleven	 o’clock	 on	 the	 evening	 of	 February	 1,	 Mubarak
spoke	 to	 the	Egyptian	 people	 for	 the	 second	 time	 since	 the	 uprising	 began.
The	 speech	 came	 amid	 rising	 US	 pressure	 for	 him	 to	 respond	 to	 the
protesters’	 demands	 and	 begin	 a	 political	 transition.	 In	 a	 conciliatory	 tone,
Mubarak	announced	that	he	would	not	run	for	another	presidential	 term	and
called	for	dialogue	with	the	opposition.	He	also	offered	a	wistful,	nationalistic
reflection	on	the	forthcoming	end	to	his	political	and	military	career:	“Hosni
Mubarak	who	speaks	to	you	today	is	proud	of	the	long	years	he	spent	in	the
service	 of	 Egypt	 and	 its	 people.	 This	 dear	 nation	 is	 my	 country,	 it	 is	 the
country	 of	 all	 Egyptians,	 here	 I	 have	 lived	 and	 fought	 for	 its	 sake	 and	 I
defended	its	land,	its	sovereignty	and	interests	and	on	this	land	I	will	die	and
history	 will	 judge	 me	 and	 others	 for	 our	 merits	 and	 faults.	 The	 nation
remains.”84



While	 the	Tahrir	Square	 protesters	 rejected	 the	 speech	 and	 continued	 to
demand	 Mubarak’s	 ouster,	 his	 nationalistic	 appeal	 resonated	 with	 many
Egyptians	elsewhere.	As	journalist	Ashraf	Khalil	noted,	these	Egyptians	saw
Mubarak	 “as	 a	 genuine	 war	 hero	 and	 father	 figure	 …	 and	 blamed	 his
underlings	for	systemic	problems	like	corruption	and	police	brutality.”	Within
hours,	 pro-Mubarak	 demonstrations	 emerged	 throughout	 the	 country,	 and
clashes	 with	 the	 anti-Mubarak	 protesters	 broke	 out	 almost	 immediately	 in
Alexandria.85

The	following	day,	the	violence	hit	Cairo.

At	1:40	p.m.	on	Wednesday,	February	2,	 approximately	a	 thousand	pro-
Mubarak	demonstrators	 descended	upon	Tahrir	Square,	 and	 intense	 fighting
continued	 throughout	 the	 day.	 Initially	 the	 pro-Mubarak	 forces	 stormed
deeply	 into	 the	 square,	 finding	 the	 anti-Mubarak	 protesters	 entirely
unprepared.	The	Mubarakists	smashed	a	podium	and	destroyed	speakers,	and
the	two	sides	threw	rocks	and	bricks	at	each	other	furiously.	The	most	iconic
moment	in	the	fighting	came	at	around	three	o’clock,	when	a	small	group	of
horse-	 and	camel-riding	pro-Mubarak	demonstrators	dashed	 into	 the	 square,
leading	 to	 even	 more	 severe	 fighting.	 February	 2	 became	 known	 as	 “the
Battle	of	the	Camel,”	a	reference	to	a	historic	Islamic	battle,	and	represented	a
turning	point	in	the	uprising.86

As	 pro-Mubarak	 forces	 descended	 from	 multiple	 directions	 and	 took
control	of	Talaat	Harb	Square	to	the	northeast,	the	Brotherhood	scrambled	to
mobilize	a	 response.87	Amid	 the	chaos,	Muslim	Brothers	worked	with	other
Tahrir	 activists	 to	 break	 bricks	 for	 use	 as	 projectiles,	 and	 Brotherhood
activists	 deployed	 in	 lines	 to	 resist	 the	Mubarakists’	 advance,	 with	 limited
success	during	the	battle’s	early	hours.88

At	 approximately	 six	 in	 the	 evening,	 the	 tide	 started	 turning	 in	 the
revolutionaries’	favor,	and	the	Brotherhood	played	a	pivotal	role.	Brotherhood
cadres	 helped	 organize	 protesters	 into	 an	 “improvised	 assembly	 line”	 for
transporting	broken	bricks	 to	 the	 square’s	 front	 lines,	where	 revolutionaries,
including	 many	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 engaged	 proregime	 forces	 in	 the	 most
intense	battles.	Meanwhile,	 the	Brotherhood	worked	with	other	forces	in	the
square	to	detain	and	beat	proregime	thugs,	before	handing	many	of	them	over
to	 military	 personnel	 stationed	 near	 the	 square.	 By	 eleven	 o’clock,	 the
revolutionaries	 had	 resisted	 the	 proregime	 forces’	 assault	 and	 erected



barricades	to	fortify	the	square.89

At	 two	 in	 the	 morning	 on	 February	 3,	 however,	 pro-Mubarak	 forces
mobilized	 a	 second	 attack.	 Tahrir’s	 frontlines	 extended	 to	 just	 below	 the
neighboring	 October	 6	 Bridge,	 which	 enabled	 approximately	 fifty	 pro-
Mubarak	 thugs	 to	 seize	 the	 higher	 ground	 and	 rain	 rocks	 and	 Molotov
cocktails	 on	 the	 protesters	 below.	During	 the	 fighting,	 however,	 a	 group	 of
anti-Mubarak	 protesters	 climbed	 one	 of	 the	 bridge’s	 entrance	 ramps	 and
confronted	the	Mubarakists,	enabling	more	protesters	 to	advance	against	 the
proregime	 forces.	At	 this	point,	 the	military	 finally	 intervened,	 ensuring	 the
protesters’	victory.90

The	 protesters’	 success	 on	 the	 uprising’s	 bloodiest	 day	 energized	 the
revolution.	 Thirty-six	 hours	 later,	 a	 “million-man	 march”	 demanding
Mubarak’s	ouster	filled	Tahrir	Square.91	Moreover,	the	Brotherhood’s	crucial
role	 during	 the	 Battle	 of	 the	 Camel	 won	 it	 respect	 among	 non-Islamist
protesters.	 “If	 it	 wasn’t	 for	 the	 Brotherhood,	 we	 would	 have	 gotten	 really
screwed	 that	 day,”	 activist	 Mohamed	 El	 Dahshan	 told	 journalist	 Ashraf
Khalil.	“They	went	to	the	front	lines.	Their	people	really	shouldered	a	lot	of
the	burden	on	defense.”92

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	Battle	of	the	Camel	was	the	regime’s	final	attempt	to	clear	Tahrir	Square
violently,	 and	 the	 regime	 recognized	 its	 failure.	 So	 on	 February	 5,	 Vice
President	 Suleiman	 and	 newly	 appointed	 prime	 minister	 Ahmed	 Shafik
invited	the	Brotherhood	and	other	political	forces	to	participate	in	dialogue	to
end	the	standoff.93	After	much	internal	deliberation,	the	Brotherhood	accepted
the	 invitation	and	sent	 two	 leaders,	Morsi	and	al-Katatny,	 to	 the	February	6
meeting.94

The	dialogue,	however,	was	designed	 to	protect	 the	 regime.	Most	of	 the
other	participants	hailed	 from	 legal	opposition	parties—political	groups	 that
opposed	 the	 regime	 superficially	 because	 their	 very	 existence	 depended	 on
staying	in	the	regime’s	good	graces.	Unsurprisingly,	 the	meeting	produced	a
proposal	that	was	very	much	at	odds	with	the	revolution’s	demands:	Mubarak
would	 remain	 president	 while	 a	 committee	 drafted	 constitutional
amendments,	which	would	then	be	put	to	a	referendum.95	Initially	al-Katatny
defended	this	agreement.	“We	wanted	the	president	to	step	down,	but	for	now
we	accept	this	arrangement,”	he	told	a	press	conference	at	the	Brotherhood’s



headquarters.	 “It’s	 safer	 that	 the	 president	 stays	 until	 he	 makes	 these
amendments	 to	 speed	 things	 up	 because	 of	 the	 constitutional	 powers	 he
holds.”96

The	decision,	however,	garnered	 instant	criticism	from	 the	 revolutionary
camp,	 including	many	Muslim	Brothers,	who	 accused	 al-Katatny	 of	 selling
out	the	uprising.	So	the	very	next	day,	the	Guidance	Office	backtracked.	“This
popular	 revolution	 brought	 down	 the	 regime,	 so	 it	 inevitably	must	 go,”	 its
February	7	statement	read.	“And	this	exemplifies	the	need	for	the	president	of
the	republic	to	step	aside,	which	is	the	primary	and	greatest	demand	that	the
masses	advocate.”97

The	Brotherhood’s	unambiguous	call	 for	Mubarak’s	ouster	meant	 that	 it
was—finally—fully	 aligned	 with	 the	 uprising’s	 demands.	 That	 quelled	 the
criticism	 from	 within	 Egypt’s	 revolutionary	 camp,	 but	 it	 also	 put	 the
Brotherhood	 in	 a	 very	 uncomfortable	 position.	 After	 all,	 despite	 its	 pivotal
work	 in	 Tahrir	 Square,	 the	 Brotherhood	 desperately	 wanted	 to	 avoid
becoming	the	face	of	Egypt’s	uprising	because	it	 feared	backlash	from	three
sets	of	actors.

First,	 the	 Brotherhood	 knew	 that	 many	 Egyptians	 distrusted	 it.	 The
Brotherhood	thus	wanted	to	dispel	the	notion	that	it	would	use	the	uprising	to
advance	 its	 theocratic	 political	 aims,	 and	 it	 consequently	 downplayed	 its
longtime	call	for	establishing	an	Islamic	state	in	Egypt.98	For	example,	in	its
first	 statement	 after	 the	 Battle	 of	 the	 Camel,	 the	 Brotherhood	 said	 that	 it
“agreed	fully	with	the	clear,	popular	desire	for	Egypt	to	be	a	civil	democratic
state	 with	 an	 Islamic	 reference,”	 in	 which	 “all	 citizens	 realize	 freedom,
equality,	 and	 social	 justice.”	Most	 significantly,	 the	Brotherhood	minimized
its	 political	 ambitions,	 promising	 that	 it	 “doesn’t	 have	 any	 special	 agenda”
and	had	“no	aspiration	to	the	presidency	and	no	aspiration	to	rule	or	for	any
position.”	 It	 affirmed	 this	 promise	on	February	10,	when	 the	Brotherhood’s
top	legislative	body	convened	and	officially	voted	against	running	in	the	first
presidential	elections	that	would	follow	Mubarak’s	ouster.99

Second,	the	Brotherhood	feared	that	the	military	would	move	against	the
uprising	 if	 it	 became	 too	 closely	 associated	 with	 the	 Brotherhood.	 The
Brotherhood	thus	tried	to	reassure	the	military	at	every	turn.	In	its	February	5
statement,	for	example,	the	Brotherhood	hailed	“the	proud	Egyptian	army	for
protecting	 the	 protesters	 peacefully	 against	 all	 forms	 of	 terrorism	 and



thuggery.”100	Brotherhood	 leaders	 in	 the	square	also	conferred	with	military
officials	who	visited	 the	protests,	 asking	 them	 to	protect	 the	demonstrations
and	advising	them	on	the	stationing	of	tanks	around	the	square.101	In	this	way,
the	Brotherhood’s	position	was	 similar	 to	most	 other	political	groups	 in	 the
square,	which	tried	to	court	the	brass	away	from	Mubarak.

Third,	 the	 Brotherhood	 feared	 that	 Western	 concerns	 of	 an	 “Islamist
takeover”	in	Egypt	would	invite	a	foreign	intervention,	and	it	thus	courted	the
international	 media	 vigorously.	 Brotherhood	 leader	 Abdel	 Moneim	 Abouel
Fotouh	wrote	 in	 a	Washington	 Post	 op-ed	 that	 “contrary	 to	 fear-mongering
reports,	the	West	and	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	are	not	enemies”	and	said	that
the	 Brotherhood	 “embraced	 diversity	 and	 democratic	 values.”102	 On	 CNN,
Brotherhood	 leader	 Essam	 el-Erian	 similarly	 insisted	 that	 the	 Brotherhood
was	 just	 one	 of	many	 players	 that	 would	 play	 a	 role	 following	Mubarak’s
departure.	 “This	 revolution	 is	 not	 led	 by	 one	 power,”	 he	 said.	 “It	 is	 an
Egyptian	 revolution,	 not	 colored	 by	 any	 color.	 It	 doesn’t	 have	 any	 agenda
except	 the	 demands	 of	 the	 protesters.”103	 El-Erian	 also	 penned	 a	New	 York
Times	 op-ed,	 emphasizing	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 acceptance	 of	 the	 uprising’s
prodemocratic	demands	and	its	promise	not	 to	pursue	executive	power.	“We
aim	to	achieve	reform	and	rights	for	all:	not	just	for	the	Muslim	Brotherhood,
not	 just	for	Muslims,	but	for	all	Egyptians,”	he	wrote.	“We	do	not	 intend	to
take	a	dominant	role	in	the	forthcoming	political	transition.	We	are	not	putting
forward	 a	 candidate	 for	 the	 presidential	 elections	 scheduled	 for
September.”104

Of	all	 the	Brotherhood’s	fears,	however,	 its	concerns	regarding	 the	West
were	 the	most	baseless.	According	 to	a	Gallup	poll	 taken	 in	early	February,
82	percent	of	American	adults	were	“sympathetic	 to	 the	protesters	 in	Egypt
who	 have	 called	 for	 a	 change	 in	 government,”	while	 only	 11	 percent	were
unsympathetic,	 and	 those	 numbers	 tilted	 87–10	 among	 those	 adults	 who
followed	the	situation	in	Egypt	“very	or	somewhat	closely.”105	The	inspiring
images	 out	 of	 Tahrir	 Square,	 highlighting	 tech-savvy	 and	 mostly	 “liberal”
protesters	 challenging	 an	 autocratic	 regime,	 fed	 substantial	 Arab	 Spring
optimism	 in	 the	West.	 Far	 from	 trying	 to	 stifle	 the	 uprising,	many	Western
countries	sought	to	ensure	its	success.

Still,	 Mubarak	 made	 one	 final	 appeal	 to	 exit	 on	 his	 own	 terms.	 On
February	10,	hours	after	Egypt’s	top	generals	met	without	him	and	promised



to	“safeguard	the	people	and	to	protect	the	interests	of	the	nation,”	Mubarak
took	the	podium.106	In	a	stubborn	tone,	Mubarak	repeated	the	promises	from
his	 February	 1	 address,	 vowing	 to	 oversee	 a	 transition,	 implement	 various
constitutional	 reforms,	 hold	 open	 parliamentary	 and	 presidential	 elections,
and	 not	 run	 for	 reelection.	 He	 also	 delegated	 full	 presidential	 authority	 to
Suleiman,	 rendering	himself	a	virtual	 figurehead.107	Yet	 these	 commitments
still	 fell	 far	 short	 of	 the	 protesters’	 demands.	 The	 activists	 responded	 by
threatening	 to	 march	 to	 the	 presidential	 palace,	 which	 risked	 a	 severe
confrontation	with	the	security	forces	protecting	it.108

The	 following	 day,	 however,	 the	 military	 signaled	 that	 the	 protesters’
demands	 would	 be	 answered.	 Shortly	 after	 six	 o’clock	 in	 the	 evening,
Suleiman	announced	Mubarak’s	resignation	in	a	thirty-second	address,	adding
that	the	SCAF	had	assumed	executive	power.

Tahrir	Square	exploded	in	celebration,	and	the	Brotherhood	rejoiced	with
its	 non-Islamist	 corevolutionaries.109	 “Oh	 patient	 and	 steadfast	 masses	 of
Egypt,	oh	heroes	of	freedom	and	partisans	of	truth,	oh	people	of	sacrifice	and
redemption,	we	greet	you!”	the	Brotherhood	declared	in	a	statement,	saluting
the	“great	army	of	Egypt	that	protected	the	revolution.”110

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	Brotherhood’s	decision	making	during	the	chaotic	eighteen-day	uprising
was,	 it	 turned	 out,	 a	 smashing	 success.	 It	 mobilized	 its	 cadres	 during	 the
pivotal	 January	 28	 Friday	 of	 Rage	 protests	 and	 defended	 Tahrir	 Square	 on
February	 2.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 avoided	 becoming	 the	 face	 of	 Egypt’s
revolution.	 That	 title	 belonged	 to	 the	 mostly	 non-Islamist	 activists,	 who
suddenly	 graced	 the	 covers	 of	 international	 news	 magazines	 and	 appeared
frequently	 on	 Egyptian	 television	 programs	 that	 once	 shunned	 them.	 As	 a
result,	many	observers,	both	within	Egypt	and	elsewhere,	underestimated	the
Brotherhood’s	 post-Mubarak	 political	 prospects.	 “They	 will	 not	 win	 more
than	10	percent,	 I	 think,”	one	prominent	 activist	 told	 the	New	York	Times	a
few	days	before	Mubarak’s	ouster.111

The	 Brotherhood’s	 leaders,	 however,	 knew	 better.	 With	 the	 fall	 of
Mubarak’s	 ruling	 party,	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 now	 the	 only	 political
organization	in	Egypt	that	possessed	a	significant	nationwide	structure.	After
many	decades,	its	moment	had	finally	arrived.



2	
An	Islamist	Vanguard

On	 February	 10,	 2011,	 one	 day	 before	 Mubarak’s	 ouster,	 US	 director	 of
national	intelligence	James	Clapper	sat	before	the	House	of	Representatives’
Permanent	 Select	 Committee	 on	 Intelligence	 to	 testify	 on	 various
international	 security	 threats.	While	 the	 bulk	 of	 the	 hearing	 focused	 on	 al-
Qaeda	 and	 other	 global	 terrorist	 organizations,	 it	 was	 only	 natural	 that	 the
congressmen	 would	 turn	 their	 attention	 toward	 Egypt,	 where	 the	 dramatic
uprising	appeared	to	be	reaching	its	fateful	conclusion.

Washington	had	a	great	stake	in	Egypt’s	post-Mubarak	political	trajectory
because	it	had	sent	Egypt	approximately	$1.3	billion	in	military	aid	annually
since	1986.1	And	although	the	Washington	foreign	policy	community	largely
shared	 the	American	public’s	 broad	 sympathy	 for	Egypt’s	 protesters,	 it	was
somewhat	 divided	on	 the	 uprising’s	 ramifications.	Was	 the	 uprising	 a	 long-
awaited	 Arab	 Spring—the	 first	 step	 of	 a	 process	 that	 would	 finally	 bring
democratic,	 inclusive	 rule	 to	 an	 autocratic	 region	 and	 thus	 promote	 greater
stability?	 Or	 would	 the	 uprisings	 ultimately	 empower	 radical,	 theocratic
forces,	 thereby	 catalyzing	 an	 “Islamist	 takeover”	 and	 a	 fundamental
reorientation	of	Egypt’s	Western-aligned	posture?

Congresswoman	 Sue	 Myrick	 fell	 into	 the	 latter,	 more	 skeptical	 camp.
“Regarding	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood,”	 the	 ninth-term	 North	 Carolina
Republican	told	Clapper,	“I’m	very	concerned	that	they’re	using	the	peaceful
protests	 in	 Egypt	 for	 a	 power	 grab.”	 Myrick	 proceeded	 to	 argue	 that	 the
Brotherhood	pushes	“an	extremist	ideology	that	causes	others	to	commit	acts
of	 terrorism”	 and	 cited	 court	 documents	 from	 a	 terrorism-financing	 trial
alleging	 that	 the	Brotherhood	 is	engaged	 in	a	“civilizational	 jihadi	process.”
She	then	asked	the	intelligence	director	whether	he	shared	her	view.	“Do	you
consider	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood	 a	 danger	 based	 on	 their	 extremist
ideology?”

He	didn’t.



“The	 term	 Muslim	 Brotherhood	 is	 an	 umbrella	 term	 for	 a	 variety	 of
movements,”	Clapper	said.	“In	the	case	of	Egypt,	a	very	heterogeneous	group,
largely	secular,	which	has	eschewed	violence	and	has	decried	al-Qaeda	as	a
perversion	 of	 Islam.	 They	 have	 pursued	 social	 ends,	 betterment	 of	 the
political	order	in	Egypt,	et	cetera.”2

To	 be	 sure,	 parts	 of	 Clapper’s	 description	 of	 the	 Brotherhood	 were
accurate:	The	Brotherhood	had	renounced	al-Qaeda,	and	it	also	focused	much
of	 its	 attention	 on	 providing	 social	 services	 to	 underserviced	 Egyptian
communities.	 But	 two	 very	 badly	 chosen	 adjectives	 sunk	 his	 presentation:
The	 Brotherhood’s	 explicit	 call	 for	 an	 Islamic	 state	 in	 Egypt	 based	 on
sharī’ah—Islamic	 legal	 principles—made	 it	 anything	 but	 “secular,”	 and	 the
fact	 that	 it	 was	 an	 all-male,	 all-Muslim	 organization	 made	 it	 anything	 but
“heterogeneous.”	 Within	 hours,	 his	 spokeswoman	 released	 a	 clarification,
explaining	 that	 the	 intelligence	 director	 was	 “well	 aware	 that	 the	 Muslim
Brotherhood	is	not	a	secular	organization”	but	“makes	efforts	to	work	through
a	 political	 system	 that	 has	 been,	 under	Mubarak’s	 rule,	 one	 that	 is	 largely
secular	in	its	orientation.”3

Clapper’s	 imprecision	 earned	 him	 a	 day	 of	 terrible	 press,	 and	 his
description	 of	 the	 Brotherhood	 as	 “secular”	 and	 “heterogeneous”	 is	 often
resurrected	 (including	 by	 this	 author)	 as	 a	 prime	 example	 of	 the	 Obama
administration’s	various	misjudgments	in	navigating	the	Arab	Spring.	Yet	by
emphasizing	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 commitment	 to	 pursuing	 political	 change
through	formal	political	institutions	rather	than	violence,	Clapper	was	merely
echoing	what	many	 analysts	 believed	 about	 the	Brotherhood	 at	 that	 time—
that	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 a	 “moderate”	 Islamist	 organization	 that	 accepted
democratic	principles	and	rejected	violent	extremism.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 notion	 of	 a	 “moderate	 Muslim	 Brotherhood”	 had	 emerged	 most
forcefully	within	Western	policy	and	academic	circles	following	the	terrorist
attacks	of	September	11,	2001.	As	the	United	States	launched	a	“Global	War
on	 Terror”	 that	 focused	 primarily	 on	 al-Qaeda	 but	 also	 promised	 to	 defeat
“every	 terrorist	 group	 of	 global	 reach,”4	 policymakers	 and	 scholars	 began
looking	for	“moderate”	Islamists	who	might	assist	US	efforts	in	sidelining	the
violent	 forces	within	 their	own	societies.	This	search	 for	 Islamist	moderates
was	 premised	 on	 a	 perfectly	 valid	 assumption:	 Islamists	 held	 significant



political	 and	 ideological	 influence	 within	 many	Muslim-majority	 countries,
and	moderate	Islamists	were	thus	viewed	as	necessary	allies	 for	discrediting
the	“extremists”	who	posed	the	greatest	danger	to	Americans.

The	Brotherhood	emerged	as	 the	supposedly	moderate	 Islamist	group	of
choice	for	two	reasons.	First,	the	Brotherhood	had	renounced	violence	during
the	1970s	 and	 rejected	 the	 violent	 ideologies	 of	 terrorist	 groups	 such	 as	 al-
Qaeda.	 Second,	 it	 had	 participated	 in	 parliamentary	 elections	 for	 three
decades,	leading	many	analysts	to	view	it	as	democratic.

Of	course,	the	Brotherhood	was	not	always	a	nonviolent	organization.	 In
the	 decade	 following	 its	 1928	 founding,	 its	 rapid	 expansion	 across	 Egypt
made	 it	 a	 target	 for	 governmental	 repression,	 and	 it	 established	 a	 “secret
apparatus”	 in	 1943	 (and	 possibly	 earlier)	 to	 serve	 as	 “defender	 of	 the
movement	against	 the	police	and	 the	governments	of	Egypt.”	Yet	 the	 secret
apparatus	ultimately	became	an	offensive	tool:	Two	secret	apparatus	members
were	 convicted	 of	 killing	 an	 Egyptian	 judge	 in	 November	 1948;	 a	 young
Muslim	 Brother	 assassinated	 Prime	 Minister	 Mahmoud	 al-Nuqrashi	 in
December	 1948;	 and	 secret	 apparatus	 volunteers	 participated	 in	 the	 1948
Arab–Israeli	War,	much	to	Egyptian	authorities’	chagrin.5	Five	years	 later,	a
Muslim	Brother	 allegedly	 attempted	 to	 assassinate	 President	 Gamal	 Abdel
Nasser,	and	an	extremely	severe	crackdown	followed:	Thousands	of	Muslim
Brothers	were	arrested	and	tortured,	eight	members	were	sentenced	to	death,
and	the	organization	was	legally	dissolved.6

The	crackdown	persisted	through	the	early	1970s,	and	during	this	period
the	Brotherhood’s	radicalism	became	most	pronounced.	In	1964,	Brotherhood
chief	 spokesman	 Sayyid	 Qutb	 wrote	 his	 infamous	 manifesto,	 Milestones,
which	 advocated	 violent	 jihad	 against	 non-Islamic	 political	 systems.7	 Qutb
argued	 that	 “the	whole	world	 is	 steeped	 in	 jahiliyyah,”	 which	 refers	 to	 the
period	 of	 “ignorance”	 that	 preceded	 the	 revelation	 of	 Islam	 according	 to
Islamic	 theology,	 and	he	 effectively	 accused	 contemporary	Arab	 regimes	of
being	non-Islamic.	He	called	 for	 a	 “movement	 struggling	 against	 the	 jahilli
environment	while	also	trying	to	remove	the	influences	of	jahilli	society	in	its
followers,”	after	which	this	movement	would	confront	non-Islamic	influences
globally.	 “Defense	 is	not	 the	ultimate	objective	of	 the	 Islamic	movement	of
jihad,”	 wrote	 Qutb,	 “but	 is	 a	 means	 of	 establishing	 the	 Divine	 authority”
within	Islamic	lands,	after	which	it	“is	then	carried	throughout	the	earth	to	the
whole	of	mankind.”8



Qutb’s	program	was	interpreted	as	a	call	for	violent	holy	war	within	Egypt
against	 infidels,	 which	 included	 the	 Egyptian	 government,	 after	 which	 the
jihad	would	be	extended	worldwide.	The	Nasser	regime	immediately	banned
Milestones,	 and	 it	 then	 executed	 Qutb	 in	 1966.	 As	 the	 9/11	 Commission
Report	noted,	Qutb’s	writings	later	inspired	the	most	dangerous	global	jihadis,
including	Osama	bin	Laden.9

While	Qutb’s	 execution	made	him	a	martyr	within	 the	Brotherhood,	 the
organization	 publicly	 distanced	 itself	 from	 the	 ideas	 he	 expressed	 in
Milestones.	 In	1969,	 top	Brotherhood	leaders	 in	prison	wrote	Preachers	Not
Judges,	which	indirectly	repudiated	Qutb’s	puritanical	interpretation	of	Islam,
as	 well	 as	 the	 violence	 he	 embraced	 in	 promoting	 this	 interpretation.	 The
book	was	initially	distributed	among	Muslim	Brothers	and	was	later	attributed
to	 Supreme	 Guide	 Hassan	 al-Hudaybi	 when	 it	 was	 publicly	 released	 in
1977.10

In	Preachers	Not	Judges,	al-Hudaybi	rejected	the	notion	that	society	as	a
whole	 had	 fallen	 into	 a	 state	 of	 jahiliyyah.	 “Saying	 that	 society	 is	 jahilli	 is
equivalent	 to	saying	 that	 society	 is	 lost	or	 that	 society	 is	corrupt,”	wrote	al-
Hudaybi.	“All	of	 these	 formulations	merely	 indicate	 that	 there	 is	an	explicit
violation	 of	 Islamic	 precepts.”	 Remedying	 these	 violations,	 argued	 al-
Hudaybi,	meant	“returning	to	the	precepts	of	sharī’ah	that	are	taken	from	the
verses	[of	the	Qur’an]	and	the	ḥadīth.”

Instead	of	advocating	jihad,	as	Qutb	did,	al-Hudaybi	emphasized	that	the
Muslim	 Brotherhood’s	 role	 was	 preaching:	 reciting	 “the	 laws	 of	 sharī’ah,
reading	 verses	 of	 the	Holy	Qur’an	 and	 the	ḥadīth	 of	 the	Prophet	 (peace	 be
upon	 him)	 to	 the	 people,	 citing,	 if	 necessary,	 sayings	 of	 scholars	 of	 fiqh,
language	and	ḥadīth.”	The	interpretation	of	 these	laws	should	be	left	for	 the
individual,	wrote	al-Hudaybi.	“As	we	have	said	many	times,	we	are	preachers
not	judges.”11

It	 is	 worth	 pointing	 out	 that	 Preachers	 Not	 Judges	 is	 only	 “moderate”
relative	to	Qutb’s	jihadi	tract.	After	all,	Preachers	Not	Judges	emphasizes	the
distinction	between	believer	and	infidel	(kāfir)	and	argues	implicitly	that	the
latter	should	be	excluded	from	the	Islamic	community.	 It	also	supported	 the
application	 of	 Qur’anic	 ḥudūd	 punishments,	 which	 include	 cutting	 off	 the
hands	of	 thieves	 and	 stoning	 adulterers.12	 But	 al-Hudaybi’s	 renunciation	 of
Qutb’s	violent	ideas	was	significant	within	the	Brotherhood’s	Islamist	context



and	 created	 a	 rift	 between	 the	Brotherhood	 and	violent	 jihadi	 groups	 in	 the
decades	that	followed.

Of	course,	 this	 rift	meant	 that	 the	Brotherhood	was	moderate	 relative	 to
violent	jihadis—which	isn’t	much	of	a	standard	for	judging	moderation.	But
many	 Western	 analysts	 found	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 distance	 from	 the	 more
violent	 Islamists	 encouraging	 nonetheless.	 In	 an	 influential	 2007	 Foreign
Affairs	 article,	 Nixon	 Center	 fellows	 Robert	 S.	 Leiken	 and	 Steven	 Brooke
wrote	that	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	“presents	a	notable	opportunity,”	touting
the	 Brotherhood’s	 “organizational	 discipline	 and	 a	 painstaking	 educational
program”	 for	 “sifting	 radicalism	 out	 of	 its	 ranks.”	 The	United	 States	 could
cooperate	 with	 the	 Brotherhood,	 they	 argued,	 “in	 specific	 areas	 of	 mutual
interest—such	 as	 opposition	 to	 al	Qaeda,	 the	 encouragement	 of	 democracy,
and	resistance	to	expanding	Iranian	influence.”13

George	Washington	University	professor	Marc	Lynch	took	this	argument
a	step	further.	Not	only	could	the	Brotherhood	act	as	an	ally	against	al-Qaeda,
argued	Lynch,	but	a	strong	Brotherhood	could	serve	as	a	“firewall”	against	al-
Qaeda–style	 radicalism.	 “The	 [Muslim	 Brotherhood’s]	 distinctive
organization,”	 he	wrote,	 “allows	 it	 to	 effectively	monitor	 and	 control	 social
space—through	mosques,	charities,	organizational	networks,	and	widespread
networks,”	 adding	 that	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 presence	 in	 religious	 institutions
made	it	a	more	effective	counter	to	jihadis	than	domestic	intelligence	agencies
or	 non-Islamists,	 neither	 of	 which	 could	 penetrate	 the	 religious	 sphere.14

Lynch	was	 particularly	 bullish	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 empowering	 so-called
moderates	 within	 the	 Brotherhood	 as	 a	 counter	 to	 Islamist	 extremists
elsewhere.	“I’d	reckon	that	seeing	the	moderate	trends	in	the	Brotherhood	win
out	is	very	much	in	the	American	interest—for	promoting	democracy	and	for
fighting	al-Qaeda	and	salafi-jihadist	radicalism,”	he	wrote,	“and	we	should	be
upset	when	we	see	allies	undermining	those	interests.”15

Within	Western	 policy	 circles,	 these	 kinds	 of	 arguments	 amounted	 to	 a
call	 for	 pressuring	 the	 Mubarak	 regime	 to	 end	 its	 repression	 of	 the
Brotherhood,	as	well	as	“engaging”	the	Brotherhood	as	an	American	partner
against	violent	extremism.	“The	Brotherhood	hates	Al	Qaeda,	and	Al	Qaeda
hates	the	Brotherhood,”	Shadi	Hamid	of	the	Brookings	Doha	Center	told	the
New	York	Times	during	the	February	2011	uprising.	“So	if	we’re	talking	about
counterterrorism,	engaging	with	the	Brotherhood	will	advance	our	interests	in
the	 region.”16	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 sharp	 disagreements	 with	 jihadis,	 the



thinking	went,	made	 it	 a	 possible	Western	 ally.	 “Many	 scholars	 of	 political
Islam	 also	 judge	 the	 Brotherhood	 [as]	 the	 most	 reasonable	 face	 of	 Islamic
politics	 in	 the	Arab	world	 today,”	 wrote	 former	 CIA	 analyst	 Bruce	 Riedel,
emphasizing	 that	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 “relative	 moderation	 has	 made	 it	 the
target	of	extreme	vilification	by	more	radical	Islamists.”17

There	 was,	 however,	 a	 major	 flaw	 with	 these	 arguments:	 The
Brotherhood’s	commitment	 to	nonviolence	was	hardly	universal.	And,	more
to	 the	 point,	 the	 Brotherhood	 supported	 jihadis	 against	 the	 West	 in	 many
cases.	 “The	 Brotherhood	 does	 authorize	 jihad	 in	 countries	 and	 territories
occupied	 by	 a	 foreign	 power,”	 Leiken	 and	 Brooke	 awkwardly	 admitted	 in
their	 Foreign	 Affairs	 essay.	 “Like	 in	 Afghanistan	 under	 the	 Soviets,	 the
[Brotherhood]	 views	 the	 struggles	 in	 Iraq	 and	 against	 Israel	 as	 ‘defensive
jihad’	against	invaders.”18	Of	course,	the	United	States	had	troops	in	Iraq	and
Afghanistan	during	 this	 time.	So	 rather	 than	being	an	ally	against	al-Qaeda,
the	 Brotherhood’s	 belief	 in	 “defensive	 jihad”	 meant	 that	 it	 supported	 al-
Qaeda’s	attacks	on	American	forces,	at	least	ideologically.

Still,	many	analysts	had	a	second	reason	for	viewing	the	Brotherhood	as	a
moderate	 Islamist	 group:	 For	 the	 past	 three	 decades,	 it	 had	 participated	 in
elections.	 In	 the	 eyes	 of	 many	 Western	 observers,	 this	 signified	 the
Brotherhood’s	acceptance	of	democratic	institutions.	“In	most	of	the	countries
where	 it	 operates,	 the	 Brotherhood	 has	 embraced	 democracy,”	 George
Washington	 University	 professor	 Nathan	 Brown	 said	 in	 testifying	 before
Congress	 in	April	2011.	“The	Brotherhood’s	dedication	 to	electoral	politics,
its	 acceptance	 of	 political	 parties,	 its	 rejection	 of	 Qutbism,	 and	 its	 full
endorsement	 of	 rotation	 of	 power	 has	 become	 consistent	 and	 deeply
engrained	in	the	movement’s	appeals.”19

The	 Brotherhood	 began	 its	 sustained	 involvement	 in	 Egyptian
parliamentary	 politics	 in	 the	 1984	 elections,	which	was	 the	 first	 held	 under
Mubarak.	Aligning	with	the	non-Islamist	Wafd	party,	the	joint	list	won	58	out
of	448	elected	seats,	including	eight	Muslim	Brothers.20	Three	years	later,	the
Brotherhood	 unified	with	 two	 other	 non-Islamist	 parties,	 and	 the	 combined
list	won	60	of	448	elected	seats,	including	38	Muslim	Brothers.21

After	joining	most	opposition	parties	in	boycotting	the	1990	elections,	the
Brotherhood	ran	again	in	1995.	Those	elections	were	among	the	most	violent
in	Egypt’s	history:	61	people	were	killed,	1,313	were	injured,	and	2,400	were



detained.	The	Brotherhood	was	a	special	target	of	the	crackdown:	The	regime
sentenced	 fifty-four	 top	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 to	 multiyear	 prison	 terms	 one
week	before	 the	election,	and	the	Interior	Ministry	detained	hundreds	of	 the
Brotherhood’s	 poll	 watchers.	 Yet	 the	 Brotherhood	 continued	 its	 campaign,
winning	 just	 one	 parliamentary	 seat	 out	 of	 the	 150	 races	 in	 which	 it
competed.22	Five	years	 later,	after	a	court	order	 forced	 the	regime	 to	permit
judicial	monitoring	of	parliamentary	elections,	the	Brotherhood	won	17	seats,
and	it	won	a	whopping	88	of	444	contested	seats	in	the	2005	elections.	And
despite	 the	 severe	 repression	 it	 faced	 during	 the	 final	 years	 of	 Mubarak’s
reign,	 the	 Brotherhood	 continued	 nominating	 candidates	 for	 professional
syndicate	and	parliamentary	races,	accepting	defeat	even	in	the	most	rigged	of
elections.

The	Brotherhood’s	political	behavior	under	Mubarak	 impressed	Western
analysts	 in	a	number	of	respects.	Some	argued	that	 its	political	participation
had	 transformed	 the	 Brotherhood	 into	 a	 responsive,	 capable	 political	 party.
“Brotherhood	 MPs	 take	 the	 [Parliament]	 more	 seriously	 than	 any	 other
political	 force	 in	 the	country—including	 the	 ruling	party,”	professors	Samer
Shehata	 and	 Joshua	 Stacher	 wrote	 in	 their	 2006	 study	 of	 Brotherhood
parliamentarians.	“Their	parliamentary	bloc	has	demonstrated	its	seriousness
through	an	unmatched	record	of	attendance…	.	Brotherhood	parliamentarians
have	 committed	 themselves	 to	 learning	 about	 a	 range	 of	 important	 issues
facing	 the	 nation,	 from	 maritime	 safety	 to	 avian	 flu	 and	 educational
reform.”23

Analysts	 further	 argued	 that	 electoral	 participation	 moderated	 the
Brotherhood	 by	 forcing	 it	 to	 interact	 and	 compromise	 with	 other	 political
forces.	 “Although	 the	 Brotherhood	 entered	 the	 political	 system	 in	 order	 to
change	 it,	 it	 ended	 up	 being	 changed	 by	 the	 system,”	 Emory	 University
professor	 Carrie	 Rosefsky	 Wickham	 wrote	 in	 the	 February	 2011	 Foreign
Affairs,	 just	 as	 Mubarak’s	 demise	 appeared	 imminent.	 “Leaders	 who	 were
elected	 to	 professional	 syndicates	 engaged	 in	 sustained	 dialogue	 and
cooperation	 with	 members	 of	 other	 political	 movements,	 including	 secular
Arab	 nationalists.	 Through	 such	 interactions,	 Islamists	 and	 Arabists	 found
common	ground	in	the	call	for	an	expansion	of	public	freedoms,	democracy,
and	respect	for	human	rights	and	the	rule	of	law,	all	of	which,	they	admitted,
their	movements	had	neglected	in	the	past.”24

Columbia	University	 instructor	Mona	el-Ghobashy	agreed.	 “The	 case	of



the	 [Brotherhood]	 confirms	 that	 it	 is	 the	 institutional	 rules	 of	 participation
rather	 than	 the	 commandments	 of	 ideology	 that	 motivate	 political	 parties,”
she	 wrote	 in	 2005.	 “Even	 the	 most	 ideologically	 committed	 and
organizationally	stalwart	parties	are	transformed	in	the	process	of	interacting
with	competitors,	citizens,	and	the	state.	Ideology	and	organization	bow	to	the
terms	of	participation.”25

Hamid	took	this	even	further,	claiming	that	the	Brotherhood	had	rethought
some	its	core	demands	to	widen	its	appeal.	“In	the	past	few	years,	instead	of
calling	for	an	‘Islamic	state,’	…	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	began	calling	for	a
‘civil,	 democratic	 state	 with	 an	 Islamic	 reference,’	 suggesting	 a	 newfound
commitment	 to	 the	separation	of	mosque	and	state	 (although	not	of	 religion
and	politics),”	he	wrote	just	after	the	2011	uprising.26

Finally,	 others	 argued	 that	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 persistent	 electoral
participation	 despite	 repression	 indicated	 its	 strong	 commitment	 to
democracy.	 “The	Egyptian	Muslim	Brotherhood	…	 [has]	 done	 pretty	much
everything	[it]	 could	 reasonably	 do	 to	 demonstrate	 [its]	 commitment	 to	 the
democratic	process,	often	paying	heavy	costs	for	[its]	efforts,”	wrote	Lynch	in
2008,	adding	that	while	the	Brotherhood	hadn’t	necessarily	“answered	all	the
questions,”	its	“demonstrated	commitment	to	the	democratic	game	is	no	small
thing	and	should	not	be	undervalued.”27

Of	course,	as	this	book	documents,	the	Brotherhood’s	autocratic	behavior
in	power	discredited	the	“moderate	Muslim	Brotherhood”	argument	to	a	great
extent—and	not	because	 the	Brotherhood’s	behavior	or	goals	 fundamentally
changed	once	it	became	Egypt’s	ruling	party,	as	some	have	argued.28	Rather,
those	who	 touted	 the	Brotherhood’s	 “moderation”	mistakenly	privileged	 the
group’s	political	tactics,	which	have	shifted	over	time,	in	their	analysis,	while
downplaying	 the	 totalitarian	 and	 anti-Western	 goals	 that	 have	 defined	 the
Brotherhood	since	its	founding.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 Brotherhood’s	 ideological	 roots	 date	 back	 to	 the	 so-called	 crisis	 of
modernity	 that	 began	 with	 Napoleon’s	 1798	 invasion	 of	 Egypt.	 France’s
occupation	of	Egypt	was	short-lived—it	withdrew	three	years	later—and	few
Egyptians	interacted	with	the	French	scientists	who	came	to	Egypt	during	this
period.	But	 the	speed	and	efficiency	of	Napoleon’s	conquest,	 in	which	only
twenty-nine	French	soldiers	died	compared	with	over	two	thousand	Mamluk



fighters,	highlighted	Western	technological	and	military	superiority.29	Then	in
the	 century	 that	 followed,	 European	 power	 expanded	 considerably	 within
Muslim	 lands.	 By	 the	 time	 of	 Muslim	 Brotherhood	 founder	 Hassan	 al-
Banna’s	 birth	 in	 1906,	 France	 had	 established	 colonies	 in	Algeria,	 Tunisia,
and	Morocco,	while	Britain	occupied	Egypt,	Sudan,	and	Yemen.

Europe’s	 supremacy	 in	 Muslim	 lands	 greatly	 unnerved	 the	 Islamic
thinkers	of	this	era.	Why,	they	asked,	had	the	Islamic	world	fallen	behind	the
West?	Why	was	the	Islamic	world,	which	in	the	year	1000	controlled	territory
from	as	far	west	as	present-day	Morocco	and	Spain	to	the	edge	of	the	Indian
subcontinent	in	the	east,	now	dominated	by	European	imperialists?	And	how
could	 the	 Muslim	 world	 resist	 European	 encroachment	 and	 reemerge	 as	 a
great	global	civilization?

For	one	set	of	Islamic	thinkers,	who	became	known	as	the	“modernists,”
Western	 scientific	 advances	 fueled	 European	 supremacy.	 “The	 Europeans
have	now	put	their	hand	on	every	part	of	the	world.	The	English	have	reached
Afghanistan;	the	French	have	seized	Tunisia,”	remarked	Sayyid	Jamal	al-Din
al-Afghani,	 one	 of	 the	 forerunners	 of	 Islamic	 modernism,	 during	 an	 1882
address	 in	 India.	 “In	 reality,	 this	 usurpation,	 aggression,	 and	 conquest	 have
come	not	from	the	French	or	the	English.	Rather	it	is	science	that	manifests	its
greatness	 and	 power…	 .	 If	we	 study	 the	 riches	 of	 the	world,	we	 learn	 that
wealth	 is	 the	 result	 of	 commerce,	 industry,	 and	 agriculture.	 Agriculture	 is
achieved	 only	with	 agricultural	 science,	 botanical	 chemistry,	 and	 geometry.
Industry	is	produced	only	with	physics,	chemistry,	mechanics,	geometry	and
mathematics;	and	commerce	is	based	on	agriculture	and	industry.”30

Modernists	 such	 as	 Afghani	 argued	 that	 Islam	 embraced	 science	 and
could	therefore	achieve	the	same	advances	that	made	the	West	powerful	and
prosperous.	 After	 all,	 they	 argued,	 Islam	 was	 a	 religion	 with	 scientific,
rationalist	underpinnings.	The	Qur’an,	argued	Afghani’s	protégé	Muhammad
‘Abduh,	“does	not	require	our	acceptance	of	its	contents	simply	on	the	ground
of	 its	 own	 statement	 of	 them.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 it	 offers	 arguments	 and
evidence…	.	It	spoke	to	 the	rational	mind	and	alerted	the	 intelligence.	It	set
out	order	 in	 the	universe,	…	and	 inspired	 a	 lively	 scrutiny	of	 them	 that	 the
mind	must	be	sure	of	the	validity	of	its	claims	and	message.”

So	why	had	 the	 Islamic	world	 fallen	behind	 the	West?	According	 to	 the
modernists,	 the	 leading	 Islamic	 scholars,	 known	 as	 ulema,	 had	 abandoned



science.	Rather	 than	 interpreting	sharī’ah	 using	 reason,	 they	 simply	 applied
traditional	(taqlīdī)	interpretations	and	then	taught	their	students	to	memorize
and	apply	the	same	rulings.	This,	‘Abduh	argued,	was	contrary	to	the	Prophet
Muhammad’s	teachings.	“In	[the	Prophet	Muhammad’s]	preaching,”	‘Abduh
wrote,	“he	took	up	the	cudgels	against	the	slaves	of	habit	and	traditionalists,
calling	on	them	to	liberate	themselves	from	bondage	and	throw	off	the	chains
withholding	them	from	action	and	from	hope.”31

For	 the	 modernists,	 applying	 a	 scientific	 approach	 to	 sharī’ah	 meant
reinterpreting	it	for	contemporary	needs.	The	modernists	therefore	advocated
the	use	of	 the	Islamic	 jurisprudential	 tools	known	as	 ijtihād,	or	 independent
reasoning,	 and	 istiṣlāḥ,	 which	 means	 interpreting	 sharī’ah	 for	 achieving
social	 benefits.	 The	 answer	 to	 the	 Islamic	 world’s	 decline,	 in	 other	 words,
existed	 within	 Islam	 itself.	 Muslims	 could	 resist	 Western	 influence	 by
reinterpreting	 sharī’ah	 for	 modern	 times	 and	 then	 implementing	 it	 as	 law.
This	would	engender	prosperity	and	power.

Hassan	al-Banna	was	an	intellectual	descendant	of	the	modernists.	Indeed,
al-Banna’s	father,	an	imam,	studied	under	‘Abduh	at	al-Azhar	University,	and
al-Banna	was	steeped	in	‘Abduh’s	and	Afghani’s	writings.32	He	was	also	an
avid	 reader	 of	 the	 journal	 Al-Manar,	 whose	 publisher,	 Rashid	 Rida,	 was
perhaps	‘Abduh’s	most	famous	protégé.33

Al-Banna	founded	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	in	1928	to	address	 the	same
two	 problems	 that	 aroused	 the	modernists:	 the	 Islamic	 world’s	 decline	 and
Western	hegemony.	Like	 the	modernists,	 al-Banna	believed	 that	 the	keys	 to
societal	 progress	 existed	 within	 traditional	 Islamic	 texts	 and	 that	 it	 was
Muslims’	duty	 to	 implement	 them.	“The	Qur’an	 is	 the	comprehensive	work
which	 contains	 the	 fundamentals	 of	 this	 all-embracing	 social	 reformation,”
wrote	al-Banna	in	one	of	his	treatises.	“It	is	demanded	of	the	Muslim	that	he
fulfill	 these	obligations	and	put	them	into	practice	as	 the	Qur’anic	order	has
set	them	out.”34

Al-Banna	 also	 shared	 the	 modernists’	 belief	 that	 sharī’ah	 could	 be
reinterpreted	to	satisfy	changing	societal	circumstances.	“The	nature	of	Islam
keeps	pace	with	the	times	and	the	nations	and	responded	to	all	purposes	and
demands,”	al-Banna	told	the	Muslim	Brotherhood’s	Fifth	Conference	in	1939,
“and	this	is	why	Islam	doesn’t	ever	refuse	to	benefit	from	every	good	regime
that	doesn’t	conflict	with	its	overall	rules	and	general	message.”35	And,	in	al-



Banna’s	 view,	 achieving	 prosperity	 meant	 implementing	 Islam	 to	 govern
every	 matter	 because	 Islam	 is	 an	 “all-embracing	 concept	 which	 regulates
every	aspect	of	life,	adjudicating	on	every	one	of	its	concerns	and	prescribing
for	it	a	solid	and	rigorous	order.”36	This	notion	of	Islam	as	an	“all-embracing
concept”	is	captured	in	the	Brotherhood’s	motto:	“Allah	is	our	objective,	the
Prophet	 is	 our	 leader,	 the	Qur’an	 is	 our	 constitution,	 jihad	 is	 our	way,	 and
death	for	the	sake	of	God	is	our	highest	aspiration.”37

What	 did	 implementing	 Islam	 as	 an	 “all-embracing	 concept”	 mean	 in
practical	 terms?	Al-Banna	 provided	 only	 a	 few	 hints.	 Islam,	 he	wrote,	was
compatible	 with	 parliaments	 and	 constitutions	 so	 long	 as	 these	 institutions
worked	 according	 to	 Islamic	 principles.	 Yet	 he	 was	 skeptical	 of	 political
parties,	seeing	 them	as	corrupt,	as	well	as	mechanisms	 for	 sowing	divisions
that	benefitted	foreign	powers.38	On	economics,	al-Banna’s	views	were	a	mix
of	socialism	and	asceticism:	He	called	for	redistributing	wealth	and	property
and	urged	Muslims	to	reduce	their	luxury	spending	and	focus	on	necessities.39

But	 for	 the	 most	 part,	 al-Banna’s	 writings	 emphasize	 those	 things	 that	 an
Islamist	 order	 would	 ban:	 prostitution,	 alcohol,	 interest-based	 banking,	 and
anything	 that	 contradicts	 sharī’ah,	 including	 “every	 feature	 of	 the	 modern
renaissance	which	is	contrary	to	the	principles	of	Islam.”40	In	other	words,	al-
Banna’s	Islamism	was	reactionary—it	did	not	offer	a	positive	vision	of	what
an	Islamic	state	would	entail	in	any	specific	terms.

Who	was	responsible	for	the	fact	that	the	Muslim	world	was	not	governed
according	 to	 these	 principles?	 Whereas	 the	 modernists	 typically	 blamed
Islamic	 teachers	 and	 scholars,	 al-Banna	 blamed	 the	 West	 for	 introducing
secularist	 ideas	 that	 stirred	 confusion	 and	 disunity	 among	 contemporary
Muslims:

[Muslims]	have	been	assailed	on	the	political	side	by	imperialist
aggression	 on	 the	 part	 of	 their	 enemies,	 and	 by	 factionalism,
rivalry,	division,	and	disunity	on	the	part	of	their	sons.	They	have
been	 assailed	 on	 the	 economic	 side	 by	 the	 propagation	 of
usurious	 practices	 throughout	 all	 their	 social	 classes,	 and	 the
exploitation	 of	 their	 resources	 and	 natural	 treasures	 by	 foreign
companies.	They	have	been	 afflicted	 on	 the	 intellectual	 side	 by
anarchy,	 defection,	 and	 heresy	 which	 destroy	 their	 religious
beliefs	and	overthrow	the	ideals	within	their	sons’	breasts.41



Remedying	this,	al-Banna	argued,	required	“that	the	Islamic	fatherland	be
freed	from	all	foreign	domination,”	after	which	“a	free	Islamic	state	may	arise
in	this	free	fatherland,	acting	according	to	the	precepts	of	Islam.”42

How	would	 this	 Islamic	 liberation	be	achieved?	Here	 is	where	al-Banna
made	his	most	formidable	contribution	to	Islamist	thought,	articulating	a	step-
by-step,	 ground-up	 process	 for	 implementing	 Islam	 as	 an	 “all-embracing
concept”	in	Egypt	and	beyond.

This	process,	al-Banna	wrote,	starts	with	the	“reform	of	the	individual”	to
ensure	that	he	is	physically	fit,	educated,	organized,	useful	to	others,	“correct
in	his	beliefs,”	and	“prays	properly.”	The	reformed	Muslim	individual	should
then	 create	 a	 “Muslim	 home,”	 which	 “maintains	 the	 ethics	 of	 Islam	 in
manifestations	 of	 home	 life,”	 including	 “the	 proper	 education	 of	 children”
who	 should	 be	 “raised	 according	 to	 the	 principles	 of	 Islam.”	 Next,	 the
reformed	 Muslim	 should	 “guide	 the	 community”	 through	 preaching,
“encouraging	virtues	…	and	the	initiative	to	do	good,”	with	the	ultimate	goal
of	“winning	public	opinion	to	the	side	of	the	Islamic	idea.”

Thereafter,	the	Islamized	society	should	“liberate	the	nation	to	rid	it	from
all	 foreign—non-Islamic—domination,	 political,	 economic,	 and	 spiritual.”
Once	 this	 is	 accomplished,	 the	 society	 should	“reform	 the	government	until
it’s	 truly	Islamic,”	meaning	that	“its	members	are	Muslims	who	perform	the
obligations	of	Islam”	and	that	the	government	“executes	the	rulings	of	Islam
and	 its	 teachings.”	Al-Banna	clarified	 that	non-Muslims	would	be	permitted
to	serve	in	this	Islamic	government	but	only	so	long	as	they	“agree	with	the
general	rules	of	an	Islamic	regime.”

Finally,	 the	 Islamic	 state	 should	 seek	 to	 restore	 “the	 international	 entity
for	the	Islamic	nation,	to	liberate	their	countries,”	so	that	the	caliphate,	which
ended	 following	 the	 fall	 of	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 in	 1924,	 is	 reestablished.
This,	al-Banna	asserted,	would	lead	to	ustadhīyat	al-‘alam—“mastery	of	 the
world”—as	 the	 call	 to	 implement	 Islam	would	 spread	 further.43	 Indeed,	 al-
Banna	 anticipated	 that	 Islam	 would	 ultimately	 govern	 everyone—Muslims
and	non-Muslims	alike.	“The	Noble	Qur’an,”	wrote	al-Banna,	“appoints	 the
Muslims	 as	 guardians	 over	 humanity	 …	 and	 grants	 them	 the	 right	 of
suzerainty	 and	 dominion	 over	 the	 world	 in	 order	 to	 carry	 out	 this	 sublime
commission.”44

In	 short,	 al-Banna	 sought	 to	 implement	his	 interpretation	of	 Islam	as	 an



“all-embracing	concept”	from	the	grass	roots	up.	He	would	start	by	recruiting
individuals	 to	his	Islamist	cause,	who	would	 then	build	families	around	that
cause.	Those	families	would	then	promote	that	cause	in	the	society,	ultimately
building	support	for	establishing	an	“Islamic	state,”	which	would	then	be	the
building	block	of	a	new	global	Islamic	order.

The	 Muslim	 Brotherhood	 was	 al-Banna’s	 vehicle	 for	 achieving	 this
Islamizing	vision.	Its	members	are	fully	indoctrinated	according	to	al-Banna’s
understanding	 of	 Islam	 as	 an	 “all-embracing	 concept”	 and	 vetted	 for	 their
commitment	 to	 promoting	 it.	 They	 are	 then	 organized	 in	 a	 rigid	 national
hierarchy,	which	is	designed	to	spread	al-Banna’s	ideas	within	the	society	and
build	support	for	empowering	the	organization’s	ideas	locally	and	globally.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

To	ensure	 that	every	Muslim	Brother	 is	 fully	committed	 to	 the	 organization
and	its	ideological	goals,	the	Brotherhood	subjects	every	prospective	member
to	 a	 five-to-eight-year	 indoctrination	 process	 known	 as	 tarbīah,	 meaning
“education.”

The	tarbīah	process	begins	at	recruitment.	On	university	campuses	and	in
mosques	throughout	Egypt,	specially	designated	local	Brotherhood	members
scout	for	pious	individuals,	such	as	those	who	pray	five	times	a	day	or	have
memorized	parts	of	the	Qur’an.45	Initially,	Brotherhood	recruiters	engage	the
prospective	 members	 in	 nonreligious	 social	 activities,	 such	 as	 soccer	 or
tutoring,	so	that	the	Brotherhood	can	judge	whether	the	prospect	would	be	a
good	 fit	 for	 the	 organization.	 Prospects	 are	 formally	 invited	 to	 join	 the
Brotherhood	only	after	their	religiosity	is	confirmed,	which	can	take	as	long
as	 one	 year.46	 Muslim	 Brothers’	 children	 are	 typically	 introduced	 to	 the
organization	 at	 a	 younger	 age	 through	 the	 organization’s	 “cubs”	 (ashbāl)
division,	which	runs	activities	for	boys	nine	to	thirteen	years	old.47

Once	a	recruit	agrees	to	join	the	organization,	he	becomes	a	muḥibb,	or	a
“lover.”	 During	 this	 first	 stage	 in	 the	 five-stage	 promotional	 process,	 the
recruiter	continues	monitoring	the	muḥibb’s	personal	piety,	including	whether
he	prays	 regularly	 and	 fasts	 on	Ramadan,	 as	well	 as	whether	 he	 gets	 along
with	 other	 Muslim	 Brothers.48	 The	 muḥibb	 also	 participates	 in	 the
Brotherhood’s	 social	 activities,	 which	 include	 recreational	 activities	 with
other	Muslim	 Brothers	 as	 well	 as	 community	 work,	 and	 begins	 a	 rigorous
study	of	Islamic	and	Brotherhood-sanctioned	texts.49



The	muḥibb	stage	typically	lasts	from	six	months	to	one	year.	To	advance
to	the	next	stage,	the	muḥibb’s	superiors	must	affirm	that	he	avoids	sins,	prays
with	 spirit,	 embraces	 al-Banna’s	 notion	 of	 Islam	 as	 an	 “all-embracing
concept,”	and	is	connected	to	a	Brotherhood-approved	preacher.	The	muḥibb
must	also	pass	an	exam	that	tests	his	religious	knowledge	and	practices.50

At	 the	second	stage,	 the	 rising	Muslim	Brother	becomes	a	mu’ayyad,	or
“supporter.”	At	 this	 stage,	which	 lasts	 for	 one-and-a-half	 to	 three	years,	 the
mu’ayyad	 becomes	more	 involved	 in	 the	Brotherhood’s	 political	 and	 social
activities,	 such	 as	 preaching	 and	 teaching	 in	mosques,	 as	well	 as	 recruiting
new	Muslim	Brothers.	The	mu’ayyad	 is	 also	 introduced	 to	 a	more	 rigorous
curriculum,	which	 emphasizes	memorization	 of	 parts	 of	 the	Qur’an	 and	 al-
Banna’s	teachings.

To	 advance	 to	 the	 next	 level,	 the	mu’ayyad	must	 participate	 in	monthly
“belief	nights,”	during	which	Muslim	Brothers	fast	while	spending	the	night
praying	and	reading	the	Qur’an.	His	superiors	must	also	affirm	that	he	 lives
an	Islamic	way	of	life,	has	memorized	certain	chapters	of	the	Qur’an,	knows
Islamic	purification	practices,	has	 studied	al-Banna’s	biography,	defends	 the
Brotherhood	 from	 attacks	 against	 it,	 follows	 the	 organization’s	 decisions,
actively	 implements	 those	 decisions,	 and	 works	 to	 recruit	 people	 to	 Islam.
Before	moving	to	the	next	stage,	the	mu’ayyad	is	also	administered	a	written
or	oral	exam.51

Next,	the	rising	Muslim	Brother	becomes	a	muntasib,	or	“affiliate,”	which
lasts	for	approximately	one	year.	As	a	muntasib,	 the	Muslim	Brother	begins
working	 in	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood’s	 official	 divisions,	 such	 as	 those
dedicated	to	serving	workers,	students,	or	youths,	and	he	also	begins	paying
membership	dues,	known	as	 ishtirak,	 that	 range	from	6	 to	10	percent	of	his
earnings.	Whereas	the	earlier	stages	focus	on	indoctrination,	 the	muntasib	 is
effectively	a	professionalized	Brother,	and	he	is	primarily	judged	on	how	he
fulfills	 major	 tasks,	 such	 as	 organizing	 Brotherhood	 social	 services,
recruitment,	 or	 preaching.	 To	 advance	 to	 the	 next	 level,	 the	 muntasib’s
superiors	 must	 be	 satisfied	 with	 his	 work,	 and	 he	 is	 also	 tested	 on	 his
knowledge	 of	 more	 advanced	 religious	 texts.	 Finally,	 his	 superiors	 must
affirm	 that	 his	 political	 views	 are	 compatible	 with	 the	 organization’s
ideology.52

At	 the	 fourth	 level,	 the	 Muslim	 Brother	 is	 called	 a	 muntaẓim,	 or



“organizer.”	At	this	stage,	which	often	lasts	two	years,	the	Muslim	Brother	is
expected	 to	play	an	active	 role	within	 the	organization	and	can	hold	certain
local	 leadership	 positions.	 The	muntaẓim	 is	 also	 expected	 to	 memorize	 the
Qur’an	and	sayings	of	the	Prophet	Muhammad,53	and	his	superiors	may	 test
his	loyalty	to	the	organization	by	posing	as	security	officials	and	monitoring
whether	 he	 shares	 internal	 information.	 As	 before,	 his	 commitment	 to
following	 orders—such	 as	 participating	 in	 demonstrations	 or	 organizing
conferences—is	also	monitored.54

Finally,	at	the	fifth	stage,	the	candidate	becomes	an	akh	‘amal,	or	“active
brother,”	at	which	point	he	 is	considered	a	 full-fledged	member	with	voting
rights.55	Upon	becoming	an	akh	‘amal,	he	takes	the	following	oath	(bay’a):

I	 pledge	 allegiance	 in	 the	 name	 of	God	 and	 swear	 to	God	 and
promise	 to	be	a	 loyal	soldier	 in	 the	Muslim	Brotherhood	and	 to
listen	 and	 obey	 in	 hardship	 and	 ease,	whether	willingly	 or	 not,
except	in	disobedience	to	God.	And	[I	vow]	to	impact	others	and
not	 to	 dispute	 commands	 and	 that	 I	 will	 expend	 my	 efforts,
money,	and	blood	in	the	path	of	God	and	[will	do]	what	I	can	for
the	sake	of	God,	and	God	is	who	I	call	my	advocate.	“Whoever
breaks	his	 oath	deviates	 from	himself.	And	whoever	 fulfills	 his
pledge	to	God	will	be	offered	great	reward”	[Qur’an	48:10].56

If	 a	Muslim	Brother	 violates	 this	 oath	 by	 disobeying	 the	 organization’s
directives,	 the	 organization	 may	 appoint	 a	 committee	 to	 investigate	 his
activities	and	may	dismiss	him.57



Figure	2.1	The	Muslim	Brotherhood’s	Tarbīah	Process

The	tarbīah	process	thus	vets	every	Muslim	Brother	for	his	commitment
to	 the	organization’s	 Islamizing	principles	 and	prepares	 him	 to	 carry	 on	 the
Brotherhood’s	work	of	spreading	and	empowering	those	principles	within	the
society.	 The	 tarbīah	 process	 also	 contributes	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s
cohesiveness.	 After	 all,	 the	 sheer	 length	 of	 time	 that	 it	 takes	 to	 become	 a
Muslim	 Brother	 means	 that	 defections	 are	 relatively	 rare.	 By	 the	 time	 the
five-to-eight-year	 (and	 sometimes	 longer)	process	 is	 completed,	 the	Muslim
Brother’s	 social	 life	 revolves	 almost	 entirely	 around	 the	 organization,	 and
leaving	the	organization	would	thus	entail	excommunication	from	his	closest
friends.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

During	 the	 tarbīah	 process,	 every	 Muslim	 Brother	 is	 integrated	 into	 the
organization’s	 nationwide	 chain	 of	 command,	 which	 is	 structured	 for
spreading	al-Banna’s	 Islamizing	message	 throughout	 the	 society,	 so	 that	 the
organization	 can	 ultimately	 win	 power	 and	 establish	 an	 Islamic	 state.	 This



chain	 of	 command	 has	 two	 components:	 the	 “field	 apparatus,”	 which	 is
designed	to	penetrate	each	geographic	region	of	Egypt,	and	the	“professional
operations”	unit,	which	 is	 designed	 to	 attract	 adherents	 from	within	various
societal	and	vocational	sectors.58

The	 lowest	 level	 of	 the	 field	 apparatus	 comprises	 thousands	 of
Brotherhood	cells	known	as	usar,	meaning	“families.”	Consisting	of	 five	 to
ten	 members,	 the	 usar	 are	 scattered	 throughout	 virtually	 every	 town	 and
neighborhood	 in	Egypt,	and	 they	are	 tasked	with	executing	commands	from
superior	 tiers	 of	 the	Brotherhood’s	 leadership	 at	 the	 local	 level.	Each	usrah
(singular	 of	 usar)	 is	 headed	 by	 a	 naqīb,	 or	 chief,	 and	 it	 meets	 weekly	 for
approximately	 three	 hours.	 In	 these	 meetings,	 Muslim	 Brothers	 recite	 the
Qur’an,	present	sections	of	Brotherhood’s	curriculum	to	each	other,	and	study
Islamic	legal	texts.	They	also	discuss	current	events,	share	matters	from	their
personal	 lives,	 and	 organize	 the	 administration	 of	 their	 local	 activities.59

Finally,	 Muslim	 Brothers	 pay	 their	 membership	 dues	 during	 the	 usrah
meetings.

The	 usrah	 meetings	 serve	 two	 essential	 purposes	 for	 the	 organization.
First,	the	doctrinal	discussions	enable	local	Brotherhood	leaders	to	ensure	that
their	cadres	are	unified	behind	the	organization’s	goals,	so	they	can	intervene
with	any	member	who	appears	to	be	diverging.	Second,	the	regularity	of	these
meetings	strengthens	the	social	bonds	among	members	and	thereby	ensures	a
unity	of	action.	Indeed,	the	members	of	a	Muslim	Brother’s	usrah	become	his
closest	 friends—the	 kinds	 of	 people	 who	 will	 loan	 him	money	 if	 he	 faces
financial	 troubles	 or	 who	 will	 take	 care	 of	 his	 family	 if	 he	 becomes	 ill	 or
incapacitated.	He	 therefore	 faces	 a	 type	 of	 peer	 pressure	 that	 prevents	 him
from	shirking	his	responsibilities	to	the	organization.

Approximately	 six	 to	 twelve	 usar	 comprise	 a	 shu’abah,	 or	 “branch,”
which	is	the	next	level	up	in	the	Brotherhood’s	chain	of	command.	A	mas’ul,
or	official,	chairs	the	shu’abah,	and	an	administrative	board	of	five	to	seven
members,	 which	 meets	 every	 two	 weeks,	 manages	 the	 Brotherhood’s
activities	 within	 the	 shu’abah.	 Broader	 questions	 of	 local	 strategy	 are
discussed	in	the	shura	(consultative)	committee,	which	can	include	up	to	forty
local	 members	 and	 meets	 semiannually.	 All	 of	 the	 individuals	 in	 these
positions	are	elected	every	four	years.60

The	shu’abah	 leadership	has	 two	primary	 responsibilities:	 spreading	 the



Brotherhood’s	 ideology	 and	 recruiting	 talented	 individuals	 within	 its
geographic	 domain.	 But	 it	 plays	 two	 additional	 roles.	 First,	 it	 composes
semiannual	 reports	 about	 local	 conditions	 that	 are	 sent	 to	 higher	 tiers	 of
Brotherhood	 leadership,	 thereby	 informing	 those	 leaders’	 regional	 and
national	strategies.	Second,	the	shu’abah	ensures	that	commands	from	the	top
of	 the	Brotherhood’s	hierarchy	are	 implemented	on	 the	ground	by	 the	usar.
For	this	reason,	every	shu’abah	official	must	take	the	following	oath:	“I	swear
by	 Almighty	 God	 that	 I	 will	 be	 a	 faithful	 guard	 to	 the	 principles	 of	 the
Muslim	Brothers	 and	 their	 foundational	organization	and	 trust	 their	 leaders,
executing	 the	 decisions	 of	 the	 Guidance	 Office	 and	 the	 decisions	 of	 the
administrative	office,	even	if	I	have	a	different	opinion,	struggling	for	God’s
will,	and	I	promise	God	this,	God	is	my	agent.”61

Every	successive	layer	of	the	Brotherhood’s	pyramidal	chain	of	command
is	organized	in	a	similar	fashion:	An	administrative	board	manages	its	day-to-
day	affairs,	and	a	larger	shura	committee	meets	a	few	times	a	year	to	provide
feedback	 and	 advice	on	broader	 strategic	 questions.62	 The	 remainder	 of	 the
Brotherhood’s	 hierarchy	 is	 as	 follows:	 Three	 to	 five	 shu’ab	 constitute	 a
minṭaqah,	 or	 “area”;	 all	 of	 the	manaṭiq	 in	 a	 given	 province	 are	 organized
under	the	administrative	office	of	the	muḥāfaẓah,	or	“governorate.”

The	 Guidance	 Office	 (maktab	 al-irshad),	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood’s
executive	bureau,	stands	at	the	very	top	of	this	nationwide	chain	of	command.
According	to	the	Brotherhood’s	internal	bylaws,	it	“oversees	the	progress	of
outreach	 (da’wah)	 and	 guides	 its	 policy	 and	 administration.”	 It	 has
approximately	fifteen	to	twenty	members	(the	number	historically	 fluctuated
due	 to	 repression	 and	 other	 political	 developments),	 and	 a	Muslim	Brother
must	have	held	the	highest	rank	of	akh	‘amal	for	at	least	three	years	in	order
to	be	elected	to	 the	Guidance	Office.63	 In	 theory,	Guidance	Office	members
are	elected	to	four-year	terms,	but	in	practice	the	threat	of	repression	and	the
Brotherhood’s	 culture	 of	 political	 obedience	 meant	 that	 Guidance	 Office
members	 were	 effectively	 selected	 through	 consensus	 and	 in	 many	 cases
enjoyed	life	terms.

The	Guidance	Office	is	advised	by	the	General	Shura	Committee	 (not	 to
be	confused	with	the	Shura	Council,	Egypt’s	upper	parliamentary	house	until
2014),	which	includes	approximately	110	members	and	effectively	serves	as
the	Brotherhood’s	national	 legislative	branch.	All	Guidance	Office	members
are	 also	 members	 of	 the	 General	 Shura	 Committee.	 Finally,	 this	 entire



hierarchy	is	chaired	by	a	Supreme	Guide,	who	must	be	at	least	forty	years	old
and	 have	 been	 a	 Brother	 for	 at	 least	 fifteen	 years.	 The	 Supreme	 Guide	 is
elected	by	the	General	Shura	Committee	and	serves	a	six-year	term	that	can
be	renewed.64

Figure	2.2	The	Muslim	Brotherhood’s	Nationwide	Chain	of	Command

The	 second	 component	 of	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood’s	 nationwide
hierarchy	 is	 its	 “professional	 operations”	 infrastructure.	 This	 comprises
various	thematic	“divisions”	(aqsām),	each	of	which	handles	a	different	type
of	 task	 within	 the	 organization.	 These	 include	 divisions	 dedicated	 to
preaching,	 which	 focuses	 on	 spreading	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 message	 and
recruiting	 in	 mosques;	 education,	 which	 administers	 the	 Brotherhood’s
curriculum;	 workers,	 which	 seeks	 to	 recruit	 Muslim	 Brothers	 from	 within
labor	unions;	professionals,	which	seeks	to	organize	Brotherhood	activities	in
the	professional	syndicates;	students,	which	oversees	Brotherhood	university
activities	and	campus	recruitment;	media,	which	focuses	on	the	Brotherhood’s
external	 messaging;	 politics,	 which	 focuses	 on	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 political
work	 and	 coordination	 with	 other	 political	 organizations;	 religious,	 which
prepares	Brotherhood	statements	on	doctrinal	matters;	sisters,	which	oversees



the	 work	 of	 the	 Muslim	 Sisters,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 female	 division;	 and
financial,	 which	 handles	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 expenses	 and	 collects	 dues.65

These	portfolios	have	shifted	and	been	renamed	at	various	points	during	 the
Brotherhood’s	history,	but	the	basic	structure	has	not	changed.

Each	 Guidance	 Office	 leader	 oversees	 a	 different	 portfolio	 and	 is	 thus
responsible	 for	executing	a	 section	of	 the	Brotherhood’s	work	on	a	national
level.	The	administrative	offices	of	each	subsidiary	level	in	the	Brotherhood’s
chain	of	 command—from	 the	governorate	 level	 down	 to	 the	 shu’abah—are
similarly	 organized,	 with	 individual	 leaders	 overseeing	 various	 portfolios.
Ground-level	 members	 are	 also	 tasked	 with	 specific	 responsibilities	 within
their	“usar.”	This	ensures	that	virtually	every	Muslim	Brother,	from	the	very
top	of	its	chain	of	command	to	the	very	bottom,	knows	his	role,	whether	that
entails	 managing	 new	 Muslim	 Brothers’	 tarbīah	 process,	 preaching	 at	 the
local	mosque,	administering	local	finances,	or	running	student	programs.

In	 other	 words,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 chain	 of	 command	 isn’t	 just
bureaucratic	 trivia.	 It	 is	 an	 essential	 part	 of	what	 it	means	 to	 be	 a	Muslim
Brother.	It	defines	every	Muslim	Brother’s	precise	task,	which	he	has	taken	an
oath	 to	 fulfill,	 even	 if	 he	 has	 misgivings.	 And	 the	 tarbīah	 process	 teaches
every	Muslim	Brother	that	working	through	the	organization	and	following	its
leaders’	 directives	 are	 essential	 to	 implementing	 al-Banna’s	 vision	 of
Islamizing	society,	building	an	Islamic	state,	and	erecting	a	neocaliphate	that
will	challenge	the	West	in	the	long	run.	Most	important,	the	Muslim	Brother
is	taught	that	this	political	mission	is	“the	true	Islam.”

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

In	 short,	 the	Muslim	 Brotherhood	 was	 never	 a	 moderate	 organization	 or	 a
democratic	one	in	any	sense	of	that	word.	It	is	a	rigidly	hierarchical,	purpose-
driven	 vanguard	 that	 seeks	 total	 control	 over	 its	 members	 so	 that	 it	 can
mobilize	 them	 for	 empowering	 Hassan	 al-Banna’s	 deeply	 politicized
interpretation	 of	 Islam	 as	 an	 “all-embracing	 concept.”	 It	 accepts	 electoral
institutions	 as	 a	 mechanism	 for	 winning	 power,	 but	 its	 ultimate	 goal	 is
theocratic:	 It	 seeks	 to	 establish	 an	 Islamic	 state	 and	 ultimately	 establish	 a
global	 Islamic	 state	 that	will	 challenge	 the	West.	And	 following	Mubarak’s
ouster,	 it	was	 the	only	political	 group	 in	Egypt	with	 a	 nationwide	machine.
The	 Brotherhood	 therefore	 had	 an	 unprecedented	 opportunity	 to	 finally
transition	 from	 spreading	 its	 message	 within	 Egyptian	 society	 to	 pursuing



power	outright.

But	would	it?



3	
Postrevolutionary	Posturing

Hosni	Mubarak’s	 February	 2011	 ouster	 brought	 forth	 a	 patriotic	 pride	 that
Egypt	hadn’t	experienced	 in	decades.	For	many	Egyptians,	 the	eighteen-day
uprising	 had	 restored	 the	 country’s	 dignity,	 toppling	 an	 aging	 and	 corrupt
dictator	 and	 preventing	 him	 from	 bequeathing	 power	 to	 his	 son.	 Egyptian
flags	were	suddenly	ubiquitous,	radio	stations	played	patriotic	songs	on	loop,
and	 seemingly	 every	 commercial	 advertising	 campaign	 tapped	 into	 the
postrevolutionary	spirit.

Yet	 the	 political	 reality	 was	 hardly	 revolutionary.	 The	 cabinet	 that
Mubarak	appointed	in	late	January,	headed	by	Prime	Minister	Ahmed	Shafik,
largely	remained	in	place.	The	Interior	Ministry,	whose	brutal	police	had	been
the	uprising’s	initial	target,	was	weakened	but	not	reformed.	And	the	Egyptian
military	now	controlled	the	country,	meaning	that	 the	octogenarian	Mubarak
was	replaced	by	his	septuagenarian	defense	minister,	Field	Marshal	Mohamed
Hussein	Tantawi.

The	 military	 formalized	 its	 rule	 through	 a	 constitutional	 declaration,
which	 it	 released	on	February	13.	The	declaration	dissolved	both	houses	of
Parliament,	suspended	the	constitution,	and	put	total	authority	in	the	hands	of
the	SCAF.	It	 further	outlined	a	vague	 transition	process	 in	which	 the	SCAF
would	 convene	 a	 committee	 to	 amend	 the	 constitution	 and	 then	 hold
parliamentary	 and	 presidential	 elections.	 The	 SCAF	 would	 “administer	 the
affairs	of	state	temporarily,	for	a	period	of	six	months	or	when	the	elections
for	 the	 People’s	 Assembly,	 Shura	 Council,	 and	 President	 of	 the	 Republic
conclude.”1

But	 which	 of	 these	 elections	 would	 come	 first?	 When	 would	 a	 new
constitution	 actually	 be	 written,	 if	 at	 all?	 And	 would	 this	 transition	 occur
within	six	months,	as	suggested,	or	would	the	SCAF	end	up	ruling	for	much
longer?

Each	 of	 the	 major	 stakeholders	 in	 this	 fluid	 post-Mubarak	 period—the



military,	 the	 revolutionaries,	 and	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood—had	 different
preferences	and	therefore	different	strategies.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

While	 the	 military’s	 internal	 deliberations	 during	 the	 January	 uprising	 are
unknown,	 its	 response	 to	 the	 protests	 suggested	 ambivalence.	 It	 assumed
control	 of	 Egypt’s	 major	 cities	 on	 January	 28,	 after	 the	 massive	 Friday	 of
Rage	protests	 overwhelmed	 the	 Interior	Ministry,	 but	 then	 remained	 on	 the
sidelines	when	Mubarakists	 attacked	Tahrir	 Square	 during	 the	Battle	 of	 the
Camel	on	February	2,	seemingly	giving	the	regime	one	last	chance	to	regain
control.	The	military	removed	Mubarak	only	after	these	efforts	failed,	and	the
generals	 now	 signaled	 that	 they	wanted	 a	 return	 to	 normalcy—for	 roads	 to
remain	 open,	 for	 Egyptians	 to	 return	 to	 work,	 and	 for	 tourists	 to	 return	 to
Egypt.	To	encourage	this	calm,	the	SCAF	seized	control	of	Egypt’s	state-run
media,	 airing	 programs	 that	 urged	 Egyptians	 to	 get	 on	with	 their	 lives	 and
warning	 that	 more	 revolutionary	 activity	 would	 wreak	 havoc	 on	 Egypt’s
already	delicate	economy.2

The	SCAF	was	uncomfortable	in	power	for	two	reasons.	First,	it	was	not
accustomed	 to	wielding	direct	political	control.	While	 the	military	had	been
the	backbone	of	Egypt’s	 regime	since	 the	1952	Free	Officers	Revolution,	 in
which	 a	 small	 group	 of	 officers	 toppled	 King	 Farouk,	 its	 direct	 political
involvement	 diminished	 after	 the	 1967	 Six-Day	 War,	 when	 Egypt’s
humiliating	defeat	catalyzed	a	popular	backlash	against	the	brass.	As	Steven
Cook	of	the	Council	on	Foreign	Relations	notes,	the	military	“relinquished	its
significant	role	in	day-to-day	governance	of	Egypt	in	favor	of	a	mission	 that
focused	 almost	 exclusively	 on	 preparing	 for	 another	 round	 of	warfare	with
Israel.”	The	military	regained	its	stature	after	its	successful	opening	campaign
during	 the	 1973	 Arab–Israeli	 War,	 when	 the	 Egyptian	 army	 surprised	 the
Israelis	 by	 crossing	 the	 Suez	Canal	 and	 inflicting	 heavy	 casualties,	 and	 the
Egyptian	 government	 insulated	 the	 military	 from	 political	 criticism
thereafter.3	With	Mubarak’s	 fall,	however,	nothing	stood	between	 the	armed
forces	 and	 the	 public—and	 that	 meant	 that	 the	 generals	 could	 become	 the
target	of	any	subsequent	protests.

Second,	the	SCAF	feared	that	the	political	environment	of	post-Mubarak
Egypt	might	 threaten	 the	extensive	economic	empire	 that	 it	built	during	 the
peaceful	 decades	 that	 followed	 the	 1973	war.	 This	 empire	 includes	 a	 wide



range	 of	 business	 ventures,	 with	 military	 companies	 producing	 kitchen
appliances,	 televisions,	 bottled	 water,	 and	 clothing,	 among	 many	 other
consumer	products.	Moreover,	under	a	1997	presidential	decree,	the	Egyptian
military	gained	management	rights	to	all	of	Egypt’s	unused	land.4	So	long	as
the	military	 remained	 in	 the	 political	 background,	 these	 holdings	were	 safe
from	 scrutiny.	 But	 after	 Mubarak’s	 ouster,	 the	 military’s	 wealth	 risked
becoming	a	target	of	either	protesters’	ire	or	an	elected	civilian	government’s
oversight.

