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Editorial

Dear readers of ORIENT,

As of the time of writing this editorial, Egypt
is facing a new crisis between President
Muhammad Mursi and his followers and the
now better united opposition. A serious inter-
nal crisis over the new constitution resulted
again in clashes and bloodshed. The debate
about the constitution of Egypt and the relati-
onship with the judiciary damaged Mursi’s
reputation. The transformation process which
Egypt has been undergoing since the fall of the
Mubarak regime had not been an easy ride
and led to various sharp arguments damaging
the relationship of the diverse political groups.
This deepening divide concerning future poli-
tics led to violent confrontation between the Is-
lamists and the other political factions. An end
to this confrontation is not yet in sight. Those in
Egypt who have hoped for a smooth transition
to a pluralistic democracy free of religious re-
straints are deeply disappointed. One can only
hope that Mursi still will change course and try
to resolve existing differences by dialogue with
the opposition. But also the opposition has to
show more willingness to start a serious dialo-
gue with the president and his supporters.

This issue of ORIENT offers a thorough insi-
ght into contemporary politics in Egypt, its op-
tions and its background. Roger Hardy

informs us about the impotence of the West in
the developments in the wake of the Arab
Spring in Egypt. Dr. Tarek H. Selim shares his
economic view on the current situation in
Egypt with a possible guideline to solve the
economic challenges the country faces. Dr.

Roel Meijer shares his in-depth look at the
Muslim Brotherhood, their past actions and
their further political options. Dr. David Faris

looks at the reciprocal effects of digital media
usage on politics, while also focussing on the
changing and shaping of users’ identities
through this usage. Jannis Julien Grimm

evaluates Egypt’s current foreign policy and.
Dr. John Calvert highlights in his contribution
the legacy of Sayyid Qutb in the movement of
the Muslim Brotherhood as well as the
Brotherhood’s current options based on their
past decisions. Dr. Mariz Tadros argues that
the Muslim Brotherhood is set on cementing
its influence in Egypt by meddling in unduly
ways in the drafting process of the constitution. 

I hope that this issue of ORIENT provides you
an insight into the many facets that have a
manifold influence on Egypt – and, via Egypt,
on the Near and Middle East.

I wish our readers a happy and peaceful New
Year.

Dr. Gunter Mulack
Director of the German Orient-Institute
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Roger Hardy
Egypt, the West, and the Arab Spring

Egypt is central to both the origins and the future evolution of what has come to be known
as the ‘Arab Spring’. A variety of factors – its traditional role as a staunch ally of the West,
its cultural and demographic weight in the Arab world, its importance as an actor in the
Arab-Israeli dispute, and its status as the cradle of political Islam in the Middle East –
combine to ensure that developments in Egypt have significant consequences for the
region as a whole. Accordingly, the wave of popular protest against former President
Husni Mubarak, and his eventual overthrow, produced shock-waves throughout the
region. 

While three North African dictators have fallen victim to popular anger (Ben Ali, Mubarak,
and Qaddafi), the overthrow of Mubarak was the most significant. Equally, the electoral
success of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood serves as an important test-case, shedding light
on whether an Islamist opposition party can be successfully integrated into the political
process – a test-case which is being watched closely by Islamists throughout the Middle
East and beyond. At the same time, the West’s response to these dramatic events has
been uncertain and inconsistent, reflecting a wider ambivalence about the impact of the
Arab Spring on Western policies and interests in the region. Indeed, Western policy-mak-
ers are finding themselves, to their discomfort, essentially onlookers as these events un-
fold – willing to provide political or economic assistance where needed, but unable to
determine the outcome, in Egypt or elsewhere, of political struggles which have still to play
themselves out.

Dr. Tarek H. Selim 
A Value Proposition for Egypt

An Emerging Nation Competitiveness Strategy and Post-Revolution Economic

Challenges

The Egyptian revolution of January 25th 2011 presents a crossroad in Egyptian history that
has not been witnessed since ancient times. This peaceful and truly popular revolt came
as a result of system failure on both political and economic levels of the regime of
President Hosni Mubarak who has been ruling the country for the past 30 years with po-
litical oppression, deteriorating standards of living and lack of economic equity. Persist-
ent corruption with R&D spending less than 0.5% of the country’s GDP generated an
elusive path of artificially ‘high’ growth rates. Now, as Egypt embarks on its new begin-
ning, a number of questions are in desperate need for answers. This paper examines
Egypt’s economic performance before the revolution with an analysis of Egypt’s real GDP
growth, chronic inflation trends, poverty and income distributions as well as the perform-
ance of the economy’s sectors and relative national competitiveness on the global scale. 

The analysis brings to light the most critical economic problems which were the main trig-
gers of the January 25th revolution. The paper also examines the short term impacts of
the revolution on the economy. The analysis then maps the unique opportunity in front of
Egypt to completely modify its economy on macroeconomic as well as sectoral levels
with a “Unique Value Proposition” as the recommended framework. Critical policy rec-
ommendations are then founded on a proposed cycle of competitiveness in order to
achieve a higher economic quality of life for the masses and transform Egypt into an in-
novation-driven economy in the long run. Starting with education, leading to cultural trans-
formation and institutional governance, followed by reaching a competitive economy
based on efficiency, are parallel prerequisites to achieving an innovative globally com-
petitive Egyptian economy in the long run. Concrete strategies and timeline action plans
are proposed.
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Dr. Roel Meijer
The Majority Strategy of the Muslim Brotherhood

Since it became clear in March 2011 that free general elections would be held in Egypt,
a month after the fall of Mubarak, the Muslim Brotherhood has been bent on a “majority
strategy”. This included a whole series of measures and developments, such as found-
ing a political party, winning the general elections of November 2011 - January 2012, and
the elections for the Majlis al-Shura elections of February 2012 and obtaining a dominant
influence in the Constituent Assembly, which was appointed after the elections. But not
only did it mean winning the elections in these democratic bodies, it also meant obtain-
ing control over professional organizations that would delegate representatives to the
Constituent Assembly, such as trade unions, professional syndicates, and other organi-
zations belonging to civil society. This trend has been accelerated since Muhammad Mursi
has become president in June 2012. Using his executive powers he has increased the
power of the Muslim Brotherhood by dismissing and appointing high officials. The sack-
ing of General Hussein Tantawi in August 2012, and the downgrading of the Supreme
Council of Armed Forces (SCAF) was of course the most spectacular move, but the ap-
pointment of governors, newspaper editors, and other media have been means of ex-
tending the power of the Muslim Brotherhood.

The detractors of the Brotherhood accuse the organization of willfully grabbing power at
the expense of the activists who brought the revolution of 25 January about. They argue
that during the transition phase, which ended with the referendum on the constitution on
15 December 2012, the institutions of the state should represent “all currents and groups
in Egypt”. Its defendants, on the other hand, argue that the Brotherhood has obtained a
majority in parliament and then won the presidential elections and that movement there-
fore represents the “will of the people” (iradat al-sha‘b). The supporters of the previous
regime are blocking the justified reforms that the Brotherhood is implementing in the name
of the revolution. 

This contribution analyzes the ‘majority strategy’ of the Brotherhood and its inability to
form coalitions (except with some sections of the Salafi movement) and break out of its
isolation and appeal to a larger public. Does this stem from its previous history of perse-
cution during the past 80 years and its suspicious nature as a semi-underground move-
ment that has no experience in politics, or does it have its roots in the nature of the
revolution which reached an impasse very early on and cannot be resolved without more
heavy-handed measures? 

The contribution will include in its analysis the responses of other political players to the
rise of the Brotherhood (Salafis, liberals, activists, split-offs of the Brotherhood, SCAF,
judges, etc). It will also include an analysis of the way the Brotherhood looks at politics.
Is it true that politics has become a separate field of activity that aims at finding solutions
to concrete problems during the past thirty years, or is it simply an instrument to acquire
power? The contribution is based on close (if intermittent) reading of Egyptian newspa-
pers and weblogs over the past one and a half years. 

Dr. David Faris
Digital Media and Identity in the Middle East: Challenges and Opportunities

The Arab Spring has raised important questions about the impact of social media and
blogging on politics in authoritarian states. This paper examines the impact of social
media and blogging through the prism of identity and identity politics, arguing that social
media allowed for the creation of a new activist identity in Egypt, one that allowed a small
but committed group of activists to organize dissent and press for changes to the Egypt-
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ian political system. These activists were able to work together to promote the issues of
human rights that were most important in the Egyptian uprising, using the properties of
the social media tools to great effect. Furthermore, the paper argues that the spread
of social media might have other effects on identities in Egypt and the broader Arab
world, including diaspora communities, transnational social and political movements, and
Arab nationalism. 

Jannis Julien Grimm
Morsi’s Foreign Policy Dilemma 

Economic Imperatives and the Politics of Legitimation

The coming to power of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt has provoked fears of an ‘Is-
lamization’ of the Egyptian foreign policy. In fact, President Mohamed Morsi has lifted the
spell of inertia that dominated the country’s foreign affairs under the rule of the Mubarak
regime. However, the new president’s foreign agenda is not primarily shaped by ideology.
This article illustrates how both economic calculations and logics of domestic legitimation
are governing Egypt’s foreign affairs today. Moreover, it examines the influence of the
Muslim Brotherhood on the country’s foreign relations.

Dr. John Calvert
The Historical Contingency of Islamist Discourse in Egypt: 
Sayyid Qutb and the Muslim Brotherhood

Since its foundation in 1928, the Muslim Brotherhood has been guided by realism and
open to change within the framework of its ideology. This flexibility is nowhere more evi-
dent than in the career and ideas of Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966), the Muslim Brotherhood’s
most important thinker during the middle decades of the twentieth century. This paper
examines the historical contingency of Qutb’s thought, tracing its evolution in relation to
Egypt’s evolving political field over the periods of the Old Regime and the Nasserist as-
cendency. In addition, it examines Qutb’s legacy. Although the current generation of Mus-
lim Brothers explicitly disavows Qutb’s confrontational attitude, his ideological revisions
fed the jihadi current that began in the 1980s and culminated in Al Qaeda. The paper
concludes by suggesting that current developments within the Muslim Brotherhood con-
tinue to be shaped by political opportunities and constraints.

Dr. Mariz Tadros
A Dictatorship with an Islamic Reference 

This article argues that the Muslim Brotherhood’s growing monopolization of political
power in Egypt witnessed since the parliamentary and presidential elections  does not
only suggest a shift towards authoritarianism but a particular brand of Islamist totalitari-
anism. Our understanding of the Muslim Brotherhood’s policies since coming to power
has been hindered by insufficient attention given to the movement’s political thought,
notwithstanding the need to avoid teleological approaches to the study of a highly dy-
namic political actor in a changing national and regional context. 

The Muslim Brotherhood’s idea of an Islamic state is one that grants the ruler a religious
and political role and which blurs the lines between the executive, judiciary and legisla-
tive branches of the states, favours theocratic constitutionalism and the special position-
ing of the clergy in governance processes. Two key strategic policies championed by the
Muslim Brotherhood are evoked to illustrate the shift towards the institution of such an Is-
lamic state: the constitution agreed by the Islamist-dominated constituent assembly and
the edicts issued by President Mohammed Morsi on November 22nd, 2012. 
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“Egypt is central to both the origins and
the evolution of what has come to be

known as the Arab Spring. But vital as
Egypt is to the West’s interests in the

Middle East, Western policy-makers are
discovering that they have only limited

means of influencing events there.”

I. The Centrality of Egypt

Of the three North African dictators who
were toppled in the first turbulent year of
the Arab Spring – Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali
in Tunisia, Husni Mubarak in Egypt, and
Muammar Qaddafi in Libya – the over-
throw of Mubarak, Egypt’s president since
1981, was by far the most significant.
Tunisia mattered, of course, because it
was the place where in late 2010 the Arab
uprisings began. Libya mattered because
it was the first (and so far the only) coun-
try affected by the Arab Spring where
Western powers opted for direct military
intervention on the side of the revolution-
aries. But it was Egypt which provided the
most compelling example of successful
mass popular protest leading to régime
change in a pivotal Arab country. Those
extraordinary weeks in early 2011, lead-
ing from the drama of Tahrir Square to the
Egyptian leader’s reluctant departure,
shook the region to the core – and also
posed a set of testing challenges for
Western policy-makers with which they
are still grappling.

There are three main reasons for Egypt’s
centrality. It is, first, the natural leader of
the Arab world – not merely as the most
populous Arab country, but because it
possesses a unique weight in the politi-
cal, economic, and cultural life of the re-
gion. Even at a time of crisis and
upheaval, the Egyptian state has a solid-
ity which some of the wealthier Arab
states (Saudi Arabia, Qatar) sorely lack.
This is partly a matter of large and estab-
lished institutions (the army, the security
services, the bureaucracy, the diplomatic
corps) and partly the product of Egypt’s

human and cultural assets. To its Arab
neighbours, it exports books and music,
films and television soap operas, univer-
sity professors and construction workers.
From them, it imports tens of thousands
of students seeking either a secular edu-
cation (for example, at the American Uni-
versity in Cairo) or an Islamic one (at
Al-Azhar, the Muslim world’s pre-eminent
seat of Sunni religious authority). Without
abundant resources other than its man-
power and the waters of the Nile, Egypt
nevertheless acts as a magnet for Arab
investment and economic co-operation.
In short, its influence permeates the rest
of the Arab world in a myriad ways.

Second, Egypt has for decades been a
key ally of the West – and, within the re-
gion, of Saudi Arabia – serving as a bul-
wark of the regional status quo, a key
player in Arab-Israeli peace-making, a
counterweight to the regional influence of
Iran, and an opponent of Al-Qaeda and
radical Islamism. The alliance with the
West is buttressed by generous military
and economic aid from the United States,
amounting to billions of dollars since
Egypt made peace with Israel in the
1970s. 

Third, as the cradle of political Islam in the
Middle East, Egypt has served as an in-
spiration and role model for Islamists
elsewhere. It has helped spawn both
mainstream Islamism – the Muslim Broth-
erhood, born in Egypt in the late 1920s,
during British colonial rule – and more vi-
olent offshoots, including Al-Qaeda. In the
dramatically changed circumstances of
today, Egypt provides an important test-
case of whether mainstream Islamists
can be successfully integrated into a
democratic political process.

II. From Mubarak to Morsi: An Uncertain
Transition

Egypt’s problems during the twilight of the
Mubarak era reflected, often in acute

Roger Hardy

Egypt, the West, and the Arab Spring
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form, those of the wider region: a large
and rapidly growing population (in Egypt’s
case, over 80 million, of whom a startling
50 million are under 30); a brand of crony
capitalism which enriched the élite but
sharpened the country’s glaring inequali-
ties; widespread corruption; high unem-
ployment (with graduates comprising over
a third of those without work); 34% illiter-
acy, but at the same time a rapid growth
in ownership of mobile phones and ac-
cess to the internet and social media;
and, just as important as any of the
above, a crushing sense of political stag-
nation after virtually three decades of au-
tocratic rule by President Mubarak,
combined with a widely-shared feeling of
anger and indignation over efforts to
groom his son Gamal to succeed him
(even though this aim was officially de-
nied). In short, there was in Egypt, as
elsewhere in the region, an overwhelming
hunger and thirst for dignity.1

Given this background, Egypt’s revolution
– concentrated into the eighteen extraor-
dinary days, from 25 January to 11 Feb-
ruary 2011, which led to Mubarak’s
downfall – was bound to give a significant
new momentum to the Arab Spring. The
overthrow of the ‘Egyptian pharaoh’,
which appears to have taken Egyptians
by surprise no less than Western com-
mentators, convinced Arabs throughout
the region that their rulers and ruling élites
were no longer impregnable. At the same
time it convinced Arab rulers without ex-
ception that, left unchecked, the Arab rev-
olution had the power to unseat them.

Throughout the region there were count-
less other young Arabs who, as a result
of the information revolution, were in
touch with one another and with the world
to an unprecedented extent – but who felt
stifled by autocracy, lack of freedom, and
lack of opportunity. The techniques of mo-
bilisation so successfully used by the
young Egyptian and Tunisian revolution-
aries provided other Arabs with a model.
In Egypt, as elsewhere, the revolution
was not ideological: it was not carried out
in the name of pan-Arabism (the idea of
Arab unity which had animated the Arab

nationalists of the 1950s and 1960s) or
pan-Islamism (the notion of Muslim ac-
tivism and solidarity which had swept the
region from the 1970s and 1980s). Be-
cause its focus was limited – the removal
of a hated dictator – the Egyptian revolu-
tion was able, at least in its early phase,
to unify the most diverse groups (Muslims
and Christians, Islamists and secularists,
conservatives and liberals, young and
old, middle-class and working-class) in a
common cause.

But if the revolution was not in essence
about religion, this did not mean that
Islam suddenly no longer mattered. The
question was not whether Islam and Is-
lamism would enter the political stage, but
how. The Muslim Brotherhood, the coun-
try’s largest and most powerful opposition
group, at first stayed aloof from the
protests, partly from traditional caution,
partly because it felt little affinity with the
young Westernised revolutionaries who
were leading them. But when the Broth-
erhood’s cautious leadership – egged on
by its rank and file – decided it had no
choice but to support the demonstrations
in Tahrir Square, its intervention proved
decisive; and from that moment its role
grew, and gradually became dominant.
The Brotherhood showed in an unmis-
takeable way that, even after decades of
suppression and semi-legality, it retained
an impressive degree of grass-roots sup-
port. This was not their revolution, but
they became its main beneficiary – some-
thing which took outside observers by
surprise but which, given that the Broth-
erhood had an older history and was far
better organised than other groups, was
probably inevitable.

In the aftermath of Mubarak’s demise,
there was a three-cornered struggle for
power between the young revolutionaries,
the Islamists, and the military. The young
activists discovered to their cost that they
soon became marginalised, as they
lacked the wide appeal of the Brother-
hood and could not rival its ability to bring
tens of thousands of supporters onto the
streets. Important though they were as a
catalyst, through their skilful use of the

1 Statistics are from Lin Noueihed and Alex Warren, The Battle for the Arab Spring: Revolution, Counter-Revolution and
the Making of a New Era (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2012). Among the flood of books on the Arab
Spring, this one is valuable for its sound judgements and wealth of economic and social data.
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new media to mobilise popular protest,
they had scarcely been representative of
the broad mass of the Egyptian people.
(In their early enthusiasm, the Western
media had assumed this was a secular
uprising run by young middle-class men
and women unconcerned about Islam,
the Palestine problem, or the West. A
rude awakening was to follow.) The dis-
comfort of the young revolutionaries be-
came more acute because real power lay
in the hands of the Egyptian military, in
the form of the Supreme Council of the
Armed Forces (SCAF), led by the elderly
Field Marshal Mohammed Tantawi, a
Mubarak loyalist and hence for many
Egyptians a symbol of a discredited
past.

The early signs were that the country’s in-
terim military rulers viewed the Islamists
with considerable suspicion and intended
to rig the political game to prevent them
winning power. But if this was their object,
they failed. After a series of crises and
confrontations, the rise of the Brother-
hood achieved its climax in the presiden-
tial elections of May-June 2012, which
were won by its candidate Mohammed
Morsi, an American-trained engineer – al-
beit by a relatively narrow margin, with al-
most 52% of the votes. More remarkably
still, in August the new president ousted
Field Marshal Tantawi, who was pushed
into retirement together with other mem-
bers of the top brass. To all intents and
purposes, the Islamists had outmanoeu-
vred the generals and seemed set to con-
solidate themselves in power.

It seems probable that the SCAF was
never as united as many had supposed,
and that the Brotherhood quietly struck a
deal with younger army officers who were
ready to go along with its plans. There
was understandable alarm among those
Egyptians – liberals, secularists, femi-
nists, and members of the Coptic Chris-
tian minority – who mistrusted the
Islamists and believed they had hijacked
the revolution. Some of these concerns,
and a general uncertainty about the Is-
lamists’ intentions, were shared in re-
gional and Western capitals. 

Despite their electoral success, however,
the Islamists were not the undisputed
masters of the new political terrain. Al-
though they occasionally overplayed their
hand – disastrously so in November
2012, when President Morsi claimed un-
precedented powers, with immunity from
legal challenge – they generally acted
with caution. They were aware that they
needed to persuade their critics at home
and abroad that they could be trusted not
to impose Sharia law or scrap Egypt’s
peace treaty with Israel. Whatever their
own preferences, the Islamists knew that
they needed Western tourists to return to
Egyptian resorts, Western investors to re-
gain confidence in the Egyptian economy,
and Western countries (together with the
World Bank and the International Mone-
tary Fund) to come up with loans and
other forms of badly-needed economic
assistance. The Islamists also needed to
establish a modus vivendi with the gener-
als, who, although no longer in the driv-
ing seat, were still a force to be reckoned
with – and who were determined to main-
tain the privileged status they enjoyed
both as recipients of American weapons
and training, and as important players,
both formally and informally, in the Egypt-
ian economy. A mutual accommodation
had been reached, but how amicable and
how durable remained to be seen.

Two problems in particular showed the
constraints the Islamists had to operate
under in the circumstances in which they
now found themselves. One was that they
had a new and increasingly assertive
competitor in the form of the Salafists –
conservative, back-to-basics Muslims,
well-organised at the grass-roots level
and well-funded by Qatar and Saudi Ara-
bia – who constantly urged them to adopt
a more overtly and more militant Islamic
agenda. While the Brotherhood hesitated
– in effect, putting its social agenda on
hold – the Salafists were unabashed in
their demands for Sharia law, a stricter
dress code for women, and the banning
of alcohol. Moreover, they were now well-
represented in parliament, having thrown
off their traditional aversion to the secular
game of politics. The second challenge
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was that the Brotherhood had to engage
in a difficult and often acrimonious tussle
with liberals and secularists over the
drafting of a new constitution – a docu-
ment of symbolic significance since, once
completed, it would signal the country’s
future direction.

Early assessments of the Muslim Broth-
erhood’s performance in power have var-
ied wildly, depending on who is doing the
assessing. Its critics are sceptical about
its democratic pretensions, convinced
that, once firmly ensconced in power, it
will gradually reveal its authoritarian ten-
dencies and its plans for the Islamisation
of the country. The Brothers have cer-
tainly made their share of mistakes, and
do not always find it easy to speak with
one voice. But so far at least, in both do-
mestic and foreign policy, they have
shown a notable pragmatism. It may well
be that their Achilles’ heel is not, as their
critics allege, that they possess a malign
hidden agenda, but that they confront in-
tractable economic and social problems
which – as any post-Mubarak government
would have found – will be extremely dif-
ficult to solve, especially within the time-
scale public opinion demands.

III. The West’s Response

In Western capitals, meanwhile, policy-
makers have observed the birth pangs of
the new Egypt with a mixture of emotions.
Outwardly, especially in the first flush of
the Arab Spring, the rhetoric of Western
support for democratic change in the re-
gion was fulsome. It is true that there was
initial hesitation in Washington, with the
State Department reluctant to ditch a
long-time ally and the White House sens-
ing a unique opportunity to lend moral
support to an important movement for
change. But once Mubarak’s fate was
sealed, Barack Obama, together with the
British prime minister David Cameron and
the then French president Nicholas
Sarkozy, were anxious to present them-
selves as being, in an over-used phrase,
on the ‘right side of history’. They pledged
their support for the Arab uprisings and
their solidarity with the young revolution-

aries (albeit somewhat inconsistently
since, out of deference to their Saudi ally,
they were distinctly more muted in their
calls for reform in Bahrain). But beneath
the rhetoric – which continued as part of
the effort to justify Western intervention in
the civil war in Libya – lay a good deal of
ambivalence. Once the euphoria of Tahrir
Square was over, it was far from clear
how the turbulent storms of the Middle
East would affect the West’s traditional in-
terests. After decades of Western com-
plicity in Arab autocracy, it was not easy to
change course or rethink old positions.
For European leaders, the sudden de-
mise of Ben Ali – the trigger of the wider
regional upheaval – was particularly em-
barrassing. They had for years held up
Tunisia as a model of calm and moder-
nity, while largely overlooking its widely-
reported human-rights abuses and the
suppression of legitimate opposition. Re-
gional strongmen like Ben Ali and
Mubarak had helped the West maintain
the status quo in the Middle East – an un-
easy and unstable status quo to be sure –
and now, amidst the excitement and
uncertainty of the Arab Spring, it was far
from clear that their successors would be
willing or able to play such a role. More-
over in large parts of the region, not least
in the oil-rich Gulf, the same old autocrats
clung to power – and the West was not
about to abandon them. Moreover, events
in Bahrain showed how determined one
regional ally, Saudi Arabia, was to extin-
guish the flame of revolution, at least in
its own backyard.