The	SCAF	thus	wanted	to	extricate	itself	from	direct	governance	as	soon
as	possible—but	only	so	long	as	its	perquisites	were	protected.	So	it	used	its
February	 13	 constitutional	 declaration	 to	 give	 itself	 wide	 latitude	 for
managing	the	post-Mubarak	transition:	It	could	wrap	the	whole	transition	up
within	six	months	if	it	felt	sufficiently	comfortable,	or	it	could	stay	longer	if	it
didn’t.	Meanwhile,	the	SCAF	maintained	a	variety	of	tools	at	its	disposal	for
restoring	calm,	including	the	Mubarak-era	emergency	laws,	which	granted	the
junta	far-reaching	arrest	powers.5

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	revolutionary	activists	had	a	very	different	mindset	following	Mubarak’s
ouster.	 On	 the	 heels	 of	 the	 uprising’s	 success,	 the	 activists	 had	 suddenly
become	media	darlings.	They	were	celebrated	guests	on	Egyptian	 television
shows	that	once	shunned	them,	and	international	correspondents	hung	on	their
every	word	at	their	standing-room-only	press	conferences.	They	were	lauded
on	the	cover	of	Time	as	“the	generation	changing	the	world,”6	and	they	vowed
to	continue	fighting	for	change.	Mubarak	might	be	gone,	they	argued,	but	he
was	merely	the	chief	executive	of	a	thoroughly	corrupt	and	repressive	regime
that	was	still	 largely	in	place.	That	regime	had	to	be	uprooted	in	 its	entirety
before	 the	 country	 could	 move	 forward.	 Whereas	 the	 SCAF	 wanted	 the
revolution	to	cool	off,	the	activists	insisted	that	the	revolution	should	continue
“until	victory.”

The	revolutionaries	had	three	demands.	First,	they	wanted	justice	 for	 the
approximately	eight	hundred	people	who	were	killed	during	the	eighteen-day
uprising,	as	well	as	the	release	of	remaining	detainees,	including	Brotherhood
leaders.7	 Second,	 they	 wanted	 “the	 fall	 of	 the	 whole	 regime.”	 This	 meant
removing	the	Mubarak-appointed	Shafik	government,	trying	Mubarak	and	his
former	colleagues,	and	reforming	the	state’s	repressive	apparatuses.	They	also



wanted	 the	 SCAF	 to	 appoint	 a	 new	 civilian-led	 government	 to	 oversee	 the
transitional	 period,	 rather	 than	 leaving	governance	 in	 the	 junta’s	 hands,	 and
demanded	 the	 cancellation	 of	 the	 emergency	 laws	 that	 the	Mubarak	regime
had	routinely	used	to	repress	their	activities.8

Third	 and	 perhaps	most	 important,	 the	 revolutionaries	 demanded	 that	 a
new	 constitution	 be	 drafted	 before	 any	 elections—parliamentary	 or
presidential—took	 place.	 The	 revolutionaries	 rejected	 the	 SCAF’s	 call	 for
amending	only	a	few	articles	of	the	constitution,	arguing	that	electing	a	new
government	 under	 a	 slightly	 amended	 Mubarak-era	 constitution	 risked
resurrecting	the	very	regime	that	the	revolution	sought	to	dismantle.9

How	 did	 the	 revolutionaries	 intend	 to	 achieve	 these	 demands?	 Through
the	same	tactic	that	compelled	the	military	to	topple	Mubarak:	ongoing	mass
protests.	 “We	need	 the	 army	 to	 recognize	 that	 this	 is	 a	 revolution,	 and	 they
can’t	 implement	all	 these	changes	on	their	own,”	revolutionary	activist	Alaa
Abd	el-Fattah	 told	 the	Guardian.	 “The	 [generals]	 are	 the	 custodians	 of	 this
particular	 stage	 in	 the	 process,	 and	 we’re	 fine	 with	 that,	 but	 it	 has	 to	 be
temporary.”10	The	revolutionaries	thus	called	for	a	new	“million-man	march”
almost	 every	 Friday	 after	 Mubarak’s	 ouster	 to	 exert	 more	 pressure	 on	 the
military.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	Muslim	Brotherhood	firmly	rejected	the	revolutionaries’	attempt	to	drive
the	 post-Mubarak	 political	 momentum.	 As	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 saw	 it,	 the
revolutionaries	 were	 ragtag	 youths	 with	 no	 political	 experience,	 no	 base
beyond	 the	 major	 cities,	 and	 no	 coherent	 strategy.	 Sure,	 the	 activists	 had
mobilized	tens	of	thousands	into	the	streets	on	January	25	to	get	the	uprising
started.	 But	 it	 was	 the	 Brotherhood’s	hundreds	 of	 thousands	 of	 cadres	 that
overwhelmed	security	forces	on	January	28,	kept	Tahrir	Square	occupied,	and
successfully	defended	the	square	from	the	regime’s	assault	during	the	Battle
of	 the	 Camel	 on	 February	 2.11	 Moreover,	 the	 revolutionaries	 were	 largely
non-Islamist	 and	 therefore	 out	 of	 touch	 with	 Egypt’s	 religious,	 and
overwhelmingly	Muslim,	society.	So	what	 right	did	 the	revolutionaries	have
to	set	the	agenda?

To	be	sure,	the	Brotherhood	and	the	revolutionaries	converged	on	certain
points.	 Like	 the	 revolutionaries,	 the	 Brotherhood	 wanted	 to	 use	 the	 Arab
Spring’s	momentum	to	ensure	that	the	old	regime	couldn’t	return	and	joined



the	 revolutionaries	 in	 calling	 for	 the	 fall	 of	 the	 Shafik	 government.	 The
Brotherhood	similarly	demanded	that	the	SCAF	lift	the	Mubarak-era	state	of
emergency,	 which	 was	 often	 used	 as	 legal	 cover	 for	 arresting	 Muslim
Brothers.	 And,	 like	 the	 revolutionaries,	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 significant
objections	 to	 the	 existing	 constitution.	 It	 particularly	 objected	 to	 the	 2007
amendments	 that	 prevented	 the	 establishment	 of	 any	 political	 party	 “on	 the
basis	of	religion,”	which	undermined	the	Brotherhood’s	political	participation
moving	forward.12

At	 the	 same	 time,	however,	 the	Brotherhood	 feared	 that	 if	 it	 looked	 too
politically	 aggressive,	 it	 would	 invite	 a	 popular	 blowback.	 It	 frequently
invoked	 the	Algerian	 experience—in	which	 the	Algerian	military	 ousted	 an
elected	Islamist	parliament	in	1991	and	plunged	the	country	into	an	eight-year
civil	war—as	something	it	desperately	wanted	to	avoid.	So	on	February	10—
one	day	before	Mubarak’s	ouster—the	Brotherhood	announced	that	 it	would
not	run	a	presidential	candidate,	and	its	 top	leaders	 insisted	thereafter	 that	 it
wouldn’t	pursue	a	parliamentary	majority	either.13

Yet	the	Brotherhood’s	biggest	concern	was	the	SCAF	itself.	For	nearly	six
decades,	 Egypt’s	 military	 had	 been	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 foremost	 adversary.
Following	 the	 Free	 Officers	 Revolution,	 the	 emerging	 junta	 outlawed	 the
Brotherhood,	jailed	many	of	its	leaders	for	decades,	and	executed	those	whom
it	accused	of	 trying	 to	overthrow	 the	 state.	And	under	 the	Mubarak	 regime,
military	 courts	 sentenced	 dozens	 of	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 to	 lengthy	 prison
terms.

The	Brotherhood	 therefore	wanted	 the	 SCAF	 to	 retreat	 from	 politics	 as
soon	 as	 possible.	 But	 how	 could	 this	 be	 achieved?	 The	 revolutionaries’
insistence	on	drafting	a	new	constitution	before	elections	meant	an	indefinite
transition	 that	 would	 prolong	 military	 rule.	 By	 contrast,	 the	 SCAF’s	 own
transition	plan	provided	a	relatively	clear	road	map	toward	its	own	exit	from
power:	 It	 called	 for	 a	 referendum	 on	 a	 few	 constitutional	 amendments,
followed	by	parliamentary	 and	presidential	 elections,	 after	which	 the	SCAF
promised	 to	 return	 to	 the	barracks.	For	 the	Brotherhood,	 that	 transition	plan
was	workable	and	couldn’t	start	soon	enough.

But	 the	 SCAF’s	 transition	 plan	 provided	 an	 additional	 bonus	 for	 the
Brotherhood.	By	merely	calling	for	amendments	to	the	existing	constitution,
it	 effectively	 postponed	 the	 drafting	 of	 a	 new	 constitution	 until	 after



parliamentary	 elections	 were	 held.	 This	 provided	 the	 Brotherhood	 with	 its
best	shot	at	influencing	 the	constitution-drafting	process,	since	 it	anticipated
winning	many	seats	in	the	next	Parliament.

The	 prospect	 of	 influencing	 Egypt’s	 next	 constitution	 was	 particularly
important	 to	 the	 Brotherhood.	 It	 saw	 the	 constitution-writing	 process	 as	 an
opportunity	 to	 expand	 the	 use	 of	 sharī’ah	 in	 Egyptian	 legislation	 and	 thus
advance	 Hassan	 al-Banna’s	 vision	 of	 Islamizing	 the	 Egyptian	 state.
Alternatively,	if	the	SCAF	acceded	to	the	revolutionaries’	“constitution	first”
demand,	 the	Brotherhood	would	have	 little	 influence	over	 the	constitutional
process,	 since	 a	 SCAF-appointed	 constitution-drafting	 committee	 would
likely	feature	few,	if	any,	Muslim	Brothers.14

The	 Brotherhood	 outlined	 these	 positions	 in	 its	 February	 13	 statement.
While	 the	Brotherhood	 echoed	 the	 revolutionaries’	 call	 for	 freeing	 political
prisoners,	ending	the	state	of	emergency,	and	firing	the	Shafik	government,	it
responded	 favorably	 to	 the	 transition	 plan	 that	 the	 SCAF	 outlined	 in	 its
constitutional	 declaration.	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 statement	 further	 called	 for
expediting	the	transition	process	to	“deepen	the	trust	between	the	military	and
the	 people”	 and	 saluted	 the	 SCAF’s	 leadership	 over	 the	 post-Mubarak
transition.	 “We	 are	 confident	 in	 our	 great	 military,”	 the	 Brotherhood’s
statement	read,	“and	its	commitment	 .	 .	 .	 to	the	promises	that	 it	made	on	its
own.”15

One	day	later,	the	Brotherhood	took	an	unprecedented	measure.	In	a	press
statement,	 Mohamed	 Morsi,	 who	 oversaw	 the	 Guidance	 Office’s	 “political
file,”	 announced	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 would	 soon	 form	 a	 political	 party.16

The	Brotherhood	had	briefly	considered	forming	a	political	party	during	 the
1980s,	but	the	fear	of	regime	repression	ultimately	prevented	it	from	doing	so.
By	 declaring	 its	 intention	 to	 establish	 a	 party	 now,	 the	 Brotherhood	 was
sending	the	SCAF	yet	another	signal	that	it	would	accept	the	junta’s	transition
process	so	long	as	it	could	participate	fully.

The	SCAF	seemingly	got	the	message.	On	February	15,	the	SCAF-backed
government	appointed	the	ten-person	committee	that	would	draft	amendments
to	 the	 existing	 constitution,	 naming	 Islamist	 judge	 Tarek	 el-Bishry	 as	 its
chairman	 and	 Sobhi	 Saleh,	 a	 former	 Brotherhood	 parliamentarian,	 as	 a
member.	 “This	 is	 a	 good	 thing,”	 Rashad	 al-Bayoumi,	 one	 of	 the
Brotherhood’s	deputy	supreme	guides,	 told	 the	Egyptian	daily	Al-Wafd	 after



el-Bishry	 and	Saleh	were	 appointed,	 adding	 that	 the	generals	were	 “dealing
with	reality.”17

For	 the	 next	 few	weeks,	 the	Brotherhood	managed	 a	 difficult	 balancing
act.	It	joined	the	revolutionaries	in	weekly	demonstrations	to	demand	that	the
SCAF	release	all	political	prisoners,	arrest	top	Mubarak	regime	officials,	fire
the	Shafik	government,	 and	 dissolve	 the	 domestic	 intelligence	 service	 State
Security.18	 But	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 Brotherhood	 repeatedly	 signaled	 its
desire	to	avoid	a	confrontation	with	the	SCAF.

The	uncertainty	of	Egypt’s	Arab	Spring	 atmosphere,	 however,	made	 the
SCAF	 hesitant	 to	 lift	 the	 emergency	 laws	 or	 shutter	 the	 State	 Security
apparatus.	But	on	March	2,	the	SCAF-backed	government	acceded	to	one	of
the	Brotherhood’s	most	pressing	demands	when	it	released	the	Brotherhood’s
most	prominent	prisoner:	Deputy	Supreme	Guide	Khairat	al-Shater.19

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Until	 his	 imprisonment	 in	 late	 2006,	 al-Shater	 had	 been	 the	 Brotherhood’s
“organization	man.”	He	was	a	towering	presence	within	the	organization,	both
literally	 and	 figuratively.	 The	 hefty,	 six-foot-four	 leader	 managed	 the
Brotherhood’s	 finances,	 handled	 its	 relations	 with	 the	 Mubarak	 regime’s
security	 services,	 developed	 its	 policy	 agenda,	 and	 spearheaded	 the
construction	 of	 its	 Internet	 portals.	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 and	 cadres	 alike
revered	al-Shater,	regarding	him	as	their	most	capable	administrator.

Al-Shater	was	 from	 the	 generation	 of	 Brotherhood	 figures	who	 revived
the	 organization	 during	 the	 mid-1970s,	 when	 President	 Anwar	 Sadat,	 who
took	 power	 following	 Nasser’s	 death	 in	 1970,	 granted	 Islamists	 greater
freedom.	 Al-Shater	 joined	 the	 Brotherhood	 in	 1974	 while	 studying
engineering	 at	 Alexandria	 University	 and	 fled	 abroad	 in	 1981	 to	 avoid	 the
crackdown	that	preceded	Sadat’s	assassination.	After	five	years	spent	working
in	 the	Persian	Gulf	 region	 and	Europe,	 al-Shater	 returned	 to	Egypt	 in	 1986
and	 founded	 a	 computer	 information	 systems	 company,	 Salsabeel,	 with	 his
business	 partner	 Hassan	 Malek.	 Al-Shater	 soon	 became	 a	 millionaire	 and
grew	his	wealth	through	additional	investments	in	the	agriculture	and	services
industries.	Meanwhile,	 al-Shater’s	 profile	within	 the	Brotherhood	 continued
to	rise,	and	in	1995	at	the	relatively	young	age	of	forty-five	he	was	named	to
the	Brotherhood’s	executive	Guidance	Office.20



Yet	al-Shater’s	success	in	the	worlds	of	business	and	Islamism	came	at	a
steep	 price.	 In	 1992,	 the	Mubarak	 regime	 raided	 Salsabeel	 and	 imprisoned
him	 for	 a	 year.	 In	 1995,	 the	 regime	 arrested	 dozens	 of	 top	 Brotherhood
leaders,	 and	 al-Shater	 was	 sentenced	 to	 five	 years	 in	 prison	 for	 his
involvement	in	the	legally	banned	organization.	After	his	release	in	2000,	he
was	again	arrested	in	2001	and	spent	another	year	behind	bars.

Al-Shater’s	 power	 within	 the	 organization	 peaked	 when	 Mehdi	 Akef
became	the	Brotherhood’s	seventh	supreme	guide	in	2004.	Al-Shater	assumed
responsibility	for	the	organization’s	finances,	successfully	investing	its	funds
while	 devising	 mechanisms	 for	 avoiding	 the	 Mubarak	 regime’s	 security
monitoring.21	 He	 also	 founded	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 Arabic-	 and	 English-
language	 websites,	 began	 developing	 a	 Brotherhood	 policy	 program,	 and
pushed	 the	 Brotherhood	 to	 run	 more	 assertively	 in	 Egypt’s	 parliamentary
elections.22	 Perhaps	 most	 important,	 al-Shater	 became	 one	 of	 the
Brotherhood’s	key	intermediaries	with	the	Mubarak	regime’s	security	services
and	 communicated	 with	 State	 Security	 officials	 to	 coordinate	 the
Brotherhood’s	various	political	activities.23

Yet	the	Brotherhood’s	impressive	performance	during	the	November	2005
parliamentary	 elections,	 during	 which	 it	 won	 an	 unprecedented	 88	 of	 444
elected	seats,	greatly	unnerved	the	Mubarak	regime.	It	responded	with	a	new
crackdown	 on	 the	 organization,	 detaining	 hundreds	 of	 Muslim	 Brothers
during	the	next	eight	months.24	The	repression	worsened	in	December	2006,
when	 dozens	 of	 masked	 Muslim	 Brotherhood–affiliated	 students	 staged	 a
martial	 arts	 demonstration	 at	 al-Azhar	 University	 that	 mimicked	 militant
demonstrations	held	by	Hamas	and	Hezbollah.	The	regime	responded	 to	 the
implicit	 threat	 by	 arresting	 al-Shater	 and	 his	 business	 partner	 Malek.	 A
military	 tribunal	 sentenced	 both	 men	 to	 seven	 years	 in	 prison	 and	 seized
assets	 totaling	 approximately	 $14	 million	 from	 al-Shater	 and	 $21	 million
from	Malek.25

Even	from	prison,	however,	al-Shater	remained	a	highly	influential	player
within	 the	Brotherhood.	As	 the	New	York	Times	 later	 reported,	Brotherhood
youths	visited	him	weekly	to	deliver	files	on	the	organization’s	activities	that
were	sometimes	as	long	as	two	hundred	pages.26	Moreover,	 the	sheer	length
of	time	that	he	spent	in	prison—ultimately	twelve	years	altogether,	more	than
any	 of	 the	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 from	 his	 generation—made	 him	 a	 hero	 to



many	Muslim	Brothers	who	admired	his	willingness	to	suffer	for	the	cause.

The	SCAF’s	decision	 to	 release	 al-Shater	 in	 early	March	2011	was	 thus
highly	significant:	The	Brotherhood’s	most	central	decision	maker	was	 now
back	 in	 action	 at	 the	very	moment	 that	 the	Brotherhood	was	developing	 its
strategy	for	the	more	open	political	environment.

As	 al-Shater	 headed	 back	 to	 his	 apartment	 following	 his	 release,
supporters	and	journalists	swarmed	him.	“Our	slogan	…	in	this	stage	would
be	to	rise	up	and	resist—to	rise	up	and	resist,”	al-Shater	declared.

To	build	[our]	nation	and	resist	the	Zionist–American	project	that
aims	 to	 control	 the	Muslim	 countries	 and	 our	 region,	 we	 need
to	 …	 build,	 in	 all	 sectors,	 in	 our	 schools,	 our	 education,	 our
fields,	 our	 production,	 our	 companies,	 our	 interior	 and	 exterior,
our	social	and	economic	affairs.	Build	ourselves	up	and	build	our
nation	based	on	our	Islamist	agenda	in	a	comprehensive	way	and
at	 the	 same	 time	 pay	 attention	 to	 the	 revolution’s	 enemies
internally	and	externally.27

It	 was	 a	 perfect	 distillation	 of	 al-Banna’s	 ideology:	 The	 Brotherhood
would	fight	the	West	by	Islamizing	Egypt.

One	 day	 after	 releasing	 al-Shater,	 the	 SCAF	 made	 an	 additional
concession.	 On	 March	 3,	 Prime	 Minister	 Shafik	 resigned,	 and	 the	 SCAF
appointed	Essam	Sharaf	 in	 his	 place.	Although	Sharaf	 previously	 served	 as
transportation	minister	under	Mubarak	from	2004	to	2005,	his	participation	in
the	January	uprising	made	him	a	prorevolutionary	choice	 in	many	activists’
eyes.28	 The	 following	 day,	 Sharaf	 addressed	 the	 now-weekly	 Friday
demonstration	 in	Tahrir	Square.	 “I’ve	come	here	with	 a	promise	 that	 I	 took
from	the	SCAF,	which	sponsored	this	revolution,”	Sharaf	said.	“And	it’s	also
incumbent	upon	me	that	I	receive	my	legitimacy	from	you,	because	you	alone
hold	legitimacy.”	At	that	point,	Brotherhood	leader	Mohamed	al-Beltagy,	who
was	standing	next	to	Sharaf,	took	the	microphone	from	the	prime	minister	and
began	leading	the	square	in	chants.	“Legitimacy	comes	from	Tahrir!	It	doesn’t
come	 from	 forgery!”29	 It	 was	 a	 striking	 image:	 After	 decades	 as	 a	 banned
opposition	 organization,	 the	Muslim	 Brotherhood	 was	 now	 sharing	 a	 stage
with	Egypt’s	head	of	government.30

The	 SCAF’s	 firing	 of	 Shafik	 undercut	 the	 revolutionaries’	 rationale	 for



continuing	 their	 weekly	 protests.	Mubarak	 and	 the	 last	 government	 that	 he
appointed	 were	 now	 history,	 and	 leading	 revolutionaries	 argued	 that	 the
Sharaf	 government	 deserved	 a	 chance	 to	 work	 without	 the	 specter	 of
demonstrations.31	 On	 March	 9,	 security	 forces	 took	 advantage	 of	 this
opening:	They	violently	cleared	 the	handful	of	 tents	 that	 remained	 in	Tahrir
Square,	 arrested	 dozens	 of	 protesters,	 and	 subjected	 female	 protesters	 to
invasive	 “virginity	 tests.”32	 The	 revolutionaries	 cried	 foul	 and	 considered
mobilizing	a	response.	But	barely	a	month	after	Mubarak’s	ouster,	there	was
little	public	outcry	against	these	new	police	abuses.

The	country	was	now	focused	on	the	national	referendum	on	the	proposed
constitutional	amendments,	scheduled	for	Saturday,	March	19.	The	proposed
amendments	affected	nine	of	the	211	Mubarak	era	constitutional	articles.	For
the	most	 part,	 the	 amendments	 sought	 to	 prevent	 the	 emergence	 of	 another
dictator,	such	as	by	easing	the	procedures	for	getting	on	a	presidential	ballot,
shortening	 the	 presidential	 term	 from	 six	 to	 four	 years,	 establishing	 a
presidential	 two-term	 limit,	 expanding	 judicial	 supervision	 of	 elections,
mandating	 that	 the	president	appoint	at	 least	one	vice	president	within	sixty
days	of	being	elected,	and	restricting	the	president’s	ability	to	impose	states	of
emergency	by	forcing	him	to	receive	approval	from	Parliament	within	seven
days.	The	proposed	amendments	also	barred	dual	nationals	or	 those	married
to	 non-Egyptians	 from	 running	 for	 president,	 empowered	 the	 Supreme
Constitutional	Court	 (SCC)	 to	 rule	on	challenges	 to	parliamentary	 race,	 and
eliminated	 a	 previous	 article	 that	 waived	 constitutionally	 mandated	 human
rights	provisions	in	terrorism	cases.33

The	 proposed	 amendments	 were	 also	 noteworthy	 for	 what	 they	 didn’t
change.	 They	 essentially	 maintained	 Egypt’s	 presidential	 system,	 which
implied	 a	 relatively	 weak	 Parliament.	 The	 amendments	 also	 preserved
Article	II	of	the	constitution,	under	which	sharī’ah	is	the	“principal	source	of
all	law.”	This	made	the	amendments	especially	appealing	to	Egypt’s	Salafists
—Islamist	fundamentalists	who	seek	to	implement	Islamic	legal	texts	literally
—who	 feared	 that	 non-Islamists	would	 try	 to	water	 down	 the	 constitution’s
sharī’ah	 content.	 Indeed,	 the	 Alexandria-based	 Salafist	 Call,	 Egypt’s	 most
prominent	 Salafist	 organization,	was	 among	 the	 first	 groups	 to	 endorse	 the
amendments.34

But	in	many	respects,	the	content	was	beside	the	point.	The	referendum’s
ultimate	 significance	 was	 the	 procedural	 clarity	 that	 it	 provided	 regarding



Egypt’s	next	steps.	If	the	referendum	passed,	Egypt	would	hold	parliamentary
elections	 and	 the	 transition	would	move	 forward.	Alternatively,	 a	 “no”	vote
would	tarnish	the	SCAF’s	authority,	create	a	constitutional	vacuum,	and	leave
Egypt’s	 political	 future	 completely	up	 in	 the	 air.	 For	 this	 reason,	 the	SCAF
and	 its	 government	worked	 to	 ensure	 the	 referendum’s	 success	 by	 ordering
state-run	 television	 stations	 to	 stop	 featuring	 critics	 of	 the	 proposed
constitutional	 amendments	 as	 the	 referendum	 approached.35	 Remnants	 of
Mubarak’s	 former	 National	 Democratic	 Party	 (NDP)	 also	 supported	 the
referendum,	worrying	 that	 its	 failure	would	catalyze	even	greater	 instability.
History	was	 also	 on	 the	 referendum’s	 side:	All	 of	 the	 fifteen	 referenda	 that
Egypt	had	held	since	1956	produced	an	overwhelming	“yes”	vote.

The	 Brotherhood,	 however,	 was	 quite	 focused	 on	 the	 amendments’
content.	 It	 especially	 prized	 newly	 amended	Article	 189,	which	 provided	 a
formal	 road	 map	 for	 drafting	 a	 new	 constitution	 once	 parliamentary	 and
presidential	 elections	 had	 taken	 place.	 According	 to	 the	 amended	 article,	 a
joint	session	of	Egypt’s	bicameral	Parliament	would	elect	a	hundred-member
Constituent	Assembly	to	“prepare	a	draft	constitution	no	later	than	six	months
from	the	date	of	its	formation	and	present	it	to	the	president	of	the	republic,”
after	which	 the	public	would	vote	on	 the	new	constitution	draft	via	national
referendum.36	The	passage	of	 the	 referendum	would	 thus	 close	 the	door	on
the	 revolutionaries’	 call	 for	 a	 new	constitution	 to	 precede	 the	parliamentary
elections.	And	since	the	Brotherhood	anticipated	winning	many	parliamentary
seats,	an	amended	Article	189	represented	its	best	chance	for	influencing	the
constitution-drafting	process	and	Islamizing	the	Egyptian	polity.

The	Brotherhood	officially	declared	 its	 support	 for	 the	amendments	 at	 a
press	conference	on	March	12,	one	week	before	 the	referendum.	“When	we
say	that	we	accept	the	constitutional	changes,	and	we	vote	‘yes,’	then	this	is	a
clear	message	 to	 the	 entire	Brotherhood	 front,	which	 is	 to	 vote	 ‘yes,’”	 said
Brotherhood	 Guidance	 Office	 leader	 Essam	 el-Erian.	 The	 referendum’s
passage,	 el-Erian	 noted,	 would	 pave	 the	 way	 for	 parliamentary	 and
presidential	elections,	thereby	ending	the	SCAF’s	control	of	the	country	and
enabling	it	to	focus	on	other	threats,	such	as	“the	Zionist	enemy,	which	is	the
biggest	loser	of	the	Egyptian	revolution.”37

Of	course,	amended	Article	189	was	a	nonstarter	for	 the	revolutionaries.
They	had	been	calling	for	a	new	constitution	from	practically	the	moment	that
Mubarak	 fell,	 arguing	 that	 holding	 parliamentary	 and	 presidential	 elections



under	a	slightly	amended	form	of	 the	constitution	was	a	recipe	for	restoring
autocracy.	 So	 on	March	 14,	 the	 Coalition	 of	 Revolutionary	 Youth	 issued	 a
statement	rejecting	the	proposed	amendments	and	advocating	the	formation	of
a	civilian-led	presidential	council	 to	administer	 the	 transition.	The	statement
also	called	for	appointing	a	constituent	assembly	 to	draft	a	new	constitution
before	any	elections	took	place.38

The	 revolutionaries	 weren’t	 alone	 in	 rejecting	 the	 amendments.	 The
socialist	Tagammu	party	argued	that	 the	amended	constitution	 left	 too	many
powers	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 president,	 and	 the	 nationalist	 Wafd	 party	 also
called	 on	 its	 members	 to	 vote	 against	 the	 referendum.39	 Arab	 League
secretary-general	 Amr	Moussa,	 viewed	 as	 a	 leading	 presidential	 contender,
participated	in	a	YouTube	video	calling	on	Egyptians	to	vote	“no”	and	argued
—rather	self-servingly—for	presidential	elections	to	be	held	first,	after	which
the	 newly	 elected	 president	 would	 appoint	 a	 constitution-drafting
committee.40	Meanwhile,	early	polls	suggested	that	a	“no”	vote	would	carry
the	day	by	a	twenty-point	margin.41

When	 the	March	19	 referendum	arrived,	 the	 turnout	was	unprecedented.
In	 polling	 stations	 nationwide,	 voters	waited	 for	 hours	 to	 cast	 their	 ballots,
often	 basking	 in	 the	 novelty	 of	 participating	 in	 an	 open	 and	 competitive
referendum.	Meanwhile,	 the	Brotherhood	 and	 revolutionaries	 declared	 their
acceptance	of	the	referendum’s	result,	win	or	lose.

The	 result,	however,	 floored	 the	 revolutionaries:	The	 referendum	 passed
by	a	whopping	margin	of	77	percent	“yes”	to	23	percent	“no,”	with	a	turnout
of	41	percent.	“Yes”	carried	every	single	governorate,	including	60.5	percent
of	the	votes	in	Cairo,	ground	zero	of	Egypt’s	revolution.42	The	Brotherhood
was	 not	 the	 only	 force	 that	 had	 mobilized	 for	 “yes”—but	 it	 was	 the	 most
prominent	 in	 its	 support	 for	 the	 motion	 and	 thus	 was	 viewed	 as	 the
referendum’s	big	winner.

The	 referendum’s	 passage	 added	 new	 urgency	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s
creation	of	a	political	party,	since	parliamentary	elections	were	now	supposed
to	take	place	within	six	months.

While	the	Brotherhood	had	considered	forming	a	party	at	various	points	in
its	 history,	 it	 was	 always	 a	 controversial	 matter	 within	 the	 organization.
Brotherhood	founder	Hassan	al-Banna	decried	hizbiyya,	or	party	factionalism,
viewing	it	as	a	source	of	disunity	and	thus	social	weakness,	but	never	ruled	it



out	 entirely.	The	Brotherhood	 first	 considered	 forming	a	party	 following	 its
successful	 alliance	with	 the	Wafd	 in	 the	 1984	 elections,	when	 the	 supreme
guide	 formed	 a	 committee	 to	 study	 the	matter.43	 The	Brotherhood	 revisited
the	matter	every	 few	years	 thereafter	but	 repeatedly	decided	against	 it.44	So
long	as	Mubarak	was	in	power,	Brotherhood	leaders	concluded,	real	political
competition	was	impossible,	and	forming	a	political	party	was	thus	a	waste	of
time.	 So	 the	 Brotherhood	 focused	 instead	 on	 its	 outreach	 work,	 preparing
Egyptian	society	for	embracing	Islamist	rule	at	some	point	in	the	future.45

The	 fall	 of	Mubarak,	 however,	 fundamentally	 altered	 the	Brotherhood’s
internal	debate	on	this	issue.	While	a	small	but	vocal	minority	of	Brotherhood
leaders	 still	 believed	 that	 the	Brotherhood	 should	 stay	 focused	 on	 outreach
work,46	 most	 viewed	 Egypt’s	 Arab	 Spring	 as	 a	 prime	 opportunity	 for	 the
organization	to	transition	from	spreading	al-Banna’s	 ideas	within	 the	society
to	 establishing	 an	 Islamic	 state	 in	 Egypt.	 This	 required	 forming	 a	 political
party	that	could	compete	in	elections	and	then	using	the	Brotherhood’s	chain
of	 command	 for	 getting	 out	 the	 vote.	And	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	Brotherhood’s
hundreds	of	 thousands	of	cadres	supported	the	new	party,	 the	Brotherhood’s
supreme	 guide	 mandated	 in	 a	 March	 15	 statement	 that	 “members	 of	 the
[Brotherhood]	cannot	establish,	participate,	or	 join	any	other	parties.”47	 The
Brotherhood	called	its	new	party	the	Freedom	and	Justice	Party	(FJP).

The	 overwhelming	 majority	 of	 Muslim	 Brothers	 seemed	 to	 accept	 the
Brotherhood’s	 pivot	 toward	 seeking	 power.	 After	 all,	 becoming	 a	 Muslim
Brother	 entails	 taking	 an	 oath	 to	 abide	 by	 the	 leadership’s	 decisions.
Moreover,	the	transition	from	societal	outreach	to	power-seeking	is	a	central
theme	of	 al-Banna’s	writings,	which	 every	Muslim	Brother	 studies	 through
the	 organization’s	 five-to-eight-year	 tarbīah	 process.	 This	 broad	 acceptance
of	the	Brotherhood’s	new	political	activity	was	reflected	on	the	ground,	as	the
Brotherhood’s	 rank-and-file	members	 began	 establishing	 party	 headquarters
in	every	governorate	at	a	furious	pace.

These	 decisions,	 however,	 outraged	 the	 vocal	 segment	 of	 Brotherhood
youths	 who	 were	 closely	 aligned	 with	 the	 revolutionaries.	 This	 included
cadres	 such	 as	 Mohamed	 al-Qassas,	 who	 had	 participated	 actively	 in	 the
January	 uprising	 from	 its	 first	 day	 while	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leadership
cautiously	 kept	 the	 organization	 on	 the	 sidelines.	 From	 these	 Brotherhood
youths’	 perspective,	 the	 organization’s	 top-down	 decision	 making	 was	 an
artifact	 of	 the	 autocratic	 Mubarak	 era.	 In	 the	 freer	 environment	 of	 post-



Mubarak	Egypt,	 the	youths	argued,	 the	Brotherhood	should	stay	 focused	on
its	societal	work	and	allow	its	members	 to	 join	whatever	party	they	wanted,
rather	than	demanding	that	every	Muslim	Brother	support	the	FJP.48

So	on	March	26,	the	Brotherhood	youth	activists	took	a	bold	step.	Against
the	Guidance	Office’s	explicit	orders,	 they	organized	a	public	conference	 at
Giza’s	Safir	Hotel	titled	“A	New	Vision	from	Within”	and	publicly	criticized
the	Brotherhood	 leadership’s	post-Mubarak	approach	with	hundreds	of	 their
colleagues	in	attendance.49	For	these	Brotherhood	youths,	the	move	was	gut-
wrenching:	 They	 had	 invested	 many	 years	 of	 their	 young	 lives	 in	 the
Brotherhood	and	knew	that	their	public	battle	with	the	Guidance	Office	risked
banishment.

The	youths	concluded	their	“new	vision”	conference	by	releasing	an	open
letter	 to	 the	 Brotherhood	 that	 contained	 twelve	 demands.	 It	 called	 on	 the
Guidance	 Office	 to	 guarantee	 youth	 representation	 on	 the	 FJP’s	 leadership
board,	to	ensure	the	FJP’s	independence	from	the	Guidance	Office,	to	consult
with	specialists	from	outside	the	Brotherhood	in	establishing	the	FJP’s	vision,
and	 to	 allow	Muslim	Brothers	 to	 join	parties	other	 than	 the	FJP,	 so	 long	 as
those	parties	 “do	 not	 conflict	with	 the	 fundamental	 principles	 of	 Islam.”	 In
addition,	 the	 letter	 advocated	 the	 creation	 of	 youth-led	 “decision-making
centers”	within	the	Brotherhood	for	promoting	younger	leaders.50	A	copy	of
the	letter	was	immediately	sent	to	the	supreme	guide.

The	conference	outraged	the	Brotherhood’s	leadership.	In	an	exceedingly
rare	 interview	with	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 news	 portal,	Mahmoud	Abuzeid,	 the
Guidance	 Office	 leader	 who	 oversaw	 the	 organization’s	 students	 division,
lambasted	 the	 insurgent	 youths	 for	 gathering	 without	 the	 Brotherhood
leadership’s	 permission,	 as	 well	 as	 for	 publicizing	 the	 typically	 secretive
organization’s	internal	disagreements.51

Among	 the	 Brotherhood	 youths’	 revolutionary	 peers,	 however,	 the
response	 was	 quite	 different.	 Non-Islamist	 activists	 hailed	 the	 Brotherhood
youths	for	standing	up	to	the	Guidance	Office	and	saw	the	conference	as	the
first	sign	of	a	possible	split	within	the	organization	that	would	weaken	it	and
prevent	 it	 from	 seizing	 the	 post-Mubarak	 political	 momentum.	 That	 split,
however,	 never	 came:	While	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 dissidents	 were	 among	 the
organization’s	most	prominent	young	members,	 they	were	not	representative
of	 the	organization’s	cadres	more	broadly.	 Indeed,	most	Brotherhood	youths



remained	loyal	to	the	Guidance	Office,	in	accordance	with	the	oath	they	had
taken	upon	joining	the	organization.

“A	revolution	[inside	 the	MB]	 is	not	 realistic	because	 the	 leadership	has
too	much	consensus	around	it,”	Anas	al-Qassas,	a	Brotherhood	youth,	said	as
the	tensions	started	to	emerge	in	early	March.	“And	any	minority	that	wants
to	 [impose]	 their	 hopes	 and	wishes	 on	 all	 the	Muslim	Brothers—this	 is	 not
logical.”52

Six	weeks	after	Mubarak’s	ouster,	the	SCAF’s	transition	plan	was	right	on
track.	A	ten-person	committee	had	drafted	constitutional	amendments,	voters
had	 approved	 the	 amendments	 overwhelmingly	 in	 a	 successful	 referendum,
and	elections	were	set	to	conclude	within	roughly	six	months—exactly	as	the
SCAF	outlined	in	its	February	13	constitutional	declaration.

Yet	 on	 March	 30,	 the	 SCAF	 suddenly	 issued	 a	 second	 constitutional
declaration	that	entirely	supplanted	the	newly	amended	constitution.	Among
other	 stipulations,	 the	 sixty-three-article	 document	 loosened	 previous
restrictions	 on	 religious	 parties.	 Whereas	 the	 amended	 version	 of	 the
constitution	banned	parties	established	“on	any	religious	reference	or	basis,”
the	SCAF’s	declaration	merely	banned	parties	founded	“on	a	religious	basis,”
thereby	legalizing	parties	with	a	“religious	reference.”

The	new	constitutional	 declaration	 also	broadened	 the	SCAF’s	authority
to	 include	 legislation,	 public	 policymaking,	 and	 political	 appointments	 and
mandated	 that	 the	 SCAF	would	 continue	 to	 hold	 these	 powers	 until	 a	 new
president	was	elected.	Finally,	the	declaration	directly	contradicted	one	of	the
key	constitutional	 amendments	 that	millions	 of	Egyptians	 had	 approved	 via
referendum	 only	 eleven	 days	 earlier:	 Rather	 than	 authorizing	 Egypt’s	 next
president	to	request	the	drafting	of	a	new	constitution,	the	SCAF	empowered
itself	to	invite	the	two	houses	of	Parliament	to	choose	the	constitution-writing
committee	in	a	joint	session	within	six	months	of	the	parliamentary	elections.
In	other	words,	a	new	constitution	could	be	written	before	the	new	president
was	 elected,	 and	 Parliament	 was	 thus	 given	 greater	 and	 more	 immediate
control	over	the	process.53

For	 the	most	part,	 this	was	quite	palatable	 for	 the	Muslim	Brotherhood.
After	all,	 the	Brotherhood	 said	 that	 it	wanted	 the	 state	 to	 have	 a	 “religious
reference”—“marga’iya	diniya”—and	 the	SCAF’s	new	declaration	 legalized
parties	established	on	this	precise	basis.54	Moreover,	the	Brotherhood	strongly



preferred	 writing	 the	 new	 constitution	 between	 the	 parliamentary	 and
presidential	 elections	 because	 it	 had	 promised	 not	 to	 run	 a	 presidential
candidate	 and	 thus	 feared	 losing	 influence	 over	 the	 process	 once	 a	 non-
Brotherhood	 president	 was	 elected.	 Indeed,	 even	 while	 supporting	 the
March	 19	 referendum,	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 expressed	 misgivings	 about
writing	 a	 constitution	 after	 presidential	 elections.	 “If	 we	 bring	 a	 president
before	the	institutions	[are	established],	 then	we	will	have	created	a	dictator
and	will	have	inaugurated	a	God,”	Sobhi	Saleh,	the	Brotherhood	leader	on	the
constitution-amending	 committee,	 said	 in	 early	March.55	 That	 concern	 was
now	addressed.

The	revolutionaries,	however,	overwhelmingly	rejected	the	SCAF’s	latest
declaration.	 Substantively,	 they	 objected	 to	 the	 declaration’s	 articles	 that
preserved	an	aspect	of	 the	Mubarak-era	elections,	under	which	workers	and
farmers	 made	 up	 50	 percent	 of	 Parliament.	 The	 revolutionaries	 feared	 that
Mubarakist	former	parliamentarians	would	exploit	this	provision	to	return	to
power.

But	more	important,	the	declaration	coincided	with	the	activists’	growing
realization	 that	 they	 were	 losing	 the	 revolution	 that	 they	 started	 only	 two
months	 earlier.	 Their	 call	 for	 a	 “no”	 vote	 during	 the	March	 19	 referendum
garnered	 a	 paltry	 23	 percent,	 and	 they	 now	 worried	 that	 the	 convergence
between	SCAF	and	Brotherhood	prerogatives	was	squeezing	them	out	of	the
picture.	 Adding	 to	 their	 weakness,	 the	 revolutionaries	 were	 increasingly
divided	on	how	to	push	their	revolution	forward.	The	Islamists,	communists,
socialists,	and	Nasserists	 that	dominated	the	revolutionaries’	ranks	could	not
agree	on	what	kind	of	republic	they	hoped	to	establish	and	who	their	partners
should	be	for	achieving	it.	As	a	result	of	their	internal	disputes,	Tahrir	Square
lay	 empty	 for	 weeks,	 giving	 the	 SCAF	 a	 low-pressure	 environment	 for
pushing	a	transition	plan	that	the	revolutionaries	increasingly	rejected.56

The	revolutionaries	thus	changed	their	strategy.	Since	they	could	not	agree
on	 the	 path	 forward,	 they	 decided	 instead	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 one	 thing	 that
unified	 them	 in	 the	 past:	 opposition	 to	 the	Mubarak	 regime.	 So	 on	 Friday,
April	1,	they	called	for	demonstrations	to	“protect	the	revolution,”	demanding
that	the	SCAF	arrest	 top	Mubarak	regime	officials,	put	corrupt	businessmen
on	 trial,	 and	 replace	 all	 governors	whom	Mubarak	appointed.	Thousands	of
Egyptians	filled	Tahrir	Square,	and	the	chants	included	calls	for	the	fall	of	the
SCAF’s	 top	 official,	 Field	 Marshal	 Tantawi.57	 Six	 days	 later,	 the	 SCAF



granted	one	of	the	revolutionaries’	key	demands:	It	arrested	Mubarak’s	former
chief	of	staff,	Zakaria	Azmi.58	Suddenly	the	revolutionaries’	momentum	was
back,	which	encouraged	them	to	keep	pressing.

The	following	week,	the	Brotherhood	joined	the	revolutionaries	in	Tahrir
Square,	where	even	larger	crowds	called	for	more	Mubarak	regime	officials	to
be	arrested,	including	the	deposed	president	himself.	“We	don’t	only	want	to
try	him	for	the	millions	[of	dollars]	but	also	for	the	blood,”	Islamist	preacher
Safwat	Hegazy,	a	prominent	Brotherhood	supporter,	said	while	addressing	the
crowd.	“We	want	to	try	him	just	as	he	tried	the	people	in	state	security	courts,
but	 we	 want	 a	 popular	 trial.”59	 The	 revolutionaries	 also	 called	 for	 the
appointment	of	a	civilian-led	presidential	council.	Meanwhile,	approximately
fifteen	 army	 officers	 broke	 ranks	 and	 joined	 the	 protesters	 in	 the	 square,
embarrassing	the	SCAF.60

Once	 again,	 the	 demonstrations	 yielded	 immediate	 results.	 Three	 days
later,	 former	 NDP	 Shura	 Council	 leader	 Safwat	 Sherif	 was	 arrested.	 Then,
later	 that	week,	 the	 once	 unthinkable	 happened:	Mubarak	 and	 his	 two	 sons
were	detained,	and	the	authorities	opened	investigations	into	their	activities.61

It	 was	 a	 smart	 move	 by	 the	 SCAF.	 Mubarak	 was	 the	 revolutionaries’
trump	 card,	 and	 now	 that	 he	 and	 his	would-be	 heirs	were	 behind	 bars,	 the
revolutionaries	had	no	way	of	rallying	the	masses	behind	their	other	demands.
So	once	again	protest	activity	fizzled,	and	the	revolutionaries	returned	to	the
drawing	board.

Meanwhile,	 the	 Brotherhood	 leadership	 turned	 its	 attention	 inward,
preparing	its	rank	and	file	for	the	next	step.

From	the	moment	he	left	prison	in	early	March	2011,	Brotherhood	Deputy
Supreme	Guide	Khairat	al-Shater	touted	something	that	he	referred	to	as	the
“Renaissance	Project.”	During	an	extemporaneous	interview	upon	his	release,
al-Shater	 warned	 that	 Egyptians	 must	 resist	 the	 Renaissance	 Project’s
enemies.62	He	repeated	this	term	four	days	later	during	an	in-depth	television
interview,	 explaining	 that	 the	 Renaissance	 Project	 is	 a	 “comprehensive
concept	that	doesn’t	conform	to	the	idea	of	separation	of	religion,	as	defined
by	the	West	and	the	churches.”63	And	in	a	subsequent	interview	with	Hamas’s
Al-Aqsa	 satellite	 network,	 al-Shater	 denied	 any	 interest	 in	 running	 for
president,	 vowing	 to	 work	 “in	 the	 trenches”	 for	 the	 Renaissance	 Project
instead.64



But	what	exactly	was	the	Renaissance	Project?

On	April	24,	during	a	ninety-two-minute	 address	 to	Muslim	Brothers	 in
Alexandria,	 al-Shater	 finally	 elaborated.	 “You	 all	 know	 that	 our	 main	 and
overall	mission	as	Muslim	Brothers	is	 to	empower	God’s	religion	on	earth,”
he	told	his	audience,	“to	organize	our	life	and	the	lives	of	people	on	the	basis
of	Islam,	to	establish	the	renaissance	of	the	Islamic	nation	and	its	civilization
on	 the	basis	of	 Islam	and	 subjugation	of	 people	 to	God	on	Earth.”	 In	other
words,	 the	 Renaissance	 Project	 was	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 longtime	 agenda:	 a
program	 for	 implementing	 al-Banna’s	 interpretation	 of	 Islam	 as	 an	 “all-
embracing	 concept”	 through	 societal	 and	 political	 work.	 And	 in	 the	 freer
environment	of	post-Mubarak	Egypt,	the	Brotherhood	now	had	a	tremendous
opportunity	to	advance	this	project	as	never	before.

The	Brotherhood	was	responsible	for	implementing	this	“renaissance,”	al-
Shater	 explained,	 because	 it	 was	 designed	 as	 “an	 instrument	 or	 means	 to
Islamize	 life	 in	 its	 entirety.”	 The	 organization’s	 hierarchical	 chain	 of
command,	 which	 “needs	 to	 be	 obeyed	 and	 committed	 to,”	 drew	 from	 the
structure	of	the	Prophet	Muhammad’s	own	society	and	sought	the	exact	same
ends:	 instituting	“the	religion	of	God	Almighty.”	Al-Shater	 thus	equated	 the
Brotherhood’s	 political	 mission	 with	 Islam	 itself	 and	 argued	 that	 the
Brotherhood’s	 agenda	 and	 hierarchical	 decision-making	 processes	 were
nonnegotiable:

No	one	can	come	and	say,	“Let’s	change	the	overall	mission.”	No
one	can	say,	“Let’s	remove	one	of	these	objectives.”	No	one	can
say,	“instead	of	the	[Brotherhood]	let’s	make	a	party	or	two.”	No
one	can	say,	“We’ll	work	along	three	lines	other	than	definition,
formation	 and	 execution.”	 No	 one	 can	 say,	 “Forget	 about
obedience,	 discipline	 and	 structures	 of	 the	 [Brotherhood],”
claiming	that	we	can	call	any	gathering	a	[Brotherhood].	No.	All
of	 these	are	constants	 that	represent	 the	fundamental	framework
for	our	method,	the	method	of	the	Muslim	Brotherhood.	It	is	not
open	to	developing	or	change.

Al-Shater’s	explication	of	the	Brotherhood’s	agenda	was	nothing	short	of
totalitarian:	The	Muslim	Brotherhood	was	now	going	to	intensify	its	efforts	to
“organize”	the	“lives	of	people”	according	to	its	own	interpretation	of	Islam.
And,	moving	forward,	it	would	tolerate	no	dissenters	within	its	ranks.



In	 turn,	 those	 who	 disagreed	 with	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 decisions,	 said	 al-
Shater,	 had	 a	 choice:	 either	 comply	 or	 leave	 the	 organization.	 The
Brotherhood	 would	 remain	 strong	 either	 way.	 “Hundreds	 join	 the
[Brotherhood]	 daily,”	 al-Shater	 said.	 “So	 there’s	 no	 problem	 for	 us	 in
numbers,	even	if	we	feel	badly	if	any	human	being	leaves	us	or	walks	away
from	 us.”	 It	 was	 a	 clear	 message	 to	 the	 dissident	 Brotherhood	 youths
demanding	greater	participation	in	the	organization’s	decision	making:	Forget
about	it.

Still,	 al-Shater	 explained,	 many	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 normal	 activities
would	continue	in	the	post-Mubarak	era.	“We	are	now	developing	the	Muslim
individual,	 and,	 God	 willing,	 we	 will	 continue,”	 al-Shater	 said.	 “We	 are
developing	the	Muslim	household,	and,	God	willing,	we	will	continue.	We	are
developing	the	Muslim	society,	and,	God	willing,	we	will	continue.”	And	this
Islamizing	 work	 had	 the	 exact	 same	 goal	 that	 al-Banna	 articulated	 many
decades	 earlier.	 “We	 are	 preparing	 this	 society	 for	 the	 stage	 of	 Islamic
government,”	said	al-Shater,	“which	is	what	organizes	the	remaining	aspects
of	people’s	lives	outside	the	scope	of	society	such	as	economics,	politics,	and
all	other	fields,	on	the	basis	of	Islamic	reference.”

But	 there	would	 be	 one	major	 difference:	 The	Brotherhood	would	 now
prepare	 for	 the	 “stage	 of	 Islamic	 government”	 by	 drafting	 a	 wide-ranging
policy	 agenda.	 “This	 ‘renaissance’	 is	 big	 talk,”	 he	 said.	 “But	 in	 the	 end	we
need	 to	have	a	number	of	 tracks	 in	 social,	 economic,	health,	education,	and
moral	development	in	many	fields.	Each	of	these	tracks	comprises	subtracks,
and	 these	 subtracks	 comprise	 projects.”	 Al-Shater	 thus	 committed	 the
Brotherhood	 to	 developing	 and	 administering	 policies	 for	 achieving	 an
Islamist	“renaissance”	in	Egypt.

Pursuing	this	“renaissance,”	al-Shater	repeatedly	insisted,	didn’t	mean	that
the	 Brotherhood	 sought	 to	 “reach	 the	 seat	 of	 government.”	 But	 the	 deputy
supreme	 guide	 nevertheless	 anticipated	 a	 significant	 political	 role	 for	 the
organization	in	the	coming	period.	“We	will	think	and	plan,	while	at	the	same
time	 we	 want	 to	 arrange	 for	 how	 the	 work	 will	 go,”	 al-Shater	 told	 his
Brotherhood	audience,	“because	we	are	 the	biggest	faction	currently	present
in	 the	 [Islamic	 nation]—present,	 organized,	 and	 aware	 of	 the	 issues
management.”	 In	 this	 vein,	 al-Shater	 announced	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 was
“preparing	a	media	strategy,”	which	included	acquiring	media	outlets,	and	he
further	 charged	Muslim	 Brothers	 to	 act	 as	 advocates	 for	 the	 organization’s



political	 vision.	 “The	 biggest	 independent	 newspaper	 in	 Egypt	 distributes
400,000	 copies,”	 he	 said.	 “You	 all	 participate	 in	 society	 and	 can	 reach
millions	 of	 people,	 not	 400,000.	 Therefore	 our	 ability	 to	 influence	 and
communicate	directly	is,	God	willing,	important	and	effective.”65

In	short,	the	Brotherhood’s	Renaissance	Project	was	a	call	to	action.	In	the
freer	 political	 environment	 of	 post-Mubarak	 Egypt,	 the	 Brotherhood	would
intensify	its	outreach	work.	At	the	same	time,	its	chain	of	command	would	be
repurposed	for	new	activities:	promoting	its	agenda	in	the	media,	pursuing	a
share	of	power,	and	implementing	Islamist	public	policies.

But	what,	exactly,	were	 those	policies?	What	did	 it	mean	 to	“implement
sharī’ah”	in	government?	Al-Shater	never	said.	He	was	focused	primarily	on
the	organizational	process	for	implementing	al-Banna’s	ideological	vision	and
anticipated	filling	in	the	details	later.

The	 vagueness	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 policy	 vision	 would	 be	 a	 major
shortcoming	once	it	achieved	power.	But,	at	the	time,	it	made	no	difference.
Three	months	after	Mubarak’s	ouster,	the	Brotherhood	was	the	only	political
player	 with	 a	 clear	 set	 of	 political	 goals,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 organizational
infrastructure	 for	 achieving	 them.	 It	 was	 also	 aligned	 with	 the	 country’s
ultimate	power	holder,	 the	SCAF,	and	supported	 its	 transition	program.	The
revolutionaries,	by	contrast,	were	in	total	disarray,	desperately	seeking	a	new
rallying	cry	to	recapture	their	Arab	Spring	glory.



4	
Preparing	for	Power

Mohamed	Morsi	was	one	of	the	Guidance	Office’s	most	notoriously	hardline
figures—“an	 icon	 of	 the	 extremists	 in	 the	Muslim	 Brotherhood,”	 a	 former
Brotherhood	youth	 told	me	years	 before	Morsi	 became	 a	 household	name.1

Within	 the	 organization,	 he	 was	 known	 for	 his	 strict	 adherence	 to	 the
Brotherhood’s	 hierarchical	 processes	 and	 was	 often	 the	 Guidance	 Office
leader	 responsible	 for	 punishing	 internal	 dissenters.	 “There	 are	 people	who
think	 they’re	 the	 temple	guards,	 and	he’s	 one	 of	 them,”	 said	 Islam	Lotfy,	 a
prominent	Brotherhood	youth	who	later	left	the	organization.	“He	cares	a	lot
about	the	system,	more	than	the	people.”2

Born	 in	 1951	 in	 Al-Adwa,	 an	 impoverished	 village	 in	 the	 Nile	 Delta
governorate	 of	 Sharkiya,	 Morsi	 earned	 his	 master’s	 degree	 from	 Cairo
University’s	engineering	faculty	in	1978	and	then	moved	to	Los	Angeles	for
doctoral	studies	at	the	University	of	Southern	California.	Newly	married	and
uncomfortable	 in	 libertine	 American	 society,	 Morsi	 found	 his	 community
among	Muslim	Brothers	in	California	and	joined	the	organization	while	still
in	 the	 United	 States.	 Upon	 returning	 to	 Egypt	 in	 1985,	 he	 landed	 a
professorship	at	the	University	of	Zaqaziq	in	Sharkiya’s	provincial	capital	and
became	 a	 prominent	 Brotherhood	 figure	 through	 his	 membership	 in	 the
university’s	 faculty	 club,	 as	 well	 as	 his	 participation	 in	 the	 governorate’s
Committee	to	Resist	Zionism.3	He	was	elected	to	Parliament	in	2000,	joining
sixteen	 other	 Brotherhood	 parliamentarians	 in	 constituting	 the	 legislature’s
largest	opposition	bloc.

At	 the	 urging	 of	Mohamed	 Ali	 Bishr,	 a	 Brotherhood	 leader	 who	 knew
Morsi	from	their	time	in	America,	the	Guidance	Office	selected	Morsi	as	its
parliamentary	bloc	chair.4	In	this	capacity,	Morsi	effectively	served	as	liaison
between	the	other	Brotherhood	parliamentarians	and	the	Guidance	Office	and
emerged	as	both	a	fierce	critic	of	the	Mubarak	regime	and	a	reliable	exponent
of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 theocratic	 ideology.	 (His	 first	 parliamentary	 speech
attacked	 interest-based	 banking,	 which	 Islam	 forbids.)	 This	 apparently



pleased	 the	 Brotherhood	 leadership,	 which	 inducted	 him	 into	 the	Guidance
Office	in	2002.	But	Morsi’s	behavior	in	Parliament	also	angered	the	Mubarak
regime.	 While	 the	 Brotherhood	 won	 a	 whopping	 eighty-eight	 seats	 in	 the
2005	parliamentary	elections,	the	regime	forced	a	Zaqaziq	elections	judge	to
forge	the	results	against	Morsi,	thereby	ending	his	legislative	career.5

The	 Guidance	 Office,	 however,	 offered	 Morsi	 a	 consolation	 prize:	 It
appointed	 him	 to	 oversee	 the	 Brotherhood	 parliamentary	 bloc’s	 work.	 His
responsibilities	within	the	Brotherhood	expanded	further	following	the	arrest
of	 Deputy	 Supreme	 Guide	 Khairat	 al-Shater	 in	 late	 2006.	 The	 Guidance
Office	 appointed	 Morsi	 to	 replace	 al-Shater	 as	 its	 primary	 liaison	 to	 the
Mubarak	 regime’s	 State	 Security	 apparatus,	 viewing	Morsi	 as	 ideologically
rigid	 and	 therefore	 unlikely	 to	 concede	 too	 much	 to	 the	 authorities.6

Meanwhile,	 Morsi	 used	 his	 growing	 influence	 within	 the	 organization	 to
promote	 and	 enforce	 hardline	 positions.	 He	 oversaw	 the	 drafting	 of	 the
Brotherhood’s	 2007	 political	 platform,	 which	 called	 for	 restricting	 the
presidency	 to	Muslim	men	 and	 appointing	 a	 council	 of	 Islamic	 scholars	 to
advise	Parliament	on	the	sharī’ah-compliance	of	legislation.7	Two	years	later,
Morsi	led	the	push	to	oust	two	top	Guidance	Office	leaders	who	had	voiced
their	 disagreement	 with	 the	 platform,	 seeing	 them	 as	 threats	 to	 the
organization’s	internal	unity.8

Within	 the	 Brotherhood,	 Morsi	 was	 considered	 one	 of	 the	 foremost
“Qutbists,”	 meaning	 that	 he	 embraced	 Sayyid	 Qutb’s	 belief	 that	 the
Brotherhood	should	separate	itself	from	society	until	it	was	strong	enough	to
transform	 it.9	While	 some	 Brotherhood	 figures	 advocated	 cooperating	 with
other	 political	 groups	 to	 build	 a	 broad	 coalition	 that	 could	 challenge	 the
Mubarak	regime,	Morsi—like	most	Guidance	Office	members—worried	that
this	 would	 undermine	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 ideological	 integrity.	 He	 therefore
believed	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 should	 focus	 on	 societal	 outreach	 and	 only
pursue	political	power	once	its	theocratic	agenda	was	broadly	supported.

For	 this	 reason,	 when	 I	 asked	 Morsi	 in	 August	 2010	 whether	 the
Brotherhood	 would	 nominate	 a	 presidential	 candidate	 “if	 Mubarak	 died
tomorrow,”	he	said	it	wouldn’t.	“Our	program	is	a	long-term	one,	not	a	short-
term	one,”	 he	 told	me.	 “Our	 goal	 is	 not	 to	 become	 governors.	Our	 country
should	be	governed	by	these	kinds	of	principles—by	Islam.”	He	additionally
said	that	the	Brotherhood	wouldn’t	get	involved	in	“randomness	movements,”



by	which	he	meant	mass	protest	activities.10	Participating	in	demonstrations,
after	 all,	 meant	 working	 with	 non-Islamists,	 which	 would	 force	 the
Brotherhood	to	compromise	on	its	Islamist	mission.	It	was	thus	unsurprising
when	Morsi	rejected	Brotherhood	youths’	call	for	mobilizing	the	organization
to	support	the	January	25,	2011,	protests.	Morsi	didn’t	want	the	Brotherhood
to	simply	be	one	group	among	many—he	wanted	it	to	act	only	when	it	could
dominate.

The	success	of	the	January	uprising,	however,	fundamentally	changed	the
Guidance	Office’s	strategy.	The	suddenly	open	political	 field	 represented	an
unprecedented	 opportunity	 for	 the	 Brotherhood	 to	 promote	 its	 agenda	 and
pursue	political	power	at	the	same	time.	The	Guidance	Office	also	feared	that
failing	to	intensify	its	political	work	would	enable	other	forces—perhaps	even
those	 tied	 to	 the	Mubarak	 regime—to	 seize	 the	momentum	 and	 create	 new
barriers	to	the	Brotherhood’s	Islamizing	agenda.

So	 the	 Brotherhood	 leadership	 turned	 to	 its	 most	 reliable	 hardliner	 to
manage	 the	 organization’s	 political	work	 during	 this	 transitional	 period.	On
April	 30,	 2011,	 it	 named	Morsi	 the	 first	 chairman	 of	 its	 nascent	 FJP.	 Two
more	 Guidance	 Office	 members	 were	 appointed	 to	 the	 party’s	 other	 top
positions:	Essam	el-Erian,	a	 former	Brotherhood	parliamentarian	and	one	of
its	 most	 prolific	 political	 networkers,	 was	 named	 vice-chair,	 and	 Saad	 al-
Katatny,	a	former	parliamentarian	who	succeeded	Morsi	as	the	Brotherhood’s
parliamentary	bloc	chair	from	2005	to	2010,	was	named	the	FJP’s	secretary-
general.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

From	the	moment	it	established	the	FJP,	the	Brotherhood	insisted	that	the	new
party	 would	 function	 separately	 from	 the	 organization,	 which	 is	 why	 the
Brotherhood	formally	relieved	the	three	top	FJP	leaders—Morsi,	el-Erian,	and
al-Katatny—of	 their	 Guidance	 Office	 duties	 and	 later	 appointed
replacements.11	 But	 this	 Brotherhood–FJP	 separation	 was	 a	 badly	 executed
ruse.	 The	 three	 leaders,	 after	 all,	 remained	 members	 in	 the	 Brotherhood’s
General	Shura	Committee,	which	 is	 the	organization’s	 legislative	 arm.	That
meant	 that	 they	were	 still	 directly	 involved	 in	 the	Brotherhood’s	 leadership
and	bound	by	oath	to	follow	its	decisions,	rendering	the	FJP	an	appendage	of
the	Brotherhood	rather	than	a	separate	entity.

Morsi	acknowledged	his	obedience	to	Brotherhood	dictates	during	one	of



his	 first	 interviews	 as	 FJP	 chair,	 when	 he	 explained	 that	 the	 Brotherhood’s
leadership	had	ordered	him	to	resign	from	the	Guidance	Office	and	become
FJP	chair.	“This	decision	could	have	been	emotional	for	me	in	various	ways,
thus	 uncomfortable,”	 Morsi	 told	 ONTV’s	 Yosri	 Fouda.	 “But	 there	 is	 a
difference	 between	 emotions	 and	 the	 commitment	 to	 the	 principles	 that	we
have	all	 embraced…	 .	Whenever	 the	 [Brotherhood]	decides	something,	 it	 is
my	duty	to	respect	this	decision.”12

The	Brotherhood’s	nationwide	structure	was	also	vital	 to	 the	FJP’s	 rapid
expansion	 throughout	 Egypt.	 In	 the	 months	 that	 followed	 Morsi’s
appointment	as	FJP	chairman,	Muslim	Brothers	opened	new	FJP	headquarters
in	every	governorate,	as	well	as	 in	numerous	towns	and	villages.	While	FJP
offices	were	kept	separate	from	local	Brotherhood	headquarters	to	bolster	the
impression	that	the	FJP	was	distinct	from	the	Brotherhood,	the	FJP	performed
many	 of	 the	 same	 functions.	 FJP	 offices	 thus	 organized	 medical	 clinics,
educational	programs,	vocational	trainings,	and	food-distribution	efforts—the
very	same	social	services	 that	 the	Brotherhood	had	provided	 to	win	popular
support	 throughout	 its	 history.13	 Local	 FJP	 offices	 also	 hosted	 political
conferences	featuring	top	Brotherhood	figures	that	sometimes	drew	thousands
of	supporters.	The	key	difference	between	the	Brotherhood	and	the	FJP	was
ultimately	 legal:	 The	Brotherhood	 never	 registered	 itself	 with	 the	 Egyptian
government	 and	 thus	 remained	 an	 illegal	 organization,	 while	 the	 FJP	 was
licensed	as	a	legal	political	party	on	June	6.14

More	 to	 the	 point,	 by	 FJP	 leaders’	 own	 admission,	 the	 FJP	 was
ideologically	 indistinct	 from	 the	 Brotherhood.	 The	 party	 and	 organization
“start	 from	 the	 same	 principles,”	 Morsi	 declared	 during	 a	 ribbon-cutting
ceremony	 at	 the	 FJP’s	 new	 headquarters	 in	 the	 Nile	 Delta	 governorate	 of
Dakhaliya	in	July.15	Morsi	made	it	quite	clear,	for	example,	that	the	FJP	was
working	toward	the	Brotherhood’s	long-term	goal	of	establishing	a	caliphate.
“If	 Muslim	 countries	 in	 the	 future	 create	 a	 union	 based	 on	 their	 Islamic
identity,	just	like	[the	European	Union],	then	what	is	wrong	with	that?”	Morsi
said	 during	 an	 interview	 in	 June,	 when	 asked	 about	 this	 element	 of	 the
Brotherhood’s	 agenda.	 Morsi	 further	 echoed	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 call	 for	 a
system	in	which	the	“principles	of	Islamic	sharī’ah	are	the	envelope	and	the
reference	 for	 the	 laws	of	 this	state.”16	To	emphasize	 the	continuity	between
the	Brotherhood	 and	 the	FJP	 for	 the	 organization’s	 supporters,	many	of	 the
party’s	early	banners	and	posters	contained	both	logos.



The	 FJP’s	 direct	 link	 to	 the	 Brotherhood	 facilitated	 the	 organization’s
swift	 transition	 from	 underground	 Islamist	 society	 to	 prominent	 political
actor.	 After	 all,	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 already	 a	 well-established	 national
organization,	with	 administrative	offices	 in	 every	governorate	 and	hundreds
of	thousands	of	deeply	committed	cadres	eager	to	advance	the	Brotherhood’s
political	 mission	 through	 its	 new	 political	 vehicle.	 When	 a	 German
parliamentary	 delegation	 asked	Morsi	 how	 the	 FJP	would	 campaign	 during
the	parliamentary	elections,	Morsi	made	 the	 link	between	 the	Brotherhood’s
organization	and	the	FJP	quite	explicit.	“The	popular	movement	on	which	the
party	was	founded	has	been	working	for	eighty	years,”	he	said.17

So	when	 it	 founded	 the	FJP,	 the	Brotherhood	moved	personnel	 from	 its
various	governorate	offices	over	to	the	newly	founded	FJP	offices,	where	they
often	 performed	 similar	 functions	 under	 different	 titles.	 Local	 Brotherhood
officials	 responsible	 for	 recruiting	 students,	 for	 example,	 became	 the	 local
FJP	officials	 responsible	 for	campaigning	among	students.	Building	 the	FJP
was	 thus	 a	 relatively	 seamless	 operation.	 On	 the	 evening	 that	 he	 was
appointed	 the	 FJP’s	 first	 chair,	 Morsi	 boasted	 on	 Al	 Jazeera	 that	 the	 FJP
already	 had	 an	 impressive	 seven	 thousand	 founding	 members,18	 and	 many
more	Muslim	Brothers	joined	thereafter.

In	all	of	 these	ways,	 the	Brotherhood	was	far	ahead	of	every	other	 legal
political	 party,	 none	 of	 which	 possessed	 the	 FJP’s	 instant	 nationwide
organization,	 legions	 of	 cadres,	 well-developed	 ideology,	 or	 strong	 brand
name.	 Indeed,	 despite	 enjoying	 greater	 freedom	 under	 Mubarak	 than	 the
Brotherhood,	 these	 other	 parties	 were	 overwhelmingly	 small,	 weak,	 and
unpopular—yet,	 ironically,	 quite	 prominent,	which	made	 them	 hard	 for	 the
Brotherhood	to	ignore	entirely.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 approximately	 two	 dozen	 legal	 opposition	 parties	 that	 existed	 under
Mubarak	 were,	 in	 a	 certain	 sense,	 extensions	 of	 the	 regime	 itself.	 The
Egyptian	government	 founded	 the	 two	original	 opposition	parties,	 leftist	 al-
Tagammu	 and	 nominally	 rightist	 al-Ahrar,	 in	 1976,	 when	 President	 Sadat
sought	 to	 signal	 Egypt’s	 liberalization	 by	 creating	 opposition	 parties	 that
would	run	against	his	own	ruling	Egypt	Party.19	Two	years	 later,	when	both
al-Tagammu	 and	 al-Ahrar	 opposed	 his	 peace	 efforts	 with	 Israel,	 Sadat
encouraged	 his	 agriculture	minister	 to	 establish	 the	 Socialist	 Labor	 Party.20



Mubarak,	who	took	power	following	Sadat’s	assassination	in	1981,	permitted
the	 establishment	 of	 many	 more	 opposition	 parties,	 though	 the	 regime
maintained	total	control	over	the	process:	Parties	had	to	receive	licenses	from
the	upper	parliamentary	house’s	Political	Parties	Committee,	which	the	ruling
NDP	controlled.

The	 opposition	 parties,	 in	 other	 words,	 existed	 entirely	 at	 the	 regime’s
pleasure,	since	the	regime	only	granted	licenses	to	those	parties	that	it	saw	as
nonthreatening.	To	be	 sure,	 the	most	 prominent	 legal	 parties—al-Tagammu,
the	nationalist	Wafd,	and	the	pan-Arabist	Nasserist	Party—contained	genuine
critics	 of	 the	 regime	 and	 its	 policies.	Many	 of	 their	members	 were,	 at	 one
time,	 strident	 oppositionists	 who	 envisioned	 their	 parties	 as	 vehicles	 for
challenging	Mubarak	 politically.	But	 throughout	Mubarak’s	 thirty-year	 rule,
Egypt’s	security	state	effectively	kept	these	parties	in	check	by	offering	them
a	deal	they	couldn’t	refuse:	If	they	wanted	to	continue	existing,	they	couldn’t
cross	the	regime’s	“red	lines.”

The	 red	 lines	 represented	 the	 upper	 bounds	 of	 oppositional	 activity	 that
the	 regime	 was	 willing	 to	 tolerate,	 and	 the	 punishments	 for	 crossing	 them
could	 be	 substantial.	 Rogue	 oppositionists	 risked	 sanctions	 on	 their
businesses,	 disclosures	 of	 their	 private	 lives	 in	 Egypt’s	 sensationalist	 press,
harassment	by	authorities,	 and,	 of	 course,	 imprisonment.	And	 to	 induce	 the
opposition	 parties’	 caution,	 the	 regime	 kept	 these	 red	 lines	 somewhat
ambiguous,	 such	 as	 by	 permitting	 intense	 criticism	 at	 certain	 times	 but
punishing	critics	quite	harshly	at	other	times.

Yet	opposition	party	 leaders	understood	that	 three	 topics	were	off-limits:
They	 could	 not	 criticize	 President	 Mubarak,	 the	 Mubarak	 family,	 or	 the
Egyptian	 military.	 They	 also	 understood	 that	 two	 specific	 activities
represented	clear	violations	of	the	red	lines.	First,	parties	could	not	participate
in	 mass	 protest	 activities	 because	 the	 regime	 viewed	 this	 as	 an	 act	 of
insurrection.	For	 this	reason,	 the	legal	opposition	parties	steered	clear	of	 the
various	 opposition	 movements,	 such	 as	 Kefaya	 and	 the	 April	 6	 Youth
movement,	 that	emerged	during	the	final	decade	of	Mubarak’s	rule.	Second,
particularly	during	the	latter	years	of	Mubarak’s	rule,	parties	could	not	align
with	 the	 Brotherhood	 because	 the	 regime	 viewed	 the	 mass	 appeal	 of	 the
Brotherhood’s	Islamist	ideology	as	uniquely	threatening.21

In	 exchange	 for	 abiding	by	 the	 red	 lines,	 the	 regime	granted	 the	 parties



certain	 privileges.	 Legal	 opposition	 parties	 were	 permitted	 to	 maintain
headquarters	 where	 they	 could	 organize	 large	 events	 with	 relatively	 little
interference	 from	 the	 regime.22	 The	 parties	 were	 also	 permitted	 to	 print
newspapers,	 which	 enabled	 them	 to	 send	 correspondents	 to	 various
governmental	ministries	and	institutions	for	collecting	information.23	Finally,
parties	could	run	in	parliamentary	elections,	and	the	regime	often	awarded	a
few	 seats	 to	 quiescent	 parties.	While	 Parliament	 largely	 served	 as	 a	 rubber
stamp	for	 the	Mubarak	 regime’s	policies,	participation	 in	Parliament	carried
key	 benefits,	 including	 a	 boost	 in	 a	 party’s	 public	 profile.	 Parliamentarians
also	enjoyed	parliamentary	immunity,	which	enabled	them	and	their	partners
to	pursue	lucrative	business	deals	extralegally.24

Given	 the	 autocratic	 context	 in	 which	 the	 legal	 opposition	 parties
operated,	this	wasn’t	such	a	bad	deal.	So	long	as	they	kept	their	critiques	of
the	 regime	 within	 certain	 boundaries,	 they	 were	 granted	 a	 platform.
Opposition	 leaders	 thus	 graced	 the	 pages	 of	 the	 major	 newspapers	 and
appeared	 frequently	on	 television,	 sometimes	as	counterparts	 to	 ruling	party
shills.	 They	 were,	 in	 other	 words,	 prominent	 figures	 from	 recognized
organizations.

Yet	the	legal	opposition	parties’	adherence	to	the	regime’s	red	lines	meant
that	they	had	little	support	in	the	streets.	Confined	to	their	headquarters,	these
parties	rarely	interacted	with	citizens	and	had	only	a	skeletal	presence	in	most
governorates	outside	of	Cairo.	They	also	lacked	coherent	political	principles
or	 agendas.	 Perhaps	most	 important,	 as	 these	 parties	 quietly	 adhered	 to	 the
regime’s	red	lines	for	decades,	they	alienated	younger	oppositionists,	many	of
whom	 preferred	 the	 more	 stridently	 antiregime	 activism	 of	 groups	 such	 as
Kefaya	and	April	6.

Of	course,	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	also	adhered	to	the	Mubarak	regime’s
red	lines	to	a	great	extent:	The	organization	rarely	criticized	Mubarak	or	his
family	 personally	 and	 often	 avoided	 mass	 protest	 activity,	 including	 on
January	25,	2011.	But	this	didn’t	hurt	the	Brotherhood’s	growth	as	it	stunted
the	 legal	 opposition	 parties’	 development,	 for	 two	 reasons.	 First,	 unlike	 the
political	 parties,	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 not	 primarily	 interested	 in	 winning
parliamentary	seats	under	Mubarak.	Its	foremost	goal	was	Islamizing	society
through	 nonpolitical	 work,	 and	 the	 regime	 put	 fewer	 constraints	 on	 these
activities.



Second,	 the	Brotherhood’s	 internal	 dynamics	made	 it	 less	 susceptible	 to
regime	pressure.	Joining	a	legal	political	party	under	Mubarak	was	relatively
easy:	 Prospective	 members	 submitted	 written	 applications	 to	 internal	 party
committees	 through	an	open	process.	The	 legal	opposition	parties’	members
were	therefore	politically	interested	Egyptians	but	hardly	diehards—and	thus
unwilling	to	sacrifice	greatly	for	their	party’s	cause.	By	contrast,	as	discussed
in	chapter	2,	every	Muslim	Brother	went	through	a	multiyear	tarbīah	process
that	 ensured	 his	 total	 commitment	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 cause.	 The
Brotherhood	 therefore	 comprised	 individuals	 who	 were	 selected	 for	 their
willingness	to	withstand	regime	pressure.

So	when	Mubarak	fell	in	February	2011,	the	legal	opposition	parties	had
few	illusions	about	the	Brotherhood’s	strength.	Indeed,	the	opposition	parties’
early	 attempt	 at	 flexing	 their	 muscles	 was	 a	 tremendous	 embarrassment.
While	 the	 Brotherhood	 strongly	 supported	 the	 March	 19	 referendum	 on
proposed	 constitutional	 amendments,	 most	 of	 the	 prominent	 Mubarak-era
opposition	 parties	 campaigned	 for	 “no,”	 and	 “yes”	 carried	 the	 day	 with	 an
overwhelming	77	percent	of	the	vote.

Unable	 to	beat	 the	Brotherhood,	 the	opposition	parties	 sought	 to	 partner
with	it.	On	June	14,	eleven	parties	met	with	the	FJP	to	discuss	the	formation
of	 an	 electoral	 coalition.	 In	 their	 first	 joint	 press	 statement,	 the	 parties
declared	 their	 objectives:	 They	 would	 draft	 a	 proposed	 parliamentary
elections	 law,	 which	 they	 would	 submit	 to	 the	 SCAF	 and	 then	 coordinate
during	 the	 upcoming	 parliamentary	 elections	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 building	 a
“national	unity	government.”25

One	week	 later,	 the	Democratic	Alliance	 for	Egypt	was	announced.	The
Alliance	committed	itself	to	protecting	“freedom	of	thought	and	expression,”
the	“devolution	of	power	through	universal,	free,	and	impartial	suffrage,”	the
“right	of	peaceful	assembly	of	political	parties,	NGOs,	and	trade	unions,”	and
the	 “independence	 of	 the	 judiciary,”	 as	 well	 as	 the	 establishment	 of	 “an
economic	 system	 based	 on	 freedom	 and	 social	 justice.”	 The	 statement	 also
hinted	toward	a	reorientation	of	Egypt’s	foreign	policy,	calling	for	a	“strategic
dialogue	with	Iran”	and	revising	the	peace	treaty	with	Israel.	Eighteen	parties
signed	 onto	 the	 Alliance,	 representing	 a	 wide	 (and	 unwieldy)	 range	 of
ideologies:	leftists,	Nasserists,	and	Salafists.26

The	FJP’s	 primary	partner	 in	 this	 effort,	 however,	was	 the	Wafd,	which



was	 the	most	 prominent	Mubarak-era	 legal	 opposition	 party,	 as	well	 as	 the
only	party	whose	name	truly	resonated	with	the	Egyptian	public.	Founded	in
1918	to	represent	Egyptian	interests	at	the	Paris	Peace	Conference,	the	Wafd
—which	means	“delegation”—was	the	major	Egyptian	nationalist	party	of	its
era,	 leading	 the	 struggle	 for	Egyptian	 independence	 and	 then	 serving	 as	 the
ruling	party	at	various	points	until	 the	early	1950s.	Like	 the	Brotherhood,	 it
was	 outlawed	 following	 the	 1952	 Free	Officers	 Revolution	 but	 reorganized
and	returned	to	parliamentary	politics—albeit	in	significantly	weakened	form
—under	Mubarak.27	At	 the	 time	of	Mubarak’s	ouster,	 it	was	one	of	 the	 few
parties	with	headquarters	in	every	governorate,	and	it	was	the	only	opposition
party	that	printed	a	daily	newspaper,	Al-Wafd.

Despite	considering	itself	an	ecumenical	“liberal”	party	whose	symbol	is
an	interlocking	cross	and	crescent,	the	Wafd	had	aligned	with	the	Brotherhood
previously	 and	 quite	 successfully.	 During	 the	 1984	 elections,	 a	 joint
Brotherhood–Wafd	 list	won	 an	 impressive	 58	 of	 448	 contested	 seats.28	The
Wafd	 never	 came	 close	 to	 achieving	 this	 seat	 total	 in	 the	 elections	 that
followed.	Running	without	 the	Brotherhood	 in	1987,	 it	won	only	 thirty-five
seats	 to	 the	 Brotherhood-dominated	 Islamist	 Bloc’s	 sixty	 seats,	 and	 by	 the
2005	 elections	 the	Wafd	 could	muster	 only	 five	 seats	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s
eighty-eight.	The	Wafd	 thus	viewed	 an	 alliance	with	 the	Brotherhood	 as	 its
best	strategy	for	vastly	increasing	its	representation	within	the	post-Mubarak
Parliament,	 given	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 unparalleled	 nationwide	 mobilizing
network.	 Indeed,	 the	Wafd	 anticipated	 riding	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 coattails	 to
victory.

But	 the	 Brotherhood	 also	 benefited	 from	 its	 participation	 in	 the
Democratic	Alliance.	By	building	a	coalition	with	Egypt’s	most	recognizable
“liberal”	party,	the	Brotherhood	was	able	to	position	itself	toward	the	political
center,	thereby	reassuring	those	Egyptians	who	feared	an	“Islamist	takeover.”

More	important,	the	Brotherhood	envisioned	the	Alliance	as	a	mechanism
for	 quietly	 dominating	 Egypt’s	 next	 Parliament.	 After	 all,	 the	 Brotherhood
had	promised	to	run	for	fewer	than	half	of	all	parliamentary	seats.	But	since
the	 other	 coalition	 partners	 in	 the	 Alliance	 would	 depend	 on	 the
Brotherhood’s	 mobilizing	 capabilities	 to	 win	 the	 remaining	 seats,	 those
parties’	parliamentarians	would	ultimately	follow	the	Brotherhood’s	lead.	The
Alliance	 would	 enable	 the	 Brotherhood	 to	 dominate	 Parliament	 without
holding	 a	 majority	 of	 the	 seats.	 The	 Brotherhood	 sought	 power	 but	 feared



looking	power-hungry.29

The	Brotherhood	was	 still	 quite	 worried	 about	 appearances.	 “We	won’t
compete	for	a	parliamentary	majority,	meaning	we	don’t	want	to	be	more	than
50	 percent	 in	 Parliament,”	 Deputy	 Supreme	 Guide	 al-Shater	 said	 during	 a
mid-June	television	interview.	“Why?	…	If	a	country	comes	and	says	‘I	won’t
do	 business	 with	 this	 government	 if	 it’s	 controlled	 by	 the	 Muslim
Brotherhood,’	 then	I’ve	exposed	the	interests	of	 the	Egyptian	people	to	risk,
as	has	happened	in	other	places.”30

Yet	the	Brotherhood’s	fear	that	foreign	powers	would	intervene	 in	Egypt
to	prevent	its	emergence	was	completely	unfounded.	In	fact,	the	very	opposite
was	 happening:	Western	 powers,	 recognizing	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 Egypt’s
preeminent	political	force,	were	eagerly	courting	it.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	great	 irony	of	 the	Brotherhood’s	 post-Mubarak	 behavior	 is	 that	 despite
believing	that	foreign	powers	sought	to	stymie	its	rise,	it	never	toned	down	its
virulently	 anti-Western	 rhetoric.	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 took	 great	 pains	 to
reassure	 the	 international	 community	 that	 they	wouldn’t	 rush	 to	 power	 and
repeatedly	 professed	 their	 commitment	 to	 democracy	 to	 every	 foreign
journalist,	pundit,	 researcher,	 and	official	willing	 to	hear	 them	out.	But	 like
addicts	 hooked	 on	 heroin,	 they	 couldn’t	 avoid	 the	 types	 of	 provocative
statements	 that	 most	 centrally	 contributed	 to	 Western	 distrust	 of	 the
organization	in	the	first	place.

When	 US	 forces	 killed	 Osama	 bin	 Laden	 in	 Pakistan	 on	 May	 2,	 the
Brotherhood	 issued	 a	 mournful	 statement.	 Referring	 to	 the	 offed	 al-Qaeda
leader	 as	 a	 “sheikh,”	 the	 Brotherhood	 made	 no	 mention	 of	 bin	 Laden’s
crimes.	Instead,	it	lambasted	Washington	for	killing	him	without	putting	him
on	 trial	 and	 accused	 the	 United	 States	 of	 “linking	 Islam	 with	 terrorism.”
Perhaps	most	offensively,	the	Brotherhood	validated	al-Qaeda’s	ongoing	fight
against	the	West:	“So	long	as	the	occupation	remains,	resistance	will	remain
legitimate,”	 the	 statement	 read,	 “and	 it’s	 incumbent	 upon	America,	 NATO,
and	 the	 European	Union	 to	 announce	 quickly	 the	 end	 of	 the	 occupation	 of
Iraq	and	Afghanistan	and	to	recognize	the	legitimate	rights	of	the	Palestinian
people.”31

Meanwhile,	 the	 Brotherhood	 repeatedly	 declared	 its	 intention	 to	 end



Egypt’s	1979	peace	accord	with	Israel.	“The	Egyptian	revolution	wasn’t	just	a
revolution	 against	 the	 regime,”	 the	 supreme	 guide	 wrote	 in	 his	 weekly
statement	 on	 May	 6,	 “but	 an	 internal	 revolution	 against	 repression,
humiliation,	 intimidation,	 starvation,	 and	despair,	 and	an	external	 revolution
in	 a	 leading	 position,	 joining	 the	Arab	 fold	 and	 performing	 a	 national	 role
after	 thirty	 years	 of	 being	 subject	 to	 the	 policies	 of	 the	 American–Zionist
project	 and	 the	 capitulary	 Camp	David	 [Accords].”32	 Two	weeks	 later,	 the
supreme	guide	called	for	Israel’s	destruction.	“These	blessed	revolutions	are	a
prelude	to	ending	injustice	and	the	Zionist	peak,	liberating	the	holy	sites,	and
ending	 Zionist	 arrogance	 in	 all	 its	 forms	 and	manifestations,”	 the	 supreme
guide	wrote	to	mark	the	anniversary	of	Israel’s	founding.33

Yet	 even	 as	 the	 Brotherhood	 emerged	 as	 Egypt’s	 preeminent	 political
force,	US	officials	 and	analysts	often	brushed	off	 these	 types	of	 statements.
Within	Washington,	it	was	broadly	accepted	that	postauthoritarian	Arab	states
would	 pursue	 more	 populist	 foreign	 policies,	 including	 in	 ways	 that	 ran
counter	to	US	interests.	And	those	who	expressed	concerns	regarding	Egypt’s
post-Mubarak	 foreign	 policy	 trajectory	 were	 roundly	 dismissed	 as
disrespectful	 of	 Arabs’	 democratic	 aspirations.	 Arab	 Spring	 enthusiasm
reigned	 supreme,	 and	 previous	 debates	 about	 whether	 the	 United	 States
should	 promote	 democracy	 in	 the	Middle	East	 suddenly	 became	moot.	The
overwhelming	consensus	held	that	democratization	was	happening,	and,	with
the	 situation	 framed	 in	 this	 way,	 the	 Obama	 administration	 faced	 a	 stark
choice:	It	could	either	be	on	the	“right	side	of	history”	or	get	left	behind.

The	administration	thus	channeled	great	enthusiasm	for	the	Arab	world’s
political	transitions.	President	Obama	reportedly	ordered	his	staffers	to	study
transitions	 in	 fifty	 to	 sixty	countries	 for	policy	guidance,	 and,	based	on	 this
comparative	 analysis,	 the	 administration	viewed	 the	Arab	world’s	prognosis
very	positively.	An	unnamed	administration	official	told	the	New	York	Times
that	“Egypt	 is	analogous	 to	South	Korea,	 the	Philippines	and	Chile,	while	a
revolution	 in	 Syria	 might	 end	 up	 looking	 like	 Romania’s.”34	 If	 the
administration	 had	 any	 concern	 that	 ideology—such	 as	 Islamism—might
interfere	 with	 these	 countries’	 ultimate	 progress	 toward	 democracy	 and
prosperity,	 it	 kept	 silent.	 And	 it	 similarly	 sidestepped	 the	 question	 of	 what
might	happen	 to	 these	countries’	 foreign	policies	 if	anti-Western	forces	won
elections.

The	president	 declared	his	 full	 embrace	of	 the	Arab	Spring	on	May	19,



during	a	major	address	on	the	Middle	East	at	the	State	Department.	“It	will	be
the	policy	of	 the	United	States	 to	promote	 reform	across	 the	 region,	 and	 to
support	 transitions	 to	democracy,”	he	said.	“That	effort	begins	 in	Egypt	and
Tunisia.	 .	 .	 .	 Both	 nations	 can	 set	 a	 strong	 example	 through	 free	 and	 fair
elections,	 a	 vibrant	 civil	 society,	 accountable	 and	 effective	 democratic
institutions,	and	responsible	 regional	 leadership.”	Those	countries	 that	 “take
the	risks	that	reform	entails,”	the	president	emphasized,	would	“have	the	full
support	 of	 the	 United	 States.”	 The	 president’s	 speech	 presaged	 a	 policy	 of
“engagement”	with	the	region’s	emerging	political	forces,	irrespective	of	their
ideologies	or	foreign	policy	views.	“We	look	forward	to	working	with	all	who
embrace	genuine	and	inclusive	democracy,”	the	president	said.35

That	was	good	news	for	the	Brotherhood.	After	all,	the	bar	for	achieving
American	support	was	embracing	procedural	democracy,	and	the	Brotherhood
had	been	doing	exactly	that	since	Mubarak’s	ouster:	It	established	a	political
party,	built	an	electoral	coalition,	and	was	now	preparing	for	 the	ballot	box.
Perhaps	 most	 important,	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 doing	 these	 things	 more
enthusiastically	than	the	revolutionary	youths	who	had	catalyzed	the	January
uprising,	many	of	whom	still	wanted	to	defer	elections	indefinitely,	until	after
a	new	constitution	had	been	written.

So	on	June	30,	the	administration	officially	announced	that	it	was	open	to
“dialogue”	with	 the	Brotherhood.	 “We	believe,	 given	 the	 changing	 political
landscape	 in	Egypt,	 that	 it	 is	 in	 the	 interests	of	 the	United	States	 to	 engage
with	all	parties	that	are	peaceful	and	committed	to	nonviolence,	that	intend	to
compete	 for	 the	 parliament	 and	 the	 presidency,”	 Secretary	 of	 State	 Hillary
Clinton	 told	 reporters	 in	 Budapest.	 Clinton	 added	 that	 the	 administration
would	use	its	dialogue	with	the	Brotherhood	“to	emphasize	the	importance	of
and	 support	 for	 democratic	 principles,	 and	 especially	 a	 commitment	 to
nonviolence,	 respect	 for	minority	 rights,	and	 the	 full	 inclusion	of	women	 in
any	democracy.”

Clinton’s	 statement	 caught	 the	 Brotherhood	 by	 surprise,	 but	 the
organization	stayed	firmly	on	message.	“The	U.S.	is	hated	in	the	Middle	East
region	more	than	any	other	country	according	to	polls	published	in	the	U.S.,”
Brotherhood	spokesman	Mahmoud	Ghozlan	told	CNN.	“If	the	U.S.	is	serious
in	opening	a	dialogue,	they	must	first	respect	the	people’s	choices	for	a	true
democracy,	independence	and	respect	their	choice	of	leaders.”36



A	few	days	later,	at	an	FJP	rally	in	Dakhaliya,	Morsi	accused	the	United
States	 of	 financing	 conspiracies	 in	Egypt.	 “The	Zionists	 and	 the	Americans
have	 spent	 in	 five	months	240	million	Egyptian	pounds,	40	million	dollars,
given	 to	 60	 institutions,”	 he	 declared,	 referring	 to	 US	 support	 for
prodemocratic	 nongovernmental	 organizations	 (NGOs).	 “Every	 one	 of	 the
institutions	got	4	million	Egyptian	pounds	in	5	months.	What	do	they	do	with
this	money?	…	It	 is	 so	 [people]	move	 to	 implement	 the	American	people’s
interests,	and	the	[interests	of	the]	criminal	Zionist	people!”37

Yet	despite	the	Brotherhood’s	unflinching	anti-Americanism,	Washington
persisted	 in	 its	 outreach.	 In	 early	 October,	 President	 Obama	 sent	 National
Security	 Council	 (NSC)	 official	 Prem	 Kumar	 to	 meet	 with	 FJP	 secretary-
general	Saad	al-Katatny.	The	White	House	wasn’t	leaving	“engagement”	with
the	Brotherhood	to	its	ambassador,	as	other	countries	were	doing,	but	instead
was	granting	the	Brotherhood	recognition	straight	from	the	president’s	office.
And	 since	 the	 meeting	 came	 without	 any	 conditions,	 al-Katatny	 used	 the
encounter	 to	 harangue	 Kumar	 on	 supposed	 “U.S.	 interference	 in	 internal
Egyptian	 affairs,”	 which	 the	 Brotherhood	 proudly	 highlighted	 in	 its
subsequent	press	release.38	Of	course,	the	Brotherhood’s	behavior	came	at	no
cost:	Kumar	was	the	first	of	many	high-level	American	officials	who	passed
through	the	FJP’s	headquarters	in	the	months	that	followed.

Slowly	 but	 surely,	 the	 Brotherhood	 got	 the	 message:	 The	 international
community	was	 far	 less	averse	 to	 its	 emergence	 than	 it	 anticipated.	Foreign
officials	 routinely	 encouraged	 the	 Brotherhood	 to	 respect	 the	 peace	 treaty
with	Israel	and	embrace	pluralism	but	exerted	no	significant	pressure	toward
those	ends.	When	the	French	ambassador	asked	the	Brotherhood’s	party	about
the	future	of	Egyptian–Israeli	relations,	he	endured	a	lecture	from	Morsi.	“We
see	Palestinian	blood	being	shed	everyday	by	the	Israelis,”	Morsi	exclaimed,
according	to	a	statement	 that	 the	FJP	issued	after	 the	meeting.	“And	despite
this	 you	 ask	 us	 about	 our	 support	 and	 backing	 for	 the	 Palestinians	 and	 our
position	 with	 them,	 despite	 the	 presence	 of	 European	 activists	 who	 are
sympathetic	with	them	like	us.”39

Still,	more	 French	 delegations	 followed.	When	 a	 French	 senator	 visited
the	 FJP	 following	 an	 outbreak	 in	 anti-Christian	 violence	 in	 October,	 FJP
leader	 Saad	 al-Husseini	 insisted	 that	 “applying	 the	 principles	 of	 Islamic
sharī’ah	 is	 the	 best	 guarantee	 for	 the	 rights	 of	 Copts	 in	 Egypt.”40	 The
Brotherhood	was	doubling	down	on	its	 ideology	because,	 in	the	presence	of



its	 foreign	guests,	 there	was	no	cost	 for	doing	so.	As	Western	governments’
unconditional	“engagement”	with	the	Brotherhood	continued,	one	factor	that
might	 have	 compelled	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 moderation—its	 paranoid,	 but
exploitable,	fears	of	the	West—gradually	dissipated.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

While	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 preparing	 for	 elections	 and	 power,	 the	 SCAF
seemed	to	be	losing	control.	Fearing	that	any	false	move	might	incite	another
uprising,	 the	military	and	police	 largely	stood	 to	 the	side	as	crime	and	civil
strife	 rose	 dramatically	 during	 the	 months	 that	 followed	Mubarak’s	 ouster.
Mid-May	 witnessed	 deadly	 sectarian	 clashes,	 multiple	 jailbreaks,	 the
ransacking	of	an	upscale	Cairo	neighborhood,	and	a	violent	standoff	in	front
of	the	Israeli	embassy	in	Giza,	among	other	incidents.	In	an	attempt	to	restore
order,	the	SCAF	referred	suspects	to	military	courts,	but	this	only	intensified
the	backlash.41	Suddenly,	the	revolutionary	activists	sensed	an	opportunity	to
revive	 their	 calls	 for	 further	 and	 faster	 political	 change.	 They	 declared	 that
May	27	would	be	Egypt’s	“second	Friday	of	Rage”—in	other	words,	a	repeat
of	 the	pivotal	 January	28	mass	protests	 against	 the	Mubarak	 regime,	 except
that	the	SCAF	was	now	the	target.

Among	 other	 demands,	 the	 revolutionaries	 called	 for	 the	 immediate
election	 of	 a	 constitution-writing	 committee	 that	 would	 include
representatives	from	a	range	of	 institutions	(such	as	al-Azhar	University,	 the
Coptic	 Orthodox	 Church,	 and	 the	 police)	 and	 professors	 from	 a	 range	 of
subject	 areas	 (such	as	medicine,	 law,	and	engineering).42	This	was,	 in	other
words,	a	restart	of	the	revolutionaries’	“constitution-first”	campaign—and	an
attempt	 to	 disregard	 the	 March	 19	 referendum	 and	 the	 SCAF’s	 March	 30
declaration,	which	 empowered	 the	next	Parliament	 to	 steer	 the	constitution-
drafting	process.

The	 Brotherhood	 viewed	 the	 new	 protest	 calls	 as	 threatening	 its	 post-
Mubarak	 political	 strategy.	 After	 all,	 it	 anticipated	 dominating	 the	 first
Parliament	 so	 that	 it	 could	 control	 the	 constitution-drafting	 process	 and
therefore	 opposed	writing	 a	 constitution	 before	 the	 parliamentary	 elections.
With	the	revolutionaries	once	again	organizing	mass	protests	to	advance	their
constitution-first	 agenda,	 the	Brotherhood	 now	 feared	 that	 the	 SCAF	might
concede	 to	 the	 activists—as	 it	 had	 done	when	 it	 arrested	Mubarak	 and	 his
cronies	following	the	early	April	Tahrir	protests.



So,	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 the	 Brotherhood	 aggressively	 denounced	 the
demonstrations	 and	 declared	 its	 support	 for	 the	 SCAF.	 “The	 call	 for	 new
activism	 in	 the	 name	 of	 an	 anger	 revolution	 or	 second	 revolution	 means
nothing	but	 two	 things,”	 it	 said	 in	a	 statement.	 “First,	 that	 this	 revolution	 is
against	 the	 people	 or	 a	 clear	 majority	 of	 them.	 Second,	 that	 it’s	 driving	 a
wedge	between	the	people	and	their	armed	forces	and	the	SCAF	leaders.”43

Ultimately,	 the	 May	 27	 demonstrations	 didn’t	 force	 major	 concessions
from	 the	SCAF.	But	 as	 tens	of	 thousands	of	Egyptians	 filled	Tahrir	Square,
focusing	 their	 chants	 against	 both	 the	 SCAF	 and	 the	 Brotherhood
simultaneously,	 the	 revolutionaries	 suddenly	 felt	 reempowered.44	 Yet	 their
attempts	 to	 organize	 follow-up	 demonstrations	 failed.	 Only	 a	 few	 hundred
protesters	filled	the	square	in	the	weeks	that	followed,	and	the	activists	went
back	to	the	drawing	board.

Then	on	June	28,	Egypt’s	police	gave	 the	revolutionaries	a	new	rallying
cry.	As	families	of	those	who	died	during	the	January	uprising	marched	near
Cairo’s	 Balloon	 Theater,	 thugs	 attacked	 the	 procession,	 catalyzing	 clashes
between	protesters	and	security	forces.	Over	one	thousand	were	injured,	and
police	blanketed	the	area	with	tear	gas.45	As	news	of	the	assault	spread	over
social	media,	activists	flocked	to	Tahrir	Square	and	briefly	declared	a	sit-in.46

The	 revolutionaries	 used	 the	 incident	 to	 declare	 another	 round	 of	 mass
protests	against	the	SCAF,	and	a	wide	variety	of	groups	agreed	to	participate
on	Friday,	July	8,	which	they	dubbed	“Determination	Friday.”

The	Brotherhood	was	inclined	to	reject	the	protest	call,	as	it	had	done	on
May	 27.	 From	 its	 perspective,	 the	 protest	 was	 a	 thin	 veneer	 for	 the
revolutionaries’	 constitution-first	 agenda,	 and	 the	 Brotherhood	 absolutely
refused	 to	 entertain	 a	 revision	 of	 the	 elections-first	 road	 map	 that	 the
March	 19	 referendum	 ordained.	 But	 with	 many	 of	 its	 partners	 in	 the
Democratic	 Alliance	 for	 Egypt,	 including	 the	 Wafd,	 declaring	 their
participation	 in	 the	 July	8	demonstrations,	 the	Brotherhood	worried	 that	 the
scales	 might	 tip	 against	 it—that	 large	 crowds	 might	 converge	 on	 Tahrir
Square	 and	 force	 the	SCAF	 to	make	 some	major	 concessions.	 So	 two	days
before	 the	 protests,	 the	 Brotherhood	 made	 the	 revolutionaries	 an	 offer:	 It
would	participate	in	the	July	8	demonstrations	so	long	as	the	activists	dropped
their	“constitution-first”	demand.47	The	activists	saw	an	opportunity	to	unify
the	 country’s	 political	 forces	 for	 the	 first	 time	 since	 Mubarak’s	 ouster	 and
agreed.



The	 Brotherhood	 played	 its	 hand	 brilliantly.	 On	 Determination	 Friday,
Egyptians	 filled	public	 squares	across	 the	country,	 and	 tens	of	 thousands	 of
demonstrators	 packed	Tahrir	 Square.	The	Brotherhood,	 however,	 assembled
the	 largest	 and	 tallest	 podium,	 from	 which	 it	 broadcast	 its	 support	 for	 the
military	and	its	demand	that	parliamentary	elections	take	place	by	September.
Then	 at	 six	 in	 the	 evening,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 cadres	 withdrew	 from	 the
square	en	masse,	 leaving	behind	a	 few	thousand	revolutionary	activists	who
declared	an	open-ended	sit-in	against	the	SCAF.48

The	 Brotherhood’s	 message	 to	 the	 SCAF	 was	 clear:	We	 are	 the	 best-
organized	 and	 most	 capable	 force	 of	 the	 Egyptian	 street—not	 the
revolutionaries.	Make	concessions	to	them,	and	you’ll	face	us.

By	contrast,	 the	revolutionaries,	who	continued	occupying	Tahrir	Square
through	the	end	of	July,	played	their	hand	miserably.	Having	already	agreed
to	 drop	 their	 constitution-first	 demand,	 they	 now	 called	 for
“supraconstitutional	 principles”—a	 set	 of	 guaranteed	 political	 rights	 that
would	 supersede	 Egypt’s	 next	 constitution.	 These	 principles,	 the
revolutionaries	 argued,	would	prevent	 Islamists	 from	using	 their	 anticipated
victory	 in	 the	 next	 parliamentary	 elections	 to	 draft	 a	 restrictive,	 theocratic
constitution.

Of	course,	 the	Islamists	viewed	supraconstitutional	principles	as	a	 threat
for	precisely	this	reason:	It	would	handcuff	their	ability	to	establish	an	Islamic
state	in	Egypt.	So	on	Friday,	July	29,	the	Brotherhood	and	top	Salafist	groups
mobilized	a	massive	demonstration	against	the	supraconstitutional	principles.
Decrying	 secularism	 and	 liberalism,	 tens	 of	 thousands	 of	 Islamists
overwhelmed	 the	 revolutionaries	 in	 Tahrir	 Square.49	 The	 revolutionaries
derided	the	heavily	bearded	demonstration	as	“Kandahar	Friday,”	referring	to
the	 Taliban’s	 former	 Afghan	 capital,	 but	 the	 Islamists’	 impressive	 turnout
again	 signaled	 to	 the	 SCAF	 that	 they—and	 not	 the	 revolutionaries—were
Egypt’s	true	street	power.

Meanwhile,	 the	 revolutionaries’	 open-ended	 sit-in	 rapidly	 alienated	 the
broader	Egyptian	public.	The	weeks-long	shutdown	of	Tahrir	Square	outraged
local	residents	and	shopkeepers,	who	resented	the	revolutionaries	for	blocking
traffic	and	turning	the	heart	of	downtown	Cairo	into	a	filthy	encampment.	The
revolutionaries’	sit-in	also	became	a	ripe	target	for	the	Egyptian	media,	which
accused	 the	 revolutionaries	 of	 conducting	 all	 sorts	 of	 nefarious	 acts	 within



their	 tent	 city.	 When	 security	 forces	 cleared	 the	 sit-in	 on	 August	 1,	 local
residents	and	shopkeepers	cheered	and	in	some	cases	even	lent	a	hand.50

Six	 months	 after	 the	 fall	 of	 Mubarak,	 popular	 support	 for	 the
revolutionaries	 had	 bottomed	 out.	 The	 once-lauded	 freedom	 fighters	 were
now	widely	viewed	as	directionless	agents	of	upheaval.



5	
The	Road	to	Parliament

While	the	revolutionaries	spent	July	2011	fruitlessly	occupying	Tahrir	Square,
the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood	 turned	 toward	 the	 next	 phase.	 Parliamentary
elections	 were	 expected	 in	 September,	 and	 the	 Brotherhood	 prepared	 its
cadres	for	campaign	work	through	camping	trips	known	as	mua’skarat.

The	 Brotherhood’s	mua’skarat	 are	 part	 of	 the	 organization’s	 tarbīah—
educational—program.	 The	 goal	 of	 these	 excursions	 is	 to	 improve	Muslim
Brothers’	 physical	 fitness,	 ensure	 their	 commitment	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s
ideological	agenda,	and	cultivate	unity.1	During	mua’skarat,	Muslim	Brothers
cook	for	each	other,	engage	in	intensified	study	and	prayer,	listen	to	lectures
from	Brotherhood	leaders,	and	perform	physical	training	drills.	The	physical
component	 of	 the	 mua’skarat	 is	 the	 most	 controversial:	 YouTube	 videos,
posted	 by	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 depict	 cadres	 running	 in	 formation	 and
performing	 directed	 group	 exercises,	 which	 raised	 suspicions	 that	 the
Brotherhood	was	training	militias.2	For	 this	reason,	 the	Brotherhood	kept	 its
mua’skarat	low	profile	during	the	Mubarak	era,	sometimes	operating	them	at
members’	homes.3

In	 the	much	 freer	post-Mubarak	environment,	however,	 the	Brotherhood
saw	 little	 need	 for	 discretion.	 In	 virtually	 every	 governorate,	 Brotherhood
administrative	 offices	 organized	 the	 largest	 and	 most	 public	mua’skarat	 in
decades.	 They	 bused	 cadres	 by	 the	 hundreds	 to	 dozens	 of	 encampments
around	 the	 country,	 and	young	Muslim	Brothers	 posted	photos,	 videos,	 and
written	accounts	of	their	mua’skarat’s	activities	online.

Meanwhile,	 the	Brotherhood	dispatched	its	 top	leaders	to	the	mua’skarat
to	 rally	 the	 base	 behind	 the	 organization’s	 aggressive	 political	 approach.	 In
speech	 after	 speech,	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 reminded	 their	 cadres	 that	 the
organization’s	 very	 purpose	was	 political:	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 raison	 d’être
was	 spreading	 Islam	 in	 the	 society	 to	 establish	 an	 “Islamic	 state”	 in	 Egypt
and,	 thereafter,	 a	 “global	 Islamic	 state”	 that	 would	 challenge	 Western
hegemony.	 And	 the	 time	 to	 advance	 that	 agenda,	 the	 Brotherhood	 leaders



argued,	was	now.

“The	 Muslim	 Brothers	 need	 to	 be	 leaders,	 leaders	 of	 this	 [Islamic
nation],”	Deputy	Supreme	Guide	Mahmoud	Ezzat	told	a	mua’skar	in	Matrouh
in	 late	 July	 2011.	 “Yes,	 that	 is	 what	 God	 has	 entrusted	 within	 us.	 Every
Muslim	is	called	in	this.	This	[Islamic	nation]	as	a	whole,	from	the	east	of	the
land	to	its	west,	is	also	entrusted	in	embracing	this	message.”

In	 the	 years	 before	 the	 uprising,	 Ezzat	 reminded	 his	 audience,	 the
Mubarak	 regime’s	 repression	 forced	 the	Brotherhood	 to	 act	 “patiently”	 and
focus	on	spreading	their	ideas	within	the	society	rather	than	pursuing	power.
“God	has	set	[Muslim	Brothers]	on	this	road,”	said	Ezzat.

So	some	of	them	have	passed	through	jail,	some	of	them	injured,
some	 of	 them	 displaced,	 and	 some	 of	 them	 martyred…	 .	 Yes,
during	all	 these	years,	we	could	have	been	on	 the	 road	 that	 the
Prophet,	peace	be	upon	him,	set	 for	us.	And	we	were	confident
that	 educating	 the	 [Islamic	 nation],	 fashioning	 the	 people,
strengthening	the	desire,	and	introducing	the	principle	and	belief
in	[God]	and	the	value	of	him—this	would	prevent	straying	[from
God’s	path].

So	in	lieu	of	pursuing	political	power,	Ezzat	said,	the	Brotherhood	worked
under	Mubarak	to	unify	the	people	“around	Islam,	as	a	religion	for	Muslims
and	civilization	for	non-Muslims.”

Mubarak’s	ouster,	Ezzat	explained,	enabled	the	Brotherhood	to	accelerate
its	 Islamizing	 project	 by	 establishing	 a	 political	 party	 and	 new	 offices
nationwide,	which	would	enhance	the	organization’s	preaching	and	outreach
work.	“People	still	do	not	know	us,”	Ezzat	acknowledged,	so	the	Brotherhood
would	 work	 to	 “clarify	 the	 greatness	 of	 this	 religion.”	 Ezzat	 added	 that
improving	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 international	 image	 might	 require	 holding
dialogue	 with	 the	 United	 States,	 among	 other	 nations,	 but	 reassured	 his
audience	that	the	Brotherhood’s	struggle	against	Israel	would	continue.	“This
battle	between	us	and	Zionism	…	will	improve	the	future	of	civilization.”4

Speaking	 at	 the	 same	 encampment	 in	Matrouh,	Deputy	 Supreme	Guide
Khairat	 al-Shater	 rallied	 the	 cadres	 around	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 ultimate
ambition:	creating	a	global	Islamist	order	that	could	resist	the	West.

“Today,	 the	 leadership	 of	 humanity	 is	 of	 the	West,	 the	 Americans,”	 al-



Shater	said.	“Western	civilization	is	now	the	dominant	leader.	.	.	.	As	for	us,
now,	 we	 are	 not	 the	 masters	 of	 the	 world	 as	 Muslims,	 we	 don’t	 have	 a
caliphate,	 and	 we	 don’t	 have	 governments	 at	 the	 state	 level	 or	 our	 own
country.”	Islam,	al-Shater	lamented,	existed	only	in	“the	souls	of	individuals
and	groups	at	the	societal	level.”	The	Brotherhood’s	task	in	the	post-Mubarak
era	 was	 to	 enact	 Islam	 in	 its	 “comprehensive	 role:	 Islam	 as	 a	 religion	 and
state,	Islam	as	a	system	[that]	organizes	all	matters	in	our	lives,	at	all	levels.”

How	 would	 the	 Brotherhood	 achieve	 this?	 Al-Shater	 pointed	 to
Brotherhood	 founder	 Hassan	 al-Banna’s	 bottom-up	 approach	 for
implementing	Islam	as	an	“all-embracing	concept”:

We	start	by	bringing	Islam	back	to	our	 lives	as	 individuals;	 this
comprehensive	understanding	of	 Islam	in	which	we	believe,	are
convinced	 of,	 raise	 ourselves	 according	 to—this	 is	 what
engraining,	 establishing,	 and	 organizing	 it	 means—as
individuals.	 That’s	why	 Imam	 al-Banna	 said	 that	 the	 first	 stage
is	 .	 .	 .	 the	 Muslim	 individual.	 The	 individuals	 then	 mobilize
within	 their	 family,	which	 in	 turn	gives	way	 to	 the	 stage	of	 the
Muslim	 family;	 then,	 the	 individuals,	 families,	 and	 households
mobilize	 on	 the	 level	 of	 society.	 And	 once	 we	 return
comprehensive	Islam	to	the	level	of	the	society,	then	we	can	say
we	have	a	Muslim	society.	Then,	when	we	transform	Egypt	into	a
government	 that	manages	 the	 affairs	 of	 the	people	 according	 to
an	Islamic	reference,	that’s	what	we	call	the	stage	of	the	“Muslim
State.”	Then	the	governments	in	Egypt,	Malaysia,	Saudi	Arabia,
and	 everywhere	 else,	 having	 been	 enabled	 to	 establish	 Islamist
rule,	coordinate,	unite,	and	cooperate	in	every	conceivable	sense,
and	 form	 a	 unified	 Islamic	 state,	 or	 a	 global	 Islamic	 union,	…
like	the	European	Union	today.

“The	Muslim	Brotherhood	was	founded	 to	bring	out	 the	reestablishment
of	 this	 understanding	 [of	 comprehensive	 Islam],”	 al-Shater	 reminded	 the
group.	He	then	launched	into	a	rousing	pep	talk,	calling	on	the	cadres	to	focus
on	 establishing	 an	 Islamic	 state	 in	 Egypt	 and,	 thereafter,	 a	 global	 Islamic
state.	 “You	 have	 to	 discipline	 yourself,	 educate	 yourself,	 and	 prepare
yourself,”	al-Shater	said,	“because	you	are	in	charge	of	a	grand	mission	that
won’t	 end	except	with	 the	 strengthening	 of	 the	Almighty	God’s	 religion	 on
earth.”5



What	 exactly	 did	 it	 mean	 to	 “strengthen	 Almighty	 God’s	 religion	 on
earth?”	What	policies	might	change	if	the	Brotherhood	achieved	its	vision	of
an	 Islamic	 state	 in	 Egypt?	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 leaders	 offered	 no	 specifics.
Their	 vagueness	 reflected	 the	 fact	 that,	 for	many	 decades,	 the	Brotherhood
was	the	only	Islamist	group	participating	in	Egypt’s	electoral	politics.	It	didn’t
need	 to	 explain	 its	 interpretation	 of	 sharī’ah	 because	 merely	 promising	 to
“implement”	sharī’ah	was	sufficient	for	distinguishing	the	Brotherhood	from
its	non-Islamist	competitors.

Yet	as	Muslim	Brothers	gathered	at	the	summer	2011	mua’skarat,	Egypt’s
political	 landscape	was	rapidly	changing.	A	new	Islamist	political	 force	was
emerging,	 promising	 to	 mobilize	 millions	 of	 Egyptians	 who	 had	 never
participated	 in	 politics	 previously.	 And	 its	 political	 vision	 was	 far	 more
specific	than	the	Brotherhood’s	and	also	more	authentic	in	the	eyes	of	many
Egyptians.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 term	 “Salafist”	 refers	 to	 Islamists	who	 seek	 to	 implement	 the	 literalist
interpretation	 of	 sharī’ah	 that	 the	 companions	 of	 the	 Prophet	 Muhammad,
known	 as	 the	 salaf,	 practiced	 during	 the	 AD	 600s.	 In	 contrast	 to	 the
Brotherhood’s	vagueness	regarding	how	it	would	interpret	sharī’ah,	Salafists
offered	 a	 concrete,	 albeit	 radical,	 argument:	 Islam’s	 reemergence	 required
“returning	 to	 the	 purest	 roots	 of	 Islam	 and	 the	 strict	 emulation	 of	 its
prophet.”6	For	example,	whereas	 the	Brotherhood	hemmed	and	hawed	as	 to
whether	 it	would	ban	alcohol	 in	Egypt,	Salafists	 left	no	doubt:	They	would.
Whereas	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	indicated	that	it	might	permit	interest-based
lending	practices,	which	contravene	 Islamic	 law,	many	Salafists	 stated	quite
clearly	that	they	sought	to	prohibit	them	as	soon	as	possible.	And	whereas	the
Brotherhood	 showed	 some	 openness	 to	 Shiite	 sharī’ah	 concepts,	 Salafists
typically	regarded	Shiites	as	infidels	and	enemies.

Like	 the	 Brotherhood,	 Salafism	 emerged	 within	 Egypt	 most	 forcefully
during	 the	 1970s,	 when	 then-president	 Sadat	 lifted	 Nasser’s	 repression	 of
Islamists.	 On	 campuses	 nationwide,	 the	 two	 competing	 trends	 battled	 over
sharī’ah	 interpretations,	 as	 well	 as	 over	 the	 method	 for	 implementing
sharī’ah.

In	 the	 years	 that	 followed,	 a	 variety	 of	 Salafist-oriented	 organizations
arose,	including	jihadi	groups	such	as	the	US-designated	terrorist	organization



al-Gamaa	 al-Islamiya,	 and	 nonviolent	 preaching	 organizations	 such	 as	 the
Alexandria-based	 Salafist	 Call,	 which	 was	 founded	 in	 1982.7	 The
proliferation	 of	 Salafist	 groups	 encapsulates	 the	 most	 basic	 difference
between	the	Brotherhood	and	Salafists:	Whereas	the	Brotherhood	is	a	unified
organization,	 Salafism	 is	 ultimately	 an	 ideology	 to	 which	 many	 competing
groups	 and	 scholars	 adhere.	Unlike	 the	 rigorous	process	 through	which	one
joins	 the	 Brotherhood,	 one	 becomes	 a	 Salafist	 simply	 by	 declaring	 his
commitment	 (iltizām)	 to	 emulating	 the	practices	 of	 the	Prophet	Muhammad
and	his	companions.	And	unlike	 the	Brotherhood’s	 rigid	chain	of	command,
Salafists	 may	 follow	 any	 sheikh	 or	 movement	 they	 prefer—or,	 if	 they	 are
quietists,	 no	 movement	 at	 all.8	 So	 it	 is	 much	 easier	 to	 become	 a	 Salafist,
which	is	why	Salafists	are	believed	to	outnumber	Muslim	Brothers	 in	Egypt
by	a	considerable	margin.

During	the	Mubarak	era,	the	Brotherhood	and	Salafists	experienced	very
different	treatment.	While	the	regime	permitted	the	Brotherhood	to	participate
in	 parliamentary	 elections,	 it	 prohibited	 the	 Salafists	 from	 political	 work
entirely.	Under	the	watchful	eye	of	Egypt’s	State	Security	apparatus,	Salafists
focused	 on	 preaching	 and	 outreach	 activities	 exclusively:	 They	 operated
mosques,	 ran	social	services,	established	 religious	 schools,	 and—toward	 the
end	 of	 the	 Mubarak	 era—built	 satellite	 television	 networks	 for	 promoting
their	 ideology.	 Always	 fearful	 of	 a	 severe	 regime	 crackdown,	 nonviolent
Salafist	groups	such	as	Salafist	Call	preached	loyalty	to	the	state,	including	at
the	height	of	the	January	2011	uprising.9

In	 the	 immediate	 aftermath	of	Mubarak’s	ouster,	 however,	Salafists	 saw
an	 unprecedented	 political	 opportunity.	 While	 some	 prominent	 sheikhs
decried	electoral	politics	as	being	forbidden	in	Islam,	the	Salafist	Call—by	far
the	 largest	 Salafist	 organization—announced	 in	 mid-May	 that	 it	 would
establish	 the	 Nour	 Party	 and	 named	 Emad	 Abdel	 Ghafour	 as	 its	 first
chairman.	 In	 the	 months	 that	 followed,	 three	 other	 major	 Salafist	 parties
emerged:	Cairo-based	Salafists	formed	the	Fadila	and	Asala	parties,	while	al-
Gamaa	al-Islamiya	formed	the	Building	and	Development	Party.

Initially,	 the	 Brotherhood	 took	 a	 dim	 view	 of	 the	 Salafists’	 political
prospects.	From	its	perspective,	the	Salafists	were	political	newcomers	whose
lack	of	experience	and	radical	ideas	would	make	them,	at	best,	bit	players	in
Egypt’s	post-Mubarak	political	order.	Nour	Party	leaders	felt	the	snub.	At	the
first	meeting	of	the	Democratic	Alliance	for	Egypt,	which	convened	in	June	at



the	Brotherhood’s	FJP	headquarters,	the	Salafists	were	seated	at	the	end	of	the
table,	and	the	FJP	had	declined	to	print	nameplates	for	them.

A	 few	weeks	 later,	Nour	Party	 leader	Abdel	Ghafour	met	FJP	 chairman
Mohamed	 Morsi	 at	 a	 meeting	 of	 political	 party	 leaders	 that	 the	 SCAF
convened	 to	discuss	 the	upcoming	parliamentary	elections.	 “Who	are	you?”
Morsi	 dismissively	 asked	Abdel	 Ghafour.	When	Abdel	 Ghafour	 introduced
himself,	Morsi	asked	the	question	a	second	time:	“Who	are	you?”

Morsi,	 however,	 wasn’t	 the	 only	 one	 who	 considered	 the	 Nour	 Party
irrelevant.	At	 the	meeting,	 the	 SCAF	 seated	 its	 top	 generals	 directly	 across
from	Morsi	and	placed	Abdel	Ghafour	at	the	far	end	of	the	table.10

On	July	29,	however,	the	Brotherhood	suddenly	realized	that	the	Salafists
would	be	an	electoral	force	to	be	reckoned	with.	During	the	massive	Islamist
protest	 in	 Tahrir	 Square	 against	 “supraconstitutional	 principles,”	 Salafists
outmobilized	 the	 Brotherhood	 by	 a	 substantial	 margin,	 demonstrating	 that
they	had	both	the	numbers	and	resources	to	mount	a	significant	challenge	on
election	day.	By	that	point,	however,	the	Nour	Party	had	already	decided	that
it	 would	 leave	 the	 Democratic	 Alliance	 for	 Egypt.11	 When	 it	 made	 this
decision	 official	 in	 early	 September,	 it	 emphasized	 its	 objection	 to	 the
Alliance’s	 inclusion	 of	 secular	 parties.	 This	 was	 a	 jab	 at	 the	 Brotherhood,
which	Salafists	cast	as	a	sellout	for	cooperating	with	non-Islamists.12

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

When	 it	 first	 took	power	after	Mubarak’s	ouster	on	February	11,	 the	SCAF
had	promised	to	complete	a	political	transition	process	within	six	months.	But
by	 early	 September,	 parliamentary	 and	 presidential	 elections	 had	 not	 been
scheduled,	and	a	new	constitution	was	nowhere	in	sight.	Meanwhile,	sectarian
clashes	exploded	in	Upper	Egypt,	workers’	strikes	spread	to	seemingly	every
profession,	and	anti-SCAF	demonstrations	proliferated.	The	SCAF	responded
to	 these	 incidents	 repressively:	 It	 cracked	 down	 on	 protests,	 referred	 over
twelve	thousand	civilians	to	military	courts,	and	arrested	prominent	activists.
But	 its	brutality	didn’t	quell	 the	 instability.	As	a	 result,	 the	 SCAF	 suddenly
appeared	eager	to	move	the	country	toward	elections	and	remove	itself	from
day-to-day	governance.

On	September	18,	the	SCAF	called	a	meeting	with	political	party	leaders
to	 discuss	 the	 parliamentary	 elections	 law.	 Since	 1990,	 Egypt	 had	 been



divided	 into	 222	 two-member	 districts,	 with	 each	 district	 electing	 one
professional	and	one	farmer	or	worker	in	a	winner-take-all	system.	But	many
of	 the	 political	 parties	 feared	 that	 this	 format	 would	 enable	members	 from
Mubarak’s	 old	 ruling	 party	 to	 return	 to	 Parliament	 in	 their	 old	 seats	 and
therefore	 pressed	 the	SCAF	 to	 institute	 a	 party-list	 voting	 system,	 in	which
seats	 would	 be	 awarded	 proportionally.	 Such	 a	 system,	 the	 thinking	 went,
would	work	 to	 the	 advantage	of	parties	 that	had	 strong	name	 recognition—
such	as	the	Wafd—but	insufficient	resources	to	mount	a	successful	campaign
effort	 in	 every	 district.	 The	 Brotherhood	 preferred	 a	 mixed	 system	 but
anticipated	winning	 no	matter	which	 system	was	 used	 and	 thus	went	 along
with	the	other	parties’	demand.

Six	 days	 later,	 the	 SCAF	 released	 a	 system	 that	 pleased	 nobody:	 Two-
thirds	of	the	seats	would	be	elected	through	a	proportional	party-list	system,
and	one-third	of	the	seats	would	be	reserved	for	political	 independents,	who
would	run	in	winner-take-all,	individual-candidacy	races.13	The	Brotherhood
was	furious.	By	reserving	one-third	of	Parliament	for	political	 independents,
it	argued,	the	SCAF	was	enabling	the	return	of	former	parliamentarians	from
Mubarak’s	 old	 ruling	 party,	 known	 as	 feloul.	 Immediately,	 the	 Democratic
Alliance	for	Egypt	threatened	to	boycott	the	elections,	now	scheduled	for	late
November.14

To	defuse	the	crisis,	the	SCAF	called	another	meeting	with	political	party
leaders	 on	 October	 1	 at	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Defense.	 At	 the	 meeting,	 FJP
secretary-general	Saad	al-Katatny	pressed	the	SCAF	to	allow	party-affiliated
candidates	to	run	for	every	seat	in	Parliament—including	the	one-third	of	the
seats	that	the	new	elections	law	reserved	for	political	independents.	The	other
party	representatives	in	attendance	echoed	al-Katatny’s	demand.

An	SCC	judge	in	attendance,	however,	warned	that	this	system	would	put
political	 independents	at	an	unconstitutional	disadvantage.	 Indeed,	 the	 judge
noted,	the	court	ruled	to	dissolve	two	Mubarak-era	Parliaments—in	1987	and
1990—on	this	very	basis.	And	since	the	court	ruled	on	the	basis	of	precedent,
it	 would	 have	 no	 choice	 but	 to	 dissolve	 the	 next	 Parliament	 if	 it	 failed	 to
reserve	seats	for	political	independents.

The	party	representatives,	however,	didn’t	take	the	judge	seriously,	and	al-
Katatny	 persisted	 with	 the	 demand	 that	 party-affiliated	 candidates	 be
permitted	to	run	for	every	seat.	Seeming	exhausted,	a	SCAF	general	relented.



“Do	what	they	want,”	he	told	the	judge.	“I	don’t	want	a	headache.”15

The	political	parties	greeted	the	SCAF’s	concession	in	unified	relief.	But
trouble	was	already	brewing	within	the	Democratic	Alliance	for	Egypt.	Many
of	 the	 Alliance’s	 non-Islamist	 parties	 were	 internally	 divided	 over	 their
alignment	with	the	Brotherhood,	and	those	divisions	were	starting	to	spill	out
into	 the	open.	These	 internal	 fights	were	particularly	pronounced	within	 the
Wafd,	which	projected	itself	as	Egypt’s	historic	“liberal”	party,	and	a	dissident
faction	of	Wafdists	accused	their	party	chairman	of	being	a	closeted	Islamist.

There	 were	 also	 substantial	 disagreements	 within	 the	 Alliance	 over	 the
apportionment	 of	 parliamentary	 candidacies.	 The	 FJP	 insisted	 that	 its
candidates	 would	 run	 for	 40	 percent	 of	 the	 seats.16	 This	 would	 enable	 the
Brotherhood	to	seek	fewer	 than	half	of	all	 seats	as	 it	promised,	while	at	 the
same	 time	 giving	 it	 a	 shot	 at	 a	 parliamentary	 plurality.	 Meanwhile,	 seeing
itself	 as	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 equal	 partner,	 the	 Wafd	 similarly	 demanded
40	 percent	 of	 the	 total	 candidacies.	 And	 that	 left	 only	 20	 percent	 of	 the
candidacies	for	the	remaining	three-dozen	or	so	parties.17

These	 tensions	 exploded	 in	 the	 immediate	 aftermath	 of	 the	 October	 1
SCAF	meeting,	 as	 the	new	elections	 law	was	 finalized.	The	Wafd	 indicated
the	following	day	that	it	was	withdrawing	from	the	Alliance,	and	subsequent
negotiations	aimed	at	saving	the	Alliance	failed.18	Within	weeks,	most	of	the
Alliance’s	original	parties	followed	the	Wafd	out	the	door.19

In	 the	 wake	 of	 these	 mass	 defections,	 two	 new	 electoral	 coalitions
suddenly	emerged.	Three	prominent	non-Islamist	parties—the	right-of-center
Free	Egyptians,	 the	 left-of-center	Egyptian	Social	Democratic	Party,	and	the
socialist	al-Tagammu—formed	the	Egyptian	Bloc	as	the	secularist	alternative
to	 the	 Brotherhood.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 Nour	 Party	 aligned	 with	 two	 smaller
Salafist	 parties	 to	 form	 the	 Islamist	 Bloc.	 This	 effectively	 made	 the
Brotherhood-dominated	 Alliance	 the	 centrist	 choice	 for	 Egyptian	 voters—a
prized	position	that	bolstered	the	Brotherhood’s	optimism.

By	 the	 end	 of	October,	 only	 eleven	 parties	 remained	 in	 the	Democratic
Alliance:	 the	 FJP	 and	 ten	 small,	 mostly	 non-Islamist	 parties	 that	 utterly
depended	 on	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 mobilizing	 capabilities	 and	 resources	 for
winning	 any	 seats	 at	 all.	 These	 parties	 benefited	 tremendously	 from	 their
association	with	the	FJP,	which	agreed	to	fund	their	campaign	materials	and
media	advertisements.20



•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Yet	the	Brotherhood	suddenly	faced	a	dilemma.	Ever	since	February	10,	one
day	 before	 Mubarak	 resigned,	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 promised	 not	 to	 seek
outright	 power,	 announcing	 that	 it	would	neither	 run	 for	 the	presidency	nor
seek	majority-control	of	Parliament,	and	it	touted	these	promises	repeatedly	in
the	 months	 that	 followed.	 But	 the	 mass	 defections	 from	 the	 Democratic
Alliance	 meant	 that	 the	 FJP	 was	 now	 its	 only	 party	 with	 any	 significant
support	and	resources.	It	was	therefore	no	longer	practical	for	the	FJP	to	field
only	 40	 percent	 of	 the	 Alliance’s	 candidates,	 since	 this	 meant	 leaving	 the
remaining	60	percent	to	the	Alliance’s	ten	other	political	parties,	all	of	which
were	quite	weak.

So	 the	Brotherhood	had	 a	 choice:	 It	would	 either	 break	 its	 promise	and
run	 FJP	 candidates	 for	 the	 vast	 majority	 of	 Parliament’s	 seats	 or	 keep	 its
promise	and	thus	force	the	Alliance	to	run	for	a	small	percentage	of	the	entire
Parliament.

Two	 factors	 seemingly	 shaped	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 resolution	 of	 this
dilemma.	 First,	 within	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 administrative	 districts,	 cadres
increasingly	 demanded	 that	 the	 organization	 compete	 for	 seats	 more
aggressively.	 All	 of	 the	 other	 parties	 and	 coalitions	 are	 trying	 to	 run	 for
100	percent	of	the	seats,	 the	Brotherhood’s	cadres	observed.	Why	aren’t	we?
For	 months	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leaders	 had	 told	 the	 cadres	 that	 the
Brotherhood’s	moment	was	 now.	 So	with	 new	 competitors	 emerging	 as	 the
Democratic	Alliance	narrowed,	how	could	 the	Brotherhood	 let	 other	parties
steal	the	show?

Second,	after	initially	doubting	the	Salafists’	seriousness,	the	Brotherhood
now	saw	its	more	fundamentalist	Islamist	counterparts	as	significant	 threats.
Indeed,	the	Salafists	had	proven	far	more	politically	adept—as	well	as	much
more	popular—than	the	Brotherhood	expected.	Drawing	on	the	Salafist	Call’s
social	 services	and	mosque	networks	 in	Alexandria	and	 the	countryside,	 the
Islamist	Bloc	was	fielding	a	full	slate	of	candidates.	Moreover,	by	unifying	all
Salafist	parties	in	one	coalition,	the	Islamist	Bloc	had	given	Egyptian	Salafists
—a	 previously	 untapped	 electoral	 constituency—a	 single	 ticket	 to	 support.
The	Brotherhood	 feared	 that	 if	 it	 didn’t	 field	 a	 full	 slate	 of	 candidates,	 the
Salafists	might	 emerge	 as	Egypt’s	 preeminent	 Islamist	 force—which	would
be	a	disaster	 for	 the	Brotherhood,	given	 its	pretension	 to	 represent	 the	“true



Islam.”

So	 the	Brotherhood	 backtracked	 on	 its	 promise.	 It	 ran	 FJP	members	 in
70	 percent	 of	 the	 party-list	 candidacies	 and	 90	 percent	 of	 the	 individual
candidacies,	 meaning	 that	 Muslim	 Brothers	 were	 candidates	 for
approximately	77	percent	of	all	seats.21	That	left	the	remaining	23	percent	of
the	Democratic	Alliance’s	candidacies	to	the	coalition’s	other	ten	parties.

Meanwhile,	 in	 picking	 its	 candidates,	 the	 FJP	 relied	 heavily	 on	 the
Brotherhood’s	 chain	 of	 command.	 The	 candidate	 selection	 process	 began	 a
few	months	 earlier,	 when	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 Guidance	 Office	 informed	 the
governorate-level	 Brotherhood	 offices	 that	 the	 FJP	would	 participate	 in	 the
parliamentary	 elections	 and	 ordered	 them	 to	 select	 candidates.	 The
governorate	 offices	 then	 passed	 this	 message	 down	 the	 Brotherhood’s
hierarchy,	ordering	cadres	who	wanted	 to	 run	 for	office	 to	notify	 their	 local
Brotherhood	 usrah	 leaders.	 After	 receiving	 their	 usrah	 leaders’	 approval,
prospective	 Brotherhood	 parliamentary	 candidates	 then	 passed	 their
application	 upward	 through	 the	 organization’s	 hierarchy,	 with	 candidates
requiring	 approval	 from	 each	 tier	 up	 through	 the	 governorate	 leadership.
Finally,	the	governorate	offices	passed	the	proposed	candidates	onto	the	FJP
leadership,	which	was	 headed	 by	 three	 former	Guidance	Office	members—
Morsi,	el-Erian,	and	al-Katatny.22

Of	 course,	 the	 FJP’s	 reliance	 on	 the	Brotherhood’s	 nationwide	 structure
for	selecting	its	members	made	sense.	Local	Brotherhood	usar	knew	which	of
its	 members	 were	 the	 most	 active	 and	 popular	 in	 their	 respective	 electoral
districts.	 So	 in	 many	 cases,	 the	 FJP’s	 nominees	 were	 established	 local
Brotherhood	 leaders—former	 parliamentarians,	 professional	 syndicate
officials,	and	social	services	managers.

But	 the	 fact	 that	 multiple	 tiers	 of	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 vetted	 FJP
candidates	before	nominating	them	also	meant	 that	FJP	candidates	were,	for
the	most	part,	committed	Muslim	Brothers	who	could	be	expected	to	follow
Guidance	Office	orders.	 Indeed,	most	 of	 the	 FJP’s	 candidates	were	Muslim
Brothers	 who	 had	 achieved	 the	 top	 rank	 of	 akh	 ‘amal,	 meaning	 they	 had
sworn	to	obey	the	orders	of	Brotherhood	leaders.	These	were,	in	other	words,
ideologues	who	could	be	 trusted	 to	 implement	 the	organization’s	 Islamizing
agenda	 in	Parliament—not	compromisers	who	would	moderate	 in	power,	as
some	Western	analysts	expected.



•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Even	 as	 the	 Brotherhood	 ditched	 its	 promise	 to	 run	 for	 fewer	 than	 half	 of
Parliament’s	seats,	it	tried	to	deflect	accusations	of	power	hunger	by	insisting
that	 its	 ultimate	goal	was	 to	win	40	percent	of	Parliament—still	 less	 than	a
majority.	But	the	SCAF	wasn’t	so	reassured.	The	Brotherhood	now	appeared
destined	to	have	a	plurality	in	Parliament	at	the	very	least,	which	would	give
it	 tremendous	 influence	 over	 the	 drafting	 of	 Egypt’s	 next	 constitution.	And
that	 would	 empower	 the	 Brotherhood	 to	 take	 a	 sharp	 stab	 at	 the	military’s
perquisites,	 including	 its	 economic	 empire	 and	 its	 autonomy	 over	 its	 own
affairs.

So	 on	 November	 1,	 SCAF-appointed	 vice–prime	 minister	 Ali	 el-Salmi
released	 a	 twenty-two-point	 document	 asserting	 the	 “basic	 principles	 of	 the
constitution	of	 the	modern	Egyptian	 state.”	The	 “el-Salmi	Document,”	 as	 it
came	 to	 be	 known,	was	 in	many	 respects	 the	 supraconstitutional	 principles
that	the	revolutionaries	had	been	demanding	since	July.	It	contained	a	series
of	political	 rights	and	principles	 that	would	be	enshrined	 in	 the	constitution
irrespective	 of	 who	 wrote	 it.	 These	 included	 “equal	 opportunities	 for	 all
citizens	 without	 any	 discrimination	 or	 distinction,”	 “independence	 of	 the
judiciary,”	 guaranteed	 “freedom	 of	 opinion,	 expression,	 press,	 and	 media,”
the	universal	“right	to	know,	transmit,	and	publish	information,”	and	the	right
to	“participate	in	cultural	life,”	among	others.

The	el-Salmi	Document,	however,	didn’t	stop	at	these	principles.	First,	in
Article	 9,	 it	 shielded	 the	 military’s	 budgets,	 legal	 status,	 and	 war-making
decisions	from	any	future	parliamentary	or	presidential	oversight:

And	 the	 Supreme	 Council	 of	 the	 Armed	 Forces	 specializes,
without	any	other,	in	all	matters	relating	to	affairs	for	the	armed
forces	 and	 discusses	 the	 terms	 of	 its	 budget	 such	 that	 [its
allotment]	is	inserted	as	one	number	in	the	state’s	budget.	It	also
has	exclusive	purview	 to	 approve	any	 legislation	 relating	 to	 the
armed	 forces	 before	 issuance.	 The	 president	 is	 the	 supreme
commander	of	 the	armed	forces,	and	 the	defense	minister	 is	 the
general	 commander	 of	 the	 armed	 forces.	 The	 president	 of	 the
republic	declares	war	after	the	approval	of	the	Supreme	Council
of	the	Armed	Forces	and	People’s	Assembly.

Second,	 the	 el-Salmi	 Document	 substantially	 diminished	 the	 next



parliament’s	power	 to	choose	 the	constitution-writing	assembly.	It	mandated
that	only	 twenty	 of	 the	 assembly’s	 one	 hundred	members	 could	 be	 partisan
parliamentarians,	while	 the	 other	 eighty	 had	 to	 be	 individuals	 “representing
all	 sectors	 of	 Egyptian	 society.”	 The	 document	 then	 specified	 the	 exact
number	 of	 members	 who	 should	 come	 from	 each	 sector:	 fifteen	 judges,
fifteen	 professors,	 fifteen	 professional	 syndicate	 members,	 five	 workers
syndicate	members,	five	farmers,	five	civil	society	members,	 ten	individuals
nominated	 by	 the	 government,	 and	 representatives	 from	 the	 Chamber	 of
Commerce,	production	unions,	workers	societies,	the	National	Human	Rights
Council,	the	armed	forces,	the	police,	sports	unions,	students	unions,	al-Azhar
University,	and	the	Coptic	Orthodox	Church.

Finally,	 the	 el-Salmi	 Document	 placed	 significant	 restrictions	 on	 the
future	 constitution-writing	 body.	 It	 held	 that	 the	 next	 constitution	 could	not
contravene	 the	 SCAF’s	 March	 30	 constitutional	 declaration.	 And	 if	 the
constitution-writing	 assembly	 failed	 to	 draft	 a	 new	 constitution	 within	 six
months,	 the	 el-Salmi	 Document	 empowered	 the	 SCAF	 to	 dissolve	 the
assembly	and	appoint	a	new	one.23

The	Brotherhood	was	outraged.	 It	opposed	supraconstitutional	principles
from	 the	moment	 that	 the	 revolutionaries	 demanded	 them,	 arguing	 that	 the
elected	 Parliament—which	 it	 anticipated	 controlling—should	 determine	 the
next	constitution	without	any	preconditions.	And	the	Brotherhood	especially
objected	 to	 the	 significant	 constraints	 that	 the	 document	 placed	 on	 the	 next
Parliament’s	ability	to	pick	the	constitution-writing	assembly.

So	 in	 its	 first	 statement	 responding	 to	 the	 el-Salmi	 Document,	 the
Brotherhood	called	it	“a	coup”	against	the	March	referendum	and	“a	rape	of
the	right	of	the	people	to	elect	the	constitutional	assembly”	and	demanded	the
resignation	 of	 the	 entire	 government.24	 Then,	 two	 days	 after	 the	 document
was	released,	 the	Brotherhood	presented	the	government	with	an	ultimatum:
Either	 withdraw	 the	 el-Salmi	 Document	 or	 face	 a	 “second	 revolution”	 on
November	18.25

The	 crisis	 continued	 for	 two	 weeks.	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 call	 for
November	18	protests	drew	 the	support	of	 revolutionary	groups	such	as	 the
April	6	Youth	movement,	as	well	as	Salafist	organizations	such	as	al-Gamaa
al-Islamiya.26	In	multiple	rounds	of	negotiations,	however,	the	SCAF-backed
government	 refused	 to	 withdraw	 the	 document.27	 Meanwhile,	 the



Brotherhood	pressed	ahead	with	preparations	for	the	elections,	which	were	set
to	begin	on	November	28.

On	 Friday,	 November	 18,	 tens	 of	 thousands	 of	 Egyptians—mainly
Islamists—packed	 Tahrir	 Square	 to	 protest	 SCAF	 rule,	 and	 similar	 protests
were	held	 in	 cities	 across	 the	 country.	 It	was	one	of	 the	 largest	 antimilitary
demonstrations	since	the	January	uprising.	Meanwhile,	the	Brotherhood	used
the	mass	 turnout	 to	 reinforce	 its	 demand	 for	 the	 el-Salmi	 Document	 to	 be
withdrawn.	It	also	added	a	new	demand:	that	presidential	elections	be	held	by
April	2012,	at	which	point	the	SCAF-led	transition	would	end.28

When	 evening	 came,	 the	 Brotherhood	 withdrew	 its	 protesters,	 and	 the
other	political	 forces	 followed	suit.	Only	a	 few	hundred	protesters,	many	of
whom	were	relatives	of	protesters	who	had	been	killed	or	injured	during	the
January	 uprising,	 remained	 in	 Tahrir	 Square.	 The	 following	 morning,	 the
SCAF	acceded	 to	 the	protesters’	core	demand,	announcing	 that	 the	el-Salmi
Document	would	only	be	advisory	rather	than	binding.29

But	 that	 same	morning,	 the	 Interior	Ministry	went	 on	 the	 offensive.	At
approximately	ten	o’clock,	Central	Security	Forces	police	attacked	the	small
Tahrir	 Square	 sit-in,	 tearing	 down	 the	 tents,	 wounding	 two	 people,	 and
arresting	 four.30	 Within	 hours,	 thousands	 of	 demonstrators	 filled	 Tahrir
Square	to	protest	the	crackdown,	and	intense	street	battles	raged	in	downtown
Cairo	for	days.

Security	forces	blanketed	the	area	with	tear	gas	and	used	live	fire	on	the
protesters,	 which	 only	 encouraged	more	 revolutionary	 activists	 to	 enter	 the
fray.	 The	 most	 intense	 fighting	 broke	 out	 on	 Mohamed	 Mahmoud	 Street,
where	police	aimed	birdshot	at	protesters’	eyes,	 leaving	some	demonstrators
fully	 or	 partially	 blind.	 Over	 the	 next	 five	 days,	 over	 three	 thousand	 were
injured	and	thirty-eight	killed,	according	to	the	Ministry	of	Health.31

The	 Mohamed	 Mahmoud	 protests,	 as	 the	 crisis	 came	 to	 be	 known,
represented	 the	 most	 significant	 challenge	 that	 the	 SCAF	 faced	 during	 its
nine-plus	months	of	ruling	the	country.	Security	forces’	violent	repression	of
the	 protests	 garnered	 unprecedented	 international	 condemnation,	 including
from	 Washington,	 which	 lambasted	 the	 use	 of	 “excessive	 force”	 and
expressed	 support	 for	 “the	 Egyptian	 people	 and	 their	 goal	 of	 having	 a
democratically	 elected	 civilian	 government.”32	Meanwhile	 dozens	 of	 flights
to	Egypt	were	canceled,	and	downtown	Cairo	became	a	veritable	war	zone.33



While	 protesters	 battled	 security	 forces,	 however,	 the	 Muslim
Brotherhood	 stood	 aside.	 The	 longer	 the	 fighting	 raged,	 the	 Brotherhood
feared,	 the	 more	 likely	 that	 the	 SCAF	 would	 delay	 the	 parliamentary
elections.34	 Indeed,	 on	 November	 22,	 the	 Wafd	 called	 for	 the	 SCAF	 to
postpone	 the	 elections	 for	 at	 least	 two	weeks,	 and	 the	 protesters—who	 had
argued	all	along	that	Egypt	should	not	hold	elections	until	a	new	constitution
was	 drafted—agreed	 that	 elections	 could	 not	 take	 place	 under	 the	 current
conditions.35	Meanwhile,	the	revolutionaries	added	new	demands,	such	as	the
immediate	 appointment	of	 a	 civilian	presidential	 council	 that	would	 include
Mohamed	 ElBaradei,	 and	 rumors	 swirled	 that	 the	 SCAF	 was	 considering
ElBaradei	for	prime	minister.36

This	greatly	unnerved	 the	Brotherhood.	 It	 feared	 that	 the	ongoing	chaos
might	scuttle	its	plan	for	winning	the	parliamentary	elections	and	controlling
the	process	of	drafting	Egypt’s	next	constitution.	So	it	urged	its	supporters	to
continue	 their	 parliamentary	 campaign	 work,	 arguing	 that	 electing	 a	 new
Parliament	 was	 the	 best	 mechanism	 for	 “completing	 the	 revolution.”37

Meanwhile,	the	Brotherhood	negotiated	with	the	SCAF.	On	November	22,	the
fourth	day	of	fighting,	Morsi	announced	that	the	FJP	and	other	political	forces
had	 reached	 an	 agreement	 with	 the	 junta:	 Parliamentary	 elections	 would
proceed	 as	 scheduled,	 the	 Sharaf	 government	 would	 resign,	 and	 the	 SCAF
would	hand	over	power	to	an	elected	president	by	July	2012.38	That	evening,
Field	Marshal	Tantawi	addressed	the	nation	to	announce	these	provisions,	and
former	 prime	 minister	 Kamal	 al-Ganzoury	 was	 later	 named	 as	 Sharaf’s
replacement.39

Tantawi’s	announcement,	however,	did	not	appease	the	many	thousands	of
protesters	 in	 Tahrir	 Square.	 After	 days	 of	 deadly	 street	 battles,	 in	 which
dozens	had	been	killed	and	thousands	injured,	they	wanted	the	military	out	of
power	 immediately—not	 after	 seven	 months.40	 And	 so	 the	 street	 battles
continued,	 with	 the	 activists	 calling	 for	 a	 boycott	 of	 the	 elections	 and
demanding	the	appointment	of	a	civilian	presidential	council.

But,	once	again,	 the	revolutionaries	overplayed	 their	hand.	The	mood	of
the	country	had	shifted	decisively	against	street	activity	and	strongly	favored
the	turn	toward	the	ballot	box	that	the	Brotherhood–SCAF	deal	entailed.	The
activists’	 hopes	 for	 ousting	 the	 junta	 faded	 away,	 and	 they	 privately
acknowledged	what	 had	 been	 obvious	 for	 months:	 They	 had	 lost	 the	 very



revolution	that	they’d	started.

Indeed,	 by	 the	 end	 of	 the	 week,	 some	 of	 the	 most	 prominent
revolutionaries	had	reversed	their	calls	for	boycotting	the	elections	and	jump-
started	 their	own	parliamentary	campaigns.	But	 they	were	poorly	organized,
underfunded,	and	just	too	late.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 Brotherhood	 won	 the	 2011–12	 parliamentary	 elections	 for	 one	 basic
reason:	Its	unique	nationwide	chain	of	command	was	perfectly	organized	for
mobilizing	 an	 unparalleled	 get-out-the-vote	 effort.	 Indeed,	 the	 Brotherhood
wasn’t	 the	 only	 party	 with	 strong	 brand-name	 recognition—the	 Wafd	 also
possessed	this	quality.	Nor	was	the	Brotherhood	the	only	political	force	with
strong	 ideological	 resonance	 for	 certain	 subsections	 of	 Egyptians—the
Salafist	 Islamist	 Bloc	 and	 the	 non-Islamist	 Egyptian	 Bloc	 also	 had	 this
advantage.	 But	 only	 the	 Brotherhood	 could	 match	 these	 qualities	 with	 the
organizational	machinery	for	conducting	retail	politics	all	across	Egypt.

The	Brotherhood’s	internal	unity	was	a	key	component	of	this	machinery.
As	part	of	the	tarbīah	process,	all	of	the	Brotherhood’s	members	had	taken	an
oath	 to	 obey	 the	 Guidance	 Office’s	 edicts.	 And	 through	 its	 rigid	 chain	 of
command,	 the	 Guidance	 Office	 directed	 its	 followers	 to	 campaign
aggressively	 and	 vote	 for	 FJP	 candidates.41	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 five-to-ten-
member	 usar	 operationalized	 these	 orders,	 working	 locally	 to	 distribute
campaign	 literature,	 knock	 on	 doors,	 hang	 banners,	 and	 organize	 political
rallies	all	over	the	country.

To	ensure	sufficient	judicial	monitoring,	the	SCAF	held	the	parliamentary
elections	 in	 three	rounds,	and,	when	the	first	 round	began	on	November	28,
the	 Brotherhood	 was	 the	 most	 visible	 party.	 Brotherhood	 usar	 established
voter	kiosks	at	virtually	every	 local	polling	station,	with	at	 least	 two	cadres
manning	 laptops	 to	 direct	 voters	 toward	 the	 correct	 stations.	Of	 course,	 the
Brotherhood’s	FJP	wasn’t	 the	only	political	 force	doing	 this—but	 it	was	 the
only	party	that	was	able	to	do	it	practically	everywhere.	And	many	Egyptians
believed	that	the	Brotherhood’s	organizational	prowess	meant	it	was	qualified
for	governing.42

Still,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 massive	 campaign	 operation	 was	 only	 one
component	 of	 its	 appeal.	 Its	 Islamist	 ideology	 mattered	 as	 well.43	 While



religious	 sloganeering	 was	 prohibited,	 the	 Brotherhood	 circumvented	 this
injunction	by	affixing	“Islam	Is	the	Solution”	posters	with	the	Brotherhood’s
insignia	next	to	FJP	campaign	posters,	which	had	no	religious	messages.	The
Brotherhood	also	accused	its	non-Islamist	opponents	of	a	variety	of	religious
offenses,	 such	 as	 not	 respecting	 sharī’ah	 or	 converting	 away	 from	 Islam—
although,	in	a	few	notable	cases,	these	ugly	campaign	tactics	failed.44

When	the	first	 round	of	voting	concluded,	 the	outcome	was	no	surprise:
The	FJP-led	Democratic	Alliance	for	Egypt	won	49	percent	of	the	seats.	The
Nour	Party–led	Islamist	Bloc	came	 in	a	distant	second	with	20	percent,	and
the	non-Islamist	Egyptian	Bloc	won	10	 percent	 of	 the	 seats	 for	 third	 place.
The	FJP	did	especially	well	in	the	individual	candidacy	races:	It	won	33	of	48
seats.	 In	 many	 cases,	 FJP	 candidates	 faced	 Salafist	 opponents	 in	 runoff
elections	for	those	seats	and	won	by	touting	the	Brotherhood’s	“moderation”
relative	to	the	Salafists’	fundamentalism.45

The	Brotherhood’s	massive	victory	in	the	first	round	encouraged	it	to	back
off	 its	more	 aggressive	 tactics	 during	 the	 second	 and	 third	 rounds.	But	 this
had	 little	 impact	 on	 its	 momentum.	 By	 the	 time	 parliamentary	 elections
wrapped	 up	 in	 early	 January,	 the	 Democratic	 Alliance	 had	 won	 a
commanding	47	percent	of	the	parliamentary	seats,	and	213	of	the	Alliance’s
235	 seats	 belonged	 to	 FJP	 members.	 The	 Salafist	 Islamist	 Bloc	 finished	 a
strong	 second,	 winning	 approximately	 a	 quarter	 of	 the	 parliamentary	 seats,
while	the	Wafd	finished	third	with	7.5	percent.	Of	all	the	electoral	coalitions,
the	Revolution	Continues	Alliance	performed	 the	worst,	winning	 just	 seven
seats,	or	1.4	percent	of	Parliament.46

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

This	 wasn’t	 how	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 anticipated	 its	 rise	 to	 power	 twelve
months	 earlier.	 At	 the	 time	 of	Mubarak’s	 ouster,	 the	 Brotherhood	 sought	 a
subtler,	 and	 perhaps	 slower,	 emergence.	 Hoping	 to	 prevent	 domestic	 and
foreign	blowback	 for	 demonstrating	 its	 political	 ambitions	 too	 aggressively,
the	Brotherhood	wanted	 to	 situate	 itself	within	 a	 coalition	 of	much	weaker
parties—an	 electoral	 alliance	 that	 the	Brotherhood	 could	 effectively	 control
without	 numerically	 dominating.	 That	 plan	 had	 fallen	 apart,	 but	 the
Brotherhood	achieved	its	ultimate	ambition	nonetheless:	It	was	now—without
question—the	leading	force	in	Egyptian	politics.	For	the	first	time	in	its	eight-
decade	history,	the	Brotherhood	held	actual	power.



Or	so	it	thought.



6	
Powerless	Parliamentarians

Saad	 al-Katatny	 was	 the	mild-mannered	 face	 of	 the	Muslim	 Brotherhood’s
leadership—a	 “soft	 man”	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 his	 typically	 rigid	 colleagues.1

Doughy,	short,	and	clean-shaven,	with	a	shock	of	gray,	curly	hair	framing	his
balding	 scalp,	 the	 low-pitched	 al-Katatny	 struck	 an	 entirely	 different	 image
from	scowling	firebrands	such	as	Khairat	al-Shater	and	Mohamed	Morsi.	Yet
he	 was	 the	 product	 of	 the	 same	 hierarchical	 organization	 and	 just	 as
committed	 to	 obeying	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 edicts	 in	 pursuit	 of	 its	 theocratic
vision.

Born	 in	 the	 Upper	 Egyptian	 governorate	 of	 Sohag	 in	 1952,	 al-Katatny
became	politically	active	as	a	student	at	Asyut	University	in	the	early	1970s
and	joined	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	while	studying	for	his	PhD	in	botany	in
1981.	 Like	many	Brotherhood	 leaders	 of	 his	 generation,	 al-Katatny	 rose	 to
local	prominence	 through	 the	professional	 syndicates,	which	were	 relatively
open	 to	 Brotherhood	 participation	 even	 while	 political	 life	 was	 tightly
controlled.	After	joining	the	botany	faculty	of	Minya	University	in	1984,	al-
Katatny	was	elected	secretary-general	of	the	Minya	Scientists	Syndicate,	and
in	1993	he	was	elected	chair.	As	a	result,	the	Brotherhood	tasked	al-Katatny
with	 overseeing	 the	 organization’s	 syndicate	 work	 within	 Minya,	 and	 he
quickly	ascended	the	Brotherhood’s	ranks.	By	the	early	2000s,	he	was	the	top
Brotherhood	official	in	Minya.2

Al-Katatny’s	first	brush	with	national	attention	came	in	2005	when	he	was
one	of	an	unprecedented	eighty-eight	Muslim	Brothers	elected	to	Parliament.
The	Brotherhood’s	parliamentarians	elected	al-Katatny	as	their	parliamentary
bloc	chair,	and	his	calm	demeanor	contrasted	sharply	with	that	of	the	previous
bloc	chair,	Morsi,	who	lost	his	seat	that	year.

In	 this	 capacity,	 al-Katatny	 served	 as	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 spokesman
whenever	 the	 organization	 wanted	 to	 reassure	 its	 skeptics	 that	 its	 rising
visibility	didn’t	presage	an	“Islamist	takeover.”	Whenever	he	was	asked	about
the	 Brotherhood’s	 political	 ambitions,	 al-Katatny	 softly	 intoned	 that	 the



Brotherhood	 only	 sought	 “political	 participation”	 and	 had	 no	 intention	 of
ousting	 the	 Mubarak	 regime.3	 Al-Katatny	 was	 also	 among	 a	 handful	 of
Brotherhood	 leaders	 who	 maintained	 good	 relations	 with	 Egypt’s	 other
opposition	 forces,	 which	 bolstered	 his	 reputation	 as	 a	 Brotherhood
“moderate.”4	 Meanwhile,	 when	 Washington	 sought	 to	 engage	 the
Brotherhood	in	2007,	the	Guidance	Office	dispatched	al-Katatny	to	meet	US
House	 Majority	 Leader	 Steny	 Hoyer.5	 Al-Katatny	 later	 represented	 the
Brotherhood	at	a	cocktail	party	at	the	US	ambassador’s	residence	in	2007	and
headed	 the	 Brotherhood	 delegation	 that	 attended	 President	 Obama’s	 June
2009	speech	at	Cairo	University.6

Yet	 within	 Parliament,	 al-Katatny	 was	 the	 Guidance	 Office’s	 loyal	 foot
soldier	 and	 answered	 directly	 to	Morsi,	who	handled	 the	Guidance	Office’s
political	 portfolio	 during	 this	 period.	 In	 turn,	 al-Katatny	 pushed	 the
Brotherhood’s	hardline	agenda	whenever	an	opportunity	arose.	For	example,
when	the	Mubarak	regime	passed	a	law	in	2008	designed	to	protect	the	rights
of	 children,	 al-Katatny	 led	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 parliamentarians	 in	 voting
against	 it,	 decrying	 provisions	 that	 banned	 female	 genital	 mutilation	 and
prohibited	marriages	before	the	age	of	eighteen.	“It	does	not	reflect	the	norms
of	our	society,”	al-Katatny	told	journalist	Liam	Stack.	“It	reflects	international
norms.”7	 Al-Katatny	 also	 led	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 opposition	 to	 television
programs	during	Ramadan	that	the	organization	deemed	“immoral.”8

At	 other	 times,	 al-Katatny	 led	 the	 Brotherhood	 bloc	 in	 opposing	 the
regime’s	 repressive	 emergency	 laws,	 criticizing	 its	 torture	 of	 prisoners,	 and
boycotting	 certain	 parliamentary	 votes.9	 And	 thanks	 to	 his	 political	 stature
and	parliamentary	 immunity,	al-Katatny	was	able	 to	undertake	missions	 that
other	Brotherhood	leaders—who	often	faced	travel	bans—could	not,	such	as
heading	a	January	2009	delegation	to	meet	top	Hamas	leaders	in	Damascus.10

By	 this	 point,	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 already	 rewarded	 al-Katatny’s
obedience	 by	 electing	 him	 to	 the	 Guidance	 Office	 in	 mid-2008,	 where	 he
served	 as	Morsi’s	 deputy	 in	managing	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 political	 file.11	 In
early	 2011,	 when	 youth	 activists	 called	 on	 the	 Brotherhood	 to	 join	 the
January	 25	 protests,	 al-Katatny	 enforced	 the	 Guidance	 Office’s	 decision	 to
limit	 Brotherhood	 involvement.12	 A	 few	 months	 later,	 when	 the
Brotherhood’s	General	Shura	Committee	voted	to	establish	the	Freedom	and
Justice	 Party,	 it	 appointed	 al-Katatny	 secretary-general.	 In	 this	 capacity,	 he



once	 again	 answered	 directly	 to	 Morsi,	 the	 FJP	 chair,	 and	 dutifully
implemented	 the	 Brotherhood	 leadership’s	 decisions	 as	 the	 Brotherhood’s
political	 strategy	 became	 more	 aggressive	 during	 the	 year	 that	 followed
Mubarak’s	ouster.

To	be	 sure,	 the	Brotherhood	often	 insisted	 that	 it	was	 separate	 from	 the
FJP—that	 the	 organization	 focused	 on	 preaching	 and	 outreach,	 while	 the
party	 focused	 on	 politics.	 But	 in	 practice,	 this	 was	 never	 the	 case.	 The
Brotherhood	viewed	the	FJP	as	its	political	arm—a	mechanism	for	advancing
its	 Islamizing	 agenda	 in	 the	 political	 sphere,	 much	 as	 its	 students	 division
advanced	 its	agenda	within	 the	universities.	And	as	 it	became	clear	 that	 the
FJP	 would	 dominate	 Egypt’s	 first	 post-Mubarak	 Parliament,	 the
Brotherhood’s	 leadership	moved	 to	 establish	 its	 ultimate	 authority	 over	 the
FJP’s	legislative	work.

So	 on	 January	 14,	 during	 its	 first	 meeting	 following	 the	 parliamentary
elections,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 General	 Shura	 Committee	 “authorized	 the
Guidance	Office,	in	consultation	with	the	FJP,	to	do	what	it	deems	appropriate
regarding	Parliament	and	the	government,	with	an	emphasis	on	the	necessity
to	 take	 responsibility	 and	 translate	 the	 people’s	 trust	 in	 them.”13	 Two	 days
later,	 the	FJP	announced	that	al-Katatny	would	be	 its	pick	for	parliamentary
speaker.

In	 the	 months	 that	 followed,	 the	 Guidance	 Office	 established	 a	 formal
mechanism	 for	 monitoring	 the	 FJP’s	 parliamentary	 work	 and	 political
strategy.	 Every	 week,	 the	 FJP’s	 top	 three	 leaders—Morsi,	 el-Erian	 and	 al-
Katatny—held	 “coordination”	 meetings	 with	 four	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 top
leaders—deputy	 supreme	 guides	 al-Shater	 and	Mahmoud	 Ezzat,	 Secretary-
General	 Mahmoud	 Hussein,	 and	 spokesman	 Mahmoud	 Ghozlan.14	 By
contrast,	 the	FJP’s	own	high	 committee	met	only	 a	handful	 of	 times	during
the	first	half	of	2012	and	was	expected	to	rubber-stamp	the	decisions	that	the
smaller	 Brotherhood–FJP	 “coordinating”	 body	 had	 taken.15	 While	 the
Guidance	Office	ultimately	left	many,	and	perhaps	most,	day-to-day	political
decisions	 to	 the	 FJP	 leadership’s	 discretion,	 the	 “coordination”	 process
ensured	that	the	FJP	ultimately	answered	to	its	mother	ship.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Even	 as	 the	Guidance	Office	 signaled	 that	 it	 would	 retain	 control	 over	 the
FJP’s	parliamentary	bloc,	 the	FJP	expressed	 its	 commitment	 to	work	 across



the	aisle.16	On	January	16,	2012,	one	week	before	the	new	Parliament’s	first
session,	the	FJP	announced	that	its	parliamentary	coalition	would	include	five
other	parties.	Three	of	these	were	small	non-Islamist	parties:	the	Reform	and
Development	 Party	 (RDP),	 the	 Karama	 Party,	 and	 the	 Egyptian	 Social
Democratic	 Party	 (ESDP).	 The	 other	 two	were	 Salafist	 parties:	 the	 Salafist
Nour	Party	and	 the	Building	and	Development	Party	 (BDP),	which	was	 the
political	wing	of	al-Gamaa	al-Islamiya.