One of the crucial issues debated in the
wake of the uprisings was whether the
Arab monarchies were better placed than
the Arab republics to weather the storm.
Certainly the kings and emirs claimed a
different quality of legitimacy than their re-
publican brethren. But the simple truth ap-
peared to be that the oil-rich monarchies
(especially Saudi Arabia) were better able
to buy time and co-opt dissent than the
poorer ones (Jordan and Morocco),
whose rulers felt obliged, under the pres-
sure of public protest, to try to defuse
dissent with promises of constitutional re-
form.
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While it has rocked the region to its foun-
dations and challenged many assump-
tions, the Arab Spring has not
fundamentally changed the nature of
Western interests in the Middle East –
even if some Western leaders have cho-
sen to proclaim that Arab democracy is
now a cherished desideratum. The West
still wants access to oil at prices it can live
with; it still wants to sell expensive
weaponry to the oil-rich states, both in the
Gulf and in North Africa; it still wants to
contain both Iran and Al-Qaeda; it still
wants, or says it wants, an eventual Is-
raeli-Palestinian peace settlement. For
Western policy-makers, the abiding fear
is that the Arab Spring will, at the very
least, complicate their lives and, at worst,
jeopardise their long-standing interests.

What’s more, policy-makers in Europe
and the United States find themselves in
the uncomfortable position of having few
levers to pull, either politically or econom-
ically. They can offer economic aid, as
they have to Egypt, which badly needs
jobs, tourists, and investment – although,
as they have discovered, Egyptians re-
main wary of neo-liberal policies they in-
evitably associate with the ancien régime. 

But while there are undoubtedly important
areas where Western countries can help
– higher education, for example, and the
associated challenge of tackling graduate
unemployment – at the political level
Western policy-makers find themselves
essentially bystanders, with only the most
limited ability to determine the course of
events. Even in Libya, where the West
opted for direct military intervention to top-
ple the dictator, it finds itself unable to de-
termine the outcome of the post-Qaddafi
turmoil – while Syria stands as a stark
warning of how legitimate protest can
lead to unrestrained bloodletting, and of

how dangerous it is for Western powers
to take sides in a conflict which is degen-
erating, ineluctably, into sectarian civil
war.

Egypt, in contrast, has suffered relatively
little domestic violence – and outside in-
volvement has taken an economic and
diplomatic rather than an overtly political
or military form. Even so, it is likely that
the course of events will continue to be
turbulent – and that, for better or for
worse, the effects of this turbulence will
continue to ripple through the region. All
the key issues of the Arab Middle East are
at play in Egypt: the tensions between Is-
lamists and their rivals, the role of the mil-
itary in state and society, the imperative
of social justice, the need to create jobs
and growth by building better-functioning
economies, the struggle for a new consti-
tutional order. Success or failure in Egypt
on any of these fronts will have an impact
on developments elsewhere. The Is-
lamists are conscious that Egyptians want
bread, jobs, and dignity far more than
they want an Islamic state; but they will
find it hard to deliver on their promises,
especially given the sharp rise in popular
expectations which the revolution has
generated. As we have seen over the last
few months, the regional environment is
seldom benign: events ranging from the
clashes between Israel and Hamas in
Gaza to the continuing tension between
the West and Iran, and the ongoing vio-
lence in Syria, have posed and will con-
tinue to pose difficult tests for Egypt’s new
leaders.

The new Middle East, if such it is, will pri-
marily be shaped, not in Washington or
London or Berlin, but by events on the
ground. Only when a lot of dust has set-
tled will the contours of its new landscape
become apparent.
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I. Introduction

On January 25th, 2011, Egypt entered a
historical moment in the country’s life. Mil-
lions of Egyptians took to the streets in 18
days of peaceful demonstrations with
clear political, economic and social de-
mands that finally led to the stepping
down of President Hosni Mubarak who
had been autocratically ruling Egypt for
30 years. The essence of the revolution
was not just a call for leadership change,
but rather to create a real democracy with
transparent anti-corruption systems and
implementing fair income distribution poli-
cies which would create more jobs and
better income for the masses. This mani-
festo was the conviction of the revolution-
aries and was eventually accepted by the
military, resulting in the over throw of the
Mubarak regime. 

II. Pre-Revolution: Egypt Country Profile

Egypt has historically been a country with
strategic geo-economic importance, due
to its central location, social and political
leadership in the Middle East, its popula-
tion of 82 million (CIA, 2011), and portfo-
lio of potentially competitive economic
activities. These include tourism, Suez
Canal proceeds, extensive agriculture in
the Nile, labor-intensive assembly indus-
tries, and a growing information technol-
ogy services sector. Yet the country has
also been plagued with chronic inflation,
corruption, political favoritism, and severe
income inequality preventing it from
achieving a viable level of competitive-
ness or achieving equitable economic
growth. Additionally, almost all innovation
pillars have been practically untapped,
although there is an abundant skilled
labor force with a high educational level.
This has led to low economic growth
on a national scale, leaving the country
with a large potential that never mate-
rialized.

During the recent years before the revo-
lution of 2011 (i.e. starting fiscal year (FY)
2008-2009), it is interesting to note that
Egypt’s economy was actually recovering
positively from the global financial crisis.
The real GDP growth was 4.7% in FY 08-
09 and increased to 5.1% in FY 09-10,
whereas it was as high as 6.9% in FY 07-
08. The FY 10-11 cycle started positively
with the first two quarters achieving an av-
erage annual-equivalent growth rate of
5.6%. This was driven mainly by strong
growth in the tourism, construction, ICT
and manufacturing sectors (Kandil, 2011). 

Despite positive economic growth during
the financial crisis, the unemployment
rate in Egypt was at 9.7% in 2010. Addi-
tionally, more than 20% of the population
lived below the national absolute poverty
line, with more than double that amount
by UNDP standards when considering
primary and secondary poverty com-
bined. Thus, more than 40% of the popu-
lation lives below subsistence levels.
Also, inflation was a chronic problem with
official inflation rates at continuous dou-
ble digits with 12% in 2010, 11% in 2009,
and a striking 24% in 2008.

Egypt’s fiscal situation during FY 09-10 as
well as the first quarter of FY10-11 was
mainly directed towards mitigating the
negative effects of the global financial cri-
sis on Egypt’s domestic economy, leading
to an expansionary fiscal policy and
deficit rising to 8.1% of GDP in FY 09-10.
Domestic public debts have reached
alarming levels with more than 90% of
GDP. Meanwhile, monetary policy was
rather neutral coupled with stable ex-
change rates during FY 09-10. In 2010,
Egypt’s business climate was driven to-
wards more extreme liberalism, whereas
bureaucracy and corruption remained key
problems. Moreover, the average wage
level went below the minimum level of
subsistence mainly due to intensive infor-
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malization, unregulated child labor, se-
vere rigidity in the labor market, and lack
of mapping between education attain-
ment and work requirements. By the end
of 2010, just before the revolution, it was
very clear to all that national sustainability
was unable to be attained. Across all po-
litical factions in the country, it was main-
tained that ‘the rich are getting richer
and the poor are getting poorer’, whereas
the middle class became almost
extinct.

On the other hand, the performance and
growth of the national economy actually
varied from one sector to the other. The
three composite sectors (agriculture, in-
dustry and services) had high variances
in their economic performance, and fur-
ther variance was ignited due to distribu-
tional disparities between private and
public sector contributions among the dif-
ferent sectors. The Egyptian economy
was highly driven by the service sector
which continued to grow at the expense
of agriculture, while the industrial sector
was growing relatively fast yet declining
in recent years preceding 2011. The sec-
tor split of labor productivity had a more
coherent pattern: industry had the pro-
ductivity lead, followed by services and
then agriculture. Agriculture contributed to
13% of the country’s GDP, while the same
sector employed more than double this
share with an estimated 32% of the
Egyptian labor force working in it. Thus,
ironically and contrary to historical
records, Egyptian agriculture can be con-
sidered to have been the least productive
sector. Furthermore, it is the most stable
sector and the most preserved across
time. Each percent of agricultural labor
contributed 0.4% of national GDP. The in-
dustrial sector, on the other hand, has
been the most productive, employing
17% of the country’s labor force while
contributing to 30% of the country’s GDP,
thus having a relative productivity of 1.75
(i.e. each percent of industrial labor con-
tributed 1.75% of the country’s GDP).
Consequently, industrial labor was 4.3
times more productive as agricultural
labor. The service sector, on the other
hand, employed 51% of the country’s

labor force, and yielded 57% of GDP, thus
had a relative productivity of 1.1 and can
be considered the benchmark for the
country’s average productivity perform-
ance (i.e. each percent of labor in serv-
ices roughly contributes to almost 1%
output in the economy).

III. Pre-Revolution: Summing Up the
Economy Sectors

Analyzing the performance of the three
sectors of the Egyptian economy (as well
as specific industrial clusters in each sec-
tor) has shown that the pre-revolution per-
formance is both unsteady and
uncompetitive. Most clusters or industries
in which Egypt has potential (i.e. can be
developed into a competitive advantage)
are labor intensive. Yet despite abun-
dance of skilled labor in Egypt the labor
productivity remains to be the common
threat across all sectors leading to slow
performance. 

Critical findings and challenges in
terms of sectoral competitiveness are
threefold: 

(1) The agriculture sector has been be-
having according to the ‘low-cost
low-quality output trap’ hypothesis.
Hence, to upgrade this sector, regu-
lations on quality standards are ab-
solutely necessary, with strong
sustainability conditions for effective
enforcement on the ground. 

(2) The industrial sector can be seen to
have been the main ‘victim of crony
capitalism’, where corruption and
political ties gravely outweigh effi-
ciency gains. Hence, to upgrade this
sector, there is a need to establish
industrial clusters as systems of
transparent self-governance cou-
pled with more risk-taking entrepre-
neurship. The “blue ocean strategy”
(BOS) is seen as one of the recom-
mended viable mechanisms for fu-
ture implementation in that sector.

(3) The service sector can be consid-
ered to have been under the ‘foreign
dependency problem’ in invest-
ments more than entrepreneurship,
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and yielded limited multiplier effects
on the national level. Hence, to up-
grade this sector, it is recommended
to ignite domestic investments in the
services-related activities even out-
side the sector, conditional on such
investments yielding an intensive
degree of positive externality to
other sectors or sub-sectors in the
economy.

The unsteady performance of the differ-
ent sectors of the Egyptian economy can
be clearly seen on the rank and scores of
Egypt within the Global Competitiveness
Report (World Economic Forum, 2010).
This enables us to dig deeper into critical
system-based issues contributing to the
status of Egypt’s economy on a more
macroeconomic level.

IV. System Failure: Non-Sustainable
Competitiveness Performance 

The Global Competitiveness Report
(GCR) has been issued by the World
Economic Forum (WEF) since 2005. The
WEF bases its relative competitiveness
analysis of nations on the Global Com-
petitiveness Index (GCI) which is a highly
comprehensive index for measuring na-
tional competitiveness. The GCI captures
both the microeconomic and macroeco-
nomic foundations of national competi-
tiveness in addition to sustainability
criteria (which were added recently). In
the GCI, competitiveness is defined as
the set of institutions, policies, and factors
that determine the level of productivity of
a certain country relative to its peers
(World Economic Forum, 2010). 

The level of productivity, in turn, sets the
sustainable level of prosperity that can be
earned by any economy. In other words,
more competitive economies tend to be
able to produce higher levels of income
for their citizens. The productivity level
also determines the rates of return ob-
tained by investments (physical, human,
and technological) in an economy relative
to its peers. Because the rates of return
are the fundamental drivers of the econ-
omy’s growth rates, a more competitive

economy is one that is likely to grow
faster in the medium to long run.

Consequently, the concept of competi-
tiveness involves both static and dynamic
components. It is a relative measure of a
country’s capability to achieve prosperity
for its citizens, and this is measured on
two fronts: 

(1) GCI measures a given country’s
level of competitiveness relative to
its peers (i.e. it determines the coun-
try’s relative development path at a
specific point in time), and 

(2) GCI also measures any given coun-
try’s changing levels of competitive-
ness relative to time (i.e. the
country’s own development path). 

On the first front, Egypt has failed miser-
ably. On the second level, it has been per-
forming adequately ‘on paper’, with
artificially high scores not reflected on the
ground. 

Analyzing the results of GCR 2010-2011
carried out just before the Egyptian revo-
lution of January 25th, 2011 enables us to
complete the picture for the enabling
circumstances and severe disparities
which have led to the revolt of the
Egyptian people against the status-
quo.

Egypt’s performance in the GCI has been
rather unstable in terms of ranking rela-
tive to peers. Egypt’s rank in the 2008-
2009 report declined from 77 in the
previous year to 81, yet witnessed a jump
to 70 in 2009-2010, only to decline again
to 81 in 2010-2011. Therefore, Egypt’s
relative competitiveness to its peers
(categorized as a transition economy
from factor-driven to efficiency-driven)
has been volatile over time, at an average
rank of 77 (out of more than 140 coun-
tries). On the other hand, Egypt’s own ab-
solute performance over time has been
shown to be relatively stable (GCI ab-
solute index of around 4.0/7.0 with very
low variance), at least for the past three
years prior to the revolution.
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It should be noted that the decline in
Egypt’s competitiveness in 2010-2011 is
proof that the relatively high reported
GDP growth rate for that year does not re-
flect the welfare of the masses. 

On the other hand, Egypt’s highest com-
petitiveness rankings relative to its peers
have been on market size and health-re-
lated diseases. None of these two factors
alone can generate sustainable competi-
tiveness without adequate infrastructure,
transparent investment systems, and effi-
cient factor markets – which were simply
not available. On the other hand, Egypt’s
lowest competitiveness rankings relative
to its peers have been on corruption,
labor market efficiency, macroeconomic
environment, R&D spending, and higher
education and training. What can
be made certain here is that the
factors needed for Egypt to achieve any
sustainable level of competitiveness, just
before the revolution, are themselves the
factors in which it has received lowest
rankings. 

Egypt’s strongest economic attribute in
the 2010-2011 GCR report is market size
(26th out of 139 countries), and this attrib-
ute is mostly driven by the sheer size of
its population of 83 million. Another very
strong attribute (ranked 2nd) is protection
from malaria disease, which does not
constitute any significant level of compet-
itive advantage, except that the health
sector has been planned in that area very
well. Unfortunately, in other revealed
diseases, such as tuberculosis, Egypt
ranks very low. This proves lack of sys-
tematic planning and inefficient learning
mechanisms across different implemen-
tation projects.

On the other hand, Egypt’s worst pillar in
the 2010-2011 GCR report has been
labor market efficiency (ranking 133rd out
of 139 countries), followed by higher edu-
cation and training (ranking 97th), and
health and primary education (ranking
91st). These scores reveal that despite
Egypt’s availability of skilled and unskilled
workers in the labor market, those skills
are not matched by productivity gains,

due to lack of a proper education system
in the country. Moreover, primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary education rankings
are very low compared to Egypt’s peers.
The country’s education system has been
a relative failure. This is seen as a major
disaster on social and economic sustain-
ability, and is considered to be one of the
key cumulative factors giving rise to the
revolution.

Additionally, the GCR report points to the
most problematic factors for doing busi-
ness in Egypt. The top five problematic
factors for Egypt in 2010-2011 have been:
(1) corruption, (2) inflation, (3) inade-
quately educated work force, (4) ineffec-
tive tax regulations, and (5) access to
financing. 

All the factors mentioned above have
been in fact the reason behind public
protests and revolts prior to the January
revolution of 2011. There have been mul-
tiple major public revolts on many of the
above factors sequentially for several
years prior to the revolution. Unfortu-
nately, the situation was getting worse
and hopes for efficient reform evaded,
since the cabinet and the president con-
tinued on the same policies and same
agendas as before. Cumulative policies
were geared towards high-class busi-
nessmen with strong ties to the family of
the president, in which national policies
were made by private choice – rather
than public choice – until the time came
when the people of Egypt lost all hope for
a better future.

It is interesting to note that the revolution
itself called for three major objectives: (1)
justice, (2) freedom, and (3) social equity.
The revolution’s three objectives can be
directly derived from the GCR’s top five
problematic factors outlined above. 

The revolt against the Mubarak regime,
led by the Egyptian population and
backed by the army, had their main de-
mands in an end to corruption as well as
better standards of living, and called for
social equity for the masses – rather than
for the elite few.
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V. Revolutionary Times and Post-Revolu-
tion Prospects

Despite negative short-term impacts,
prospects of a corruption-free democrati-
cally elected government as well as polit-
ical stability with sound institutional base
presented a great opportunity for Egypt’s
future. However, more uncertainty was
rationally expected to impact the Egypt-
ian stock exchange and the financial sec-
tor, including the banking industry,
contingent on the results of parliamentary
elections. 

More than twenty new political parties
have emerged, and the Islamist move-
ments have become more visible than
ever before. Yet, Islamic political parties
themselves have been sub-divided on
their economic and social agendas, rang-
ing from socially conservative (on the
likes of Saudi Arabia and Iran) to the more
modern Islamic parties (on the likes of
Turkey).

Future economic policy seemed to be tai-
lored to the center-left of the economics
spectrum (i.e. towards relaxation of free
markets with temporary price fixing of
strategic commodities, enactment of min-
imum and maximum wage levels, and
more excessive welfare subsidies for the
masses). 

It is therefore imperative that a timeline
progression for Egypt’s new economic
development path should be developed
for the purpose of inclusionary policies for
the welfare of the masses with drastic
strategies to combat corruption, govern-
ment bureaucracy, and labor inefficiency.

Analyzing Egypt’s current status as well
as opportunities that lie ahead can pro-
vide a timeline of the progression of the
Egyptian economy as per the figure
below (Figure 1).

When the revolution occurred it had the
effect of leading the country to a change
in its core system of governance with a
desire to drive equitable economic growth
with international support. When coupled
with Egypt’s core strengths, the revolution
was able to provide a unique potential for
the country to change its declining com-
petitiveness and plan to apply structural
and sustainable efficiency-driven systems
across the economy as well as specific in-
terventions in each sector to become one
of the fastest growing economies in the
world in areas that Egypt enjoys a com-
petitive advantage in. This can only be
made possible via a set of prerequisites
to create the suitable environment for
step changing the economy. These pre-
requisites are:

(1) Fixing the lack of security issues
after the revolution;

(2) Reaching political stability (the ‘po-
litical peace’ in society);

(3) Running an extensive assessment
of the current state of the economy
and its shortcomings to create a
concrete understanding of the cur-
rent base to build on. 

The first two prerequisites are beyond the
scope of this paper. In analyzing the third
prerequisite, a CROP (Competitive, Risk,
Outlook, and Potential) snapshot for
Egypt will provide a summary base of sta-
tus-quo position statements:

Figure 1: Timeline Progression for Egypt’s New Economic Development Path
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Competitive Position

Despite its several strengths, notably
market size and geographical position,
the Egyptian economy is generally un-
competitive globally due to low pro-
ductivity of labor, wide corruption,
inefficient country-wide education and
R&D systems.

Risk Position

Egypt faces the risk of prolonged polit-
ical instability, thus the lack of security
when coupled with low productivity will
lead to economic depression.

Country Outlook

There is a good potential to be realized
towards sustainable economic devel-
opment by leveraging scale and
stretch opportunities after the revolu-
tion, yet only after addressing political
instability on both domestic and re-
gional (Middle East/ Nile-basin) fronts.

Country Potential

Egypt can become a fast-growing
labor-intensive economy with effi-
ciency systems in place to leverage
newly found democratic systems of
governance and achieve balanced
growth with social equity.

VI. Vision and Strategy

The recommended vision for Egypt’s
economy post the revolution is:

“Transforming Egypt into a fast
growing efficiency driven competi-
tive market in the short to medium
term and an innovation driven econ-
omy in the long term.”

This should be done via tapping into the
country’s potential in a way that brings to
life the heart of the Egyptian revolution’s
demands of equity and economic justice,
more jobs and higher living standards.
Furthermore, the economy needs to start
gradually shifting from the extreme neo-
classical liberal approach of the late pre-
revolutionary era to a more centered
system of welfare state which fits more to
the need of driving equity in the Egyptian

economy and at the same time provides
an open environment for investment and
entrepreneurship. Such a delicate bal-
ance needs smart strategies with smart
implementation mechanisms on the
ground, and not only on paper. This is es-
pecially true in order to create laborinten-
sive economies of scale (homogeneous)
and stretch (customized) in selected sec-
tors. Egypt can then base its economic
operations on its traditional comparative
advantage or build its own competitive
advantage relative to its peers.

After the revolution, the economy has a
unique opportunity to fix the chronic prob-
lems of poverty and inequality, informal-
ity, corruption and bureaucracy, labor
inefficiency, fragmented supply chains,
low productivity and lack of innovation. 

This, however, cannot happen overnight
and must be carefully planned with time-
line strategies and action plans. 

Through leveraging unique strengths and
opportunities and overcoming weak-
nesses and threats, Egypt can transform
itself into a fast growing efficiency-driven
competitive market in the short to medium
term and an innovation-driven economy
in the long term. It is key to highlight that
a visionary strategy is destined to create
a leap in the Egyptian economy and en-
able Egypt to embark on its “new begin-
ning” (see Figure 2 below) as a
competitive emerging economy and dem-
ocratic society which should lead to a
virtuous cycle of innovation and competi-
tiveness with equitable growth based on
local innovation. 

Starting with education, leading to cultural
transformation and institutional gover-
nance, followed by implementing a com-
petitive system-based efficient economy,
are prerequisites to achieve the stated vi-
sion of a long term innovation-driven
society. Thus, economic transformation
(i.e. competitiveness) cannot be sepa-
rated from social (i.e. cultural) transfor-
mation, and this by itself, cannot be
separated from political transformation
(i.e. institutional governance). 
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Egypt must start immediately to imple-
ment its vision for the future. The long-
time motto of “We have gotten used to it”
must change. 

With it, a new system of governance must
be put in place. The critical stage in the

cycle, conditional on social stability and
political peace, is seen to be that of cul-
tural transformation. Egypt should build it-
self a new culture. While the country has
originated the first cultural civilization of
the human race, it must now originate a
new culture for its own race. 

Cultural

change

Innovation

Efficiency
Decentralized

governance

system

Figure 2: Long-Term Virtuous Cycle of Innovation

The cycle starts here

Long-term vision
for innovation
driven economy

Change of culture
requires educa-
tion and systems
of governance

R&D with positive
dynamic 

externalities

Political and
institutional 

Education
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I. Introduction

Only few subjects are as controversial as
the Muslim Brotherhood. During the past
few decades many commentators have
speculated about the nature of the Egypt-
ian Muslim Brotherhood. Is it totalitarian
or authoritarian? Are there chances for it
becoming democratic? What is the role of
the Tanzim (the main organization of the
Brothers), the third generation, and the
youth? What are its relations with the pre-
vious regime, the left wing, and social
movements in the first decade of the
2000s? These questions have risen to
prominence and gained urgency with the
fall of Husni Mubarak and the occurrence
of the Arab spring. Will the Brotherhood
promote the goals of the 25 January rev-
olution, expanding civil, political, eco-
nomic and social rights; or will it tailor
these issues for its own purposes? The
past two years have provided new in-
sights into the workings of the Brother-
hood. Especially its strategy to gain
power – here called the ‘majority strategy’
– by means of general and presidential
elections, has attracted attention. How
can this strategy be explained when its
slogan under Mubarak had been “partici-
pation not domination” (musharaka la
mughalaba)? 