In	their	joint	statement	announcing	the	coalition,	the	six	parties	called	for
political	 inclusiveness.	 They	 vowed	 “to	 distance	 the	 Parliament	 of	 the
revolution	 from	 all	 appearances	 of	 domination,	 acquisition,	 exclusion,
marginalization,	 conflict,	 or	 polarization,”	 adding	 that	 the	 new	 Parliament
would	“express	national	consensus	among	all	factions.”17	In	keeping	with	this
spirit,	the	FJP	signaled	that	it	would	work	to	broaden	its	coalition	further.18

Behind	 closed	doors,	 however,	 the	Brotherhood’s	 political	 party	worked
to	consolidate	power	for	itself.	As	non-Islamist	party	leaders	negotiated	with
Morsi	over	the	distribution	of	committee	chairs	and	jockeyed	for	some	of	the
more	significant	posts,	Morsi	held	firm.	He	refused	the	RDP’s	request	to	chair
the	Foreign	Affairs	Committee,	and	when	 the	ESDP	responded	 to	 the	 initial
offer	of	chairing	the	Economics	Committee	by	demanding	an	additional	few
chairs,	Morsi	 declined	 this	 request	 as	 well.19	 The	 ESDP	 ultimately	 walked
away.20

The	FJP	released	its	list	of	proposed	committee	chairs	on	January	22,	the
day	before	Parliament	was	set	to	convene,	and	it	was	far	from	inclusive.	The
FJP	 proposed	 that	 its	 own	 parliamentarians	 chair	 twelve	 of	 nineteen
committees	 and	 granted	 another	 three	 committee	 chairs	 to	 independents
aligned	with	 the	FJP.	Only	four	committee	chairs	went	 to	other	parties:	The
Salafist	Nour	Party	was	awarded	the	Agriculture,	Education,	and	Suggestions
and	Complaints	Committees,	 and	RDP	chair	Mohamed	Anwar	Esmat	Sadat
was	 offered	 the	 chair	 of	 the	 Human	 Rights	 Committee.	 Finally,	 the	 FJP
offered	deputy	 committee	 chairs	 to	 some	 of	 the	 other	 parties	 that	 had	 been
part	of	the	Democratic	Alliance	for	Egypt,	as	well	as	the	Wafd	and	the	BDP.21

The	 FJP	 presented	 this	 proposal	 in	 Parliament	 two	 days	 later	 during	 a
tense	session.	MP	Mohamed	Abu	Hamed	of	the	non-Islamist	Free	Egyptians
Party	accused	 the	FJP	 of	 behaving	 like	Mubarak’s	 old	 ruling	 party,	 and	 the
Wafd’s	 parliamentary	 delegation	 withdrew	 in	 protest.22	 But	 given	 its



alignment	 with	 the	 Nour	 Party,	 the	 FJP	 had	 the	 votes,	 and	 its	 proposed
committee	chairs	passed	overwhelmingly.

The	FJP’s	aggressive	behavior	wasn’t	surprising.	From	its	perspective,	the
massive	 plurality	 that	 it	 won	 during	 the	 parliamentary	 elections	 was	 a
mandate—for	its	own	political	empowerment	first	and	foremost,	since	it	had
captured	 47	 percent	 of	 the	 seats,	 but	 for	 Islamism	 more	 broadly,	 since
Islamists	had	won	nearly	 three-quarters	of	Parliament.	By	contrast,	 the	non-
Islamists	 had	performed	quite	 poorly	 and	yet	 had	 the	 temerity	 to	 demand	 a
greater	share	of	the	committee	chair	positions	than	their	parliamentary	power
justified.	 The	 non-Islamist	 parties	 could	 grab	 headlines	with	 their	 whining,
Brotherhood	 leaders	 seemingly	 reasoned,	 but	 ultimately	 this	was	 just	 noise.
The	people	had	spoken.

Nevertheless,	the	FJP’s	pattern	of	appointments	was	interesting	because	it
reflected	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 attempt	 to	 reinforce	 its	 authority	 over
Parliament’s	 work	 via	 the	 FJP.	 Of	 the	 twelve	 FJP	 members	 appointed	 to
committee	 chairs,	 eleven	 were	 fully	 committed	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 some	 of
whom	 simultaneously	 held	 high	 ranks	within	 other	 Brotherhood	 bodies.	At
least	 four	 of	 the	 eleven	were	members	 of	 the	Brotherhood’s	General	 Shura
Committee:	Essam	el-Erian	(Foreign	Affairs),	Saad	al-Husseini	 (Budget	and
Planning),	 Al-Sayyid	 Askar	 (Religious	 Affairs),	 and	 Akram	 al-Sha’ir
(Health).	 At	 least	 two	 other	 General	 Shura	 Committee	 members	 were
appointed	 as	 committee	 vice-chairs—Farid	 Ismail	 (Defense	 and	 National
Security)	 and	 Sobhi	 Saleh	 (Legislation).	 And	 the	 parliamentary	 majority
leader,	 Hussein	 Ibrahim,	 was	 also	 a	 member	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 General
Shura	Committee.23

The	other	FJP	committee	chairs	previously	served	as	high-ranking	figures
within	 their	 governorate-level	 Brotherhood	 organizations,	 and	 Workforce
Committee	chair	Saber	Abouel	Fotouh	had	previously	chaired	a	Brotherhood
administrative	 unit	 that	 encompassed	 three	 governorates.24	 The	 FJP	 further
ensured	that	it	had	deputy	chairs	on	every	committee	that	wasn’t	chaired	by	a
Muslim	Brother,	with	one	exception:	the	Human	Rights	Committee,	to	which
the	FJP	appointed	a	deputy	from	al-Gamaa	al-Islamiya’s	party,	the	BDP.25

Only	 one	 of	 the	 FJP’s	 twelve	 committee	 chairs	 was	 given	 to	 a	 non-
Brotherhood	FJP	member:	Abbas	Mukhaymer,	a	former	military	intelligence
general	 with	 no	 prior	 Brotherhood	 affiliation,	 was	 appointed	 to	 lead	 the



Defense	 and	National	Security	Committee,	which	oversees	 two	of	 the	most
politically	 sensitive	Egyptian	governmental	 institutions,	 the	military	 and	 the
Interior	Ministry.	 The	 FJP	 had	 promised	Mukhaymer	 this	 position	 when	 it
approached	 him	 about	 running	 prior	 to	 the	 parliamentary	 elections,	 and	 it
placed	him	near	 the	 top	of	one	of	 its	party	 lists	 in	Sharkiya,	 a	Brotherhood
stronghold	 where	 Mukhaymer	 was	 virtually	 guaranteed	 to	 win.26	 By
appointing	 Mukhaymer	 to	 lead	 this	 committee,	 the	 Brotherhood	 was
apparently	 trying	 to	 reassure	 the	 SCAF	 that	 it	 would	 not	 mess	 with	 the
military’s	 perquisites.	 A	 military	 man,	 after	 all,	 was	 in	 charge	 of	 the
committee	that	dealt	with	the	military.

During	the	opening	session	of	 the	new	Parliament	on	January	23,	newly
inaugurated	speaker	al-Katatny	made	the	Brotherhood’s	conciliatory	message
toward	the	SCAF	even	clearer.	“On	behalf	of	everyone,	I	would	like	to	once
again	 thank	the	personnel,	soldiers,	and	officers	of	 the	great	army	of	Egypt,
which,	 along	 with	 the	 loyal	 policemen,	 held	 the	 responsibility	 for
safeguarding	 the	 electoral	 process,	 until	 it	 became	 an	 exemplified	 [process]
praised	by	everyone,”	al-Katatny	said.27

Al-Katatny’s	 paean	 to	 Egypt’s	 junta,	 which	 the	 Nour	 Party	 echoed
thereafter,	outraged	a	small	coterie	of	revolutionary-oriented	parliamentarians,
who	 called	 on	 Parliament	 to	 hold	 the	 SCAF	 accountable	 for	 the	 deadly
repression	 that	 had	 occurred	 since	 Mubarak’s	 ouster.28	 “It	 was	 incumbent
upon	us,	before	we	began	the	first	session	yesterday,	to	call	for	the	presence
of	 some	 of	 the	 families	 of	 the	 martyrs	 and	 some	 of	 those	 injured	 in	 the
revolution,	 to	 recognize	 that	 without	 them,	 the	 revolution	 wouldn’t	 have
succeeded	 and	 we	 wouldn’t	 have	 this	 Parliament,”	 non-Islamist	 MP	 Amr
Hamzawy	declared	on	the	second	day	of	Parliament’s	session.29

But	 the	 FJP	 had	 no	 interest	 in	 fulfilling	 these	 demands.	 In	 the	 twelve
months	 since	 Mubarak’s	 ouster,	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 gone	 from	 outlawed
opposition	movement	to	leading	parliamentary	party—and	it	wasn’t	about	to
sacrifice	 its	 newfound	 power	 by	 angering	 the	 SCAF	 with	 these	 kinds	 of
pronouncements.

“Our	 hearts	 bleed	 and	 our	 eyes	 gush	with	 tears	 for	 the	martyrs	 and	 the
injured	and	their	families,”	FJP	MP	Essam	el-Erian	said	in	a	speech	from	the
floor.	“However,	in	order	for	us	to	make	decisions	that	are	objective,	can	be
carried	 out,	 and	 are	 obeyed	 by	 all	 those	 who	 must	 obey	 them,	 all	 our



recommendations	and	decisions	must	be	made	in	line	with	the	oath	we	took
yesterday,	the	rulings	of	the	[SCAF’s]	constitutional	declaration,	and	the	law,
until	we	ourselves	change	the	law.”30

The	Brotherhood,	in	other	words,	was	signaling	its	respect	for	the	junta’s
executive	authority,	as	per	the	deal	that	the	two	sides	had	struck	in	November
just	prior	to	the	parliamentary	elections.	And	the	SCAF	similarly	signaled	its
commitment	 to	 that	bargain.	 In	 a	 congratulatory	 letter	marking	Parliament’s
opening,	Field	Marshal	Tantawi	 ceded	 legislative	 and	oversight	 authority	 to
the	 legislature	 and	 affirmed	 the	 junta’s	 commitment	 to	 relinquish	 executive
power	to	an	elected	president	by	the	end	of	June.31

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

When	the	SCAF	responded	to	mass	protests	by	ousting	Mubarak	from	power
in	 February	 2011,	 the	 Obama	 administration	 welcomed	 the	 military’s
administration	 of	 the	 subsequent	 transition.	 But	 nearly	 a	 year	 later,
Washington	 had	 soured	 on	 the	 SCAF	 and	 blamed	 its	 repressive	 rule	 for
making	Egypt	even	less	stable.

The	previous	three	months	had	been	especially	violent.	In	October	2011,
Washington	watched	 in	horror	 as	 armored	military	vehicles	 ran	over	Coptic
protesters	outside	the	state	media	building	in	Cairo,	killing	twenty-eight	and
wounding	more	than	two	hundred.32	During	 the	onslaught,	Egypt’s	state-run
media	ramped	up	anti-Christian	sentiments	by	calling	citizens	into	the	streets
to	 “defend	 the	 soldiers	 who	 protected	 the	 Egyptian	 revolution”	 against
“armed	 Copts,”	 and	 soldiers	 raided	 the	 Cairo	 offices	 of	 the	 US-funded
satellite	 network	 Alhurra.33	 The	 following	 month,	 the	 SCAF-backed
government	 had	 responded	 even	 more	 repressively	 to	 the	 preelections
Mohamed	Mahmoud	protests,	killing	dozens	and	wounding	thousands	more,
while	blanketing	 large	 sections	 of	 downtown	Cairo	with	US-made	 tear	 gas.
And	 in	 mid-December,	 the	 government	 once	 again	 used	 excessive	 force
against	protesters	during	demonstrations	outside	 the	prime	minister’s	office,
killing	ten	and	wounding	over	four	hundred.34

As	the	SCAF’s	abuses	mounted,	 the	Obama	administration	resisted	calls
for	withholding	 the	$1.3	billion	 in	 annual	US	military	aid	 to	Egypt,	 fearing
that	 this	 would	 jeopardize	 Washington’s	 strategic	 relationship	 with	 Cairo.
Instead,	 it	urged	 the	SCAF	 to	move	 forward	with	 the	 transition	process.	An
elected	government,	the	administration	believed,	would	have	greater	popular



legitimacy	 than	 the	 military	 and	 would	 therefore	 yield	 greater	 political
stability.

So	 as	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 the	Muslim	Brotherhood	would	win	 Egypt’s
first	post-Mubarak	parliamentary	elections,	the	Obama	administration	shifted
its	approach.	Rather	than	seeking	“limited	contacts”	with	the	Brotherhood,	as
Secretary	of	State	Hillary	Clinton	had	announced	in	June,	American	officials
suddenly	 started	 beating	 a	 path	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 door.	 Through
“engagement,”	as	the	policy	became	known,	the	administration	hoped	to	win
the	Brotherhood’s	cooperation	on	core	American	 interests	 in	Egypt,	 such	as
maintaining	 the	 1979	 peace	 treaty	 with	 Israel	 and	 partnering	 on
counterterrorism.	And	that	often	meant	papering	over	long-standing	American
concerns	 about	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 goals	 and	 ideology,	 in	 pursuit	 of
establishing	goodwill.

On	December	10,	Senate	Foreign	Relations	Committee	chair	John	Kerry
and	US	ambassador	to	Egypt	Anne	Patterson	visited	the	FJP’s	headquarters	in
Manial,	where	 they	met	with	 four	 top	 FJP	 leaders,	 including	Morsi	 and	 al-
Katatny.	Only	one	of	Egypt’s	 three	rounds	of	elections	had	been	completed,
but	Kerry	addressed	the	FJP	as	if	it	had	already	won,	reportedly	telling	Morsi
that	he	wasn’t	surprised	by	the	Brotherhood’s	success	in	the	elections.

Meanwhile,	 Morsi	 told	 Kerry	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 would	 “respect	 the
treaties	 and	 conventions”	 that	 Egypt	 had	 signed,	 which	 naturally	 soothed
American	 concerns	 about	 the	 future	 of	 regional	 peace.35	 Yet	 it	 was	 classic
Brotherhood	 double-talk.	 Three	 months	 earlier,	 the	 Brotherhood	 Guidance
Office’s	 official	 spokesman	 had	 called	 for	 a	 referendum	 on	 the	 Egyptian–
Israeli	 treaty,	 which,	 given	 Israel’s	 unpopularity	 within	 Egypt,	 would	 have
sunk	 it.36	On	 the	 same	 day	 that	Kerry	met	 the	FJP’s	 leadership,	 one	 of	 the
FJP’s	top	leaders	affirmed	to	me	in	an	interview	that	the	FJP	intended	to	put
the	treaty	to	a	referendum.	This	seemed	to	be	the	Brotherhood’s	strategy	for
destroying	 the	 treaty	 without	 being	 blamed	 for	 it,	 since	 it	 could	 plausibly
claim	that	the	Egyptian	people—not	it—had	rejected	the	agreement.37

One	month	later,	Deputy	Secretary	of	State	William	Burns	met	with	Morsi
and	other	top	FJP	leaders	at	the	party’s	headquarters.	Despite	the	fact	that	the
final	 round	 of	 the	 parliamentary	 elections	 was	 still	 ongoing,	 Burns
congratulated	the	FJP	on	its	forthcoming	victory	and	vowed	that	Washington
would	support	Egypt	economically	and	encourage	investment.	Morsi	thanked



Burns	 and	 then	 proceeded	 to	 harangue	 him	 about	 previous	 American
administrations’	 “bias	…	against	Arab	 issues”	 and	 called	 on	Washington	 to
“rethink	its	policies.”38	The	FJP	published	Morsi’s	rebuke	of	Burns	in	a	press
release.	 Yet	 this	 insult	 didn’t	 stop	 Burns	 from	 once	 again	 praising	 the
Brotherhood	 in	 a	 subsequent	 interview	on	Egyptian	 television.	When	 asked
about	Washington’s	communication	with	 the	Brotherhood,	Burns	 referred	 to
the	FJP	as	a	“democratic	party	that	is	committed	to	democratic	principles.”39

Then	on	January	18,	Ambassador	Patterson	visited	Brotherhood	Supreme
Guide	 Mohamed	 Badie	 and	 congratulated	 him	 on	 the	 FJP’s	 victory	 in	 the
parliamentary	elections.	It	was	a	controversial	choice.	On	one	hand,	Patterson
was	 merely	 recognizing	 reality:	 The	 FJP	 was	 entirely	 subservient	 to	 the
Brotherhood’s	 hierarchy,	 and	 it	 thus	 made	 sense	 to	 communicate	 with	 the
Brotherhood	at	its	highest	level.	But	at	the	same	time,	the	United	States	was
touting	 the	 importance	 of	 democracy—and	 what	 could	 be	 less	 democratic
than	having	an	unelected,	and	technically	illegal,	organization	controlling	an
elected	party	from	behind	the	scenes?

Still,	 the	 goal	 was	 friendly	 “engagement,”	 and	 Patterson	 handled	 the
supreme	 guide	 quite	 graciously,	 according	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 subsequent
account.	When	Badie	told	Patterson	that	Washington	was	unpopular	because
“successive	American	administrations	would	rule	peoples	through	dictators,”
Patterson	admitted	 that	Washington	had	made	mistakes.	When	Badie	 touted
sharī’ah	as	the	“greatest	guarantor	of	private	and	public	freedoms,”	Patterson
urged	the	supreme	guide	to	focus	on	the	economy.	And	when	it	came	time	to
pose	for	a	photo,	Patterson	stood	between	Badie	and	one	of	his	deputies	and
grinned.40

The	Brotherhood	was	stunned.	According	to	Hassan	al-Banna’s	teachings,
the	West	was	supposed	to	be	the	ultimate	barrier	to	its	Islamizing	agenda—yet
here	 was	 Washington	 reaching	 out	 warmly,	 aggressively,	 and	 without	 any
conditions.	 “The	 world	 is	 now	 more	 amenable	 than	 it	 was	 before	 to	 the
presence	 of	 the	Muslim	 Brotherhood	 in	 the	 public	 sphere,”	Morsi	 told	 the
Brotherhood’s	 General	 Shura	 Committee	 during	 an	 early	 2012	 meeting,
specifically	 recounting	 his	meetings	with	Kerry	 and	 Burns.	 “It’s	 very	 clear
from	what	 they’re	 saying,	 and	 from	what	 the	 situation	 looks	 like,	 that	 they
want	to	work	with	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	in	power.”41

One	 of	 the	 primary	 barriers	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 anticipated	 to	 its



emergence	 simply	 didn’t	 exist,	 and	 that	 bolstered	 its	 confidence	 as	 it	 took
control	of	Egypt’s	Parliament.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

It	 didn’t	 take	 long	 for	 the	 two-month-old	 Brotherhood–SCAF	 détente	 to
unravel.	 Despite	 achieving	 an	 overwhelming	 plurality	 in	 the	 parliamentary
elections,	the	Brotherhood	realized	very	quickly	that	it	had	actually	won	very
little	 power.	 The	 SCAF	 still	 held	 executive	 authority,	 and,	 even	 despite
Tantawi’s	letter	ceding	legislative	and	oversight	power	to	the	new	Parliament,
the	junta	continued	to	legislate.

The	first	tensions	erupted	on	January	27,	only	four	days	after	Parliament’s
opening	session,	when	the	SCAF	signaled	that	it	would	ratify	a	law	granting
institutional	 independence	 to	 al-Azhar,	 Egypt’s	 most	 prominent	 Islamic
university.	 Under	 the	 previous	 law,	 which	 Nasser	 enacted	 in	 1961,	 the
Egyptian	president	appointed	the	sheikh	of	al-Azhar.	But	in	the	aftermath	of
Mubarak’s	ouster,	al-Azhar’s	 leadership	 feared	Brotherhood	domination	and
thus	advocated	changing	 the	 law	 to	empower	 its	own	scholars	 to	choose	al-
Azhar’s	 senior	 officials.42	 The	 SCAF’s	 ratification	 of	 the	 “al-Azhar
independence”	 law	 thus	 antagonized	 the	 Brotherhood	 in	 two	 respects:	 It
undercut	the	FJP-controlled	Parliament’s	legislative	authority	and	blocked	the
Brotherhood	 from	 influencing	 appointments	 within	 Egypt’s	 religious
establishment.	 On	 Twitter,	 Deputy	 Supreme	 Guide	 al-Shater	 blasted	 the
SCAF’s	 announcement,	 calling	 it	 “flagrant	 aggression	 against	 the	 new
Parliament.”43

Then	on	January	31,	Tantawi	and	the	Cabinet	of	Ministers	voted	to	amend
the	 presidential	 elections	 law	 and	 sent	 the	 new	 draft	 to	 the	 SCC	 without
consulting	 Parliament.44	 Once	 again,	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 incensed.	 “The
Parliament	has	become	the	authentic	representative	of	 the	Egyptian	people,”
the	Brotherhood	said	in	a	statement.	“And	so	it	stops	emphatically	in	the	face
of	 an	 attempt	 to	 usurp	 its	 legislative	 powers	 by	 issuing	 laws	 regarding	 the
noble	 al-Azhar	 and	 the	 presidential	 elections.”	 The	 Brotherhood	 further
accused	 the	 Interior	Ministry	 of	 doing	 too	 little	 to	 protect	 Parliament	 from
demonstrators,	who	 protested	 the	 new	Parliament	 during	 its	 first	week,	 and
claimed	 that	“businessmen	with	 links	 to	 the	 former	 regime”	were	 funding	a
negative	media	campaign	against	it.45

The	 Brotherhood–SCAF	 standoff	 intensified	 following	 a	 devastating



soccer	riot	in	Port	Said	on	February	1.	The	riot	began	when	ultras	supporting
Port	 Said’s	 al-Masry	 team	 attacked	 supporters	 of	Cairo’s	 al-Ahly	 club	with
clubs,	 knives,	 and	 stones.	 Over	 seventy	 fans	were	 killed	 in	 the	melee,	 and
eyewitnesses	alleged	that	police	officers	stood	to	the	side	and	refused	to	open
the	stadium	gates	to	allow	al-Ahly’s	fans	to	escape.46	As	news	of	the	carnage
spread,	clashes	erupted	between	revolutionary	activists	and	security	forces	in
downtown	Cairo,	during	which	at	least	ten	were	killed	and	over	two	hundred
wounded.	 The	 Brotherhood	 attempted	 to	 mediate	 a	 truce,	 but	 the
revolutionaries	 accused	 the	 Brotherhood	 of	 colluding	 with	 the	 SCAF	 and
refused.47

The	 Port	 Said	Massacre,	 as	 it	 became	 known,	was	 among	 the	 deadliest
sports-related	 riots	 in	 world	 history	 and	 ignited	 widespread	 calls	 for
investigations.	 At	 first,	 the	 Brotherhood	 responded	 by	 holding	 the	 Interior
Ministry	 accountable.	 The	 following	 day	 in	 Parliament,	 FJP	 vice-chair	 el-
Erian	 proposed	 a	measure	 to	 indict	 the	 interior	minister	 for	 negligence;	 the
measure	received	143	cosponsors	and	passed	overwhelmingly.48	“The	events
of	Port	Said	were	premeditated	and	are	a	message	from	the	remnants	of	 the
former	 regime,”	 el-Erian	 said.	 “The	 collapse	 wasn’t	 in	 any	 athletic
institutions,	but	in	the	security	apparatus,	as	vengeance	against	us	for	calling
for	an	end	to	the	state	of	emergency	and	as	a	premeditated	act	of	sabotage	on
the	anniversary	of	the	revolution.”49

Then	 on	 February	 5,	 Defense	 and	 National	 Security	 Committee	 chair
Mukhaymer	 discussed	 a	 plan	 for	 “cleansing”	 the	 Interior	 Ministry	 of
“remnants”	 from	 the	 previous	 regime.50	 The	 following	 day,	 the	 committee
compiled	a	report	demanding	the	right	to	investigate	the	intelligence	services,
the	CSF,	 and—most	 sensitively—the	military	police.	The	 committee	 further
recommended	 placing	 cameras	 around	 Tahrir	 Square	 and	 Parliament,	 a
measure	 that	 appeared	 to	 be	 aimed	 at	 monitoring	 the	 revolutionaries,	who
now	opposed	the	SCAF	and	Brotherhood	equally.51

At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 Brotherhood	 used	 the	 Port	 Said	 incident	 to	 chip
away	 at	 the	 SCAF’s	 political	 legitimacy.	 In	 the	 immediate	 aftermath	 of	 the
carnage,	 Supreme	 Guide	 Badie	 held	 the	 SCAF	 partially	 responsible	 and
accused	the	junta	of	possessing	“evidence	and	documents”	regarding	plans	to
“create	 chaos	 and	 sabotage.”52	 Later	 that	 week,	 as	 violent	 protests	 against
security	forces	continued	in	downtown	Cairo,	the	FJP	tried	to	use	the	furor	to



abridge	 the	SCAF-led	 transition.	 “We	want	 presidential	 elections	 that	 could
start	after	February	28,	meaning	in	less	than	twenty	or	so	days,	so	that	at	least
fifty	million	Egyptians	could	participate	in	choosing	a	president,”	prominent
FJP	 parliamentarian	 Mohamed	 al-Beltagy	 said	 during	 coverage	 of	 the
protests.53	 The	 following	 day,	 Brotherhood	 spokesman	 Mahmoud	 Ghozlan
doubled	 down	 on	 al-Beltagy’s	 remark,	 announcing	 that	 the	 Brotherhood
would	 accept	 early	 presidential	 elections—a	 move	 that	 would	 return	 the
SCAF	to	the	barracks	long	before	the	deadline	of	June	30.54

But	 when	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 the	 SCAF	 would	 not	 agree	 to	 early
presidential	elections,	the	Brotherhood	sought	to	leverage	the	mounting	anti-
SCAF	anger	 for	 a	 different	 political	 gain:	 It	 called	on	 the	SCAF	 to	 include
Muslim	Brothers	in	a	coalition	government.

“We	call	on	the	military	council	to	sack	this	government	that	has	failed	to
handle	 this	 big	 event	 and	 to	 form	 another	 government,”	 Brotherhood
spokesman	Ghozlan	 told	 the	Associated	Press	 one	week	 after	 the	Port	 Said
stadium	massacre.	“If	there	is	a	government	in	place	that	is	really	backed	by
the	 choice	 of	 the	 people,	 it	 will	 act	 without	 regard	 for	 any	 pressure	 from
anyone.	It	will	seek	to	reassure	 the	people	and	provide	 it	with	security.”	On
Al	 Jazeera,	 al-Shater	 suggested	 that	 the	new	government	would	 include	 the
various	parties	elected	 to	Parliament	according	 to	 their	strength	and	 that	 the
prime	minister	would	 come	 from	 the	FJP,	 though	 he	 denied	 rumors	 that	 he
would	personally	head	the	government.55

The	following	day,	pro-Brotherhood	media	sites	reported	that	the	FJP	was
working	 on	 a	 parliamentary	 measure	 to	 withdraw	 confidence	 from	 Prime
Minister	Kamal	al-Ganzoury’s	government	and	appoint	a	new	one.	According
to	the	plan,	Morsi	would	serve	as	prime	minister.	The	FJP	also	sought	half	of
the	ministerial	portfolios,	particularly	those	that	emphasized	the	provision	of
services,	such	as	Health	and	Education,	but	signaled	that	it	wouldn’t	touch	the
more	politically	sensitive	ministries,	such	as	Defense	and	Foreign	Affairs,	and
would	leave	the	Interior	Ministry	to	a	non-FJP	civilian.	Finally,	the	FJP	called
on	 the	Nour	 Party	 to	 join	 the	 government,	 and	 the	 Salafists	 confirmed	 that
they	were	studying	the	matter.56

The	SCAF,	however,	was	not	amused.	During	a	February	14	meeting	with
al-Katatny	 and	 other	 parliamentary	 leaders,	 Tantawi	 refused	 to	 dismiss	 al-
Ganzoury’s	 government.57	 The	 Brotherhood	 ultimately	 backed	 down,



reasoning	 that	 its	 parliamentary	 plurality	 would	 enable	 it	 to	 form	 the
government	once	the	SCAF	ended	its	reign	on	June	30,	which	was	only	four
months	away.	So	in	preparation	for	 that	period,	 the	Brotherhood’s	Guidance
Office	ordered	 the	organization’s	 provincial	 offices	 to	 send	 nominations	 for
appointing	ministers.58

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	Brotherhood	soon	found	another	pretext	for	chipping	away	at	the	SCAF’s
legitimacy.

Two	 months	 earlier,	 in	 late	 December	 2011,	 Egyptian	 commandos	 had
raided	 the	 offices	 of	 ten	 prodemocratic	 nongovernmental	 organizations
(NGOs),	 including	 three	 prominent	 US-funded	 organizations—Freedom
House,	 the	 National	 Democratic	 Institute	 (NDI),	 and	 the	 International
Republican	 Institute	 (IRI).	 In	 a	 blatant	 attempt	 to	 displace	 blame	 for	 the
country’s	 problems,	 the	 SCAF-backed	 government	 accused	 the	 NGOs	 of
using	 foreign	 funding	 to	 destabilize	 and	divide	 the	 country.	 In	 late	 January,
the	 government	 enforced	 travel	 bans	 on	 the	 NGOs’	 American	 employees,
including	the	son	of	an	Obama	administration	cabinet	secretary.59

As	 Washington	 scrambled	 to	 resolve	 the	 crisis,	 US	 officials	 actively
engaged	the	Brotherhood	as	a	potential	ally.	These	efforts	were	based	on	the
fanciful	 premise	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 would	 be	 sympathetic	 to	 the	 NGO
workers,	 when	 in	 fact	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 eagerly	 supported	 the	 raids	 on
their	offices.	Indeed,	back	in	August	2011,	three	months	before	the	raids,	the
Brotherhood	called	on	the	SCAF-backed	government	to	investigate	American
funding	 of	 NGOs.60	 And	 as	 the	 crisis	 between	 Washington	 and	 Cairo
escalated,	 the	 Brotherhood	 hyped	 conspiracy	 theories	 accusing	 the	 United
States	of	funding	NGOs	for	“the	demolition	of	Egypt	and	the	destruction	of
society.”61	But	as	 relations	between	 the	SCAF	and	Washington	deteriorated,
the	Brotherhood	sensed	an	opportunity	 to	undermine	 the	SCAF	and	 tried	 to
appear	helpful	to	US	officials.

In	 late	 January,	 FJP	 foreign	 policy	 chief	 Essam	 el-Haddad	 met	 with
Assistant	 Secretary	 of	 State	 Michael	 Posner,	 and	 top	 Brotherhood	 leaders
offered	 reassuring	 messages	 to	 a	 Senate	 delegation	 that	 visited	 Cairo	 in
February.62	 “After	 talking	with	 the	Muslim	Brotherhood,	 I	was	 struck	with
their	 commitment	 to	 change	 the	 law	 because	 they	 believe	 it’s	 unfair,”	 Sen.
Lindsey	 Graham	 told	 the	 Wall	 Street	 Journal	 after	 a	 meeting	 in	 Cairo,



referring	to	the	law	under	which	the	NGO	workers	were	being	prosecuted.63

The	 standoff	 finally	 ended	 on	 February	 28,	 when	 the	 SCAF-backed
government	 responded	 to	 the	 Obama	 administration’s	 threat	 to	 cut	military
aid	and	permitted	the	NGO	workers	to	leave	the	country.

At	the	time,	Sen.	John	McCain,	the	IRI	chair,	credited	the	Brotherhood	for
playing	a	“constructive	role”	in	resolving	the	crisis.64	But	as	soon	as	the	NGO
workers	 left,	 the	Brotherhood	 reversed	course	 and	used	 the	 incident	 against
the	 SCAF.	 In	 a	 statement,	 Brotherhood	 spokesman	 Ghozlan	 lambasted	 the
SCAF	 for	 “bartering	 [Egypt’s]	 national	 dignity”	 and	 succumbing	 to	 US
pressure.65	 In	 Parliament,	 Speaker	 al-Katatny	 called	 for	 summoning
governmental	officials	to	“hold	accountable	those	responsible	for	this	crime,
which	 represented	a	blatant	 intervention	 in	 the	affairs	of	Egypt’s	 judiciary.”
The	FJP	 further	 squeezed	 the	SCAF	by	 threatening	a	parliamentary	vote	 on
ending	Egypt’s	acceptance	of	US	aid	 to	Egypt,	 including	 the	$1.3	billion	 in
annual	military	aid.	“I	wish	members	of	the	U.S.	Congress	could	listen	to	you
now	 to	 realize	 that	 this	 is	 the	 parliament	 of	 the	 revolution,	which	 does	 not
allow	a	breach	of	 the	nation’s	 sovereignty	or	 interference	 in	 its	 affairs,”	 al-
Katatny	 declared	 during	 a	 mid-March	 parliamentary	 session.66	 During
another	 session,	 he	 accused	 the	 NGOs	 of	 working	 to	 “infiltrate	 Egypt	 and
threaten	national	security.”67

None	 of	 this	 anti-American	 grandstanding	 affected	 the	 Brotherhood’s
reception	 in	 Washington,	 however,	 where	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 behavior	 was
brushed	 aside.	 “This	 is	 a	 sensitive	 and	 difficult	 time	 for	 Egypt,	 and	we’ve
pledged	 to	 work	 with	 the	 Egyptian	 people,”	 deputy	 State	 Department
spokesman	Mark	Toner	said	at	the	time.68	And	in	early	April,	when	the	FJP
sent	 its	 first-ever	 official	 delegation	 to	 the	 American	 capital,	 the	 delegates
received	top-level	treatment,	including	meetings	with	NSC	officials	Samantha
Power	and	Steve	Simon	and	with	Deputy	Secretary	of	State	Burns.69

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Throughout	February,	while	the	FJP-led	People’s	Assembly	found	its	bearings
vis-à-vis	 the	 SCAF,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 political	 party	 was	 consolidating	 its
control	over	yet	another	legislative	body.

In	the	elections	for	the	Shura	Council,	Egypt’s	upper	parliamentary	house,
the	 FJP	 won	 an	 outright	 majority,	 with	 58	 percent	 of	 the	 chamber’s	 180
elected	seats,	while	the	Nour	Party	again	finished	second	with	approximately



25	 percent.	 Historically,	 the	 Shura	 Council	 had	 few	 responsibilities,	 and,
because	 the	 president	 appointed	 one-third	 of	 the	 chamber,	 it	 was	 typically
seen	 as	 a	 haven	 for	 autocratic	 cronyism.	 For	 this	 reason,	 the	 first	 post-
Mubarak	 Shura	 Council	 elections	 received	minimal	 attention:	 Non-Islamist
parties	participated	weakly	or	not	at	 all,	 and	 the	ultimate	 turnout	 rates	were
15	percent	in	the	first	round	and	12.2	percent	in	the	second—a	sharp	contrast
to	the	62	percent	turnout	rate	of	the	People’s	Assembly	elections.70

But	 the	Brotherhood	 took	 the	Shura	Council	 elections	 seriously	 for	 one
reason:	According	 to	 the	SCAF’s	March	2011	constitutional	declaration,	 the
hundred-member	 constitution-writing	 committee,	 known	 as	 the	 Constituent
Assembly,	would	be	chosen	by	the	People’s	Assembly	and	the	Shura	Council
together.	The	FJP’s	success	 in	 the	Shura	Council	elections	 thus	bolstered	 its
prospective	influence	over	the	Constituent	Assembly’s	selection.

A	week	 after	 the	 Shura	Council	 elections	 concluded,	 the	 two	 bodies	 of
Parliament	met	for	a	joint	session	to	discuss	the	formation	of	the	Constituent
Assembly.	“We	seek	a	constitution,	and	a	Constituent	Assembly,	comprising
all	 components	 of	 the	 nation	 without	 exclusion,	 marginalization,	 or
exception,”	 FJP	 leader	 Beltagy	 declared	 during	 the	 joint	 session’s	 first
meeting	on	March	3.71	But	 the	FJP’s	behavior	 in	 the	Constituent	Assembly
fell	far	short	of	this	promise.

The	 first	 matter	 before	 the	 joint	 parliamentary	 session	was	 determining
the	Constituent	Assembly’s	 composition.	 The	 FJP	 proposed	 that	 40	 percent
would	 consist	 of	 parliamentarians	 and	 60	 percent	 would	 be
nonparliamentarians,	 most	 of	 whom	 would	 represent	 various	 sectors	 of
society.	 The	 Nour	 Party,	 by	 contrast,	 proposed	 the	 reverse	 formula	 of
60	 percent	 parliamentarians	 and	 40	 percent	 nonparliamentarians.	 Non-
Islamist	parties,	however,	wanted	the	Constituent	Assembly	to	include	a	much
lower	 percentage	 of	 sitting	 parliamentarians,	 believing	 that	 a	 higher
percentage	 of	 nonparliamentarians	 would	 reduce	 the	 likelihood	 of	 outright
Islamist	domination.

Yet	 the	 FJP’s	 goal	 was	 “implementing	 sharī’ah”	 through	 an	 Islamist
constitution	and	that	made	the	Nour	Party	a	necessary	bedfellow.	So	the	FJP
ignored	the	non-Islamists	completely	and	reached	an	even	compromise	with
the	 Salafists,	 agreeing	 to	 a	 50/50	 parliamentarian/nonparliamentarian	 split,
which	a	joint	session	of	Parliament	passed	on	March	24.72



The	 FJP	 and	 Salafists	 then	 selected	 an	 overwhelmingly	 Islamist
Constituent	 Assembly.	 Of	 its	 fifty	 parliamentarians,	 twenty-five	 came	 from
the	 FJP	 and	 eleven	 from	 the	 Nour	 Party,	 while	 the	 non-Islamists	 included
many	of	the	FJP’s	parliamentary	allies.	The	fifty	nonparliamentarian	members
of	the	Constituent	Assembly	similarly	contained	many	Islamists,	 including	a
Brotherhood	 writer,	 a	 pro-Islamist	 diplomat,	 a	 pro-Islamist	 jurist,	 and	 two
advocates	 of	 Islamic	 banking.	 The	 only	 student	 representative	 just	 so
happened	 to	 be	 Morsi’s	 nephew.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 Constituent	 Assembly
included	 only	 six	 women—two	 of	 whom	 were	 FJP	 members—and	 six
Christians.	 By	 Al-Ahram’s	 tally,	 at	 least	 sixty-four	 of	 the	 Constituent
Assembly’s	one	hundred	members	were	connected	 in	one	way	or	another	 to
Islamist	 movements.73	 Perhaps	 most	 glaringly,	 it	 included	 few	 actual
constitutional	scholars—which	just	reinforced	the	extent	to	which	the	FJP	and
Nour	had	engineered	the	body	for	their	narrow	ideological	interests.

The	 non-Islamists	 were	 outraged.	 The	 Constituent	 Assembly’s
composition	 rendered	 them	wallflowers	 in	 a	 process	 destined	 to	 produce	 a
theocratic	document.	The	Islamists	countered	that	they	were	elected	to	ensure
that	Egypt’s	next	constitution	reflected	the	popular	will,	which—based	on	the
parliamentary	 elections—favored	 Islamism	 overwhelmingly.	 But	 the	 non-
Islamists	 would	 have	 none	 of	 it:	 Twenty-five	 of	 the	 hundred	 members
declared	a	boycott	of	the	Constituent	Assembly’s	first	session.	The	Islamists
responded	 by	 pushing	 forward	 without	 them.	 The	 Constituent	 Assembly
elected	 al-Katatny	 its	 chair	 by	 a	 71–1	 vote	 and	 immediately	 threatened	 to
choose	 from	 the	 forty	 reserve	members	 if	 the	 non-Islamists	 continued	 their
boycott.74

But	 the	 non-Islamists’	 boycott	 quickly	 picked	 up	 steam.	 The	 SCC’s
representative	withdrew	after	 the	Brotherhood	released	a	statement	accusing
the	 court	 of	 cooperating	with	 the	 SCAF	 to	 rig	 the	 forthcoming	 presidential
elections.	Al-Azhar’s	representative	withdrew	after	the	Constituent	Assembly
dismissed	 its	 widely	 praised	 2011	 document	 calling	 for	 a	 “democratic	 and
constitutional”	state.75	The	chairs	of	the	lawyers,	actors,	and	media	syndicates
similarly	walked	out.	And	on	April	2,	the	Coptic	Orthodox	Church	withdrew
its	two	representatives.	The	FJP	scrambled	to	stop	the	hemorrhaging,	agreeing
at	one	point	to	give	up	ten	of	its	seats,	with	one	stipulation:	The	replacements
would	 have	 to	 be	 approved	 by	 the	 FJP-dominated	 People’s	 Assembly.	 The
non-Islamist	parties,	however,	rejected	this	offer.76



Al-Katatny	reiterated	his	threat,	warning	boycotting	members	that	“if	they
withdraw	 they	 will	 be	 replaced.”	 But	 the	 judiciary	 soon	 intervened.	 On
April	 10,	 Egypt’s	 Supreme	Administrative	Court	 suspended	 the	Constituent
Assembly,	 ruling	 that	 its	 composition	violated	 an	 earlier	 judicial	 ruling	 that
prevented	 parliamentarians	 from	 electing	 themselves.	 Non-Islamists	 hailed
the	 ruling,	which	 the	 FJP	 denounced	 as	 “a	 horrendous	 error,”	 yet	 it	 would
ultimately	 stand,	 putting	 the	Brotherhood’s	 constitutional	 ambitions	on	hold
for	the	time	being.77

Once	again,	despite	 its	parliamentary	dominance,	 the	Brotherhood	found
itself	entirely	powerless,	as	well	as	increasingly	isolated.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Still,	 the	 Brotherhood	 did	 not	 expect	 to	 be	 powerless	 for	 long.	 In	 late
February,	 the	 FJP-led	 Parliament	 started	 working	 on	 amendments	 to	 the
SCAF’s	 presidential	 elections	 law,	which	paved	 the	way	 for	 the	 opening	of
the	nominations	period	in	early	April.78	And	as	the	June	30	deadline	for	the
SCAF	 to	hand	executive	power	 to	 an	 elected	 civilian	president	 approached,
the	FJP	anticipated	 that	 its	parliamentary	plurality	would	finally	enable	 it	 to
appoint	the	government.

Yet	 the	 Brotherhood	 saw	 one	 major	 problem	 on	 the	 horizon:	 The
forthcoming	FJP-dominated	cabinet	would	inherit	a	severely	broken	country.

Indeed,	more	 than	 a	 year	 after	Mubarak’s	 ouster,	 Egypt	was	 struggling.
The	country’s	cash	 reserves,	which	stood	at	$33.3	billion	 in	February	2011,
had	 dwindled	 to	 just	 $15.1	 billion	 by	 March	 2012.	 Lingering	 instability
deterred	 tourism	 and	 foreign	 investment,	 and	 new	 challenges—including
domestic	 security	 and	 sustaining	 Egypt’s	 costly	 food-	 and	 fuel-subsidy
programs—forced	 the	 government	 to	 increase	 spending.79	 By	 early	 2012,
ordinary	 Egyptians	 were	 already	 feeling	 the	 effects,	 including	 a	 gasoline
shortage	 and	 an	 emerging	wheat	 crisis.80	And	 before	 long,	 all	 fingers	were
pointed	at	the	government	of	Kamal	al-Ganzoury.

To	 be	 sure,	 al-Ganzoury’s	 government	 faced	many	 challenges	when	 the
SCAF	 installed	 it	 at	 the	height	of	 the	November	2011	Mohamed	Mahmoud
incidents.	 But	 al-Ganzoury	 had	 failed	 to	 address	 these	 challenges,	 and	 his
government’s	 mad-dash	 spending	 habits	 often	 made	 these	 problems	 worse.
Yet	the	Brotherhood	didn’t	see	al-Ganzoury’s	government	as	either	hapless	or



inept—it	saw	it	as	downright	evil.	Indeed,	during	a	session	of	Parliament,	al-
Katatny	 alleged	 that	 the	 government	 was	 “fabricating”	 the	 crises.81	 “When
the	 problems	 faced	 us	 […]	—gas	 crisis,	 bread	 crisis,	 petrol	 crisis—I	 guess
that	these	crises	were	attended	to,	put	in	front	of	the	Parliament	to	make	the
Parliament	lose	its	concentration,”	FJP	parliamentarian	Helmy	al-Gazzar	told
me	during	a	July	2012	interview,	looking	back.82

So	on	March	1—only	two	weeks	after	abandoning	its	first	call	for	forming
a	new	government—the	FJP	once	again	called	for	replacing	al-Ganzoury	and
his	cabinet.	“The	FJP	watches	with	great	worry	the	deteriorating	performance
of	the	government,	especially	in	terms	of	the	economy,	security,	and	the	fight
against	 corruption,”	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 party	 wrote	 in	 a	 statement.	 “So	 for
these	 reasons	 and	 others,	 the	 party	 sees	 expediting	 the	 formation	 of	 a	 new
government	that	enjoys	the	support	of	a	parliamentary	majority	as	an	urgent
matter.”83

A	 week	 later,	 after	 the	 travel	 ban	 on	 the	 American	 NGO	 workers	 was
lifted,	the	FJP’s	executive	office	reiterated	its	call	for	a	new	government,	and
the	 FJP-dominated	 Parliament	 started	 gathering	 votes	 for	 a	 no-confidence
measure	 against	 al-Ganzoury.84	 While	 a	 no-confidence	 vote	 wouldn’t	 have
any	 legal	effect—the	SCAF	still	 held	 the	power	 to	 appoint	 the	government,
not	 Parliament—it	 would	 have	 been	 a	 tremendous	 embarrassment	 for	 al-
Ganzoury’s	government	and	the	SCAF.	More	important,	a	no-confidence	vote
threatened	to	undermine	the	government’s	negotiations	with	the	International
Monetary	Fund	(IMF)	over	a	$3.2	billion	loan,	which	Cairo	sought	to	address
Egypt’s	looming	financial	crisis.85

Hoping	to	defuse	the	tension,	Nour	Party	chair	Emad	Abdel	Ghafour	met
with	military	chief	of	staff	Sami	Anan,	the	SCAF’s	number	two	official,	and
urged	 him	 to	 fire	 al-Ganzoury.	 Anan,	 however,	 refused,	 arguing	 that	 al-
Ganzoury’s	premiership	would	end	when	the	SCAF	handed	power	to	the	next
president	at	the	end	of	June	and	that	there	was	no	need	to	insult	al-Ganzoury
by	 removing	 him	 earlier.	 But	 Anan	 floated	 a	 counteroffer:	 Al-Ganzoury
would	stay,	but	the	FJP-controlled	Parliament	could	appoint	ten	ministers,	as
well	as	assistants	in	many	of	the	other	ministries.

When	 Abdel	 Ghafour	 brought	 this	 offer	 to	 al-Shater,	 however,	 the
Brotherhood’s	 deputy	 supreme	 guide	 refused,	 accusing	 the	 SCAF	 of
subterfuge.	“We’ll	hire	 the	ministers	and	 they’ll	burn	 them,”	Abdel	Ghafour



recalled	 al-Shater	 saying.86	 At	 another	 point	 during	 this	 period,	 the	 SCAF
made	a	similar	offer	directly	 to	Morsi,	but	 the	FJP	chair	also	refused.	 If	 the
FJP-controlled	 Parliament	 couldn’t	 appoint	 the	 entire	 government,	 the
Brotherhood	reasoned,	 then	 the	party	would	be	held	 responsible	 for	Egypt’s
failures	despite	lacking	complete	control.87

So	the	Brotherhood	continued	to	push	for	al-Ganzoury’s	ouster.	In	a	harsh
March	18	statement,	the	Brotherhood	declared	that	“the	SCAF’s	insistence	on
keeping	 the	 current	 government	 headed	 by	 Kamal	 al-Ganzoury,	 and	 not
withdrawing	 confidence	 in	 it	 despite	 its	 failure,	 is	 an	 attempt	 to	 make	 the
Parliament	 fail	so	 that	 it	 remains	a	 [parliament]	of	words	 that	 can’t	 achieve
anything.”88	Six	days	later,	the	Brotherhood	pounced	again,	enumerating	the
al-Ganzoury	government’s	failures	and	asking	whether	the	SCAF’s	refusal	to
replace	it	reflected	“a	desire	to	abort	the	revolution	and	make	the	people	give
up	on	their	ability	to	achieve	their	goals.”	Most	explosively,	the	Brotherhood
alleged	 that	 the	 SCC	 had	 already	 written	 a	 decision	 declaring	 the	 FJP-
controlled	Parliament	unconstitutional	and	implied	that	the	SCAF	was	trying
to	manipulate	Parliament	by	threatening	to	enforce	this	decision.89

The	 SCAF	 responded	 immediately	 and	 furiously.	 Referring	 to	 the
Brotherhood’s	accusations	as	“baseless	slander,”	the	SCAF	touted	its	role	 in
administering	 the	 very	 parliamentary	 elections	 that	 “allowed	 the	 current
political	 forces”—meaning	 the	 Brotherhood—“to	 feature	 in	 the	 People’s
Assembly	 and	 the	 Shura	Council.”	 The	 junta	 added	 that	 it	 “always	 put	 the
people’s	best	 interest	 before	 anything	else”	 and	accused	 the	Brotherhood	of
trying	 to	 “pressure	 the	 armed	 forces	 and	 its	 Supreme	 Council	 with	 the
intention	of	making	 them	abandon	 their	national	mission	 to	 rule	 the	country
during	the	transitional	period.”	The	SCAF	closed	its	statement	with	a	not-so-
veiled	threat:	“We	ask	everyone	to	be	aware	of	the	lessons	of	history	to	avoid
mistakes	from	a	past	that	we	do	not	want	to	return	to,	and	to	look	towards	the
future.”90

The	Brotherhood	understood	this	last	comment	quite	well:	The	junta	was
threatening	 that	 further	Brotherhood	agitation	risked	a	 repeat	of	1954,	when
the	 Nasser	 regime	 crushed	 the	 organization	 after	 initially	 cooperating
with	it.91

While	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 dismissed	 the	 SCAF’s	 threat,	 the	 episode
unnerved	 them.	 The	 FJP	 was	 powerless	 despite	 controlling	 both	 houses	 of



Parliament,	and	the	Brotherhood	was	still	vulnerable	to	the	whims	of	whoever
held	executive	power.	And	this	was	one	reason	why	the	Brotherhood	started
seriously	 rethinking	 its	 oft-repeated	 promise	 that	 it	 would	 not	 nominate	 a
presidential	candidate.

It	was	 not	 the	 only	 reason,	 however.	 In	 fact,	 the	Brotherhood	 had	 been
struggling	with	this	promise	from	nearly	the	moment	it	made	it.



7	
The	Road	to	Ittahidiya	Palace

When	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 General	 Shura	 Committee	 voted	 on	 February	 10,
2011,	not	to	run	a	presidential	candidate	in	the	first	post-Mubarak	elections,	it
sought	 to	 reassure	 the	Egyptian	public	and	 the	 international	community	 that
Mubarak’s	imminent	ouster	wouldn’t	give	way	to	an	“Islamist	takeover.”	But
the	decision	created	a	host	of	new	complications—especially	when	one	of	the
Brotherhood’s	 most	 prominent	 leaders	 declared	 that	 he	 was	 considering
running	for	president	shortly	thereafter.

Abdel	Moneim	Abouel	Fotouh	was	a	longtime	Brotherhood	icon.	Born	in
1951	in	the	Nile	Delta	governorate	of	Al-Gharbiya,	Abouel	Fotouh	began	his
Islamist	activism	at	Cairo’s	Qasr	el-Eini	Medical	School	in	the	1970s,	where
he	 cofounded	 a	 militant	 Islamist	 society.	 After	 being	 elected	 president	 of
Cairo	University’s	 student	 union	 in	 1975,	 however,	Abouel	 Fotouh	 became
disenchanted	 with	 his	 group’s	 radicalism,	 objecting	 in	 particular	 to	 its
embrace	 of	 violence	 and	 “putschist”	 aims	 against	 the	 Sadat	 regime.	 This
period	coincided	with	many	Brotherhood	leaders’	liberation	after	two	decades
of	 imprisonment	 under	Nasser,	 and	 in	 the	 late	 1970s	Abouel	 Fotouh	 joined
the	Brotherhood,	which	had	renounced	violence	by	that	time.1

Abouel	Fotouh	was	from	the	generation	of	young	Muslim	Brothers	who
helped	resurrect	the	organization	in	the	late	1970s	and	1980s.	He	also	helped
spearhead	 the	Brotherhood’s	 international	efforts,	 including	 the	provision	of
aid	 to	 the	 mujahedeen	 in	 Afghanistan	 during	 their	 war	 against	 the	 Soviet
Union,	 and	 he	 became	 a	 member	 of	 the	 Guidance	 Office	 at	 the	 relatively
young	age	of	thirty-six	in	1987.

Years	later,	after	his	imprisonment	from	1995	to	2000	along	with	many	of
the	Brotherhood’s	other	top	figures,	Abouel	Fotouh	developed	his	reputation
as	one	of	the	organization’s	so-called	moderates.	Whereas	the	organization’s
Qutbists,	 such	 as	 Morsi,	 focused	 on	 maintaining	 ideological	 purity	 and
reinforcing	 the	 organization’s	 rigid	 hierarchy,	 the	 outreach-oriented	 Abouel
Fotouh	 engaged	 other	 political	 currents	 through	 his	 involvement	 in	 the



Medical	Syndicate.	At	 times	he	battled	 the	Brotherhood’s	Qutbists	publicly,
such	 as	when	 he	 opposed	 the	Brotherhood	 “party	 platform”	 that	Morsi	 and
others	drafted	in	2007,	which	prohibited	women	and	Christians	from	running
for	 president.	 As	 a	 result,	 Abouel	 Fotouh	 attracted	 a	 small	 but	 noteworthy
following	among	the	revolutionary-oriented	segment	of	Brotherhood	youths,
such	as	those	who	participated	in	the	2011	uprising	during	its	earliest	days.2

Abouel	Fotouh’s	 disagreements	with	 the	Qutbists	 precipitated	his	 ouster
from	 the	 Guidance	 Office	 in	 2009,	 but	 he	 remained	 a	 committed	 Muslim
Brother	 nonetheless.	 He	 stayed	 on	 the	 organization’s	 General	 Shura
Committee	and	acted	as	one	of	 the	Brotherhood’s	most	visible	advocates	 to
the	 international	 community.	 During	 the	 2011	 uprising,	 he	 penned	 a
Washington	 Post	 op-ed	 emphasizing	 that	 “the	 Brotherhood	 has	 already
decided	not	to	field	a	candidate	for	president	in	any	forthcoming	elections.”3

Less	 than	 three	months	after	Mubarak’s	ouster,	however,	Abouel	Fotouh
chucked	this	promise	and	announced	his	presidential	candidacy.4	Coming	on
the	heels	of	the	March	2011	Brotherhood	youth	conference	that	criticized	the
Guidance	Office	for	establishing	the	FJP,	Abouel	Fotouh’s	disobedience	was
yet	another	embarrassment	for	the	organization	and	fed	media	rumors	of	deep
splits	within	the	organization.	So	the	Brotherhood	leadership	moved	swiftly	to
enforce	discipline.	It	sidelined	Abouel	Fotouh	immediately,	formally	expelled
him	 from	 the	 organization	 in	 June	 2011,	 and	 reportedly	 froze	 the
memberships	 of	 four	 thousand	 Brotherhood	 youths	 who	 had	 joined	 his
campaign.5

Yet	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 dismissal	 of	 Abouel	 Fotouh	 and	 his	 supporters
didn’t	put	the	issue	to	rest.	As	the	presidential	elections	approached,	Abouel
Fotouh	 emerged	 as	 one	 of	 the	 most	 prominent	 candidates—as	 well	 as	 the
candidate	who	was	 ideologically	 closest	 to	 the	Brotherhood.	 The	Guidance
Office	 thus	 worried	 that	 many	 Muslim	 Brothers	 might	 ultimately	 vote	 for
Abouel	Fotouh,	a	Brotherhood	outcast	who	had	defied	an	 institutional	edict.
Nothing	 would	 undermine	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 hierarchical	 culture	 of
obedience	more	profoundly.	And	even	worse,	what	if	Abouel	Fotouh	actually
won?	The	ex-Brotherhood	leader’s	transgression	would	be	rewarded,	and	the
Brotherhood’s	reputation	as	a	strong,	 internally	cohesive	organization	would
be	severely	tarnished!

As	 a	 result,	 the	 Brotherhood	 decided	 that	 it	 couldn’t	 sit	 out	 the



presidential	 elections	entirely.	And	while	 it	had	promised	not	 to	nominate	a
presidential	candidate	 from	within	 its	 own	 ranks,	 nothing	prevented	 it	 from
endorsing	a	candidate	and	then	ordering	its	cadres	to	vote	for	that	person.

But	who	would	be	 a	 suitable	 candidate	 for	 the	Brotherhood	 to	 endorse?
This	proved	more	challenging	 than	 the	Brotherhood’s	 leadership	anticipated
because	 it	 was	 dissatisfied	 with	 the	 emerging	 crop	 of	 candidates.	 The
Brotherhood	 regarded	 the	 leading	 candidate,	 former	 foreign	 minister	 and
Arab	 League	 secretary-general	 Amr	Moussa,	 as	 a	 remnant	 of	 the	Mubarak
regime.	It	regarded	Ahmed	Shafik,	Mubarak’s	last	prime	minster,	as	an	even
greater	 villain	 in	 this	 regard.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 considered	Hazem	Abu
Ismail,	 the	 lone	 Salafist	 candidate	 and	 a	 former	Brotherhood	 parliamentary
candidate,	 far	 too	extreme,	as	well	as	 too	unpredictable.	And	 the	only	other
mainstream	 Islamist	 candidate	 other	 than	Abouel	 Fotouh,	 scholar	 Selim	 al-
Awa,	was	a	total	nonstarter,	since	al-Awa	was	affiliated	with	the	Wasat	Party
—an	 organization	 that	 ex-Brotherhood	 activists	 had	 founded	 in	 defiance	 of
the	Guidance	Office	in	1996.6

So	 around	 February	 2012,	 the	 Brotherhood	 went	 back	 to	 the	 drawing
board,	 deliberating	 over	 candidates	 who	 might	 be	 persuaded	 to	 run.	 The
Brotherhood	 first	 approached	 Islamist-oriented	 judge	 Hossam	 el-Gheriany,
but	he	refused.	“I’m	a	straight	man,”	el-Gheriany	told	Guidance	Office	leader
Mohamed	Ali	Bishr.	“This	period	needs	a	political	guy—a	gray-area	guy	who
can	make	compromises.”	Next	the	Brotherhood	approached	another	Islamist-
oriented	 judge,	 Mahmoud	 Mekki,	 but	 he	 similarly	 rejected	 the	 group’s
overtures.7

By	 late	March,	 the	Brotherhood	 still	 had	no	candidate	 to	 endorse	 in	 the
presidential	 elections—and	 with	 the	 official	 nominations	 period	 fast-
approaching,	 Abouel	 Fotouh	was	 still	 the	most	 credible	 Islamist	 candidate.
Meanwhile,	 the	 SCAF	 was	 threatening	 the	 Brotherhood	 with	 a	 severe
crackdown	 if	 it	 continued	 to	 challenge	 the	 junta’s	 authority,	 while	 the
Brotherhood’s	battles	with	non-Islamists	over	the	Constituent	Assembly	left	it
increasingly	isolated	politically.

This	is	when	the	Brotherhood	started	seriously	reconsidering	its	promise
not	to	field	a	presidential	candidate.

The	deliberations	began	during	the	last	two	weeks	of	March	2012.	At	the
lowest	 level	of	 the	organization,	Muslim	Brothers	debated	 the	prospect	of	a



Brotherhood	 presidential	 candidate	 in	 their	 weekly	 usar	 meetings,	 which
likely	 enabled	 the	 Brotherhood	 leadership	 to	 take	 an	 informal	 poll	 of	 the
organization	before	making	a	decision.8	Then	on	March	31,	the	Brotherhood’s
General	Shura	Committee	held	an	intense	meeting	on	the	matter.	Proponents
of	nominating	a	Brotherhood	candidate	argued	that	the	organization	faced	an
increasingly	 dangerous	 political	 environment	 and	 that	 winning	 executive
power	was	necessary	to	protect	the	Brotherhood’s	gains.	Opponents,	however,
worried	that	the	Brotherhood	would	lose	credibility	if	it	broke	its	promise	and
additionally	 warned	 that	 a	 Brotherhood	 president	 would	 be	 vulnerable
because	the	security	services	would	never	accept	a	civilian	president.9

The	ultimate	General	Shura	Committee	vote	was	extremely	close:	Fifty-
six	Brotherhood	leaders	voted	to	nominate	a	candidate,	while	fifty-two	voted
against.10	The	committee	then	selected	the	Brotherhood’s	nominee	via	secret
ballot.	 Approximately	 70	 percent	 voted	 for	 Khairat	 al-Shater,	 the	 deputy
supreme	guide,	on	the	first	ballot.11

When	 the	Brotherhood	announced	al-Shater	 as	 its	presidential	 candidate
during	 a	 press	 conference	 that	 day,	 journalists	 immediately	 questioned	 his
eligibility.	 Convicted	 felons	 are	 barred	 from	 presidential	 elections	 for	 five
years	 under	Egyptian	 law,	 and	 although	 al-Shater’s	 felony	 conviction	 under
Mubarak	 was	 politicized,	 it	 was	 a	 felony	 conviction	 nonetheless.	 Supreme
Guide	Badie,	however,	emphasized	 that	 the	organization	had	consulted	with
its	 lawyers,	who	saw	no	 legal	barriers	 to	al-Shater’s	candidacy.12	But,	as	an
insurance	 policy,	 the	 Brotherhood	 quietly	 nominated	 a	 backup	 candidate:
Mohamed	Morsi,	who	had	received	approximately	60	percent	of	the	General
Shura	Committee’s	 votes	 during	 its	March	 31	meeting.13	 The	 plan	was	 for
Morsi	 to	 step	 aside	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 Supreme	 Presidential	 Elections
Commission	 (SPEC)	 approved	 al-Shater’s	 candidacy,	 and	 the	 Brotherhood
initially	 kept	 Morsi’s	 nomination	 a	 secret	 while	 it	 focused	 on	 al-Shater’s
campaign.14

In	 the	 immediate	 aftermath	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 announcement	 that	 it
would	 nominate	 al-Shater,	 a	 few	high-profile	Brotherhood	 figures	 criticized
the	 General	 Shura	 Committee	 for	 breaking	 its	 promise	 not	 to	 run	 a
presidential	 candidate,	 and	 some	 resignations	 followed.15	 But	 for	 the	 most
part,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 rank	 and	 file	 immediately	 fell	 behind	 al-Shater’s
candidacy,	 organizing	 ad	 hoc	 events	 in	 their	 governorates	 and	 posting	 al-



Shater’s	campaign	logo	as	their	social	media	avatars.

Whether	 or	 not	 al-Shater	 would	 be	 Egypt’s	 next	 president,	 the
Brotherhood	no	longer	feared	that	Abouel	Fotouh	would	divide	its	base.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

While	the	Brotherhood’s	decision	represented	a	substantial	shift	in	tactics,	its
ideological	output	never	changed.	On	the	campaign	trail,	al-Shater	identified
himself	 unambiguously	 with	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 longtime	 goal	 of
implementing	sharī’ah	and	establishing	an	Islamic	state	in	Egypt.	“Our	faith
commands	 us	 to	 build	 and	 organize	 our	 lives	 and	 our	 countries	 correctly,
based	 on	 Islam	 and	 the	 guidelines	 that	 God	 Almighty	 brought	 to	 us,”	 al-
Shater	declared	during	a	campaign	press	conference.

Alluding	to	al-Banna’s	multistage	program	for	achieving	Islamist	rule,	al-
Shater	 said	 that	 the	parliamentary	 elections	 reflected	Egyptians’	 embrace	of
Islamism.	If	elected	president,	al-Shater	promised	to	continue	this	process,	as
the	Brotherhood’s	Islamist	vision	would	be	“circulated	on	a	greater	scale	with
the	aim	of	encouraging	the	entire	Egyptian	people	to	participate	in	executing
the	 realization	 of	 its	 modern	 renaissance.”	 And	 after	 his	 government
mobilized	Egyptians	 collectively	 behind	 this	 agenda,	 al-Shater	 envisioned	 a
full	societal	push	for	enacting	it:	“In	creating	the	renaissance,	 there	 is	a	role
for	government,	a	 role	 for	 the	people,	 the	private	sector,	and	 for	 the	 family.
These	three	wings—the	government,	the	people,	and	the	private	sector—must
all	be	integrated	into	one	organization,	whose	first	and	foremost	objective	is
to	create	this	country’s	renaissance	and	to	reach	with	it	an	honorable	standard
of	living	for	all	Egyptians,	who	have	suffered	acutely	for	a	long	time.”

Al-Shater’s	 presidency,	 in	 other	 words,	 would	 work	 to	 integrate	 all	 of
society’s	 sectors	 into	 one	 organization—namely,	 the	 Brotherhood—to
advance	the	Brotherhood’s	Islamizing	cause.	Egypt	was	about	to	hold	its	first
truly	 open	 presidential	 elections,	 and	 a	 leading	 candidate	 was	 offering	 a
pathway	to	totalitarian	rule.

But	what	kinds	of	policies	would	al-Shater	actually	implement	if	he	won
the	 presidency?	What	was	 an	 Islamist	 approach	 to	 education	 or	 housing	 or
taxation?	 Like	 al-Banna	 many	 decades	 before	 him,	 al-Shater	 never	 gave
specifics.	“I’m	not	going	to	go	into	very	much	detail	about	this	vision	or	our
program,”	he	said.16



Six	 days	 after	 the	Brotherhood	 nominated	 al-Shater,	 another	 formidable
figure	 threw	 his	 hat	 into	 the	 ring:	 Omar	 Suleiman,	 the	 former	 intelligence
chief	who	served	as	Mubarak’s	vice	president	during	the	dictator’s	final	days
in	 office.	 While	 his	 opponents	 derided	 him	 as	 the	 SCAF’s	 man	 and	 a
counterrevolutionary	figure,	Suleiman	quickly	emerged	as	a	serious	contender
for	 precisely	 these	 reasons.	To	 the	 segment	of	Egyptians	 that	 feared	 further
revolutionary	 tumult	 and	 distrusted	 the	 Brotherhood,	 Suleiman	 was	 the
“stability”	candidate.17

Suleiman’s	 emergence	 rattled	 the	 Brotherhood	 considerably.	 After	 all,
Suleiman	was	an	architect	of	Mubarak’s	anti-Brotherhood	repression,	and	he
now	had	a	realistic	shot	at	the	presidency.	And	since	the	Brotherhood	believed
that	Egyptians	would	never	elect	a	figure	from	the	previous	regime	in	fair	and
free	elections,	it	viewed	Suleiman’s	candidacy	as	a	SCAF	plot	to	rig	the	next
elections,	destroy	the	revolution,	and	crush	the	Brotherhood.	“General	Omar
Suleiman	 will	 not	 win	 the	 presidential	 elections,”	 al-Shater	 said	 during	 a
television	interview.	“And	if	he	wins	it	will	be	through	fraud,	and	we	will	not
allow	this.”18

Al-Shater	 repeated	 this	 warning	 on	 the	 campaign	 trail.	 “We	 strongly
refuse	the	idea	of	bringing	back	the	prior	political	system	in	a	different	way,
through	Omar	Suleiman,	and	we	see	that	 this	 is	 insulting	to	 the	revolution,”
he	said.	“If	an	attempt	is	made	to	steal	the	revolution	or	commit	rigging,	then,
naturally,	we	and	others	will	go	out	to	the	streets	because	the	situation	won’t
have	a	solution.”19	But	the	Brotherhood	wasn’t	prepared	to	play	wait-and-see.
On	 Friday,	 April	 13,	 the	 Brotherhood	 organized	 street	 protests	 for	 the	 first
time	in	many	months,	busing	Muslim	Brothers	to	Tahrir	Square	and	holding
protests	in	other	governorates	as	well	against	Suleiman’s	candidacy.20

Meanwhile,	 the	Brotherhood	 pushed	 back	 against	 Suleiman’s	 candidacy
through	 the	 FJP-controlled	 Parliament,	 which	 drafted	 the	 Law	 of	 Political
Exclusion	 to	 bar	 former	 Mubarak	 regime	 officials	 from	 running	 for	 high
office.	The	law	ultimately	banned	anyone	who	served	in	top	offices	during	the
final	decade	of	Mubarak’s	rule	from	elections	for	the	next	ten	years.	Beyond
Suleiman,	 this	 proposed	 law	 would	 exclude	 former	 prime	 minister	 Ahmed
Shafik,	 who	 was	 spending	much	 of	 his	 time	 campaigning	 among	 the	 rural
clans	and	tribes	that	had	previously	supported	and	participated	in	Mubarak’s
regime.21



Yet	on	April	14,	the	presidential	election	was	upended	once	again,	when
the	 SPEC	 disqualified	 ten	 candidates	 on	 various	 technicalities,	 including
Suleiman	and	al-Shater.	The	SPEC	ruled	 that	Suleiman	had	 failed	 to	collect
the	 proper	 number	 of	 signatures	 on	 his	 nomination	 petitions	 and	 barred	 al-
Shater	 for	his	previous	felony	conviction.	Both	candidates	appealed,	but	 the
SPEC	affirmed	its	decision	three	days	later.22

Of	 course,	 the	Brotherhood	had	 expected	 legal	 challenges	 to	 al-Shater’s
candidacy,	 which	 is	 why	 it	 nominated	 Morsi	 as	 a	 backup	 candidate.	 It
therefore	had	its	appeal	ready	to	be	filed	as	soon	as	the	SPEC	disqualified	al-
Shater.	Moreover,	al-Shater	wasn’t	the	only	candidate	barred	on	the	basis	of	a
prior	conviction—the	SPEC	disqualified	non-Islamist	candidate	Ayman	Nour
on	the	same	grounds—which	is	to	say	that	the	SPEC	applied	its	standards	for
disqualifying	 candidates	 quite	 evenly.	 But	 when	 the	 SPEC	 issued	 its	 final
decision,	 al-Shater	 declared	 that	 his	 exclusion	 was	 a	 conspiracy	 by	 former
Mubarak	 regime	 officials	 on	 the	 SPEC,	 and	 the	 Brotherhood	 immediately
used	the	incident	as	yet	another	rallying	cry	against	the	SCAF.23

“The	SCAF	…	isn’t	working	seriously	toward	a	transition	of	power	but	is
seeking	a	power	arrangement	that	it	will	manage	from	behind	the	scenes,”	al-
Shater	 declared	 in	 a	 press	 conference	 on	April	 18,	 calling	 for	 new	 protests
against	 the	 SCAF.24	 That	 Friday,	 Muslim	 Brothers	 once	 again	 mobilized
toward	Tahrir	Square,	where	non-Islamist	revolutionaries	joined	them	for	the
biggest	 demonstrations	 in	 months,	 and	 the	 Brotherhood	 called	 for	 another
million-man	 march	 for	 the	 next	 Friday,	 April	 27,	 to	 “salvage	 the
revolution.”25

But	four	days	prior	to	the	April	27	marches,	Field	Marshal	Tantawi	signed
the	 Law	 of	 Political	 Exclusion	 into	 effect,	 barring	 former	Mubarak	 regime
officials	 from	 running	 for	 higher	 office.26	 It	was	 a	major	 concession	 to	 the
Brotherhood,	which	 responded	 by	 announcing	 that	 it	 would	 demonstrate	 in
the	governorates	but	not	in	the	more	symbolic	and	centralized	venue	of	Tahrir
Square.27

The	Brotherhood	 kept	 its	 promise.	Only	 a	 few	 hundred	 protesters—and
virtually	no	Muslim	Brothers—participated	in	the	Tahrir	demonstrations	 that
Friday.	Once	again,	 the	Brotherhood	had	used	 its	ability	 to	mobilize,	or	not
mobilize,	to	pressure	the	SCAF.28

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•



It	is	often	said	that	Mohamed	Morsi	wasn’t	supposed	to	be	the	Brotherhood’s
presidential	candidate,	and,	as	a	 technical	matter,	 this	 is	 true.	Al-Shater	was
the	Brotherhood’s	first	choice,	as	well	as	the	superior	candidate	in	just	about
every	respect.	Whereas	al-Shater	was	the	organization’s	chief	strategist,	Morsi
was	a	functionary.	Whereas	al-Shater	partly	built	his	charisma	on	the	twelve
years	that	he	spent	in	prison	under	Mubarak,	Morsi	spent	only	a	few	months
in	jail.	And	whereas	al-Shater	was	an	accomplished	businessman	who	spoke
in	full	paragraphs,	Morsi	was	a	bumbling	engineering	professor	who	 tended
to	drone	on	ad	infinitum.

Yet	 from	 the	 moment	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 decided	 to	 nominate	 a
presidential	candidate	on	March	31,	 it	knew	that	 the	SPEC	might	disqualify
al-Shater	 and	 that	Morsi—the	 alternate—would	 likely	 be	 its	 man.	 And	 the
Brotherhood	 was	 willing	 to	 stomach	 Morsi’s	 shortcomings	 for	 one	 simple
reason:	 By	 late	 March	 2012,	 winning	 the	 presidency	 had	 become	 such	 a
priority	for	the	Brotherhood	that	the	question	of	who	should	be	president	was
of	 secondary	 importance.	 Indeed,	 Morsi’s	 candidacy	 was	 the	 product	 of	 a
strategic	calculus	that	put	power	before	proficiency.

At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 ultimate	 ambivalence	 regarding
which	man	became	president	 reflected	 the	organization’s	 fundamental	belief
in	its	internal	uniformity.	Recall	that	every	Muslim	Brother	goes	through	the
same	 lengthy	 tarbīah	 process	 and	 then	 swears	 an	 oath	 to	 follow	 orders	 in
pursuit	of	the	exact	same	Islamizing	agenda.	As	a	result,	 there	is	a	tendency
within	the	Brotherhood	to	view	its	leaders	as	interchangeable	exponents	of	the
same	 ideas.	 So	 from	 the	 typical	 Muslim	 Brother’s	 perspective,	 even	 if	 al-
Shater	was	preferable,	 a	Morsi	 presidency	would	 ultimately	 serve	 the	 same
purpose	because	it	would	pursue	identical	goals.

This	 was	 the	 argument	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 used	 as	 it	 switched	 gears
from	 al-Shater’s	 presidential	 campaign	 to	 Morsi’s:	 The	 man	 didn’t	 matter
because	 both	Morsi	 and	 al-Shater	 represented	 the	 same	Brotherhood	 vision
for	Egypt.29	And	that	vision	had	a	proper	name:	the	Renaissance	Project,	the
vague	policy	platform	that	the	Brotherhood	distributed	during	the	campaign,
which	called	for	the	establishment	of	an	economically	prosperous	state	based
on	sharī’ah.

For	this	reason,	Morsi’s	presidential	campaign	was	almost	entirely	devoid
of	egoism.	On	the	campaign	trail,	Morsi	rarely	talked	about	himself,	his	 life



experiences,	 or	 his	 own	 specific	 vision	 for	 Egypt.	 The	 focal	 point	 of	 his
campaign	 was	 that	 he	 was	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 candidate	 and	 as	 president
would	 implement	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 Renaissance	 Project,	 whatever	 that
meant.30	Morsi’s	promise	to	be	“president	of	all	Egyptians”	thus	rang	hollow,
as	 did	Supreme	Guide	Badie’s	 declaration	 that	Morsi	was	 “relieved”	 of	 the
oath	he	 swore	 to	 the	organization.	At	 the	 end	of	 the	day,	Morsi’s	 campaign
operation	 and	 platform	 were	 Brotherhood-branded	 products	 through	 and
through.31

Morsi’s	standing	among	Salafists	was	 the	first	casualty	of	 this	approach.
The	Salafists	emerged	as	one	of	Egypt’s	most	pivotal	electoral	blocs	during
the	 parliamentary	 elections,	 and,	 after	 the	 SPEC	 disqualified	 Salafist
presidential	 candidate	 Hazem	 Abu	 Ismail	 in	 early	 April	 because	 of	 his
mother’s	 US	 citizenship,	 the	 Salafists	 were	 left	 to	 choose	 between	 two
Islamist	candidates:	Abouel	Fotouh	and	Morsi.	But	whereas	Abouel	Fotouh
tried	 to	widen	 his	 base	 by	 presenting	 himself	 as	 a	more	 inclusive	 Islamist,
Morsi	 presented	 himself	 as	 a	 more	 hardline	 one—which,	 in	 theory,	 should
have	appealed	to	the	Salafists’	fundamentalism.32	And	during	 the	first	week
of	his	candidacy,	Morsi	actively	courted	 the	Nour	Party	 in	Alexandria,	with
much	of	the	discussion	focused	on	how	sharī’ah	would	be	implemented.33

Yet	the	Salafists’	long-running	and	often	contentious	competition	with	the
Brotherhood	 made	 them	 skeptical	 of	 Morsi,	 given	 the	 lack	 of	 daylight
between	him	 and	 his	 organization.	 From	 their	 perspective,	 the	Brotherhood
put	politics	before	doctrine	and	often	embraced	politically	expedient	sharī’ah
interpretations	rather	than	the	literalist	ones	that	define	Salafism.

Of	 course,	 the	 Salafists	 similarly	 viewed	 Abouel	 Fotouh—whose
campaign	team	included	prominent	leftists—as	too	“moderate”	and	disagreed
in	particular	with	his	call	for	a	“civil	state,”	as	opposed	to	an	Islamic	one.	But
Abouel	 Fotouh	 reassured	 them	 by	 backtracking	 on	 his	 former	 calls	 for
inclusiveness.	 For	 example,	 when	 asked	 during	 an	 interview	 on	 a	 Salafist
satellite	 network	 whether	 non-Muslims	 should	 be	 permitted	 to	 run	 for
president,	 Abouel	 Fotouh	 answered	 circumspectly.	 “It’s	 the	 right	 of	 any
faction,	Islamist	or	non-Islamist,	to	nominate	or	not	nominate	[candidates]—
it’s	up	 to	 them,”	he	 said.	 “But	Egypt	cannot	have	a	president	who	does	not
have	 an	 Islamist	 orientation.	 The	 Egyptian	 people	 expressed	 this	 in	 the
parliamentary	 elections	 and	 in	 other	 elections.”34	 So	 on	April	 29,	 the	Nour
Party’s	leadership	voted	to	back	Abouel	Fotouh	over	Morsi	by	a	margin	of	71



to	 29	 percent.35	 One	 week	 later,	 al-Gamaa	 al-Islamiya	 similarly	 backed
Abouel	Fotouh.36

The	 Morsi	 campaign’s	 decision	 to	 elevate	 the	 candidate’s	 Brotherhood
affiliation	over	his	own	biography	also	fed	a	negative	media	narrative,	which
portrayed	Morsi	as	a	“spare	tire”—a	replacement	for	al-Shater,	rather	than	a
worthy	 candidate	 in	 his	 own	 right.	 It	 also	 contributed	 to	 his	 low	 polling
numbers.	An	early	May	2012	Al-Ahram	poll	pegged	Morsi’s	 support	 at	 just
7	percent—a	distant	fourth	behind	Amr	Moussa	(39	percent),	Abouel	Fotouh
(24	 percent),	 and	 Ahmed	 Shafik	 (17	 percent).37	 After	 a	 May	 10	 televised
debated	 between	 Moussa	 and	 Abouel	 Fotouh,	 which	 ultimately	 left	 both
leading	candidates	looking	less	presidential,	the	polls	shifted	slightly.	In	a	poll
released	 just	 three	 days	 before	 the	 May	 23	 election,	 Moussa’s	 support
dropped	to	31.7	percent,	Abouel	Fotouh	fell	to	fourth	place	with	14.6	percent,
and	Shafik	 jumped	 to	 second	place	with	22.6	percent.	Yet	Morsi	was	still	a
distant	third	behind	Moussa	and	Shafik,	with	14.8	percent.38



Table	7.1	Al-Ahram	Polling,	2012	Presidential	Elections	(1,200	respondents)

April	28–May
1 May	14–17

Amr	Moussa 39.0 31.7
Abdel	Moneim	Abouel	Fotouh 24.0 14.6
Ahmed	Shafik 17.0 22.6
Mohamed	Morsi 7.0 14.8
Hamdeen	Sabahi 6.7 11.7
Other	candidates	/	Undecided 6.3 4.6

The	Brotherhood’s	deepening	 isolation	 from	other	political	 forces	didn’t
help	Morsi’s	standing	either.	In	late	April,	the	FJP	pushed	another	measure	to
withdraw	confidence	from	al-Ganzoury’s	government	through	Parliament,	but
the	SCAF	once	again	rejected	this.39	In	response,	on	April	30,	Speaker	Saad
al-Katatny	froze	Parliament,	suspending	all	sessions	for	a	week.40	The	move,
however,	 instantly	 backfired:	 The	 Salafist	 and	 non-Islamist	 parliamentary
blocs	 rejected	al-Katatny’s	move	and	accused	 the	Brotherhood	of	 taking	 the
entire	 Parliament	 into	 a	 fight	 with	 the	 SCAF	 without	 its	 permission.	 Al-
Katatny	ultimately	backtracked.41

As	a	result	of	these	factors,	many	analysts	believed	that	the	Brotherhood
was	 losing	 support	 and	 that	Morsi	 would	 lose	 badly	 as	 a	 result.	 The	Wall
Street	 Journal	 reported	 that	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 fortunes	 had	 “faded”	 due	 to
“mounting	public	criticism”	and	“internal	defections,”	while	 the	Washington
Post	 claimed	 that	Morsi	was	 “running	 an	 underdog	 campaign”	 and	 that	 the
Brotherhood	 was	 contending	 with	 “a	 shift	 in	 public	 opinion	 as	 many
Egyptians	 have	 soured	 on	 the	 venerable	 Islamist	 organization.”42	 Yet	 these
accounts	underestimated	 the	one	advantage	 that	Morsi	possessed	over	 every
other	candidate:	the	Muslim	Brotherhood’s	unparalleled	ground	organization.

Indeed,	 among	 Egypt’s	 various	 political	 forces	 and	 candidates,	 the
Muslim	 Brotherhood	 was	 uniquely	 constructed	 to	 perform	 well	 electorally,
even	 as	 its	 popularity	 declined.	 With	 thousands	 of	 five-to-ten-person	 usar
scattered	in	virtually	every	district	across	the	country,	all	of	which	marched	at
the	orders	of	 the	Guidance	Office,	 the	Brotherhood	was	able	 to	mobilize	an
unparalleled	get-out-the-vote	effort.



For	 the	 elections,	 however,	 the	 Brotherhood	 simplified	 its	 organization.
Normally,	 the	Guidance	Office	 communicated	 its	 orders	 to	 the	 governorate
leaders,	 and	 those	 commands	 would	 then	 be	 passed	 down	 through	 the
multitiered	 chain	 of	 command	 until	 it	 reached	 the	 usar	 chiefs,	 who	 would
then	direct	Brotherhood	cadres	on	 the	ground.	But	during	 the	 elections,	 the
Brotherhood	 adopted	 a	 “flat	 organization”	 in	 which	 orders	 were
communicated	 from	 the	governorate	 offices	 directly	 to	 a	 top	 official	within
each	electoral	district,	which	enabled	swifter	action.43	Moreover,	prior	to	the
elections,	 individual	 cadres	 were	 given	 specific	 tasks,	 such	 as	 distributing
brochures,	 handling	 the	 local	 media,	 or	 mobilizing	 specific	 numbers	 of
residents	to	the	polling	places.44

So	when	the	two-day	voting	period	ended	on	May	24,	the	results	shocked
many	 observers:	 Morsi	 came	 in	 first	 place	 with	 5.5	 million	 votes	 and
25.30	percent.	Meanwhile,	Shafik	finished	second	with	5.2	million	votes	and
23.74	percent,	essentially	absorbing	 the	“stability”	vote	 that	Omar	Suleiman
left	 behind	 when	 he	 was	 disqualified	 a	 month	 earlier.45	 The	 fact	 that	 no
candidate	 received	 an	 outright	 majority	 forced	 a	 June	 16	 runoff	 between
Morsi	and	Shafik.



Table	7.2	2012	Presidential	Elections,	Round	1	Results	(Major	Candidates)

Candidate Total	Votes Percentage
Mohamed	Morsi 5,553,097 25.30
Ahmed	Shafik 5,210,978 23.74
Hamdeen	Sabahi 4,739,983 21.60
Abdel	Moneim	Abouel	Fotouh 3,936,264 17.93
Amr	Moussa 2,407,837 10.97

The	 first-round	 results	 indicated	 two	 interesting	 trends	 within	 Egypt’s
electorate.	 First,	 given	 Morsi’s	 utter	 lack	 of	 charisma	 and	 unambiguous
attachment	 to	 the	 Brotherhood,	 his	 vote	 totals	 could	 be	 interpreted	 as
reflecting	the	Brotherhood’s	hardcore	support	base—the	types	of	voters	who
would	back	 the	Brotherhood	no	matter	 the	candidate.	Second,	non-Islamists
won	a	clear	majority	of	the	vote,	since	the	two	leading	Islamist	candidates—
Morsi	 and	 Abouel	 Fotouh,	 who	 finished	 in	 fourth	 place—received	 only
43	percent	combined.	Egypt	was	thus	far	more	divided	between	Islamists	and
non-Islamist	 than	 the	 Islamists’	 overwhelming	 victory	 in	 the	 parliamentary
elections	suggested.	The	Islamists	won	because	they	were	exceptionally	well
organized—not	because	they	were	extraordinarily	popular.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	second	round	of	the	2012	presidential	elections	represented	a	tremendous
opportunity	 for	 Mohamed	 Morsi.	 By	 running	 against	 Ahmed	 Shafik,
Mubarak’s	last	prime	minister,	Morsi	was	able	to	broaden	his	base	beyond	the
Brotherhood’s	 supporters	 by	 presenting	 himself	 as	 the	 candidate	 of	Egypt’s
revolution.	 So	 he	 changed	 his	 tone	 substantially	 during	 the	 second	 round.
Rather	than	emphasizing	his	Brotherhood	credentials,	Morsi	now	spoke	about
himself	and	tied	his	personal	story	to	the	January	2011	uprising.

“Three	 of	 my	 children	 faced	 death	 during	 the	 revolution,	 including
Abdullah,”	Morsi	told	TV	host	Mahmoud	Saad	during	a	May	26	interview.	“I
was	 in	 Cairo,	 and	 Abdullah	 called	 me	 from	 Zaqaziq	 …	 on	 Wednesday,
February	2.	There	were	about	three	hundred	thugs	around	him…	.	He	told	me,
‘Dad,	they	want	to	slaughter	us,	because	security	[forces]	are	surrounding	us,
and	 the	 thugs	 have	 knives.	 Save	 me,	 Dad,	 they	 will	 slaughter	 us.’”	 Morsi
added	that,	during	the	uprising,	pro-Mubarak	thugs	similarly	beat	two	of	his



other	sons,	and	he	also	discussed	his	own	imprisonment	on	January	28,	2011.
Morsi	 further	 emphasized	 core	 revolutionary	 demands,	 promising	 that
Mubarak	and	his	cronies	would	be	convicted	one	way	or	another	and	that	he
would	seek	justice	for	the	revolution’s	martyrs.

Morsi	also	appealed	to	Christians.	“For	our	Christian	brothers,	 I	want	 to
say	that	the	nation	of	Egypt	belongs	to	all,”	Morsi	said,	when	asked	to	address
Christian	fears	about	the	Brotherhood.	“They	are	the	sons	of	Egypt,	just	 like
Muslims,	and	 in	 front	of	 the	 law	and	 the	constitution	 they	are	 like	Muslims
completely.”	 Morsi	 then	 claimed	 that	 he	 would	 treat	 Christians	 as	 equals,
unlike	the	previous	regime,	which	he	accused	of	being	involved	in	the	deadly
January	2011	terrorist	attack	on	an	Alexandria	church.46

Meanwhile,	 Morsi	 downplayed	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 commitment	 to
“implementing	sharī’ah,”	noting	that	sharī’ah	had	been	an	important	basis	of
the	 constitution	 since	 1923.	 He	 similarly	 downplayed	 the	 Brotherhood’s
Renaissance	Project.	“We	have	proposed	it	to	the	people	not	as	a	final	project
but	as	a	suggested	project	for	the	whole	country’s	renaissance,	not	just	for	the
FJP,”	he	told	TV	host	Yosri	Fouda	during	a	May	30	interview.	The	immediate
priority,	 he	 said,	 would	 be	 addressing	 five	 basic	 problems	 that	 affect
Egyptians’	daily	lives:	security,	sanitation,	bread,	fuel,	and	traffic.	He	further
denied	his	allegiance	to	the	supreme	guide	and	promised	that	he’d	regard	the
FJP	“just	like	the	other	parties.”

“As	 president,”	 Morsi	 said,	 “Egyptians	 and	 Egypt	 will	 have	 my
allegiance,	after	God	of	course.	Everyone	is	equal.”47

Shafik	 countered	Morsi	 by	presenting	himself	 as	 the	 stability	candidate,
promising	 to	 “restore	 order”	 if	 elected.48	 Whereas	 Morsi	 highlighted	 his
opposition	 to	 the	 Mubarak	 regime,	 Shafik	 emphasized	 his	 governmental
experience	 under	 Mubarak,	 including	 his	 stints	 as	 air	 force	 chief	 of	 staff,
minister	of	civil	aviation,	and,	of	course,	prime	minister.	At	one	point	he	even
referred	to	Mubarak	as	his	role	model.49

The	 two	 campaigns	 also	 pursued	 entirely	 different	 strategies.	 Whereas
Morsi	 campaigned	 by	 appealing	 to	 Islamists	 and	 prorevolutionary	 non-
Islamists,	 Shafik	 engaged	 the	 rural	 clans	 and	 tribes	who	 had	 supported	 the
Mubarak	regime	for	decades	and	who	could	be	counted	on	to	mobilize	their
hundreds—and	 sometimes	 thousands—of	 family	 members	 during	 the
elections.	In	this	sense,	the	election	was	a	contest	between	two	very	different



organizational	 models:	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 top-down	 chain	 of	 command,
comprising	 obedient	 cadres	 who	 could	 mobilize	 supporters	 in	 practically
every	Egyptian	neighborhood,	and	the	Mubarakist	model,	which	depended	on
the	 diffuse	 support	 of	 landed	 interests,	 particularly	 in	 the	 countryside.	 The
problem	with	Shafik’s	model,	however,	was	that	the	Arab	Spring	had	revealed
the	weaknesses	of	 these	 clans	 and	 tribes:	Despite	 their	 local	 influence,	 they
had	been	unable	to	stem	the	January	2011	uprising,	and	the	Brotherhood	and
Salafists	 overwhelmed	 them	 during	 the	 winter	 2011–12	 parliamentary
elections.

Shafik,	 however,	 faced	 an	 even	 more	 daunting	 challenge:	 the	 strong
possibility	that	he	might	be	eliminated	from	the	election.	After	all,	under	the
Law	 of	 Political	 Exclusion,	 which	 Tantawi	 signed	 into	 effect	 on	 April	 23,
former	Mubarak	regime	officials	were	barred	from	elections	for	the	next	ten
years.	 The	 SPEC,	 however,	 accepted	 Shafik’s	 appeal	 of	 his	 disqualification
under	the	new	law,	which	permitted	him	to	reenter	the	race	pending	ongoing
legal	challenges,	which	were	due	in	mid-June.50

The	Brotherhood	viewed	all	of	this	as	one	big	conspiracy—an	attempt	by
remnants	 of	 the	Mubarak	 regime	 within	 the	 state’s	 institutions	 to	 steal	 the
presidential	 election	 and	 restore	Mubarak’s	 regime	 under	 Shafik.	 From	 the
Brotherhood’s	 perspective,	 Shafik—or	 any	 Mubarakist—couldn’t	 possibly
win	a	fair	and	free	election	because	Egyptians	were	overwhelmingly	religious
Muslims	 and	 therefore	 desired	 the	 implementation	 of	 sharī’ah.	 Egyptians’
broad	 support	 for	 the	 anti-Mubarak	 uprising	 and	 Islamists’	 overwhelming
victory	in	the	parliamentary	elections	proved	this	in	the	Brotherhood’s	eyes.

So	to	pressure	the	SCAF	to	enforce	the	Law	of	Political	Exclusion	against
Shafik,	 the	 Brotherhood	 called	 mass	 protests	 demanding	 that	 he	 be	 put	 on
trial,	 along	 with	 other	 previous	 Mubarak	 regime	 security	 officials.51

Revolutionary	groups,	as	well	as	three	former	presidential	candidates	who	had
lost	 during	 the	 first	 round,	 joined	 the	 demonstrations.	 On	 June	 5,	 tens	 of
thousands	of	Egyptians	descended	on	Tahrir	Square.52

The	 following	 day,	 the	 Brotherhood	 issued	 a	 firm	 warning	 in	 its	 daily
Morsi	campaign	e-mail:	“If	Shafik	is	elected	president,	in	this	critical	stage	in
Egypt’s	history,	…	we	might	return	again	to	what	we	had	prior	to	January	25,
[2011],	and	we	will	rectify	the	matter	quickly.”	The	Brotherhood’s	message	to
the	 SCAF	 was	 clear:	 Let	 Shafik	 run	 and	 win,	 and	 we	 will	 launch	 another



uprising.53

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

On	June	14,	two	days	before	the	second	round	of	the	presidential	election,	the
SCC	 suddenly	 declared	 that	 one-third	 of	 the	 FJP-controlled	 Parliament	 had
been	elected	unconstitutionally.	The	court	ruled	that	those	parliamentary	seats
that	 had	 been	 elected	 through	 individual-candidacy	 voting	 (as	 opposed	 to
party-list	 voting)	 should	 have	 been	 reserved	 for	 political	 independents	 and
that	“the	makeup	of	the	entire	chamber	is	illegal	and,	consequently,	it	does	not
legally	 stand.”	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 court	 issued	 an	 additional	 ruling
upholding	Shafik’s	right	to	run	in	the	presidential	elections.54

The	 SCAF’s	 rapid	 implementation	 of	 the	 court’s	 decision	 was	 a
tremendous	 blow	 to	 the	 Brotherhood.	 By	 dissolving	 Parliament,	 the	 SCAF
effectively	 nullified	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 primary	 political	 achievement	 since
Mubarak’s	ouster	and	put	the	Brotherhood	back	at	square	one	in	its	quest	for
power.	 Still,	 despite	 the	 politically	 tense	 environment	 in	 which	 the	 court
issued	 its	 ruling,	 the	 decision	 had	 strong	 legal	 merit.	 After	 all,	 two
consecutive	Mubarak-era	 Parliaments	were	 dissolved	 in	 1987	 and	 1990	 for
similarly	 failing	 to	 include	 political	 independents	 sufficiently.	 And	 a	 judge
had	 warned	 the	 Brotherhood	 and	 other	 political	 parties	 during	 the	 autumn
2011	negotiations	over	the	parliamentary	law	that	their	insistence	on	allowing
partisan	 candidates	 to	 run	 for	 all	 seats	 might	 render	 the	 elections
unconstitutional.

From	 the	 Muslim	 Brothers’	 perspective,	 however,	 the	 court’s	 decisions
reflected	yet	another	conspiracy	against	them.	After	all,	during	its	late	March
confrontation	 with	 the	 SCAF	 regarding	 al-Ganzoury’s	 government,	 the
Brotherhood	alleged	that	the	government	was	using	the	threat	of	Parliament’s
dissolution	 to	 manipulate	 it—and	 now	 that	 warning	 had	 come	 true.	 So	 in
response	 to	 the	 court’s	 decision,	 the	 Brotherhood	 alleged	 a	 “coup”	 against
“the	democratic	revolution”	that	might	“hand	over	power	to	one	of	the	most
prominent	symbols	of	the	former	era,”	meaning	Shafik.55

Yet	 the	 Brotherhood	 refused	 to	 be	 distracted	 from	Morsi’s	 presidential
campaign,	 since	 victory	 was	 now	 more	 urgent	 than	 ever.	 So	 rather	 than
joining	other	political	forces	in	street	protests	against	the	court’s	decision,	the
Brotherhood	called	on	Egyptians	to	“prevent	the	return	of	the	former	regime”
by	 voting	 for	 Morsi.56	 And	 in	 a	 separate	 statement,	 the	 supreme	 guide



rejected	calls	for	Morsi	to	drop	out	of	the	race	to	protest	the	court’s	decision,
explaining	 that	 the	 Guidance	 Office	 and	 the	 FJP	 executive	 committee	 had
voted	 to	 keep	Morsi	 in	 the	 runoff.57	 The	 source	 of	 this	 announcement	was
noteworthy:	Despite	Morsi’s	 second-round	 promises	 that	 he	would	 not	 take
orders	from	the	Brotherhood’s	 leadership,	 it	was	 the	Brotherhood	 leadership
—and	 not	 his	 own	 campaign—that	 ultimately	 determined	 and	 declared	 his
strategy	during	this	critical	moment.

The	country	was	simmering	when	second-round	voting	began	on	June	16,
but	 the	 Brotherhood	 kept	 its	 eye	 on	 the	 prize.	 To	 mobilize	 its	 cadres,	 the
Brotherhood	 declared	 voting	 for	 Morsi	 a	 “political	 obligation.”	 In	 certain
districts,	Brotherhood	leaders	encouraged	their	cadres	by	giving	them	targets
for	the	number	of	voters	that	they	had	to	bring	to	the	polls.58	Meanwhile,	the
Brotherhood	dispatched	two	cadres	apiece	to	all	of	Egypt’s	more	than	thirteen
thousand	 polling	 stations	 and	 equipped	 them	 with	 laptops	 and	 proprietary
software	for	tabulating	the	elections	results	in	real	time	when	the	polls	closed
on	June	17.59

At	 four	o’clock	 the	morning	of	 June	18,	 the	Brotherhood	 announced	 its
estimated	 results	 in	 a	 press	 conference:	 Morsi	 was	 the	 winner,	 with
51.7	percent	of	the	vote.60	By	declaring	victory	before	the	SPEC	announced
the	official	results,	the	Brotherhood	hoped	to	control	the	narrative	and,	more
important,	 preempt	 any	 attempt	 by	 the	 SCAF	 or	 others	 to	 deny	Morsi	 the
presidency.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

But	 what,	 exactly,	 did	 the	 Brotherhood	 think	 that	 Morsi	 had	 won?	 The
election,	after	all,	took	place	amid	tremendous	institutional	uncertainty.	There
was	no	constitution,	no	Parliament,	and	thus	no	clear	delineation	of	the	next
president’s	 powers.61	 Even	 if	 the	 SPEC	 declared	Morsi	 the	winner,	 he	 still
faced	a	power	struggle	with	the	SCAF	to	define	his	executive	authority.62

The	SCAF,	however,	wanted	to	get	ahead	of	this	game.	On	June	18—only
hours	after	the	Brotherhood	declared	Morsi’s	victory—it	released	an	amended
version	of	the	March	2011	constitutional	declaration	that	constrained	the	next
president’s	 powers	 considerably.	 Specifically,	 the	 amended	 declaration
maintained	that	the	“incumbent	SCAF	members	are	responsible	for	deciding
on	all	issues	related	to	the	armed	forces	including	appointing	its	leaders	and
extending	the	terms	in	office	of	the	aforesaid	leaders.”	The	declaration	further



maintained	 that	 the	 president	 could	 only	 declare	 war	 with	 the	 SCAF’s
approval.	 Finally,	 the	 SCAF	 asserted	 total	 legislative	 authority	 until	 a	 new
Parliament	was	elected.	This	implied	that	the	SCAF	had	the	authority	to	issue
laws	 constraining	 the	 president’s	 powers	 until	 a	 new	 constitution	 was
written.63

For	 the	 most	 part,	 the	 amended	 declaration	 was	 a	 reiteration	 of	 the
November	2011	el-Salmi	Document—an	attempt	by	the	SCAF	to	insulate	the
military	from	a	newly	elected	government.	But	whereas	the	Brotherhood	had
responded	to	the	el-Salmi	Document	with	a	one-day	demonstration	followed
by	 negotiations,	 the	 gloves	 were	 now	 off.	 The	 Brotherhood	 immediately
declared	 the	 SCAF’s	 latest	 declaration	 a	 “coup	 against	 democracy”	 and
announced	its	participation	in	“all	popular	activities	against	the	constitutional
coup	 and	 the	 dissolution	 of	 Parliament”	moving	 forward.64	 Two	days	 later,
the	FJP	declared	an	indefinite	Tahrir	Square	sit-in	until	the	SCAF	restored	the
People’s	 Assembly	 and	 canceled	 the	 amended	 constitutional	 declaration,
“which	reduced	 the	powers	of	 the	presidency	and	created	 a	 justification	 for
the	survival	of	the	SCAF.”65

Most	centrally,	however,	the	Brotherhood’s	Tahrir	Square	sit-in	sought	to
pressure	the	SCAF	to	recognize	Morsi’s	presidential	victory.	The	Brotherhood
believed,	based	on	 its	own	 tallying,	 that	Morsi	had	won.	And	 following	 the
dissolution	 of	 the	 FJP-controlled	 Parliament	 and	 the	 SCAF’s	 amended
constitutional	 declaration	 that	 undercut	 the	 next	 president’s	 power,	 the
Brotherhood	 feared	 that	 the	 elections	 results	 would	 be	 forged	 in	 Shafik’s
favor.66

So	the	Brotherhood	threw	its	full	organizational	weight	behind	the	Tahrir
Square	 sit-in.	 It	 commanded	 Muslim	 Brothers	 from	 all	 across	 Egypt	 to
mobilize	 toward	 Cairo.	 The	 Brothers	 were	 organized	 within	 the	 square
according	 to	 their	 shu’abah—the	 administrative	 unit	 that	 comprises	 six	 to
twelve	Brotherhood	usar,	 totaling	 forty	 to	 ninety	members	 each.	 To	 ensure
that	the	Brotherhood	maintained	a	constant	and	sizable	presence	in	the	square
at	 all	 times,	 shu’abah	 members	 determined	 among	 themselves	 who	 would
remain	in	 the	sit-in	during	the	week	and	who	would	return	to	 their	 jobs	and
families	in	their	hometowns.	But	all	cadres	were	required	to	attend	the	major
demonstrations,	such	as	on	June	24	when	the	SPEC	promised	to	announce	the
elections	results.



To	 control	 the	 sit-in,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 Guidance	 Office	 appointed	 an
official	within	 the	 square	 to	 distribute	 orders	 to	 the	 shu’abah	 chiefs.	 These
orders	came	in	the	form	of	handwritten	memos,	which	were	distributed	to	the
chiefs	multiple	times	a	day	in	some	instances	and	instructed	cadres	on	prayer
times,	 demonstration	 times,	 and	 other	 activities.	 This	 unified	 hundreds	 and
sometimes	 thousands	 of	 cadres’	 actions	within	 the	 square,	 and	 the	 structure
further	 enabled	 the	 shu’abah	 chiefs	 to	 relay	 reports	 from	 Tahrir	 to	 the
Guidance	Office.

Looking	 ahead	 to	 the	 SPEC’s	 announcement	 of	 the	 elections	 results	 on
June	24,	the	Brotherhood	envisioned	two	possible	scenarios:	Either	the	SPEC
would	 declare	Morsi	 the	winner,	 or	 it	would	 forge	 the	 elections	 in	Shafik’s
favor.	 And	 if	 the	 latter	 scenario	 happened,	 the	 Brotherhood	 anticipated
clashes	with	security	forces	and	instructed	its	cadres	to	prepare	for	battle.	“If
Shafik	wins,	I	will	be	a	dead	man,”	Fathi	Ageez,	who	had	come	from	the	Nile
Delta	 city	 of	 Mansoura,	 told	 me	 while	 setting	 up	 his	 Tahrir	 tent	 with	 his
colleagues.	“I	will	fight	to	the	end,”	he	said,	explaining	that	his	usrah	leader
had	told	him	to	do	so	a	few	days	earlier.	Other	Muslim	Brothers	in	the	square
said	 that	 they	would	merely	 defend	 the	 square	 and	 not	 engage	 in	 offensive
violence.	But	either	way,	violence	appeared	inevitable.67

Of	course,	the	Brotherhood’s	leaders	denied	any	and	all	responsibility	for
escalating	the	crisis.	Despite	 the	Brotherhood’s	 top-down	mobilization	of	 its
cadres	 toward	 Tahrir	 Square	 and	 its	 chain	 of	 command	 within	 the	 square,
Guidance	Office	officials	repeatedly	claimed	that	they	would	have	no	control
over	the	situation	if	Shafik	won.	“The	coming	revolution	may	be	less	peaceful
and	more	violent,”	Deputy	Supreme	Guide	 al-Shater	 told	David	 Ignatius	 of
the	Washington	 Post	 a	 few	 days	 before	 the	 presidential	 runoff.	 “It	 may	 be
difficult	to	control	the	streets…	.	Some	parties,	not	the	Muslim	Brotherhood,
may	resort	to	further	violence	and	extremism.”68	But	in	fact	the	Tahrir	Square
sit-in	was	a	well-organized	bargaining	 tactic—a	way	 for	 the	Brotherhood	 to
make	the	SCAF	fear	a	Morsi	loss	more	than	a	Morsi	win.

So	 while	 tensions	 mounted	 in	 Tahrir	 Square,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leaders
negotiated	on	two	fronts.	First,	in	the	days	leading	up	to	the	June	24	elections
announcement,	al-Shater	and	other	Brotherhood	 leaders	met	with	 top	SCAF
figures,	 though	 no	 details	 of	 these	 meetings	 were	 ever	 released	 publicly.69

Second,	the	Brotherhood	engaged	a	wide	variety	of	non-Brotherhood	political
figures	and	activists,	working	to	win	their	support	and	thus	present	a	unified



front	to	the	SCAF	and	the	international	community.

Morsi	unveiled	 the	outcome	of	his	discussions	with	 these	other	political
forces	 during	 a	 June	 22	 press	 conference	 at	 the	Fairmont	Hotel	 in	 northern
Cairo.	 With	 prominent	 revolutionary	 activists,	 writers,	 and	 non-Islamist
figures	 standing	 behind	 him	 on	 stage,	 Morsi	 promised	 inclusive	 rule.
Specifically,	he	promised	not	to	appoint	an	FJP	figure	to	the	vice	presidency.
He	added	that	there	could	be	multiple	vice	presidents	and	said	that	he	would
consider	appointing	a	woman,	a	Copt,	and	a	youth	figure	to	the	position.	He
also	 promised	 to	 appoint	 a	 “broad	 coalition	 government”	 in	 which	 the
majority	 would	 not	 be	 from	 the	 FJP	 and	 also	 promised	 to	 appoint	 a
“nationalist,	independent	personality”—in	other	words,	not	a	Muslim	Brother
—as	prime	minister.	Finally,	Morsi	promised	 to	uphold	 the	 independence	of
the	judicial,	legislative,	and	executive	branches	of	government,	insisting	that
he	had	no	fight	with	the	SPEC’s	judges	or	the	SCAF.	“We	await	the	results	of
the	presidential	 election	 that	 the	SPEC	will	 announce,	 achieving	 the	will	 of
the	people,	as	we	all	know	it,”	Morsi	said,	as	he	concluded	his	remarks.70

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

A	dark	mood	hung	over	Tahrir	Square	on	 the	afternoon	of	Sunday,	June	24,
2012.	 The	 SPEC	 was	 supposed	 to	 announce	 the	 elections	 results	 at	 two
o’clock	 in	 the	 afternoon,	but	 the	 announcement	was	now	over	 an	hour	 late.
According	 to	 a	 rumor	 that	 circulated	 rapidly	 through	Cairo,	 the	 SCAF	 had
already	 informed	 Shafik	 that	 he	 would	 be	 Egypt’s	 next	 president,	 and
businesses	sent	their	workers	home	early	in	anticipation	of	severe	violence.

Morsi’s	supporters	in	Tahrir	Square	expected	to	be	at	the	front	lines	of	that
violence.	The	Brotherhood,	of	course,	had	instructed	its	cadres	to	be	prepared
to	fight	security	forces	in	the	event	of	a	Shafik	victory.	Meanwhile,	toward	the
southern	 end	 of	 the	 square,	 dozens	 of	 Salafists	 marched	 in	 lines	 of	 two
carrying	 cloths	 meant	 to	 represent	 shrouds.	 “We	 are	 ready	 to	 die	 like	 the
martyrs	before	us,”	one	of	them	told	me,	referring	to	the	approximately	eight
hundred	people	who	died	in	 the	January	2011	uprising.	“This	 is	my	coffin,”
said	another,	pointing	 to	 the	cloth	 in	his	hands.	 “We	win	or	we	die.”71	 The
stultifying,	 hundred-degree	 heat,	 combined	 with	 the	 square’s	 congestion,
made	the	delayed	announcement	nearly	unbearable.

When	 SPEC	 chair	 Farouk	 Sultan	 began	 his	 address	 at	 three	 thirty,	 he
clarified	nothing.	For	the	next	forty-five	minutes,	Sultan	took	Egyptians	on	a



tortuous	tour	of	the	various	bureaucratic	decisions	that	the	SPEC	made	during
the	 course	 of	 determining	 the	 election’s	 outcome,	 offering	 every	 statistic
except	 the	 one	 that	 mattered.	 Finally,	 during	 the	 forty-sixth	 minute	 of	 his
address,	Sultan	got	to	the	point:	Morsi	had	won	the	presidential	election	with
13,230,131	votes	to	Shafik’s	12,347,380.

As	 soon	 as	 Sultan	 mentioned	 Morsi’s	 name	 as	 Egypt’s	 next	 president,
Tahrir	Square	erupted	in	screams	of	“Allāhu	akbar!”—“God	is	great!”—and
many	 demonstrators	 threw	 themselves	 to	 the	 ground	 in	 prayer.	 Muslim
Brothers	 had	 expected,	 and	 prepared	 for,	 the	 worst:	 a	 Shafik	 victory	 and
immediate	 clashes.	 Instead	 they	were	 celebrating	 a	presidential	 victory	 and,
with	 it,	 the	 promise	 of	 advancing	 their	 longtime	 goal	 of	 establishing	 an
Islamic	state	in	Egypt.



8	
The	Power	Struggle	Continues

After	 eight	 decades	 in	 Egypt’s	 opposition,	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood	 had
finally	reached	the	seat	of	power.	Brotherhood	leader	Mohamed	Morsi	would
now	be	Egypt’s	first	elected	civilian	president,	and	he	was	set	to	take	his	oath
on	June	30,	2012.

Yet	 despite	 his	 dramatic	 victory,	 Morsi’s	 presidential	 powers	 were
undefined.	 There	was	 still	 no	 constitution	 and,	 following	 the	 June	 14	 SCC
ruling,	 no	 People’s	 Assembly	 either.	 The	 true	 power	 holder	 remained	 the
SCAF,	which	declared	 total	 legislative	 authority,	 as	well	 as	 control	 over	 all
military-related	 affairs	 under	 its	 June	 18	 constitutional	 declaration.
Meanwhile,	 Muslim	 Brothers	 were	 still	 camped	 out	 in	 Tahrir	 Square,
rejecting	the	SCAF’s	declaration	and	vowing	to	stay	until	the	FJP-controlled
Parliament	was	restored.	To	be	sure,	Morsi’s	victory	lowered	the	temperature
considerably,	 and	 fears	 of	 a	 bloody	 confrontation	 between	 the	Brotherhood
and	 security	 forces	 subsided.	 But	 the	 power	 struggle	 between	 Egypt’s
strongest	 governmental	 institution	 and	 strongest	 political	 force	 still	 wasn’t
resolved.

Indeed,	 that	 power	 struggle	 was	 evident	 from	 the	moment	 that	Morsi’s
victory	was	 announced	 on	 June	 24.	While	Morsi	 struck	 a	 conciliatory	 tone
during	his	acceptance	speech,	promising	to	be	a	president	of	“all	Egyptians”
and	declaring	his	 appreciation	 for	 the	military,	 the	police,	 and	 the	 judiciary,
his	surrogates	went	on	the	offensive.1	That	evening,	his	campaign	spokesman
Yasser	Aly	announced	that	Morsi	would	take	his	presidential	oath	before	the
People’s	Assembly	and	not	before	the	SCC’s	general	assembly,	as	the	SCAF’s
June	 18	 declaration	 had	 mandated.2	 This	 was	 a	 sharp	 jab	 at	 the	 SCAF’s
declaration,	as	well	as	a	blatant	attempt	to	undo	the	SCC’s	dissolution	of	the
lower	house	of	Parliament.	The	tension	intensified	over	the	next	few	days,	as
Brotherhood	 figures	 echoed	 Morsi’s	 implicit	 demand	 for	 restoring	 the
People’s	 Assembly	 and	 indicated	 that,	 as	 president,	 Morsi	 would	 have	 the
authority	to	cancel	the	SCAF’s	decree.3



Ultimately,	 the	 Brotherhood	 negotiated	 an	 end	 to	 the	 standoff	 with	 the
SCAF,	 and	 Morsi	 took	 his	 oath	 before	 the	 SCC’s	 general	 assembly	 on
June	30.4	Yet	despite	this	concession,	Morsi	made	it	quite	clear	that	he	did	not
consider	the	matter	of	the	People’s	Assembly’s	dissolution	settled.	During	an
address	 at	 Cairo	 University	 that	 afternoon,	 he	 emphasized	 the	 dissolved
parliamentary	body’s	popular	legitimacy.	“The	Egyptian	people	have	imposed
their	will	 and	 exercised	 their	 inherent	 sovereignty,	 and	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in
Egypt’s	modern	history,	the	people	have	mastered	their	full	powers,”	he	said.
“They	have	 elected	 their	 representatives	 for	 the	 People’s	Assembly	 and	 the
Shura	Council	in	free	and	fair	elections	that	reflected	a	true	representation	of
all	components	of	the	Egyptian	society.”5

The	 strongest	 indication	 of	 the	 ongoing	 power	 struggle	 between	 the
Brotherhood	 and	 the	 SCAF,	 however,	 came	 on	 Friday,	 June	 29,	 one	 day
before	his	inauguration,	when	Morsi	swore	the	oath	of	office	symbolically	in
Tahrir	Square.	The	Brotherhood	commanded	its	cadres	to	pack	the	square	to
ensure	a	massive	crowd	and	hung	banners	on	the	main	podium	decrying	the
SCAF’s	constitutional	declaration.	When	Morsi	appeared	on	stage,	the	crowd
went	 wild,	 and	Morsi	 pushed	 away	 his	 bodyguards	 to	 wave	 to	 it.	 He	 then
proceeded	to	the	podium,	where	he	chanted	slogans	in	unison	with	the	square:
“Revolutionaries!	Free	men!	We	will	complete	the	journey!”

“Oh	great	people!”	Morsi	declared	in	a	fiery	address.

I’ve	come	before	you	because	I	completely	believe	 that	you	are
the	 source	 of	 authority	 and	 legitimacy	 that	 is	 above	 all…	 .	No
institution,	 body,	 or	 side	 is	 above	 this	 will!	 The	 nation	 is	 the
source	of	all	authorities.	…	And	 this	 is	why	 I	 came	here	 today.
Everyone	hears	me	now.	All	the	people	hear	me—the	ministries
and	the	government,	the	army	and	the	police,	men	and	women	of
Egypt,	 at	 home	 and	 abroad.	 I	 say	 to	 them	 and	 with	 full	 force,
“There	is	no	authority	above	this	authority!	There	is	no	authority
above	this	authority!”

With	 that,	 Morsi	 walked	 out	 in	 front	 of	 his	 podium,	 screaming,	 “No
authority	 is	 above	 this	 authority!”	 and	 waving	 his	 finger	 furiously.	 His
bodyguards,	 already	 looking	 uneasy,	 scrambled	 to	 surround	 him	 as	 he
continued	screaming	and	gesticulating.

Suddenly,	Morsi	opened	his	sports	coat.	“I	am	not	wearing	a	bulletproof



vest,”	he	declared.	 “Because	 I	 am	confident,	 as	 I	 trust	God	and	 I	 trust	you,
and	 I	 fear	only	God.	And	 I	will	 always	be	 fully	 accountable	 to	you.”	Once
again,	the	crowd	went	wild.6

As	 he	 wrapped	 up	 his	 address,	 Morsi	 noticed	 members	 from	 the	 US-
designated	 terrorist	 organization	 al-Gamaa	 al-Islamiya	 in	 the	 audience,
holding	posters	of	their	spiritual	leader	Omar	Abdel	Rahman.	Better	known	as
“the	 blind	 sheikh,”	 Abdel	 Rahman	 was	 sentenced	 in	 1996	 to	 life
imprisonment	in	the	United	States	for	plotting	terrorist	attacks	on	the	United
Nations	(UN)	headquarters,	a	 federal	office	building,	and	major	bridges	and
tunnels	 in	New	York	City.7	But	 al-Gamaa	was	 also	 a	Brotherhood	 political
ally.	 So	 when	 Morsi	 saw	 the	 posters	 of	 Abdel	 Rahman	 during	 his	 Tahrir
speech,	he	veered	off	script.

“Oh	 great	 Egyptian	 people,”	 he	 said.	 “I	 will	 do	 my	 best	 to	 free	 all
detainees,	including	the	blind	sheikh,	Omar	Abdel	Rahman.	This	is	their	right
onto	me,	and	my	duty	towards	them.”8

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	emergence	of	Mohamed	Morsi	as	Egypt’s	 first	elected	president	 should
have	greatly	concerned	Washington.	While	 the	American	policy	community
was	deeply	divided	over	whether	 the	Brotherhood	would	cooperate	with	 the
United	 States	 and	 abide	 by	 Egypt’s	 international	 commitments,	 virtually
every	analyst	who	met	Morsi	came	away	with	the	same	impression:	This	man
hated	the	West	deeply	and	unambiguously.	Morsi	volunteered	9/11	conspiracy
theories	 unabashedly,	 dealt	 with	 American	 journalists	 brusquely,	 and
routinely	 described	 the	 United	 States	 as	 a	 society	 in	 moral	 and	 physical
decay.9	And	here	he	was,	standing	before	many	thousands	of	fundamentalists
in	Tahrir	Square	and	making	one	concrete	presidential	promise:	that	he	would
demand	that	the	United	States	release	a	convicted	terrorist	from	prison.

The	Obama	administration,	however,	took	the	long	view.	For	starters,	the
Egyptian	military	 still	 held	 significant	 political	 power,	 particularly	 over	 the
country’s	 foreign	 relations	 and	 defense	 policy,	 and	 would	 thus	 remain
Washington’s	 key	 partner	 on	 strategic	 matters.	 The	 administration	 thus
viewed	 the	 $1.3	 billion	 in	 annual	 US	 military	 aid	 to	 Egypt	 as	 promoting
continuity	 in	 the	 US–Egyptian	 relationship	 and	 ensuring	 that	 Egypt
maintained	 its	 strategic	 coordination	 with	 Washington	 and	 its	 peace	 treaty
with	Israel.



But	 the	 administration	 also	 believed	 that	 it	 had	 to	 stay	 on	 the
Brotherhood’s	 good	 side.	 The	 Brotherhood	 was	 Egypt’s	 dominant	 political
force,	and	the	administration	anticipated	that	it	would	be	a	key	political	player
within	 the	 Arab	 world’s	 most	 populous	 state	 for	 many	 years	 to	 come.	 As
many	within	 the	 administration	 saw	 it,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 Islamist	 ideology
resonated	with	Egypt’s	overwhelmingly	religious	and	Muslim	population,	and
Morsi’s	 electoral	 victory	 reflected	 that.	 And	 now	 that	 Morsi	 had	 won	 the
presidential	 election,	 the	 administration	 saw	 no	 alternative	 to	working	with
the	Brotherhood.10

So	when	Secretary	of	State	Hillary	Clinton	was	asked	about	Morsi’s	call
for	 the	United	States	 to	 free	Abdel	Rahman,	Clinton	demurred.	 “I	 think	 it’s
very	 clear	 that	 he	 was	 given	 due	 process,”	 she	 said.	 “He	 was	 tried	 and
convicted	for	his	participation	in	terrorist	activities.”11

A	 few	 days	 later,	 State	 Department	 spokeswoman	 Victoria	 Nuland
similarly	brushed	questions	about	Morsi’s	remark	aside.	“President	Morsi	has
just	come	into	office,”	she	said.	“To	my	knowledge,	neither	he	nor	his	people
have	contacted	us	on	this	case,	but	I	think	the	Secretary	was	extremely	clear
in	her	interviews	…	about	where	we	stand	on	it.”12

In	 the	 Obama	 administration’s	 view,	 Morsi’s	 call	 for	 Abdel	 Rahman’s
release	was	purely	rhetorical,	and	virtually	nobody	within	the	administration
expected	that	it	would	be	the	last	time	that	Morsi	said	something	displeasing.
Those	 US	 officials	 who	 worked	 on	 Egypt	 knew	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 was
anti-Semitic,	anti-Christian,	and	hostile	toward	women’s	rights.

But	 in	crafting	 its	Egypt	policy,	 the	administration	decided	 to	 choose	 its
battles.	 If	Washington	made	 an	 international	 issue	 over	 every	 controversial
Morsi	 remark,	 there	 was	 no	 telling	 how	 he	 and	 the	 Brotherhood	 might
respond.	 So	 the	 administration	 decided	 that	 it	would	 let	 his	 hostile	 rhetoric
slide	and	focus	instead	on	what	Morsi,	his	government,	and	the	Brotherhood
actually	 did.13	 And	 to	 ensure	 that	 Morsi	 did	 the	 right	 things,	 the
administration	 intensified	 its	policy	of	 “engagement,”	 announcing	on	 July	5
that	Clinton	would	visit	Egypt	later	that	month	to	meet	Morsi.14

Had	Egypt	been	 a	 consolidated	democracy,	 this	 policy	of	 “engagement”
with	Morsi	and	the	Brotherhood	might	have	made	sense.	But	Egypt	was	in	the
throes	 of	 a	 power	 struggle	 between	 the	SCAF	 and	 the	Brotherhood.	And	 it
was	also	more	polarized	than	ever:	More	than	48	percent	of	the	country	had



just	 voted	 for	 Ahmed	 Shafik,	 Hosni	 Mubarak’s	 last	 prime	 minister,	 while
57	percent	had	voted	for	non-Islamist	candidates	during	the	first	round	of	the
presidential	 election.	 Moreover,	 key	 Egyptian	 constituencies—including
Coptic	 Christians	 and	 non-Islamists—were	 deeply	 fearful	 of	 the
Brotherhood’s	theocratic	project.

In	its	statements,	the	Obama	administration	signaled	its	recognition	of	this
polarization.	On	the	day	that	the	presidential	election	results	were	announced,
President	 Obama	 called	 both	 Morsi	 and	 Shafik—the	 call	 to	 the	 losing
candidate	 being	 a	 very	 rare	 gesture,	 intended	 to	 encourage	 postelectoral
conciliation.	And	during	his	congratulatory	call	 to	Morsi,	Obama	urged	him
to	 “take	 steps	 to	 advance	 national	 unity”	 and	 “respect	 the	 rights	 of	 all
Egyptians,	particularly	women,	minorities,	Christians,	et	cetera.”15

But	 just	 as	 the	 administration	 decided	 that	 it	would	 judge	Morsi	 by	his
actions	 rather	 than	 his	 words,	 Egypt’s	 non-Islamists	 judged	 the	 Obama
administration	 by	 the	 same	 standard.	 They	 ignored	 the	 many	 State
Department	 press	 statements	 calling	 on	 Morsi	 to	 govern	 inclusively	 and
tolerantly	 and	 instead	 focused	 on	what	 the	 administration	 actually	did.	And
from	 their	 perspective,	 the	 Obama	 administration’s	 immediate,	 high-level
outreach	 to	 Morsi	 didn’t	 constitute	 acceptance	 of	 Egyptians’	 democratic
choice.	 Rather,	 they	 viewed	 it	 as	 an	 endorsement	 of	 Morsi	 and	 the
Brotherhood	in	a	political	struggle	that	was	still	unsettled.

The	unsettled	state	of	Egyptian	politics	was	especially	apparent	during	the
second	week	of	Morsi’s	presidency.	On	the	evening	of	July	8,	Morsi	issued	a
presidential	 decree	 negating	 the	 SCAF’s	 June	 18	 constitutional	 declaration
and	ordering	the	People’s	Assembly	to	return.16	Did	Morsi	have	the	authority
to	issue	such	a	decree?	Nobody	knew,	because	there	was	no	constitution,	no
legislature,	and	no	clarity	about	the	extent	of	Morsi’s	presidential	powers.

So	in	lieu	of	rules	for	resolving	the	dispute,	a	new	political	crisis	emerged.
The	 judiciary	 emphasized	 its	 June	 14	 ruling	 that	 the	 lower	 house	 of
Parliament	 was	 elected	 unconstitutionally,	 and	 the	 SCAF	 warned	 Morsi	 to
respect	 its	 constitutional	 declaration.17	 Meanwhile,	 Morsi	 played	 his	 hand
quite	 poorly	 and	 apparently	 failed	 to	 prepare	 the	 Brotherhood	 for	 this
showdown.	While	Brotherhood	leaders	expected	him	to	call	back	Parliament,
they	had	no	idea	that	he	would	do	it	so	soon	after	taking	office.18

The	Brotherhood	responded	to	Morsi’s	decree	slowly.	Brotherhood	leader



Saad	 al-Katatny,	 the	 speaker	 of	 the	 dissolved	 People’s	 Assembly,	 issued	 a
statement	 on	 the	 night	 of	 Morsi’s	 decree	 welcoming	 the	 move,	 but	 the
Brotherhood’s	parliamentary	delegation	wasn’t	informed	of	any	next	steps.19

The	 following	 day,	 the	 Brotherhood	 called	 for	 a	 mass	 demonstration	 on
July	10	to	“support	the	president	of	the	Republic	in	his	latest	decisions.”20	But
unlike	 during	 the	 Brotherhood	 protests	 in	 Tahrir	 Square	 during	 the	 week
leading	 up	 to	 Morsi’s	 victory,	 the	 Brotherhood	 did	 not	 tell	 its	 cadres	 to
reoccupy	 the	 square	 and	 only	 commanded	 its	 youth	 activists	 in	 Cairo	 to
participate.	 Brotherhood	 youths	 thus	 saw	 this	 demonstration	 call	 as	 half-
hearted—a	 sign	 that	 their	 leaders	weren’t	 ready	 for	 the	 political	 battle	 into
which	Morsi	had	thrust	them.21

So	on	the	morning	of	July	10,	al-Katatny	convened	a	very	brief	session	of
Parliament.	The	members	voted	to	refer	the	lower	house’s	ability	to	convene
to	the	Court	of	Cassation	in	Cairo	and	resolved	not	to	assemble	until	the	court
rendered	a	decision.	The	People’s	Assembly	 then	adjourned	within	minutes.
Later	that	day,	the	SCC	issued	a	ruling	that	affirmed	its	prior	invalidation	of
the	2011–12	parliamentary	elections.22	Morsi	announced	the	next	day	that	he
would	 respect	 the	 ruling,	 and,	 for	 the	 time	 being,	 Egypt’s	 power	 struggle
cooled	down.23

Clinton	 landed	 in	 Egypt	 three	 days	 later,	 on	 July	 14.	 The	 secretary
intended	 to	 deliver	 a	major	 address	 on	 Egyptian	 democracy	 in	 Alexandria,
but,	 given	 the	 political	 crisis	 of	 the	 previous	 week,	 she	 ultimately	 thought
better	 of	 it	 and	 focused	 on	 her	meetings	 with	Morsi	 and	 Defense	Minister
Tantawi	 instead.	 As	 a	 State	 Department	 official	 told	 the	New	 York	 Times,
Clinton’s	goal	in	Egypt	was	“to	engage	in	…	dialogue	and	to	avoid	the	kind
of	confrontation	that	could	potentially	lead	to	the	transition	veering	off	track.”
Clinton	would	not	 address	 the	SCAF’s	 constitutional	 declaration	 or	Morsi’s
attempt	 to	 reverse	 it	 and	would	 leave	 these	matters	 for	Egyptian	courts	 and
politicians	to	decide.24

But	 even	 with	 this	 more	 modest	 agenda,	 Clinton’s	 visit	 was	 a	 total
disaster.	No	matter	how	hard	she	 tried	 to	appear	nonpartisan,	and	no	matter
how	 broadly	 she	 tried	 to	 engage	 Egyptians	 beyond	 the	 Brotherhood,	 non-
Islamists	ultimately	interpreted	her	meeting	with	Morsi	as	an	embrace	of	the
Brotherhood.	 Protests	 followed	 her	 everywhere.	 In	Cairo,	 hundreds	 of	 anti-
Morsi	 demonstrators	 gathered	 outside	 Clinton’s	 hotel,	 accusing	 her	 of



supporting	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood.	 In	 Alexandria,	 protesters	 taunted	 her
with	 chants	 of	 “Monica,	 Monica”	 and	 threw	 tomatoes	 and	 shoes	 at	 her
motorcade.	 At	 another	 point,	 during	 a	 meeting	 with	 civil	 society
representatives	 and	Christian	 leaders,	 participants	 accused	 the	United	States
of	 pressuring	 the	 SCAF	 to	 ensure	 Morsi’s	 victory	 during	 the	 presidential
election,	and	one	participant	accused	Clinton’s	aide	Huma	Abedin	of	being	a
“secret	 agent	 of	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood.”25	 The	 experience	 left	 the
American	 officials	 with	 a	 very	 low	 opinion	 of	 Egypt’s	 non-Islamists	 and
made	the	Brotherhood	look	reasonable	by	comparison.

Still,	 Clinton	 committed	 one	 major	 unforced	 error.	 During	 a	 press
conference	with	the	Egyptian	foreign	minister,	Clinton	was	asked	whether	she
was	drawing	a	“moral	equivalence”	between	Morsi,	an	elected	president,	and
the	SCAF,	“which	seems	to	have	undemocratically	overstayed	its	welcome	in
the	 political	 sphere.”	 Clinton	 had	 intended	 to	 avoid	 addressing	 these
polarizing	 questions	 but	 suddenly	 let	 her	 guard	 down.	 “This	 is	 first	 and
foremost	a	question	for	the	Egyptian	people,”	Clinton	replied.	“But	the	United
States	supports	the	full	transition	to	civilian	rule	with	all	that	entails.”26

Of	 course,	 to	 an	 American	 audience,	 Clinton’s	 statement	 reflected	 two
core	democratic	values:	respecting	electoral	outcomes	and	supporting	civilian
rule.	 But	 coming	 amid	 Egypt’s	 ongoing	 power	 struggle,	 her	 remark	 was
interpreted	as	supporting	Morsi	and	the	Brotherhood	against	the	military.

So	 the	 following	 day,	 only	 hours	 after	 meeting	 with	 Clinton,	 Tantawi
offered	 a	 not-so-implicit	 response.	 “We	 believe	 in	 God,	 and	 the	 blood	 of
Egyptians	will	not	be	shed	for	any	reason,	especially	in	light	of	attempts	that
are	pushed	from	abroad,	which	are	always	 trying	 to	drive	a	wedge	between
the	 people	 and	 the	 armed	 forces,”	 he	 said	 during	 an	 address	 to	 the	 Second
Army.	“We	will	not	allow	this.”	He	added	that	the	military	would	not	allow	“a
certain	 group”	 to	 establish	 hegemony	 over	 Egypt—a	 clear	 threat	 to	 the
Brotherhood.27

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Despite	 the	 ongoing	 power	 struggle	 with	 the	 SCAF,	 the	 Muslim
Brotherhood’s	 leaders	were	 extremely	 optimistic	 about	 the	 path	 forward.	 In
their	 view,	Morsi’s	 electoral	 victory	 had	 given	 him—and	 the	 organization’s
project	more	broadly—unparalleled	political	legitimacy.	And	while	they	knew
that	their	confrontation	with	the	military	was	far	from	over,	the	Brotherhood’s



leaders	 believed	 that	 Morsi’s	 victory	 represented	 an	 unprecedented
opportunity	 to	 finally	 fulfill	 the	 next	 step	 of	 Hassan	 al-Banna’s	 historic
program:	Islamizing	the	Egyptian	state.

“The	Muslim	Brothers	 have	pointed	 to	 the	 same	plan	 for	 eighty	 years,”
Brotherhood	 leader	Saad	al-Husseini	 told	me	a	 few	days	before	Morsi	 took
office.	 “And	 [we]	 have	 arrived	 at	 the	 stage	 whose	 name	 is	 ‘reforming	 the
government.’	 And	we	will	 continue	 reforming	 the	 society	 and	 building	 the
family	 and	 the	 individual.”28	 In	 this	 context,	 “reforming	 the	 government”
meant	 “implementing	 sharī’ah”—which	 is	 what	 the	 Brotherhood	 had
promised	to	do	throughout	its	eight-decade	existence.

But	 now	 that	 the	Brotherhood	was	 in	 a	 position	 to	 implement	 sharī’ah,
what	policies,	exactly,	did	it	have	in	mind?	For	example,	what	did	a	sharī’ah-
compliant	 housing	 policy	 look	 like,	 as	 opposed	 to	what	 came	 before?	How
would	 a	 sharī’ah-compliant	 tax	 policy	 differ	 from	 the	 tax	 policies	 of	 the
Mubarak	era?	The	Brotherhood	had	promised	for	decades	that	“Islam	was	the
solution.”	But	what,	specifically,	was	that	solution?

This	wasn’t	a	new	dilemma	for	the	Brotherhood.	It	had	first	wrestled	with
these	questions	a	dozen	years	earlier	when	seventeen	Muslim	Brothers	won
seats	in	the	2000	People’s	Assembly	elections.	At	that	time,	the	Brotherhood
was	 suddenly—and	 quite	 unexpectedly—the	 largest	 opposition	 group	 in	 a
Parliament	 otherwise	 controlled	 by	 Mubarak’s	 ruling	 party,	 and	 the
Brotherhood’s	 leadership	 decided	 that	 its	 parliamentarians	 needed	 policy
guidance.	 It	 thus	 tasked	 Guidance	 Office	 leader	 Mohamed	 Habib,	 who
managed	 the	Brotherhood’s	political	 file,	 to	oversee	 the	drafting	of	 a	policy
platform,	which	became	known	as	the	Renaissance	Project.29

The	Renaissance	Project	was	 the	Brotherhood’s	program	for	 building	 an
Islamic	state	 in	Egypt,	which	Hassan	al-Banna	saw	as	a	prerequisite	 for	 the
“renaissance”	of	 the	Muslim	world	more	broadly.30	And	 the	 drafting	 of	 the
Renaissance	 Project	 intensified	 considerably	 after	 the	 2011	 uprising.	 The
project’s	 work	 was	 divided	 between	 two	 teams	 of	 Muslim	 Brothers.	 One
team,	based	in	northern	Cairo,	worked	under	the	direction	of	Deputy	Supreme
Guide	 Khairat	 al-Shater	 and	 focused	 on	 business	 and	 economic	 policy.	 A
second	team,	based	on	the	Cairo	island	of	Manial	under	the	direction	of	FJP
leader	 Ahmed	 Soliman,	 devised	 plans	 for	 promoting	 the	 Brotherhood’s
agenda	through	the	state	institutions	that	it	anticipated	controlling.31



During	 the	 organization’s	 rapid,	 post-Mubarak	 ascent	 to	 power,
Brotherhood	 leaders	 routinely	 touted	 the	 Renaissance	 Project	 as	 a	 policy
platform.32	 The	 Brotherhood	 claimed	 that	 over	 a	 thousand	 Egyptians
participated	in	drafting	the	project	and	that	it	was	based	on	consultations	with
political	and	business	leaders	in	other	developing	countries.33	But,	in	fact,	the
emperor	 had	 no	 clothes.	 Far	 from	 being	 a	 policy	 agenda,	 the	 Renaissance
Project	 was	 a	 mix	 of	 aspirations	 and	 principles,	 without	 any	 real	 plan	 for
achieving	any	of	them.

For	 example,	 its	 economic	 objectives	 included	 “transitioning	 from	 a
1.8	percent	to	a	7	percent	annual	GDP	growth	rate,”	“doubling	the	per	capita
GDP	rate	 to	 raise	 the	capability	of	 the	citizen	 to	meet	his	basic	needs	while
achieving	an	adequate	well-being	 for	all	classes,”	and	“reducing	 the	 current
rate	 of	 inflation,	 which	 exceeds	 11	 percent	 annually	 …	 to	 support	 the
purchasing	power	of	the	local	currency	and	reduce	the	cost	of	access	to	goods
and	 services.”34	 How,	 exactly,	 did	 the	 Brotherhood	 expect	 to	 realize	 these
lofty	goals?	It	never	said.

At	another	point	in	the	program,	the	Renaissance	Project	offered	a	series
of	“mechanisms”	for	achieving	certain	social	“goals”	and	presented	 them	in
figure	8.1.35



Figure	8.1	Renaissance	Project	Goals	and	Mechanisms

But,	 once	 again,	 these	 mechanisms	 didn’t	 represent	 a	 coherent	 policy.
And,	of	course,	the	Renaissance	Project	never	described	how	the	mechanisms
—all	of	which	were	quite	expensive—would	be	funded.

Even	 at	 the	 theoretical	 level,	 the	 Renaissance	 Project	 was	 a	 sloppy
patchwork	 of	 ideas.	 It	 emphasized	 certain	 capitalist	 ideas	 such	 as	 enacting
antitrust	 policies,	 encouraging	 foreign	 trade,	 reducing	 Egypt’s	 deficit,	 and
cutting	the	red	tape	that	inhibits	the	emergence	of	new	businesses.	Yet	it	also
envisioned	a	large	role	for	the	state	in	managing	the	economy,	including	price
controls	 for	 commodities,	 “strict	 oversight”	 of	markets,	 “increasing	 support
for	 farmers	 to	 confront	 the	ongoing	 rise	 in	 the	 high	 cost	 of	 the	 agricultural
process,”	 and	 “reconsidering”	 the	Mubarak-era	 privatization	 of	 state-owned
enterprises.	And,	of	course,	it	contained	a	critical	Islamic	component,	such	as
encouraging	 the	establishment	of	 Islamic	 financial	 institutions,	 discouraging
interest-based	 banking,	 and	 using	 zakat	 (religiously	 mandated	 charity)	 and
waqf	 (Islamic	 endowments)	 to	 combat	 poverty.36	 The	 policy	 prescriptions
were	 thus	 often	 contradictory.	How,	 for	 example,	 could	 one	 simultaneously
“expand	the	social	security	umbrella	to	include	all	Egyptians”	and	“reduce	the
internal	and	external	public	debt	at	a	rate	of	15	percent	annually,”	especially



without	any	concrete	plan	for	attracting	or	raising	revenue?37

Most	 surprising,	 however,	 the	 Renaissance	 Project	 offered	 little	 insight
into	how	the	Brotherhood	would	actually	build	an	Islamic	state	in	Egypt.	Its
section	 on	 implementing	 an	 “Islamic	 reference”	 was	 quite	 vague:	 It
envisioned	 a	 “national,	 constitutional	 state,”	 as	 opposed	 to	 a	 “military	 or
police	state,”	and	otherwise	offered	bromides	on	“empowering	women”	and
“realizing	 the	 principle	 of	 citizenship	 and	 equality.”38	 At	 other	 points,	 the
project	 refers	 to	 “sharī’ah	 principles”	 as	 the	 guideposts	 for	 economic	 and
social	policy	questions.	But,	again,	what	did	any	of	this	mean	in	practice?

On	 the	 day	 after	 Morsi’s	 inauguration,	 I	 posed	 this	 question	 to
Brotherhood	secretary-general	Mahmoud	Hussein:	What	would	change	once
sharī’ah	was	implemented?	Very	little,	he	replied.	“The	principles	of	sharī’ah
don’t	 necessarily	 interfere	 with	 the	 details	 of	 everyday	 life,”	 he	 said.	 “But
rather	[sharī’ah]	gives	a	governing	framework.”

I	thought	he	misunderstood	me,	so	I	tried	to	clarify.	What	would	change	in
terms	 of	 policy	 if	 sharī’ah	 were	 implemented?	 How,	 for	 example,	 would
education	policy	change?

“We	 are	 not	 saying	 that	 we	 want	 to	 change,”	 he	 said.	 “We	 are	 talking
about	values,	not	matters	of	education,	 industry,	 farming,	et	cetera.	Because
we	 are	 talking	 about	 a	 framework.	 Sharī’ah	 does	 not	 interfere	 with	 the
details.”39

I	 was	 surprised	 by	 his	 vagueness.	 Like	 every	 top	 Brotherhood	 leader,
Hussein	 had	 struggled	 for	 decades	 to	 “implement	 sharī’ah”	 and	 even	 spent
years	 in	 prison	 for	 this	 cause.	 Yet	 now	 that	 his	 organization	 had	 won	 the
presidency,	 he	 apparently	 had	 no	 concept	 of	 an	 Islamist	 policy	 and	 even
suggested	that	nothing	might	change	at	all.

A	week	later,	I	posed	the	same	question	to	Guidance	Office	leader	Abdel
Rahman	 al-Barr,	 an	 al-Azhar–educated	 sheikh	 who	 was	 nicknamed	 the
“Brotherhood’s	mufti”	due	to	his	prolific	legal	opinion-writing.	But,	again,	I
got	nothing.	“What	will	change	is	that	the	entire	society	will	realize	that	it	is
cooperating	 in	 the	path	of	 achieving	 the	highest	 values,”	he	 said.	He	 added
that	when	sharī’ah	was	implemented,	people	would	obey	the	laws	not	like	“a
flock	 of	 sheep”	 but	 because	 the	 educational	 system	 had	 spread	 Islamic
morals,	such	that	people	viewed	following	the	law	as	the	right	thing	to	do.



I	pressed	al-Barr	for	specifics.	But	like	Hussein,	he	wouldn’t	provide	any
and	 instead	 presented	 a	 utopian	 vision.	When	 sharī’ah	 is	 implemented,	 al-
Barr	explained,	Islamic	preachers	will	be	“given	the	opportunity	to	reach	the
hearts	of	the	people,”	so	that	they	would	learn	how	to	behave	morally.	Drugs,
sexual	abuse,	financial	corruption,	and	other	societal	ills	will	thus	disappear.40

What	 kinds	 of	 sharī’ah-compliant	 policies	 could	 be	 implemented	 to	 bring
Egypt	 closer	 to	 this	 model	 of	 perfection?	 Al-Barr,	 Hussein,	 and	 the	 many
Brotherhood	figures	that	I	 interviewed	during	this	period	seemed	to	have	no
idea	whatsoever.	And,	again,	the	Renaissance	Project	didn’t	say	either.

Yet	the	Brotherhood’s	lack	of	a	specific	policy	agenda	was	consistent	with
Hassan	 al-Banna’s	 vision.	 Recall	 that	 al-Banna	 sought	 to	 resist	 Western
political	and	cultural	domination	by	implementing	Islam	as	an	“all-embracing
concept”	in	Muslim	lands	from	the	ground	up.	The	Muslim	Brotherhood	was
al-Banna’s	 organizational	 vehicle	 for	 achieving	 this.	 The	 five-to-eight-year
tarbīah	 process	 is	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 method	 for	 indoctrinating	 Muslim
Brothers	 according	 to	 Al-Banna’s	 teachings.	 And	 its	 nationwide	 chain	 of
command	renders	Muslim	Brothers	 foot	 soldiers	 for	 promoting	 Islam	 as	 an
“all-embracing	 concept”	 within	 the	 society,	 until	 the	 organization	 and	 its
ideology	achieve	sufficient	support	for	establishing	an	Islamic	state.

Neither	al-Banna	nor	Brotherhood	leaders	many	decades	 later	seemed	to
know	what	specific	policies	an	Islamic	state	would	actually	implement,	other
than	 banning	 certain	 vices.	 But	 according	 to	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 political
theory,	 establishing	 an	 Islamic	 state	 in	 Egypt	 had	 one	 unambiguous
precondition:	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 or	 those	 who	 embraced	 the	 Brotherhood’s
ideology,	had	to	occupy	key	governmental	positions.	Whatever	these	Islamists
did	in	power	was	inherently	Islamic	because	they	were	Islamists,	according	to
this	tautological	way	of	thinking.

So	while	the	Brotherhood	didn’t	know	what	its	leaders	would	actually	do
in	power,	it	knew	that	its	leaders	needed	to	be	in	power.	And	the	Brotherhood
was	very	prepared	for	advising	Morsi	on	his	governmental	appointments:	By
the	time	that	Morsi	won	the	presidential	election,	the	organization	had	already
selected	potential	ministers	and	deputy	ministers	for	every	cabinet	post,	and	it
later	drafted	a	list	of	gubernatorial	candidates	for	Morsi	to	appoint	in	certain
governorates.41

At	the	same	time,	however,	the	Brotherhood	knew	that	it	couldn’t	fill	the



top	 governmental	 posts	 with	 its	 people	 immediately.	 After	 all,	 in	 the	week
before	 his	 victory	was	 announced,	Morsi	 promised	 that	 he	would	 appoint	 a
non-Muslim	Brother	as	his	prime	minister	and	that	his	first	government	would
not	 be	 majority	 FJP.	 Moreover,	 despite	 its	 rapid	 political	 ascent,	 the
Brotherhood	was	still	 inclined	 toward	caution.	One	Brotherhood	 leader	 said
that	the	organization’s	transition	from	parliamentary	party	to	governing	party
was	like	going	from	driving	a	car	 to	driving	an	oil	 tanker:	The	Brotherhood
had	 to	make	 its	 turns	 very	 slowly,	 because	 if	 it	 drove	 an	 oil	 tanker	 like	 it
drove	a	car,	then	the	whole	project	would	capsize	and	burn.

So	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 Renaissance	 Plan	 governmental	 team	 devised	 a
strategy	 for	Morsi,	 highlighting	 the	 ministries	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 should
control,	as	well	as	the	ministries	that	could	be	reserved	for	other	political	and
societal	 forces.	 The	 Brotherhood	 was	 particularly	 interested	 in	 controlling
service-oriented	 ministries,	 such	 as	 Education,	 Transportation,	 Health,	 and
Housing,	 as	 well	 as	 those	 ministries	 that	 were	 relevant	 to	 the	 production
sectors,	such	as	Agriculture,	Industry,	and	Energy.

Meanwhile,	 for	 Morsi’s	 first	 cabinet	 appointments,	 the	 Brotherhood
preferred	to	leave	the	Ministry	of	Tourism	to	a	non-Islamist,	since	appointing
an	Islamist	would	spark	fears	of	alcohol	and	bikini	bans	and	thus	drive	away
tourism.	 It	 similarly	 anticipated	 appointing	 an	 official	 from	 al-Azhar	 to	 the
Ministry	 of	 Religious	 Endowments,	 which	 seemed	 to	 be	 an	 attempt	 to
assuage,	 if	not	 co-opt,	Egypt’s	 foremost	 religious	 institution.	And	given	 the
ongoing	power	struggle	with	the	SCAF,	the	Brotherhood	knew	that	it	would
be	many	years	before	it	could	appoint	a	Muslim	Brother	to	run	the	Ministry	of
Defense	or	 the	Ministry	of	Military	Production	and	 that	 the	Ministry	of	 the
Interior	was	similarly	off-limits	for	now.42

As	a	result	of	all	these	considerations,	Morsi’s	first	round	of	appointments
included	only	a	few	Muslim	Brothers.	The	first	appointment	came	on	July	24,
when	Morsi	named	Hesham	Qandil	as	his	prime	minister.	It	was	a	surprising
choice:	 Qandil	 had	 served	 as	 minister	 of	 irrigation	 in	 the	 Sharaf	 and	 al-
Ganzoury	 governments.	 And	 at	 fifty	 years	 old,	 Qandil	 was	 relatively
unknown,	as	well	as	the	youngest	person	to	serve	as	premier	since	Nasser	in
1954.	Qandil’s	key	advantage,	however,	was	 that	he	was	not	a	Brotherhood
member	 but	 was	 widely	 believed	 to	 be	 a	 Brotherhood	 sympathizer.43	 This
enabled	 Morsi	 to	 keep	 his	 promise	 that	 he	 would	 not	 appoint	 a	 Muslim
Brother	to	the	premiership,	while	at	the	same	time	reassuring	his	base.



The	 following	 week,	Morsi	 unveiled	 his	 first	 cabinet.	Muslim	 Brothers
occupied	 only	 five	 of	 thirty-five	 ministerial	 positions,	 but	 the	 specific
ministries	to	which	they	were	appointed	is	worth	noting.	The	five	ministries
—Education,	Housing,	Information,	Manpower,	and	Youth—weren’t	the	most
powerful,	 but	 they	 represented	mechanisms	 through	which	 the	Brotherhood
could	bolster	its	work	Islamizing	Egyptian	society.	In	other	words,	by	holding
the	 Education,	 Youth,	 Manpower,	 and	 Information	 Ministries,	 the
Brotherhood	was	now	better	positioned	to	spread	its	message	among	students,
youths,	 labor	unions,	and	 the	general	public,	 respectively,	while	holding	 the
Housing	Ministry	 enabled	 the	Brotherhood	 to	 bolster	 its	 support	within	 the
country’s	most	impoverished	sectors.

Meanwhile,	 Morsi	 retained	 seven	 ministers	 from	 the	 previous
government,	 including	 those	 who	 held	 the	 most	 sensitive	 positions.	 The
ministers	 of	 foreign	 affairs,	 finance,	 and	 military	 production	 remained	 the
same,	and	of	course	Tantawi	remained	defense	minister.	And	as	expected,	the
minister	of	religious	endowments	was	appointed	from	al-Azhar.	Morsi	 filled
the	rest	of	the	ministries	with	technocrats.44

Ultimately,	 Morsi’s	 first	 round	 of	 appointments	 gave	 the	 Egyptian
government	 a	 slight	 Islamist	 hue	 but	 was	 far	 more	 status	 quo	 than
revolutionary.	And	most	 important,	since	 the	SCAF’s	field	marshal	was	still
the	 defense	 minister,	 the	 appointments	 did	 nothing	 to	 resolve	 the	 ongoing
power	struggle	between	the	elected	president	and	the	military.45

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

While	 crime	 rose	 throughout	 the	 country	 in	 the	 year	 that	 followed	 Egypt’s
January	2011	uprising,	 the	 situation	became	especially	perilous	 in	 the	 Sinai
Peninsula,	which	had	already	been	a	hotbed	of	militant	activity	since	the	mid-
2000s.	Sinai	was	 (and	 remains)	 the	 transit	 point	 for	 smuggled	weapons	 and
goods	 from	 northern	 Africa	 into	 Hamas-controlled	 Gaza,	 and	 the	 flow	 of
weapons	into	Sinai	and	Gaza	increased	considerably	following	 the	February
2011	 Libyan	 uprising	 and	 the	 Libyan	 state’s	 subsequent	 breakdown.
Moreover,	 as	 a	 result	 of	 underdevelopment	 and	 repressive	 governance,	 the
peninsula	was	 a	 tinderbox:	Armed	Bedouin	 tribes	 battled	 security	 forces	 in
northern	Sinai,	and	jihadi	groups	gained	a	foothold.46

During	 the	2000s,	Sinai-based	 jihadis	staged	a	number	of	deadly	attacks
on	 Egyptian	 resorts	 along	 the	 Red	 Sea,	 often	 targeting	 Israeli	 tourists



vacationing	 there.	 But	 in	 the	 post-Mubarak	 period,	 the	 jihadis	 turned	 their
guns	on	the	pipeline	that	carried	Egyptian	natural	gas	to	Israel	and	Jordan	and
attacked	 Israel	 as	 well.	 The	 jihadis’	 apparent	 goal	 was	 sparking	 an
international	crisis	between	Egypt	and	Israel	that	would	embarrass	the	SCAF
and	 generate	 domestic	 pressure	 within	 Egypt	 for	 canceling	 the	 1979	 peace
treaty	with	Israel.

The	jihadis’	strategy	very	nearly	succeeded.	On	August	18,	2011,	twelve
militants	 crossed	 from	Sinai	 into	 Israel,	 killing	 eight	 Israelis	 and	wounding
thirty.	Amid	the	chaos,	Israeli	forces	chased	some	of	the	attackers	back	across
the	Egyptian	border	 into	Sinai	and	accidentally	killed	five	Egyptian	soldiers
in	the	counterattack.47	The	death	of	the	Egyptian	soldiers	sparked	widespread
outrage	 within	 Egypt,	 and,	 even	 after	 an	 official	 Israeli	 apology,	 protests
continued	outside	the	Israeli	embassy	in	Giza	for	weeks.	The	crisis	reached	its
climax	 on	 September	 9,	 when	 protesters	 stormed	 the	 embassy	 and	 came
within	 one	 locked	 door	 of	 the	 Israeli	 diplomats.	 Egyptian	 commandos
ultimately	 rescued	 the	 Israelis,	 narrowly	 averting	 a	 severe	 international
incident	that	might	have	destroyed	Egyptian–Israeli	relations.48

A	year	later,	Sinai	was	just	as	unstable,	and	Morsi’s	presidency	added	new
complications	 to	 an	 already	 risky	 situation.	How	would	 he	 and	 the	Muslim
Brotherhood	respond	if	a	similar	cross-border	attack	occurred	on	his	watch?
The	Brotherhood’s	behavior	during	the	2011	incidents	was	hardly	reassuring.
Two	days	after	the	August	attacks,	the	Brotherhood	released	a	statement	that
predictably	 ignored	 the	attacks	on	 Israel	 and	 instead	called	on	 the	SCAF	 to
respond	 to	 the	 accidental	 killing	 of	 the	 Egyptian	 soldiers	 by	 banishing	 the
“Zionist”	 ambassador	 from	 Cairo	 and	 “reconsidering”	 the	 Camp	 David
Accords.49	 It	 then	 led	 demonstrations	 against	 Israel	 throughout	 the	 country.
And,	following	the	September	attack	on	the	Israeli	embassy,	the	Brotherhood
released	 a	 statement	 blaming	 the	 SCAF	 for	 “not	 taking	 a	 decisive	 stand”
against	Israel,	which	“led	to	the	explosion	of	nationalist	feelings	in	the	souls
of	Egyptians.”50

The	Brotherhood’s	policy	toward	Sinai	also	wasn’t	reassuring.	As	a	long-
term	 solution,	 the	Renaissance	 Project	 envisioned	 developing	 the	 peninsula
through	major	mining,	agricultural,	and	 technological	projects	but	contained
no	 insights	 on	how	any	of	 this	would	 be	 achieved.51	 The	Brotherhood	 also
believed	 that	 the	 jihadis	 were	 less	 likely	 to	 commit	 violence	 under	 a
Brotherhood	president.	Indeed,	when	Secretary	of	State	Clinton	asked	Morsi



during	their	July	14	meeting	how	he	planned	to	prevent	extremist	groups	from
further	 destabilizing	 Sinai,	 the	 newly	 elected	 president	 was	 puzzled.	 “Why
would	 they	 do	 that?”	 he	 said,	 according	 to	 Clinton.	 “We	 have	 an	 Islamist
government	now.”52

The	 absurdity	 of	 Morsi’s	 position	 became	 clear	 three	 weeks	 later.	 On
August	 5,	 masked	 gunmen	 attacked	 an	 Egyptian	 military	 checkpoint	 in
northern	 Sinai,	 killing	 sixteen	 soldiers	 during	 a	 Ramadan	 iftār	 meal.	 The
assailants	then	crossed	the	Israeli	border,	where	the	Israeli	air	force	ultimately
killed	 them.	 It	 was	 the	 deadliest	 assault	 on	 the	 Egyptian	 military	 in	 many
years	and	represented	the	first	major	 test	of	Morsi’s	presidency.53	While	 the
Brotherhood	 issued	a	 conspiracy-theory-laden	statement	alleging	 that	 Israeli
intelligence	 orchestrated	 the	 attack	 “to	 abort	 the	 revolution,”	Morsi’s	 initial
response	was	measured.54	 He	 declared	 that	 there	was	 “no	 room	 to	 appease
this	 treachery,	 this	aggression,	and	 this	criminality”	and	visited	 the	northern
Sinai	city	of	El-Arish	with	Tantawi	and	other	security	officials	the	following
day.55

Morsi	 and	 the	 Brotherhood,	 however,	 were	 hardly	 the	 only	 ones	 with
severe	 misconceptions	 about	 the	 Sinai-based	 jihadis.	 Two	 days	 after	 the
attack,	 Egyptian	 General	 Intelligence	 Service	 (EGIS)	 chief	 Gen.	 Murad
Muwafi	 told	a	Turkish	news	agency	 that	 security	 forces	had	 information	on
the	attack	before	it	occurred	and	also	knew	the	radical	Islamist	group	behind
the	 attack	 but	 failed	 to	 anticipate	 the	 timing.	 “We	 never	 imagined	 that	 a
Muslim	would	kill	his	Muslim	brothers	during	an	iftār	on	Ramadan,”	Muwafi
said.56

The	 following	 day,	 on	August	 8,	Morsi	 fired	Muwafi	 and	 replaced	 him
with	Rafaat	Shehata.	Meanwhile,	Morsi	also	fired	the	governor	of	North	Sinai
and	 the	 head	 of	 the	Republican	Guard,	which	 is	 tasked	with	 protecting	 the
president,	 and	 instructed	 Tantawi	 to	 fire	 the	 head	 of	 military	 police,	 Gen.
Hamdy	Badeen.57

These	were	incredibly	bold	moves.	As	with	his	July	8	decree	that	called
for	restoring	the	dissolved	People’s	Assembly,	Morsi	was	once	again	testing
the	 extent	 of	 his	 executive	 authority.	 But	 this	 time	 his	 orders	 were	 fully
enforced.	In	the	wake	of	the	Sinai	attacks,	Morsi	seemingly	had	the	political
capital	to	hold	top	security	personnel	accountable.	And	he	used	that	political
capital	 to	 try	 to	 gain	 control	 over	 a	 security	 apparatus	 that	was	 historically



hostile	toward	the	Brotherhood.

In	 this	 way,	 his	 appointment	 of	 Shehata	 as	 intelligence	 chief	 was
especially	deft.	While	 all	 previous	EGIS	directors	had	been	appointed	 from
the	 military,	 Shehata	 was	 the	 first	 intelligence	 chief	 to	 be	 promoted	 from
within	 EGIS	 itself.	 Shehata’s	 appointment	 thus	 appeared	 to	 be	 Morsi’s
strategy	for	putting	some	distance	between	EGIS	and	the	SCAF	and	making
EGIS	answerable	to	him.	Shehata	also	had	a	long	history	of	dealing	with	the
Brotherhood’s	 Palestinian	 sister	 movement,	 Hamas.	 He	 previously	 headed
EGIS’s	 delegation	 to	Gaza	 from	2005	 to	 2006	 and	 played	 a	 pivotal	 role	 in
brokering	 the	 prisoner	 swap	 between	 Israel	 and	 Hamas	 in	 October	 2011,
through	 which	 Hamas	 released	 captured	 Israeli	 soldier	 Gilad	 Shalit	 in
exchange	for	1,027	Palestinians.58

Four	 days	 later,	 Morsi	 made	 an	 even	 bolder	 move.	 On	 August	 12,	 he
decapitated	the	SCAF,	firing	Tantawi	and	chief	of	staff	Gen.	Sami	Anan	and
appointing	 Gen.	 Abdel	 Fattah	 al-Sisi	 and	 Gen.	 Sedky	 Sobhy	 as	 their
respective	 replacements.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 Morsi	 issued	 a	 constitutional
declaration	 that	 officially	 annulled	 the	 SCAF’s	 June	 constitutional
declaration,	delegated	full	executive	and	legislative	authority	to	himself,	and
empowered	himself	to	appoint	a	new	Constituent	Assembly	if	the	existing	one
was	 prevented	 from	 fulfilling	 its	 duties.59	 In	 the	 weeks	 that	 followed,	 an
additional	seventy	generals	were	replaced.60

How	did	Morsi	pull	this	off?	How	did	he	fire	Tantawi	and	Anan	and	then
appoint	their	replacements	so	seamlessly?	How	did	he	get	the	other	generals
to	 accept	 his	 assertion	 of	 executive	 and	 legislative	 powers?	 I	 unfortunately
cannot	 say	 for	 sure.	 The	 planning	 and	 negotiating	 that	 likely	 preceded	 this
move	involved	very	few	people,	some	of	whom	now	sit	in	prison,	and	none	of
them	have	ever	discussed	the	move	in	detail	on	the	record.

There	 is,	 however,	 a	 generally	 accepted,	 and	 quite	 plausible,	 theory
regarding	 this	 move.	 Recall	 that	 throughout	 the	 post-Mubarak	 period,
Brotherhood	 leaders	 met	 frequently	 with	 SCAF	 officials.	 During	 those
meetings,	 top	 Brotherhood	 leaders	 realized	 that	 lower-level	 generals	 were
dissatisfied	with	the	SCAF’s	management	of	the	country	and	also	resented	the
top	generals,	whom	they	viewed	as	barriers	to	their	own	promotions.	Indeed,
Tantawi	had	served	as	defense	minister	 since	1991,	Anan	had	been	chief	of
staff	since	2005,	and	younger	generals	believed	that	their	turn	to	lead	Egypt’s



armed	forces	had	come.	The	Brotherhood’s	leaders,	according	to	this	theory,
thus	 sensed	 an	 opportunity	 to	 make	 a	 deal	 with	 these	 younger	 Egyptian
generals	behind	Tantawi’s	back.

Meanwhile,	 the	Brotherhood’s	 leaders	believed	that	General	al-Sisi,	who
was	 the	 director	 of	 military	 intelligence	 and	 one	 of	 the	 SCAF’s	 youngest
members	 at	 fifty-seven,	 was	 relatively	 sympathetic	 to	 their	 organization’s
ideology.	 By	 all	 accounts,	 al-Sisi	 was	 a	 religious	 man,	 and	 his	 wife	 was
rumored	 to	wear	 a	 full-face	 covering	 that	 is	 a	 sign	 of	 Islamic	 orthodoxy	 in
Egypt,	 rather	 than	 the	 headscarf	 that	 is	 common	 among	 Egyptian	 Muslim
women.61	Moreover,	 former	Brotherhood	Guidance	Office	 leader	Abbas	 al-
Sisi	was	reportedly	one	of	the	general’s	close	ancestors.62

So,	 according	 to	 this	 theory,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leaders	 reached	 an
agreement	 with	 al-Sisi	 and	 his	 colleagues:	 Morsi	 would	 fire	 Tantawi	 and
Anan,	among	many	of	the	older	military	figures,	and	replace	them	with	al-Sisi
and	 a	 slew	 of	 younger	 generals.	 In	 exchange,	 the	 military	 would	 accept
Morsi’s	cancellation	of	 the	SCAF’s	 June	 constitutional	declaration	 and	cede
full	 authority	 over	 Egypt’s	 political	 sphere—executive	 and	 legislative
authority—to	Morsi.	However,	Morsi	would	respect	the	military’s	autonomy
over	its	own	affairs,	including	its	budgets	and	perquisites.	This	meant	that	the
military	still	had	significant	economic	power,	as	well	as	power	over	Egypt’s
foreign	 and	 defense	 policy.	 But	 Morsi	 now	 held	 executive	 and	 legislative
power	when	it	came	to	managing	Egypt’s	domestic	affairs.

Again,	 there	 is	 simply	 no	 way	 to	 prove	 that	 this	 is	 how	 Morsi’s
decapitation	of	the	SCAF	transpired.	But	it	is	highly	unlikely	that	Morsi	could
have	 fired	 top	 military	 leaders,	 named	 their	 replacements,	 canceled	 the
SCAF’s	 constitutional	 declaration,	 and—most	 important—achieved	 the
Egyptian	military’s	acceptance	of	these	moves	without	a	prearrangement	with
al-Sisi	and	his	colleagues.	So	while	Morsi’s	firing	of	Tantawi	and	Anan	was
widely	described	as	a	countercoup,	it	was	likely	the	product	of	a	coup	within
the	military	itself	that	Morsi	deftly	exploited.



9	
Power,	Not	Policy

On	August	13,	Egypt	awoke	to	a	new	political	reality.	For	the	first	time	since
his	election	in	June,	President	Morsi	held	executive	and	legislative	authority
under	Egyptian	law.	Neither	the	military	nor	the	judiciary	had	challenged	his
constitutional	 declaration’s	 assertion	 of	 these	 powers,	 and	 he	 also	 held	 the
legal	 authority	 to	 appoint	 a	 new	 Constituent	 Assembly	 if	 the	 present	 one
failed.

To	be	sure,	 the	military	still	held	significant	economic	power,	as	well	as
autonomy	over	its	own	affairs,	which	meant	power	over	Egypt’s	foreign	and
defense	policy.	But	the	new	military	leadership	kept	a	remarkably	low	profile
and	 largely	 withdrew	 from	 Egypt’s	 political	 scene.	 Unlike	 Tantawi,	 new
defense	minister	 al-Sisi	made	 few	 public	 appearances	 and	 saluted	Morsi	 as
Egypt’s	head	of	state.	His	wife	mingled	with	the	wives	of	Brotherhood	leaders
and	Islamist	ministers,	as	if	she	was	just	another	official’s	wife.1	Top	generals
also	 fell	 in	 line.	 In	meetings	with	 foreign	visitors,	 the	generals	admitted	 the
SCAF’s	 failures	 in	 governing	 and	 said	 that	 the	military	 would	 now	 follow
Morsi’s	lead	as	Egypt’s	democratically	elected	leader.