In this article I will delve into the back-
ground and development of the majority
strategy and responses to it over the past
two years. My argument is that rather
than its ideology, it has been the political
strategy that explains both the success as
well as the failure of the Brotherhood after
the fall of Mubarak.

II. Changing Views

As Nathan Brown makes clear, the Mus-
lim Brotherhood is not exclusively a polit-

ical organization, but one with multiple ac-
tivities, diverse interests and different
strategies. Having become extremely
cautious under authoritarian regimes, po-
litical participation in the 1980s implied
tremendous risks. The repression could
have jeopardized the whole movement
and therefore political participation re-
mained one option among others.1 This
does not mean that the movement did not
change. Participation, the rise of the third
generation and greater outreach into so-
ciety, led to important ideological
changes. Whereas under Hasan al-
Banna (1906-1949) a multiparty system
had been rejected, ‘partyism’ (hizbiyya) in
the 1980s became increasingly accepted
as a means of expanding the influence
of the Brotherhood,2 aside from its more
traditional work of building up its infra-
structure of hospitals, schools, social
services. 

For the first time, the Brotherhood was
forced to think deeper about politics and
the political process, producing in 2004
and 2007 increasingly more elaborate po-
litical programs that provided pragmatic
solutions to problems society faced as a
whole. In its struggle against the authori-
tarian regime, it saw the usefulness of cit-
izenship rights, the independence of the
judiciary, the limitations of the president’s
power and the balance of powers be-
tween the legislative, the judiciary and the
executive.3 Even if these rights were
marred by a supreme religious element
and contained illiberal aspects, especially
with regard to equal rights for women,
non-Muslims, and the freedom of expres-
sion,4 it did recognize the sovereignty of
the people. 

In that sense, it built upon the political
opening Hasan Hudaiby had set out
in his Preachers not Judges in the

Dr. Roel Meijer
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1 Nathan J. Brown, When Victory is not an Option: Islamist Movements in Arab Politics, New York: Cornell University
Press, 2012.

2 Roel Meijer, “The Muslim Brotherhood and the Political: An Exercise in Ambiguity?” in The Muslim Brotherhood in Eu-
rope, Roel Meijer & Edwin Bakker (eds.), Hurst/Columbia University Press, (2012), pp. 291-316.

3 Mona El-Ghobashy, “The Metamorphosis of the Egyptian Muslim Brothers,” International Journal of Middle East Stud-
ies, vol. 37, (2005), pp. 373-395 and Sana Abed-Kotob, “The Accommodationists Speak: Goals and Strategies of the
Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 27 (1995), pp. 321-39.   

4 Nathan J. Brown, Amr Hamzawy and Marina Ottaway, “Islamist Movements and the Democratic Process in the Arab
World: Exploring the Grey Zones.” Carnegie Papers, No. 67, March 2006.
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1960s,5 a trend that most recently re-
flected in embracing the concept of the
‘civil state’ (al-dawla al-madaniyya) rather
than the ‘religious state’ (al-dawla al-
diniyya).6 The question, however, was not
whether the Brotherhood had changed,
but to what extent? As it was still mostly a
semi-legal, partly underground organiza-
tion, repressed by an authoritarian state,
it was difficult to determine how far these
reforms went. The fact that its most liberal
current split-off formed the Wasat party in
the 1990s did not augur well. The Wasat
Party no longer promoted the implement-
ing of the Shari‘a and the founding of an
Islamic state. Instead, it upheld the idea
that Islam is a civilization and Muslims
and Copts were equal because they both
were participants in its history.7 More re-
assuring was that liberal figures, such as
Abd al-Mun‘aym Abu al-Futuh, still re-
mained inside the movement and were
members of the Guidance Council.8 Hope
for reform was also stimulated by the
emergence of a more progressive youth.9

On the other hand, it seemed unlikely that
the more liberal-minded forces were able
to influence the Tanzim, the highly struc-
tured main organization of the movement,
based on the cell structure of the ‘family’
(‘usra), which was mostly recruited from
the conservative countryside.10 Neither
were there any signs that the hierarchical
internal structure, still based on the prin-
ciple of ‘hearing and obeying’ (sam‘a wa-
l-ta‘a), was seriously challenged. If
anything, the multiple interests, sectors,
and strategies of the movement deep-
ened the profound ambiguity that had
plagued the Brotherhood from its incep-

tion.11 Which direction the Brotherhood
would take depended on the struggle be-
tween the more outward looking political
current and the more inward looking
da‘wa-oriented section that was focused
on the Islamization of society from below.
While the first current seemed to gain in-
fluence after the Brotherhood did well in
the general elections in 2005, winning 88
of the 454 seats, the subsequent repres-
sion, during which one of its leaders
“Khairat al-Shatir” was imprisoned,
worked in favor of the latter. When during
the fraudulent elections of 2010 the Broth-
erhood failed to win a single seat, and
Muhammad Badi‘ became the General
Guide, its more cautious wing seemed to
have gained the upper-hand. In anticipa-
tion of the succession of Gamal Mubarak,
Hosni Mubarak’s son, to the presidency,
even the assuring slogan of “participation
without domination” seemed too radical.
The cautious attitude of the Brotherhood
was also reflected in the way it took part
in the many demonstrations and move-
ments of the decade preceding the upris-
ing: It did participate but always kept the
larger interests of preserving its organi-
zation and manifold non-political interests
at heart.12

III. The Majority Strategy

The predominance of the inward-looking
group explains why the Muslim Brother-
hood was not only taken by surprise by
the uprising of 25 January 2011 but was
also unable to respond adequately to the
subsequent events. Not until January 28
when the regime accused the Brother-
hood of instigating the uprising13, did it un-

5 Barbara H. E. Zollner, The Muslim Brotherhood: Hasan al-Hudaybi and Ideology, London/New York: Routledge Taylor
& Francis Group, 2009.

6 Mohamed Wakid, “The Predicament of the Might, Scared Islamists,” Egypt Independent, 3 November 2012,
http://www.egyptindependent.com/opinion/scared-islamists-and-their-frightened-majority-part-1.

7 Rachel Scott, The Challenge of Political Islam: Non-Muslims and the Egyptian State, Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 2010. 

8 For more information on Abu al-Futuh’s ideas, see al-Masri al-Yawm, March 11, http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/arti-
cle2.aspx?ArticleID=290166&IssueID=2071; al-Ahram, 1 May 2011, http://www.ahram.org.eg/519/2011/04/30/
60/75561/219.aspx. For a long and revealing interview with Abu al-Futuh, see al-Masry al-Yaum, 22 January 2012,
http://www.25yanayer.net/?p=27188.

9 Khalil Al-Inani, “The Young Brotherhood in Search of a New Path,” Current Trends in Islamist Ideology, Vol. 9, 2009,
pp. 15-28; Khalil al-Inani, Brotherhood Bloggers, www.arabinsight.org. 

10 Husam Tamam, Tahawwalat al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun: tafakuk al-idlujiya wa nihaya al-tanzim [Changes in the Muslim
Brotherhood: ideological fragmentation and the end of the tanzim], Cairo: Madbuli, 2006, pp. 46-53. 

11 Ambiguity has been the central characteristic of the Brotherhood. This has mostly been the result of not providing clar-
ity under authoritarian rule, differences within the movement, and the introduction of new concepts while older concepts
were not rejected.  

12 Brown ascribes this characteristic to the environment in which it operates. 
13 Abdel Latif El-Menawy, Tahrir: The Last 18 Days of Mubarak, Gilgamesh Publishing, 2012, pp. 70-79. 
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leash the Tanzim on Tahrir and whole-
heartedly supported the demands for the
fall of the regime. But even then, the risks
of participation in the revolution seemed
so high for the Brotherhood, that it nego-
tiated with the regime. The majority strat-
egy emerged after the fall of Mubarak. It
was not a policy that was formulated from
the beginning but grew over time, de-
pending on the politics of its adversaries
and their responses to the Brotherhood’s
moves.14 Despite the lack of evidence of a
stated policy, the subsequent measures
the Brotherhood took make it into a co-
herent strategy. It consisted of two com-
ponents: The first was to maintain good
relations with the Supreme Council of the
Armed Forces (SCAF) and make a tacit
agreement that recognized the military’s
interests while playing down its own polit-
ical ambitions. To assure the military of
their good intentions, for instance, the old
slogan “participation not domination” was
dusted off, and the announcement was
made that the Brotherhood would only
run in limited numbers of the electoral dis-
tricts.

The second component contradicted the
first and aimed at building up the Tanzim
as rapidly as possible by expanding its
countrywide network. Already on Febru-
ary 14, it announced that it would estab-
lish a new party, the Freedom and Justice
Party (FJP).15 In the following year hardly
a week passed without the Brotherhood
announcing the opening of another office
of the FJP.16 To its credit it must be said
that secular opposition was weak and the
Brotherhood had to fill the vacuum the de-
funct NDP had left behind. 

In the long run, the series of deals with
SCAF the majority strategy entailed were
more damaging. One of these deals was
to prevent the most urgent demands of
the revolution from being met, namely to
elect a Constitutional Assembly to write a
new constitution that would enshrine the
civil, political and social rights the revolu-
tion demanded. Instead, a constitutional

committee was appointed by SCAF in
February 2011, headed by the pro-Broth-
erhood judge Tariq al-Bishri, with the as-
signment to adjust a limited number of
articles of the 1971 Constitution. Its as-
signment should pave the way for free
and fair elections, of which the Brother-
hood, as the strongest movement, would
benefit the most. The victory of 77.3% in
favor of the amendments during the ref-
erendum on March 19 came as a shock
to the activists of Tahrir square and the
liberals, whose suspicions of the Brother-
hood as a thoroughly counter-revolution-
ary movement re-awakened. 

The Constitutional Declaration (March
30)17 of SCAF would enshrine the previ-
ous compromises. It said that first general
elections would be held under the ad-
justed constitution of 1971 after which the
newly elected parliament would appoint a
Constituent Assembly comprising of 100
members. In addition, it stipulated that the
transitional period would only end with a
referendum accepting the constitution
and that a transition of power from SCAF
to an independent government would be
appointed by the president. Although the
recognition of political rights was a dra-
matic step forward (recognition of political
parties became a formality), the flaws of
the arrangement (i.e. the sequence of
steps of the transitional phase, the reten-
tion of power through SCAF) would block
the fundamental transformation of Egypt-
ian society based on civil, political and so-
cial rights Egyptians in their new
awareness as citizens were claiming after
the fall of Mubarak. Because they were
not supported by a sympathetic govern-
ment during the transitional period that
could translate the revolution in law, re-
formists had to fight out a prolonged bat-
tle with conservatives in each and every
institution for reform, almost always lead-
ing to bitter disputes. The ‘long march
through the institutions’ from below would
clash with the Brotherhood’s attempt to
gain control of society from above by
means of its majority strategy. 

14 In February 2011 it announced it would try to obtain 30% of the seats, in May this percentage had expanded to 50%
(al-Ahram, 1 May 2011), while in October it was limitless (al-Ahram, 20 October 2011). 

15 al-Hayat, 16 February 2011, p. 5.
16 al-Masri al-Yawm, 30 June 2011, http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=302164&IssueID=2182.
17 For the English translation of the Constitutional Declaration, see http://www.sis.gov.eg/En/LastPage.aspx?Cate-

gory_ID=1155.
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IV. Containing the Revolution

SCAF represented the first major hin-
drance to the revolution. With the exit of
Mubarak as the source of corruption of
politics’ intermingling and economic inter-
ests, it declared the revolution had
ended.18 It literally advised the revolution-
aries to go home after Mubarak had left. It
blocked all reform measures that would
dismantle the authoritarian state and its
patronage system and prevented the
Sharif government from taking any initia-
tives to meet civil and social demands of
demonstrators, refusing to disband the
Military Courts, accept the existence of in-
dependent trade unions, reform universi-
ties, let alone take on the Ministry of
Interior.

Only gradually SCAF realized that politi-
cal and social unrest would not go away.
The continuous Friday demonstrations
and sit-ins on Tahrir square beginning a
week after Mubarak’s fall and gaining in
force in March and during the summer,
turning into more violent confrontations
on October 9 (‘Maspero massacre’), No-
vember and December (‘Muhammad
Mahmoud street clashes’), would tarnish
the image of SCAF as the ‘guardian of the
revolution’ and belie its pledge not to fire
on civilians.

At the same time, the Muslim Brother-
hood organized the FJP as an instrument
to pursue its majority strategy. It did this
by keeping it on a tight leash and trans-
ferring the top members of the Guidance
Council to lead the party although they
had to relinquish their functions in the
Brotherhood. It, moreover, stipulated that
its members were only allowed to vote for
the FJP. As a result, liberals and groups
within the movement who did not agree
with the majority strategy pursued by
Khairat al-Shatir either left or were purged
from the movement, in turn leading to the
deepening of its conservative character.
For instance, Abd al-Mun‘aym Abu al-

Futuh was expelled after he announced
his candidacy to run for presidency.19 The
more independent-minded Brotherhood
youth started to leave in March,20 and
were finally kicked out in May after they
had taken part in unauthorized mass
demonstrations on Tahrir. The few inde-
pendent minds that the movement har-
bored, such as Muhammad al-Baltaji,
who had sympathized with the Tahrir
movement and constantly tried to medi-
ate between the two, were exceptional
and in the end ineffectual to broker a
compromise between the two. 

Aside from building up its infrastructure,
purging the dissidents, blocking demands
for internal reforms and adapting itself to
the much more open environment after
the January 25 Revolution, the majority
strategy also dictated that the Brother-
hood extend its power to social and civic
institutions in society, further hampering
the drive for change. Gaining power over
these institutions was imperative as the
members of the Constituent Assembly
would be nominated from these. Also
here, the vacuum left behind by the NDP,
which through patronage often had its
candidate elected head of the syndicates,
proved helpful. 

From the fall of Mubarak to the electoral
victory in the parliament and Majlis al-
Shura in February 2012 the majority strat-
egy of the Brotherhood seemed to work.
In return for reserved support for Tahrir
demonstrations and major counter-
demonstrations on July 27, which showed
the power of the Islamist movement,
SCAF allowed the Brotherhood to build
the necessary infrastructure to win the
elections, which were exceptionally suc-
cessful. 

At the same time, the Brotherhood bene-
fited from the gradual erosion of the pres-
tige of SCAF that increasingly showed
that it was incapable of handling the op-
position in the fall-out of Maspero and

18 International Crisis Group, Lost in Transition: The World According to Egypt’s SCAF, International Crisis Group Middle
East report No. 121 – 24 April 2012. 

19 al-Masri al-Yawm, 19 June 2011, http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=300956&IssueID=2171. It
seems he was not even informed of hisexpulsion. See interview in al-Masri al-Yawm, 22 June 2011, http://www.al-
masry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=301263&IssueID=2174.

20 al-Masri al-Yaum, 1 April 2011, http://www.almasryalyoum.com/node/381912.



The Majority Strategy of the Muslim Brotherhood

ORIENT I / 2013 25

Muhammad Mahmoud street clashes.
Severely weakened, the Brotherhood
could increasingly challenge SCAF when
it overtly tried to preserve its privileges, as
was the case with the Ali Silmi docu-
ment.21 Typical of the Brotherhood, it un-
leashed its troops on Tahrir in protest
against SCAF, but pulled them back at the
right time not to alienate SCAF, letting the
activists take the brunt of clashes with the
security forces. 

For the Brotherhood, winning the elec-
tions remained the main goal of its ac-
tions. Once they had won the elections
through the ballot box, legitimacy would
be transferred from Tahrir to parliament,
with the Brotherhood representing the
‘will of the people’ (iradat al-sha‘b).22 Rep-
resenting the ‘majority’ (ghalabiyya) was
the basis of taking over power from
SCAF. The even larger victory for the
Senate (Majlis al-Shura) in February
seemed to confirm the viability of this
strategy. Encouraged, the Brotherhood
took the next step and nominated Khairat
al-Shatir at the end of March 2012 as
presidential candidate. When he was re-
jected as candidate by the Electoral Com-
mission in April, he was succeeded by
Muhammad Mursi, another previous
member of the Guidance Council who
had become leader of the FJP. 

V. Counterforces

Despite the spectacular success of the
Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafi Nour
party in winning three-quarters of the
seats of parliament, marginalizing the tra-
ditional parties, such as the Wafd, the
success would not be long-lived. Resist-
ance against the Brotherhood’s majority
strategy emerged from all directions of
society. 

The Tahrir activists were the first to voice
criticism of the Brotherhood on account of
its opportunistic use of Tahrir protests.
While the Brotherhood was careful to
maintain relations with SCAF, and chimed
in with increasing popular critique of the
demonstrators as ‘anarchists’ who were
sabotaging the economy and the unity of
the country, the Brotherhood did support
‘Tahrir’ when it exerted pressure on the
military. Khairat al-Shatir on several oc-
casions threatened SCAF to march to
Tahrir if it did not comply with the de-
mands of the revolution.23 Muhammad al-
Biltagi, Secretary of the FJP, followed him
in this respect.24 The activists, however,
condemned this opportunistic use of re-
sistance against the military.  

In the meantime, the former Brotherhood
youth who had been evicted organized
themselves in different organizations
such as al-Tayyar al-Masri and joined the
elections with a left-wing party. Although
they hardly won parliamentary seats, their
critique and inside knowledge, which was
published widely, damaged the Brother-
hood in the larger cities. The very fact that
the debate on the Brotherhood was
opened up to an unprecedented extent
after the fall of Mubarak, forced the Broth-
erhood to respond and defend itself, mak-
ing it vulnerable. More liberal-minded
older generation leaders, who had been
members of the Guidance Council, such
as Abd al-Mun‘aym Abu al-Futuh, Ibrahim
Za‘farani and Muhammad Habib,25 were
perhaps more successful in their critique. 

Their critique of the undemocratic manner
in which the FJP was founded and oper-
ated (no founding conference, limited in-
fluence of its members, appointment of its
leadership by the mother organization in-
stead of being elected among new mem-

21 For a revealing interview with prominent leader of the Muslim Brotherhood Hamdi Hasan, in which he expounds on the
legitimacy of the ballot boxes when it became obvious that the Brotherhood would win, see al-Masri al-Yawm, 1 Janu-
ary 2012, http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=323008. 

22 http://www.ikhwanonline.com/new/Article.aspx?SecID=118&ArtID=88480.
23 Egypt Independent, 21 October 2011, http://www.egyptindependent.com/node/507195. See also the interview with

Khairat al-Shatir for Al Jazeera, 24 October 2011, reproduced on ikhwanweb,
http://www.ikhwanweb.com/article.php?id=29178 and other interviews in al-Ahram, 29 January 2011, republished in
http://www.ikhwanweb.com/article.php?id=29611, and Le Figaro, 26 January 2012, http://www.lefigaro.fr/interna-
tional/2012/01/26/01003-20120126ARTFIG00685-il-faut-honorer-les-demandes-revolutionnaires.php.

24 Ruz al-Yusuf, 31 December 2011, http://www.rosaonline.net/Weekly/News.asp?id=134966.
25 See Muhammad Habib’s memoirs Mudhakkirat Muhammad Habib, Cairo, Dar al-Shuruk, 2012. 
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bers), damaged the Brotherhood, mostly
among liberals. More important was Abu
al-Futuh’s challenge in the presidential
elections. Attracting the new critical gen-
eration and even Salafis, he was able to
pose as a liberal open-minded Islamist al-
ternative to the Brotherhood, even if his
campaign was far from flawless.

Also the critique of civil society was felt in-
creasingly. The heavy-handed attempts of
the Brotherhood to gain or retain control
over professional organizations had alien-
ated many of its members. This was es-
pecially the case with the Doctors’
Syndicate. The Doctors’ Syndicate had
been dominated by the Muslim Brother-
hood after Mubarak had frozen the board
elections in 1993 and no new elections
had been held since. By the time
Mubarak fell, a whole new generation of
doctors had emerged who found that the
board members had done little to improve
the profession, leading to a dramatic de-
terioration of the national health service.
They founded new organizations such as
the Doctors Without Rights, and Doctors
of Tahrir. Typically, their conduct mirrored
those of the activists more than the con-
servative older generation of the Brother-
hood. In May 2011 they organized two
strikes. These were opposed by the board
dominated by the Brotherhood, following
the deal with SCAF to oppose activism
and promote “stability”.26 The Brother-
hood later lost dramatically in syndicate
elections on October 18, 2011 against the
Independent List that won a majority in
the boards of 14 of the 27 governorates.27

But the story did not end there. The Doc-
tors Without Rights persisted in its de-
mands of raising the percentage of

national budget form 4% to 15% and
higher wages for doctors and a major
overhaul of the whole system that should
be based on accountability.28 When these
demands were not met, it organized a
new strike on October 1, 2012 against the
Brotherhood faction that now directly sup-
ported a Brotherhood government. As the
strike dragged on for weeks, it became
politicized and turned into an anti-Broth-
erhood campaign that attracted greater
support from all kinds of Mursi’s oppo-
nents.29 When the proposal of the consti-
tution was made available, the doctors
joined the critique of the final draft pro-
posal demanding a revision of Art. 62, the
right of health for citizens.30

The independent trade union movement
had similar experiences. The first inde-
pendent trade union had been founded
under Mubarak, but it really expanded
after his fall to two hundred independent
trade unions, representing 2 million em-
ployees, by the end of 2011. Organized in
the Independent Egyptian Federation of
Independent Trade Unions (EFITU) and
the Egyptian Democratic Labor Congress
(EDLC), it competed with the corporatist
state-controlled ETUF that had been
founded under Nasser in 1957. Although
the EFITU was supported by the progres-
sive Minister of Manpower and Migration,
Ahmad Borai, it never succeeded in ob-
taining legal recognition under the gov-
ernment of Ahmad Sharaf, whose
proposals were blocked by SCAF that
was unwilling to sanction social rights.31

Strikes were stepped up under the Mursi
government as it became clear that the
new Brotherhood Minister of Manpower
would not take measures beneficial to
workers, condemning strikes, sit-ins and

26 “Egyptian Doctors Hold First Nation-wide Strike,” AhramOnline, 10 May 2011,
http://www.english.ahram.org.eg/News/11842.aspx.

27 “Behind the Brotherhood’s Losses in Historic Doctors’ Syndicate Elections,” AhramOnline, 20 October 2011,
http://www.english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/24533/Egypt/Politics-/Behind-the-Brotherhoods-losses-in-historic-
Doctors.aspx. 

28 Gillian Kenedy, “Egyptian Doctors’ Strike and the Quest for Bread, Freedom, and Social Justice” Jadaliyya, 17 No-
vember 2012, http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/8452/egyptian-doctors-strike-and-the-quest-for-bread-fr.

29 “Rifts deepen as Doctors’ Strike Continues,” Egypt Independent, 2 October 2012,
http://www.egyptindependent.com/news/rifts-deepen-doctors-strike-continues. 

30 “Egypt’s Striking Doctors Demand Changes to Constitution on Health Services,” AhramOnline, 5 December 2012,
http://:/www.english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/59784/Egypt/Politics-/Egypt%E2%80%99s-striking-doctors-
demand-changes-to-constit.aspx.