Having	 moved	 beyond	 the	 power	 struggle	 that	 defined	 Morsi’s	 first
months	in	office,	the	Brotherhood	believed	that	it	finally	had	the	opportunity
to	put	 its	 imprint	on	 the	Egyptian	polity.	And	since	 the	Brotherhood	had	no
real	policy	vision	apart	from	stacking	the	Egyptian	government	with	Muslim
Brothers	or	like-minded	officials,	that’s	precisely	what	Morsi	did:	He	focused
primarily	 on	 appointing	Muslim	Brothers	 and	 Brotherhood	 sympathizers	 to
top	 governmental	 positions,	 while	 doing	 precious	 little	 in	 the	 way	 of
governing.

Morsi’s	first	major	appointment	came	on	August	12,	the	day	that	he	fired
SCAF	leaders	Tantawi	and	Anan,	when	he	named	Judge	Mahmoud	Mekki	as
his	 vice	 president.	 The	 appointment	 was	 similar	 to	 Morsi’s	 selection	 of
Hesham	Qandil	as	prime	minister.	By	choosing	Mekki,	Morsi	technically	kept
his	campaign	promise	not	 to	appoint	an	FJP	member	 to	 the	vice	presidency



but	nonetheless	appointed	someone	who	was	widely	considered	sympathetic
to	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 political	 mission.	 Indeed,	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 urged
Mekki	to	run	for	president	in	early	2012	and	only	decided	to	nominate	its	own
presidential	 candidate	 after	 he	 (and	 another	 pro-Islamist	 judge,	 Hossam	 el-
Gheriany)	 declined.	Mekki	 also	 had	 a	 long	 history	 of	 cooperating	with	 the
Brotherhood	 politically:	 He	 was	 a	 prominent	 figure	 in	 the	 2005–6
“independent	 judiciary	movement,”	which	 protested	Mubarak’s	 interference
with	 the	 judiciary	 during	 the	 2005	 parliamentary	 elections,	 and	 the
Brotherhood	 mobilized	 during	 that	 period	 to	 support	 Mekki	 and	 his
colleagues.2

But	Mekki’s	appointment	was	also	a	 lost	opportunity	for	Morsi	 to	 fulfill
his	campaign	promise	to	govern	inclusively.	After	all,	 in	the	days	before	his
electoral	 victory	 was	 announced,	 Morsi	 suggested	 that	 he	 would	 appoint
multiple	vice	presidents,	possibly	including	a	woman	and	a	Christian,	and	the
Brotherhood’s	Guidance	Office	had	urged	him	to	appoint	as	many	as	five	vice
presidents	so	that	he	could	include	a	Salafist	in	the	mix.3	And	since	the	vice
presidency	was	 a	 totally	 powerless	 position,	Morsi	 could	 have	 appointed	 a
non-Islamist—or	 even	 multiple	 non-Islamists—without	 in	 any	 way
undercutting	the	Brotherhood’s	Islamizing	project.

Two	weeks	 later,	Morsi	 once	 again	missed	 an	 opportunity	 to	 fulfill	 his
promise	 of	 inclusive	 rule	 when	 he	 unveiled	 his	 presidential	 team.	 Of	 its
twenty-one	members,	 at	 least	 fifteen	were	 Islamists	 or	members	 of	 Islamist
parties.	 This	 included	 three	 Nour	 Party	 leaders,	 including	 its	 chair,	 Emad
Abdel	Ghafour;	 former	presidential	 candidate	 and	 Islamist	 thinker	Selim	al-
Awa;	and	Ahmed	Omran,	a	leader	of	al-Gamaa	al-Islamiya’s	political	party.

Brotherhood	 affiliates	 constituted	 the	 plurality	 of	 Morsi’s	 presidential
team.	This	included	Brotherhood	businessman	Husain	al-Kazzaz,	who	was	a
prominent	figure	within	al-Shater	’s	Renaissance	Project	team;	FJP	vice-chair
Essam	el-Erian	and	second	vice-chair	Rafik	Habib,	who	was	also	one	of	the
presidential	 team’s	 two	 Christian	 members;	 female	 Brotherhood	 politician
Omaima	Kamel;	and	two	Guidance	Office	members—Essam	el-Haddad,	who
served	as	the	Guidance	Office’s	point	man	on	foreign	relations	and	effectively
became	 Morsi’s	 national	 security	 adviser,	 and	 Mohi	 Hamed,	 who	 advised
Morsi	 on	 workers’	 affairs.4	 Muslim	 Brothers	 similarly	 filled	 many	 of	 the
presidential	 palace’s	 other	 positions,	 such	 as	 foreign	policy	 adviser	 (Khaled
al-Qazzaz)	and	presidential	spokesman	(Yasser	Aly).



Morsi	 once	 again	 demonstrated	 the	 narrowness	 of	 his	 emerging	 regime
when	he	 announced	his	 gubernatorial	 appointments	on	September	5.	Of	 ten
new	governors,	 four	were	Muslim	Brothers,	 including	 two	former	Guidance
Office	members,	Kafr	 el-Sheikh	 governor	 Saad	 al-Husseini	 and	Menoufiya
governor	 Mohamed	 Ali	 Bishr.	 Another	 appointee,	 Osama	 Kamel,	 was	 a
prominent	Brotherhood	sympathizer	who	had	affiliated	with	the	Brotherhood
during	 professional	 syndicate	 elections,	 and	 Morsi	 appointed	 Brotherhood
leader	 Hassan	 al-Prince	 as	 the	 deputy	 governor	 of	 Alexandria.5	 For	 the
Brotherhood,	these	governorates	represented	starting	points	for	implementing
its	 Renaissance	 Project,	 and	 the	 day	 after	 their	 appointment,	 the	 Guidance
Office	reportedly	met	to	draft	a	work	plan	for	the	new	governors.6

Meanwhile,	four	of	Morsi’s	remaining	five	gubernatorial	appointees	were
retired	 military	 or	 police	 generals,	 as	 were	 most	 of	 the	 seventeen	 other
governors	 Morsi	 kept	 in	 office.	 This	 was	 consistent	 with	 the	 Mubarak-era
pattern	of	appointing	 retired	security	officials	 to	governorships	and	signaled
Morsi’s	attempt	 to	make	peace	with	 the	security	services	 rather	 than	 reform
them.	More	 to	 the	point,	by	stacking	 the	governorships	with	retired	security
officials	 and	 Muslim	 Brothers	 almost	 exclusively,	 Morsi	 demonstrated	 yet
again	 that	 he	 had	 no	 intention	 of	 honoring	 his	 campaign	 promise	 to	 rule
inclusively.

To	 be	 sure,	 Morsi	 was	 completely	 within	 his	 rights	 as	 Egypt’s	 elected
president	 to	appoint	whomever	he	wanted.	He	wasn’t	 legally	bound	 to	keep
his	campaign	promise	of	ruling	 inclusively.	And	his	appointment	of	Muslim
Brothers	 to	 top	 positions	 was	 hardly	 surprising:	 Leaders	 routinely	 appoint
members	from	their	own	parties	to	implement	their	policy	visions.

But	what	was	Morsi’s	policy	vision?	More	 than	two	months	after	 taking
office,	 he	 still	 didn’t	 appear	 to	 have	 one.	All	 of	Morsi’s	moves—the	 failed
attempt	 to	 call	 back	 Parliament,	 the	 sacking	 of	 Tantawi	 and	 Anan,	 the
constitutional	 declaration	 asserting	 total	 executive	 and	 legislative	 authority,
and	 the	 various	 rounds	 of	 appointments—were	 political	 in	 nature.	 Yet	 he
offered	nothing	in	the	way	of	an	economic,	health	care,	or	education	policy.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

In	lieu	of	a	policy	vision,	the	Brotherhood	had	developed	a	hundred-day	plan
prior	 to	Morsi’s	 inauguration	 that	highlighted	five	main	areas	for	 immediate
improvement:	public	safety,	traffic	congestion,	bread	prices,	public	sanitation,



and	fuel	provision.	A	week	after	Morsi	took	office,	the	Brotherhood’s	General
Shura	 Committee	 commanded	 its	 cadres	 nationwide	 to	 assist	 Morsi	 in
executing	 the	 hundred-day	 plan,	 apparently	 assuming	 that	 the	 same
Brotherhood	 organizational	 infrastructure	 that	 helped	 Morsi	 win	 the
presidency	 could	 similarly	 help	 him	 implement	 public	 policy.7	 In	 turn,
Brotherhood	 cadres	 were	 suddenly	 picking	 up	 trash	 from	 the	 streets,
organizing	security	patrols,	and	trying	to	solve	traffic	congestion	by	directing
cars	 in	 the	 streets.	Yet	 these	 efforts	 only	 reinforced	 the	Brotherhood’s	 utter
unpreparedness	 for	 policymaking,	 since	 solving	 Egypt’s	 urban	 traffic
congestion,	 for	 example,	 required	 building	 new	 roads—not	 dispatching
youths	 to	 stand	 in	 traffic	 circles.	 And	 many	 Egyptians	 found	 the	 fact	 that
Muslim	Brothers	were	behaving	like	police	officers	disconcerting:	They	had
elected	Morsi	as	their	president	but	never	asked	for	a	Brotherhood	takeover	of
their	streets.

Meanwhile,	 from	 the	 presidential	 palace	 Morsi	 implemented	 a	 few
policies	to	drive	his	hundred-day	plan	forward.	He	instituted	stiff	penalties	for
fuel	 smuggling	 and	 removed	 roadblocks	 that	 impeded	 traffic	 on	 certain
thoroughfares.	But	when	the	hundred-day	mark	came,	none	of	the	five	goals
of	 Morsi’s	 hundred-day	 plan	 had	 been	 achieved.	 Fuel	 shortages	 had
worsened,	 bringing	 longer	 electricity	blackouts	 and	water	 cutoffs,	 and	grew
more	severe	shortly	after	the	hundred-day	mark	passed,	at	which	point	Egypt
had	 to	 suspend	 its	 natural	 gas	 exports.	 Traffic	 still	 congested	 major	 cities,
especially	when	public	 transportation	workers	went	 on	 strike.	And	 the	 long
lines	for	bread	continued.8

As	a	result,	Egypt’s	economy	was	still	in	poor	shape.	From	the	start	of	the
uprising	 in	 January	2011	until	 the	 start	 of	Morsi’s	 presidency	 in	 July	2012,
Egypt’s	 cash	 reserves	 had	 fallen	 from	 approximately	 $35	 billion	 to
$14.4	 billion,	 and	 it	 was	 estimated	 that	 Egypt	 needed	 $9	 billion	 to	 avoid
economic	calamity.9	So	Morsi	spent	much	of	his	first	hundred	days	trying	to
attract	international	donors	and	loans	to	boost	Egypt’s	reserves,	including	two
visits	to	Saudi	Arabia,	as	well	as	visits	to	China	and	Europe.

But	none	of	these	trips	yielded	the	requisite	aid.	Saudi	Arabia	had	already
deposited	 $1	 billion	 in	 Egypt’s	 Central	 Bank	 in	 May	 2012,	 just	 prior	 to
Morsi’s	election,	and	it	appeared	hesitant	to	send	more.	The	Saudis	distrusted
the	Brotherhood,	given	 its	explicit	 regional	ambitions,	 and	Morsi’s	outreach
to	Iran	bolstered	the	Saudis’	skepticism.10



Morsi’s	 investment-focused	 trip	 to	 China	 was	 only	 slightly	 more
successful.	 Arriving	 in	 Beijing	with	 a	 delegation	 of	 Egyptian	 businessmen,
Morsi	 discussed	 a	 variety	 of	 potential	 projects	 during	 his	 meeting	 with
Chinese	 president	 Hu	 Jintao,	 including	 constructing	 a	 high-speed	 rail	 line
between	 Cairo	 and	 Alexandria	 and	 building	 a	 fleet	 of	 fishing	 vessels.	 But
Morsi’s	ultimate	 takeaway	was	small:	China	offered	 a	grant	of	$71	million,
payable	over	a	three-year	period.11	To	supplement	these	efforts,	Morsi	opened
negotiations	 with	 the	 IMF	 in	 late	 August,	 seeking	 a	 $4.8	 billion	 loan.	 But
given	the	types	of	painful	subsidy	forms	that	the	IMF	requested	as	conditions,
the	negotiations	stalled	for	months.12

Ultimately	Morsi	 found	 two	supporters:	Qatar,	which	pledged	$2	billion
to	Egypt	during	 the	emir’s	visit	 to	Cairo	 in	mid-August,	 and	Turkey,	which
offered	a	$1	billion	 loan	during	Morsi’s	visit	 to	Ankara	 in	 late	September.13

But	Egypt’s	cash	reserves	only	 ticked	upward	slightly,	 from	$14.4	billion	 in
July	 to	 $15.4	 billion	 in	October,	 as	Morsi’s	 new	 spending	 offset	Qatar	 and
Turkey’s	generosity.	During	his	first	week	in	office,	Morsi	raised	government
salaries	 by	 15	 percent	 and	 increased	 social	 security	 payments,	 costing	 the
Egyptian	treasury	an	additional	$414	million.14	One	hundred	days	after	Morsi
took	office,	Egypt	remained	at	risk	of	economic	calamity.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Of	 course,	 the	 policy	 challenges	 that	 Morsi	 confronted	 during	 his	 early
months	in	office	were	not	his	fault.	He	was	not	responsible	for	the	country’s
economic	troubles	or	its	declining	domestic	security,	both	of	which	were	the
consequence	 of	 nearly	 two	 years	 of	 political	 uncertainty,	 as	 well	 as	 the
incompetence	 of	 successive	 SCAF-appointed	 governments.	 But	 as	 Egypt’s
elected	president,	Morsi	was	now	responsible	for	charting	a	way	forward,	and
yet	his	government	 appeared	 aimless.	By	 the	hundred-day	mark,	 few	of	his
promises	 had	 been	 met.	 And	 to	 make	 matters	 worse,	 Morsi	 and	 the
Brotherhood	were	in	utter	denial:	The	hundred-day	plan,	they	claimed,	was	a
success,	and	the	revolution	was	moving	forward.

Morsi	 chose	 to	 make	 this	 pronouncement	 during	 the	 annual	 October	 6
holiday	 ceremonies,	which	 commemorate	 Egypt’s	 opening	 offensive	 during
the	1973	Arab–Israeli	War.	In	a	rambling	speech	at	Cairo	Stadium	that	lasted
nearly	 two	 hours,	 Morsi	 highlighted	 the	 hundred-day	 plan’s	 five	 goals,
claiming	that	his	government	had	achieved	80	percent	of	his	bread-provision



goals,	40	percent	of	his	public	sanitation	goals,	85	percent	of	his	fuel	goals,
70	percent	of	his	security	goals,	and	60	percent	of	his	goals	regarding	traffic
improvement.	These	assertions,	of	course,	were	grounded	in	dubious	metrics,
and	 watchdog	 groups	 calculated	 a	 far	 lower	 success	 rate.	 But	 the
Brotherhood-heavy	 crowd	 went	 crazy	 anyway,	 cheering	 through	 his	 entire
address	as	if	the	event	were	a	pep	rally	instead	of	an	official	ceremony.15

Beyond	 the	 total	 disconnect	 between	 Morsi’s	 self-congratulatory
declarations	and	reality,	Morsi’s	speech	was	controversial	for	another	reason.
The	 president	 invited	 Tarek	 al-Zomor,	 an	 al-Gamaa	 al-Islamiya	 leader	who
spent	 three	 decades	 in	 prison	 for	 participating	 in	 President	 Anwar	 Sadat’s
assassination	 exactly	 thirty-one	 years	 earlier,	 to	 attend	 the	 October	 6
ceremonies.	 For	 many	 Egyptians,	 al-Zomor’s	 presence	 at	 an	 event
commemorating	 the	 1973	 War—which	 Egyptians	 consider	 among	 Sadat’s
greatest	 achievements—was	 quite	 offensive,	 and	 the	 Sadat	 family	 later
expressed	its	outrage.16

So	after	mostly	 steering	 clear	of	protest	 activity	 to	give	Morsi	 a	 chance
during	his	first	hundred	days,	leftist	groups	announced	on	his	101st	day	that
they	 would	 organize	 demonstrations	 in	 multiple	 governorates	 on	 Friday,
October	12.	The	protests	carried	a	list	of	specific	demands,	including	forming
an	 inclusive	 Constituent	 Assembly,	 purging	 state	 institutions	 of	 corruption,
bringing	 those	 responsible	 for	 killing	 revolutionaries	 to	 justice,	 raising	 the
minimum	 wage,	 instituting	 a	 maximum	 wage,	 and	 developing	 policies	 for
addressing	“the	deterioration	of	health,	education,	housing,	and	infrastructure
services.”17	 Two	 days	 before	 the	 protests	 were	 set	 to	 commence,	 a	 court
acquitted	 twenty-four	 former	 Egyptian	 officials	 of	 orchestrating	 the
February	 2,	 2011,	 Battle	 of	 the	 Camel	 attacks	 on	 Tahrir	 Square.18	 The
activists	 highlighted	 the	 acquittals	 as	 additional	 evidence	 that	 little	 had
changed	under	Morsi	and	intensified	their	protest	calls.

The	sudden	emergence	of	anti-Morsi	protests	unnerved	the	Brotherhood.
After	eight-plus	decades	as	Egypt’s	preeminent	opposition	movement,	it	had
never	 been	 the	 target	 of	 antigovernment	 protests	 before.	 So	 in	 a	 brazen
attempt	 to	overwhelm	 the	oppositionists’	demonstrations,	 the	FJP	 released	a
statement	 criticizing	 the	 Battle	 of	 the	 Camel	 verdict	 and	 commanded	 its
cadres	to	join	the	October	12	demonstrations.19

It	was	a	disastrous	decision	by	the	Brotherhood.	As	leftists	chanted	anti-



Morsi	 slogans,	 Muslim	 Brothers	 charged	 into	 the	 square	 and	 tore	 down	 a
podium.	 In	 response,	 many	 more	 leftist	 activists	 rushed	 to	 the	 square	 to
support	 their	 comrades,	 and	 over	 a	 hundred	 people	 were	 injured	 in	 the
ensuing	clashes.

Embarrassed	 by	 these	 incidents,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 official	 Twitter
account	initially	claimed	that	no	Muslim	Brothers	were	in	Tahrir	Square.	But
this	 was	 quickly	 discredited:	 Protesters	 located	 two	 buses	 that	 the
Brotherhood	used	to	transport	its	members	to	the	square	and	promptly	burned
them.20

The	Brotherhood’s	promise	of	pluralism	never	looked	so	dishonest.	At	the
height	of	its	power,	it	couldn’t	tolerate	a	relatively	small	Tahrir	Square	protest
against	Morsi.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

In	its	many	official	statements	on	Egypt,	the	Obama	administration	repeatedly
urged	Morsi	to	govern	inclusively.	But	two	months	after	he	took	office,	it	was
clear	 that	 he	 had	 no	 intention	 of	 doing	 so.	 His	 presidential	 team	 was
overwhelmingly	Islamist.	His	prime	minister	and	vice	president	were	widely
viewed	 as	 Brotherhood	 sympathizers.	 And	 his	 first	 round	 of	 government
appointments	 included	a	handful	of	Muslim	Brothers	but	 largely	maintained
the	 status	 quo:	 Former	 generals	 headed	 most	 of	 the	 governorates,	 and
technocrats	headed	most	of	the	ministries.	Meanwhile,	through	his	August	12
constitutional	 declaration,	 Morsi	 asserted	 total	 executive	 and	 legislative
authority,	 thereby	 giving	 himself	 more	 legal	 power	 than	 Mubarak	 ever
possessed.

At	the	same	time,	the	Brotherhood	used	its	political	power	to	advance	its
intolerant	 ideology	 in	 other	 spheres.	 In	 early	 August,	 the	 Brotherhood-
dominated	Shura	Council	 appointed	Abdel-Nasser	Salama	as	 editor	 in	 chief
of	 Al-Ahram,	 Egypt’s	 largest	 state	 newspaper.	 Salama’s	 selection	 shocked
many	within	 the	 journalism	 community	 because	 he	 had	 lost	 his	 column	 in
2010	for	writing	anti-Christian	articles.	The	Shura	Council’s	appointment	of
Gamal	Abdel-Rahim	to	edit	Al-Gomhuria,	another	major	state	newspaper,	fell
in	 the	 same	 category.	 Abdel-Rahim	 reportedly	 shut	 down	 a	 conference	 on
religious	freedoms	 in	2008	and	called	for	 the	murder	of	a	prominent	Baha’i
activist	in	2009.21



Moreover,	Morsi’s	early	foreign	policy	moves	were	hardly	reassuring.	He
refused	to	have	any	direct	contact	with	Israeli	officials,	even	as	the	situation
on	 the	 Egyptian–Israeli	 border	 became	 tense	 following	 the	 August	 5	 Sinai
attack.22	 And	 in	 late	 August,	Morsi	 became	 the	 first	 Egyptian	 president	 in
thirty-three	years	to	visit	Iran,	which	had	broken	off	relations	with	Egypt	after
the	 1979	 peace	 treaty	 with	 Israel	 and	 later	 named	 a	 street	 in	 Tehran	 after
Sadat’s	assassin.

The	 Obama	 administration,	 however,	 was	 hesitant	 to	 pressure	 Morsi
because	 it	 feared	 his	 response.	 If	 the	 administration	 pushed	 Morsi	 on	 his
foreign	policy,	the	administration	worried	that	the	Brotherhood	leader	would
rally	his	base	around	an	even	more	hostile	foreign	policy.	The	administration
similarly	worried	that	pushing	Morsi	on	his	domestic	policies	would	make	the
Brotherhood	 view	Washington	 as	 its	 enemy.	 And	 there	 was	 one	 thing	 that
practically	 everyone	 agreed	on:	Egypt	was	 too	 important	 for	Washington	 to
make	an	enemy	of	its	newly	elected	government.

The	 big	mistake	 in	 the	 administration’s	 thinking,	 however,	was	 that	 the
Brotherhood	 was	 even	 more	 afraid	 of	 Washington.	 After	 all,	 the
Brotherhood’s	literature	depicts	the	West	as	one	of	its	sworn	enemies,	which
works	tirelessly	to	prevent	Islamists	from	achieving	power.	The	Brotherhood
believed	 that	 the	West	 supported	Mubarak	 for	 exactly	 this	 reason	 and	 that
Washington	was	therefore	hell-bent	on	inhibiting	its	success	now	that	 it	was
in	 power.	 Yet	 the	 Obama	 administration	 didn’t	 appreciate	 the	 depth	 of	 the
Brotherhood’s	 insecurities	 and	was	wary	 of	 testing	 the	 Brotherhood	 in	 any
event.	After	a	year	and	a	half	of	tumult,	it	wanted	to	manage	its	Egypt	policy
cautiously.	And	in	the	administration’s	view,	that	meant	winning	Morsi’s	trust
through	 “engagement”	 and	 trying	 to	 influence	 his	 foreign	 and	 domestic
policies	thereafter.

The	 administration	 focused	 on	 helping	 Morsi	 economically.	 The
Brotherhood’s	 Renaissance	 Project,	 after	 all,	 indicated	 a	 strong	 interest	 in
economic	development,	and	the	Obama	administration	believed	that	 it	could
demonstrate	 its	 goodwill—both	 to	 Morsi	 and	 the	 Egyptian	 people	 more
broadly—by	assisting	these	efforts.	Unlike	 the	oil-rich	Gulf	states,	however,
Washington	couldn’t	simply	send	a	few	extra	billion	dollars.	On	Capitol	Hill
there	was	little	interest	in	sending	more	money	to	anyone	and	especially	to	an
Islamist	government.



Instead	the	Obama	administration	encouraged	investment	in	Egypt	on	two
tracks.	First,	it	strongly	supported	the	Morsi	government’s	pursuit	of	the	$4.8
billion	IMF	loan.	Second,	in	September,	it	assembled	the	largest-ever	business
delegation	 to	 Egypt,	 including	 over	 a	 hundred	 representatives	 of	 major
American	corporations.23	“We	hope	that	 this	delegation	returns	home	with	a
very	simple	message:	Egypt	is	open	for	business,”	Deputy	Secretary	of	State
Thomas	 Nides	 said	 on	 September	 9	 after	 the	 delegation	 met	 with	 Prime
Minister	Qandil.24	 It	was	 an	odd	 spectacle:	Washington	was	 trying	 to	 build
relations	 with	 Morsi’s	 government	 by	 boosting	 its	 economic	 image	 to	 the
international	business	community—without	compelling	Morsi	to	do	anything
in	return.

The	effort	rapidly	exploded	in	the	administration’s	face.	On	the	evening	of
September	11,	the	delegation	gathered	in	an	upscale	Cairo	hotel	ballroom	for
the	 concluding	press	 conference	of	 its	 trip,	where	 it	 affirmed	yet	 again	 that
Egypt	was	“open	for	business.”	At	that	very	moment,	a	mob	of	Salafists	and
youth	protesters	attacked	the	US	embassy	in	downtown	Cairo,	rallying	against
an	 obscure	 Internet	 video	 that	 criticized	 the	 Prophet	 Muhammad.25	 The
protesters	scaled	the	embassy’s	walls,	tore	town	the	American	flag,	and	raised
a	 black	 jihadi	 flag	 in	 its	 place	 before	 Egyptian	 security	 forces	 finally
controlled	 the	 situation.26	 Meanwhile,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 official	 Twitter
account	declared	its	support	for	the	attack,	tweeting	that	“Egyptians	rise	up	to
support	Muhammad	in	front	of	the	American	Embassy.”27

The	 incident	 coincided	 with	 the	 deadly	 terrorist	 attack	 on	 the	 US
consulate	 in	 Benghazi,	 Libya,	 in	 which	 four	 Americans,	 including
Ambassador	Chris	Stevens,	were	murdered,	and	Washington	expected	Morsi
to	respond	to	the	Egyptian	situation	immediately.	After	all,	the	administration
had	gone	to	great	lengths	to	legitimize	Morsi	and	drum	up	support	for	foreign
investment	 in	Egypt.	But	more	 to	 the	 point,	 denouncing	 an	 embassy	 attack
within	one’s	country	is	what	a	responsible	leader	does.

Instead,	 Morsi	 responded	 provocatively.	 The	 following	 day,	 his
government	 called	 on	 the	 Obama	 administration	 to	 “take	 a	 firm	 position”
against	 the	 producers	 of	 the	 film	 that	 portrayed	 the	 Prophet	 Muhammad
negatively.	 Morsi’s	 spokesman	 further	 announced	 that	 the	 president	 had
instructed	 the	 Egyptian	 embassy	 in	 Washington	 “to	 take	 all	 possible	 legal
procedures	 against	 those	 who	 are	 trying	 to	 damage	 relations	 and	 dialogue
among	countries	and	people”	and	alluded	to	the	attack	on	the	US	embassy	in



Cairo	only	implicitly,	stating,	“Egypt	is	responsible	for	protecting	private	and
public	 property,	 diplomatic	 missions	 and	 embassies	 of	 all	 states.”28

Meanwhile,	 the	Muslim	Brotherhood	announced	protests	 in	all	governorates
against	 “the	 abuse	 of	 religious	 beliefs	 and	 defaming	 of	 the	 Messenger	 of
Allah,	peace	be	upon	him.”29

Morsi’s	 behavior	 incensed	 the	 administration.	When	 asked	 that	 evening
about	 the	 situation	 in	 Egypt	 during	 an	 interview	 with	 Telemundo,	 Obama
responded,	 “I	 don’t	 think	 we	 would	 consider	 them	 an	 ally.	 But	 we	 don’t
consider	 them	 an	 enemy.”30	 Then,	 during	 a	 twenty-minute	 phone	 call	 later
that	night,	Obama	sternly	warned	Morsi	that	US–Egyptian	relations	would	be
jeopardized	 if	 Egyptian	 authorities	 didn’t	 take	 a	 firmer	 stand	 against	 the
attack	on	the	embassy.31

Obama’s	 comments	 doubting	 Cairo’s	 friendship	 greatly	 unnerved	 the
Brotherhood,	which	scrambled	to	control	the	diplomatic	fallout	the	following
day.	 Morsi	 appeared	 on	 national	 television	 and	 said	 it	 was	 Egyptians’
“religious	duty	to	protect	our	guests	and	those	who	come	to	us	from	outside
our	nation,”	adding	that	those	who	attacked	the	US	embassy	“do	not	represent
any	 of	 us.”	 Morsi	 further	 expressed	 his	 condolences	 for	 Ambassador
Stevens’s	 murder	 in	 Libya	 and	 vowed	 to	 bring	 charges	 against	 those	 who
attacked	 the	 embassy	 in	 Cairo.32	 Meanwhile,	 Deputy	 Supreme	 Guide	 al-
Shater	wrote	a	 letter	 to	 the	New	York	Times	 saying	 that	 the	Brotherhood	did
“not	hold	the	American	government	or	its	citizens	responsible	for	acts	of	the
few	that	abuse	the	laws	protecting	freedom	of	expression.”33

These	 responses	 satisfied	 the	 administration.	 It	 believed	 that	 Obama’s
tough	 talk	 with	 Morsi,	 which	 White	 House	 officials	 later	 termed	 the
“woodshed	 call,”	 worked:	 The	 Brotherhood	 deescalated	 the	 crisis	 and	 thus
demonstrated	that	it	valued	its	relationship	with	Washington.	Morsi’s	instincts
might	not	be	pro-American,	 the	 thinking	went,	but	when	his	commitment	 to
the	broader	US–Egyptian	partnership	was	tested,	Morsi	passed.

Still,	 Morsi’s	 slow	 response	 to	 the	 embassy	 attack	 quashed	 earlier
deliberations	 within	 the	 administration	 about	 Obama	meeting	Morsi	 on	 the
sidelines	of	 the	UN	General	Assembly	 in	New	York	 two	weeks	 later.	After
all,	 Obama	 was	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 a	 reelection	 campaign,	 and	 his
administration’s	 response	 to	 the	 Benghazi	 attacks	 was	 quickly	 becoming	 a
significant	political	controversy.	Nonetheless,	Morsi	was	treated	like	a	VIP	in



New	York.	 The	Clinton	Global	 Initiative	 hosted	 him	 for	 a	 talk,	 and	 former
President	Bill	Clinton	personally	interviewed	Morsi	before	an	elite	audience.
Secretary	 of	 State	Hillary	Clinton	 also	met	with	Morsi	 at	 the	UN	meeting,
during	which	Morsi	vowed	 to	protect	US	diplomatic	missions	 and	keep	 the
peace	treaty	with	Israel.	A	State	Department	official	described	the	meeting	as
“very	 warm	 and	 relaxed”—a	 sign	 that	 Washington	 had	 moved	 beyond	 its
September	11	crisis	with	the	Brotherhood.34

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 Islamic	Resistance	Movement,	 better	 known	by	 its	 acronym	Hamas,	 is
the	 Palestinian	 Muslim	 Brotherhood.	 While	 Hamas	 is	 organizationally
independent	of	 the	Egyptian	Brotherhood	 and,	 for	 example,	 doesn’t	 take	 its
marching	 orders	 from	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 supreme	 guide,	 it	 shares	 the
Brotherhood’s	 two	most	basic	components:	 its	hierarchical	organization	and
its	Islamizing	mission.

Naturally,	Hamas,	which	is	a	US-designated	terrorist	organization,	viewed
the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood’s	 post-Mubarak	 rise	 as	 a	 strategic	 boon.35	 The
Mubarak	 regime	 cooperated	with	 Israel	 in	 enforcing	 a	 blockade	 on	Hamas-
controlled	Gaza,	and	 it	backed	Israel	during	 the	2008–9	Gaza	war.	But	now
that	a	Muslim	Brother	governed	Egypt,	Hamas	anticipated	greater	freedom	of
movement.	And	Morsi,	who	had	been	the	Guidance	Office	leader	responsible
for	 communicating	 with	 Hamas,	 sent	 every	 signal	 that	 he	 intended	 to	 be
Hamas’s	 partner.36	 During	 his	 first	 month	 in	 office,	 Morsi	 met	 with	 top
Hamas	 leaders	 at	 the	 presidential	 palace	 twice,	 reversing	 Egypt’s	 decades-
long	policy	of	treating	the	Palestinian	Authority	as	the	sole	official	Palestinian
representative.37

While	Morsi’s	 power	 struggle	with	 the	Egyptian	military	prevented	him
from	 lifting	 the	 Gaza	 blockade	 during	 his	 first	 months	 in	 office,	 his
presidency	 nonetheless	 provided	 Hamas	 with	 unprecedented	 diplomatic
cover.	Hamas’s	 leaders	 believed	 a	 Brotherhood	 president	 would	 never	 side
with	 Israel	 against	 another	 Brotherhood	 movement.	 Morsi’s	 victory	 thus
granted	Hamas	greater	 freedom	of	 action	 against	 Israel:	From	 June	 through
October	 2012,	 465	 rockets	 and	mortars	were	 fired	 from	Gaza,	 according	 to
the	 Israel	 Security	 Agency.	 Israel	 occasionally	 returned	 fire	 or	 launched
counterstrikes,	but	its	concerns	about	how	Egypt	might	respond	were	a	major
factor	in	deterring	a	large-scale	Israeli	response.38



But	in	November	2012,	hostilities	between	Gaza	and	Israel	intensified.	On
November	5,	Israeli	forces	killed	an	unarmed	man	caught	crawling	along	the
Gaza–Israel	 border	 fence,	 whom	 Israeli	 soldiers	 believed	 was	 an	 attacker.
Five	days	later,	Palestinians	fired	an	antitank	missile	at	an	Israeli	military	jeep
near	 the	border,	wounding	 four	 soldiers,	 and	 six	Palestinians	were	 killed	 in
the	 Israeli	 reprisals.	 Then,	 during	 the	 next	 forty-eight	 hours,	 Palestinian
groups	fired	over	one	hundred	rockets	at	Israel.39

By	November	14,	the	gloves	were	off.	Israel	launched	Operation	Pillar	of
Defense,	killing	Hamas	military	commander	Ahmed	al-Jabari	and	launching	a
series	 of	 air	 strikes,	 while	 hundreds	 of	 rockets	 fell	 on	 Israel	 from	 Gaza.
Predictably,	Israel’s	offensive	set	off	protests	in	Cairo,	and	Morsi	immediately
recalled	 Egypt’s	 ambassador	 to	 Israel.	 It	 was	 a	 relatively	 small	 gesture,
however,	 since	 Mubarak	 had	 done	 the	 same	 thing	 to	 calm	 domestic	 fury
during	 the	 second	 Palestinian	 intifada	 in	 the	 early	 2000s.40	 Meanwhile,	 as
Washington	and	the	UN	scrambled	to	encourage	a	cease-fire,	all	eyes	were	on
Egypt.	 Would	 Morsi	 fulfill	 Egypt’s	 traditional	 role	 of	 handling	 cease-fire
negotiations	 between	 Israel	 and	 Hamas?	 Or	 would	Morsi	 use	 this	 crisis	 to
downgrade	 relations	 with	 Israel,	 as	 he	 and	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 long
promised?

Predictably,	 the	 Brotherhood	 urged	 Morsi	 in	 the	 latter	 direction.	 When
Israel	 announced	 its	 offensive,	 the	 Brotherhood	 called	 for	 “sever[ing]
diplomatic	and	 trade	relations	with	 this	usurper	entity,”	so	 that	 the	Egyptian
government	can	“begin	to	be	a	role	model	for	Arabs	and	Muslims	who	keep
relations	 with	 this	 entity.”	 The	 Brotherhood	 then	 announced	 mass	 protests
against	Israel	that	Friday.41

Egypt’s	national	security	establishment,	however,	urged	Morsi	to	respond
cautiously.	After	 all,	 even	 before	 Israel	 began	 its	 offensive,	EGIS	had	 been
working	for	days	 to	negotiate	a	cease-fire	between	Hamas	and	Israel,	and	 it
advised	Morsi	to	let	it	continue	this	work.42	Washington	also	intervened	with
Morsi.	 Obama	 called	 Morsi	 on	 November	 14,	 immediately	 after	 Morsi
withdrew	 Egypt’s	 ambassador	 from	 Tel	 Aviv,	 and	 emphasized	 “Egypt’s
central	role	in	preserving	regional	security.”43

Ultimately,	 Morsi	 split	 the	 difference	 between	 these	 two	 competing
pressures.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 he	 stood	 firmly	 with	 Hamas.	 During	 a	 fiery
speech	at	a	suburban	Cairo	mosque	during	Friday	prayers,	he	warned	 Israel



that	 it	would	“pay	a	high	price	for	this	assault.”44	He	also	dispatched	Prime
Minister	 Qandil	 to	 Gaza,	 which	 forced	 Israel	 to	 temporarily	 halt	 its	 fire.
Palestinian	groups	used	Qandil’s	visit	as	cover	for	shooting	an	additional	fifty
rockets	at	Israel.45	Yet	on	the	other	hand,	Morsi	authorized	EGIS	to	negotiate
a	 cease-fire	 arrangement	 between	 Israel	 and	 Hamas.	 This	 enabled	 the
Egyptian	 government	 to	work	 toward	 a	 resolution	without	 forcing	Morsi	 to
deal	with	 Israel	 directly,	which	was	 an	 ideological	 red	 line	 for	 him	 and	 the
Brotherhood.46

Meanwhile,	as	the	fighting	intensified	over	the	next	few	days,	Washington
aggressively	engaged	Morsi	 to	 iron	out	 the	 terms	of	a	cease-fire.	Of	course,
the	 administration	 had	 significant	 concerns	 about	 how	 a	 Brotherhood
president	might	respond	to	a	conflict	between	Israel	and	Hamas	in	Gaza,	but
Morsi	assuaged	 the	administration’s	 fears	 and	cooperated.	During	 the	eight-
day	 conflict,	 Obama	 and	 Morsi	 spoke	 on	 the	 phone	 six	 times,	 sometimes
multiple	times	a	day,	and	senior	administration	aides	later	told	the	New	York
Times	that	Obama	“felt	they	were	making	a	connection”	during	these	calls.47

Morsi	 played	 his	 cards	 extremely	 well.	 Ideologically,	 he	 conceded
nothing.	He	never	dealt	with	Israeli	officials	directly,	he	showcased	his	pro-
Hamas	sympathies	 in	his	 public	 statements,	 and	he	permitted	Hamas	 leader
Khaled	Meshal	 to	declare	victory	 from	Cairo	when	 the	 cease-fire	went	 into
effect	on	November	21.

At	the	same	time,	by	authorizing	EGIS	to	negotiate	the	cease-fire,	Morsi
got	 the	 credit	 for	 brokering	 it.	 At	 home,	 Egyptian	 military	 and	 security
officials	 hailed	 “our	 president”	 for	 his	 deft	 handling	 of	 the	 crisis.48

Meanwhile,	Obama	administration	officials	lavished	Morsi	with	praise,	telling
the	New	York	Times	 that	he	possessed	an	“engineer’s	precision”	and	 touting
his	“pragmatic	confidence.”49	From	the	administration’s	perspective,	the	Gaza
crisis	 affirmed	 that,	 even	 despite	 his	 ideological	 inclinations,	 Morsi	 would
preserve	 the	 1979	 peace	 treaty	with	 Israel.	Morsi	might	 be	 an	 Islamist,	 the
thinking	went,	but	when	push	came	to	shove,	he	behaved	like	a	leader,	not	an
ideologue.



10	
The	Power	Grab

On	 the	 evening	 of	 November	 21,	 2012,	 Mohamed	 Morsi	 was	 a	 highly
respected	world	 leader,	 widely	 praised	 for	 his	 pragmatism	 during	 the	Gaza
conflict.	But	within	twenty-four	hours,	that	perception	radically	changed.

On	 the	 afternoon	 of	 November	 22,	 Morsi	 suddenly	 issued	 a	 new
constitutional	 declaration	 granting	 himself	 virtually	 unchecked	 power.	 Of
course,	 he	 had	 already	 asserted	 total	 executive	 and	 legislative	 authority
through	his	August	12	declaration,	which	coincided	with	his	firing	of	SCAF
leaders	 Tantawi	 and	 Anan.	 But	 the	 new	 declaration	 removed	 the	 last	 legal
check	on	his	 power	by	placing	 all	 of	 his	 presidential	 actions	 above	 judicial
scrutiny.

Specifically	 the	 declaration	 mandated	 that	 all	 of	 Morsi’s	 constitutional
declarations	were	“final	and	binding	and	cannot	be	appealed	by	any	way	or	to
any	 entity”	 and	 ruled	 that	 all	 pending	 legal	 challenges	 to	 his	 previous
declarations	were	 “annulled.”	 It	 further	 empowered	Morsi	 to	 appoint	 a	new
prosecutor-general	 to	 a	 four-year	 term,	 thereby	 circumventing	 laws	 that
protected	 the	 prosecutor	 from	 presidential	 interference.	 Finally,	 the
declaration	empowered	Morsi	to	“take	the	necessary	actions	and	measures	to
protect	 the	 country	 and	 the	 goals	 of	 the	 revolution”—a	 broad	 clause	 that
effectively	granted	him	the	authority	to	do	anything.

The	 declaration	 directly	 impinged	 on	 the	 judiciary’s	 authority	 in	 two
additional	 ways.	 First,	 it	 mandated	 that	 the	 judicial	 branch	 reopen
investigations	and	prosecutions	 into	cases	of	murder,	attempted	murder,	and
wounding	 of	 revolutionaries	 by	 “anyone	 who	 held	 a	 political	 or	 executive
position	under	the	former	regime.”	Insofar	as	this	was	a	presidential	order	to
the	 judicial	 branch,	 it	 blatantly	 contradicted	 the	 principle	 of	 judicial
independence.	 Second,	 Morsi’s	 constitutional	 declaration	 asserted	 that	 “no
judicial	body”	could	dissolve	the	Shura	Council,	which	was	the	Brotherhood-
dominated	upper	house	of	Parliament,	or	the	Constituent	Assembly,	which	the
Brotherhood-dominated	 People’s	 Assembly	 had	 appointed	 before	 it	 was



dissolved	in	June.1

Those	who	defended	Morsi’s	declaration	often	focused	on	this	final	aspect
of	 it.	 Morsi,	 they	 argued,	 was	 merely	 trying	 to	 prevent	 the	 judiciary	 from
dissolving	 the	 Constituent	 Assembly,	 which	 was	 drafting	 Egypt’s	 new
constitution.	 After	 all,	 in	 October,	 the	 SCC	 started	 reviewing	 dozens	 of
lawsuits	 against	 the	 assembly,	 which	 alleged	 that	 it	 had	 been	 selected
unconstitutionally	 and	 did	 not	 sufficiently	 reflect	 the	 diversity	 of	 Egyptian
society.	And	given	that	the	judiciary	had	ruled	to	dissolve	the	first	Constituent
Assembly	 in	 April	 and	 the	 People’s	 Assembly	 in	 June,	 Morsi	 had	 every
reason	 to	 believe	 that	 the	 SCC	would	 now	 dissolve	 the	 current	Constituent
Assembly	as	well.2

Yet	 this	 defense	 of	 Morsi’s	 constitutional	 declaration,	 which	 the
Brotherhood	 and	 its	 apologists	 offered	 repeatedly	 during	 the	 ensuing	 crisis,
ignores	 some	 inconvenient	 facts.	 For	 starters,	 while	 the	 judiciary	 was	 an
institutional	barrier	 to	Morsi	 and	 the	Brotherhood	 in	many	 instances,	 it	was
not	an	implacable	enemy.	The	judiciary,	after	all,	had	supervised	every	post-
Mubarak	election,	which	the	Brotherhood’s	candidates	won	overwhelmingly.
The	judiciary	also	administered	Morsi’s	presidential	oath.	And	contrary	to	the
Brotherhood’s	depiction	of	the	judiciary	as	a	pro-Mubarak	entity,	the	judiciary
contained	 many	 individuals	 who	 were	 sympathetic	 to	 the	 Brotherhood,
including	the	judges	whom	Morsi	appointed	as	his	vice	president	and	justice
minister.	 Moreover,	 in	 virtually	 every	 battle	 that	 Morsi	 fought	 with	 the
judiciary	 during	 his	 five-month	 presidency,	 he	 had	 been	 the	 instigator:
Morsi’s	 July	8	decree	 reinstating	Parliament	directly	contravened	 the	SCC’s
ruling	 that	 the	 People’s	 Assembly	 elections	 had	 been	 conducted
unconstitutionally,	 and	his	previous	attempt	 to	 fire	 the	prosecutor-general	 in
October	similarly	affronted	judicial	independence.

More	 to	 the	 point,	 however,	 Morsi’s	 November	 22	 constitutional
declaration	 didn’t	 merely	 prevent	 the	 judiciary	 from	 dissolving	 the
Constituent	 Assembly—it	 prevented	 the	 judges	 from	 overruling	 all	 of	 his
edicts	 as	well.	 It	was,	 in	 other	words,	 an	 assertion	 of	 absolute	 legal	 power,
rendering	Morsi	 a	 dictator	 and	 shattering	 his	 democratic	 legitimacy	 in	 the
eyes	of	many	Egyptians.

As	a	result,	Morsi’s	constitutional	declaration	ignited	immediate,	massive,
and	often	violent	protests.	Within	hours,	thousands	of	protesters	descended	on



Tahrir	Square,	where	they	battled	security	forces,	and	demonstrators	attacked
Brotherhood	offices	 in	governorates	across	 the	country.	Within	 the	 first	 two
days,	over	a	hundred	protesters	were	injured.3	The	chaos	evoked	scenes	from
the	 January	 2011	 uprising,	 as	 police	 once	 again	 used	 brutal	 force	 to	 quell
antigovernment	 protests,	 and	 protesters	 quickly	 shifted	 their	 attention	 from
rejecting	 the	 constitutional	 declaration	 to	 demanding	Morsi’s	 ouster.	As	 the
anti-Morsi	mobilization	picked	up	steam,	non-Islamist	political	figures	rushed
to	 support	 the	 anti-Morsi	 movement,	 and	 three	 prominent	 figures—former
IAEA	chief	Mohamed	ElBaradei,	 former	 foreign	minister	Amr	Moussa,	and
prominent	 Nasserist	 politician	Hamdeen	 Sabahi—declared	 the	 formation	 of
the	 National	 Salvation	 Front	 (NSF),	 refusing	 to	 negotiate	 until	 Morsi
withdrew	his	declaration.

Amid	this	exploding	crisis,	Morsi	added	fuel	to	the	fire.	At	a	rally	outside
the	presidential	palace	on	 the	day	after	he	 released	his	edict,	Morsi	 told	his
supporters	 that	 his	 power	 grab	 was	 necessary	 to	 combat	 the	 revolution’s
enemies.	“There	are	weevils	eating	away	at	Egypt’s	nation,”	he	said.	“It	is	my
duty	to	move	forward	with	the	goals	of	the	revolution	and	eliminate	all	of	the
obstacles	which	are	linked	to	the	past	that	we	hate.”	Meanwhile,	he	belittled
the	opposition,	which	 included	many	 revolutionaries	who	had	 supported	his
presidential	candidacy	only	a	few	months	earlier.	“Those	who	protest	me	are
just	a	small	few,”	he	said,	“and	they	are	spiteful	of	the	revolution.”4

As	 Morsi	 chose	 confrontation	 over	 compromise,	 the	 crisis	 worsened
considerably.	On	November	24,	the	Supreme	Council	of	the	Judiciary	called
Morsi’s	power	grab	“an	unprecedented	attack	on	judicial	independence,”	and
the	Judges	Club	declared	a	nationwide	strike.5	Meanwhile,	Morsi’s	political
base	 narrowed:	 Three	 of	 his	 non-Islamist	 presidential	 advisers	 resigned	 in
protest	of	his	edict,	as	clashes	continued	throughout	the	country.6

Seeking	 to	 end	 the	 crisis,	 Morsi	 met	 with	 representatives	 from	 the
Supreme	Council	of	 the	 Judiciary	on	Monday,	November	26,	 and	agreed	 to
certain	 restrictions	on	his	constitutional	declaration	but	otherwise	 refused	 to
amend	 its	 text.	 The	 following	 day,	 thousands	 of	 anti-Morsi	 protesters
descended	 on	 Tahrir	 Square,	 calling	 for	Morsi’s	 fall.	 Clashes	 with	 security
forces	 continued	 for	 days	 as	 the	 protesters	 declared	 an	 open	 sit-in,	 and
downtown	Cairo	was	a	battle	zone	once	again.7

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•



In	 the	 wake	 of	 Morsi’s	 constitutional	 declaration,	 the	 Brotherhood’s
leadership	backed	 the	president	completely	but	appeared	hesitant	 to	escalate
the	crisis	any	further.	It	canceled	its	plans	to	demonstrate	in	support	of	Morsi
on	 November	 27	 in	 northern	 Cairo,	 saying	 that	 it	 hoped	 to	 avoid	 bloody
confrontations	with	the	anti-Morsi	protesters.	The	Guidance	Office,	it	seems,
had	learned	from	the	experience	of	October	12,	when	its	call	for	protests	led
to	 violent	 clashes	 with	 leftist	 protesters	 in	 Tahrir	 Square—a	 huge
embarrassment	at	the	time.

But	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 sudden	 and	massive	 anti-Morsi	 mobilization,	 the
Brotherhood’s	 youth	 cadres	 were	 growing	 restless.	 In	 their	 view,	 the
Brotherhood’s	victory	in	every	single	post-Mubarak	election	indicated	that	it
had	majority	support	and	that	it	represented	the	authentic	will	of	the	Egyptian
people.	By	contrast,	 the	cadres	believed	that	Morsi’s	non-Islamist	opponents
represented	 a	 small	 minority—a	 minority	 that	 was	 now	 trying	 to	 remove
Morsi	via	demonstrations	because	 it	could	never	beat	him	at	 the	ballot	box.
So	rather	than	standing	pat,	 the	cadres	wanted	the	Brotherhood	to	launch	an
aggressive	response—to	call	for	a	full	mobilization	that	would	overwhelm	the
anti-Morsi	 protests	 and	prove	 to	 the	world	 that	Egyptians	 largely	 supported
Morsi.

Indeed,	the	Brotherhood’s	youths	were	steeling	for	a	fight	and	painting	the
crisis	 in	 life-and-death	 terms.	 “When	 [the]	 future	 of	 Egypt	 is	 in	 the
balance,	…	we	are	more	than	willing	to	pay	for	it	with	our	lives	not	votes,”
Brotherhood	 youth	Gehad	 el-Haddad,	 the	 son	 of	 a	Morsi	 adviser,	wrote	 on
Twitter.	 On	Brotherhood	 Facebook	 groups,	members	 called	 for	 “cleansing”
the	 country	 of	 Morsi’s	 critics,	 singling	 out	 prominent	 Christians	 and	 the
NSF’s	 leaders	 as	 foremost	 targets.	 Meanwhile,	 Khairat	 al-Shater’s	 son
accused	Morsi’s	 opponents	 of	 starting	 a	 “civil	war”	 and	 ominously	warned
that	“the	Brotherhood	has	a	surplus	of	manhood.”8

Feeling	pressure	from	below,	the	Guidance	Office	relented.	It	called	for	a
“million-man	march	 to	 support	 [electoral]	 legitimacy	 and	 sharī’ah,”	which
would	 take	 place	 on	 Saturday,	 December	 1.9	 With	 this	 formulation,	 the
Brotherhood	 pushed	 Egypt’s	 already	 severe	 polarization	 to	 the	 brink:
Egyptians	either	stood	with	Morsi	and	with	sharī’ah,	or	they	were	opponents
of	Islam.	And	it	was	a	clear	signal	to	the	Brotherhood’s	cadres:	They	weren’t
just	fighting	for	their	president	but	for	their	religion.



Meanwhile,	 the	Brotherhood	 took	 its	 fight	 to	 the	Constituent	Assembly,
where	 its	members	 suddenly	announced	 that	 they	would	 rush	 to	complete	a
draft	 of	 the	 constitution	within	 two	 days.	On	 the	 evening	 of	November	 29,
Morsi	endorsed	these	efforts.	During	a	televised	interview,	he	announced	that
he	 would	 call	 a	 referendum	 on	 the	 constitution	 two	 weeks	 after	 the
Constituent	 Assembly	 completed	 its	 work	 and	 would	 relinquish	 legislative
authority	to	the	Shura	Council	once	the	new	constitution	was	ratified.10

The	Constituent	Assembly,	however,	was	paralyzed.	A	few	weeks	earlier,
disagreements	 between	 its	 Islamist	 and	 non-Islamist	 members	 brought
deliberations	to	a	standstill.	Many	of	the	non-Islamist	members	withdrew	on
November	18,	accusing	the	assembly’s	Islamists	of	“writing	a	constitution	for
an	Islamist	state	rather	than	for	a	national-unity	state.”11	That	effectively	left
the	constitution-drafting	process	in	the	hands	of	two	groups:	the	Brotherhood
and	 the	Salafists.	And	now	 that	 the	Constituent	Assembly	was	moving	 full-
steam	 ahead	 without	 its	 non-Islamist	 members,	 the	 end	 product	 was	 a
theocratic,	nonpluralistic	constitution.

The	new	 constitution	 expanded	 the	 role	 of	 sharī’ah	 significantly.	While
the	 second	 article	 of	 the	 previous	 constitution	 declared	 that	 “Islam	 is	 the
religion	 of	 the	 state”	 and	 “principles	 of	 Islamic	 sharī’ah	 are	 the	 principal
source	of	legislation,”	the	new	constitution	added	an	article	(219)	that	defined
the	 “principles	 of	 Islamic	 sharī’ah”	 as	 including	 “general	 evidence,
foundational	 rules,	 rules	 of	 jurisprudence,	 and	 credible	 sources	 accepted	 in
Sunni	doctrines	and	by	the	larger	community.”	This	effectively	narrowed	the
range	of	sharī’ah	interpretations	to	which	legislators	could	refer.	In	addition,
whereas	 the	 previous	 constitution	maintained	 that	 “the	 Egyptian	 people	 are
part	of	the	Arab	nation,”	the	new	draft	constitution	added	that	they	were	also
part	 of	 the	 “Islamic	 nation,”	 thereby	 undermining	 the	 citizenship	 of	 non-
Muslim	Egyptians.

The	 constitution	 also	 carved	 out	 a	 much	 greater	 role	 for	 the	 state	 in
enforcing	 religious	 doctrines.	 Article	 11	 authorized	 the	 state	 to	 “safeguard
ethics,	public	morality,	and	public	order	and	foster	a	high	level	of	education
and	of	religious	and	patriotic	values,”	while	Article	44	prohibited	the	“insult
or	abuse	of	all	religious	messengers	and	prophets.”	And	Article	4	provided	an
official	role	for	al-Azhar,	empowering	the	Sunni	institution	to	give	its	opinion
on	all	matters	pertaining	to	sharī’ah.



The	new	constitution	draft	 also	 limited	 the	 rights	of	 religious	minorities
significantly.	While	Article	3	permitted	Christians	 and	 Jews	 to	be	governed
by	their	respective	personal	status	laws,	it	was	noticeably	silent	on	the	rights
of	 other	 groups,	 such	 as	 Baha’is	 and	 Shiites,	 who	 frequently	 suffer
discrimination	 in	 Egypt.	Article	 43,	which	 upheld	 the	 “freedom	 to	 practice
religious	 rites	 and	 to	 establish	 places	 of	 worship	 for	 the	 divine	 religions,”
similarly	ignored	these	groups,	since	“divine	religions”	referred	only	to	Sunni
Islam,	 Christianity,	 and	 Judaism.	 And	 Article	 33,	 which	 prohibits
discrimination,	dropped	 the	words	“on	 the	basis	 of	 sex,	 origin,	 religion	 and
creed.”12

Finally,	 the	 new	 constitution	 draft	 contained	 three	 new	 clauses	 that
significantly	 undermined	 Christians’	 rights.	 Article	 42	 dropped	 previous
constitutional	 language	 prohibiting	 forced	 evacuations	 within	 Egypt.	 As
Samuel	Tadros	of	the	Hudson	Institute	noted,	this	clause	followed	the	forced
evacuations	 of	 Coptic	 Christians	 in	 four	 instances	 since	 Mubarak’s	 ouster.
Article	 132	 removed	 the	 “protection	of	 national	 unity”	 from	 the	 president’s
duties—a	 clause	 that	 had	 previously	 referred	 to	 the	 president’s	 role	 in
safeguarding	Muslim–Christian	unity.	And	Article	212	created	the	“Supreme
Authority	 for	 Endowment	 Affairs,”	 which	 was	 empowered	 to	 “regulate,
supervise,	and	monitor	public	and	private	endowments.”	This	placed	church
finances	under	the	control	of	Egypt’s	Islamist	government.13

Meanwhile,	 to	 win	 the	 military’s	 cooperation	 in	 facilitating	 the	 draft
constitution’s	passage,	the	Islamists	satisfied	two	of	the	brass’s	key	demands.
First,	 the	 constitution	 granted	 the	 military	 autonomy	 over	 its	 own	 affairs.
Article	 195	maintained	 that	 the	 defense	minister	must	 be	 a	member	 of	 the
armed	forces	“appointed	from	among	its	officers.”	Article	197	established	the
National	Defense	Council	to	oversee	the	military’s	budgets	and	mandated	that
high-ranking	military	officials	would	fill	at	least	eight	of	the	council’s	fifteen
seats,	 thereby	preventing	civilian	oversight	of	military	budgets	under	 a	new
Parliament.	 And	 Article	 198	 established	 the	 military	 judiciary	 as	 “an
independent	judiciary,”	allowing	civilians	to	be	tried	before	military	courts	for
“crimes	that	harm	the	armed	forces.”

Second,	the	new	constitution	granted	the	military	substantial	 influence—
and	 perhaps	 even	 veto	 power—over	 the	 conduct	 of	war.	Article	 146	 stated
that	the	president	cannot	“declare	war,	or	send	the	armed	forces	outside	state
territory,	except	after	consultation	with	the	National	Defense	Council	and	the



approval	 of	 the	House	 of	Representatives	with	 a	majority	 of	 its	members.”
The	text	also	equalized	the	defense	minister	and	the	president	during	wartime:
Article	 146	 called	 the	 president	 the	 “supreme	 commander	 of	 the	 armed
forces,”	while	Article	195	declared	the	defense	minister	the	“commander-in-
chief	of	the	armed	forces.”14	And	to	further	ensure	the	military’s	cooperation
in	the	rushed	constitution-drafting	process,	the	Constituent	Assembly	voted	to
approve	these	military-related	articles	before	all	others.

On	December	1,	Morsi	announced	that	a	constitutional	referendum	would
be	 held	 two	 weeks	 later.	 Meanwhile,	 hundreds	 of	 thousands	 of	 Muslim
Brothers	 and	 Salafists	 demonstrated	 near	 Cairo	 University	 to	 support	 the
constitution.15

The	 following	 morning,	 the	 SCC	 was	 scheduled	 to	 rule	 on	 the
constitutionality	of	 the	Constituent	Assembly.	 Islamists	gathered	outside	 the
courthouse	in	downtown	Cairo,	hoping	to	pressure	the	judges	to	approve	the
assembly	and	validate	the	upcoming	referendum.	But	the	Islamists	overplayed
their	 hand.	 The	 judges	 claimed	 that	 they	 felt	 physically	 threatened	 and
suspended	 the	 court’s	 activities	 indefinitely	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 Egypt’s
history.

While	 the	 Brotherhood	 accused	 the	 judges	 of	 manufacturing	 the
controversy,	 noting	 that	 the	 crowd	 had	 not	 blocked	 the	 entryways	 into	 the
courthouse,	 the	 judges’	 accusations	 against	 the	 Islamists	 carried	 the	 day	 in
Egypt’s	private	media.16	And	given	 that	Morsi’s	 edict	 blocked	 the	 judiciary
from	ruling	on	 the	Constituent	Assembly,	many	Egyptians	believed	 that	 the
Brotherhood	was	now	blocking	the	judiciary	by	force.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Ever	 since	 Morsi	 issued	 his	 decree	 on	 November	 22,	 his	 opponents	 had
protested	in	Tahrir	Square.	On	Tuesday,	December	4,	however,	the	protesters
organized	a	“last	warning”	protest	outside	the	presidential	palace	in	northern
Cairo.	The	scene	was	predictably	violent:	Security	forces	deployed	batons	and
tear	gas	against	approximately	ten	thousand	activists,	who	successfully	broke
past	the	barriers	and	declared	a	sit-in	until	the	president	withdrew	his	decree.
Amid	 the	 violence,	Morsi	was	 forced	 to	 leave	 the	 palace	 through	 the	 back
door.	That	evening,	after	the	fighting	died	down,	the	crowd	swelled	to	nearly
a	 hundred	 thousand,	 with	 protesters—an	 awkward	 coalition	 of
revolutionaries,	leftists,	and	Mubarakists—calling	on	Morsi	to	step	aside.17



The	massive	 demonstration	 outside	 the	 presidential	 palace	 unnerved	 the
Brotherhood’s	 leaders.	From	their	perspective,	 the	December	15	referendum
on	the	new	constitution	draft	represented	the	perfect	exit	to	the	current	crisis.
After	all,	the	Brotherhood	anticipated	using	its	nationwide	chain	of	command
to	mobilize	for	another	victory	at	 the	polls,	which	would	ensure	the	Islamist
constitution’s	passage	and	implicitly	affirm	Morsi’s	popular	legitimacy	in	the
process.	And	the	Brotherhood	expected	that	once	the	referendum	passed,	the
non-Islamists	would	have	no	choice	but	to	move	on,	as	they	had	done	during
every	previous	electoral	loss.

But	it	was	becoming	clear	that	the	opposition	wouldn’t	move	on,	because
Morsi’s	opponents	viewed	the	referendum	as	the	product	of	a	power	grab	that
they	utterly	 rejected.	 Instead	of	 turning	 toward	 the	ballot	box,	 the	protesters
stayed	 in	 the	 streets,	 demanding	 that	 Morsi	 withdraw	 his	 constitutional
declaration,	 cancel	 the	 referendum,	 and	 even	 resign	 from	 office.	 The
mounting	 calls	 for	 Morsi’s	 ouster	 alarmed	 the	 Brotherhood	 in	 particular,
especially	 since	 the	 security	 forces	 appeared	 either	 incapable	 of	 keeping
Morsi	safe	within	the	presidential	palace	or	unwilling	to	do	so.

In	 theory,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 leaders	 could	 have	 taken	 this	 moment	 to
reconsider	Morsi’s	actions	during	 the	previous	 two	weeks.	They	could	have
examined	how	his	power	grab	 looked	 to	 those	Egyptians	who	were	 already
quite	 wary	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 intentions	 and	 reassessed	 the	 new
constitution	 that	 moved	 Egypt’s	 legal	 system	 very	 far,	 and	 very	 rapidly,
toward	 theocracy.	 They	 could	 have	 delayed	 their	 pursuit	 of	 an	 Islamist
constitution	 draft	 for	 the	 time	 being,	 calming	 the	 crisis	 by	 reaching	 out	 to
their	adversaries	and	compromising.

But	 from	 the	 Brotherhood	 leaders’	 perspective,	 they	 didn’t	 have	 to
compromise.	 Morsi	 had	 won	 an	 election	 and	 had	 the	 “legitimacy”	 to	 take
whatever	 steps	 were	 necessary	 to	 move	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 Islamist	 agenda
forward.	 They	 also	 saw	 no	 real	 threat	 from	 the	 military,	 since	 the	 new
constitution	had	met	 the	generals’	core	demands,	or	any	real	pushback	from
the	 international	community,	which	was	still	 satisfied	with	Morsi’s	handling
of	 the	Gaza	 conflict	 and	wasn’t	 saying	much.	To	 compromise	with	Morsi’s
opponents	now	thus	meant	conceding	to	opposition	groups	that	spoke	loudly
but	 ultimately	 lost	 every	 single	 election.	 If	 anything,	 the	 Brotherhood
believed,	Morsi	needed	to	show	that	he	was	strong—popularly	supported	and
firmly	in	control.



So	on	the	evening	of	December	4,	as	massive	crowds	chanted	outside	the
presidential	 palace	 for	 Morsi’s	 fall	 and	 the	 police	 stood	 to	 the	 side,	 the
Guidance	 Office	 planned	 a	 response	 in	 consultation	 with	 Morsi.18	 From
Morsi’s	 perspective,	 the	 Interior	 Ministry	 had	 failed	 to	 protect	 the	 palace
earlier	that	day,	and,	as	a	Brotherhood	leader	told	the	New	York	Times,	Morsi
thus	 “called	 on	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood	 to	 become	 a	 human	 shield	 and
protect	the	presidency	because	he	can’t	trust	the	state.”19

The	following	morning,	Guidance	Office	spokesman	Mahmoud	Ghozlan
released	 a	 statement	 calling	 for	 demonstrations	 outside	 of	 the	 presidential
palace	 “to	 protect	 the	 legitimacy,”	 adding	 that	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 turnout
would	 show	 “that	 the	 Egyptian	 people	 are	 the	 ones	 who	 choose	 this
legitimacy	 and	 elected	 it,	 and,	 God	willing,	 they	will	 be	 able	 to	 protect	 it,
adopt	their	constitution,	and	protect	their	institutions.”20

In	 midafternoon	 on	 December	 5,	 a	 few	 thousand	 Morsi	 supporters
stormed	 the	 area	outside	 the	presidential	 palace	 and	attacked	 the	 anti-Morsi
sit-in,	 where	 a	 few	 hundred	 anti-Morsi	 protesters	 camped	 out	 in	 tents.21

Chanting	 Morsi’s	 name	 and	 “God	 is	 great,”	 the	 Islamists	 tore	 down	 the
protesters’	tents,	chased	the	demonstrators	away	from	the	palace,	and	erected
barriers	 to	 assert	 their	 control	 over	 the	 area.22	More	Morsi	 supporters	 then
swarmed	 into	 the	 area,	 preparing	 to	 defend	 it	 from	 future	 opposition
incursions.

News	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 attack	 on	 the	 protesters	 spread	 quickly.	 At
approximately	six	thirty	in	the	evening,	new	clashes	erupted	one	block	from
the	 palace.	 The	 fighting	 continued	 through	 the	 night,	 growing	 deadly	 as	 it
wore	 on.	 Opposition	 protesters	 threw	 Molotov	 cocktails,	 Morsi	 supporters
threw	rocks,	and	both	sides	carried	guns.23	By	the	time	the	fighting	ended	the
next	morning,	hundreds	had	been	injured,	and	ten	people	were	killed,	most	of
them	Muslim	Brothers.

Amid	 the	 chaos,	 Muslim	 Brothers	 captured	 anti-Morsi	 protesters,	 tied
them	up,	and	tortured	them.24	The	Brotherhood’s	 torture	chambers	appeared
prearranged.	As	 the	Egypt	 Independent	 reported	 from	 the	 scene,	 the	 central
torture	 chamber	 was	 located	 at	 the	 gate	 of	 the	 presidential	 palace	 and
protected	by	 iron	 barriers	 and	CSF	 riot	 police.	 Inside	 the	 chamber,	Muslim
Brothers	and	plainclothes	police	officers	tore	off	detainees’	clothes,	took	their
belongings,	and	beat	them	until	they	confessed	to	being	paid	thugs.25



As	 videos	 of	 bearded	 Islamists	 beating	 bloodied	 protesters	 spread	 on
YouTube	and	social	media,	Egypt’s	crisis	spiraled	out	of	control.	Three	more
of	 Morsi’s	 non-Islamist	 presidential	 aides	 resigned	 in	 protest	 of	 the
Brotherhood’s	 violence,	 and	 Rafik	 Habib,	 the	 prominent	 pro-Brotherhood
Christian,	 resigned	 from	 his	 post	 as	 vice-chair	 of	 the	 FJP.26	 The	 attacks
bolstered	criticisms	of	 the	Brotherhood	within	Egypt’s	private	media,	which
aired	the	Brotherhood’s	violence	on	loop.

Twenty-four	 hours	 later,	 Morsi	 returned	 to	 the	 presidential	 palace	 and
addressed	 the	 nation.	 But	 rather	 than	 calming	 the	 situation,	 he	 once	 again
fanned	the	flames.	Apparently	using	the	Brotherhood’s	abusive	interrogation
of	protesters	from	the	previous	day’s	clashes	as	evidence,	Morsi	claimed	that
“investigations”	 had	 revealed	 that	 the	 assailants	 were	 armed	 and	 paid	 by
external	actors.	“Who	gave	them	the	money?	Who	offered	them	the	weapons?
Who	stands	 to	support	 them?”	Morsi	asked	conspiratorially.	“Previously	we
saw	mysterious	 talk	of	 a	 third	party,”	he	 said,	 adding	 that	 this	 “third	party”
was	also	responsible	for	other	deadly	incidents	between	the	government	and
protesters,	 such	 as	 the	October	 2011	massacre	 of	 Coptic	 protesters	 and	 the
November	 2011	 Mohamed	 Mahmoud	 Street	 clashes	 that	 preceded	 the
parliamentary	elections.

Morsi	further	defended	his	power-grabbing	decree	and	announced	 that	 it
would	 remain	 in	 effect	 until	 the	 new	 constitution	 was	 approved	 via
referendum,	 after	 which	 new	 parliamentary	 elections	 would	 take	 place.
Finally,	toward	the	end	of	his	statement,	he	offered	the	opposition	a	nominal
olive	 branch,	 inviting	 political	 party	 heads,	 revolutionary	 youths,	 church
representatives,	 and	 “national	 symbols”	 to	 an	 exchange	 at	 the	 presidential
palace	two	days	later,	on	Saturday,	December	8.27

However,	 the	 opposition,	 nominally	 represented	 by	 the	NSF,	 refused	 to
meet	 with	 Morsi.	 Earlier	 in	 the	 crisis,	 it	 conditioned	 any	 negotiation	 with
Morsi	on	the	withdrawal	of	his	power-grabbing	constitutional	declaration,	and
it	 now	 demanded	 that	 he	 open	 the	 new	 constitution	 draft	 to	 revisions	 and
postpone	 the	 referendum.	 But	 Morsi	 rejected	 all	 of	 these	 conditions.
Moreover,	 since	 the	 exchange	 was	 to	 come	 only	 three	 days	 after	 the
Brotherhood’s	assault	on	protesters,	NSF	leaders	faced	pressure	from	younger
activists	not	to	negotiate	with	a	president	whom	they	now	called	a	“killer.”28

On	Saturday,	December	8,	 a	 handful	 of	mostly	 Islamist	 political	 figures



and	 party	 leaders	 attended	 Morsi’s	 meeting	 at	 the	 presidential	 palace.29

Afterward,	Morsi	released	a	new	constitutional	declaration,	which	effectively
canceled	 the	 clause	 from	 the	November	 22	 declaration	 that	 empowered	 the
president	 to	“take	 the	necessary	actions	and	measures	 to	protect	 the	country
and	the	goals	of	 the	revolution.”	But	 the	new	declaration	otherwise	doubled
down	on	the	original	one:	It	still	placed	Morsi’s	edicts	above	judicial	review
and	affirmed	that	the	referendum	on	the	new	draft	constitution	would	be	held
on	December	15.30	As	a	result,	the	protests	continued	outside	the	palace.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

As	the	crisis	entered	its	third	week,	Egypt’s	military	leadership	started	to	stir.
Of	course,	 the	generals	had	participated	 in	 the	rushed	Constituent	Assembly
sessions	that	produced	the	new	constitution	draft,	and	the	military	was	one	of
the	 draft’s	 primary	 beneficiaries.	 But	 the	 generals	 seemingly	 realized	 that
Morsi’s	 uncompromising	behavior	had	 catalyzed	 a	 severe	backlash	 and	 that
the	country’s	political	polarization	was	rapidly	reaching	the	point	of	no	return.
Indeed,	 the	 situation	 on	 the	 ground	 had	 gotten	 so	 unstable	 that	 the	military
was	 now	 back	 on	 the	 streets:	 Its	 tanks	 were	 defending	 the	 palace	 of	 an
increasingly	 unpopular	 president,	 and	 its	 soldiers	 were	 reinforcing	 the	 area
with	cement	blocks.

On	 December	 8,	 in	 an	 apparent	 attempt	 to	 encourage	 reconciliation
between	the	Brotherhood	and	opposition	forces,	the	military	released	its	first
statement	since	the	crisis	began.	It	warned	of	“disastrous	consequences”	if	the
standoff	 wasn’t	 resolved	 through	 dialogue	 and	 said	 that	 failing	 to	 reach	 a
consensus	 “is	 in	 the	 interest	 of	 neither	 side.”	 It	 concluded	 by	 affirming	 the
military’s	“responsibility	in	protecting	the	nation’s	higher	interests”	and	state
institutions.31	 A	 Brotherhood	 official	 welcomed	 the	 military’s	 remarks	 as
“balanced,”	 and	 Morsi	 proceeded	 with	 his	 superficial	 exchange	 at	 the
presidential	palace	that	same	day.

Three	days	 later,	however,	as	massive	anti-Morsi	protests	continued,	 the
military	issued	another	statement.	At	an	officers’	club	event	on	December	11,
Defense	 Minister	 al-Sisi	 announced	 that	 he	 would	 host	 “a	 meeting	 for
humanitarian	 communication.”	 Morsi’s	 office	 initially	 told	 the	 New	 York
Times	 that	he	would	attend,	and	Gen.	Mohamed	al-Assar	confirmed	Morsi’s
attendance	 during	 a	 television	 phone	 interview	 that	 evening.	 The	NSF	 also
accepted	the	invitation.32



But	 the	 following	 day,	 the	 meeting	 was	 mysteriously	 canceled.	 Morsi
reportedly	had	changed	his	mind	and	worried	that	a	dialogue	hosted	by	al-Sisi
would	 undermine	 his	 standing	 as	 Egypt’s	 chief	 executive.33	 And	while	 the
military	 avoided	 assigning	 direct	 blame,	 it	 expressed	 its	 frustration	 with
unnamed	political	 forces—presumably	 the	Brotherhood—that	considered	al-
Sisi’s	 invitation	 for	 dialogue	 “a	 kind	 of	 intervention	 by	 the	 military	 into
political	affairs.”34

As	 a	 result,	 al-Sisi’s	 “meeting	 for	 humanitarian	 communication”	 never
happened.	But	it	was	a	highly	significant	episode	nonetheless.	By	calling	for
dialogue	without	Morsi’s	prior	approval,	al-Sisi	signaled	that	the	military	was
still	 a	 separate	 power	 from	 the	 presidency.	 And	 in	 the	 minds	 of	 many
Egyptians,	that	meant	that	Morsi	was	no	longer	their	only	choice.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Throughout	 the	 post-Mubarak	 era,	 the	 Obama	 administration	 defended	 its
policy	of	friendly	“engagement”	with	the	Brotherhood	on	the	grounds	that	the
Brotherhood	was	 a	 “nonviolent”	 and	 “democratic	 party”	 that	 “plays	 by	 the
democratic	rules	of	the	game.”35	But	Morsi	was	now	behaving	like	a	fascist.
The	 Brotherhood	 leader	 had	 seized	 total	 power,	 rushed	 a	 theocratic
constitution	 to	 a	 referendum,	 dispatched	 his	 followers	 to	 attack	 protesters
outside	the	presidential	palace,	and	then	issued	a	second	decree	that	affirmed
his	 original	 power	 grab	 in	most	 respects.	Within	Washington,	 almost	 every
analyst	 who	 once	 touted	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 supposed	 moderation	 now
conceded	that	Morsi	was	an	autocrat.	The	optimism	that	once	surrounded	the
Brotherhood’s	 rise	 to	 power,	 misplaced	 though	 it	 was,	 dissipated	 almost
entirely.

Yet	 the	 Obama	 administration	 stood	 by	 Morsi.	 In	 its	 statements,	 the
administration	largely	avoided	criticizing	him,	even	as	his	behavior	worsened.
In	the	wake	of	Morsi’s	power	grab,	the	State	Department	evenhandedly	called
“for	 all	 Egyptians	 to	 resolve	 their	 differences	 over	 these	 important	 issues
peacefully	 and	 through	 democratic	 dialogue.”36	 When	 the	 Constituent
Assembly	announced	that	 it	would	rush	 to	complete	 its	 Islamist	constitution
draft,	Washington	was	similarly	equivocal.	“We	reiterate	 the	call	 that	we’ve
been	making	for	many	days	now	for	a	full	and	inclusive	dialogue	to	address
any	 differences,”	 State	 Department	 spokeswoman	 Victoria	 Nuland	 said.37

And	 although	 President	 Obama	 called	 Morsi	 following	 the	 Brotherhood’s



December	5	 attack	 on	 anti-Morsi	 demonstrators,	 he	was	 careful	 not	 to	 take
sides.	According	to	the	White	House,	Obama	“underscored	that	it	is	essential
for	 Egyptian	 leaders	 across	 the	 political	 spectrum	 to	 put	 aside	 their
differences	 and	 come	 together	 to	 agree	 on	 a	 path	 that	 will	 move	 Egypt
forward.”38

Meanwhile,	 throughout	 the	 crisis,	 the	 administration	 signaled	repeatedly
that	it	intended	to	cooperate	with	Morsi	moving	forward.	At	the	very	moment
that	 Muslim	 Brothers	 attacked	 protesters	 outside	 the	 presidential	 palace,
Morsi’s	top	foreign	policy	adviser,	Guidance	Office	leader	Essam	el-Haddad,
was	 in	Washington	meeting	with	National	Security	Adviser	Tom	Donilon	at
the	White	House.	President	Obama	“stopped	by”—and	proceeded	to	sit	with
el-Haddad	for	forty	minutes.

Two	days	 later,	 an	NSC	official	 explained	 the	 administration’s	 thinking.
“The	 president	 and	Morsi	 have	 a	 good	 personal	 relationship,”	 he	 told	 me.
“They	spoke	on	the	phone	six	times	during	the	Gaza	crisis.	And	that	might	be
the	best	leverage	we	have.”

Needless	 to	say,	 the	notion	 that	Obama	and	Morsi	had	a	“good	personal
relationship”	 due	 to	 six	 phone	 calls	 was	 questionable.	 But	 the	 official’s
comment	 reflected	 the	 administration’s	 basic	 analysis	 of	 the	 situation	 in
Egypt.	Whether	 or	 not	Morsi	 was	 a	 democrat,	 he	 was	 still	 Egypt’s	 elected
leader.	He	was	therefore	likely	to	be	in	power	for	at	least	the	remainder	of	his
four-year	term	and	possibly	longer.	And	no	matter	how	divisive	Egypt’s	new
constitution	was,	the	administration	fully	expected	the	referendum	to	pass.	So
what	was	the	upside	of	criticizing	Morsi	now,	when	the	administration	would
then	have	to	work	with	him	and	the	Brotherhood	for	years	to	come?	And	why
should	the	administration	push	back	on	the	referendum,	when	most	Egyptians
would	likely	vote	for	it	anyway?

From	the	administration’s	perspective,	the	referendum	results	validated	its
caution:	The	new	constitution	was	approved	by	64	percent	of	Egyptian	voters.
To	 be	 sure,	 that	 was	 a	 small	 majority	 relative	 to	 previous	 referenda—by
comparison,	77	percent	of	voters	had	approved	 the	March	2011	 referendum
—and	the	turnout	was	a	surprisingly	low	33	percent.39	Still,	Egypt	had	once
again	 moved	 from	 street	 protests	 to	 the	 ballot	 box.	 The	 anti-Morsi
demonstrations	 petered	 out,	 a	 new	 constitution	was	 in	 effect,	 parliamentary
elections	were	on	the	horizon,	and	Morsi	was	still	Egypt’s	president.



Indeed,	the	administration	believed	that	Egypt	would	now	move	forward.
Yet	in	the	eyes	of	many	Egyptians,	the	crisis	that	Morsi’s	power	grab	ignited
wasn’t	settled.



11	
In	Power	but	Not	in	Control

On	December	25,	2012,	the	High	Elections	Commissions	announced	that	the
constitutional	 referendum	 had	 passed,	 with	 64	 percent	 voting	 “yes.”	 That
number	 should	 have	 alarmed	 President	 Mohamed	 Morsi	 and	 the	 Muslim
Brotherhood.	They	had	expended	every	ounce	of	energy	to	mobilize	in	favor
of	the	new	Islamist	constitution,	and	the	result	was	 the	 lowest	“yes”	vote	of
any	 referendum	 in	 contemporary	 Egyptian	 history.	 To	make	matters	worse,
turnout	 was	 only	 33	 percent,	 meaning	 that	 out	 of	 approximately	 fifty-two
million	registered	Egyptian	voters,	only	21	percent	actually	approved	the	new
constitution.	The	numbers	in	Cairo,	ground	zero	of	Egypt’s	revolution,	should
have	been	especially	disquieting:	56.8	percent	of	Cairenes	voted	“no.”

In	 other	 words,	 a	 critical	 mass	 of	 Egyptians—at	 least	 a	 significant
minority—rejected	 the	 new	 rules	 of	 Egypt’s	 new	 Brotherhood-dominated
political	 system.	 And	 that	 created	 the	 obvious	 risk	 that	 these	 Egyptians
wouldn’t	 play	 by	 those	 rules	 and	would	 instead	 pursue	 political	 change	 by
other,	extrainstitutional	means.

Morsi	and	 the	Brotherhood,	however,	did	not	 see	 it	 this	way.	Forget	 the
final	percentages	 and	 turnout	 rate,	 they	argued.	A	win	 is	 a	win,	 and	 for	 the
fifth	 straight	 time	 since	Mubarak’s	 ouster,	 they	had	won,	 demonstrating	yet
again	that	they	and	their	program	reflected	the	authentic	will	of	the	Egyptian
people.1	And	as	they	saw	it,	their	opponents	had	once	again	spoken	loudly	but
carried	small	sticks.	The	anti-Morsi	NSF	called	Morsi	a	“dictator,”	boycotted
the	Constituent	Assembly,	and	protested	for	weeks.	And	yet	all	of	that	oxygen
added	up	 to	a	paltry	six	million	“no”	votes—less	 than	half	of	 the	votes	 that
Mubarak’s	 last	 prime	 minister,	 Ahmed	 Shafik,	 received	 during	 the
presidential	elections	only	six	months	earlier.