31 Joel Beinin, “The Rise of Egypt’s Workers,” The Carnegie Papers, June 2012,
http://www.carnegieendowment.org/files/egypt_labor.pdf.
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other forms of protest, as part of the offi-
cial policy of the Brotherhood.32 Like the
doctors, independent labor has recently
strengthened its position by forming with
a host of left-wing political parties the Na-
tional Front for the Defense of Labor
Rights and Unions Liberties.33

Not all professional organizations were
opposed to the Brotherhood after the fall
of Mubarak. The Engineers Syndicate
was supportive of the Brotherhood, as
was the Teachers Syndicate, the Phar-
macists Syndicate,34 and the Dentists
Syndicate,35 where the Brotherhood won
the first free elections since the early
1990s as a result of its majority strategy. 
In others the results were mixed. In the
Journalists’ Syndicate, its leader was
sympathetic to the movement while its
board was not,36 leading to internal strug-
gle when the Brotherhood came to
power.37 Often new organizations were
established next to existing ones and had
neither relations with the Muslim Brother-
hood, nor with the former NDP, such as
the Teachers Outside Trade Unions, the
Coordinating Committee of Teachers,38

the Judges for Reform, the Engineers
against Legal Restraint39 and the Coordi-
nating Committee of Revolutionary
Lawyers.40 They would mobilize against
Brotherhood organizations, such as the
Coalition of Engineers for Egypt and the
Doctors for Egypt.

Not only did the Brotherhood’s majority
strategy not succeed across the board in
the professional organizations, it also did
not gain influence in organizations where

the previous regime was strongly repre-
sented, such as the judiciary. The judici-
ary had always been divided in reformists
who advocated the complete independ-
ence of the judiciary and judges who had
been appointed by the government.
Some organizations changed over the
years. For instance, the Judges’ Club
(Nadi al-Quda’) had been reformist under
Ahmad Makki, but became pro-govern-
ment under Ahmad Zind. The High Court
of Cassation had been pro-government
but with the appointment of Hossam al-
Gharyani it had a pro-Brotherhood
leader.41 The same applied to the
Supreme Constitutional Court that had
been independent but became more sub-
servient to the government.

Finally, the intellectual elite turned against
the Brotherhood, when it realized the
Brotherhood was pursuing a majority
strategy. It especially condemned the
Brotherhood for breaking its promises,
first to just participate with winning 30%,
then with 40% and later 51% percent of
the seats in parliament, and eventually
going all the way. Its broken promise not
running a presidential candidate infuriated
them and seemed to confirm all the sus-
picions many intellectuals had always felt
for the Brotherhood. Even highly sophis-
ticated intellectuals such as Hasan Nafa‘a
or Fahmi Huwaydi, who believed that the
Brotherhood should take part in the polit-
ical process, grew increasingly worried
and disenchanted with the heavy-handed
policy of the Brotherhood to dominate and
exclude its critics rather than to cooper-
ate and include them in fulfilling the de-

32 See for instance, the document on Ikhwanonline, 2 October 2012,
http://www.ikhwanonline.com/new/v3/Article.aspx?ArtID=123830&SecID=104.

33 “Independent Unions Declare New Alliance,” Egypt Independent, 15 October 2012,
http://www.egyptindependent.com/news/independent-unions-declare-new-alliance.

34 al-Masri al-Yawm, 10 July 2011, http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=303321&IssueID=2192.
35 “Brotherhood Candidates Dominate Dentists Syndicate Elections,” Egypt Independent, 23 March 2012,

http://www.egyptindependent.com/node/728676.
36 “New Journalist Syndicate Head Denies Brotherhood Affiliation,” Egypt Independent, 27 October 2011,

http://www.egyptindependent.com/node/509244. 
37 “Press syndicate to question chairman who voted on draft constitution,” AhramOnline, 1 December 2012, http://eng-

lish.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/59563/Egypt/Politics-/Press-syndicate-to-question-chairman-who-voted-on-.aspx.  
38 al-Masri al-Yawm, 29 August 2011, http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=308845&IssueID=2242. 
39 al-Masri al-Yawm, 5 April 2011.
40 al-Masri al-Yawm, 9 June 2011, http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=299718&IssueID=2161.
41 “Appointment of New Top Judge Brings Hope of Judicial Reform,” Egypt Independent, 5 July 2011, http://www.egyptin-

dependent.com/node/474621, and al-Masri al-Yawm, 2 July 2011, http://www.almasry-alyoum.com/article2.aspx?Arti-
cleID=302397&IssueID=2184.
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mands of the revolution.42 When Mursi
was inaugurated on June 30, 2012, many
severely criticized the Brotherhood and
mocked its solemnity and moralizing as a
meager replacement for real politics and
reform. They were careful to point out its
lack of policy and its pursuit of the same
economic policy that the previous gov-
ernment had pursued.43

VI. Failure of the Majority Strategy

The growing opposition against the Broth-
erhood started when its majority strategy
had seemed at its most successful. At
that point it became clear that the deal the
Brotherhood had made with SCAF would
not work in its favor. This was apparent
from parliament and the Majlis al-Shura.
Although the Islamists had a majority in
both, they were hamstrung by the Consti-
tutional Declaration of March 30, 2011,
that withheld power from parliament until
the end of the transitional period through
the acceptance of the new constitution.
After their victories, the Brotherhood be-
came increasingly entangled in the very
jungle of measures and procedures it it-
self had agreed upon. The Brotherhood
found itself increasingly isolated and be-
leaguered from all sides after it tried to im-
plement its majority strategy in its attempt
to dominate the Constituent Assembly to-
gether with the Salafis in March 2011. Its
claim that it represented the majority and
the ‘will of the people’ and that its oppo-
nents only represented a small minority
of the ‘elite’ (nukhba) grew increasingly
thin as more and more institutions were
able to organize opposition to the Broth-
erhood and withhold the legitimacy it
craved for.44

For a long time the judiciary constituted
the main opponent of the Brotherhood’s
ambitions. Fearful of its own position and
still protected by SCAF, the Supreme

Constitutional Court disbanded the par-
liament in June under the pretext of pro-
cedural mistakes. In April the same
Electoral Committee headed by the head
of the Supreme Constitutional Court ruled
against participation of several presiden-
tial candidates, among them Umar Sulay-
man, the Salafi leader Hamad Abu Isma’il,
but also Khayrat al-Shatir, who was re-
placed by Muhammad Mursi.

By the time of the presidential elections
the decline of the Brotherhood’s popular-
ity became apparent. Winning in the first
round only 24.9% of the votes, against
24.5% for the establishment figure Ahmad
Shafiq, while left-wing candidate Hamdin
Sabbahi won 21.1% and liberal-minded
Islamist Abu al-Futuh won 21.6%, Mursi
and the Brotherhood had done quite
poorly: They had lost half the votes com-
pared to the parliamentary elections half a
year earlier. Clearly the following of the
Brotherhood was a lot more volatile than
had been expected and the boast of rep-
resenting the will of the people became a
lot more precarious. Only with support of
the left and Islamist liberals Mursi was
able to win by the narrowest of margins
against Ahmad Shafiq in the run-offs. In
return, Mursi pledged to the opposition to
include them in the decision-making
process, virtually promising to abandon
the Bortherhood’s high-handed majority
strategy. The new government reflected
this intention, with the establishment of an
Advisory Council, with members such as
Hasan Naf‘a.45

VII. Polarization

Despite these good intentions the Muslim
Brotherhood continued its earlier strategy.
From the fact that the Brotherhood could
seriously challenge SCAF by firing its
head Husain al-Tantawi on August 12,
2012 it drew the conclusion that it could

42 See the articles of Hasan Naf‘a, al-Masri al-Yawm, 28 November 2012,
http://www.today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=362202 and 2 December 2012, 
http://www.today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=362748.

43 Wa’il Abd al-Fattah, “al-Shatara kunz yafni” 2 April 2012, http://www.forums.moheet.com/showthread.php?t=300852.
44 See for instance the speech by Isam al-Iryan, al-Masri al-Yawm, 5 December 2012,

http://www.almasryalyoum.com/node/1289846.
45 Hasan Naf‘a, al-Masri al-Yawm, 25 November 2012, 

http://www.today.almasryalyoum.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=361800.
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go it alone with its Salafi partner, the Nour
party, after all. Finally, the Brotherhood
has its cake and eats it, too. 

After the seeming elimination of SCAF
from the power equation, however, the
Brotherhood has to put the focus on all
social, economic and political demands
that had been formerly directed at SCAF.
The anger at the closed manner at which
the Brotherhood pursued its policies, its
inability to present an alternative to the
economic policies of the Mubarak regime,
its incapacity to respond to critique and
understand the deep-seated demands for
reform only fed the anger of the more crit-
ical part of the population. 

This anger would express itself in the
gradual walk-out of 29 of the 100 mem-
bers of the second Constitutional Assem-
bly after it was established in June,
reaching a crescendo in November. Al-
though many commentators have argued
that its illiberal character is the reason for
lack of support, this in itself is a reflection
of the failure of the Brotherhood to include
other social, ideological, economic and
cultural currents into the deliberative
process of formulating the constitution
and write their rights into the constitution.
The result has been an attack over the
past months of journalists, trade unions,
human rights organizations, the Coptic
Church, and women’s organizations on
several drafts and eventually on the final
version of the constitution on December
2 as they progressively left the Constitu-
tional Assembly. Theirs was basically a

vote of no-confidence in the Brotherhood-
Salafi coalition to realize the demands of
what they think is the revolution. Mursi’s
‘power grab’ of November 22, 2012 re-
sulted in arrogating far-reaching power to
himself and firing the Public Prosecutor.
Though this is explainable as a means to
be one step ahead of the no-less unde-
mocratic Supreme Constitutional Coun-
cil’s possible move to disband the
Constituent Assembly and annul the pres-
idential elections, for the opposition it con-
firmed the worst fears of the Brotherhood.
As opposed to the majority of the Broth-
erhood, it tried to mobilize its own ‘major-
ity’ on Tahrir square. 

VIII. Conclusion

The Muslim Brotherhood stands before
the sheer impossible task of governing
Egypt and solving its deep economic cri-
sis, while dealing with growing resistance
from the military and the former regime on
the one hand, and an emerging plethora
of activists and reformist movements on
the other hand, while at the same time
being under fire of a strongly politicized
Salafi movement not to give concessions
to ‘secularists’ and ‘atheists’. Even if the
so-called ‘liberals’ at a certain point have
done everything in their power to sabo-
tage the rule of the Brotherhood, the
movement itself has made it extremely
difficult for itself by pursuing a majority
strategy that excludes instead of includes
its opponents in order to implement wide-
spread reform of the state instead of im-
posing its views on society.
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I. Introduction

The Arab Spring has raised important
questions about the effects of digital
media technologies on political and social
systems in the Middle East. Digital media
technologies played a significant role in
the Egyptian uprising, which was planned
and successfully publicized online by vet-
eran digital activists who had spent years
challenging state power together through
the Internet (Faris 2013). This is not to
say that they were solely responsible for
the events in Egypt, but digital media
technologies played catalytic or amplify-
ing roles in uprisings from Bahrain to
Syria and Tunisia. There now exists a
well-established and burgeoning literature
about the effects of social media tech-
nologies on collective action, and while
there are dissenters (Gladwell 2010; Mo-
rozov 2011), it is almost certainly true that
digital media have aided opposition
movements in authoritarian countries to
lesser or greater extents depending on a
host of institutional variables that differ
from setting to setting. Challenging state
power in the streets is one thing – but
might digital media have the capability to
alter long-run self-perceptions of identity
as well? Before we turn to the potential ef-
fects of social media on identity in the
Middle East, we should consider the gen-
eral effects that social media might have
on identity formation and transformation
anywhere. In other words, what are the
properties of social media that might af-
fect identities in one direction or another?

II. The Properties of Social Media

At a basic level, I would argue that digital
media have six basic functional properties
at the present time, and these properties
differ by platform – in other words, not all
applications are created equally. Even the
most rudimentary web page serves the
function of making information and data
available to anyone able and willing to

visit the page. This is true even when
states extensively block pages and filter
searches, to those who can find and use
proxy servers. 

Moving up the level of digital sophistica-
tion, content communities are able to host
and distribute user-generated content.
Content communities can be stand-alone
community web sites, or they may also in-
clude networks of Twitter users and Face-
book friends. 

Digital media technologies also give
users the capability to connect directly
with one another, grant them the ability to
share information, ideas, messages and
frames, and allow them to form groups at
almost no cost. These direct sharing con-
nections are the singular distinguishing
feature of social networking sites like My-
space, LinkedIn and Facebook. 

Recent innovations in digital media in-
clude platforms like live-mapping (also
known as crisis mapping), software appli-
cations that enable individuals or organi-
zations to harvest user-generated data for
social and political ends (for instance to
document the location and nature of elec-
toral violations in Egypt in 2010). 

Finally, a set of applications, including
face-blurring software and the
anonymizer Tor, are designed to increase
the safety and anonymity of activists. How
do these functions generally affect the
production and evolution of identity?

One of the primary reasons that scholars
believe social media have effects on iden-
tity is that the medium is fundamentally
democratic. State governments can regu-
late newspapers and broadcast networks,
and privilege certain voices over others.
This means that states can manipulate in-
formation flows to reinforce or promote
certain identities at the expense of others.
Control of information – and thus of pub-
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lic conceptions of state identity – is one of
the primary goals and distinguishing char-
acteristics of authoritarian regimes in the
Middle East (Rugh 2010). The Internet is
not without hierarchies – according to
Matthew Hindman among many others,
your likelihood of being “heard” in cyber-
space may be intimately related to your
social position, education and status
(2008). Many researchers who have stud-
ied the Internet believe that its networks
are governed by “power laws” – the fun-
damental idea being that of “preferential
attachment” whereby well-ranked Web
pages grow ever larger due to their first-
mover advantage (Watts 2003; Barabasi
2002). For the Internet, this means that
the best-ranked pages generally have
millions of viewers and readers, while
most Web pages are cursed to have, as
Geert Lovink memorably put it, “zero
comments” (Lovink 2007). Whether the
Internet (and by extension social media)
is strictly governed by power laws or not,
the important takeaway from this re-
search is that it is much easier to start a
Facebook group, launch a blog or start a
Twitter account than it is to get large num-
bers of people to pay attention to you. It
nevertheless remains true that in cyber-
space everyone has a voice. And when it
comes to the status of threatened identi-
ties, a web page, Facebook group or Twit-
ter feed does not need to garner millions
of viewers or followers to have an impact
on local identity formation. It merely
needs to provide a platform for identity
entrepreneurs to facilitate the dialogue
necessary to convince people to privilege
one particular identity over a set of others
(i.e. Coptic Christian over Egyptian na-
tionalist). But the Internet does merely
discriminate, via its basic architecture,
some voices against others. It may have
important effects on what we read and
watch, and our willingness to seek out dif-
ferent points of view.

III. Sorting and Narrowcasting

Cass Sunstein has noted that Internet
users tend to self-segregate. Thus, given
the option of a multiplicity of viewpoints,
many users over time seem to gravitate

toward web pages and information
sources that support beliefs that they may
already hold. In the United States, this
has had the effect of creating two alter-
nate political information universes for po-
litical partisans. Research suggests that
outbound links from such web sites to the
sites of their ideological opponents are
quite rare and undertaken usually to mock
or criticize. While the increasing partisan-
ship of the American political system has
a multiplicity of causes, there can be little
doubt that the availability of partisan web
sites and news sources has reinforced
partisan identities for many, even while in-
dependents and uncommitted voters
move elsewhere for information, or feel
left out of the new, hyper-partisan news
and information environment. If individu-
als are drawn to information sources that
reinforce partisan identities, it only stands
to reason that they are almost certainly
similarly drawn to information sources
that reinforce identities, whether partisan,
national or ethnoreligious. 

At the same time, research has also
shown that under certain conditions, the
freedom inherent in the Internet can have
important identity impacts on populations
with few opportunities to interact with the
‘Other’. In Kuwait, for instance, young
men and women used the capabilities of
digital media technologies to have con-
versations about gender issues that
would have been difficult or impossible
under normal conditions (Wheeler 2006).
It is often said that technologies are neu-
tral, and while this is narrowly true, it is
nevertheless the case that new technolo-
gies will fit the needs of some groups bet-
ter than others. Clay Shirky was among
the first to recognize the power of social
media to increase the capabilities of dif-
fuse actors with common interests (Shirky
2008). Because they allow for remote
conversations through certain types of
software, (via Skype or other VoIP pro-
grams) and because most Web sites can
be accessed from any location at any
time, social media tend to provide the
most significant benefit to groups or latent
groups whose primary actors share no
other form of easy or protected sharing. 
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In democratic contexts, this might be in-
dividuals who share an interest in partic-
ular causes (such as those interested in
the reform of regulations governing the
treatment of airline passengers) but who
might have no other way of meeting with
one another or joining together in com-
mon cause. In non-democratic contexts,
three groups of people would seem to be
the best fits with the capabilities and po-
tentialities of social media usage: threat-
ened communities with significant
diasporas, persecuted minorities, and
anti-regime activists of all stripes. Not only
do social media provide an outlet for form-
ing and managing large groups (via Face-
book) and fostering large-scale multi-level
conversations (through Twitter), but they
also may serve as platforms to reinforce
identities that are under siege by cen-
tripetal forces at the state level. At the
same time, social media allow for the for-
mation of new secondary identity-forma-
tion, as in the case of Egypt’s
blogger-activists, who over the course of
a decade forged a common identity as
part of an explicitly non-sectarian struggle
to redefine and protect human rights
under the Mubarak regime. By reducing
the general costs of collective action, so-
cial media also grant these identity entre-
preneurs the ability to work together for
common goals. While some states have
managed to interfere with digital organiz-
ing and dissent more successfully than
others, no state has managed to com-
pletely close it off.

States should fear more than just digitally-
triggered collective actions of the sort that
became prominent in the aftermath of the
Iranian Green Movement and the Arab
Spring. Social media have clear utility for
identity-groups who are underprivileged
by the wataniya model of state-level na-
tionalism in the Middle East – and the
general tendency of the current interna-
tional order to protect states and state
identities. In the post-colonial struggle for
nationalist supremacy, the wataniya na-
tionalists – those whose nationalisms
were “based on state sovereignty” (Daw-
isha 2003, 219) – were quite successful
in defining most political and social strug-

gles at the national level, and fashioning
a sense of identity for most subjects in
which loyalty is expressed at the level of
the state rather than at the level of pan-
Arab nationalism (qawmiyya nationalism)
or pan-Islamic nationalism. 

Post-colonial government structures,
along with the media realities of the pre-
Internet age, privileged the efforts of
wataniya entrepreneurs to forge local na-
tionalist identities at the expense of
broader conceptions of identity that might
include Arabs or Muslims who were lo-
cated beyond the borders drawn by de-
parting European colonizers. Of course,
these interstate identities also required
nationalist entrepreneurs to advocate and
transform identities that were in flux dur-
ing the colonial and post-colonial era, but
the early failures of Nasserist pan-Arab
projects together with the secularizing
policies of many new regional states gave
wataniya nationalism the upper hand in
the identity struggles of the post-colonial
period. Thus wataniya nationalism has
emerged as the clear victor in nationalist
struggles in the post-war period (Zubaida
2004). 

This is true not just for pan-Arab and pan-
Islamist nationalists, but probably even
more acutely for minority nationalists who
found themselves stranded between or
across the new boundaries which were
drawn allover the Middle East, in many
cases artificially joining together several
ethnonational groups into a single state.
Nowhere is this truer than with Kurdish
nationalists, who have from the beginning
embraced the potentialities of the Internet
to foster a stable platform for nationalist
writing and agitation. This is true not just
in ‘Kurdistan’ itself, but also in the primary
emigrant state of Germany. As Candan
and Hunger argue:

“The Internet takes a central role for
the Kurdish diaspora in Germany. In
its efforts to maintain the historical
home ‘Kurdistan’ in Kurdish collec-
tive memory, it is creating a national
identity” (Candan and Hunger 2008,
145). 
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The easiest way to see the impact of dig-
ital media technologies on latent pan-
Arab identity is to examine the events of
the Arab Spring. Activists across the re-
gion paid close attention to ongoing strug-
gles in other countries, writing, tweeting,
blogging and retweeting information from
Syria, Bahrain and elsewhere under
agreed-upon Twitter hashtags (Lynch
2012). While satellite TV stations like Al-
Jazeera have also played an important
role in preserving pan-Arab sensibilities,
broadcast television does not afford view-
ers the opportunity to participate in con-
versations that might reinforce latent
identities. Identity transformations are
possible not just in source countries, but
also in diaspora, where digital media have
powerful ‘cohering’ effects. As Khalil Rin-
nawi argues, there are 

“two main tendencies; first, people
feel better linked to the Arab nation,
culture and heritage; a phenome-
non I call ‘imagined coherence’.
The media also functions as a
‘cyber mufti’ bringing Islamic values
and customs into the homes of
Arabs living in non-Muslim commu-
nities in the diaspora. The media
has been largely responsible for a
return to Islam and Islamic tradi-
tions and way of life among mem-
bers of the Arab refugee community
living in Berlin” (Rinnawi 2012,
1465).

Thus in the same way that satellite TV
may have reawakened or amplified feel-
ings of Arab commonality, the Internet
performs the same role but allows more
complex and nuanced conversations and
ideas to take root. While satellite TV al-
lows viewers to see the political, eco-
nomic and social conditions of Arabs in
other states, the Internet allows those
same individuals the ability to voice their
dissent, to organize opposition to current
state policies, and generally to participate
in the public sphere as equals, or at least
potential equals. As the tools of social
media and activist protection become
more sophisticated and user-friendly, the
arms war between identity entrepreneurs

and state only escalates. The Internet
also has clear and persistent utility for
threatened linguistic and nationalist
groups. Global Voices Online, an interna-
tional citizen media cooperative that
seeks to promote and amplify the writing
of local bloggers and media activists, has
inaugurated a new project called ‘Lingua’.
The project seeks to produce content in
local, and often threatened, languages.
For example, the site has created a Lin-
gua site for Aymara, a threatened culture
in Bolivia, whose total number of speak-
ers has dwindled to the thousands over
time, partially as a result of Bolivian state
efforts to promote a common identity and
of course partially due to global forces
that work against languages with a small
number of speakers. Without speculating
as to whether these efforts might be suc-
cessful, it is also the case that social
media technologies provide convenient
platforms for stockpiling linguistic instruc-
tion materials, historical documents and
other pieces of hypermedia that can be
utilised in the effort to save languages.
Therefore in terms of threats, the Internet
poses a clear and present danger to state
efforts to forge common identities in the
absence of prior common nationalisms or
linguistic commonalities. 

IV. New Activist Identities

Members of the American right-wing Web
site Free Republic.com participate in
open-ended conversations and threads
about American and international politics.
The site quickly garnered a reputation as
the host of fringe elements and ideas
within the Republican Party. As this hap-
pened, members of the site began to refer
to themselves and their community as
“Freepers.” This new, tertiary activist iden-
tity was created entirely from scratch by
this community. Likewise on the political
left, members of the left-wing community
Web site Daily Kos often refer to them-
selves and other members affectionately
as “Kossacks” and the Internet-based po-
litical left more generally as “the Net-
roots.” The latter identity has become so
successful that there is a large confer-
ence held every year called “Netroots Na-
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tion.” The basis of the identity is ideologi-
cal and political affinity, but at the same
time, the precise contours of these new
identities were enabled by the Internet,
which provided diffused populations of
people excited about and frustrated by
the same thing to gather in cyberspace to
pursue their collective goals and to con-
verse about important political questions
without state-sanctioned gatekeepers fil-
tering their thoughts. This Internet-based
movement gathered steam over the
course of a decade, challenging media
narratives and hierarchies in unantici-
pated ways (Rosenberg 2010). Now, ob-
viously these activist and participatory
identities do not compete in any serious
way with baseline national or ethnic iden-
tities.

In Egypt, the Internet afforded activists
with no other plausible route to the public
sphere the opportunity to organize, argue
and agitate. Beginning in the early 2000s,
a new activists’ class of ‘”blogger-ac-
tivists” shared ideas for how to alter the
fundamental structure of the Mubarak-era
state, and coalesced around a set of
shared formulae for change (Al-Malaky,
2007). The factor that most lends itself to
the production of new, shared identities is
“framing.” Over time, activists adopted
similar slogans and ideas under similar
circumstances. In 2006-2008, bloggers
put images on their pages that said, “I
Blog For Human Rights.” The costless
replication of these frames, which can be
accomplished with the click of a mouse
button, were only accelerated by the
onset of social media networks – online
social networking sites like Facebook and
microblogging platforms like Twitter,
which transcended stand-alone web
pages and blogs by providing unique av-
enues for group formation and collective
discussion. These new social media ap-
plications, including Facebook, had near-
immediate impact in Egypt, when
Facebook was used to form the April 6th

Youth Movement, another important actor
in the Egyptian uprising that got its start
in the decade-long Egyptian digital strug-
gle against authoritarianism (Faris 2008).
In fact, the most well-known digital group

that arose prior to the Egyptian uprising
was an explicit appeal to identity: Kulna
Khaled Said (‘We Are All Khaled Said’).
This Facebook page, created in the after-
math of the murder of a young Alexan-
drian in June 2010, was the product of
identity entrepreneurs who wanted Egyp-
tians to identify with the plight of Khaled
Said and other Egyptians who had been
the victims of torture (Faris 2011). 

In Egypt, this painstakingly built activist
architecture came into full bloom during
the run-up to the uprising that began on
January 25th, 2011. The We Are All
Khaled Said’s Arabic-language Facebook
wall was used to openly plot the date of
the uprising. As the Egyptian activist Amr
Gharbeia told me in the summer of 2011,
there may have only been 1,000 commit-
ted, veteran digital activists in Egypt, but
they “created the crisis.”1 This was par-
tially because Egypt featured a very per-
missive Internet censorship environment,
even after the threat of digital activism be-
came clear to the regime after the forma-
tion of the April 6th Youth Movement in
2008. To the very end, the Egyptian
regime did almost nothing to block web-
sites or to create architectures of filtering
that might have interfered with the activi-
ties of this new activist bloc. By the time
the regime finally realized the scale of the
problem, in the midst of the uprising, its
efforts to shut down the Internet back-
fired, and were anyway routed around by
clever activist strategies like the program
“Speak 2 Tweet” (Khamis and Vaughn
2011). Subsequent research has indi-
cated that a substantial number of pro-
testors who came to Tahrir Square on the
first day found out about the protests
through Facebook, and to a lesser extent,
Twitter (Tufekci 2012). 

This dynamic was quite different in other
regional states, particularly Tunisia,
where the regime of Zine el-Abi Dine Ben
Ali constructed a rigorous system of
blocking and filtering that drove digital ac-
tivists into exile and forced ordinary
Tunisians to use things like proxy servers
to access blocked political content on the
Web. But when the moment of crisis for

1 Interview with Amr Gharbeia, Cairo Egypt, July 15th, 2011.
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the regime arrived in December 2010, ac-
tivists were able to capitalize on the work
done in exile by blogs like Nawaat, as well
as the regime’s curious decision not to
block Facebook. In Tunisia, while the In-
ternet did not spark the crisis, it certainly
exacerbated it. In both cases, the long-
term use of social media created activist
communities and identities that were ex-
ploited by anti-regime entrepreneurs to
accomplish deeply held goals.

V. New Opportunities for Transnational
Identity

The Internet provides discursive space
not just for human rights activists but for
anyone with an interest in propagating a
shared ideology. As Deibert presciently
argued 15 years ago, the Internet privi-
leges those groups who are best posi-
tioned to take advantage of a new
technology (Deibert 1997). In this case,
transnational radical movements are af-
forded the opportunity to meet, share
ideas and plot actions, all without ever
seeing one another face-to-face or coor-
dinating in-person meetings. In the Mid-
dle East, the obvious group of concern
here is transnational Islamic radicals who
wish to change the fundamental shape
and structure of the extant state system.
The ability of states to penetrate these
networks means that clandestine net-
works seeking to use the openness of the
Internet to organize attacks or other forms
of violence is severely compromised. At
the same time, sites that host certain
forms of transnational radical thinking
without advocating violence may be a sig-
nificant way to alter long-term identities
without explicitly inviting state response.
As Salafi movements do not currently
control any actual states, the ability of the
Internet to provide a platform for thinking,
recruitment and debate for these groups
cannot be understated.

The Internet may also give a strong in-
centive to homogenizing tendencies for
diasporas who are distributed across mul-
tiple countries. In Jennifer Brinkerhoff’s pi-
oneering work on digital diasporas, she
argues that individuals in diaspora “iden-

tify with each other as members of a dis-
persed identity group with continuing
common ties to the homeland” (Brinker-
hoff 2009, 30). So for instance, Coptic
Christians who live outside of Egypt may
use the Internet to advocate for certain
policies within Egypt, but also to create a
common conception of what it means to
be Coptic, what social and political posi-
tions the group should adopt and under
what circumstances. This can be seen in
the U.S.-based campaign to assist Cop-
tic orphans coordinated via digital dias-
pora web sites (Brinkerhoff 2009,
186-193). These choices may even filter
into the home community, while change
that takes place in the diaspora commu-
nity filters out (or vice versa). As Anjana
Narayan argues, digital networks

“have attracted previously isolated
groups who probably could not
have mobilised around ethnic iden-
tity before this because of their ge-
ographic isolation. It facilitates a
new type of network, a network
where cross-national branches of a
few important nodes allow isolated
individuals to combine and coordi-
nate across long distances” (2011,
532). 

The particular danger for states and the
policies here is that trends may emerge
from united diaspora communities to un-
settle politics at the level of the state. In
Egypt, this may mean increasingly vocal
demands by the Coptic community for
voice and equality. In Turkey, the Kurdish
communities may be susceptible to
trends emerging from both Iraqi Kurdistan
and the broader Kurdish diaspora. It is
also the case that in many regional states,
minorities are dispersed broadly across
the territory – for Coptic Christians in
Egypt, who likely number no more than
25-30% even in their most heavily-con-
centrated provinces, the Internet provides
a convenient organizing platform so that
these communities might agree on a set
of change principles in precisely the same
way that the blogger-activists agreed on
a set of ideas to govern the shape and
scope of regime transition. In any case,
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there can be little doubt that digital media
technologies give exiled individuals and
groups greater power to influence at least
debates, if not the content of politics, in
home communities. 

VI. Conclusions

This essay argues that digital media pose
a set of unique challenges for states in
the contemporary world order. They give
groups that the state has successfully
fragmented (intentionally or unintention-
ally) – religious, national or ethnic minori-
ties, political and religious dissidents, and
diaspora communities – opportunities to
connect, share ideas, collaborate on
strategy and action, and forge and pro-
mote new conceptions of identity. To-
gether with the trends in labor mobility,
transportation and openness in commu-
nication that are wrought by globalization,
the Internet clearly provides new chan-
nels of opportunity for groups that find
themselves on the wrong side of the
Westphalian state order. Of course, digital
technologies also afford states vast new
powers of surveillance and control, which
have only begun to be exploited. Certainly
intelligence corps have succeeded in
penetrating, for instance, jihadi chat board
networks and Web sites. The very open-
ness of the Internet can work against
these identity entrepreneurs just as easily

as it can work for them, and the Internet
would seem to have the least utility for vi-
olent groups plotting openly against the
state. 

Yet even states that have invested the
most time and capital in creating archi-
tectures of digital control are powerless to
effect dissent and organizing that takes
place beyond their borders and which can
channel ideas back home so long as ac-
tivists maintain their ability to use circum-
venting, anonymizing and encrypting
software to do so. Digital media thus pro-
vide a stable platform for identity entre-
preneurs even while access to this
information may be intermittent in highly-
constrained environments like China and
Iran. There is a difference between finding
and arresting violent dissidents who write
openly or even anonymously on the In-
ternet, and permanently interrupting the
patterns of information diffusion that are
enabled by these tools. States are likely
to be rather more successful attempting
the former rather than the latter. It would
be foolish to predict who will ultimately
emerge successful in these struggles, but
for the time being there is no question that
digital media technologies can serve as a
powerful tool of identity creation and rein-
forcement, and thus serve as a major fac-
tor in the destabilization of authoritarian
regimes.
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I. The Broken Curse of Passivity

Since taking office at the end of June
2012, Egypt’s President Mohamed Morsi
has certainly left his mark on Egypt’s for-
eign relations. His authoritative appear-
ances at the Arab League and before the
UN General Assembly reflected a new
national confidence and conveyed a clear
message: the legitimate democratic lead-
ership of the largest Arab state would not
let anyone dictate its foreign policy op-
tions any longer. While Mubarak’s foreign
policy was directed above all at preserv-
ing the status quo, the new president de-
clared restoring the country’s regional
predominance the foreign policy’s leitmo-
tif of his presidency.

Following this line, Morsi paid little heed
to established relations: His first trips
were not to the United States or Europe,
but to Ethiopia, Saudi Arabia, China and
Iran. At the Summit of the African Union
in Addis Ababa Morsi underlined Africa’s
outstanding importance for Cairo and
stated his desire to work towards a com-
mon market.1 At the meeting of the Or-
ganization of Islamic Cooperation in
Riyadh, he evoked the close ties between
Egypt and Saudi Arabia, as the two
largest Arab nations.

It was there that Morsi launched an Is-
lamic peace initiative to resolve the Syr-
ian conflict, involving Iran alongside Saudi
Arabia and Turkey. This came as a sur-
prise not only due to the proposal coming
from the state probably least involved in
the Syrian civil war. Rather, it was the in-
clusion of Iran in the proposed committee
that stunned international observers and
gave rise to speculations about an Islamic
reorientation of Egypt in the post-
Mubarak era. Morsi’s participation in the
Non-Aligned Summit in Tehran at the end
of August 2012 was perceived as another

step of rapprochement to Iran. His visit
marked a historic turning point, given that
the two countries had been without full
diplomatic relations since Egypt’s recog-
nition of Israel in 1979, the year of Iran’s
Islamic Revolution.2 It also represented a
clear deviation from the policy of his pred-
ecessor who had left no doubt about his
alignment with u.s. interests. Morsi’s
harsh rhetoric against Israel and his
loudly voiced solidarity with the besieged
Gaza Strip also sparked controversy. At
the same time, Cairo intensified contacts
to Hamas which further amplified the im-
pression of an Islamisation of Egyptian
foreign policy. Morsi repeatedly received
high-ranking official representatives of the
Palestinian movement, among others the
chairman of its Political Bureau Khaled
Meshaal and the head of the Hamas-led
government in Gaza Ismail Haniya. After
distancing itself from Bashar al-Assad, its
longstanding host in Syria, Hamas is even
considering moving its Political Bureau to
Cairo.

The newly elected president’s foreign pol-
icy assertiveness astonished Western ob-
servers. Mohamed Morsi was regarded
as utterly inexperienced in this field. His
election campaign had focused on social
and domestic affairs and mostly excluded
foreign policy issues. This makes the
question of who is currently setting
Egypt’s foreign policy course all the more
relevant. 

II. An ‘Islamist’ Foreign Policy?

Surprisingly, the Supreme Council of
Armed Forces (SCAF) seems to have
largely withdrawn from foreign affairs. Ini-
tially the military leadership appeared to
be placing strict limits on the newly
elected president’s scope of action. More-
over, it asserted its right to intervene also
in domestic policies deemed to affect the
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1 Hope, Bradley: Morsi visits Ethiopia to seek unity in Nile nations over water, in: The National, 16 July 2012.
2 Recently a member of the Egyptian Council for Foreign Affairs pointed to the Egyptian plans for a permanent diplomatic

mission in Tehran to further strengthen diplomatic and economic ties. See: Mohamed Ali, Isra: Egyptian official to Iran-
ian news agency: Cairo will open an embassy in Tehran soon, in: Al-Masry Al-Youm, 28 August 2012. (Title translated
by the author from Arabic original)
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“national security”.3 The Council’s unwill-
ingness to confide the responsibilities
over the country’s foreign relations to a
civilian president gave rise to specula-
tions about a mutually beneficial power-
sharing arrangement between the SCAF
and Morsi’s government: while the military
would have stayed in charge of the coun-
try’s international and security affairs, the
Brotherhood would have been able to
fully concentrate on the implementation of
its domestic “Renaissance Project”.4

Since the Council’s reshuffle in August
2012, however, a power-sharing seems to
be off the table. Yet, it must be assumed
that the president keeps the interests of
the armed forces firmly in mind: so far the
military has been able to preserve its ma-
terial rewards and its political and judicial
prerogatives – especially the exclusive
control over the defence budget,5 the an-
nual USD 1.3 billion in U.S. military aid,
and the heavily subsidized military econ-
omy.6

In his celebration speech to the crowds
gathered in Tahrir Square on the eve of
his official inauguration, Mohamed Morsi
vowed to be “a president for all Egyp-
tians”.7 Yet, with a view to the strong
personal influence of the Muslim Brother-
hood on decision-making, the question
arises whether the president is rather pre-
occupied with implementing an Islamist
foreign agenda. The foreign ministry has
been reduced to a side role. Decisions
are apparently made in close consultation
with the Brotherhood leadership. This is

clearly reflected in the appointment of
Essam al-Haddad as Presidential Assis-
tant for Foreign Relations and Interna-
tional Cooperation. Al-Haddad, a member
of the Brotherhood’s Guidance Office, has
been seen as the group’s “foreign minis-
ter” due to his extensive network of con-
tacts to western actors. He is a confidant
of Essam al-Erian, the influential vice
chairman of the Freedom and Justice
Party (FJP). But above all al-Haddad is
close to the Brotherhood’s Deputy
Supreme Guide Khairat al-Shater. Al-
Shater is regarded as the Brotherhood’s
currently most powerful functionary and a
political pragmatist. As a major business-
owner Al-Shater represents particularly
the interests of the movement’s ascen-
dant business wing, which also has a say
in the presidential office in the shape of
the businessman Hassan Malek. 

In July 2012 Malek was appointed
spokesman of a committee set up by
Morsi to mediate between the presiden-
tial office and the private sector. As the
founder and chairman of the Brother-
hood-dominated Egyptian Business De-
velopment Association (EBDA)8 he also
led the high-ranking business delegation
that accompanied Morsi to China. Malek
and Shater, who were prison mates under
Mubarak’s rule, represent the neo-liberal
face of the Brotherhood. They are the
most visible representatives of the as-
cending new “green capital” sector of
post-revolutionary Egypt.9 Surprisingly
enough, their vision of extensive privati-

3 See: Sayigh, Yezid: Above the State, The Officers’ Republic in Egypt, in: Carnegie Papers, August 2012, p.23.
4 See: Hill, Jess: Deal Or No Deal?, in: The Global Mail, 22 June 2012. See also: Roll, Stephan: The Military and the Mus-

lim Brotherhood. Will a Power-sharing Agreement Be Reached in Egypt?, in: SWP-Comments, February 2012.
5 Few details on the defense budget are available. However, according to the Under Secretary of Defense Major Gen-

eral Mahmoud Nasr the military was also affected by budget cuts and is now receiving around 4.2% of total public ex-
penditure. See: Gamal, Wa’el: The Military: Our matters are the Blood of the Ministry of Defence, in: Al-Shorouk, 27
March 2012. (Title translated by the author from Arabic original)

6 In fact, the official revised general budget for the fiscal year 2012/2013 includes even an increase of state subsidies for
the military production sector by 87% from LE 460 million in 2011/2012 to now LE 860 million. See: Ministry of Finance:
Financial Statement on The State’s General Budget For The Fiscal Year 2012/2013, Cairo, 2012, URL:
http://www.mof.gov.eg/MOFGallerySource/English/PDF/Financial_statement12-13.pdf.

7 For a full recording of the speech recorded on 29 June 2012 by Channel 1 Egypt see:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9uPmhDY7bPE (See also: Khalil, Ashraf: Morsi vows to be ‘president for all Egyp-
tians’, in: The National, 30 June 2012).

8 EBDA (The acronym means ‘start!’ in Arabic) was formed by a number of Egyptian businessmen and officially launched
on 24 March 2012. It offers a variety of services to its members ranging from the host of workshops and lobby events
to the facilitation of business cooperation and cooperative investment. EBDA comprises over 400 selected members,
representing different sectors and industries. See: Hussein, Salma: Brotherhood business heads enter spotlight, in:
Ahram Online, 25 March 2012.

9 See: Hansen, Suz: The Economic Vision of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood Millionaires, in: Bloomberg Businessweek, 19
April 2012. 
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zation, deregulation and private-sector
empowerment bears a striking resem-
blance to the economic model promoted
by the business clique around Gamal
Mubarak before the breakdown of his fa-
ther’s regime.

Given the movement’s obvious entangle-
ment with the new foreign policy elite it
can reasonably be assumed that the
country’s foreign affairs are indeed un-
dergoing an “Ikhwanization”.10 It is true
that the FJP’s two available political pro-
grams – the comprehensive party plat-
form11 and the 2011 parliamentary
election program12 – contain numerous el-
ements of Morsi’s new foreign policy:
Among others the improvement of bilat-
eral relations with Turkey and Iran, as well
as the commitment to Egypt’s threefold
African, Arab and Islamic identity. Still, the
new Egyptian foreign policy is no particu-
lar ‘Islamist’ project. In fact, the foreign
policy agendas of the 16 different political
parties that were represented in the dis-
solved Egyptian parliament bear striking
similarities: There is a rare general con-
sensus across Egypt’s various political
camps concerning the country’s entitle-
ment to a regional leadership role. And
ending the one-sided dependency on the
West is also supported by most political
actors. Moreover, virtually all relevant po-
litical factions emphasize their solidarity
with the Palestinian struggle for inde-
pendency and advocate a stronger
stance against Israel. Mohamed Morsi is,
thus, not only addressing his Islamist sup-
porting base. His tough rhetoric and sym-
bolic display of his capacity to act appeal
to the general public opinion. And that is
in all probability the main motivation for
his course.

III. The Determinants of Egypt’s Foreign
Relations:

III.1 Domestic Legitimation

Under Mubarak, executive power was not
based on accountability. Since pluralist
competition was confined to a narrow and
tightly controlled framework, the govern-
ment did not have to fear an open chal-
lenge of its decision-making by the
opposition. Therefore, it did not feel
obliged to legitimize its course of action
vis-à-vis the Egyptian public. With the
breakdown of the authoritarian regime,
this has dramatically changed. Never be-
fore, an Egyptian president had to take
into account to such an extent the inter-
est of its constituents – manifested in the
voice of the Tahrir Square. That is exactly
where the problem arises: Although Morsi
campaigned primarily on economic and
domestic social policy, he has yet to
record any noteworthy successes in
those fields, and was unable to keep his
promise that living conditions would im-
prove tangibly within the first hundred
days of his presidency. Instead the coun-
try faces severe short- and medium-term
subsidy cuts and the rationalization of
public spending as long-overdue economic
and social reforms are implemented.

Especially the heavy subsidization of en-
ergy which absorbs nearly one-fifth of
total state expenditure seems unsustain-
able given the critical financial situation of
the country.13 With an eye to the upcom-
ing parliamentary elections Morsi is in-
strumentalising foreign policy to distract
public attention from unpopular decisions
that could endanger the FJP’s electoral
success.

10 The term stems from the Arabic word ‘Ikhwan’ for ‘Brotherhood’ and refers to the Muslim Brotherhood’s rapid consoli-
dation of power and the gradual invasion of Egyptian state institutions and politics by the movement’s Islamist ideol-
ogy. See e.g. Brown, Nathan J: Egypt’s Ambiguous Transition, in: Carnegie Endowment, Commentary, 6 September
2012.

11 Hizb al-Hurriya wa-l-Adala: Barnamij Hizb al-Huriyya wa-l-adala, Official and authorized FJP Program, Cairo 2011,
URL: http://www.hurryh.com/Uploadedimage/files/mainsystem.pdf.

12 The Freedom and Justice Party: Election Program for the Parliamentary Elections 2011, Cairo 2011, URL:
http://www.fjponline.com/uploads/FJPprogram.pdf.

13 The 2012/13 draft budget reflects this imperative: It includes among others a 26.7% reduction of fuel subsidies. The bur-
den of buying fuel on the world markets and selling it locally at discount prices is threatening Egypt’s oil and gas sec-
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So far, the strategy has paid off: Notions
of national independence and the coun-
try’s regional leadership appealed to the
Egyptian national pride and have brought
about a significant boost of popularity
among the voters. Morsi has been able to
ramp up his ratings, with national ap-
proval hitting 78% in October.14 The press
attributes this above all to his foreign pol-
icy performance. In fact, the polls reveal a
stunning discrepancy between the presi-
dent’s overall support and people’s opin-
ion on his 100-day program. Less than
half of the Egyptian population agrees
with Morsi’s domestic performance, while
77% of responders said they endorsed
his foreign policy. The carefully orches-
trated foreign policy show is, however, at
odds with Egypt’s limited possibilities. The
country simply lacks both financial re-
sources and military means for regional
power projection. And above all, the pro-
claimed re-orientation course at least
partly contradicts the economic and fiscal
interests of the new leadership. 

III.2 Navigating the Fiscal Crisis

The collapse of tourism after the popular
uprising in early 2011 in combination with
substantial capital outflows has resulted
in an ailing economy with virtually all
macroeconomic indicators casting a
damning light on the country’s
prospects.15 Devaluation risks have kept
investors at bay and lead to sharp price
increases. The Central Bank of Egypt
(CBE) has so far countered the lack of
capital inflows by selling foreign reserves
and managed a gradual depreciation of
the Egyptian Pound (LE). However, keep-
ing the Egyptian currency relatively stable
has come at a high price: By the end of
July 2012 Egypt’s international reserves
had fallen by more than half to USD 14.4

billion. Procurement of international fi-
nancial support has thus become the top
priority for the current administration. 

The bilateral remittances of several non-
western partners have already had a mit-
igating effect on the country’s strained
fiscal situation. Above all they have tem-
porarily stopped the downward spiral of
the foreign currency reserves. In October
2012, as a result of the Turkish transfer
payments, the reserves temporarily even
rose again. Yet the Egyptian govern-
ment’s anticipated financial requirements
remain exceptionally high and the esti-
mates for the current fiscal year do not
spark much optimism: The budget deficit
is expected to reach LE 170 billion, i.e.
11% of GDP – far beyond the govern-
ment’s revised deficit target of 7.6%.16

Moreover, estimates indicate the cash-
strapped country will need a minimum of
USD 11 billion over the next year to stave
off a balance of payments crisis. In view
of this dire budget situation it is certainly
not in Morsi’s interest to rebuff the tradi-
tional partners. The country is too de-
pendent on financial assistance from the
United States and the EU, and from inter-
national monetary institutions dominated
by the West. The new government is un-
doubtedly aware that many international
donors and investors are sceptical vis-à-
vis the situation in Egypt. It has therefore
been busy negotiating with the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) over the
granting of a large-scale stand-by credit
facility that would ease the international
reservation and help restore investors’
confidence.17 Several international donors
have explicitly stated that their transfer of
further financial aids will be suspended,
pending an agreement with the IMF.
Above all, the EU and the u.s. are cur-
rently withholding direct aid and loans al-

tor, which contributes 14% of GDP.
14 Results of the third national opinion-tracker conducted by the Egyptian Center for Public Opinion Research

(Baseera) in October 2012. See: http://www.baseera.com.eg/index_en.htm,
http://www.baseera.com.eg/pdf/100%20Days%20poll%20on%20AhramOnLine_ENG.pdf.

15 See: CBE Monthly Statistical Bulletin, October 2012, URL: http://www.cbe.org.eg/Bulletinyrs.aspx.
16 The 2012/13 draft budget released by the Finance Ministry targeted a 15% increase in tax revenues for the 2012/13

fiscal year to maintain the budget deficit at 7.6% of GDP, i.e. around LE 135 billion. (See: http://www.mof.gov.eg/MOF-
GallerySource/English/PDF/Financial_statement12-13.pdf, p.22, 114) However, Finance Minister Momtaz al-Said re-
cently admitted in a statement that the deficit for the 2011/12 year would be larger than planned, rising from LE134 to
LE170 billion, or 11% of gross domestic product. 