So	the	day	after	the	referendum’s	passage	was	announced,	Morsi	declared
victory.	 “This	 is	 a	 historic	 day,”	 he	 said	 during	 a	 televised	 speech.	 “A	 free
constitution	 has	 come	 to	 Egyptians—not	 by	 a	 king’s	 endowment	 or	 a
president’s	 imposition	 or	 a	 dictate	 by	 colonists.	 Rather,	 it’s	 a	 constitution



chosen	by	 the	Egyptian	people	of	 their	own	 free	and	conscious	will.”	For	a
brief	moment,	Morsi	 sounded	 a	 conciliatory	 note,	 admitting	 that	 he	 “made
some	 mistakes	 and	 missteps	 here	 and	 there”	 during	 the	 previous	 month’s
crisis.	But	his	overall	message	was	that	Egypt	was	now	moving	forward	under
the	new	constitution,	“from	the	First	Republic	to	the	Second	Republic.”	And
as	the	next	step	in	this	transition	process,	Morsi	announced	that	he	was	ceding
legislative	 authority	 to	 the	 Shura	 Council,	 Egypt’s	 upper	 parliamentary
house.2

On	 the	 surface,	 that	 sounded	 like	 progress,	 since	Morsi	 was	 effectively
canceling	his	previous	power	grabs	and	devolving	legislative	authority	to	an
elected	 legislative	 body.	 Nonetheless,	 it	 was	 a	 highly	 controversial	 move
because	the	Shura	Council	was	now	being	granted	far	more	power	than	it	was
ever	elected	 to	wield.	After	all,	according	 to	 the	constitution	under	which	 it
was	elected,	the	Shura	Council’s	role	was	largely	consultative.	The	Egyptian
public	thus	had	paid	little	attention	to	the	2012	Shura	Council	elections,	and
turnout	 rates	were	 exceptionally	 low.3	Moreover,	 given	 the	Shura	Council’s
limited	authority,	the	non-Islamist	parties	focused	their	energies	instead	on	the
more	pivotal	People’s	Assembly	elections	and	in	some	cases	abstained	from
the	Shura	Council	elections	altogether.	 Islamists	 thus	won	nearly	79	percent
of	 the	 Shura	 Council’s	 seats,	 with	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 FJP	 claiming	 a
58	percent	majority.	So	in	the	eyes	of	Morsi’s	opponents,	 the	Shura	Council
was	 yet	 another	 Brotherhood-dominated	 body	 with	 dubious	 popular
legitimacy	that	was	now	being	granted	tremendous	authority.

To	make	matters	worse,	Morsi	circumvented	his	own	constitution	to	stack
the	 Shura	 Council	 with	 appointees.	 The	 new	 constitution	 empowered	 the
president	to	appoint	only	10	percent	of	the	Shura	Council,	or	twenty	seats—a
sharp	 reduction	 from	 the	 Mubarak-era	 constitution,	 which	 empowered	 the
president	to	appoint	up	to	one-third	of	the	Shura	Council,	or	ninety	seats.	So
two	days	before	the	constitutional	referendum	results	were	announced,	Morsi
acted	under	the	expiring	Mubarak-era	constitution	and	appointed	ninety	new
members.4

To	 some	 extent,	 Morsi	 tried	 to	 use	 his	 appointments	 to	 reconcile	 with
certain	non-Islamist	constituencies	 that	had	protested	his	earlier	power	grab.
To	accomplish	 this,	he	asked	 the	Coptic	Orthodox,	Evangelical,	and	Roman
Catholic	Churches	to	submit	candidates,	and	he	appointed	ten	Christians,	only
one	of	whom	refused	to	take	the	oath	of	office.5	He	similarly	asked	the	NSF



for	 nominations.	 But	 given	 its	 rejection	 of	 the	 new	 constitution,	 the	 NSF
refused	 and	 accused	 Morsi	 of	 using	 his	 appointment	 power	 as	 “a	 kind	 of
bribery.”6

For	 the	 most	 part,	 however,	 Morsi	 distributed	 his	 Shura	 Council
appointments	to	shore	up	his	Islamist	base.	Thirty-one	of	his	forty-one	party-
affiliated	 appointees	 hailed	 from	 Islamist	 parties,	 including	 thirteen	 FJP
members,	 nine	 Wasat	 figures,	 and	 six	 Salafists,	 including	 two	 members
affiliated	 with	 al-Gamaa	 al-Islamiya.	 Many	 of	 the	 nonpartisan	 appointees
were	 similarly	 Islamists,	 including	 al-Azhar	 clerics,	 professional	 syndicate
leaders,	 and	 legal	 scholars.	 Meanwhile,	 Morsi	 also	 rewarded	 those	 non-
Islamist	 parties	 that	 had	 aligned	 with	 the	 Brotherhood,	 appointing	 six
members	 from	 the	 Ghad	 al-Thawra	 Party,	 which	 had	 participated	 in	 the
Brotherhood’s	electoral	coalition	during	the	2011–12	parliamentary	elections,
and	 three	members	 of	 the	 RDP,	 which	 had	 been	 part	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s
People’s	 Assembly	 coalition.	 And	 in	 another	 bid	 to	 co-opt	 Egypt’s	 brass,
Morsi	appointed	three	military	figures.7

To	 the	 opposition,	 the	 Shura	Council	 thus	 looked	 like	 the	 same	kind	of
rubber-stamp	 Parliament	 that	 Hosni	 Mubarak	 enjoyed	 during	 his	 three
decades	in	power—except	 that	 it	was	now	rubber-stamping	the	edicts	of	 the
increasingly	polarizing	Brotherhood	president.	The	composition	of	the	Shura
Council	 leadership	 only	 bolstered	 those	 accusations.	 After	 all,	 the	 Shura
Council	 speaker	 was	 Ahmed	 Fahmy,	 a	 Brotherhood	 figure	 from	 Sharkiya
whose	 son	 was	 married	 to	Morsi’s	 daughter.8	 And	 the	 new	 Shura	 Council
majority	leader	was	Essam	el-Erian—the	former	Guidance	Office	leader	who
previously	served	as	one	of	Morsi’s	presidential	advisers.

More	to	the	point,	these	men—like	Morsi	and	every	other	Muslim	Brother
—had	 taken	 an	 oath	 to	 follow	 the	 Brotherhood	 leadership’s	 orders.	 This
meant	that	the	Guidance	Office	had	outsized	influence	over	two	branches	of
the	Egyptian	government—the	presidency	and	the	legislature—whether	or	not
it	 attempted	 to	 use	 it.	 Morsi’s	 devolution	 of	 legislative	 authority	 to	 the
Brotherhood-dominated	 Shura	Council	was	 thus	 viewed	 as	 perpetuating	 his
November	22	power	grab	rather	than	resolving	it.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 Brotherhood’s	 leaders	 insisted	 that	 all	 of	 Morsi’s	 power	 plays	 were
defensive.	Morsi,	 they	said,	was	battling	a	host	of	domestic	adversaries	 and



state	 institutions	 that	were	 determined	 to	 see	 him	 fail.	His	 electoral	 victory
thus	 gave	 him	 the	 “legitimacy”	 to	 do	whatever	was	 needed	 to	 advance	 his
agenda	 and	 protect	 his	 presidency,	 whether	 that	 meant	 overriding	 the
judiciary’s	check	on	his	power,	 ramming	an	 Islamist	 constitution	 through	 to
ratification	 despite	 a	 non-Islamists’	 walkout,	 or	 granting	 new	 powers	 to	 a
Brotherhood-dominated	 legislature.	 The	 Brotherhood	 saw	 no	 need	 to
compromise	with	 opposition	 groups	 that	 it	 trounced	 repeatedly	 at	 the	polls,
and	it	viewed	the	backlash	against	Morsi	as	a	conspiracy	by	a	relatively	small
group	of	Egyptians	that	had	to	be	quashed	rather	than	accommodated.

To	 a	 large	 extent,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 paranoia	 was	 a	 product	 of	 its
historical	experience.	The	organization	had	only	recently	emerged	from	many
decades	 of	 significant	 repression	 and	 believed	 that	 those	who	 repressed	 the
Brotherhood	 in	 the	 past	 would	 happily	 do	 so	 again.	 Brotherhood	 leaders
therefore	 regarded	 media	 criticism,	 particularly	 from	 private	 networks	 that
were	 owned	 by	 businessmen	 who	 were	 viewed	 as	 allies	 of	 the	 Mubarak
regime,	 as	 mortally	 threatening—as	 virtual	 invitations	 for	 the	 military,
judiciary,	police,	or	whomever	to	intervene	in	Egyptian	politics	and	send	the
Brothers	back	to	their	prison	cells.

This	 was	 why	 Egypt	 was	 never	 likely	 to	 progress	 toward	 inclusive,	 let
alone	 liberal,	 democracy	 under	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 rule:	 The	 Brotherhood
believed	 that	 its	 opponents	 were	 constantly	 plotting	 a	 coup	 and	 it	 couldn’t
tolerate	criticism.

To	be	 sure,	 some	of	 the	Brotherhood’s	 loudest	media	 critics	did	 call	 for
Morsi’s	 toppling	 from	 the	 earliest	 days	 of	 his	 presidency.	 For	 example,
following	the	Sinai	attack	that	killed	sixteen	Egyptian	soldiers	on	August	5,
2012,	 TV	 host	 and	 leading	 conspiracy	 theorist	 Tawfiq	Okasha	 claimed	 that
the	Brotherhood	 and	Morsi	 planned	 to	 kill	 him	 and	 threatened	 to	 kill	 them
first.	“You	don’t	know	what	 I	have,”	Okasha	warned	 the	Brothers	on	air.	“I
have	beasts	and	lions	behind	me…	.	If	you	don’t	control	yourselves,	I’ll	put	it
all	to	the	torch.”9	Similarly,	on	August	11,	the	independently	owned	daily	Al-
Dustor	 ran	 a	 front-page	 editorial	 warning	 that	 Brotherhood	 rule	 would
produce	“the	destruction	of	citizens’	dignity”	and	calling	for	the	“union	of	the
army	 and	 the	 people”	 to	 remove	Morsi	 from	 power.10	 In	 response	 to	 these
incidents,	the	Egyptian	government	ordered	Okasha’s	Al-Faraeen	network	off
the	air	and	seized	the	offending	copies	of	Al-Dustor.11	The	prosecutor-general
later	charged	Okasha	with	“insulting	 the	presidency,”	and	he	was	ultimately



acquitted.12

Yet	Morsi’s	media	 crackdown	 didn’t	 stop	 at	 these	 blatantly	 violent	 and
insurrectionary	 pronouncements.	 Rather,	 Muslim	 Brothers	 and	 their	 allies
targeted	Morsi’s	media	critics	quite	broadly,	accusing	prominent	journalists	of
“insulting	 the	 presidency”	 to	 intimidate	 opposition	 voices.13	 And	 although
Egyptian	 law	 permits	 anyone	 to	 file	 a	 legal	 complaint	 on	 virtually	 any
grounds,	 these	 “insulting	 the	 presidency”	 accusations	 gained	 traction	 after
Morsi’s	November	22	power	grab,	as	his	newly	appointed	prosecutor-general
appeared	 particularly	 inclined	 toward	 investigating	 and	 indicting	 journalists
on	this	charge.

Many	of	the	indictments	were	petty.	In	one	instance,	journalist	Yousry	al-
Badry	was	 accused	of	 “circulating	 false	news	 likely	 to	disturb	public	peace
and	 public	 security”	 when	 he	 claimed	 (incorrectly,	 of	 course)	 that	 Morsi
would	visit	a	military	hospital	where	Mubarak	was	being	treated.14	In	another
case,	 leftist	 journalist	 Abdel	 Halim	 Qandil	 was	 charged	 with	 “provoking
discord	 among	 the	 Egyptian	 people”	 and	 “provoking	 hatred	 against	 the
president	of	the	republic”	for	writing	that	Morsi’s	hundred-day	promises	had
been	lies	and	for	printing	offensive	photos	of	the	president.15	In	a	third	case,
Morsi’s	presidential	office	filed	a	complaint	against	psychiatrist	Manal	Omar
and	TV	host	Mahmoud	Saad,	accusing	 them	of	“insulting	 the	president”	 for
discussing	the	psychological	effects	of	jail	on	those	in	power,	with	reference
to	Morsi’s	prior	imprisonment	under	Mubarak.16

The	most	 infamous	 case,	 however,	 involved	 comedian	Bassem	Youssef,
whose	weekly	 satirical	 news	 show	Al-Bernameg	 (meaning	 “The	 Program”)
achieved	 record-setting	 viewership	 during	 Morsi’s	 presidency.	 During	 an
episode	 shortly	 after	 Morsi’s	 November	 22	 power	 grab,	 Youssef	 mocked
Morsi	by	hugging	a	pink	pillow	that	had	a	picture	of	Morsi’s	face	printed	on
it.	A	Muslim	Brotherhood	lawyer	sued	to	have	Youssef’s	show	pulled	off	the
air	 for	“sarcasm	against	 the	president,”	and	 the	prosecutor-general	opened	a
criminal	investigation.17

During	 Morsi’s	 first	 seven	 months	 in	 office,	 four	 times	 as	 many
journalists	were	charged	with	“insulting	 the	president”	 as	during	Mubarak’s
thirty-year	reign.18	The	prosecutor	also	pushed	cases	against	nine	newspapers
and	 two	 satellite	 television	 networks.19	 Meanwhile,	 the	 Brotherhood-
dominated	 Shura	 Council	 stacked	 the	 state-run	 media	 with	 pro-Morsi



supplicants	who	weeded	out	Morsi’s	critics.20

Yet	none	of	these	maneuvers	staunched	the	media’s	criticism	of	Morsi—if
anything,	 the	 attacks	 grew	 harsher	 over	 time.	 And	 while	 revolutionaries
decried	 Morsi	 as	 a	 “new	 Mubarak”	 for	 his	 attempts	 to	 silence	 the	 media,
many	 Egyptians	 focused	 instead	 on	Morsi’s	 failure	 to	 end	 the	 criticism.	 In
their	 eyes,	Morsi’s	 regime	wasn’t	 just	 autocratic	 but	 utterly	 incapable	 in	 its
authoritarianism.	Rather	 than	seeing	Morsi	as	a	“new	Mubarak,”	 they	saw	a
weak	and	nasty	man	who	made	Mubarak	look	competent	by	comparison.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

On	 the	 same	 day	 that	 he	 ceded	 legislative	 authority	 to	 the	 Shura	 Council,
Morsi	 announced	 an	 imminent	 governmental	 shake-up.	 Ten	 days	 later,	 on
January	 5,	 he	 appointed	 ten	 new	 ministers,	 three	 of	 whom	 were	 Muslim
Brothers,	 thus	 expanding	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 cabinet	 presence	 from	 five	 to
eight	ministerial	portfolios.	Of	course,	that	wasn’t	even	a	quarter	of	the	entire
cabinet.	But	 since	most	 of	 the	 other	ministers	were	 ideologically	 undefined
technocrats,	 the	Brotherhood	was	 the	cabinet’s	dominant	 ideological	stream,
and	oppositionists	thus	accused	Morsi	of	“Brotherhoodizing”	the	government.
Given	 the	 emerging	 consensus	within	Egypt	 that	Morsi	was	both	 autocratic
and	 inept,	 the	 “Brotherhoodization”	 allegation	 was	 a	 damning	 one:	 It
suggested	 that	 Morsi	 was	 working	 for	 the	 exclusive	 benefit	 of	 his	 secret
organization	and	otherwise	governing	Egypt	into	the	ground.

The	 Guidance	 Office’s	 reported	 involvement	 in	 Morsi’s	 ministerial
appointments	bolstered	this	Brotherhoodization	accusation.	According	to	the
Egyptian	daily	El-Watan,	 the	Brotherhood’s	executive	body	prevented	Morsi
from	appointing	Guidance	Office	member	Hossam	Abu	Bakr	as	the	minister
of	 transportation,	 and	 Morsi	 instead	 appointed	 Ain	 Shams	 University
engineering	 professor	Hatem	Abdel-Latif,	 a	 lower-ranking	Muslim	Brother.
The	 Guidance	 Office	 similarly	 pressed	 Morsi	 to	 appoint	 former	 Guidance
Office	member	Mohamed	Ali	Bishr	as	the	minister	of	local	development.	This
was	an	especially	critical	appointment,	since	it	gave	a	senior	Muslim	Brother
tremendous	 power	 over	 municipal	 elections,	 which	 were	 slated	 for	 the
following	 year.	 Finally,	 Morsi	 appointed	 Bassem	 Ouda,	 a	 Muslim	 Brother
who	oversaw	the	energy	portfolio	on	al-Shater’s	Renaissance	Project	team,	as
his	minister	of	supply	and	interior	trade.21

Beyond	these	Muslim	Brothers,	Morsi	added	to	his	government’s	Islamist



bent	 by	 appointing	 Alexandria	 University	 economics	 professor	 El-Morsi
Hegazy	as	his	finance	minister.	Hegazy’s	academic	work	focused	on	Islamic
finance,	and	FJP	economics	chairman	Abdullah	Shehata	had	urged	Morsi	 to
select	him.22	Hegazy’s	 appointment	 thus	 indicated	 that	Morsi’s	 government
would	 work	 to	 expand	 the	 adoption	 of	 financial	 tools	 that	 avoid	 interest.
While	this	wasn’t	controversial—many	Egyptians	already	used	Islamic	banks
and	supported	the	expansion	of	sharī’ah-compliant	finance	tools—the	timing
was	nonetheless	surprising.	After	all,	Egypt	was	in	dire	economic	straits	and
actively	 negotiating	 a	 $4.8	 billion	 loan	 from	 the	 IMF.	 Yet	 rather	 than
appointing	 an	 experienced	 economic	 policymaker	 from	 within	 the	 Finance
Ministry,	 Morsi	 selected	 an	 Islamic	 finance	 professor	 without	 any
governmental	experience.23

When	 it	 came	 to	 the	 Interior	 Ministry,	 however,	 Morsi	 opted	 for
institutional	continuity.	He	thus	replaced	Interior	Minister	Ahmed	Gamal	el-
Din,	 whom	 the	 Brotherhood	 accused	 of	 failing	 to	 adequately	 secure	 the
presidential	 palace	 during	 the	 late	 2012	 protests,	 with	 police	 general
Mohamed	Ibrahim,	who	had	been	responsible	for	securing	a	visit	by	Morsi	to
Asyut	a	few	months	earlier.24	By	promoting	a	new	minister	from	within	 the
ministry	 itself,	 Morsi	 seemingly	 sought	 to	 assuage	 Egypt’s	 notoriously
abusive	 police	 that	 he	would	 not	 undertake	 security	 sector	 reform	 any	 time
soon.

It	is	again	worth	emphasizing	that,	as	Egypt’s	elected	president,	Morsi	had
the	legal	right	to	appoint	whomever	he	wished	to	his	cabinet.	Elections,	as	the
saying	goes,	have	consequences,	and	there	was	nothing	strange	or	surprising
about	 a	 Brotherhood	 president	 appointing	 Islamists	 to	 high	 governmental
positions.	 And	 since	 Morsi’s	 cabinet	 was	 still	 largely	 technocratic,	 many
Muslim	Brothers	 believed	 that	 he	was	 acting	 too	 conservatively	 and	 should
have	appointed	more	Muslim	Brothers	to	take	full	advantage	of	his	electoral
mandate.

For	 many	 Egyptians,	 however,	 the	 problem	 wasn’t	 the	 Brotherhood’s
Islamism	 or	 Morsi’s	 noninclusive	 governing	 style.	 The	 problem	 was	 that
Morsi	 and	 the	 Brotherhood	 were	 failing	 in	 power.	 Despite	 the	 economic
prosperity	 that	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 Renaissance	 Project	 promised,	 Egypt’s
economy	was	tanking.	Egypt’s	cash	reserves	dropped	from	$15.5	billion	when
Morsi	took	office	to	a	perilously	low	$13.6	billion	in	January	2013—and	even
that	 figure	was	 largely	 thanks	 to	$3	billion	 in	 loans	and	grants	 from	Turkey



and	Qatar,	most	of	which	the	Morsi	government	spent	within	a	month.	As	a
result,	 the	 Egyptian	 pound	 had	 weakened	 against	 the	 US	 dollar	 by
approximately	 9.7	 percent	 since	 Morsi	 took	 office,	 and	 food	 prices	 rose
2.5	percent	during	January	2013	alone.25

The	currency	crisis	put	 tremendous	 strain	on	 the	Egyptian	government’s
ability	to	subsidize	food	and	fuel	for	a	mostly	impoverished	population,	and
by	mid-February	the	funds	allocated	for	diesel	subsidies	had	completely	run
out.26	This	was,	in	other	words,	a	major	problem	that	required	serious	policy
solutions,	 and	 fast.	 But	 with	 its	 popularity	 declining	 ever	 since	 Morsi’s
November	 22	 power	 grab,	 the	 Brotherhood-led	 government	 was	 in	 no
position	 to	 cut	 fuel	 or	 food	 subsidies,	 since	 this	 would	 deepen	 the	 popular
despair	and	risk	a	new	round	of	anti-Morsi	protests.

So	 the	government	pursued	an	 Islamist	 solution	 instead.	 In	mid-January,
Finance	 Minister	 Hegazy	 unveiled	 a	 draft	 law	 to	 create	 sovereign	 Islamic
bonds,	 known	 as	 sukuk,	 for	 financing	 the	 government’s	 budget	 deficit	 and
anticipated	 that	 the	 Islamic	 Development	 Bank	 would	 buy	 $6	 billion	 of
them.27	 It	was	 an	 unrealistic	 plan	 that	 reflected	 the	 finance	minister’s	 utter
inexperience,	and	the	sukuk	law	languished	in	the	Shura	Council	for	months.
Meanwhile,	the	Egyptian	government’s	negotiations	with	the	IMF	stalled.

Then	 on	 January	 14,	 a	 train	 collision	 in	 Giza	 killed	 nineteen	 police
conscripts	and	injured	117	more.28	 It	was	the	second	major	train	accident	in
the	 previous	 two	 months,	 and	 rather	 than	 blaming	 the	 government	 or	 the
transportation	minister,	who	was	a	Muslim	Brother,	the	Brotherhood	quickly
resorted	 to	 conspiracy	 theories.	 Brotherhood	 leader	 and	 Shura	 Council
member	 Gamal	 Heshmat	 claimed	 that	 “hidden	 hands”	 had	 caused	 the
incident.29	Even	more	outrageously,	Muslim	Brothers	alleged	on	social	media
that	the	accident	was	a	Christian	conspiracy	to	subvert	Morsi’s	presidency.30

These	 mounting	 political,	 economic,	 and	 policy	 frustrations—and	 the
Brotherhood’s	apparent	incapacity	to	address	them—exploded	on	January	25,
2013,	 when	 revolutionaries	 marked	 the	 second	 anniversary	 of	 the	 2011
uprising	with	a	day	of	violent	rage.	Tens	of	thousands	of	protesters	descended
on	 Tahrir	 Square,	 where	 they	 chanted	 “down	with	 the	 supreme	 guide”	 and
hanged	an	effigy	labeled	“the	execution	of	Mohamed	Morsi.”	Demonstrators
threw	rocks	at	the	police,	and	battles	between	police	and	demonstrators	raged
outside	 the	 Interior	 Ministry,	 presidential	 palace,	 and	 state	 media



headquarters.	Meanwhile,	masked	assailants	stormed	the	Brotherhood’s	media
headquarters	 in	 the	Cairo	neighborhood	of	Manial,	 and	Brotherhood	 offices
were	 ransacked	and	burned	 in	 the	Suez	Canal	city	of	 Ismailia,	as	well	as	 in
two	Nile	Delta	cities.31	In	at	least	a	few	of	these	instances,	the	police	enabled
the	anti-Brotherhood	assaults	by	standing	to	the	side.

The	most	violent	protests,	however,	happened	in	Suez,	where	six	people
were	 killed	 and	 hundreds	 injured.	 By	 the	 evening,	 the	 police	 withdrew,
forcing	the	military	to	deploy.32	It	was	an	extremely	significant	development:
Morsi’s	government	had	just	lost	control	of	a	major	city,	and	the	military	was
back	on	the	streets.

The	 following	morning,	 in	 the	 northern	Suez	Canal	 city	 of	 Port	Said,	 a
judge	 sentenced	 twenty-one	 people	 to	 death	 for	 their	 roles	 in	 the	 February
2012	 soccer	 stadium	 riot.	 The	 verdict	 ignited	 immediate,	 violent	 protests
across	 the	 country	 and	 particularly	 within	 Port	 Said	 itself.	 At	 least	 thirty-
seven	people	were	killed	in	the	ensuing	clashes,	and	military	tanks	deployed
in	 the	 streets	 of	 both	 Port	 Said	 and	 Ismailia	 to	 the	 south,	 as	 Morsi’s
government	lost	control	of	two	more	Suez	Canal	cities.33	The	following	day,
as	the	chaos	continued,	Morsi	declared	a	state	of	emergency	in	all	three	Suez
Canal	 cities	 that	 were	 now	 under	 military	 control,	 including	 a	 thirty-day
curfew	that	would	last	from	nine	in	the	evening	to	six	in	the	morning.34

Within	 the	 three	 Suez	 Canal	 cities,	 however,	 the	 military	 did	 little	 to
restore	order.	Soldiers	protected	official	buildings	but	 showed	no	 interest	 in
confronting	protesters	directly,	since	this	meant	putting	themselves	at	risk	for
an	 unpopular	 president.35	 Indeed,	 when	 Port	 Said	 protesters	 defied	Morsi’s
curfew	by	pouring	 into	 the	 streets	 at	 nine	o’clock,	 soldiers	playfully	kicked
soccer	balls	with	them	rather	than	enforce	the	curfew.36

While	Egyptian	oppositionists	 laughed	at	Port	Said’s	defiance	of	Morsi,
Defense	Minister	al-Sisi	did	not	find	the	situation	so	amusing.	In	a	speech	 to
the	military	academy,	he	warned	that	“the	continuation	of	conflict	[between]
different	political	forces	and	their	differences	regarding	the	administration	of
the	country’s	 affairs	 could	 lead	 to	 a	 collapse	 of	 the	 state,	 and	 threatens	 the
future	 of	 coming	 generations.”37	 The	 speech	 was	 another	 signal	 that	 the
military	 envisioned	 a	 political	 role	 for	 itself—particularly	 if	 the	 crisis	 that
began	with	Morsi’s	November	power	grab	continued	to	spiral	out	of	control.

The	following	day,	the	NSF	and	the	Salafist	Nour	Party	offered	a	proposal



to	resolve	the	crisis.	It	called	on	Morsi	to	form	a	unity	government,	establish	a
committee	 to	 amend	 controversial	 constitutional	 articles,	 dismiss	 his
prosecutor-general,	 investigate	 the	 recent	 violence,	 and	 agree	 to
nonpartisanship	in	all	state	institutions.38	The	fact	that	the	Nour	Party—which
had	played	a	pivotal	role	in	writing	and	ratifying	the	constitution—was	siding
with	 the	non-Islamist	NSF	over	 the	Brotherhood	 signaled	 that	Morsi’s	 base
was	narrowing	rapidly.	But	once	again,	Morsi	rejected	this	offer	outright	and
offered	no	alternative	proposal.39

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Morsi	and	the	Brotherhood	refused	to	negotiate	for	one	simple	reason:	They
didn’t	 take	 the	opposition	seriously.	As	 they	saw	 it,	 the	non-Islamist	 parties
that	made	 up	 the	 NSF	 had	 little	 appeal	 in	 a	 religious	Muslim	 country	 like
Egypt—which	 is	 why	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 routed	 those	 parties	 in	 every
single	 post-Mubarak	 election.	 “The	 Egyptian	 people	 don’t	 like	 them,”
Brotherhood	 leader	 and	 Kafr	 el-Sheikh	 governor	 Saad	 al-Husseini	 told	 me
during	 a	 February	 2013	 interview.	 “The	 Egyptian	 people	 have	 morals…	 .
[Non-Islamists]	have	a	culture	[that]	is	not	here.	And	that’s	not	our	mistake—
that’s	their	fault.”40

So	rather	than	negotiating	with	the	NSF,	the	Brotherhood	chose	a	different
strategy	 for	 resolving	 the	 political	 crisis:	 It	 would	 focus	 its	 energies	 on
winning	 the	 upcoming	 parliamentary	 elections,	 which	 were	 expected	 by
April,	and	thus	affirm	its	popular	legitimacy.	And	the	Brotherhood	was	quite
confident	 that	 it	would	prevail.	 Its	 leaders	projected	capturing	55	percent	of
the	legislature,	after	which	the	FJP	would	appoint	the	next	cabinet.41

The	 Brotherhood	 thus	 pivoted	 sharply	 toward	 elections	 mode.	 It
coordinated	with	Islamic	satellite	stations	and	asked	 local	 imams	 to	 tout	 the
Brotherhood’s	 program	 once	 campaign	 season	 began.	 It	 also	 developed	 a
multipronged	media	strategy:	It	would	create	FJP	social	media	pages	for	each
electoral	 district,	 build	 a	 national	 campaign	 website,	 and	 appeal	 to	 the
international	 community	 by	 placing	 op-eds	 written	 by	 top	 Brotherhood
candidates	 in	major	American	newspapers.42	And	 to	broaden	 its	 appeal,	 the
Brotherhood	planned	to	run	more	youth	and	female	candidates	than	during	the
previous	 election	 and	 promised	 that	 most	 of	 its	 former	 parliamentarians
wouldn’t	run	this	time	around.43

Meanwhile,	 it	 used	 its	 extensive	 social	 services	 networks	 as	 campaign



instruments.	 It	 ran	 a	 bread	 distribution	 project	 for	 impoverished	 Cairo
neighborhoods,	 operated	 a	medical	 caravan	 in	Asyut	 that	 served	 thousands,
and	set	up	a	 temporary	clinic	 in	Fayoum,	where	doctors	wrote	prescriptions
for	patients	on	pads	with	the	FJP	logo	and	then	filled	those	prescriptions	for
free.44

There	was,	however,	one	major	stumbling	block	to	the	Brotherhood’s	all-
consuming	 electoral	 push:	 The	 SCC	 had	 to	 approve	 the	 new	 elections	 law,
which	 the	 Brotherhood-dominated	 Shura	 Council	 was	 empowered	 to	 draft.
And	 that	 proved	 much	 harder	 than	 either	 Morsi	 or	 the	 Brotherhood
anticipated.

The	 Shura	 Council	 passed	 its	 first	 version	 of	 the	 new	 parliamentary
elections	law	on	January	19.	The	new	law	effectively	maintained	the	format
of	 the	 2011–12	 elections,	 mandating	 that	 two-thirds	 of	 the	 seats	 would	 be
elected	via	party-list	voting	and	one-third	would	be	elected	through	individual
(first-past-the-post)	voting.

But	 the	 law	carried	 a	 few	noteworthy	 changes	 that	 clearly	benefited	 the
Islamists	 and	 the	 Brotherhood	 in	 particular.	 It	 enabled	 parliamentarians	 to
switch	 their	 party	 affiliations	 after	 the	 elections,	which	non-Islamists	 feared
might	encourage	parliamentarians	to	join	the	FJP	in	the	majority	once	the	new
Parliament	 was	 seated.	 It	 also	 removed	 prior	 restrictions	 on	 distributing
religious	campaign	propaganda	and	campaigning	in	places	of	worship.	And	it
placed	a	very	high	electoral	threshold	for	parties	to	enter	Parliament:	Parties
had	 to	 receive	 at	 least	 one-third	 of	 the	 votes	 within	 a	 district,	 and	 the
remaining	seats	would	go	to	the	parties	that	received	the	greatest	number	of
votes—which	would	likely	pad	the	FJP’s	parliamentary	bloc.45

So	on	February	18,	the	SCC	ruled	that	the	elections	law	violated	the	new
constitution	 in	 several	 respects.	 Specifically,	 the	 SCC	 said	 that
parliamentarians	could	not	switch	their	parties	after	taking	office	because	this
would	 violate	 the	 rights	 of	 voters.	 It	 also	 cautioned	 the	 Shura	 Council	 to
ensure	that	the	new	law’s	districting	enabled	“equitable	representation	of	the
population”	 and	mandated	 that	when	 an	 electoral	 list	 contained	 both	 party-
affiliated	 candidates	 and	 independents,	 the	 candidates’	 specific	 affiliations
should	 be	 listed.46	 The	 Shura	 Council	 quickly	 addressed	 some	 of	 these
concerns	in	its	next	draft,	which	it	passed	four	days	later	on	February	22.47

Yet	 the	 Shura	 Council	 did	 not	 address	 all	 of	 the	 court’s	 concerns.



Specifically,	 it	 did	 not	 substantially	 change	 the	 electoral	 districts,	 and	 this
meant	 that	 the	SCC	could	ultimately	 invalidate	 the	 law	by	claiming	 that	 the
Shura	Council	did	not	satisfy	 its	 requirement	of	“equitable	representation	of
the	 population.”	 Indeed,	 the	 preliminary	 districting	 entailed	 larger	 districts
that	advantaged	better-organized	parties—in	other	words,	 the	 Islamists.	And
in	 some	 cases,	 Islamist-heavy	 neighborhoods	 were	 established	 as	 separate
districts.48	Moreover,	the	Shura	Council	refused	to	resubmit	its	new	law	to	the
SCC	for	prior	review,	arguing	that	it	was	not	required	to	do	so—and	this	also
left	the	law	vulnerable	to	future	legal	challenges.49

The	 Brotherhood’s	 hastiness	 was	 not	 surprising.	 With	 economic	 and
security	 challenges	 mounting	 and	 its	 popularity	 declining,	 it	 needed	 the
parliamentary	elections	to	start	immediately.	With	another	electoral	victory	in
hand,	 the	 Brotherhood	 believed	 it	 would	 have	 the	 political	 capital	 to	 enact
painful	 subsidy	 reforms,	 “reform	 and	 restructure”	 the	 Interior	 Ministry,
conclude	negotiations	with	the	IMF,	and—perhaps	most	important—prove	to
Egyptians	and	 the	world	 that	 its	media	critics	did	not	 reflect	 the	will	of	 the
Egyptian	people.50

So	one	day	before	the	Shura	Council	finished	its	revisions	of	the	elections
law,	 Morsi	 announced	 that	 the	 House	 of	 Representatives	 elections	 would
begin	on	April	27	and	take	place	in	four	phases.	This	plan	would	effectively
keep	Egypt	focused	on	elections—and	not	street	protests,	he	hoped—through
June,	with	 the	 new	Parliament	 finally	 sitting	 for	 its	 first	 session	 on	 July	 6,
2013.51	 But	 on	 March	 6,	 Egypt’s	 administrative	 court	 canceled	 Morsi’s
decision	and	referred	the	law	back	to	the	SCC	for	review.52

While	Morsi	unsuccessfully	appealed	the	administrative	court’s	decision,
the	Shura	Council	went	back	to	the	drawing	board,	amending	certain	aspects
of	the	elections	law	while	also	drafting	a	political	participation	law.	The	Shura
Council	 finally	passed	 those	 laws	on	April	10	and	 then	referred	 them	to	 the
SCC.	 But	 the	 SCC	 didn’t	 issue	 its	 decision	 for	 over	 a	 month,	 effectively
thwarting	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 electoral	 strategy	 for	 escaping	 the	 political
crisis.53

And	so	the	crisis	wore	on.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Washington’s	 friendly	 “engagement”	 with	 the	 Brotherhood	was	 based	 on	 a



simple	premise:	By	cooperating	with	the	Brotherhood,	the	United	States	could
influence	it	to	govern	democratically	and	soften	its	anti-Western	inclinations.
But	 by	 January	 2013,	 this	 policy	 approach	 had	 failed.	 After	 all,	 Morsi’s
domestic	 behavior	 was	 increasingly	 autocratic.	 Moreover,	 the	 Brotherhood
still	 promoted	 anti-Western	 vitriol.	 For	 example,	 in	 his	 statement	 on
January	 24,	 2013,	 marking	 the	 Prophet	 Muhammad’s	 birthday,	 Supreme
Guide	Mohamed	Badie	declared	Islam’s	superiority	over	the	West.	“Western
civilization	 failed	 in	 offering	 people	 justice,	 security,	 safety,	 and	 peace,”	 he
wrote.	“It	offered	materialistic	benefits	to	the	world	.	.	.	but	it	lacks	soul	and
mercy…	 .	 The	 cheapest	 thing	 in	 the	 world	 became	 blood	 and	 [people’s]
souls.”54

Meanwhile,	Morsi	 continued	 calling	 for	 the	United	States	 to	 release	 the
spiritual	 leader	 of	 al-Gamaa	 al-Islamiya,	 the	 “blind	 sheikh”	 Omar	 Abdel
Rahman,	 and	 told	CNN’s	Wolf	Blitzer	 that	 he	would	 raise	 this	matter	with
President	Obama	 if	 the	 two	 leaders	met.55	At	 the	same	 time,	even	as	Morsi
rejected	Washington’s	 repeated	calls	 for	his	presidential	office	 to	establish	a
direct	 channel	 to	 the	 Israeli	 government,	 he	 expanded	 his	 outreach	 to	 Iran,
with	Iranian	president	Mahmoud	Ahmadinejad	visiting	Cairo	 in	February.	 It
was	 the	 first	 visit	 by	 an	 Iranian	 leader	 to	 Egypt	 since	 the	 1979	 Iranian
Revolution.

The	 Obama	 administration	 brushed	 off	 these	 incidents	 as	 either	 empty
rhetoric	 or	 symbolic	 gestures.	 Morsi	 might	 raise	 the	 blind	 sheikh	 issue	 or
meet	 with	 Ahmadinejad,	 the	 administration’s	 argument	 went,	 but	 he	 was
cooperating	 with	 Washington	 on	 strategic	 matters	 and,	 at	 the	 very	 least,
hadn’t	broken	the	Egyptian–Israeli	peace	treaty.

Yet	 the	 administration	 found	 it	 increasingly	 difficult	 to	 dismiss	 Morsi’s
anti-Semitic	 outbursts.	 In	 January	 2013,	 the	Washington-based	Middle	 East
Media	 Research	 Institute	 unearthed	 a	 2010	 video	 in	 which	 Morsi—then	 a
relatively	 unknown	 Brotherhood	 leader—referred	 to	 Israelis	 as
“bloodsuckers”	 and	 “descendants	 of	 apes	 and	 pigs”	 and	 urged	Egyptians	 to
“nurse	our	children	and	our	grandchildren	on	hatred”	for	Jews	and	Israelis.56

The	 discovery	 ignited	 a	 firestorm	 within	 the	 American	 media,	 forcing	 the
White	House	 to	 issue	 a	 rare	 criticism	 of	Morsi.	 “We	 believe	 that	 President
Morsi	should	make	clear	that	he	respects	people	of	all	faiths	and	that	this	type
of	rhetoric	is	unacceptable	in	a	democratic	Egypt,”	White	House	spokesman
Jay	Carney	said.57



The	White	 House	 was	 eager	 to	 use	 the	 episode	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 its
engagement	 with	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 paying	 off—that	 cooperating	 with
Morsi	 made	 him	 responsive	 to	 Washington’s	 occasional	 criticisms.	 So	 the
administration	 breathed	 a	 sigh	 of	 relief	 the	 following	 day	 when	 Morsi’s
presidential	 office	 issued	 a	 statement	 proclaiming	Morsi’s	 “commitment	 to
upholding	 religious	 freedom	 and	 promoting	 inter-religious	 tolerance”	 and
rejecting	“derogatory	 statements	 regarding	 any	 religious	 or	 ethnic	 group.”58

Indeed,	an	NSC	official	forwarded	me	Morsi’s	statement	almost	immediately,
apparently	 believing	 that	 it	 reflected	 the	 Obama	 administration’s	 positive
influence	over	Morsi.

There	was,	however,	one	problem:	That	conciliatory	statement	was	issued
in	English	 for	 a	Western	audience;	Morsi’s	presidential	 office	 issued	a	very
different	 statement	 in	Arabic	 for	domestic	consumption.	Morsi’s	 spokesman
Yasser	Aly	explained	that	Morsi’s	anti-Semitic	statements	came	in	the	context
of	“Israeli	aggression	on	Gaza”	and	emphasized	the	difference	“between	the
Jewish	religion	and	the	criticism	of	the	racist	practices	of	the	Israelis	against
the	Palestinians.”59	And	that	same	day,	during	a	meeting	in	Cairo	with	seven
US	senators,	Morsi	launched	into	a	diatribe	against	Israel	and	insinuated	that
the	 controversy	 over	 his	 2010	 remarks	 was	 due	 to	 Jewish	 control	 over	 the
American	media.	“I	think	we	all	know	that	the	media	in	the	United	States	has
made	 a	 big	 deal	 of	 this	 and	 we	 know	 the	 media	 of	 the	 United	 States	 is
controlled	 by	 certain	 forces	 and	 they	 don’t	 view	 me	 favorably,”	 Morsi
reportedly	said.60

Still,	the	Obama	administration	showed	no	signs	of	rethinking	its	friendly
engagement	with	 the	Brotherhood	 and	Morsi.	As	 the	 administration	 saw	 it,
turning	its	back	on	the	Brotherhood	meant	abandoning	Egypt’s	leading	party.
The	Brotherhood	 would	 likely	 govern	 Egypt	 for	 many	 years	 to	 come,	 the
administration	reasoned,	and	it	therefore	made	sense	to	build	goodwill	with	it
by	helping	it,	rather	than	squeezing	it.

So	the	White	House	weighed	a	few	options	for	bolstering	Morsi,	such	as
inviting	 him	 to	 Washington.	 It	 also	 tried	 to	 assist	 Morsi	 in	 creating	 an
interagency	 process,	 much	 like	 the	 NSC	 structure,	 so	 that	 Morsi	 could
enhance	 his	 management	 of	 Egypt’s	 foreign	 policy.	 (Unsurprisingly,	 the
Egyptian	 military	 wasn’t	 particularly	 enthusiastic	 because	 such	 a	 structure
would	institutionalize	the	presidency’s	authority	over	it.	After	a	few	meetings
with	 Morsi	 government	 officials	 in	 Cairo	 and	 Washington,	 the	 project



ultimately	went	nowhere.)61	And	despite	 rising	calls	on	Capitol	Hill	 for	 the
administration	 to	withhold	 economic	 aid	 from	Egypt	 on	 account	 of	Morsi’s
autocratic	rule	and	hateful	statements,	Secretary	of	State	John	Kerry	delivered
$190	 million	 when	 he	 visited	 Morsi	 during	 his	 first	 overseas	 trip	 in	 early
March.62

Indeed,	the	Obama	administration	bet	long	on	Morsi	and	the	Brotherhood.
It	simply	didn’t	see	any	realistic	alternatives.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 Obama	 administration’s	 assessment	 of	 Egypt’s	 political	 field	 wasn’t
entirely	wrong:	No	other	political	organization	could	match	the	Brotherhood’s
nationwide	 mobilization.	 The	 non-Islamist	 parties	 remained	 badly
underdeveloped.	They	lacked	coherent	policy	platforms	in	many	cases,	and—
with	the	exception	of	the	Wafd—had	little	name	recognition	in	the	rural	areas
where	most	Egyptians	live.

Meanwhile,	 the	 Salafist	 Nour	 Party,	 which	 finished	 second	 to	 the
Brotherhood’s	 FJP	 in	 the	 2011–12	 parliamentary	 elections,	 split	 in	 January
2013	when	Nour	Party	chairman	and	Morsi	presidential	adviser	Emad	Abdel
Ghafour	 broke	 away	 and	 established	 the	 Watan	 Party.	 Although	 the	 Nour
Party	 remained	 the	 stronger	 of	 the	 two	 parties,	 the	 Salafists’	 unity	 in	 the
2011–12	parliamentary	elections	was	vital	to	their	success.	The	Nour	Party’s
division	thus	meant	a	fragmented	Salafist	vote	in	any	subsequent	election.	By
contrast,	 the	Brotherhood	was	 structured	 for	 cohesion—and	 could	 therefore
rely	on	its	deeply	committed	base	to	get	out	the	vote	in	the	next	parliamentary
election	as	no	other	party	could.

Despite	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 political	 power	 and	 mobilizing	 prowess,
however,	Morsi’s	control	of	the	country	was	deteriorating.	By	late	February,
violent	 protests	 against	 his	 rule	 were	 occurring	 regularly,	 and	 the	 police
increasingly	 refused	 to	 suppress	 the	 demonstrations	 on	 behalf	 of	 his
unpopular	 government.	 The	 police	 mutiny	 peaked	 on	 March	 7,	 when
thousands	of	police	went	on	strike	across	the	country,	shutting	down	stations,
holding	 their	 commanders	 hostage,	 and	 refusing	 to	 guard	 Morsi’s
motorcade.63

While	the	Brotherhood	attributed	the	police	mutiny	to	a	conspiracy	within
the	state,	many	Egyptians	blamed	Morsi	and	the	Brotherhood.	In	their	view,	it



reflected	the	Brotherhood’s	ineptitude	in	managing	state	institutions.	And	the
Brotherhood’s	 response	 to	 the	 mutiny	 only	 bolstered	 that	 impression.	 The
FJP-dominated	Shura	Council	proposed	legislation	allowing	the	state	 to	hire
private	security	firms	to	assume	policing	duties—a	sign	that	the	Brotherhood
had	completely	given	up	hope	of	managing	the	state	institutions.	On	the	same
wavelength,	FJP	parliamentarian	Saber	Abouel	Fotouh	recommended	forming
“popular	 committees”	 to	 safeguard	 citizens	 and	 state	 institutions,	which	 the
opposition	decried	as	a	Brotherhood	attempt	to	empower	its	cadres	to	police
the	 country.	 Meanwhile,	 al-Gamaa	 al-Islamiya	 deployed	 its	 members	 to
assume	 police	 duties	 in	 the	 Upper	 Egyptian	 city	 of	 Asyut—a	 frightening
signal	of	state	breakdown	under	Islamist	rule.64

Then,	on	March	22,	violent	clashes	erupted	between	opposition	protesters
and	 Muslim	 Brothers	 outside	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 headquarters	 in	 the	 Cairo
suburb	 of	 Moqattam.	 At	 least	 forty	 were	 injured,	 and	 the	 media	 largely
blamed	 the	 Brotherhood	 for	 the	 violence,	 as	 networks	 repeatedly	 played
footage	of	a	Brotherhood	cadre	slapping	a	female	activist.65	In	the	immediate
aftermath,	Morsi’s	prosecutor-general	summoned	a	wide	range	of	prominent
opposition	 leaders	 for	 interrogations,	 accusing	 them	 of	 incitement.66

Predictably,	no	Brotherhood	leaders	were	similarly	interrogated—despite	 the
fact	 that	 Muslim	 Brothers	 reportedly	 captured	 opposition	 protesters,	 held
them	in	a	nearby	mosque,	and	beat	them	during	the	clashes.67

In	response	to	the	uproar,	the	Brotherhood	once	again	tried	to	 intimidate
its	media	critics.	The	day	after	the	Moqattam	clashes,	Muslim	Brothers	joined
an	 Islamist	 sit-in	 outside	 the	 Egyptian	Media	 Production	 Cities,	 a	 complex
that	contains	the	studios	and	offices	of	many	of	the	country’s	most	prominent
satellite	news	networks,	and	besieged	it.68	The	Islamists	assaulted	TV	guests
when	 they	 arrived	 at	 the	 complex	 for	 on-air	 interviews	 and	 prevented	 the
stations’	employees	from	getting	to	work.69	A	week	later,	Morsi’s	prosecutor
summoned	 comedian	 Bassem	 Youssef	 on	 new	 charges	 of	 insulting	 the
presidency,	 after	 Youssef	 mocked	 a	 ceremonial	 hat	 that	 Morsi	 wore	 while
accepting	an	honorary	degree	at	a	Pakistani	university.70	Of	course,	none	of
these	 moves	 silenced	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 opponents	 or	 critics—which	 made
Morsi	look	even	more	ineffective.

The	 Brotherhood’s	 failure,	 however,	 wasn’t	 just	 a	matter	 of	 perception.
Egypt’s	cash	reserves	remained	dangerously	low,	and	although	they	increased



by	 nearly	 $1	 billion	 to	 $14.42	 by	 the	 end	 of	 April	 2013,	 that	 was	 largely
thanks	to	a	$2	billion	deposit	 from	Libya.71	As	a	 result	of	 the	ongoing	cash
crunch,	 the	government	 raised	 the	 price	 of	 state-subsidized	 cooking	 gas	 for
the	first	time	in	two	decades,	increasing	prices	on	gas	cylinders	by	60	percent
for	domestic	use	and	doubling	the	prices	for	businesses.72	Meanwhile,	rising
inflation	 catalyzed	 a	 significant	 energy	 crisis,	 and	 the	 Electricity	 Ministry
announced	that	power	would	be	cut	twice	a	day	during	the	summer,	for	four
hours	at	a	time.	This	meant	depriving	Egyptians	of	air	conditioning	during	the
hottest	 months—which,	 in	 2013,	 coincided	 with	 the	 fasting	 period	 of
Ramadan.73

Due	to	these	mounting	challenges,	many	Egyptians	were	desperate	for	an
alternative	to	the	Brotherhood.	And	most	dangerously,	the	ballot	box	provided
no	realistic	respite.	After	all,	 the	Brotherhood-dominated	Shura	Council	was
still	wrangling	with	 the	 judiciary	 over	 the	 parliamentary	 elections	 law,	 and,
even	 if	 a	 law	 was	 passed,	 the	 opposition	 parties	 were	 too	 weak	 and
disorganized	 to	win.	But	more	 to	 the	 point,	 the	 fact	 that	 the	Brotherhood’s
failed	governance	had	come	via	the	ballot	box	meant	that	a	growing	number
of	Egyptians	didn’t	see	elections	as	the	sole	source	of	political	legitimacy.

This	shift	in	popular	attitudes	would	send	Egypt’s	revolution	flying	off	its
rails.



12	
The	Rebellion

The	earliest	calls	for	Morsi’s	ouster	began	within	the	first	two	months	of	his
presidency	and	largely	came	from	the	most	radical	segments	of	the	Egyptian
media,	 such	 as	 the	 satellite	 station	Al-Faraeen	 and	 the	 daily	 newspaper	Al-
Dustor,	both	of	which	are	privately	owned.	Morsi’s	November	22	power	grab,
however,	 moved	 these	 calls	 from	 the	 periphery	 into	 the	 mainstream,	 with
protests	increasingly	calling	for	Morsi’s	overthrow	as	the	crisis	wore	on.

By	 the	 early	 months	 of	 2013,	 the	 hostility	 toward	 the	 Brotherhood
transformed	into	a	new	embrace	of	 the	Egyptian	military—including	among
many	 revolutionary	 activists,	 who	 called	 for	 the	 military	 to	 remove	 the
Brotherhood	 from	 power,	 govern	 temporarily,	 and	 oversee	 a	 new	 political
transition.	“There	will	be	bloody	action	in	the	street,	and	the	army	will	come,”
an	Alexandria-based	 leader	 of	 the	ESDP,	 told	me	 in	 late	 February	 2013.	 “I
don’t	 want	 this,	 but	 the	 people	 will	 be	 happy.”1	 Non-Islamist	 opposition
leaders	echoed	 these	 sentiments.	 “If	Egypt	 is	on	 the	brink	of	default,	 if	 law
and	order	 is	absent,	 [the	army	has]	a	national	duty	 to	 intervene,”	Mohamed
ElBaradei	told	the	BBC.2

To	 be	 sure,	 the	 revolutionaries’	 embrace	 of	 the	 military	 was	 a	 stark
reversal,	 since	 they	 were	 chanting	 for	 the	 SCAF’s	 fall	 only	 eight	 months
earlier.	 Yet	 contrary	 to	 their	 portrayal	 as	 “liberals”	 in	 the	 Western	 media,
many	of	these	activists	believed	in	the	principle	of	“continuous	revolution”—
and	 they	 viewed	 the	 military	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 promoting	 political	 change
whenever	they	hit	a	wall,	whether	that	wall	was	a	dictator	such	as	Mubarak	or
an	 elected	 president	 such	 as	Morsi.	 And	 from	 their	 perspective,	Morsi	 had
sacrificed	his	 electoral	 legitimacy	when	he	 seized	 total	 power	 in	November
and	 then	 dispatched	 Muslim	 Brothers	 to	 beat	 protesters	 outside	 the
presidential	palace.

Then	in	mid-March,	an	Ibn	Khaldun	Center	poll	found	that	82	percent	of
Egyptians	 wanted	 the	 military	 to	 return	 to	 power.3	 Given	 the	 difficulties
associated	with	polling	 in	Egypt,	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 say	whether	 this	 figure



was	accurate—and	it	should	be	noted	that	another	poll,	conducted	by	Baseera
and	published	in	 the	state-run	newspaper	Al-Gomhuria	 in	early	April,	 found
that	 only	 3	 percent	 of	 Egyptians	 wanted	 “the	 defense	 minister	 or	 another
military	 man”	 as	 their	 president.4	 But	 the	 mere	 fact	 that	 these	 polls	 were
published	reflected	that	it	was	suddenly	acceptable	to	speak	of	the	military	as
a	realistic	alternative	to	Morsi	and	the	Brotherhood.

The	military’s	 internal	deliberations	during	 this	period	are	unknown	and
perhaps	 unknowable.	 But	 the	 generals’	 outward	 signals	 suggested	 that	 they
intended	 to	 cooperate	 with	 Morsi	 and	 the	 Brotherhood,	 despite	 the	 rising
anger.	In	mid-March,	the	military	announced	that	it	would	accept	cadets	from
Brotherhood	 families	 into	 military	 academies,	 reversing	 a	 prior	 ban	 and
signaling	its	acceptance	of	Islamists	as	“part	of	the	national	fabric.”5

Meanwhile,	 the	 generals	 said	 repeatedly	 that	 they	 had	 no	 interest	 in
governing	 again.	 The	 generals	 likely	 knew	 that	 toppling	 Morsi	 would	 put
them	 in	 direct	 conflict	 with	 the	 Brotherhood	 and	 its	 allies—Islamists	 who
could	mobilize	effectively,	and	possibly	violently,	against	a	coup.	Moreover,
the	military	likely	worried	about	the	international	community’s	response.	US
law	 calls	 for	 suspending	 aid	 to	 countries	 in	 which	 the	 military	 topples	 an
elected	government.	A	coup	would	thus	jeopardize	a	vital	source	of	military
aid.	 And	 every	 communication	 between	 US	 officials	 and	 the	 Egyptian
military	 on	 the	 matter	 was	 quite	 clear:	 Whatever	 you	 do,	 the	 American
officials	told	the	generals,	do	not	launch	a	coup.

But	perhaps	 the	most	 important	 factor	 in	 the	military’s	hesitance	was	 its
own	reading	of	recent	history.	Unlike	the	revolutionaries,	the	generals	had	not
forgotten	the	bitterness	of	the	period	of	SCAF	rule	and	weren’t	eager	to	repeat
it.	 In	 private	 conversations,	military	 officials	 said	 that	 they	were	 trained	 to
fight	wars	and	protect	borders—not	to	govern	or	make	policy.	Yet	they	always
closed	 these	 discussions	 with	 the	 following	 line:	 “But	 we	 won’t	 let	 the
country	fall	to	chaos.”	What,	exactly,	did	that	mean?	The	generals	refused	to
elaborate.6

Perhaps	 the	 generals	 weren’t	 really	 sure	 what	 they	 meant.	 During
meetings	 with	 US	 officials,	 top	 generals	 expressed	 their	 frustration	 with
Morsi	 and	 the	 Brotherhood.	 But	 the	 generals	 also	 blamed	 the	 opposition
parties	for	the	ongoing	crisis	and	accused	them	of	being	stubborn.7	So,	for	the
time	being,	 the	brass	 stayed	put,	apparently	hoping	 that	Morsi	would	 find	a



way	to	reconcile	with	the	opposition	and	end	the	deepening	political	crisis.

Morsi	 understood	 that	 his	 durability	 depended	 more	 than	 ever	 on	 the
generals.	He	therefore	worked	assiduously	to	stay	in	their	good	graces.	When
the	Guardian	published	a	leaked	government	report	on	April	10	that	detailed
the	military’s	abuses	during	the	2011	uprising,	Morsi	scrambled	to	quash	it.8

The	 following	 day,	 Morsi	 met	 with	 the	 SCAF	 to	 clear	 the	 air.	 After	 the
meeting,	 Morsi	 tried	 to	 project	 unity	 by	 appearing	 alongside	 top	 generals,
with	al-Sisi	to	his	right.	“I	will	not	ever	allow	slanders	in	any	way,	shape	or
form	or	…	any	means	to	attack	any	member	of	the	armed	forces,”	Morsi	said.
He	further	praised	the	military	for	“its	great	role	in	protecting	the	security	and
safety	 of	 this	 nation.”	 Finally,	 Morsi	 vowed	 not	 to	 pursue	 development
projects	in	areas	where	the	military	operates	and	announced	the	promotion	of
senior	military	officers.

These	gestures	seemingly	pleased	al-Sisi,	who	said	that	he	found	Morsi	to
be	“understanding”	of	 the	military’s	concerns.9	The	 implicit	deal	 that	Morsi
had	struck	with	the	military	when	he	fired	top	SCAF	leaders	in	August	2012
still	stood:	Morsi	respected	the	military’s	autonomy	over	 its	own	affairs	and
economic	 interests,	 and	 in	 exchange	 the	 military	 respected	 his	 political
authority—even	though	many	Egyptians	no	longer	did.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

By	 late	April	2013,	 the	popular	mood	within	Egypt	had	shifted	sharply	and
broadly	 against	 the	 Brotherhood.	 As	 the	 country’s	 economic	 frustrations
intensified	 and	 power	 outages	 became	 more	 frequent,	 ordinary	 Egyptians
cursed	at	Muslim	Brothers	 in	 the	streets.	The	private	media	networks,	many
of	 which	 were	 targets	 of	 Morsi’s	 media	 crackdown,	 fed	 this	 anger	 and
increasingly	 portrayed	 the	 organization	 as	 a	 secretive	 fifth	 column	 that	 had
commandeered	Egypt’s	revolution	for	its	own	parochial	interests.

The	 country	 was	 boiling	 and	 collapsing	 at	 the	 same	 time—and	 most
dangerously,	 there	 was	 no	 resolution	 to	 the	 crisis	 in	 sight.	 The	 military
showed	 little	 interest	 in	 confronting	 Morsi	 so	 long	 as	 its	 perquisites	 were
protected.	 The	 opposition	 parties	were	 too	weak	 to	meaningfully	 challenge
the	Brotherhood	in	elections.	And	the	Brotherhood	refused	to	negotiate	with
its	opponents.	Worst	of	all,	Morsi	 lacked	a	coherent	policy	agenda	and	 thus
inspired	no	confidence	that	he	could	put	the	country	on	a	better	path.



Indeed,	Egypt’s	 crisis	was	 reaching	 the	 point	 of	 explosion—yet	 nobody
knew	 what	 that	 explosion	 would	 ultimately	 look	 like	 or	 how	 the	 political
crisis	might	end.

On	April	28,	 a	group	of	 revolutionary	activists	proposed	a	way	 forward
for	 the	 anti-Morsi	 opposition.	 Calling	 their	 campaign	 Tamarod,	 meaning
“Rebellion,”	the	activists	announced	a	petition	drive	to	withdraw	confidence
from	 Morsi	 and	 demand	 early	 presidential	 elections.	 “Electing	 a	 president
isn’t	 a	 Catholic	 marriage,”	 Tamarod	 spokesman	 Mohamed	 Abdel	 Aziz
declared,	arguing	that	Morsi	had	sacrificed	his	electoral	legitimacy	by	killing
protesters	 and	 seizing	 total	 power	 through	 his	 November	 22	 constitutional
declaration.	Abdel	Aziz	added	 that	Tamarod	hoped	 to	collect	 fifteen	million
petition	signatures	against	Morsi—more	than	the	number	of	votes	that	Morsi
received	 during	 the	 second	 round	 of	 the	 presidential	 elections	 only	 a	 year
earlier.	It	further	called	for	a	“million-man	march”	on	June	30,	2013,	the	one-
year	 anniversary	 of	 Morsi’s	 inauguration,	 with	 the	 hope	 of	 ending	 his
presidency	by	July	1.10

The	 idea	 behind	 Tamarod	 wasn’t	 new.	 For	 example,	 in	 early	 March,
citizens	in	at	least	four	governorates	had	petitioned	the	military	to	take	control
of	 the	 country,	 and	 according	 to	 one	 activist	 13,500	 people	 signed	 the
petitions.11	But	while	 these	earlier	efforts	received	little	media	attention	and
quickly	 fizzled,	 Tamarod	 was	 an	 instant	 phenomenon.	 Its	 first	 press
conference	was	broadcast	on	virtually	every	privately	owned	satellite	network
and	covered	in	almost	every	major	Egyptian	newspaper.

Indeed,	 the	 amount	 of	 attention	 that	 Tamarod	 received	 was	 rather
surprising,	 since	Tamarod’s	 five	 founding	members	were	 little-known	youth
activists	 who	 claimed	 to	 be	 affiliated	 with	 Kefaya,	 the	 virtually	 defunct
opposition	 movement	 from	 the	 mid-2000s.12	 So	 while	 Tamarod	 presented
itself	 as	 a	 grassroots	 effort	 to	 oust	 Morsi	 by	 early	 elections	 or	 a	 mass
demonstration,	 its	most	critical	support	came	from	elites—particularly	 those
in	 the	 media	 organizations	 that	 Morsi’s	 prosecutor	 and	 the	 Brotherhood
routinely	 threatened.	 And	 thanks	 to	 this	 attention,	 Tamarod	 hit	 the	 ground
running,	with	activists	lining	up	across	the	country	to	distribute	its	petition.

The	 Brotherhood,	 however,	 didn’t	 view	 Tamarod	 as	 particularly
significant.	 It	 regarded	 Egypt’s	 non-Islamist	 opposition	 parties	 and
movements	 as	 media	 contrivances	 with	 little	 presence	 on	 the	 ground,	 with



Tamarod	 only	 being	 the	 latest	 example.	 Its	 primary	 concern	 was	 the	 state
institutions,	which	 it	 claimed	were	 packed	with	Mubarak	 regime	 holdovers
who	 were	 undermining	 Morsi’s	 presidency.	 And	 Brotherhood	 leaders
increasingly	worried	that	Morsi	was	losing	his	battle	with	the	ancien	régime
by	appointing	Muslim	Brothers	to	high-ranking	positions	too	gradually.13

So	to	bolster	his	Brotherhood	base,	Morsi	issued	another	cabinet	reshuffle
on	May	7.	Four	of	the	nine	new	ministers	were	Muslim	Brothers,	bringing	the
Brotherhood’s	 total	 representation	 to	 twelve	 of	 thirty-five	 ministerial
positions.	The	Brotherhood	still	held	only	a	small	fraction	of	all	cabinet	seats,
but	since	four	of	 the	remaining	five	appointees	were	Islamists,	 the	cabinet’s
ideological	bent	tilted	further	toward	the	Brotherhood.

The	new	appointments	were	also	significant	because	Morsi	broke	with	his
previous	 pattern	 of	 appointing	Muslim	Brothers	 to	 service-	 and	production-
oriented	ministries.	He	tapped	FJP	leader	Amr	Darrag	to	head	the	Ministry	of
International	 Cooperation	 and	 Planning	 and	 named	 FJP	 spokesman	 Yehia
Hamed	minister	 of	 investment.	 These	 two	men,	 along	 with	 FJP	 economics
chairman	 Abdullah	 Shehata,	 were	 charged	 with	 overseeing	 Egypt’s
negotiations	with	the	IMF—a	portfolio	that	grew	more	urgent	by	the	day.14

Egypt’s	 economy,	 after	 all,	 was	 in	 total	 free	 fall.	 Inflation	 skyrocketed,
with	 the	Egyptian	pound	depreciating	 from	6.06	pounds	 to	 the	dollar	 at	 the
time	of	Morsi’s	inauguration	to	7	pounds	to	the	dollar	by	mid-May	2013,	and
the	black	market	exchange	rates	soared	to	approximately	8.25	pounds	to	the
dollar.15	Egypt	was	also	more	dependent	than	ever	on	Qatar,	with	a	$3	billion
low-interest	Qatari	loan	boosting	Egypt’s	reserves	to	$16.04	billion	by	the	end
of	May.16	At	the	same	time,	Egypt’s	energy	prices	skyrocketed,	and	electricity
shortages	grew	more	frequent	as	summer	approached,	with	blackouts	of	seven
hours	reported	in	some	governorates.17

The	 rising	 anger	 on	 the	 street	 was	 a	 boon	 for	 Tamarod’s	 anti-Morsi
petition	 drive.	 By	 mid-May,	 Tamarod’s	 petition	 collectors	 were	 visible
throughout	the	country,	and	the	campaign	claimed	to	have	collected	over	two
million	 signatures	 within	 its	 first	 ten	 days	 of	 work.18	 And	 Morsi’s
appointment	of	more	Muslim	Brothers	to	address	the	country’s	ongoing	slide
bolstered	 the	 opposition’s	 argument	 that	 he	 was	 more	 concerned	 with
Brotherhoodizing	the	government	than	fixing	problems.

Meanwhile,	the	Brotherhood	made	matters	worse	by	picking	new	fights	at



virtually	every	 turn.	On	May	14,	 the	Brotherhood-dominated	Shura	Council
announced	 that	 it	 was	 reopening	 amendments	 on	 “judicial	 reform.”	 This
violated	an	earlier	promise	 that	Morsi	had	made	 to	 the	Supreme	Council	of
the	Judiciary	that	the	judges’	input	would	guide	any	changes	to	the	judiciary
law.19

Morsi’s	 government	 also	 started	 threatening	 revolutionary	 activists.	 On
May	 10,	 Cairo	 Airport	 police	 detained	 April	 6	 Youth	 movement	 founder
Ahmed	Maher	for	allegedly	organizing	protests	outside	the	interior	minister’s
house.	 The	 timing	 of	 the	 arrest	 was	 suspicious,	 however.	 The	 protests	 had
taken	 place	 two	 months	 earlier,	 and	 at	 the	 time	 of	 his	 arrest	 Maher	 was
returning	from	Washington,	where	he	had	criticized	the	Brotherhood	during	a
public	conference.20

At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	Morsi	government	 continued	 its	 assault	 on	media
critics.	 On	 May	 19,	 Morsi’s	 prosecutor	 referred	 the	 editor	 and	 managing
editor	of	El-Watan	to	criminal	trials	for	defamation	and	for	“publishing	false
news	that	aims	to	disturb	the	public	peace	and	stir	panic”	after	the	newspaper
published	 Islamist	 militants’	 alleged	 assassination	 targets.21	 The	 prosecutor
opened	another	investigation	into	three	Tamarod	founders	and	prominent	TV
hosts	 Amr	 Adib	 and	 Mohamed	 Sherdy,	 accusing	 them	 of	 “inciting	 and
mobilizing	people	to	overthrow	an	elected	government,	inciting	hatred	against
the	 regime,	 and	 promoting	 a	 group	 suspected	 of	 violating	 the	 law.”	 In
response	 to	 the	 investigation,	 Sherdy	 and	 Adib	 defiantly	 signed	 Tamarod
petitions	on	air.22

By	 the	 end	 of	 May,	 Tamarod	 claimed	 that	 it	 had	 collected	 over	 seven
million	 signatures.23	 Whether	 or	 not	 this	 figure	 was	 accurate—and	 it	 is
reasonable	to	doubt	it—Tamarod	was	by	that	point	a	household	name.	And	as
a	result	 of	 the	Brotherhood’s	 failed	 and	 increasingly	 autocratic	 governance,
many	Egyptians	were	now	looking	toward	the	June	30	Tamarod	protests	as	a
pivotal	showdown	against	the	Brotherhood	regime.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

As	 the	 crisis	wore	 on,	 new	 signs	 emerged	 of	 the	military’s	 discontent	with
Morsi.	 For	 example,	when	Morsi’s	 reshuffled	 cabinet	 posed	 for	 a	 photo	 on
May	 7,	 Defense	 Minister	 al-Sisi	 was	 conspicuously	 absent.	 Still,	 al-Sisi
continued	 to	 reject	 popular	 calls	 for	 the	military	 to	 topple	Morsi	 and	 urged
Morsi	 and	 the	 opposition	 to	 negotiate	 a	 resolution.	 “No	 one	 is	 going	 to



remove	 anyone,”	 al-Sisi	 told	 an	 audience	 of	 troops	 and	 public	 figures	 on
May	12,	 saying	 that	 the	military	was	 not	 a	 “solution”	 to	 political	 problems
and	that	the	country	should	decide	its	future	through	the	ballot	box.24

Four	days	 later,	 however,	 new	 tensions	 emerged	between	Morsi	 and	 the
military.	 On	May	 16,	 seven	 security	 officers	 were	 kidnapped	 in	 Sinai,	 and
Morsi	responded	by	saying	that	efforts	 to	release	 the	officers	should	seek	 to
“preserve	the	lives	of	everyone,	whether	the	kidnapped	or	the	kidnappers.”25

Morsi’s	 statement	 sparked	 significant	 outrage	 within	 the	 military,	 since	 it
equated	 the	 kidnapped	 officers	 with	 their	 captors.	 The	 soldiers’	 outrage
escalated	when	rumors	circulated	that	top	Muslim	Brothers	were	negotiating
with	the	tribes	to	secure	the	officers’	release	in	exchange	for	releasing	inmates
from	one	of	Egypt’s	highest-security	prisons.26

The	crisis	worsened	a	few	days	later,	when	a	video	surfaced	in	which	the
captives	 begged	Morsi	 to	 release	Sinai’s	 political	 detainees	 in	 exchange	 for
their	 release.	The	 images	made	Morsi	 look	weak,	and	his	attempt	 to	project
strength	by	declaring	that	there	was	“no	room	for	dialogue	with	the	criminals”
and	 that	 “all	 options	 were	 on	 the	 table”	 fell	 flat.27	 When	 the	 kidnapped
officers	 were	 finally	 freed	 on	 May	 22,	 the	 military	 released	 a	 message
thanking	 “the	 efforts	 of	 military	 intelligence	 with	 the	 help	 of	 the	 tribal
chieftains	and	honorable	people	of	Sinai”—noticeably	excluding	Morsi	from
receiving	credit.28

Meanwhile,	 another	 controversy	 was	 brewing	 upstream	 along	 the	 Nile,
where	Ethiopia	began	constructing	a	new	dam	that	Cairo	feared	would	reduce
Egypt’s	Nile	water	 supply	downstream.	To	present	Egypt’s	 concerns,	Morsi
flew	to	Addis	Ababa	on	May	25	and	received	assurances	from	the	Ethiopian
prime	minister	that	Egypt’s	water	supply	would	not	be	affected.

Later	 that	week,	Ethiopia	diverted	one	of	 the	Nile’s	 tributaries	as	part	of
the	 construction	 plan,	 and	Morsi’s	 spokesman	 said	 that	 the	move	wouldn’t
affect	 the	 amount	 of	 Nile	 water	 reaching	 Egypt.	 Still,	 Cairo	 remained
concerned	 about	 the	 new	 dam’s	 impact	 and	 awaited	 a	 report	 from	 the
Tripartite	 Nile	 Basin	 Committee—a	 review	 board	 comprising	 Egyptian,
Ethiopian,	 and	Sudanese	experts—before	determining	 its	next	 steps.29	 After
reviewing	 the	June	2	 report	with	a	 small	group	of	 technical	advisers,	Morsi
invited	 political	 party	 leaders	 to	 discuss	 it	 in	 a	 meeting	 at	 the	 presidential
palace	the	following	day.30



Unbeknownst	to	the	party	leaders,	however,	the	meeting	was	broadcast	on
live	 television.	 It	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 a	 total	 circus.	 With	 Morsi	 listening
attentively,	the	politicians	offered	a	series	of	outlandish	recommendations	for
forcing	 Ethiopia	 to	 abandon	 its	 dam	 project,	 such	 as	 leaking	 false
“intelligence	 information”	 to	 Ethiopian	 newspapers	 that	 an	 Egyptian	 attack
was	 imminent	 and	 supporting	 ethnic	 liberation	 movements	 within	 Ethiopia
against	 the	 government.	 The	 meeting	 also	 became	 a	 forum	 for	 wild
conspiracy	theories	about	supposed	American	and	Israeli	 involvement	in	the
dam	 project.	 When	 one	 party	 leader	 urged	 his	 colleagues	 not	 to	 leak	 the
meeting’s	proceedings	to	the	media,	Morsi	finally	revealed	that	they	were	on
live	television,	and	the	attendees	erupted	in	a	nervous	laughter.31

Then	on	June	10,	Morsi	addressed	the	nation.	Speaking	before	hundreds
of	cheering	supporters,	Morsi	announced	 that	“all	options	are	open”	against
Ethiopia’s	 dam	 project,	 implying	 that	 military	 action	 was	 possible.	 Morsi
seemingly	 hoped	 that	 this	 tough	 talk	 would	 counteract	 Tamarod’s	 rising
influence	and	rally	the	public	around	his	leadership.32	But	his	threats	against
Ethiopia	 angered	 the	 generals,	 who	 had	 no	 interest	 in	 a	 confrontation	 with
Ethiopia.

Suddenly,	the	generals	changed	their	tune	and	sent	signals	that	they	were
considering	 alternatives	 to	Morsi.	With	 the	 military’s	 permission,	 Egyptian
newspapers	started	printing	flattering	photos	of	al-Sisi,	depicting	the	defense
minister	running	in	shorts	or	smiling	optimistically—and	thus	striking	a	sharp
contrast	to	the	potbellied,	scowling	Morsi.	And	in	meetings	with	US	officials,
al-Sisi	no	longer	promised	that	the	military	wouldn’t	intervene	politically,	and
he	ranted	against	Morsi	for	refusing	to	reconcile	with	the	opposition.33

It	 is	 worth	 emphasizing,	 however,	 that	 these	 signals	 appear	 obvious
mostly	 in	 hindsight.	 At	 the	 time,	 nobody	 knew	 exactly	 what	 the	 military
might	 do	 if	 and	 when	 the	 anti-Morsi	 fervor	 boiled	 over,	 which	 is	 why
Tamarod	 continued	 working	 to	 build	 momentum	 against	 Morsi	 and	 the
Brotherhood.	By	mid-June,	Tamarod	claimed	that	it	had	collected	more	than
thirteen	million	signatures	and	that	it	was	on	pace	to	exceed	its	goal	of	fifteen
million	 petitions	 calling	 for	 early	 presidential	 elections.34	 Whether	 or	 not
those	figures	were	accurate—and,	 again,	one	 should	 take	 them	with	a	hefty
grain	of	salt—there	is	no	questioning	Tamarod’s	 impact	on	Egypt’s	political
scene.	 Even	 in	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 rural	 strongholds,	 Tamarod	 petition
collectors	 were	 so	 ubiquitous	 that	 in	 mid-May	 the	 Brotherhood	 and	 its



Islamist	allies	started	an	anti-Tamarod	petition	campaign	that	called	for	Morsi
to	complete	his	four-year	term.35

Of	 course,	 the	 ongoing	 deterioration	 of	 conditions	 under	 Morsi	 fueled
Tamarod’s	rise.	The	police	mutiny	that	began	in	the	spring	of	2013	worsened,
and	by	June	the	police’s	apparent	unwillingness	to	enforce	the	law	led	many
Egyptians	to	take	matters	into	their	own	hands.	An	illicit	arms	trade	exploded
nationwide,	 and	 the	 proliferation	 of	 smuggled	 and	 smaller	 homemade
weapons	 indicated	 that	 the	 state	 was	 coming	 apart	 at	 the	 seams.	 And	 in
certain	parts	of	the	country,	the	state	practically	didn’t	exist,	as	armed	gangs
took	control	of	major	thoroughfares	in	Upper	Egypt	and	Sinai.36

Meanwhile,	 Egypt’s	 economy	 continued	 to	 plummet.	 Food	 prices	 rose
further,	creating	 longer	 lines	at	government-run	bakeries.	The	decline	of	 the
Egyptian	 pound	 and	 weak	 cash	 reserves	 strained	 the	 country’s	 energy
resources,	and	the	resulting	electricity	outages	grew	longer	and	more	frequent
as	summer	approached.	At	the	same	time,	Egypt’s	fuel	crisis	worsened,	with
hours-long	gasoline	 lines	extending	 for	miles	 in	certain	parts	of	 the	country
and	 often	 blocking	 major	 thoroughfares.	 The	 outages	 hindered	 factory
production	 and	 farming	 irrigation,	 costing	 the	 economy	 an	 estimated	 $14
billion.37

Morsi’s	government	offered	no	policy	solutions	to	these	challenges.	And
as	conditions	worsened,	the	Tamarod	campaign	downplayed	its	own	petition’s
call	 for	 early	 presidential	 elections	 and	 instead	 focused	 on	 strategies	 for
convincing	 the	 military	 to	 remove	 Morsi	 immediately.	 The	 centerpiece	 of
these	efforts	was	the	June	30	protests,	which	Tamarod’s	backers	hoped	would
compel	the	military	to	intervene	against	Morsi,	as	it	had	against	Mubarak	in
February	2011.

But	 the	 activists	 worried	 that	 even	 a	 massive	 anti-Morsi	 demonstration
wouldn’t	 be	 sufficient	 to	 catalyze	 a	 coup.	 After	 all,	 al-Sisi	 was	 a	 Morsi
appointee,	and	in	all	of	its	public	statements	the	military	indicated	that	it	had
no	interest	in	governing	again.	So	to	force	the	military’s	hand,	revolutionary
activists	 planned	 to	 escalate	 their	 protests	 even	 after	 the	 June	 30
demonstrations.	 According	 to	 one	 plan,	 activists	 would	 surround	 the
presidential	 palace	 and	 governorate	 offices	 in	 every	 province	 and	 lay	 siege
until	the	military	intervened.	Another	plan	suggested	reinforcing	this	siege	by
parking	cars	at	 the	protest	grounds,	 forcing	 the	military	and	police	 to	either



remove	Morsi	or	use	significant	force	to	upend	the	protesters’	positions.	And
in	 the	Nile	Delta,	 anti-Morsi	 unionists	 planned	 to	 shut	 down	 their	 factories
after	June	30,	thereby	threatening	severe	economic	devastation	for	as	long	as
Morsi	remained	in	office.