17 In addition to unblocking foreign financial support, a large-scale IMF-grant would certainly also have a relieving effect
on the credit terms of local banks enabling them to provide loans to a wide range of SMEs that are currently having dif-
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together worth approximately USD 1.2 bil-
lion.18 This ‘wait-and-see’ approach is ev-
ident with a view to the Gulf monarchies,
too, albeit they have not officially condi-
tioned their financial aid to Egypt. Saudi-
Arabia has, nevertheless, withheld the
bulk of its promised USD 4 billion eco-
nomic package. And also Qatar, for a
while, seemed rather hesitant to release
its capital injections to the CBE, worth a
total of USD 2 billion.

Before its victory in the presidential elec-
tions, the Muslim Brotherhood had
strongly opposed the negotiations with
the Washington-headquartered IMF con-
ducted by the government of Kamal Gan-
zouri.19 However, the task of navigating
Egypt through the economic aftermath of
the 25 January Revolution has forced the
group to adopt more of a conciliatory
tone: In August 2012 the new administra-
tion asked for an extension of the pro-
posed stand-by-arrangement by another
USD 1.6 billion, raising the credit sum to
a total USD 4.8 billion. Negotiations about
the terms and conditions of the IMF cash
injection have been going on since.

III.3 Long-term Economic Develop-

ment

Alongside the budget problem, Morsi and
his advisors weigh up foreign policy deci-
sions in relation to the country’s long-term
economic development. The political
turmoil has severely hampered economic
growth in Egypt and resulted in skyrock-
eting unemployment.20 Additionally, rising
consumer prices, low pay and deteriorat-
ing living standards have led to a surge of
collective strike actions.21 To increase job
creation and hence mitigate the devastat-
ing effect of continuous labour strikes on

the recovery of the country’s economy,
the new administration is in desperate
need of foreign investment and an in-
crease of Egyptian export commerce. In
this light, neither the president nor the
Brotherhood leadership backing him can
have any interest in alienating Egypt’s tra-
ditional partners in the West.

Certainly bilateral trade with Arab coun-
tries in the region has become more im-
portant in recent years. However, Europe
and the United States still represent the
country’s major trade partners. According
to official CBE figures, in the last years al-
most 60% of Egyptian exports went to the
EU and the u.s.22 Exports to the Arab
world only amount to around one fifth of
the total volume. And while the high-rank-
ing business delegation that accompa-
nied Morsi to Beijing created the
impression of an economic reorientation
towards far-eastern markets, compared
with Europe, China is just a minor
player.23 With a view to the economic
significance of trade with the West,
Morsi’s visit to Brussels in September
2012 was not solely aimed at generating
additional budget support. Above all, the
meeting with the EU Commission Presi-
dent José Manuel Barroso was intended
to explore the possibilities for a compre-
hensive European-Egyptian free trade
agreement. 

However, bilateral trade is not the only
sector where Egypt largely depends on
Europe and the u.s.: Until 2011 also more
than two thirds of net foreign direct in-
vestment (FDI) originated from those re-
gions. Political insecurity and poor
economic dynamics following the 2011
uprising have significantly curbed invest-
ment, though. Particularly FDI inflows

ficulties borrowing money at the banks’ high interest rates.
18 See: Khan, Mohsin and Milbert, Svetlana: Economic Policies in Egypt: Populism or Reforms?, Atlantic Council Issue

Brief, 11 October 2012.
19 See: Kassab, Bisan: The Hidden Costs of Egypt’s IMF Loan, in: Al-Akhbar English, 24 August 2012.
20 According to the official statistics, the total number of unemployed Egyptians currently stands at 3.4 million, amount-

ing to 12.6% of the total workforce in Egypt. See: Central Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics: Labor Force Sur-
vey 2nd Quarter 2012, 14 August 2012, URL: http://www.capmas.gov.eg/pepo/246_e.pdf.

21 See: Abdalla, Nadine: Egypt’s Workers – From Protest Movement to Organized Labor. A Major Challenge of the Tran-
sition Period, in: SWP Comments, 32/2012, October 2012.

22 See: CBE Monthly Statistical Bulletin: Exports by Geographical Distribution, October 2012, pp. 83f., URL:
http://www.cbe.org.eg/public/All_Monthly_Statistical_Bulletin_PDF/2012/Bulletin_2012_10_Oct/43_24_Exports_by_Ge-
ographical_Distribution_and_%28Table25%29.pdf.

23 In the fiscal year 2011/2012 China received only around 1.7% of Egypt’s total exports. See: CBE Monthly Statistical Bul-
letin: Egypt’s Volume of Trade with its Main Trade Partners, October 2012, pp. 85f., URL: http://www.cbe.org.eg/pub-
lic/All_Monthly_Statistical_Bulletin_PDF/2012/Bulletin_2012_10_Oct/44_26_Egypt%27s_Volume_of_Trade_with_its_
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from the United States have been declin-
ing steadily.24 The influential business
wing of the Muslim Brotherhood is
painfully aware of this dimension. That at
least is the implication of the numerous
meetings with representatives of Western
corporations already held by Egypt’s new
leadership. The American private-sector
delegation that visited Cairo in Septem-
ber 2012 to sound out investment oppor-
tunities is a striking example: With more
than 100 participants, it was the largest
u.s. business delegation ever visiting an
Arab country.25 Besides, the Brother-
hood’s business vanguard will be inter-
ested not only in the Brotherhood’s
long-term electoral prospects, but also
their own financial opportunities in coop-
eration with Western companies. The
Brotherhood-dominated EBDA has been
busy in establishing contacts with foreign
investors and government officials in the
West. 

IV. Keeping the Balance: Morsi’s Foreign
Policy Dilemma

Mohamed Morsi’s double-tracked strat-
egy reflects his awareness of the impor-
tance of solving the country’s pressing
economic problems while at the same
time maintaining popular support. And so
far, it is fair to say that he has been suc-
cessful: The symbolic disengagement
from his predecessor’s agenda and his
assertive demeanour are extremely pop-
ular, financial assistance to Egypt has
been stepped up, and the FDI is slowly
recovering. Yet, considering Morsi’s strat-
egy one is reminded of the popular Egypt-
ian saying “a monkey is hidden under the
‘Aemma (‘the Sheikh’s hat’)” – a proverb
that is frequently used to criticize some-
one who tries to appear pious on the out-
side to cover up for his failings. The new
Egyptian president has been using for-

eign policy populism to generate legiti-
macy and distract from the serious
deficits of his domestic policy. This has re-
sulted in a growing dilemma for Morsi as
he is making promises he will not be able
to keep. Given its limited means, Egypt is
in no position to terminate relations with
Israel and break free from Western influ-
ence. The loudly trumpeted regional lead-
ership aspirations have, thus, remained
largely devoid of substance: Morsi’s Syria
initiative has failed to produce any tangi-
ble results. And while Morsi’s two-day visit
to Ethiopia itself was a milestone, his
stance on main source of tension be-
tween both countries – the Nile Water
Conflict – is merely a continuation of his
predecessor’s blocking politics.26 In fact,
little has changed since the Mubarak era:
Warmer relations with Hamas have led
neither to a comprehensive opening of
the Gaza border nor to a strategic alliance
with the government in Gaza. Instead the
Egyptian crack-down on terrorist struc-
tures in the Sinai led to a further tighten-
ing of measures against cross-border
smuggling of goods through underground
tunnels. This growing discrepancy be-
tween the government’s official foreign
policy discourse and its policies that are
de facto implemented on the ground have
recently started to engender vicious criti-
cism from Morsi’s political adversaries.
And at the same time, suspiciousness is
also growing overseas. Washington
expressed sharp criticism of the Egyptian
leadership’s slowness to condemn the
violent attacks on the u.s. embassy in
Cairo on 13 September 2012. President
Obama even went so far as to publicly
put into question the u.s. alliance with
Egypt.27

Foreign policy has thus become a con-
stant balance act. In this light, the resur-
gent conflict between Israel and the

Main_Trade_Partners_and_%28Table_27%29.pdf.
24 CBE Monthly Statistical Bulletin: Net Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in Egypt by Country, October 2012, pp. 93f., URL:

http://www.cbe.org.eg/public/All_Monthly_Statistical_Bulletin_PDF/2012/Bulletin_2012_09_Sep/48_32_Net_Foreign_
Direct_Investment_In_Egypt_%28FDI%29_by_country.pdf.

25 For a full list of companies participating in the private-sector delegation led by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the
U.S.-Egypt Business Council (USEBC) that visited Cairo in September 2012 see: http://www.usegyptcouncil.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2010/04/U.S.-Business-Mission-to-Egypt-%E2%80%93-Corporate-Participants1.pdf.

26 This became apparent during his second trip to Africa in October 2012: Morsi’s trip to the Ugandan source of the Nile
reflects the president’s determination to maintain Egypt’s current annual water share. 

27 See: Kirkpatrick, David/ Cooper, Helene/ Landler, Mark: Egypt, Hearing From Obama, Moves to Heal Rift From Protests,
in: The New York Times, 13 September 2012. For a full transcript of the Interview by Latin-American TV network Tele-
mundo with US President Obama see NBC Universal: Interview Transcript: President Obama with José Díaz-Balart,
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Hamas seemed destined to become the
litmus test for Morsi. Since the ouster of
Hosni Mubarak many in the West had
been worried about how Egypt’s new
leaders might respond to the next con-
frontation round between the militant
movement and the Israeli Defence
Forces. The Israeli attack on the Gaza
strip in November 2012 put the new ad-
ministration in a double bind. 

However, the cease-fire that was reached
under intense Egyptian pressure demon-
strated again the pragmatism of the new
president and the success of his domes-
tic politicking: The direct engagement with
Hamas proved to the Egyptian people
that his course was not a mere continua-
tion of Mubarak’s politics of positive neu-
trality towards Israel. At the same time,
the president’s personal involvement as
peace broker and the clear commitment

to the Israeli-Egyptian peace treaty have
restored the good relations to the West.
However, Morsi’s determination to stay on
good terms with the traditional partners
has significantly narrowed his room for fu-
ture political manoeuvres. The new pres-
ident seems to be stuck between a rock
and a hard place now: Empty promises
have resulted in a vicious-circle that is un-
dermining the regime’s credibility. Deliv-
ering on those promises, however, would
come at the expense of Egypt’s interna-
tional isolation. The only way out of this
bind seems to be a rapid socio-economic
recovery. If the government succeeded in
notably improving the living conditions of
the Egyptian people, it would not need to
draw its legitimacy from foreign policy.
However, with a view to the shady
prospects for a quick economic recovery,
the new Egyptian president’s tightrope
walk is almost certain to continue.
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I. Introduction

One of the notable consequences of the
Arab Spring is the political prominence of
the Islamists, most notably the Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt. Many observers,
both inside and outside of Egypt, were
taken by surprise at the gains made by
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt’s parlia-
mentary and presidential elections. They
should not have been. During the course
of the previous quarter of a century or so,
the Brotherhood had steadily established
an appreciable presence in the syndi-
cates and the social service and educa-
tional sectors of the country, with the
result that it fairly easily dominated the
political space created by Mubarak’s
ouster. Certainly no other political party or
trend that emerged from Midan Tahrir
possesses comparable measures of po-
litical capital and moxie.

But what does the Islamist ascendency
bode for Egypt’s future? Some observers,
both within and without Egypt, see a
looming disaster. They view the Muslim
Brotherhood as possessing a hidden
agenda, one built on an unbending desire
for theocracy, the realization of which will
stymie the promise of universal human
rights, especially in the realms of gender
relations and religious minority rights, and
stunt the country’s democratic transition.
Further, they regard the Brotherhood as a
facilitator, or at very least, an incubator of
politically motivated violence. It is no ac-
cident, they say, that many of the jihadis
operative in recent decades, were affili-
ated either directly or indirectly with the
Muslim Brotherhood. In fact, they go on,
the regime of Husni Mubarak did the
global community a favor by curtailing
Brotherhood activities to the extent that it
did.

The ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood
builds upon the premise that ultimate sov-
ereignty resides with God, not the people.
For some, such a notion stands in the
way of normative practices of democracy.
Yet to regard the Muslim Brotherhood as
propelled simply by an immutable, ani-
mating idea is to strip the organization of
all historical specificity. Rather, it is more
fruitful to examine the Brotherhood as a
social movement, one that springs from,
and responds to, tensions in the social,
economic and political environments, or-
ganizes supporters, frames its activities in
culturally appropriate ways, in this case,
in terms of symbols, doctrines and vo-
cabularies drawn from the Islamic her-
itage, and is flexible in adapting to
changing circumstances. In this sense,
the Brotherhood is an evolving organiza-
tion, one that rolls with history and whose
members rationally adjust their doctrine in
relation to the exigencies of the moment.
Seen in this light, the Brotherhood’s future
development is largely contingent on the
shape of Egypt’s and the region’s evolv-
ing political field.1

II. The Deliberations of Sayyid Qutb 

Since its foundation in 1928, the Muslim
Brotherhood has been guided by realism
and open to the possibility of change
within the framework of its ideology. This
flexibility is nowhere more evident than in
the career and ideas of Sayyid Qutb
(1906-1966), the Muslim Brotherhood’s
most important thinker during the middle
decades of the twentieth century.2 No
other Islamist thinker, with the possible
exception of the South Asian Abu l-A‘la
Mawdudi (1903-1979), exerted a compa-
rable influence on Islamic activism, both
in his own day and in the generations that
followed. In response to repression at the
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1 For Social Movement Theory and its application in Middle East Studies, see Quintan Wiktorowicz, Islamic Activism: A
Social Movement Theory Approach (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004). On the ideological and behavioral
flexibility of the Muslim Brotherhood, see Mona El-Ghobashy, “The Metamorphosis of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood,”
International Journal of Middle East Studies 37, no. 3 (August 2005), 373-95. 

2 What follows draws on my book ‘Sayyid Quytb and the Origins of Radical Islamism’ (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2010)
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hands of the authoritarian state estab-
lished by the Egyptian Free Officers, Qutb
modified the original discourse of the
Muslim Brotherhood in increasingly radi-
cal ways. Although the current generation
of Brothers explicitly disavows Qutb’s
confrontational attitude, his ideological re-
visions left a legacy, feeding the jihadi
current that began in the 1980s and cul-
minated in Al Qaeda.

Sayyid Qutb did not conceive his Is-
lamism in full form. Rather, it evolved from
interests that initially had very little to do
with religion. He was born into a family of
impoverished rural notables in the Upper
Egyptian village of Musha, near Asyut,
where he attended the local state-spon-
sored elementary school. Following World
War I, his parents sent him to Cairo to fur-
ther his education at the Teachers’ Train-
ing College where he received instruction
in both modern and traditional subjects.
After graduating in 1933, he worked for
Egypt’s Ministry of Education, initially as
an elementary school teacher, and then
as an administrator. All the while, he con-
tributed to Egypt’s vibrant intellectual life
alongside literary luminaries such as Taha
Husayn and Naguib Mahfouz. Inspired by
the example of the writer ‘Abbas Mah-
moud al-‘Aqqad, Qutb wrote poetry and
literary criticism, in addition to works deal-
ing with educational and social reform. In
his book ‘Artistic Depiction in the Qur’an’
(1944), he was the first critic to put for-
ward the thesis that the Qur’an’s stylistic
genius resided in its method of artistic
representation. 

With others in his circle, Qutb spoke out
forcefully against the Zionist movement in
Palestine, which he equated with the
larger phenomenon of European imperi-
alism in Africa and Asia. He was also crit-
ical of Egypt’s governing class, which he
held responsible for the political corrup-
tion, social stress and economic inequal-
ity that plagued the country. He accused
the political elite of collaborating with the
British, who in the 1940s continued to
wield considerable political and economic
influence in Egyptian affairs. Qutb was
originally a secular Egyptian nationalist

for whom religion, although integral to the
national character, was unimportant as a
factor in molding public life. However, by
early 1948, he began to supplement, and
then eventually to replace, his secularism
with calls for Islamic moral reform and the
creation of an Islamic state, defined in
terms of adherence to the Shari‘a, al-
though he did so as an independent
thinker and not yet as a member of the
Muslim Brotherhood. At the same time,
he evinced concern with decadent and
immoral behavior, especially of the sex-
ual variety. Having grown up in a village
minimally affected by changes in the
realm of gender relations then overtaking
aspects of Egyptian urban life, he re-
garded women’s sexuality as a potential
source of fitna, or social discord. He was
very afraid of the effects of sexuality as
something that could compromise his
identity as a Muslim and rend society
asunder. 

Qutb did not explain the reason for his
change in perspective. It is likely that he
regarded Islamism as a viable, compre-
hensive ideological solution to Egypt’s fal-
tering political and economic order.
However, we cannot dismiss the influence
of his mystical disposition, which previ-
ously he had expressed in his poetry.
Throughout his life, Qutb believed in the
existence of objective, spiritual truth,
which only adepts were able to perceive.
For Qutb, it was a logical next step to por-
tray this higher reality in ways that were
congruent with the Islamists’ call for an
‘Islamic order’ (al-nizam al-islami). Qutb’s
first major Islamist book was ‘Social Jus-
tice in Islam’ (1949), in which he called for
integrity and uprightness in social life
using language, concepts and symbols
that were explicitly grounded in the
Qur’an. As the title suggests, the book fo-
cused on Islam’s role in fostering mutually
beneficial relations among the different
sectors of the population, including the
family, considered by Qutb to be the
bedrock of the Islamic community. In so
doing, he deliberately undercut the dis-
course of secular socialism that was then
advocated by an important reformist wing
of the opposition. 

Dr. John Calvert
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As ‘Social Justice’ was going to press,
Qutb visited the United States in order to
study American school curricula and ped-
agogy on behalf of the Egyptian Ministry
of Education, spending time at the Wilson
Teacher’s College in Washington, D.C.
and the Colorado State College of Edu-
cation in Greeley. It is claimed that the
ministry sent him on the mission in the
hope that familiarity with the West would
soften his opinion of it. If that was the
case, the goal was not attained. Already
possessed of a binary vision of the world,
Qutb developed a dim view of American
culture. In letters and articles that were
published in Egyptian periodicals, he con-
trasted Islamic virtue with what he
claimed were the materialistic and athe-
istic features of American society. Un-
doubtedly, Qutb exaggerated or even
invented much of what he related, be-
cause his goal in these writings was not to
provide a documentary portrait, but rather
to dissuade the Egyptian public from trav-
eling further down the road of western-
ization. His colorful depictions of
purported American decadence served
his purpose well.  

Qutb greeted the July 1952 overthrow of
Egypt’s monarchy with guarded optimism.
Jamal Abdel Nasser and the Free Officers
had come to power in the name of social
justice and national independence, goals
with which Qutb sympathized. Yet he was
unsure of the depth of the army men’s
commitment to the building of an Islamic
order. In order to gain influence among
the officers, in 1953 he joined the Muslim
Brotherhood, an organization that pro-
vided him with a platform with which to
make the case for an Islamic state. Al-
most immediately, Supreme Guide Hasan
al-Hudaybi appointed Qutb head of the
Muslim Brotherhood’s propaganda de-
partment. However, when it became clear
that the Free Officers intended to uphold
the prevailing secular orientation of the
Egyptian state, Qutb and other Muslim
Brothers adopted a dissenting view. The
still feisty cadre of the Brotherhood’s Se-
cret Apparatus was especially unhappy at
the course of the Egyptian Revolution.
Fearing an Islamist counter-coup, Nasser

proscribed the entire movement in Octo-
ber 1954, imprisoning Qutb and hundreds
of other Brothers on charges of sedition. 

Qutb’s experience in prison prompted a
sea change in his thinking. Ill and weak-
ened by torture, jailors relocated him to
the prison infirmary where they allowed
him to write under the supervision of a
censor. During the last years of the
monarchy, Qutb had attempted to mobi-
lize the Egyptian people in the direction of
change within the legal framework of the
state. But now, languishing in Tura prison,
he understood that advocacy politics
were ineffective against a regime that was
prepared to eradicate, without apparent
compunction, its Islamist and other critics. 

As a result, Qutb transferred the odium he
had previously directed at the politicians
of the Old Regime to Egypt’s new gov-
ernment and those who acquiesced to it.
In so doing, he shifted his emphasis from
Islam’s equation with social justice to the
fundamental issue of political legitimacy.
Accordingly, his demand for an “Islamic
order” became emphatic with strong ap-
peals to core doctrines and principles.

III. The Contemporary Jahiliyya

In Qutb’s refurbished view, although the
regime claimed to represent the interests
of Egyptians and other Muslim peoples,
its refusal fully to implement the Shari‘a
qualified it as a usurper of the sovereignty
that belongs to God alone. In making this
claim, Qutb effectively stood the modern
concept of state sovereignty, which is rec-
ognized in the normative statements of in-
ternational law, on its head. In fact, wrote
Qutb, so great was the level of cultural,
political and economic oppression in
Egypt and elsewhere, that only a circle of
adroit Muslims, a vanguard, could
awaken the masses and mobilize them in
the direction of effective change. The
goal, wrote Qutb, was to liberate man
from all forms of domination and entrap-
ment, including political tyranny. In com-
ing to this tactic, Qutb had in mind the
model of the Prophet Muhammad and the
first Muslims, who from an initial position
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of weakness had gradually built up their
power so that they could confront head on
the oppressors of the age. 

But Qutb was also inspired by modern
currents of rebellion and political change,
at least unconsciously. That is to say, he
imbibed and repackaged in Islamic form
the Jacobin characteristics of the Euro-
pean revolutionary tradition, which by his
time had become common currency
throughout much of Africa and Asia as a
result of similar structural conditions. In
common with global counterparts, Qutb
enumerated grievances and laid claim to
truth, all in an attempt to realize, by
means of action, a utopian dream. In the
1950s, as the Cold War unfurled, Eric
Hoffer famously referred to such people
as “true believers” – individuals who
“plunge headlong into an undertaking of
vast change,” usually with disastrous re-
sults.

Qutb underscored the purported illegiti-
macy of the Egyptian Republic and all
other ostensibly non-Islamic regimes and
societies, by equating their moral uni-
verse with the condition of jahiliyya (‘ig-
norance’) of the divine mandate. The term
is well placed in medieval Islamic thought.
However, Qutb appears to have borrowed
the term from the South Asian Islamist
Abu l-A’la Mawdudi via his disciple, Abu
Hasan Nadwi. As was the case in the pre-
Islamic era, ’ignorance’ of God enveloped
the world. As a result, the strong op-
pressed the weak and materialism and
selfish individualism prevailed over good-
ness. Muslims may believe in God and
his prophet, pray, fast, perform the Hajj,
and dispense charity. But as long as their
lives are not based on submission to God
alone, they cannot be reckoned fully as
Muslims. This was a controversial suppo-
sition that went not only against the grain
of Islamic theology, which historically ad-
vocated inclusiveness and tolerance, but
also countered Hasan al-Banna who held
that both the society and the state were
Islamic despite the corruption wrought by
the Western cultural onslaught. According
to al-Banna, Islam had not disappeared, it
had only waned. 

Qutb’s radical ideology confirms the con-
tention that the totalistic quality of revolu-
tionary movements owes much to the
authoritarian nature of the regimes
against which they operate. Such had
been the case, for example, in nine-
teenth-century Russia where nihilist and
anarchist groups converged against the
tyranny of the czarist system. While it is
tempting, as some have done, to dismiss
Sayyid Qutb simply as a fanatic inspired
by ideas culled from the Qur’an, in fact,
his prison writings are animated by a
steely logic born of harsh reality. Qutb
read the Qur’an through the prism of im-
prisonment and torture at the hands of
countrymen – in his view, faux Muslims
who served men rather than God. 

The Nasser regime released Qutb from
prison in 1964 at the behest of the Iraqi
president ‘Abd al-Salam ‘Arif, who ad-
mired Qutb and sought by his request for
clemency to gain the favor of Iraq’s own
Islamist movement. Qutb spent the ensu-
ing months of freedom receiving guests
at his Helwan home. By this time, he was
much admired in Islamist circles for his ef-
forts to strengthen Islam and stand up to
the powers that be. 

However, Qutb was soon rearrested on
the charge that he and dozens of other
Muslim Brothers belonged to an under-
ground cell, in effect, an incarnation of the
Brotherhood’s Secret Apparatus. In sup-
port of its claim that the cell intended to
overthrow the government, the regime
pointed to the stockpile of weapons it had
amassed, and to its ideological positions,
most notably, the apparent censure of
contemporary Muslim society in Qutb’s
tractate Milestones. 

Qutb freely admitted that he belonged to
the group and became its spiritual guide
while still in prison. But he insisted that
the weapons were for defensive purposes
only; that the group planned for the
peaceful rebuilding of Islamic society from
the grassroots, and that only if discovered
would members respond in the form of a
preemptive strike. In support of this de-
fensive posture, he quoted Qur’an 2:194: 
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“Then whoever transgresses the
prohibition against you, you trans-
gress likewise against him.”

And when confronted with the charge of
excommunicating other Muslims, Qutb
claimed that he did not condemn individ-
uals but rather the prevalent global cul-
ture. Qutb’s explanations did not bend the
opinion of the court, which sentenced him
and two of his associates to death. On
August 29, 1966, the three men were ex-
ecuted. Almost immediately Qutb was el-
evated to the status of martyr by Islamists
around the world.

IV. Qutb Inspires the Jihadis 

Qutb’s adoption of ideological totality an-
ticipated, and in part inspired, the ‘friend-
enemy’ distinctions that drove Egypt’s
Islamist-state conflicts of the 1980s and
1990s. The authoritarian regime’s repres-
sive response to the growing activism of
sectors among the Islamist opposition
prompted Egypt’s Jihad Organization and
the Islamic Group to embrace combative,
as opposed to gradualist, strategies of
change. Extrapolating from Qutb’s theory,
many jihadis, including a growing number
of salafis, adopted an explicit takfiri point
of view, plainly excising society, the ruling
elite, or both from the body of the faithful.
In contrast to these disciples, Qutb had
been vague or ambiguous on the point of
takfir. 

The militants narrowed their horizon to
focus on the unseating of the regime.
Drawing upon the medieval juristic cor-
pus, each militant group defined its jihad
as fard ‘ayn, an individual obligation on
par with prayer and fasting, which allowed
it to defend territory and faith free of limi-
tations set by the institutional hierarchy.
And so the jihadis took up arms against
those who impeded their goal of estab-
lishing an Islamic polity or caliphate, a
vague concept that symbolized for them
a world bereft of tyranny and injustice.3

It is worth speculating about how Sayyid
Qutb would have responded the insur-
gencies of the period. Almost certainly, he

would not have sanctioned the extreme
violence that the jihadis employed against
their enemies. As Qutb pointed out in his
writings, the killing of non-combatants
finds no justification in the Qur’an. In fact,
it is moot whether he would have ap-
proved even of violence against state or
military targets, except as a last resort.
Yet Qutb would have appreciated the ji-
hadis’ self-view as constituting a right-
eous remnant striving to change society
from outside. And he would have under-
stood the substratum of their ideology:
that the world, as it stands, constitutes a
conceptual realm of irreligion, vice and
exploitation that ought to be resisted in
the name of God.  

V. Accommodation to Authoritarianism

Yet, it is not necessary that repression
and hegemony should spawn radicalism.
Other variables may intervene to mollify
or channel the dissent in different direc-
tions. One such factor is the inducement
on the part of political authorities for dis-
sidents to participate, if only to a limited
degree, in advocacy or even electoral pol-
itics. This is what happened in Egypt in
the 1970s and 1980s. In return for per-
mission by the regime to reconstitute, the
Supreme Guides of the period repudiated
Qutb’s theology of confrontation. Pre-
sented with a second chance, the Broth-
erhood’s hierarchy viewed Qutb’s
revolutionary ideology as a slippery slope
that could once again incite the state to
come down hard on the movement. 

In the 1980s the Muslim Brotherhood
reemerged as a tolerated, albeit officially
banned movement of politico-religious re-
form. By inserting itself within the body of
Egypt’s conservative middle classes, it
came to dominate the professional syndi-
cates and participated in parliamentary
elections by allying it with legal parties
such as the New Wafd and Labor, or else
encouraged individual Brothers to run as
independents. All the while, Muslim Broth-
ers of a relatively liberal persuasion
preached an ethic of civic obligation and
political engagement appropriate to the
movement’s aim of change from within.4

3 Nelly Lahoud, The Jihadis’ Path to Self-Destruction (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 115 ff.
4 Carrie Rosefsky Wickham, Mobilizing Islam: Religion Activism, and Political Change in Egypt (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2002).
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Yet it was possible that circumstances
might prompt the resurrection of certain
aspects of Qutb’s thought. Unnerved by
the Muslim Brotherhood’s electoral suc-
cesses, in the 1990s the Mubarak regime
reined the movement in, imprisoning its
leaders and shutting down its publica-
tions. The regime then began to castigate
the Brotherhood as the fountainhead of all
Islamic-oriented extremism in the world.
It was not a coincidence, government of-
ficials quipped, that most jihadis, in Egypt
and elsewhere, had a pedigree that con-
nected them to the movement. According
to the regime, the distinction made by
many observers between moderates and
radicals was specious. For Fouad Allam,
the head of Egypt’s security services,
Qutb, the jihadis, and the Muslim Broth-
erhood were all cut from the same cloth.

As a result, the conservative wing within
the Muslim Brotherhood attempted, more
or less successfully, to pull the movement
in an isolationist direction – retreating
from politics in an effort to shore up basic,
ideological positions, several of which
were reminiscent of Qutb’s ideology. For
the conservatives, Brotherhood reformers
had weakened the movement’s core val-
ues in their efforts, strong since the
1980s, to work within the prevailing polit-
ical system. The time was ripe, its mem-
bers said, to follow Qutb’s example of
building a cadre of dedicated Muslims,
unblemished by political compromise,
which would pave the way for the future
success of the Islamic movement. 

The personal experiences of the conser-
vatives led them to believe that their intu-
ition was correct. Many, including
Muhammad Badi’a, appointed Supreme
Guide in 2010, belonged to the historic
generation that had suffered in Nasser’s
prisons. They understood that survival de-
pended on a certain aloofness from the
secular state. The reformers’ efforts to
contest elections and move Brotherhood
thought in a more liberal direction had led
only to crackdowns. The conservative re-
action had its effect. When the Muslim
Brotherhood issued its party draft plat-
form in 2007, it included clauses that fea-

tured a number of conservative positions,
including provision for an Iranian-style
group of clerics to vet legislation and the
outright exclusion of women and Copts
from the presidency. 

VI. Political Pragmatism Tops Fundamen-
talist Ideology 

However, during the winter of 2011, the
dynamic of the Muslim Brotherhood’s re-
lations with the Egyptian state changed
with the epochal events at Midan Tahrir. 

When the demonstrations of 25 January,
2011 erupted, the Muslim Brotherhood
was caught off guard. With tens of thou-
sands protesting in the streets, the move-
ment’s leadership vacillated. History
presented a number of worrying scenar-
ios, not only the hard lesson of Algeria in
the early 1990s, but also the traumas of
Egypt in 1954 and 1965. Would Egypt’s
powerful military allow an assertive Is-
lamic movement to present itself as a se-
rious political contender? 

The caution of the leadership was over-
taken by events on the ground. Fairly
quickly, the movement’s youth leaders
managed to pull in the entire organization
into the fray. The youth were more com-
fortable than the old guard in jumping into
what was an uncertain and volatile situa-
tion. Prompted from below, the leadership
moved slowly, taking careful stock of the
evolving political field. Never before had
the movement been presented with the
kind of latitude to act politically that it now
enjoyed. Reformers who earlier had been
sidelined by the conservatives now had
their opportunity. Even conservatives
viewed the moment as one that could not
be denied. 

Today, as the Muslim Brotherhood moves
away from its habitual stance of opposi-
tion, where lack of political prospect en-
couraged vagueness and idealism, it
must engage with the real world in prag-
matic ways while at the same time remain
true to its founding ideals. This is no easy
task. It is true that medieval Muslim jurists
distinguished between, on the one hand,
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duties owed to God, such as prayer, fast-
ing, and pilgrimage, which are immutable,
and, on the other, rulings related to
economic and social life, which adapt to
the varying requirements of time and
locality. 

But even in this second, interpretive
sphere, jurists are clear that judgments
must conform to basic Quranic principles.
On 30 April, 2011, the Muslim Brother-
hood responded to this dilemma by form-
ing a political organization, the Freedom
and Justice Party, which expresses Broth-
erhood ideology but exists separately
from the parent movement, thus allowing
it additional flexibility.5 And once it entered
the political fray, the Freedom and Justice

Party did very well. In December 2011, it
won a majority of seats in the country’s
lower house of parliament and in elec-
tions held in May 2012 gained the presi-
dency, both victories due to the Muslim
Brotherhood’s deep social roots, nation-
wide presence, established in the 1980s
and 1990s, and mobilizing skills. 

If Qutb’s career and legacy prove any-
thing, it is that cultural and political identi-
ties are contingent, historically specific,
and must be contextualized before we
can understand them. Just as Qutb re-
sponded ideologically to the events of his
day, so too will today’s Muslim Brother-
hood adapt to Egypt’s political transfor-
mation.

5 Nathan J. Brown, When Victory becomes an Option: Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood Confronts Success (Carnegie En-
dowment for International Peace, 2012).

Neue Studie des Deutschen Orient-Instituts

Die Golfstaaten – Das „neue Herz“ des Nahen und Mittleren Ostens?

Die Außenpolitik der arabischen Golfstaaten in der Analyse

Nicht erst seit dem Ausbruch des so genannten „Arabischen Frühlings“ durchläuft die ara-
bische Welt einen fundamentalen Wandel. Alte Machtzentren verlieren an Bedeutung, neue
Akteure gewinnen mehr und mehr an Einfluss. So gehören mittlerweile die arabischen
Golfstaaten zu den einflussreichsten Akteuren in der Region und haben ihre außenpoliti-
sche Bedeutung erhöht. Die Länder des Golfkooperationsrates, Saudi-Arabien, Bahrain,
die Vereinigten Arabischen Emiraten (VAE), Katar, Oman und Kuwait haben ihren Einfluss
innerhalb und außerhalb der Region deutlich verstärkt. 

Die neueste Studie des Deutschen Orient-Instituts will die außenpolitischen Entwicklun-
gen in den Golfstaaten aufzeigen, analysieren und einordnen. Ihr Verhältnis untereinander
wird ebenso beleuchtet wie die Beziehungen zum Westen, China und Russland, sowie
Iran und Israel und anderen wichtigen regionalen Akteuren wie z. B. der Türkei. Folgende
Länder werden analysiert:

Saudi-Arabien ■ Bahrain ■ Vereinigte Arabische Emirate 

Katar ■ Oman ■ Kuwait ■ Irak

Die Studie des Deutschen Orient-Instituts

Die Golfstaaten – Das „neue Herz“ des Nahen und Mittleren Ostens? 

Die Außenpolitik der arabischen Golfstaaten in der Analyse

finden Sie zum kostenlosen Download auf der Homepage

www.deutsches-orient-institut.de



ORIENT I / 201352

Dr. Mariz Tadros

A Dictatorship with an Islamic Reference 

I. Introduction 

This article argues that the Muslim Broth-
erhood’s growing monopolization of polit-
ical power in Egypt witnessed since they
won the parliamentary and presidential
elections in 2011 does not only suggest a
shift towards authoritarianism but a par-
ticular brand of Islamist totalitarianism.
Our understanding of the Muslim Broth-
erhood’s policies since coming to power
has been hindered by insufficient atten-
tion given to the movement’s political
thought, notwithstanding the need to
avoid teleological approaches to the
study of a highly dynamic political actor in
a changing national and regional context.
The Muslim Brotherhood’s idea of an Is-
lamic state is one that grants the ruler a
religious and political role and which blurs
the lines between the executive, judiciary
and legislative branches of the states,
favours theocratic constitutionalism and
the special positioning of the clergy in
governance processes. Two key strategic
policies championed by the Muslim Broth-
erhood are evoked to illustrate the shift to-
wards the institution of such an Islamic
state: the constitution agreed by the Is-
lamist-dominated constituent assembly
and the edicts issued by President Mo-
hammed Morsi on November 22nd, 2012.

II. The Many Faces of the Muslim Broth-
erhood

The Muslim Brotherhood is one of the old-
est Islamist movements formed with a
view to promoting the establishment of an
Islamic state. The Muslim Brotherhood
was founded in 1928 as a non-govern-
mental organization, grew to become a
mass religio-political movement, and sev-
enty years later assumed power as the
ruling political party in Egypt. Imam Has-
san el Banna, the founder of the Muslim
Brotherhood offered one of the most in-
sightful, comprehensive definitions of
what the movement came to be. He de-
scribed it as: 

(1) A Salafi call (da‘wa): because they
call for returning Islam to its purist
meaning from God’s Book and the
Sunnah of his Prophet

(2) A Sunni way (tariqa): because they
take it upon themselves to work ac-
cording to the pure Sunnah in all
things especially in beliefs, ’badat,
whenever they find a way for that

(3) A Sufi truth: because they know the
essence of goodness is purity of soul
and purity of heart and persistence in
work […]

(4) A political entity: because they call
for the reform of internal government,
and the revision of the Islamic
Ummah’s relations with other nations
[…]

(5) A sports group: because they care
about their bodies and believe that a
strong believer is better than a weak
one […]

(6) A scientific, cultural solidarity: be-
cause Islam makes the quest for
knowledge a fareeda (ordinance
from God) for every Muslim man and
woman and because the Muslim
Brotherhood clubs are in reality
schools for education and encultura-
tion and institutes for pedagogy for
the body, mind and spirit. 

(7) A commercial company […]
(8) A social idea: because they are con-

cerned with the ills of Islamic society
and they try to reach ways of reme-
dying and healing the Ummah from
them (Amin: 2006 in Tadros 2012).

The contemporary Muslim Brotherhood
continues to have the same heterogene-
ity in purpose, ideological orientation and
arena of work as it did in the past. How-
ever, there are three dimensions (or
‘arms’) of the movement which influence
the Brotherhood’s policy-making in direct
and visible ways: 

(1) As a political party in power (Egypt’s
President Mohammed Mursi is a
Muslim Brother, the country’s Prime
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Minister, the members of the govern-
ment and the majority of the mem-
bers of the committee responsible for
writing the constitution belong to the
Muslim Brotherhood’s Party for Free-
dom and Justice); 

(2) As a da‘wa movement – a movement
committed to spreading Islam
through proselytization, education,
and use of welfare services; 

(3) As an intellectual project premised
on a body of political thought devel-
oped by Muslim Brotherhood theo-
rists, scholars and jurists and select
Islamist scholars, whose work has
been deemed as legitimate and
credible by the movement even if
they are not formally members.

The arguments presented in this paper
emanate from an attempt to link the body
of political thought of the Muslim Brother-
hood developed across many decades
with the policy choices made by the
movement, its MPs, government and
president in 2012. 

Such an approach is informed by the view
that while political movements are highly
dynamic and respond to changing politi-
cal contingencies evoked by domestic
and international factors, an examination
of the Muslim Brotherhood’s political
thought nevertheless contributes to our
understanding of the ideological premises
behind their policy choices. 

The study of the Muslim Brotherhood’s
political thought in this paper focuses on
the issues of governance in particular with
respect to state function, organization of
power and normative framework for rule
and authority1. 

The case studies involve a content analy-
sis of the constitution drawn under Muslim
Brotherhood leadership2 and an analysis
of the content of President Mursi’s ‘con-
stitutional declaration’ of 22nd November
2012. 

III. All in the Name of the Shari‘a: The Re-
organization of State Power

President Mohammed Morsi’s release of
a ‘constitutional declaration’ granting him
absolute powers over the executive, judi-
cial and legislative branches of the state
in November 2012 provoked the largest
non-Islamist protests since the Egyptian
revolution, and generated an international
outcry of condemnation.3

The timing of the release of the constitu-
tional declaration is significant. During the
same week President Morsi had emerged
triumphant after negotiating an agree-
ment between Hamas and the Israeli gov-
ernment leading to a ceasefire between
the two powers. US Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton had been visiting Egypt
and had publicly praised President Morsi
for his role. On the domestic front, the
level of opposition to President Morsi’s
government’s use of violence against pro-
testors who had gathered in Mohamed
Mahmoud Street to commemorate those
who died at the hands of the army and the
Ministry of Interior was rising. The edicts
only added fuel to the fire. The second ar-
ticle declares:

“Previous constitutional declara-
tions, laws, and decrees made by
the president since he took office on
30 June 2012, until the constitution
is approved and a new People’s
Assembly [lower house of parlia-
ment] is elected, are final and bind-
ing and cannot be appealed in any
way by any entity. Nor shall they be
suspended or cancelled and all
lawsuits related to them and
brought before any judicial body
against these decisions are an-
nulled.” 

This article shows the president assum-
ing the legislative function of the state, in
view of his authority to issue laws and de-
crees. It also usurps the authority of the

1 This draws on some of the arguments presented in chapter 3 of “The Muslim Brotherhood in contemporary Egypt:
democracy redefined or confined?”

2 It is important to note that there have been several drafts of the proposed constitution circulated; the version analyzed
here is the one that the constituent assembly approved. 

3 See http://www.english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/58950/Egypt/Politics-/Morsi-declaration-hailed-by-
supporters,-deemed-cou.aspx and http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/24/world/middleeast/amid-protest-egypts-leader-
defends-his-new-powers.html?pagewanted=1&_r=0&nl=todaysheadlines&adxnnl=1&emc=edit_th_20121124&adxnnl
x=1353780385-bXH/EXMjQuvM6C6fvFU8yg.
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judiciary, since his policies cannot be ap-
pealed in any court. It also disempowers
the judiciary to contest the president’s
policies and decrees. The notion that his
policies and decrees are final and binding
suggests an absolutist hold on power, su-
perseding any state organ’s ability to
monitor the executive branch of the state,
which he heads. In essence, it makes
President Morsi above any system of ac-
countability. 

It is important to note that the political
thinking of the Muslim Brotherhood has
recognized the right of the people to
choose their leader, but the conditions
under which they can express their oppo-
sition to him after he comes to power are
more opaque, in particular whether or not
he is violating the Shari‘a. When the pro-
testors took to the street to demonstrate
against Morsi’s new edicts the Islamists,
led by the Muslim Brotherhood, organized
a counter protest to express their support
for a president who is acting as a Muslim
ruler determined to put the Shari‘a above
all. One of the popular slogans shouted
during those protests was “The People
want God’s Shari‘a”. 

Leading Muslim Brotherhood thinker Al
Wa‘i makes a number of distinctions be-
tween what he terms “Islamic democracy”
and “Western democracy”. The first two
distinctions assert that individuals will
abide by Islamic ethics, making their per-
formance more moral and less corrupt.
The third and fourth distinction are more
structural: namely that 

“Islam does not concern itself with
[the will of] the majority where there
is a clear ruling in the Koran and the
Sunna, as opposed to the western
democratic system which gives the
majority the absolute right that its
opinion is the law and the law is re-
formed if it is in violation of its opin-
ion” (Al Wa‘i 2001: 78 in Tadros
2012).

Another major difference is that unlike in
western democratic systems, in their Is-
lamic counterparts the assumption of

leadership positions must abide by the Is-
lamic rules of wellaya. (Al Wa’i 2001: 79).
Hence, if the leader is deemed to be com-
plying with the rulings of the Koran and
Sunna, and a certain section of the popu-
lation is dissenting, they can be ignored,
because their will, in such instance, is
only of secondary importance. 

Sheikh Yusuf el Qaradawy compares
some countries that comply with the law
and uphold the constitution, whereas in
an Islamic state they uphold the Shari‘a,
which is far superior to any man-made
law. (El Qaradawy 1997: 33 in Tadros
2012)

“And it must be established from
among them an authority or a
supreme constitutional court to
which all proposals for laws and
systems will be presented so that it
does not issue what conflicts with
Islam, and hence we do not have
the separation of the Koran and sul-
tan [rule] which is what the hadith
warned about” (emphasis mine, El
Qaradawy 1997: 31). 

From the above quote and the broader ar-
gument presented by El Qaradawy it is
evident that those presiding over the
supreme constitutional court would come
from among those who endorse the es-
tablishment of an Islamic state that would
be run in accordance with the laws of the
Shari‘a. 

In practice, this requires that judges of the
Supreme Constitutional Court (SCC) be
committed to the same ideological frame-
work as the Islamist leadership, which in
the Egyptian context requires a cleansing
of the SCC of its undesirable elements.
Hirschl, as well as Lombardi and Brown
(2006, 2008 in Tadros 2012) convincingly
show how, historically, the SCC combined
the principle of Shari‘a as being the prin-
ciple source of legislation in article 2 of
the constitution with their own liberal
standpoints. They did this by drawing
upon modernist approaches to legal rea-
soning – due to their liberal training – in
order to apply progressive reading. The
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new Islamist government is very likely to
favour judges from a more traditional
background (such as Al-Azhar) to be im-
plemented into the SCC. These would be
more inclined to apply traditional ap-
proaches to their judgements through the
application of the Shari’a. 

In the recent past, the SCC has been a
thorn in the side of the Muslim Brother-
hood. In April 2012, it ruled that the act of
its 100 constituent members drawing up
the constitution was itself unconstitutional
(see below). In June 2012, it issued a de-
cree which required the dissolution of the
Islamist majority parliament on the basis
of the irregularities in the electoral law. As
a response, President Morsi, eight days
after coming to office, ordered the parlia-
ment to reconvene. The SCC responded
by issuing a statement that “all the rulings
and decisions of the Supreme Constitu-
tional Court are final and not subject to
appeal (...) and are binding for all state in-
stitutions”.4

In other words, the SCC set itself above
the presidency. However, President
Morsi’s edicts issued in November con-
test that. The SCC was expected to rule
on the constitutionality of the Shura Coun-
cil and the Constituent Assembly on 3rd

December 2012. 

But just on the day that the verdict was to
be issued, pro-Morsi supporters sur-
rounded the SCC’s premises and shouted
threatening slogans about the need to
“cleanse the judiciary”. In the absence of
adequate security measures, judges re-
frained from entering the premises. In re-
taliation and as a clear indicator of the
escalating tensions with the government,
the SCC declared that it would cease its
work indefinitely in protest to the growing
antagonism displayed by the pro-Morsi
factions to its functioning5. The message
the pro-Morsi bloc of Islamists (Muslim
Brotherhood, Salafis and others) were
conveying through their protests was
clear: The leader who champions the ap-
plication of the Shari‘a is above the state
and it is the latter’s institutions that must
be subservient to it.

IV. Towards Theocratic Constitutionalism

The SCC’s decrees dissolving parliament
and the first constituent assembly have
hindered the Muslim Brothers’ ability to
pursue their political project of Islamizing
the Egyptian constitution. According to
the constitutional referendum issued in
March 2011, the 100 members that would
be charged with drafting the constitution
would be selected by the newly elected
parliament. In the 2011/2012 elections,
the Muslim Brotherhood won a majority in
the parliament and together with the other
Islamist MPs formed a parliamentary
bloc. The members of the constituent as-
sembly reflected the Brotherhood’s pur-
suit of a majority agenda, with the greater
proportion belonging to the Islamist camp.
The Islamist dominance was necessary in
order to counter the non-Islamist political
forces, many of whom accepted the re-
maining of article 2 of the former consti-
tution (i.e. “The Shari‘a is the principle
source of legislation”) in the current one
but opposed deepening Islamic rule
through other added articles of the con-
stitution. 