Indeed,	Tamarod’s	supporters	were	desperate	to	end	Morsi’s	rule	and	saw
the	 June	 30	 protests	 as	 their	 pivotal	 showdown	 with	 Morsi	 and	 the
Brotherhood.	“We	will	leave	our	homes	[on	June	30]	and	not	go	back	unless
the	 regime	 steps	 down,	 or	 we	 will	 die,”	 Abdel	 Fattah	 Sabry,	 the	 chief
Tamarod	 organizer	 in	 the	 Nile	 Delta	 city	 of	 Al-Mahalla	 al-Kobra,	 told	 me
during	an	early	June	interview.38

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Even	 as	 calls	 for	 Morsi’s	 ouster	 reached	 a	 fever	 pitch	 by	 mid-June,	 the
Brotherhood	 still	 didn’t	 take	 Tamarod	 seriously.	 In	 interviews,	 Muslim
Brothers	 continued	 to	 portray	 Tamarod	 as	 the	 work	 of	 a	 tiny	 but	 vocal
minority—non-Islamists	who	had	little	support	in	a	Muslim-majority	country
like	Egypt.	So	rather	than	viewing	Tamarod	as	a	sign	that	Morsi’s	presidency
was	off	the	rails,	Muslim	Brothers	argued	that	Tamarod’s	emergence	indicated
that	 Morsi	 was	 doing	 the	 right	 things—that	 he	 was	 making	 the	 kinds	 of
policies	 that	would	 inevitably	outrage	 the	Brotherhood’s	weak,	 non-Islamist
adversaries.	“Hassan	al-Banna	told	us	this	would	happen	seventy	years	ago,”
Mahmoud	Rashad,	an	FJP	media	official,	 told	me	at	 the	 time.	“So	 I	 am	not
worried	but	confident	that	we	are	on	the	right	track.”39

Despite	this	self-assuredness,	the	Brotherhood	was	in	a	combative	mood.
It	 was	 tired	 of	 the	 calls	 for	 Morsi’s	 ouster	 and	 wanted	 to	 prove	 the
opposition’s	weakness	once	and	 for	all.	Starting	 in	early	 June,	 it	planned	 to
mobilize	its	cadres	earlier	and	more	emphatically	than	Tamarod,	organizing	a
“series	 of	 million-man	 marches	 to	 protect	 legitimacy”	 during	 the	 week
leading	up	 to	 June	30,	 including	a	mass	demonstration	 to	 support	Morsi	on
June	28.	The	Brotherhood	also	indicated	that	it	was	willing	to	use	violence	to
defend	 Morsi’s	 presidency,	 as	 it	 had	 done	 during	 the	 December	 2012
demonstrations	outside	the	presidential	palace.	“What	the	organization	or	the
Muslim	 Brotherhood	 [leaders]	 sees	 is	 right,	 we	 will	 obey,”	 former	 FJP
spokesman	Ahmed	Sobea	told	me.40

Meanwhile,	as	the	June	30	protests	approached,	Morsi	worked	to	solidify
his	 Islamist	base	by	appealing	 to	 the	Salafists.	While	 the	Salafists	generally



preferred	 the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood	 to	 its	 non-Islamist	 opponents—Salafists
largely	supported	Morsi	during	the	June	2012	runoff	against	Ahmed	Shafik—
there	 were	 signs	 of	 rising	 discontent.	 Nour	 Party	 leaders	 believed	 that	 the
Brotherhood	had	appointed	too	few	Salafists	to	top	positions	and	had	warned
for	 many	 months	 that	 Morsi’s	 fights	 with	 the	 judiciary	 and	 exclusivist
governing	 style	 were	 pushing	 Egypt	 toward	 the	 brink	 of	 a	 violent
breakdown.41

In	terms	of	policy	substance,	however,	 the	Salafists	particularly	objected
to	 Morsi’s	 rapprochement	 with	 Iran.	 Salafists	 typically	 regard	 Shiites	 as
apostates	 and	warned	 that	 improved	 Iranian–Egyptian	 relations	would	 open
the	doors	to	Shiite	proselytization	in	Egypt.	The	Nour	Party	also	warned	that
engaging	Iran	alienated	longtime	Gulf	allies	such	as	the	United	Arab	Emirates
and	Saudi	Arabia	and	thus	drove	away	foreign	investment.42

Moreover,	 given	 Tehran’s	 support	 for	 Syrian	 dictator	 Bashar	 al-Assad’s
brutal	crackdown	on	 the	Syrian	uprising,	 in	which	over	a	hundred	 thousand
people	 had	 been	 killed	 by	 that	 point,	 Morsi’s	 outreach	 to	 Iran	 was
increasingly	controversial	even	among	non-Salafist	Islamists.	The	pressure	on
Morsi	 to	 reverse	 his	 Iran	 policy	 intensified	 after	May	 31,	 when	 the	 Qatar-
based	Sheikh	Yusuf	 al-Qaradawi,	 one	of	 the	most	 prominent	Sunni	 Islamist
voices	 and	 a	 major	 ideological	 influence	 on	 the	 Brotherhood,	 lambasted
Iranian	support	for	al-Assad	and	urged	Sunnis	to	take	up	arms	in	support	of
the	 Syrian	 opposition.	 “Iran	 is	 pushing	 forward	 arms	 and	men	 [to	 back	 the
Syrian	 regime],	 so	why	do	we	stand	 idle?”	Qaradawi	declared.	“How	could
100	million	Shiites	[worldwide]	defeat	1.7	billion	[Sunnis]?”43

In	 a	 bid	 to	 appease	 these	 rising	 anti-Iranian	 sentiments	 and	 bolster	 its
Islamist	 base,	Morsi’s	 administration	 suddenly	 embraced	 a	 hard-line	 Syrian
policy.	 On	 June	 13,	 Morsi	 foreign	 policy	 adviser	 Khaled	 al-Qazzaz
announced	that	Egypt	wouldn’t	take	any	action	against	Egyptian	citizens	who
traveled	to	Syria	to	join	the	jihadis	against	the	al-Assad	regime.	“The	right	of
travel	 or	 freedom	 of	 travel	 is	 open	 for	 all	 Egyptians,”	 al-Qazzaz	 told	 the
Associated	Press,	adding	 that	Egyptians	who	returned	 from	 the	Syrian	 jihad
weren’t	a	threat	to	Egypt.44

Then	 on	 June	 15,	 Morsi	 delivered	 a	 major	 address	 before	 tens	 of
thousands	of	screaming	supporters.	Standing	alongside	radical	Salafist	clerics
at	a	massive	rally	in	Cairo	Stadium,	Morsi	threw	Egypt’s	total	support	behind



the	 Syrian	 opposition.	 “The	 Egyptian	 people	 support	 the	 struggle	 of	 the
Syrian	 people,	materially	 and	 morally,	 and	 Egypt,	 its	 nation,	 leadership	…
and	army,	will	not	abandon	the	Syrian	people	until	 it	achieves	its	rights	and
dignity,”	Morsi	 declared.	He	 further	 criticized	 Iran	 implicitly,	 calling	 on	 its
proxy	Hezbollah	to	leave	Syria	and	accusing	states	in	the	region	of	feeding	“a
campaign	of	extermination	and	planned	ethnic	cleansing”	in	Syria.45

It	 was	 an	 incredibly	 dangerous	 speech	 on	 many	 levels.	 By	 explicitly
saying	 that	 Egypt’s	 “army	 will	 not	 abandon	 the	 Syrian	 people,”	 Morsi
suggested	 that	Egypt	might	get	 involved	militarily	 in	Syria—a	commitment
that	Morsi	was	in	no	position	to	make,	given	the	military’s	autonomy	over	its
own	affairs.	Moreover,	although	Morsi	didn’t	explicitly	call	for	jihad	in	Syria
or	embrace	the	Salafists’	anti-Shiism,	other	speakers	did,	including	prominent
Salafist	 Sheikh	 Mohamed	 Hassan,	 who	 called	 for	 preventing	 Shiites	 from
entering	Egypt	and	declared	participation	 in	 the	Syrian	 jihad	“incumbent	on
all	Arab	peoples.”46	Morsi’s	involvement	 in	 the	Syria	 rally	was	 thus	viewed
as	the	Egyptian	state’s	endorsement	of	the	Syrian	jihad	and	an	open	invitation
for	Egyptians	to	join	it.47	And	given	the	significant	security	threat	that	Egypt
already	faced	from	Sinai-based	jihadis,	Morsi’s	implicit	embrace	of	the	Syrian
jihad	gave	the	Egyptian	military	another	reason	to	see	Morsi’s	presidency	as
destabilizing.

The	next	day,	Morsi	threw	his	Islamist	base	another	bone.	He	announced
the	 appointment	 of	 seventeen	 new	 governors,	 including	 seven	 from	 the
Brotherhood,	 five	 from	 the	 military,	 and	 one	 from	 the	 police.	 With	 these
appointments,	Brotherhood-affiliated	governors	outnumbered	 those	 from	 the
security	services	for	the	first	time,	by	a	margin	of	eleven	to	nine—a	tally	that
pleased	 the	Brotherhood’s	 rank	 and	 file	 but	 outraged	 the	 opposition,	which
once	 again	 accused	 Morsi	 of	 “Brotherhoodizing”	 the	 government.48	 As	 a
result,	violent	protests	erupted	in	those	governorates	where	Muslim	Brothers
presided	 and	 continued	 for	 days.	 Rioters	 burned	 the	 FJP’s	 headquarters	 in
Tanta,	 laid	siege	 to	 the	governor’s	home	in	Kafr	el-Sheikh,	and	stormed	 the
governors’	offices	in	Dakhaliya	and	Ismailia.49

Morsi’s	most	controversial	gubernatorial	appointment,	however,	 came	 in
Luxor:	 He	 appointed	 Adel	 al-Khayat,	 a	 founding	 member	 of	 al-Gamaa	 al-
Islamiya.	 The	 organization	 was	 reviled	 in	 Luxor	 because	 its	 militants	 had
killed	sixty-two	people—including	fifty-eight	 tourists—in	a	November	1997
attack	 at	 the	 Temple	 of	 Hatshepsut.	 Moreover,	 al-Gamaa	 had	 declared	 its



intention	 to	 ban	 alcohol	 and	 nightclubs—moves	 that	 would	 be	 especially
damaging	in	a	governorate	that	relied	so	heavily	on	tourism	revenue.50

Al-Khayat’s	 appointment	 thus	 sparked	 instant	outrage.	Tourism	Minister
Hesham	Zaazou	 resigned	 almost	 immediately,	 explaining	 that	 putting	 an	 al-
Gamaa	 member	 in	 charge	 of	 Luxor	 would	 have	 a	 disastrous	 impact	 on
tourism.	Meanwhile,	 local	 Luxor	 citizens—many	 of	 them	 connected	 to	 the
tourism	 industry—mobilized	 to	 prevent	 al-Khayat	 from	 entering	 the
governor’s	 office.51	 The	 standoff	 ended	 a	 week	 later,	 when	 al-Khayat
resigned	from	office.52

By	 that	 point,	 however,	 the	 Brotherhood	 and	 its	 allies	 were	 growing
restless.	 Seemingly	 everything	 that	Morsi	 did	 led	 to	 a	 new	wave	 of	 violent
protests,	 and	 now	 demonstrators	 were	 preventing	 Morsi’s	 gubernatorial
appointees	from	entering	their	offices.	The	Brotherhood’s	youth	cadres	were
particularly	 eager	 to	 mobilize	 in	 support	 of	Morsi	 and	 said	 that	 they	 were
willing	to	die	to	protect	his	presidency.53

On	 Friday,	 June	 21,	 hundreds	 of	 pro-Morsi	 protesters	 gathered	 outside
Rabaa	al-Adawiya	mosque	in	northern	Cairo,	chanting	Islamist	slogans.	From
the	podium,	al-Gamaa	al-Islamiya	 leader	Assem	Abdel-Maged	declared	 that
the	following	week’s	protests	would	be	the	“spark	for	an	Islamic	revolution,”
while	pro-Brotherhood	preacher	Safwat	Hegazy	threatened	to	defend	Morsi’s
presidency	violently,	saying	that	“whoever	sprays	[Morsi]	with	water,	we	will
spray	with	blood.”	The	demonstration	also	featured	a	martial	arts	performance
by	 Islamist	 youths,	 as	 well	 as	 banners	 depicting	 Morsi’s	 media	 critics	 in
nooses—violent	threats	that	sought	to	intimidate	the	opposition.54

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Egypt’s	 rapidly	 deteriorating	 political	 environment	 greatly	 unnerved
Washington.	After	months	of	trying	to	“moderate”	Morsi’s	behavior	 through
friendly	“engagement,”	US	officials	now	recognized	privately	that	this	policy
had	failed	miserably.	Morsi’s	exclusivist	governing	style	had	alienated	a	large
segment	of	Egyptian	society,	and	Washington’s	largely	uncritical	interactions
with	him	fed	the	perception	that	the	United	States	supported	the	Brotherhood.
Still,	 the	 Obama	 administration	 viewed	 the	 June	 30	 Tamarod	 protests	 as	 a
recipe	 for	 further	 instability,	 since	Morsi’s	 toppling	 would	 destroy	 Egypt’s
electoral	institutions	and	risked	severe	civil	strife.



In	 an	 apparent	 attempt	 to	walk	 the	 opposition	 back	 from	 the	 brink,	US
ambassador	Anne	Patterson	addressed	the	Cairo-based	Ibn	Khaldun	Center	on
June	18.	After	explaining	 that	Washington	dealt	with	Morsi	and	 the	Muslim
Brotherhood	 because	 they	 had	 won	 elections,	 Patterson	 turned	 to	 the
upcoming	 June	 30	 Tamarod	 protests.	 “Some	 say	 that	 street	 action	 will
produce	 better	 results	 than	 elections,”	 she	 said.	 “To	 be	 honest,	 my
government	and	I	are	deeply	skeptical.”	Patterson	added	that	“more	violence
on	 the	 streets”	 would	 encumber	 Egypt’s	 economic	 progress	 and	 urged	 the
opposition	 to	organize	politically.	“Join	or	start	a	political	party	 that	 reflects
your	values	and	aspirations,”	she	said.	“You	will	have	to	roll	up	your	sleeves
and	work	hard.	Progress	will	be	slow	and	you	often	will	feel	frustrated.	But
there	is	no	other	way.”55

Of	 course,	 Patterson’s	 point	was	 that	 democratic	 institutions	 provided	 a
more	peaceful	mechanism	for	resolving	political	disputes	than	uprisings.	But
in	 the	 context	 of	 Egypt’s	 severe	 political	 polarization,	 Patterson	 was
effectively	blaming	the	opposition	for	Egypt’s	instability	and	touting	Morsi’s
democratic	 credentials	 simply	 because	 he	 had	won	 an	 election.	As	 a	 result,
Patterson’s	statement	backfired,	and	Egypt’s	private	media	cited	it	as	evidence
of	US	support	for	the	Brotherhood.

Two	 days	 later,	 Patterson	 visited	 Brotherhood	 Deputy	 Supreme	 Guide
Khairat	al-Shater.56	The	meeting	was	supposed	 to	be	private,	but	news	of	 it
leaked	 almost	 instantly,	 further	 feeding	 the	 perception	 of	 close	 US–
Brotherhood	 ties.	Yet	 Patterson’s	meeting	with	 al-Shater	wasn’t	 chummy	 at
all:	 The	 ambassador	 urged	 al-Shater	 to	 take	 Tamarod	 seriously	 and	 argued
that	 Morsi	 needed	 to	 make	 substantial	 political	 concessions	 to	 calm	 the
atmosphere,	such	as	replacing	the	prime	minister.

Al-Shater	refused.	The	political	parties	backing	Tamarod	don’t	count	for
anything	and	have	no	support	 in	 the	street,	he	said.	From	the	Brotherhood’s
perspective,	the	only	forces	that	mattered	were	the	Brotherhood,	the	military,
and	the	Mubarak	regime’s	former	supporters—and	al-Shater	alleged	that	 the
Mubarakists	 had	 plotted	 with	 corrupt	 members	 of	 the	 security	 services	 to
topple	Morsi	 from	 the	moment	 that	 he	was	 elected.	So,	 as	 al-Shater	 saw	 it,
there	was	nothing	that	Morsi	could	offer	that	would	appease	those	particular
forces.

Al-Shater	 further	 lambasted	 Egyptian	 Christians.	 He	 accused	 the	 new



Coptic	pope	of	being	an	“agent”	against	 the	Brotherhood	and	darkly	vowed
that	the	Copts	would	“pay	a	price”	for	supporting	Tamarod.	He	also	discussed
the	 situation	 in	 the	 Sinai,	 claiming	 that	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 relations	 with
certain	 groups	 had	 kept	 violence	 on	 the	 peninsula	 to	 a	 minimum	 and
threatening	that	all	hell	would	break	loose	if	Morsi	were	toppled.

Ultimately,	 al-Shater	 threw	 the	 ball	 back	 into	Washington’s	 court.	 “You
have	been	big	supporters	of	this	transition	in	Egypt,”	he	told	Patterson.	“And
you	 need	 to	 make	 it	 clear	 that	 you’ll	 stand	 by	 us.	 That	 will	 make	 a	 big
difference.”57

Washington,	 however,	 knew	 that	 it	 had	 little	 control	 over	 the	 situation.
Neither	 the	 Brotherhood	 nor	 the	 opposition	 was	 heeding	 its	 calls	 for
reconciliation,	and	that	portended	disaster.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

By	late	June,	Egypt’s	political	polarization	had	become	so	severe	that	both	the
Muslim	 Brotherhood	 and	 the	 opposition	 expected	 significant	 violence	 on
June	30,	and	talk	of	a	civil	war	was	prevalent.58	Political	violence	was	already
occurring	 daily:	 Muslim	 Brothers	 and	 their	 opponents	 clashed,	 Salafist
political	headquarters	were	torched,	and	all	sides	spoke	of	the	June	30	protests
in	 life-and-death	 terms.59	 This	 was	 precisely	 the	 scenario	 that	 the	 military
likely	 feared	 most	 because	 severe	 violence	 would	 jeopardize	 its	 economic
interests	 and	 undermine	 its	 credibility	 as	 the	 ultimate	 guarantor	 of	 security
under	the	Egyptian	constitution.

On	 June	 23,	Defense	Minister	 al-Sisi	 demanded	 negotiations	 before	 the
situation	spun	out	of	control.	“There	is	a	state	of	division	in	society,”	al-Sisi
warned	on	the	military’s	Facebook	page.	“Prolonging	it	poses	a	danger	to	the
Egyptian	 state.	There	must	 be	 consensus	 among	 all…	 .	We	will	 not	 remain
silent	as	the	country	slips	into	a	conflict	that	is	hard	to	control.”

It	was	al-Sisi’s	most	direct	political	statement	yet—another	indication	that
the	 military	 might	 intervene	 if	 the	 political	 forces	 didn’t	 resolve	 their
differences	 soon.	 Yet	 after	 meeting	 with	 al-Sisi,	 Morsi	 downplayed	 the
statement’s	 implications.	His	 presidential	 office	 released	 a	 statement	 saying
that	the	military	was	playing	a	“patriotic	role”	by	trying	to	defuse	“the	rising
tension	between	the	different	political	factions.”60

Rather	 than	 acting	 to	 defuse	 the	 tensions,	 however,	 the	 Brotherhood



ramped	up	its	mobilization.	Partnering	with	radical	Salafists	such	as	al-Gamaa
al-Islamiya	and	Brotherhood	offshoot	movements	such	as	the	Wasat	Party,	the
Brotherhood	announced	a	week	of	demonstrations	 to	support	Morsi,	starting
with	a	rally	in	Asyut	on	June	25	and	rallies	in	five	other	cities	the	following
day.61	 These	 activities	 were	 intended	 to	 counter	 Tamarod’s	 claim	 that	 it
represented	the	Egyptian	people	broadly	and	bolster	Morsi	ahead	of	a	major
address	to	the	nation	on	June	26.62

As	Morsi	made	quite	 clear	 in	his	 address	 that	 evening,	 the	Brotherhood
and	 its	 allies	 were	 in	 no	 mood	 for	 compromise.	 With	 his	 government
ministers—including	 al-Sisi—sitting	 in	 the	 front	 rows	 and	 hundreds	 of
supporters	howling	throughout	the	rest	of	the	auditorium,	Morsi	unleashed	a
rambling	and	mostly	defiant	two-and-a-half-hour	speech.	While	the	president
admitted	some	mistakes	during	his	year	in	office,	he	largely	blamed	Egypt’s
problems	 on	 conspiracies	 and	 claimed	 that	 the	 remnants	 of	 the	 Mubarak
regime	were	actively	working	to	sabotage	his	presidency.

“There	are	those	who	crave	the	ability	to	turn	back	the	clock	and	revert	to
the	 state	 of	 corruption,	 oppression,	 monopolization	 and	 injustice,”	 Morsi
declared,	accusing	the	“beneficiaries	of	the	old	regime”	of	“sparing	no	effort
to	 sabotage	 the	 democratic	 experiment”	 through	 “violence,	 defamation,
incitement,	and	corrupt	financing.”

Morsi	 then	 proceeded	 to	 name	 his	 enemies.	 “I	 issue	 a	 stern	warning	 to
Ahmed	Bahgat	and	Mohamed	al-Amin,”	he	 said,	 referring	 to	 the	owners	of
two	major	satellite	news	networks.	“They	owe	debts	and	taxes,	but	instead	of
paying	them	they	stir	up	 trouble	on	 their	TV	channels.	No	one	should	 think
that	they	can	escape	justice!”	Morsi	followed	this	explicit	threat	with	a	more
veiled	 threat	against	 the	country’s	historically	powerful	 rural	clans.	“Studies
have	shown	that	only	thirty-two	families	[control]	the	Egyptian	economy,”	he
said,	blaming	them	for	inequality.

Morsi	 also	 attacked	 the	 judiciary.	 “The	 involvement	 of	 some	 judges	 in
politics	 has	 confused	 both	 the	 judiciary	 and	 the	 political	 circles,”	 he	 said.
“Judges	appearing	as	politicians	is	considered	by	Egyptian	judicial	norms	to
violate	 the	 esteem	 of	 the	 judiciary.”	 Once	 again,	 Morsi	 named	 an	 enemy,
singling	 out	 the	 judge	 responsible	 for	 a	 case	 against	 former	 presidential
candidate	 Ahmed	 Shafik	 as	 an	 “illegitimate	 judge”	 and	 announcing	 that
twenty-one	other	judges	would	be	investigated	for	“election	fraud.”



Meanwhile,	in	explaining	how	he	would	resolve	the	political	crisis,	Morsi
proposed	a	series	of	purges.	He	promised	to	“order	ministers	and	governors	to
immediately	 fire	 the	 troublemakers	 responsible	 for	what	 citizens	 have	 been
suffering,	within	one	week.”	He	also	commanded	governors	to	“appoint	youth
assistants,	 not	 older	 than	 forty	 years	 old,	 starting	 four	 weeks	 from	 now,”
which	 likely	 meant	 that	 Brotherhood	 cadres	 would	 be	 appointed	 to	 key
positions	 throughout	 the	 country.	 And	 to	 address	 the	 energy	 crisis,	 he
announced	 that	 the	 Brotherhood-dominated	Ministry	 of	 Supply	 would	 take
control	of	gas	stations	that	refused	to	cooperate	with	the	government.

At	 certain	 points	 in	 his	 address,	 Morsi	 offered	 to	 negotiate	 with	 the
opposition.	 He	 suggested	 appointing	 an	 independent	 committee	 to	 propose
amendments	to	the	constitution.	Morsi	also	offered	to	form	a	“high	committee
for	 national	 reconciliation”	 that	 would	 include	 “representatives	 from	 all
factions	 of	 society,	 from	 the	 parties,	 al-Azhar,	 the	 church,	 youth,	 and
NGOs.”63	 The	 opposition,	 however,	 rejected	 these	 entreaties	 out	 of	 hand.
From	its	perspective,	Morsi’s	previous	calls	for	dialogue	were	farcical,	and	it
saw	 little	 upside	 to	 negotiating	 with	 a	 president	 who,	 at	 one	 point	 in	 his
speech,	referred	to	them	as	“criminals.”

But	more	to	the	point,	the	opposition	didn’t	believe	that	it	had	to	negotiate
with	Morsi.	It	sensed	that	the	political	tide	had	turned	against	him	decisively
and	that	this	latest	speech	was	likely	the	final	nail	in	his	political	coffin.	After
all,	 Morsi	 had	 just	 threatened	 influential	 media	 entrepreneurs	 by	 name,
attacked	 the	 judiciary,	 blasted	 the	 country’s	 most	 powerful	 families,	 and
promised	 to	 fire	en	masse	government	workers	whom	his	ministers	deemed
“troublemakers.”	Morsi,	in	other	words,	had	just	given	infinitely	more	people
a	reason	to	see	his	ouster	as	vital	to	their	own	self-preservation!

Far	 from	 calming	 tensions,	Morsi’s	 speech	 exacerbated	 them.	Protesters
immediately	took	to	the	streets	in	multiple	governorates	following	the	speech,
and	demonstrators	began	a	Tahrir	Square	sit-in	that	evening	as	a	precursor	to
the	 June	 30	 protests.64	 Meanwhile,	 the	 following	 day,	 the	 NSF	 issued	 a
statement	saying	that	the	address	“reinforced	Egyptians’	belief	about	Morsi’s
inability	 to	 fill	 the	 position	 of	 president”	 and	 called	 for	 early	 presidential
elections	to	prevent	further	deterioration.65

The	 Brotherhood,	 however,	 still	 didn’t	 believe	 that	 Morsi’s	 presidency
was	 in	danger.	 It	 continued	 to	 see	 the	 June	30	Tamarod	protests	as	a	media



contrivance	and	told	its	cadres	that	Morsi	was	fully	in	control	of	the	situation.
And	 to	 demonstrate	 its	 own	mobilizing	 strength,	 the	Brotherhood	 held	 two
mass	 protests	 on	 Friday,	 June	 28:	 one	 at	 al-Nahda	 Square	 in	 Giza	 and	 a
second	 at	 Rabaa	 al-Adawiya	 Square.	 These	 two	 locations	 were	 chosen	 to
prevent	Morsi’s	supporters	from	clashing	with	opposition	protesters	in	Tahrir
Square	 and	 in	 front	 of	 the	 presidential	 palace.	 Rabaa	 al-Adawiya	 is	 also,
notably,	adjacent	to	a	Defense	Ministry	compound.66

June	 28,	 however,	 was	 another	 severely	 violent	 day	 in	 Egypt.	 In
Alexandria,	 armed	 confrontations	 erupted	 between	 the	 Brotherhood	 and
oppositionists.	Dozens	were	injured,	the	Brotherhood’s	headquarters	were	set
ablaze,	 and	 an	 American	 student	 was	 stabbed	 to	 death.	 In	 Port	 Said,	 an
explosion	 at	 a	 demonstration	 killed	 an	 Egyptian	 journalist	 and	 wounded
twelve	 others.	Meanwhile,	 nine	members	 of	 the	 Shura	 Council	 resigned	 to
protest	Morsi’s	presidency.67

The	 country	 was	 on	 fire,	 and	 Morsi’s	 government	 was	 beginning	 to
crumble.	 Yet	 the	 Brotherhood	 was	 still	 convinced	 that	 the	 president	 would
survive.	After	all,	Brotherhood	leaders	reasoned,	who	would	topple	him?	The
Brotherhood	believed	 that	 the	military	 had	Morsi’s	 back,	 and	 al-Sisi’s	 fluid
communication	with	Morsi	seemingly	fed	the	president’s	confidence.	The	two
met	on	the	afternoon	of	June	29,	and	later	that	day	Morsi	stressed	his	faith	in
the	military	in	an	interview	with	the	Guardian.68

However,	the	military	and	police	sent	the	opposition	a	very	different	set	of
signals.

On	the	evening	of	June	29,	two	of	Tamarod’s	five	founders,	Mouhib	Doss
and	 Walid	 al-Masry,	 met	 a	 retired	 military	 officer	 at	 a	 café	 in	 downtown
Cairo.	 The	 retired	 officer	 told	 them	 that	 the	 military	 would	 take	 care	 of
security	 the	 following	 day	 and	 instructed	 the	 activists	 on	 protest	 routes,
emphasizing	that	the	Tamarod	protests	shouldn’t	approach	the	Brotherhood’s
demonstration	site	at	Rabaa	al-Adawiya	Square.	It	was	a	tense	meeting,	and,
given	 the	 extreme	 sensitivity	 regarding	 the	 military’s	 stance	 toward	 the
June	30	protests,	the	retired	officer	did	not	share	his	name.	But	the	Tamarod
activists	 came	 away	 from	 the	 discussion	 believing	 that	 the	 military	 would
protect	them.69

Meanwhile,	 in	 the	 days	 leading	 up	 to	 the	 June	 30	 protests,	 the	 Interior
Ministry	 signaled	 its	 support	 for	 the	 anti-Morsi	 movement.	 The	 Police



Officers	 Club	 announced	 on	 June	 20	 that	 it	 would	 “secure	 peacefully
demonstrating	citizens	and	not	secure	any	partisan	facilities”—meaning	that	it
would	 protect	 those	 protesting	 against	 Morsi	 but	 not	 protect	 the
Brotherhood’s	 properties	 from	 attacks.70	 Then	 on	 June	 28,	 the	 Interior
Ministry	put	“Police	of	 the	People”	posters	on	 its	personnel	carrier	vehicles
and	 reportedly	 updated	 police	 uniform	 badges	 to	 prevent	 “elements”	 from
posing	 as	 police	 officers	 and	 “driving	 a	wedge	 between	 the	 police	 and	 the
people.”71	The	message	was	clear:	Those	who	 turned	out	on	June	30	didn’t
have	 to	worry	about	 tear	gas	or	birdshot	because	 the	police	 stood	with	“the
people”—in	other	words,	those	protesting	Morsi.

Still,	during	their	last	meeting	before	the	Tamarod	protests	hit	on	June	30,
al-Sisi	 urged	 Morsi	 to	 defuse	 the	 situation.	 As	 the	 New	 York	 Times	 later
reported,	 al-Sisi	 pressed	Morsi	 on	 a	 package	 of	 concessions,	 including	 the
appointment	of	a	new	cabinet.	Morsi	refused,	however,	saying	that	he	needed
to	consult	with	his	Islamist	coalition.72

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

The	 June	30	protests	were	probably	 the	 largest	protests	 in	Egyptian	history.
All	across	the	country,	millions	of	Egyptians	from	all	walks	of	life	spilled	into
the	streets,	seemingly	exceeding	the	number	of	protesters	who	participated	in
the	 largest	 demonstrations	 of	 the	 2011	 uprising.	 From	 Tahrir	 Square	 in
downtown	Cairo	all	the	way	to	the	Giza	neighborhood	of	Dokki	more	than	a
mile	westward,	as	well	as	in	front	of	the	presidential	palace	in	northern	Cairo,
participants	 reported	 such	 crowded	 conditions	 that	 they	 could	 barely	 press
forward.	And	beyond	Cairo	 the	 outpouring	was	 similarly	 overwhelming,	 as
anti-Morsi	 demonstrators	 packed	 the	 central	 squares	 in	 virtually	 every
governorate	throughout	the	country.

Egyptian	media	outlets	would	later	claim	that	fourteen	million,	seventeen
million,	or	thirty-three	million	protesters	turned	out	on	that	day—exaggerated
figures,	 in	 all	 likelihood.	 But	 no	 matter	 how	 many	 Egyptians	 actually
participated	in	the	June	30	protests,	the	ultimate	impact	of	those	protests	was
undeniable.	 As	 anti-Brotherhood	 protesters	 clogged	 virtually	 every	 major
thoroughfare	and	the	security	forces	refused	to	suppress	them,	Morsi	had	no
capacity	 to	 restore	 order.	 Indeed,	 by	 the	 evening	 of	 June	 30	 and	 arguably
before	 that,	 he	was	 a	 president	 in	 name	 only—he	 held	 the	 title	 but	 in	 fact
controlled	nothing.



The	result	was	chaos.	Clashes	between	Morsi’s	supporters	and	opponents
broke	 out	 in	 multiple	 cities,	 killing	 at	 least	 seven	 people	 and	 injuring
hundreds.	 In	 the	 Cairo	 suburb	 of	 Moqattam,	 police	 stood	 to	 the	 side	 as
protesters	attacked	the	Brotherhood’s	main	headquarters	and	set	it	ablaze.

Indeed,	 the	 state	 participated	 very	 directly	 in	 the	 uprising.	 Uniformed
police	 officers	 joined	 the	 anti-Morsi	 protesters	 in	 some	 locations,	 and	 army
helicopters	 dropped	 Egyptian	 flags	 on	 the	 demonstrations	 from	 above.73

Egypt’s	 political	 crisis	 was	 now	 a	 full-blown	 insurrection—and	 all	 eyes
turned	toward	Morsi	and	the	Brotherhood,	since	only	 they	had	the	ability	 to
initiate	a	political	solution,	such	as	calling	for	new	elections.

Morsi,	 however,	 made	 no	 such	 offers.	 While	 he	 recognized	 that	 the
June	30	protests	had	been	 large,	he	still	believed	 that	Tamarod	was	a	media
creation	 and	 told	 his	 advisers	 that	 most	 protesters	 had	 gone	 home	 that
evening.	 According	 to	 his	 analysis,	 the	 protests	 stemmed	 from	 popular
frustrations	 regarding	 the	 country’s	 deteriorating	 conditions,	 particularly	 the
long	fuel	lines	and	worsening	electricity	outages.	So	rather	than	offering	any
political	concessions,	he	organized	a	series	of	meetings	with	his	ministers	and
advisers,	believing	that	improved	conditions	would	satisfy	the	protesters.74

The	 Brotherhood	 was	 similarly	 delusional	 and	 fed	 its	 members	 a
completely	 alternative	 reality.	At	 its	main	 protest	 site	 in	Rabaa	 al-Adawiya
Square,	 the	 Brotherhood	 celebrated	 the	 one-year	 anniversary	 of	 Morsi’s
presidency	 with	 cake	 and	 fireworks	 and	 claimed	 that	 it	 had	 gathered	 four
million	 people	 to	 support	 the	 president.75	 Only	 a	 few	 hundred	 thousand
people	had	protested	Morsi’s	presidency,	 the	Brotherhood’s	 leaders	 insisted,
and	the	images	of	mass	protests	had	been	photoshopped.

The	Brotherhood	 thus	 assured	 its	members	 that	Morsi’s	 presidency	was
safe—that	 the	 army	 was	 on	 its	 side	 and	 that	 the	 organization	 had	 made
preparations	 to	 secure	 the	 presidential	 palace.76	 The	 Brotherhood	 equipped
hundreds	of	its	cadres	with	helmets,	shields,	and	sticks,	and	they	marched	in
formation	around	 the	Brotherhood’s	protest	site	chanting	pro-Morsi	slogans.
It	 was	 an	 astoundingly	 foolish	 move:	 The	 appearance	 of	 “Brotherhood
militias,”	as	 the	media	branded	 them,	stoked	new	fears	of	 severe	civil	 strife
between	 Muslim	 Brothers	 and	 anti-Morsi	 protesters	 and	 indicated	 that	 the
current	crisis	might	still	get	worse.

So	the	following	afternoon,	the	military	issued	a	statement	that	gave	“the



political	forces	a	48	hour	ultimatum	as	a	last	chance	to	carry	the	burdens	of
this	 historic	 situation	 that	 the	 nation	 is	 going	 through.”	 The	 military’s
statement	 warned	 that	 if	 “the	 people’s	 demands	 aren’t	 set	 within	 the	 time
frame,”	it	would	“declare	a	road	map	and	procedures	for	overseeing	it,	with
the	cooperation	of	all	sides	and	national	directions,	including	the	youth	who
started	this	glorious	revolution,	without	excluding	anyone.”77

The	statement	was	a	clear	warning	to	Morsi	and	the	Brotherhood	that	the
military	would	intervene	if	 it	 failed	to	resolve	the	political	crisis.	Of	course,
this	 is	 precisely	 what	 the	 opposition	 wanted—and	 for	 the	 next	 forty-eight
hours	the	masses	returned	to	the	squares	in	anticipation	of	a	coup.

Shortly	 after	 the	 military’s	 ultimatum,	 US	 officials	 met	 with	 two	 of
Morsi’s	Brotherhood	advisers,	Essam	el-Haddad	and	Khaled	al-Qazzaz,	 and
urged	them	to	offer	an	electoral	solution	to	the	crisis,	such	as	a	referendum	on
Morsi’s	presidency.	The	advisers,	however,	refused,	arguing	that	such	a	move
had	no	constitutional	basis.	They	further	insisted	that	the	June	30	protests	had
been	 meager	 and	 that	 the	 media	 images	 of	 large	 crowds	 had	 been
photoshopped.

The	 US	 officials	 disputed	 that,	 noting	 that	 the	 protests	 had	 been	 quite
large	and	that	the	military	was	poised	to	intervene	if	Morsi	didn’t	act	quickly.
But	 Morsi’s	 advisers	 still	 refused	 and	 alleged	 that	 the	 military	 had	 been
plotting	 to	 topple	Morsi	 from	 the	moment	 he	 took	 office.	Morsi’s	 advisers
then	placed	the	onus	on	the	United	States,	arguing	that	the	military	wouldn’t
intervene	if	Washington	told	it	not	to.

“You	 really	 shouldn’t	 count	 on	 that,”	 one	 of	 the	 US	 officials	 replied,
adding	that	Washington	had	repeatedly	told	the	military	not	to	launch	a	coup
but	that	the	military	would	likely	do	it	anyway.

When	 the	meeting	ended,	 al-Qazzaz	walked	 the	Americans	out	 and	 told
them	that	he	expected	to	be	killed.78

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

Indeed,	 within	 Morsi’s	 inner	 circle,	 there	 was	 the	 growing	 sense	 that	 a
military	 coup	 was	 imminent.	 Yet	 Morsi	 exuded	 an	 eerie	 calm	 around	 his
advisers.	Whether	or	not	he	believed	that	the	military	would	intervene—and
different	advisers	have	told	me	different	things—Morsi	appeared	resigned	to
his	fate	and	didn’t	believe	that	there	was	much	he	could	do	either	way.79



As	the	crisis	continued	without	any	presidential	action,	the	situation	in	the
streets	deteriorated	further.	On	July	2,	eighteen	people	were	reportedly	killed
in	clashes	near	the	Brotherhood’s	protest	site	in	Giza,	and	dozens	were	injured
in	 clashes	 between	 Morsi’s	 opponents	 and	 supporters	 in	 Alexandria.
Meanwhile,	 Morsi’s	 political	 circle	 narrowed,	 with	 six	 ministers	 and	 two
government	 spokesmen	 resigning.	 That	 afternoon,	 al-Sisi	 met	 with	 Prime
Minister	 Hesham	 Qandil	 and	 Morsi,	 and,	 as	 the	 New	 York	 Times	 later
reported,	 Morsi	 accepted	 the	 package	 of	 concessions	 that	 al-Sisi	 had
recommended	on	the	day	before	the	protests	began,	including	the	appointment
of	a	new	cabinet.	But	later	that	evening,	al-Sisi	told	Morsi	that	the	opposition
had	refused	those	concessions.80

Late	on	July	2,	the	military	signaled	that	it	was	poised	to	intervene.	It	took
control	of	the	state-run	newspaper	Al-Ahram	and	printed	a	transition	plan	on
its	 front	 page	 that	 promised	 to	 remove	 Morsi	 if	 he	 failed	 to	 satisfy	 the
protesters’	demands.81

Around	midnight,	a	visibly	shaken	Morsi	addressed	the	nation.	In	another
rambling	 speech,	 in	which	 he	 emphasized	 his	 electoral	 legitimacy	 by	 using
the	word	“legitimacy”	fifty-seven	times,	the	president	refused	to	resign	or	call
early	elections.	“I	cannot	permit,	allow,	or	say	anything	to	violate	legitimacy
or	take	steps	or	actions	that	would	shake	legitimacy,”	he	said,	adding	that	he
was	ready	to	protect	his	electoral	legitimacy	with	his	own	blood.	Still,	for	the
first	time,	Morsi	offered	some	concessions:	He	promised	to	form	a	coalition
government	and	create	a	committee	to	review	constitutional	articles.	He	also
suggested	that	he	would	fire	his	prosecutor-general.82

Had	 Morsi	 made	 these	 concessions	 a	 week	 earlier,	 he	 might	 have
survived.	 But	 by	 the	 evening	 of	 July	 2,	 the	 mass	 protesters	 and	 key	 state
institutions	had	converged	around	the	same	point	of	consensus:	Morsi	had	to
go.	 The	 only	 question	was	 how	 he	would	 exit—whether	 he	would	 strike	 a
deal	 and	 accept	 early	 elections	 or	 whether	 the	 military	 would	 ultimately
intervene.

The	military	 seemingly	preferred	 the	 former.	On	 the	morning	of	 July	3,
Defense	 Minister	 al-Sisi	 sent	 three	 emissaries	 to	 Morsi—Prime	 Minister
Qandil,	 Shura	 Council	 speaker	 Ahmed	 Fahmy,	 and	 former	 presidential
adviser	Selim	al-Awa—to	 urge	 the	 president	 to	 accept	 a	 referendum	 on	 his
presidency	within	the	next	few	weeks.	According	to	Fahmy’s	account	of	these



discussions,	 Fahmy	 counteroffered	 with	 Morsi’s	 subsequent	 approval:	 The
president	 would	 appoint	 al-Sisi	 as	 his	 prime	 minister,	 hold	 parliamentary
elections,	 allow	Parliament	 to	 form	 a	 new	 cabinet,	 and	 then	 agree	 to	 either
early	presidential	elections	or	a	referendum	on	his	presidency.

But	al-Sisi	refused.	“This	is	the	only	option,	the	masses	demand	this,”	he
reportedly	 said,	 referring	 to	 his	 demand	 for	 a	 referendum	 on	 Morsi’s
presidency	in	the	next	few	weeks.	“I	cannot	wait	any	longer.”83

Later	 that	 day,	 an	 Arab	 foreign	 minister	 called	 Morsi	 on	 behalf	 of
Washington	 and	 asked	whether	 he	 would	 accept	 the	 appointment	 of	 a	 new
cabinet	that	would	assume	all	legislative	power	and	also	replace	the	governors
that	he	had	appointed.	According	to	the	New	York	Times,	Morsi	responded	by
suggesting	 that	 he’d	 rather	 die	 than	 accept	 what	 he	 considered	 a	 de	 facto
coup.84

Shortly	 after	 the	 military’s	 forty-eight-hour	 ultimatum	 expired	 at	 four
o’clock	 on	 the	 afternoon	 of	 July	 3,	 security	 forces	 surrounded	 the
Brotherhood’s	protest	at	Rabaa	al-Adawiya	Square.	Later	that	evening,	al-Sisi
addressed	 the	 nation.	 Flanked	 by	 a	 broad	 range	 of	 Egyptian	 figures—
including	 the	 Coptic	 pope,	 the	 sheikh	 of	 al-Azhar,	 youth	 activists,	 non-
Islamist	 politicians,	 and	 a	 representative	 from	 the	 Salafist	 Nour	 Party—he
announced	 that	 Morsi	 was	 toppled,	 the	 controversial	 December	 2012
constitution	had	been	suspended,	and	the	chief	justice	of	the	SCC	would	serve
as	interim	president.

As	millions	of	Egyptians	rejoiced	throughout	the	country,	the	Brotherhood
rapidly	 transitioned	 from	 ruling	 party	 to	 repressed	 opposition	 movement.
Within	minutes	of	al-Sisi’s	declaration,	 the	Brotherhood’s	satellite	 television
stations	were	 taken	 off	 the	 air,	 two	 high-ranking	 Brotherhood	 leaders	were
arrested,	and	warrants	were	issued	for	three	hundred	more.85

While	Morsi	and	his	advisers	knew	that	his	 toppling	was	likely	after	the
military	 issued	its	forty-eight-hour	ultimatum,	every	Brotherhood	leader	and
cadre	that	I’ve	interviewed	since	Morsi’s	ouster	has	told	me	the	same	thing:
The	 Brotherhood	 never	 expected	 a	 coup.	 Until	 the	 very	 last	 minute,
Brotherhood	leaders	told	their	members	at	their	protest	sites	that	the	military
would	stand	by	Morsi	and	that	the	president	would	prevail.

The	 Brotherhood	 was	 thus	 entirely	 unprepared	 for	 the	 brutal	 period	 to



come.



Conclusion

Broken	Brothers

When	Defense	Minister	 Abdel	 Fatah	 al-Sisi	 responded	 to	mass	 protests	 by
toppling	Mohamed	Morsi	 on	 July	 3,	 2013,	 he	won	 the	 admiration	 of	many
millions	of	Egyptians.	But	he	also	thrust	himself	into	a	life-and-death	struggle
with	the	Brotherhood.	From	the	Brotherhood’s	standpoint,	al-Sisi	was	the	face
of	 the	coup	 that	ousted	 its	 elected	president,	 and	 the	Brotherhood	vowed	 to
fight	him	and	his	fellow	“putschists”	until	Morsi	was	restored	to	power.	Al-
Sisi	and	his	colleagues	thus	viewed	the	Brotherhood’s	destruction	as	essential
to	 their	own	survival,	 and	 they	were	quite	willing	 to	use	 severe	violence	 to
prevent	the	Brotherhood	from	seeking	retribution.

Indeed,	despite	American	and	European	efforts	to	promote	reconciliation,
there	was	no	 chance	 at	 fostering	 compromise	between	 the	Brotherhood	 and
Egypt’s	 new	 military-backed	 regime	 after	 Morsi’s	 ouster.	 After	 all,	 the
military	was	not	prepared	 to	permit	 the	restoration	of	a	president	 that	 it	 just
removed	from	power.	And	the	Brotherhood	refused	to	participate	in	any	post-
Morsi	process	because	doing	so	meant	legitimating	the	coup.

To	some	extent,	the	Brotherhood’s	demand	that	Morsi	be	reinstated	was	a
matter	 of	 principle:	 Morsi	 had	 been	 elected,	 and	 it	 wouldn’t	 accept	 his
undemocratic	 deposal.	 But	 it	 also	 reflected	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 particular
organizational	 realities.	 Accepting	 the	 coup	 would	 have	 stoked	 significant
discord	 within	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 ranks	 and	 undermined	 its	 internal	 unity
during	 the	most	 dangerous	moment	 in	 its	 history.	 Then	 on	 July	 8,	 security
forces	 killed	 fifty-one	Morsi	 supporters	 and	wounded	 at	 least	 four	 hundred
more	 outside	 the	 Republican	 Guard	 headquarters	 in	 northern	 Cairo,	 where
Morsi	 was	 rumored	 to	 be	 held.1	 From	 that	 point	 forward,	 the	 Brotherhood
viewed	any	negotiation	with	the	new	military-backed	regime	as	a	betrayal	of
its	martyrs.

So	 rather	 than	 negotiating,	 the	 Brotherhood	 prepared	 for	 a	 prolonged
confrontation	with	the	regime.	It	gathered	its	members	in	Rabaa	al-Adawiya



Square	and	al-Nahda	Square	and	vowed	to	occupy	those	areas	indefinitely.	It
also	 organized	 a	 series	 of	 mass	 protests	 throughout	 the	 country,	 where	 it
blocked	 major	 thoroughfares,	 confronted	 security	 forces,	 and	 clashed	 with
ordinary	 citizens.	 These	 activities	 were	 designed	 to	 send	 a	 very	 clear
message:	Egypt	would	not	know	stability	until	the	coup	was	reversed.

Despite	 the	 military’s	 obvious	 advantages	 in	 arms	 and	 capacity,	 the
Brotherhood	sincerely	expected	to	prevail.	It	believed	that	only	a	small	group
of	 generals	 had	 plotted	 the	 coup	 and	 that	 at	 least	 a	 few	 military	 officials
opposed	Morsi’s	 ouster.	 “They’re	 already	 talking	 to	 us—not	 just	 low	 level,
but	high	level,”	Gehad	el-Haddad,	a	spokesman	for	the	organization,	told	me
a	few	days	after	Morsi’s	ouster.	“They’re	telling	us	that	Morsi	is	all	right…	.
They	are	briefing	us	on	what’s	going	on.”

The	 Brotherhood	 thus	 believed	 that	 prolonged	 protests	 would	 bring	 the
regime	to	its	knees,	paving	the	way	for	Morsi’s	return.2	And	it	tried	to	appeal
to	these	supposed	allies	within	the	military	by	distinguishing	the	“putschists”
from	 the	 broader	 military	 institution.	 Accordingly,	 in	 one	 of	 its	 first
statements	following	the	coup,	the	Brotherhood	attributed	Morsi’s	toppling	to
“some	members	of	 the	military	 council”	but	 emphasized,	 “We	 fully	 trust	 in
our	 great	 army	 that	 redeems	 us	 and	we	 redeem	 it,	 and	which	 loves	 us	 and
which	we	love,	and	which	could	not	have	participated	in	this	conspiracy.”3

Moreover,	 the	 Brotherhood	 believed	 that	 it	 possessed	 the	 manpower	 to
continue	 resisting	 the	new	 regime	 indefinitely.	 Its	 hundreds	of	 thousands	of
deeply	 committed	 members	 could	 keep	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 protest	 sites
occupied.	And	the	Brotherhood	believed	that	its	members’	willingness	to	die
for	the	cause	would	make	it	difficult	for	the	military	to	disperse	the	protests.
“If	they	want	to	disperse	the	sit-in,	they’ll	have	to	kill	100,000	protesters,”	el-
Haddad,	the	Brotherhood’s	spokesman,	told	journalist	Maged	Atef.	“And	they
can’t	do	it	[because]	we’re	willing	to	offer	one	hundred	thousand	martyrs.”4

Once	 again,	 the	 Brotherhood	 badly	 miscalculated.	 It	 profoundly
overestimated	 its	 own	 capabilities	 and	 catastrophically	 underestimated	 the
new	regime’s	eagerness	to	crush	it.

Like	the	Brotherhood,	the	new	military-backed	regime	saw	the	post-Morsi
period	as	an	existential	struggle—one	that	it	was	similarly	determined	to	win.
According	to	its	narrative,	the	Brotherhood	wasn’t	a	patriotic	organization	but
a	 fifth	 column	 that	 sought	 to	 take	 control	 of	 Egypt	 for	 its	 own	 power



promotion.	The	Egyptian	military	had	answered	the	public’s	call	by	removing
the	Brotherhood	from	power,	saving	Egypt	from	becoming	a	failed	state	like
Syria,	 and	 narrowly	 averting	 a	 civil	 war.	 Yet	 rather	 than	 accepting	Morsi’s
ouster,	the	Brotherhood	had	chosen	to	continue	its	struggle	against	a	country
that	already	rejected	it.	The	regime	thus	had	no	choice	but	to	take	the	battle	to
the	Brotherhood	because	the	fate	of	Egypt	was	at	stake.

The	 regime	viewed	 the	Brotherhood’s	protest	 sites	at	Rabaa	 al-Adawiya
and	al-Nahda	Squares	as	ground	zero	of	this	war.	These	sites	were	effectively
no-go	 zones	 for	 the	 Egyptian	 police,	 and	 they	 became	 sanctuaries	 where
wanted	Brotherhood	 leaders	 held	 meetings	 and	 addressed	 the	 international
media.	Moreover,	Morsi	supporters	reportedly	detained,	abused,	and	tortured
alleged	“infiltrators”	within	these	sites,	while	pro-Morsi	snipers	shot	at	local
residents	from	within	al-Nahda	Square.5	And	the	Egyptian	media,	which	now
referred	 to	 the	Brotherhood	as	a	 terrorist	organization,	 claimed	 (incorrectly)
that	protestors	at	 these	sites	were	heavily	armed,	 leading	many	Egyptians	 to
view	these	sites	as	major	national	security	threats.

When	 it	 became	 clear	 that	 a	 negotiated	 resolution	with	 the	Brotherhood
was	 impossible,	 the	 military-backed	 government	 signaled	 that	 it	 would
disperse	 the	 protests	 by	 force.	 On	 July	 24,	 al-Sisi	 asked	 Egyptians	 to	 hold
mass	 demonstrations	 to	 “authorize”	 him	 to	 confront	 “terrorism,”	 which
Egyptians	 understood	 as	 a	 mandate	 for	 confronting	 the	 Brotherhood.6	 Two
days	 later,	 hundreds	 of	 thousands	 of	Egyptians	 joined	promilitary	protests.7

Then	on	July	31,	during	its	second	meeting,	the	new	cabinet	announced	that	it
had	 “delegated	 the	minister	 of	 interior	…	 to	 take	 all	 necessary	measures	 to
disperse	protests	or	sit-ins	at	Rabaa	Al-Adawiya	and	Al-Nahda	[Squares].”8

It	was	widely	 understood	 that	 clearing	 these	 two	 protest	 sites	would	 be
very	bloody.	So	 to	 reduce	 the	scale	of	bloodshed,	some	ministers	advocated
encircling	 the	 protests	 to	 prevent	 goods	 and	 protesters	 from	entering,	while
permitting	 protesters	 to	 leave.	 This	 would	 have	 been	 a	 far	 more	 gradual
approach	 to	 ending	 the	protests	but	 also	 promised	 far	 fewer	 casualties.	The
interior	minister	 refused,	 however,	 arguing	 a	 siege	 strategy	 would	 give	 the
Brotherhood	 the	 advantage	 of	 deciding	 when	 to	 initiate	 hostiles	 with	 the
security	forces	that	would	surround	the	sites,	forcing	the	police	to	be	reactive
rather	 than	 kinetic.	 Ultimately,	 the	 cabinet	 deferred	 to	 the	 security
professionals	 and	 authorized	 the	 dispersal	 of	 the	 pro-Morsi	 protesters
whenever	the	police	were	ready.9



On	August	14,	2013,	Egyptian	security	 forces	converged	on	both	Rabaa
al-Adawiya	and	al-Nahda	Squares,	killing	hundreds	of	Morsi	supporters	in	the
deadliest	 massacres	 in	 contemporary	 Egyptian	 history.10	 By	 the	 end	 of	 the
day,	the	Brotherhood’s	two	protest	sites—and	its	entire	strategy	for	reversing
the	coup—lay	in	ruins.

In	 the	 months	 that	 followed,	 the	 regime	 effectively	 decapitated	 the
Brotherhood.	By	the	end	of	2013,	most	of	the	Brotherhood’s	Guidance	Office
was	 in	 prison,	 and	 its	 other	 top	 leaders	were	 either	 in	 exile	 or	 hiding.	 The
regime	 similarly	 arrested	 many	 of	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 General	 Shura
Committee	and	provincial	leaders,	thereby	shutting	down	the	top	two	tiers	of
the	Brotherhood’s	 chain	of	 command	and	disrupting	 its	 ability	 to	make	and
execute	decisions.

•	•	•	•	•	•	•	•

As	 the	 Guidance	 Office	 lost	 control	 over	 the	 organization’s	 chain	 of
command,	 internal	disagreements	 suddenly	exploded	 to	 the	 fore.	One	set	of
Brothers,	generally	older	leaders	and	members	living	in	exile	or	hiding	within
Egypt,	 took	a	 long-term	view	of	 the	organization’s	predicament.	While	 they
strongly	rejected	the	coup,	they	urged	Brotherhood	cadres	in	Egypt	to	protest
it	 nonviolently,	 arguing	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 violence	 would	 play	 into	 the
regime’s	 hands.	 They	 also	 understood	 that	 the	 organization	was	 unlikely	 to
return	to	power	in	the	near	term	and	thus	urged	a	more	gradualist	approach.

“The	 situation	 appears	 very	 serious,”	 London-based	Brotherhood	 leader
Gomaa	Amin	wrote	 in	 July	 2014.	 “The	 Islamic	 nation	 has	 faced	 a	 gradual,
systematic,	 organized	 extermination	 campaign	 for	 many	 decades,	 and	 it
continues	 to	 this	 day…	 .	 Because	 of	 this,	 Muslims	 are	 in	 need	 of
consciousness,	 capability,	 cleverness,	 wisdom,	 and	 precision	 in	 planning	 to
confront	all	of	 this.”11	Amin,	who	 served	as	one	of	 the	Brotherhood’s	 chief
ideologists	until	his	death	in	January	2015,	thus	advocated	a	return	to	societal
outreach	 to	 raise	“consciousness,”	which	meant	 that	 the	Brotherhood	would
effectively	 defer	 its	 power	 ambitions.	 To	 some	 extent,	 this	 conservative
approach	reflected	the	older	leaders’	personal	experiences:	They	had	worked
for	decades	under	very	repressive	conditions	and—with	the	brief	exception	of
the	2011–13	period—tended	to	view	the	Brotherhood’s	Islamizing	mission	as
a	long-term	project.



Another,	 mostly	 younger	 set	 of	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 however,	 favored	 a
more	 aggressive	 approach.	 They	 blamed	 the	 “old	 guard”	 leadership	 for	 the
Brotherhood’s	predicament,	 arguing	 that	Morsi	 and	his	 colleagues	had	been
too	trusting	of	the	military	and	should	have	moved	more	aggressively	against
the	Brotherhood’s	domestic	adversaries.	So	rather	than	deferring	their	power
ambitions,	these	younger	Muslim	Brothers	advocated	revolutionary	tactics	to
destabilize	the	“coup	regime”	as	soon	as	possible	and	took	matters	into	their
own	 hands.	 They	 formed	 a	 variety	 of	 low-profile	 insurgent	 organizations,
such	 as	 the	 Molotov	 Movement	 and	 Revolutionary	 Punishment,	 which
targeted	security	personnel,	infrastructure,	and	roads.12

While	Egypt’s	 security	 forces	 successfully	 shuttered	many	 of	 these	 pro-
Morsi	 insurgent	 groups,	 this	 younger	Brotherhood	 faction	 gained	 the	 upper
hand	within	the	organization	by	early	2015.	When	the	Brotherhood	held	new
elections,	it	replaced	65	percent	of	 its	 leadership,	and	90	percent	of	 the	new
leaders	 hailed	 from	 the	 younger	 generation.	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 public
messaging	 reflected	 this	 shift	 toward	 more	 overt	 confrontation	 with	 the
regime:	 It	 called	 for	 “jihad”	 and	 “martyrdom”	 in	 fighting	 the	 regime	 in	 a
January	2015	statement	and	then	demanded	a	“revolution	that	cuts	the	heads
from	 the	 rotten	 bodies”	 after	 a	 court	 sentenced	 Morsi	 to	 death	 in	 May.
Meanwhile,	as	more	Muslim	Brothers	escaped	to	exile,	Brotherhood	 leaders
in	Istanbul	established	a	special	division	for	Muslim	Brothers	abroad,	which
sought	 to	 resist	 the	post-Morsi	 regime	at	 the	 international	 level.	“There	will
not	 be	 a	 political	 solution	 before	 the	 demands	 of	 the	 revolutionaries	 on	 the
ground	 are	 met,”	 Ahmed	 Abdel	 Rahman,	 who	 oversees	 the	 organization’s
activities	 for	 exiled	 Muslim	 Brothers,	 said	 during	 an	 interview	 with	 Al
Jazeera.	“We	will	continue	our	revolution	until	victory.”13

The	old	guard	attempted	to	rein	 in	 the	Brotherhood’s	younger	 faction.	 It
warned	in	a	series	of	statements	that	embracing	violence	so	explicitly	would
backfire.	 But	 the	 younger	 Muslim	 Brothers	 rejected	 these	 entreaties,	 took
control	 of	 the	Brotherhood’s	media	 outlets,	 and	 reportedly	 ousted	 these	 old
guard	 leaders	 from	the	organization	 in	May	2015.14	While	 the	extent	of	 the
new	leadership’s	support	among	the	Brotherhood’s	rank	and	file	within	Egypt
is	unknowable,	 the	very	public	nature	of	 this	rift	between	 the	old	guard	and
younger	 leaders	 suggests	 that	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 culture	 of	 obedience	 is	 as
broken	as	its	chain	of	command.

Can	the	Brotherhood	reemerge?	History	suggests	that	it	would	be	foolish



to	 predict	 otherwise.	 After	 all,	 the	 Brotherhood’s	 ideology—like	 all
ideologies,	 perhaps—cannot	 be	 repressed	 out	 of	 existence	 and	 has	 in	 fact
prospered	 under	 previous	 crackdowns.	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 interpretation	 of
Islam	 as	 an	 “all-embracing	 concept”	 meant	 to	 govern	 every	 aspect	 of	 life
resonates	 with	 even	 non-Brotherhood	 Islamists.	 Moreover,	 Brotherhood
movements	beyond	Egypt	will	continue	 to	promote	 its	vision	for	 Islamizing
the	world	 from	 the	grass	 roots	up—from	 the	 individual	 to	 the	 family	 to	 the
society	to	the	state,	until	a	“global	Islamic	state”	can	be	established.

But	the	Brotherhood	isn’t	simply	an	ideology.	It	is	a	hierarchical	vanguard
whose	 recruitment	 procedures	 and	 internal	 structures	 are	 designed	 to
empower	that	ideology.	And	the	Egyptian	government’s	crackdown	has	dealt
the	 Brotherhood’s	 organization	 a	 very	 significant	 blow,	 which	 is	 why	 the
Brotherhood	hasn’t	executed	a	clear	or	successful	strategy	within	Egypt	in	the
years	since	Morsi’s	ouster.

Of	course,	 the	Brotherhood’s	organization	can	be	 rebuilt.	But	 the	 longer
the	current	crackdown	persists,	the	harder	this	will	be.	As	Brotherhood	leader
Khairat	al-Shater	noted	in	his	April	2011	address	on	the	Renaissance	Project,
it	took	the	Brotherhood	over	a	decade	to	rebuild	itself	after	Nasser	practically
obliterated	the	organization	during	the	1950s	and	1960s:	“This	matter	took	ten
or	 even	 fifteen	 years,	 not	 just	 a	 few	 days,	 because	 as	 I	 said	 from	 the
beginning,	 if	 the	 incarcerated	 [Muslim	Brothers]	 had	 served	 just	 two	 years
and	then	[been]	released,	it	would	have	been	easy;	they	would	have	exerted	a
little	effort	and	organized	what	had	existed	before.	However	the	matter	took	a
much,	much	longer	time.”15

So	how	long	will	the	post-Morsi	crackdown	on	the	Brotherhood	last?	It	is
extremely	difficult	 to	say.	 In	March	2014,	Defense	Minister	al-Sisi	 resigned
from	the	military,	announced	his	presidential	candidacy,	and	won	 the	barely
contested	elections	two	months	later	with	nearly	97	percent	of	the	vote.	At	the
time,	 he	 was	 widely	 viewed	 as	 a	 hero	 for	 “saving”	 Egypt	 from	 the
Brotherhood’s	 misrule.	 Many,	 and	 perhaps	 most,	 Egyptians	 were	 also
exhausted	after	nearly	three	years	of	political	tumult	and	were	thus	willing	to
accept	autocracy	so	long	as	al-Sisi	could	improve	security	and	the	economy.

Beyond	his	support	among	Egyptians,	al-Sisi	enjoyed	 two	other	benefits
during	his	first	year	in	office.	First,	Saudi	Arabia,	 the	United	Arab	Emirates
(UAE),	and	Kuwait	kept	Egypt	afloat	economically	by	sending	approximately



$20	billion	in	aid	during	the	two	years	following	Morsi’s	ouster.	These	three
Gulf	monarchies	feared	that	the	Brotherhood’s	rise	would	inspire	Brotherhood
affiliates	within	 their	 own	 kingdoms	 to	 escalate	 their	 antiregime	 activities.
The	Brotherhood	fed	 these	fears	during	 its	brief	period	 in	power	by	picking
fights	with	the	UAE	in	particular,	and	there	is	some	indication	that	these	Gulf
states	 promised	 significant	 aid	 to	 encourage	 Egypt’s	military	 to	 oust	Morsi
prior	 to	 the	 June	 2013	protests.16	 Either	way,	 the	Gulf’s	 generosity	 rescued
Egypt’s	economy,	which	was	teetering	at	the	time	of	Morsi’s	ouster,	and	gave
al-Sisi	 a	 significant	 cushion	 for	 enacting	 fuel-subsidy	 reforms,	 updating	 the
country’s	electricity	grid,	and	undertaking	new	infrastructure	projects.

Second,	amid	a	collapsing	regional	order,	al-Sisi’s	Egypt	looked	stable	by
comparison.	By	mid-2014,	Libya	was	fractured	among	rival	militant	groups,
the	 Syrian	 government	 controlled	 only	 a	 fraction	 of	 its	 territory,	 the	 Iraqi
government	was	 losing	 control	 of	 Sunni	 areas,	 the	 Iranian-backed	 Houthis
were	surging	again	in	Yemen,	and	Syrian	refugee	flows	into	southern	Turkey
and	Jordan	 squeezed	both	countries’	 resources.	Then	on	 June	 10,	 only	 days
after	al-Sisi’s	inauguration,	the	Islamic	State	of	Iraq	and	Syria	(ISIS)	captured
Mosul,	 declared	 an	 Islamic	 state,	 and	 proceeded	 to	 occupy	 a	 vast	 swath	 of
territory	across	 Iraq	and	Syria.	Before	 long,	 jihadists	 in	Libya	and	 the	Sinai
declared	their	allegiances	to	ISIS.

This	regional	context	forced	a	hesitant	Washington	to	engage	al-Sisi	as	a
strategic	 partner.	 After	 all,	 in	 October	 2013,	 following	 a	 series	 of	 deadly
crackdowns	on	pro-Morsi	protests,	the	Obama	administration	announced	that
it	would	withhold	“big	ticket”	weapon	systems	from	Egypt	“pending	credible
progress	 toward	 an	 inclusive,	 democratically	 elected	 civilian	 government
through	 free	 and	 fair	 elections,”	 and	 it	 deferred	 the	 Egyptian	 government’s
request	for	a	“strategic	dialogue”	for	over	a	year.	But	the	rise	of	ISIS,	as	well
as	 the	 Obama	 administration’s	 desire	 to	 reassure	 Sunni	 Arab	 allies	 as	 it
pursued	 a	 nuclear	 deal	with	 Iran,	 impelled	 the	 administration	 to	 refocus	 its
Egypt	 policy	 on	 security	 rather	 than	 human	 rights	 concerns.	 To	 this	 end,
Obama	met	with	al-Sisi	on	 the	sidelines	of	 the	2014	UN	General	Assembly
meeting	 and	 announced	 a	 resumption	of	weapon	 shipments	 in	March	2015.
Nearly	four	months	later,	Secretary	of	State	John	Kerry	flew	to	Cairo	to	open
a	“strategic	dialogue.”

The	chaotic	 regional	 context	 also	bolstered	al-Sisi	 at	home.	Even	 as	 the
country’s	 economy	 sputtered	 and	 new	 domestic	 crises	 emerged,	 many	 and



perhaps	most	Egyptians	viewed	al-Sisi’s	 repressive	state	as	 far	preferable	 to
the	state	breakdown	that	had	occurred	in	Syria,	Libya,	and	elsewhere.	And	in
this	environment,	the	Brotherhood	became	an	especially	useful	enemy	for	the
al-Sisi	 government.	 The	 Brotherhood’s	 escalating	 calls	 for	 revolutionary
violence	 fed	 the	 regime’s	 narrative	 that	 it	 was	 a	 terrorist	 organization	 that
sought	to	destabilize	Egypt	and	thus	bolstered	al-Sisi’s	hand	against	it.	And	to
some	 extent,	 the	 onslaught	 against	 the	Brotherhood	 served	 as	 the	 glue	 that
held	the	regime’s	constituent	power	centers	 together.	The	military,	 judiciary,
police,	 private	media,	 rural	 tribal	 interests,	 and	 the	 business	 community	 all
viewed	the	Brotherhood’s	hypothetical	reemergence	as	a	significant	threat	to
their	 respective	 interests	 and	 thus	 backed	 al-Sisi	 even	 as	 policy	 challenges
otherwise	mounted.

Throughout	this	period,	the	Brotherhood	remained	visible	internationally.
From	 its	 primary	 base	 in	 Istanbul,	 it	 broadcast	 its	 message	 through
sympathetic	satellite	networks	and	lobbied	Western	capitals	against	al-Sisi—
albeit	with	 very	 little	 success.	But	 by	 the	 end	 of	 2015,	 it	 had	 faded	 almost
entirely	 from	 view	 within	 Egypt.	 With	 tens	 of	 thousands	 of	 its	 leaders	 in
prison,	 perhaps	 hundreds	 more	 in	 exile,	 and	 over	 one	 thousand	 Muslim
Brothers	 killed	 since	 the	 coup,	most	 of	 the	Brotherhood’s	 remaining	 cadres
seemingly	lay	low.	Indeed,	during	a	visit	to	Cairo	in	November	2015,	a	high-
ranking	 Egyptian	 security	 official	 told	 me	 that	 the	 Brotherhood	 had	 been
neutralized	 on	 the	 ground,	 and	 many	 ordinary	 Egyptians	 seconded	 that
assessment.	Two	and	a	half	years	after	Morsi’s	ouster,	 the	overall	consensus
was	that	Cairo’s	war	against	the	Brotherhood	had	ended	in	victory.

As	a	result,	the	Brotherhood	no	longer	represents	a	political	challenge	for
al-Sisi’s	 regime.	But	 the	 regime	 faces	a	 slew	of	daunting	policy	challenges,
none	of	which	have	easy	answers.	Security	forces	are	still	battling	ISIS-linked
insurgents	 in	 the	Sinai	and	 the	Western	Desert	with	 little	 success.	Terrorism
has	driven	away	tourism,	and	the	drop	in	global	oil	prices	has	forced	the	once-
generous	Gulf	 states	 to	 reduce	 their	 commitment	 to	 Cairo.	 As	 a	 result,	 the
economy	is	sputtering:	Commodity	prices	have	risen	due	to	subsidy	reforms
and	 inflation,	 and	 the	 fall	 in	 cash	 reserves	means	 that	 Egypt	 is	 once	 again
living	on	the	economic	edge.	Meanwhile,	there	are	constant	whispers	of	rifts
within	the	regime—none	of	which	can	be	confirmed,	but	all	of	which	suggest
that	there	are	still	more	chapters	of	Egypt’s	Arab	Spring	story	to	be	written.

Except	that	these	next	chapters,	like	the	ones	that	preceded	it,	won’t	be	so



springlike.	During	 the	past	 five	years,	Egyptians	have	 learned	 the	hard	way
that	regime	change	doesn’t	necessarily	yield	improvement	and	may	leave	the
country	worse	off.	And	for	the	time	being,	this	is	the	Muslim	Brotherhood’s
legacy	 in	Egypt:	 It	 left	 the	 country	worse	off.	 It	 rushed	 to	 power	without	 a
coherent	 policy	 agenda.	 It	 picked	 fights	 with	 virtually	 every	 political
institution	 and	 made	 enemies	 of	 almost	 every	 political	 force.	 And	 it
responded	 to	 virtually	 every	 crisis	 by	 either	 demanding	 or	 grabbing	 more
power,	 deepening	Egypt’s	 political	 polarization	 and	 bringing	 the	 country	 to
the	brink	of	severe	civil	strife.

Of	course,	 the	Brotherhood’s	 leaders	don’t	 see	 it	 this	way.	They	believe
that	 Morsi’s	 ouster	 was	 largely	 the	 product	 of	 a	 conspiracy	 within	 the
Egyptian	 state	 and	have	vowed	 to	 use	 future	moments	 of	 regime	 change	 to
seek	vengeance.	In	other	words,	if	the	Brotherhood	gets	a	second	chance,	it	is
prepared	to	repeat	many	of	the	same	mistakes.
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Egyptian	president	(2012–13)
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Mahmoud
Ghozlan

Spokesman July	15,	2012

Gehad	el-
Haddad

Spokesman	(2013) July	9,	2013

Mohamed
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candidate	(2012)

Mar.	2,	2011
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Guidance	Office	member July	7,	2012

Mohamed	Ali
Bishr

Guidance	Office	member,
governor	of	Menoufiya	(2012–
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development	(2013)
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Essam	el-Erian Guidance	Office	member
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member	(2013)

Mar.	14,	2011
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Guidance	Office	member July	4,	2012

Mohi	Hamed Guidance	Office	member,	Morsi
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Dec.	3,	2011
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Guidance	Office	member
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(2012–13)

Mar.	2,	2011;
Dec.	10,	2011;
June	28,	2012;
Feb.	27,	2013

Saad	al-
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Guidance	Office	member,
Brotherhood	parliamentary	bloc
chair	(2005–10),	FJP
parliamentarian	(2012),
parliamentary	speaker	(2012),
FJP	chair	(2013)

Mar.	29,	2011

Abbas	Abdel
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Brotherhood/FJP
parliamentarian	(2005–2010,
2011),	Shura	Council
presidential	appointee	(2013)

Feb.	28,	2013
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Brotherhood/FJP
parliamentarian	(2005–2010,
2012),	Brotherhood	labor	leader
in	Alexandria

Dec.	11,	2011;
Feb.	25,	2013

Magdy	Ashour Brotherhood	parliamentarian
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parliamentarian	(2010–11)

Mar.	7,	2011

Mohamed	al-
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Brotherhood/FJP
parliamentarian	(2005–10,
2012)

Mar.	26,	2011;
Mar.	2,	2013



Ali	Fath	al-Bab Brotherhood	parliamentarian
(1995–2010),	Shura	Council
majority	leader	(2012)

Dec.	4,	2011

Khaled	el-Deeb Brotherhood	parliamentarian
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Dec.	10,	2011;
July	14,	2012
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Gamal	Hanafi Brotherhood	parliamentarian
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Brotherhood/FJP
parliamentarian	(2000–3,	2012)

July	3,	2012;
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Farid	Ismail Brotherhood/FJP
parliamentarian	(2005–10,
2012)

July	9,	2012

Essam	Mukhtar Brotherhood	parliamentarian
(2005–10),	FJP	parliamentary
candidate	(2011)

Dec.	4,	2011
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Sobhi	Saleh Brotherhood/FJP

parliamentarian	(2005–10,
2012),	member	of	constitution-
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Mar.	29,	2011;
Dec.	11,	2011
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al-Sayyid
Ahmed

Brotherhood/FJP
parliamentarian	(2005–10,
2012)

Dec.	11,	2011

Osama FJP	parliamentarian	(2012), July	3,	2012



Suleiman Brotherhood	Shura	Committee
Mohamed
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FJP	Shura	Council	member
(2012–13),	Mohamed	Morsi’s
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Mar.	29,	2014

Osama	Yassin Brotherhood	field	coordinator
during	2011	uprising,	FJP
parliamentarian	(2012),	minister
of	youth	(2012–13)

Mar.	2,	2013

Sameh	el-
Essawy

FJP	spokesman June	24,	2012

Amr	Farag Rassd	journalist,	Brotherhood
cadre

Oct.	8,	2014

Reda	Ghanem FJP	communications	chairman
in	Al-Gharbiya

June	10,	2013

Khaled	Hamza Editor	in	chief,	IkhwanWeb Jan.	10,	2011
Abdullah	al-
Mehi

TV	anchor	on	Rabaa	TV,
Brotherhood	cadre

Mar.	23,	2014

Mahmoud
Rashad

FJP	media	chief	in	Tanta June	10,	2013

Ahmed	Sobea FJP	spokesman	(2011–12),
Aqsa	TV	(Hamas)	Cairo	bureau
chief	(2013)

June	20,	2012;
June	6,	2013

Mohamed
Abdel	Qadoos

Brotherhood	Journalists
Syndicate	leader,	Kefaya
member

Mar.	31,	2011

Ali	Abdelfattah Brotherhood	leader	in
Alexandria

Mar.	22,	2011

Ashraf	Abdel
Ghaffar

Brotherhood	leader	in	Istanbul Oct.	8,	2014

Hoda	Abdel
Moneim

Brotherhood	Sisters	leader	in
Nasr	City,	Mohamed	Morsi’s
lawyer

Oct.	14,	2014

Badr	Mohamed
Badr

Brotherhood	leader	in	Giza,
journalist

Nov.	9,	2013

Murad Member	of	Renaissance	Project July	5,	2012



Mohamed	Aly team,	Morsi	presidential
campaign	official,	Brotherhood
businessman

Ashraf	Serry Member	of	Renaissance	Project
team,	Brotherhood
businessman

June	27,	2012

Ahmed
Soliman

Member	of	Renaissance	Project
team,	FJP	leader

July	12,	2012

Moaz	Malek Brotherhood	businessman,
Morsi	presidential	campaign
volunteer

July	2,	2012

Muharram
Oqba

Brotherhood/FJP	leader	in	Kafr
el-Sheikh

Feb.	27,	2013

Mohamed
Sudan

FJP	Foreign	Affairs	Committee,
Alexandria

Dec.	11,	2011

Mohamed
Abdel	Rahim

Brotherhood	cadre	at	Rabaa	al-
Adawiya

July	2,	2013

Ahmed	Abdel
Salam

Brotherhood	cadre June	24,	2012

Mohamed
Abdel	Wahed

Brotherhood	cadre	in	Fayyoum Nov.	29,	2011

Sayyid	Aboul
Nega

Brotherhood	cadre June	21,	2012

Said	Ali Brotherhood	cadre	at	Rabaa	al-
Adawiya

July	2,	2013

Hesham	Afifi Brotherhood	cadre June	22,	2012
Fathi	Ageez Brotherhood	cadre	from

Mansoura
June	21,	2012

Ahmed	Ali Brotherhood	cadre June	30,	2012
Ammar	al-
Beltagy

Brotherhood	cadre,	son	of
Brotherhood	leader	Mohamed
al-Beltagy

Mar.	9,	2011;
June	22,	2012;
July	9,	2012

Mohamed
Desouki

Brotherhood	cadre	from
Damanhour

June	24,	2012

Mohamed	Fathi Brotherhood	cadre July	18,	2012



Mohamed
Fouad

Brotherhood	cadre	in	Heliopolis Nov.	28,	2011

Mohamed
Gouda

Brotherhood	cadre	from
Alexandria

June	30,	2012

Mamdouh
Hammouda

Brotherhood	cadre	at	Rabaa	al-
Adawiya

July	2,	2013

Mahmoud
Helal

Brotherhood	cadre	in	Fayoum Nov.	29,	2011

Imad	Ibrahim Brotherhood	cadre	in	Sayyida
Zeinab

Nov.	28,	2011

Mohamed
Mansour

Brotherhood	cadre	in	Manial Nov.	28,	2011

Imad	Mohamed Brotherhood	cadre	at	Rabaa	al-
Adawiya

July	2,	2013

Hussein	Morsi Brotherhood	cadre	in	El-Adwa,
Mohamed	Morsi’s	brother

Nov.	14,	2013

Ahmed	Okail Brotherhood	cadre July	12,	2012
Anas	al-
Qassas

Brotherhood	cadre Mar.	9,	2011

Ammar	Sadik Brotherhood	cadre Mar.	21,	2011
Hesham	Sadik Brotherhood	cadre	from

Mansoura
June	29,	2012

Ahmed	Selim Brotherhood	cadre	at	Rabaa	al-
Adawiya

July	2,	2013

Ahmed	Shams
el-Din

Brotherhood	cadre	in	Heliopolis Nov.	28,	2011

Salah	al-
Sharbiny

Brotherhood	cadre June	29,	2012

Ihab	Sultan Brotherhood	cadre June	29,	2012
Jehan	Darwish FJP	elections	worker	in	Manial Nov.	28,	2011
Ahmed	Abdel
Fattah

Former	Brotherhood	blogger June	26,	2010

Abdel	Moneim Former	Brotherhood	blogger June	30,	2010



al-Mahmoud
Abdel	Galil	al-
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Kamel	el-
Helbawy

Former	Brotherhood	leader Feb.	24,	2013;
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Ibrahim	el-
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Former	Brotherhood	youth Mar.	1,	2011

Mohamed
Abbas

Revolutionary	activist,	former
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Feb.	28,	2011;
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Moaz	Abdel
Karim

Revolutionary	activist,	former
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Qassas
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Abouleila	Madi Wasat	Party	Chairman Jan.	26,	2011
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Ghafour
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Watan	Party	chairman	(2013–
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Hassan	Abdel- Wafd	board	member July	24,	2010
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Nasser	Abdel
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Said	Abdel-
Khaliq

Wafd	board	member,	editor	of
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Mounir	Fakhry
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Nasser	Amin Human	rights	lawyer Oct.	12,	2014
Said	Ashmawy Former	judge,	State	Security

Court
Jan.	7,	2011
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member

July	27,	2010

Sheikh
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Al-Azhar	official July	11,	2012
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Nader	Bakkar Nour	Party	spokesman Oct.	14,	2014
Hazem	el-
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Essam	Derbala Al-Gamaa	al-Islamiya	leader June	21,	2012
Bilal	Diab Revolutionary	youth	activist Mar.	20,	2011
Mouhib	Doss Tamarod	founder Oct.	9,	2014



Hany	Enan Kefaya	financier Mar.	1,	2011
Amr	Ezz Revolutionary	youth	activist,
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Mar.	8,	2011

Abdel	Rahman
Faris
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founder
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Bassem	Fathi Revolutionary	youth	activist Mar.	10,	2011
Samir	Fayyad Tagammu	vice-chair Aug.	3,	2010
Mohamed
Fouad

Parliamentary	candidate	(2011),
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Feb.	24,	2013

Shadi	el-
Ghazali	Harb

Revolutionary	youth	activist,
Coalition	of	Revolutionary	Youth
leader,	El-Gabha	Party

Mar.	8,	2011;
June	22,	2012

Mohamed
Haikal

Tamarod	founder June	5,	2013

Amr	Hamzawy Free	Egypt	Party	leader,
parliamentarian	(2012)

Dec.	5,	2011

Nadia	Henry Presidential	appointee	to	Shura
Council	(2013)

Jan.	28,	2015

Mahmoud
Ibrahem

Former	NDP	youth July	31,	2010

Nageh	Ibrahim Former	al-Gamaa	al-Islamiya
leader

Feb.	25,	2013

George	Ishak Kefaya	leader Mar.	5,	2011
Gameela	Ismail Former	Ghad	Party	(Ayman

Nour’s	faction)	secretary-
general	(2006–8)

July	22,	2010

Bassem	Kamel Revolutionary	activist,	ESDP
parliamentarian	(2012)

June	24,	2012

Ahmed	al-
Kattan
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Judge FJP-aligned	independent June	25,	2012



Mahmoud	el-
Khodeiry

parliamentarian	(2012)

Tarek	el-Kholy Revolutionary	youth	activist,
Coalition	of	Revolutionary	Youth
leader,	April	6	Youth

Mar.	13,	2011

Rami	Lekah Reform	and	Development	/	Our
Egypt	parliamentarian	(2012)

June	23,	2012

Ahmed	Maher Revolutionary	activist,	founder
of	April	6	Youth

Mar.	9,	2011

Gamal
Metwally

Nour	Party	parliamentarian
(2012)

July	17,	2012;
Nov.	14,	2013

Hossam
Moones

Revolutionary	activist,	Karama
Party

Mar.	15,	2011

Sally	Moore Revolutionary	youth	activist,
Coalition	of	Revolutionary	Youth
leader

Mar.	13,	2011

Amr	Moussa Foreign	minister	(1991–2001),
Arab	League	secretary-general
(2001–11),	presidential
candidate	(2012)

July	12,	2012

Dalia	Moussa Revolutionary	activist Mar.	3,	2011
Moussa
Mustafa
Moussa

Ghad	Party	(Moussa	Mustafa
Moussa	faction)	chairman
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Gen.	Abbas
Mukhaymer

FJP	parliamentarian	(2012) July	4,	2012

Ibrahim	Nasser
el-Din

Ghad	Party	(Moussa	Mustafa
Moussa	faction)	board	member

July	17,	2010

Wael	Nawara Ghad	Party	(Ayman	Nour
faction)	secretary-general

Mar.	29,	2011

Amina	al-
Niqash

Tagammu	Party	vice-chair Jan.	10,	2011

Farida	al-
Niqash

Tagammu	Party	board	member,
editor	in	chief	of	Al-Ahaly

Aug.	11,	2010

Mohamed	Nour Nour	Party	spokesman	(2011– Dec.	1,	2011;



12),	Watan	Party	spokesman
(2013)

Feb.	24,	2013

Hamdeen
Sabahi

Karama	Party	chairman,
presidential	candidate	(2012
and	2014)

Mar.	1,	2013;
Apr.	2,	2014

Mohamed
Anwar	Esmat
Sadat

Reform	and	Development	Party
leader,	parliamentarian	(2005–
10,	2012)

Oct.	14,	2014

Mahmoud
Salem

Revolutionary	activist,	blogger Jun.	28,	2010

Ahmed	Samih Revolutionary	youth	activist,
Andalus	Institute	for	Tolerance
and	Anti-Violence	Studies

Feb.	10,	2011

Magdy	Selim Nour	Party	leader	in	Kafr	el-
Sheikh
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Riad	al-
Shaqfeh

Syrian	Muslim	Brotherhood
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Oct.	8,	2014

Mustafa
Shawqi

Revolutionary	activist,	Justice
and	Freedom	Movement
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Essam	Shiha Wafd	board	member Jan.	17,	2011;
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Amr	el-
Shobaky

Independent	parliamentarian
(2012)

July	10,	2012

Camilia	Shokry Wafd	board	member Aug.	1,	2011
Yasin	Tag	el-
Din

Wafd	vice-chair July	19,	2010

Khaled	Telema Revolutionary	activist,	Tagammu Mar.	17,	2011
Ashraf	Thabet Nour	Party	leader,

parliamentarian	(2012)
June	27,	2012;
Feb.	25,	2013

Awatif	Wali Wafd	leader July	18,	2010
Bassam	al-
Zarqa

Nour	Party	leader Mar.	27,	2014

Aboud	al-
Zomor

Al-Gamaa	al-Islamiya	leader Dec.	4,	2011
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