The power struggle empowered the non-
Islamist bloc to press for a more
representative and inclusive constitution-
drawing process, thus hindering the Is-
lamists’ push for the introduction of a
more religious one. Yet, the second con-
stituent assembly which had been formed
was equally exclusionary in its represen-
tation and several actors began to with-
draw: the churches, representatives of a
number of political parties and syndi-
cates. A lawsuit was again waged con-
testing the soundness of the constituent
assembly. President Morsi’s edicts had
been issued a few weeks before the SCC
was expected to make a ruling. Morsi’s
fourth article extends the period of the
constituent assembly to complete the
constitution by another two months while
the fifth article reads: 

“No judicial body can dissolve the
Shura Council [upper house of
parliament] or the Constituent
Assembly.” 

4 Al Arabiya, “Egypt’s top court overrules President Morsi’s recall of parliament, 10th July 2012, http://www.alarabiya.net/ar-
ticles/2012/07/10/225640.html.

5 Al Ahram online, “Egypt’s Constitutional Court postpones all sessions indefinitely, 2nd December 2012,
www.english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/59621/Egypt/Politics-/Egypt-Constitutional-Court-postpones-all-
sessions-.aspx.
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By usurping the SCC’s power to adjudi-
cate on the legality of procedures, sys-
tems and policies, President Morsi was
effectively designating himself as the cus-
todian responsible for the drafting of the
Egyptian constitution. A constitution which
in effect represents the Islamist character
of his movement’s vision of what a
Shari‘a-inspired constitution should look
like. 

The Muslim Brotherhood (and Islamists’)
intention to Islamize the Egyptian consti-
tution manifested in their insistence on
adding article 219. The article states that: 

“The principles of the Shari‘a in-
clude general evidence and foun-
dations, rules and jurisprudence as
well as sources accepted by doc-
trines of Sunni Islam and the major-
ity of Muslim scholars and its
fundamental and jurisprudence
rules and the accepted sources for
the [followers] of Sunna and the
gam’a.” 

So far, the Shari‘a only featured in article
2, stating that the principles of the Islamic
Shari‘a are the principle source of legisla-
tion. By focusing on the principles and not
the jurisprudential laws and regulations,
the Egyptian judiciary had a certain scope
of flexibility in interpreting what the princi-
ples of the Shari‘a would entail in practice.
However, the proposed article 219 makes
it explicit that it is not only the principles
but the laws as dictated by Islamic ju-
risprudence. This makes flexibility in in-
terpretation impossible and forces the
judiciary in their rulings towards compli-
ance with the rules and laws as required
by Islamic jurisprudence. It also means
that the future parliament will have to en-
sure that all legislation complies with the
precepts and laws stipulated in Islamic ju-
risprudence. 

While there is a degree of flexibility and
variation between and within the different
schools of jurisprudence, nevertheless,
there are still matters around that there is
a common consensus which would obli-
gate reform of existing legislation. For ex-

ample, criminal law would have to comply
with the hudood precepts.

The Muslim Brotherhood’s political
thought on the constitution provides im-
portant insight into the dynamics of the
process of Islamizing the constitution.
Sheikh Yusuf el Qaradawy argues that: 

“The Islamic state is a constitution
or legitimate state that has its own
constitution to which it refers for
governance and a law to refer to,
and its constitution is represented in
the principles and laws of the
Shari‘a as came down in the Koran
and the Sunna in terms of doctrine,
‘badat, ethics and mo’amlat.” (el
Qaradawy 1997: 32) 

El Qaradawy argues that 

“by the Lord of the People, the King
of the People, and the God of the
People. Neither he [the ruler] nor
others from among the people can
cancel these rulings or freeze them.
No king, nor president nor parlia-
ment, nor government, nor revolu-
tionary council, nor central
committee, nor people’s confer-
ence, nor any power on earth can
change from the constant [non-
changeable] rules of God.” (el
Qaradawy 2007: 159-160 in Tadros
2012).

Even if inscribed in writing, it is the sover-
eignty of God’s laws – not the sovereignty
of the people – that governs. Imam Sal-
lah el Sawy articulates this principle more
forcefully, arguing that legislation must be
based on God’s laws in an absolute way,
and to share this sovereignty with the
people is shirk (‘polytheism’) and to base
the law on the sovereignty of the people,
as in western democracies is a form of
kufr (‘apostasy’). A system of democracy
is not a real solution, it is to be accepted
only in the transitional phase because it
is anathema to the full application of
God’s sovereignty (el Sawy undated: 265
in Tadros 2012). El Sawy further argues
that representative legislatures (such as
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the parliament) that do not rule in accor-
dance with the Shari‘a have a singular
purpose: to pronounce the sovereignty of
God in the drafting of legislation. Any leg-
islation that does not comply with the
Shari‘a is to be regarded as null and void.
Resistance or opposition to the applica-
tion of the Shari‘a is considered a form of
kufr (el Sawy undated, 259). Like el
Qaradawy, he argues that the supremacy
of the Shari‘a over any man-made law
makes for a superior political order. 

Furthermore, el Qaradawy argues that
because liberal democratic orders are the
result of decision-making by consensus,
this sometimes would lead to decisions
being made without principles. Such rea-
soning has important bearings on the
functioning of the constituent assembly
delegated with the responsibility of draft-
ing the constitution. In view of the opposi-
tion of some non-Islamist forces to
the deepening of Shari‘a-rule in the
constitution, it is not surprising that there
was resistance form the Muslim Brother-
hood’s side to the notion of consensus
building as a process of drawing the con-
stitution. 

According to el Qaradawy, in an Islamic
system the principle of the supremacy of
Shari‘a is higher than the supremacy of
the law, because no law-making legisla-
ture can deviate or violate the content of
the Shari‘a. According to this, no institu-
tion within the state is empowered to
change or delay the implementation of the
laws of the Shari‘a (el Qaradawy 1997:
38). This logic is highly revealing in ex-
plaining why Morsi and the Muslim Broth-
ers were determined not to allow the
Supreme Constitutional Court to become
a hurdle to the deeper institutionalization
of the Shari‘a in the constitution. It is crit-
ical to point out that such a constitution
would not be human made according to
what the people or the political commu-
nity agree upon – there are no options in
it because it is based on God’s laws. The
compliance of the state with the Shari‘a
law is what legitimizes it. In such a case,
the people are required to obey it as long
as it complies with God’s laws. If it vio-

lates God’s laws, this would be no longer
the case (el Qaradawy 1997: 32).

The fact that the Shari‘a is enacted
through written laws, for example through
a supreme constitutional court as el
Qaradawy proposes, does not destroy its
religious character. What is enshrined in
the Muslim Brotherhood’s political thought
and what was pursued in its policies can
be described as a constitutional theoc-
racy. 

A constitutional theocracy is defined by its
four main elements: 
(1) adherence to some or all core ele-

ments of modern constitutionalism,
including the formal distinction be-
tween political authority and religious
authority, and the existence of some
form of active judicial review; 

(2) the presence of a single religion or
religious denomination that is for-
mally endorsed by the state as the
“state religion”; 

(3) the constitutional enshrining of the
religion, its texts, directives, and in-
terpretations as a or the main source
of legislation and judicial interpreta-
tion of laws – essentially, laws may
not infringe upon injunctions of the
state-endorsed religion; and 

(4) a nexus of religious bodies and tri-
bunals that not only carry symbolic
weight, but that are also granted offi-
cial jurisdictional status and operate
in lieu of, or in an uneasy tandem
with, a civil court system (Hirschl
2008 in Tadros 2012).

V. The ‘ulama and the Mediation of Leg-
islation 

Hirschl furthermore defines a constitu-
tional theocracy through the role of insti-
tutional religious bodies assuming a
“filtering” role vis-à-vis legislation. One of
the main articles of the proposed consti-
tution to which the non-Islamist political
forces objected is the preferential treat-
ment given to Al-Azhar University in over-
seeing compliance with the principles and
precepts of the Shari‘a and Islamic ju-
risprudence. 
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Article 4 of the constitution stipulates that
the opinion of Al-Azhar is to be reviewed
in all matters pertaining to the Shari‘a.
Given the necessity of making all laws
comply to the Shari‘a, the Al-Azhar schol-
ars’ scope of influence is in practice going
to be unlimited. This proposition creates
a supra-elite class above the state, which
assumes a policing role over the execu-
tive, judicial and legislative branches of
the state, scrutinizing for Shari‘a compli-
ance in accordance with their own inter-
pretations. 

It is ironic that when the Muslim Brother-
hood explained their notion of a civil state
with an Islamic reference, they often em-
phasized that it is not a religious state be-
cause of the absence of the meddling of a
religious elite in politics. Prominent Mus-
lim Brotherhood political thinker Al Wa‘i
argued that one element that makes the
Islamic state a civil and not a religious one
is that governance is not mediated
through the powers of the clergy but
through written legislation in accordance
with the principles of the Koran and
Sunna. Where matters arise that do not
have clear rulings, they would be settled
through shura or the principles according
to the Koran and Sunna. (Al Wa‘i 2001: 82). 
The clergy in medieval Europe is repre-
sented as having no counterparts in an Is-
lamic state, however, the standing of the
‘ulama in an Islamic government does not
suggest a disconnection from the sources
of power. El Qaradawy notes that unlike
the clergy in former Church-influenced
Europe, in Islam the concept of men of re-
ligion (clergy) is non-existent and that in-
stead there are specialized ‘ulama in
Islamic matters. While their responsibility
is to provide advice and direction for all
Muslims, the state must create the envi-
ronment for them to do so (el Qaradawy
1997: 30-31).Renowned political philoso-
pher Mohammed Arkoun, a secularist, ar-
gued that rather than examining whether
there is a parallel figure for the priest in
Islam, we should ask whether there is a
parallel function performed. He argues
that while there is no pyramidal hierarchy
in Islam representing religious authority,
there is nonetheless an entity of jurists

that maintains a system of orthodoxy,
overseeing the application of religious law
in co-operation with the state. In historical
and contemporary political systems the
‘ulama have played a similar role to that
played by the priests in the Christian
church before the separation of church
and state occurred: 

“Personalities such as the Mufti, the
Judge and the Imam represent a re-
ligious and civil entity at the same
time” (Arkoun undated: 132 in
Tadros 2012).

VI. Conclusion

Al Wa‘i makes a number of distinctions
between what he terms “Islamic democ-
racy” and “Western democracy”. The first
two distinctions are that individuals will
abide by Islamic ethics making their per-
formance more moral and less corrupt.
The third and fourth distinction are more
structural: namely that 

“Islam does not concern itself with
[the will of] the majority where there
is a clear ruling in the Koran and the
Sunna, as opposed to the western
democratic system which gives the
majority the absolute right that its
opinion is the law and the law is re-
formed if it is in violation of its opin-
ion” (Al Wa‘i 2001: 78).

The second major difference is that unlike
in western democratic systems, in their Is-
lamic counterparts, the assumption of
leadership positions must abide by the Is-
lamic rules of wellaya (Al Wa‘i 2001: 79).
What has been argued in this paper is
that the concepts and practices of gover-
nance in the thinking of Muslim Brother-
hood’s political thinkers encourage mono-
polization of power in the hands of an elite
religious corps in the name of implement-
ing the Shari‘a.

In such a process, what is involved is not
only the introduction of some laws and
policies that are Shari’a-compliant, but the
entire re-configuration of state institutions
and state power. Clear demarcations be-
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tween the executive, judicial and legisla-
tive branches become blurred, and meas-
ures that impinge on freedoms are
justified in the name of advancing an Is-
lamic state. What is pertinent here is that
this form of governance is conveyed as
an Islamic democracy, as it boasts a sys-
tem premised on rule of law, the
existence of a Supreme Constitutional
Court and the ballot boxes as the means

to power, while upholding the Shari‘a as
the normative framework. 

In essence, such a political order is highly
totalitarian in its failure to secure the au-
tonomy of the judiciary from the execu-
tive, its rejection of pluralism and inclusion
of political forces and ideologies that are
not in conformity with their stance on the
Islamic state. 
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Peyman Javaher-Haghighi

Javaher-Haghighi, Pey-
man: Iran, Mythos und
Realität, UNRAST Verlag,
München 2011, 247 S.,
ISBN: 978-3-89771-039-9.

Wie kein anderes islamisches Land hat
der Iran die westliche Gesellschaft in den
letzten Jahren beschäftigt und in Atem
gehalten. Vom Sturz des Schahs 1979
über den ersten Golfkrieg bis zu den De-
batten um das iranische Atomprogramm
und den Konflikt mit Israel – dem Iran ge-
hörte häufig die mediale und politische
Öffentlichkeit. Dr. Peyman Javaher-Hag-
highi unternimmt in seinem Werk den Ver-
such, einen Blick hinter jene „westlichen
Sensationsberichte“ (sic) zu werfen und
sich vornehmlich der wenig beachteten
Gesellschaft hinter dem repressiven Re-
gime zu widmen.

Peyman Javaher-Haghighi stammt selbst
aus dem Iran. Mit Anfang zwanzig flüch-
tete er 1984 während des Iran-Irak- Krie-
ges nach Deutschland, studierte
Sozialwissenschaften und ist derzeit als
wissenschaftlicher Mitarbeiter an der Uni-
versität Hildesheim tätig. Seit Jahren ana-
lysiert Javaher-Haghighi die Entwicklung
der iranischen Gesellschaft mit einem be-
sonderen Augenmerk auf die Demokratie-
und Arbeiterbewegung des Landes.

Javaher-Haghighi hat sein Buch teils
chronologisch, teils thematisch geglie-
dert. Zuerst untersucht er die innenpoliti-
schen Entwicklungen seit der Revolution
1979 in Bezug auf die jeweiligen Präsi-
denten und deren Politikstil. Im letzten
Viertel geht der Autor noch kurz auf die
internationale Politik und vor allem das
Atomprogramm des Irans ein, wobei er

die Untersuchung der Rollen von USA
und EU nicht auslässt. Bei seinen Aus-
führungen rekurriert Javaher-Haghighi
immer wieder auf von ihm als diese titu-
lierte Mythen, die in der westlichen Ge-
sellschaft um die Politik und Gesellschaft
des Irans kreisen sollen. Der erste My-
thos, welcher von ihm recht plausibel de-
konstruiert wird, ist der der Islamischen
Revolution. Dieser Terminus erweckt den
Eindruck einer „Revolution von Oben“,
also eines vom so genannten „Revolu-
tionsführer” Ayatollah Khomeini und der
von ihm abhängigen politischen Elite ge-
steuerten Umsturzes. Dass dies nicht der
Fall ist, beweist Javaher-Haghighi, indem
er unter Verwendung zahlreicher Bei-
spiele der Revolution den Charakter
eines Volksaufstandes gibt, bei dem die
Bevölkerung für Demokratie, Arbeit und
Wohlstand kämpfte und nicht für einen is-
lamischen Staat, wie der Name sugge-
riert. Für den Autor erweist sich die
militante Auslegung des Islams als „eine
vereinende Kraft, als Ausdruck der welt-
lichen Forderungen von Millionen Men-
schen. Sie war aber weder der Motor
noch das Motiv der Revolution“ (S. 30).

In den darauf folgenden Kapiteln geht Ja-
vaher-Haghighi der Politik der Präsiden-
ten vor Mahmud Ahmadinedjad auf den
Grund, indem er systematisch und mit
teils recht eindrucksvollen Beispielen die
wirtschaftlichen und sozialen Folgen ihres
Handelns aufzeigt. Sogar der von  vielen
westlichen Vertretern gelobte Mohammad
Khatami (1997-2005) wird von ihm aufs
Schärfste kritisiert. Den Medien wirft er im
Fall Khatamis vor, die Politik nur ober-
flächlich zu personifizieren anstatt gesell-
schaftliche Entwicklungen zu analysieren.
Deshalb wurde von ihnen – im Gegensatz
zur iranischen Bevölkerung – gefolgert,
dass Khatamis gewählte Administration
machtlos gegen die religiösen Führer sei
und deshalb sämtliche Reformbestrebun-
gen zum Scheitern verurteilt seien. In die-
sem Zusammenhang erläutert
Javaher-Haghighi den Aufbau des irani-
schen Staates sehr kritisch, aber an-
schaulich und zeigt so die äußerst
umfangreiche Machtbefugnis des Revo-
lutionsführers auf. 
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In erster Linie sind jedoch der Wahlsieg
des „Hardliners“ Ahmadinedjad 2005 und
seine Folgen für Javaher-Haghighi unter-
suchenswert. Obwohl er Ahmadinedjad in
der ersten Runde klare Wahlmanipulatio-
nen vorwirft, betrachtet der Autor die ge-
samte Wahl recht differenziert und billigt
ihm den haushohen Sieg in der zweiten
Wahlrunde zu, den er mit der „geschei-
terten neoliberalen Wirtschaftspolitik“ (S.
94) seines Vorgängers und nicht mit einer
Rückkehr zu islamischen Werten evident
begründet. Nichtsdestotrotz gesteht er
den konservativen Hardlinern, die Ahma-
dinedjad unterstützten, eine Hauptrolle
bei den Wahlen 2005 zu. Unterstützung
erhielt dieser außerdem von den Revolu-
tionswächtern, die in der darauf folgen-
den Amtszeit ihre Macht in Wirtschaft und
Politik erheblich ausbauen konnten. Ja-
vaher-Haghighi stellt im Bezug auf das
Korps der Revolutionswächter in einem
kleinen Exkurs stichhaltig dar, wie sich
diese nach 1979 zur bedeutendsten und
einflussreichsten Organisation im Iran
entwickelten. 

In den folgenden Kapiteln befasst sich
der Autor systematisch mit der Innenpoli-
tik der Ahmadinedjad-Administration und
kritisiert diese scharf. In der Wirtschafts-
und Sozialpolitik wirft er der Regierung
„laienhaften punktuellen Aktionismus“ (S.
114) vor, erklärt die Eröffnung des Devi-
sensparfonds für gescheitert und stellt
einen rapiden Rückgang an Investitionen
fest. Auch soziale Maßnahmen, wie den
Verkauf der „Gerechtigkeitsaktien“, den
„Imam-Reza-Fonds“ und die Bekämpfung
der Korruption, nennt er kurzfristig und
unkoordiniert. 

Bei der Analyse der zweiten Amtszeit ab
2009 stellt Javaher-Haghighi eine drasti-
sche Zunahme der gesellschaftlichen Re-
pressionen sowie der Hinrichtungen fest
und bringt diese mit den erneuten offen-
sichtlichen Wahlmanipulationen und den
darauf folgenden Protesten in Einklang,
welche gewaltsam niedergeschlagen
wurden. Kritisch ist hierbei jedoch anzu-
merken, dass bei den Einzelfallbeschrei-
bungen der Unterdrückung durch das
Regime nicht immer auf fundierte Quellen

zurückgegriffen wurde (s. S. 146: Der Fall
Taraneh Moussavi).

Nach der ausführlichen Darstellung der
innenpolitischen Lage seit 1979 widmet
sich Javaher-Haghighi teils recht ober-
flächlich der Außenpolitik des Landes
unter Ahmadinedjad. Auch wenn das ira-
nische Atomprogramm, sein Hintergrund
und die Folgen sehr schlüssig beschrie-
ben und kritisiert werden, geht Javaher-
Haghighi mit seinen Besserungs-
vorschlägen doch recht weit: Die Forde-
rung nach einer dauerhaften Zweistaa-
tenlösung im Nahostkonflikt, der
Abschaffung aller ABC-Waffen in der Re-
gion und dem Abzug aller äußeren
Mächte in der Region verheißen zwar
eine blumige Zukunft, sind aber so gut
wie nicht zu realisieren und wirken naiv. 

Bei der Analyse der Außenpolitik der USA
hinsichtlich des Irans beschreibt Javaher-
Haghighi die US-Interessen zwar als
mehrdimensional (S. 181), beschränkt
sich jedoch in seinen weiteren Ausfüh-
rungen ausschließlich auf die Rolle der
Wirtschaft in der Außenpolitik und die Ex-
pansion des „kapitalistischen Weltsys-
tems“ (sic) durch die USA, wodurch sich
die bisherigen Konflikte in der Region er-
geben haben sollen. Der Charakter der
europäischen Außenpolitik ähnele, nach
Javaher-Haghighi, stark dem der US-
Doktrin, wobei er einige essentielle Unter-
schiede aufzeigt. So habe die EU im
Gegensatz zu den USA ein starkes Inter-
esse an Frieden und Sicherheit in der Re-
gion, da sie sehr auf die wirtschaftliche
Zusammenarbeit mit den dortigen Staa-
ten angewiesen sei und anders als die
USA sehr von deren Ölexporten ab-
hänge. Inwieweit diese Abhängigkeit mit
den kürzlich erfolgten wirtschaftlichen
Sanktionen der EU gegen den Iran und
dem Importstopp iranischen Öls in Ein-
klang zu bringen ist, lässt der Autor un-
beantwortet.  

Zusammenfassend listet Javaher-Hag-
highi schließlich die zehn größten „My-
then“ über den Iran auf, die von den
westlichen Medien konstruiert worden
sein sollen. Darunter führt er beispiels-
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weise den Mythos an, das gesamte irani-
sche Volk sei stolz auf das Atompro-
gramm.  Diesen Annahmen wird
einleuchtend widersprochen, wobei Java-
her-Haghighi sehr detaillierte und kundige
Kenntnisse über die iranische Innenpolitik
aufweist.

Lässt man die Analyse der außenpoliti-
schen Beziehungen der Islamischen
Republik Iran außen vor, liefert Javaher-
Haghighi in seinem Werk einen präzisen
Einblick in das System des iranischen
Staates, untermauert von einer immen-
sen Fakten- und Sachkenntnis. Dass Ja-
vaher-Haghighi sein Wissen nicht immer
in einer wissenschaftlich adäquaten Art
ausdrückt, bleibt als Wermutstropfen zu
vermerken. So ist sein Werk, auch wenn
es als wissenschaftlich gelten kann, in
weiten Zügen von teils tendenziöser Kritik
durchzogen. Kritisiert werden neben dem
iranischen Staatsapparat und dessen Po-
litik sowohl die Außenpolitik der USA und
der EU als auch das westliche Medien-
system und das System der Marktwirt-
schaft und des Kapitalismus im
Allgemeinen, was dem wissenschaft-
lichen Charakter seiner Analyse zuweilen
schadet.

Dass Javaher-Haghighi bei seiner Kritik
am iranischen Regime zum Teil sehr
emotional, bisweilen sogar wütend wirkt,
ist nur zu gut zu verstehen, hat er doch
selbst jahrelang unter dessen Politik ge-
litten. Seiner Abhandlung kommt dadurch
zwar ein ganzes Stück der obligatori-
schen Werturteilsfreiheit abhanden, dies
trägt aber bei einer differenzierten Lektüre
nicht zur Herabwürdigung des informati-
ven Charakters des Werkes bei. 

Felix Litschauer

Carsten Wieland

Wieland, Carsten: A
Decade of Lost Chances.
Repression and Revolu-
tion from Damascus
Spring to Arab Spring,
Cune Press, Seattle
2012, 335 S., ISBN: 978-
1-61457-002-8.

Seit fast zwei Jahren tobt in Syrien der
Konflikt zwischen der Opposition und
dem Regime von Präsident Bashar al-
Assad. Längst hat sich der im Zuge des
‘Arabischen Frühlings’ ausgebrochene
Protest zu einem gewaltsamen Aufstand
ausgeweitet. Insgesamt sollen bis zu
40.000 Menschen getötet worden sein,
viele Hunderttausende befinden sich auf
der Flucht. Trotz der internationalen Iso-
lation und des steigenden Drucks der
Staatengemeinschaft lehnt es al-Assad
bislang ab, zurückzutreten. Stattdessen
kämpfen seine Einheiten mit unvermin-
derter Härte gegen die Aufständischen.
Berichte über Massaker auf beiden Sei-
ten verschärfen den Eindruck einer
zunehmend konfessionell-ethnischen
Auseinandersetzung, in die mittlerweile
auch ausländische Mächte wie Iran,
Saudi-Arabien oder Katar aktiv eingreifen,
um die von ihnen protegierten Gruppen
zu unterstützen. Eine klare Front bzw.
eindeutige Loyalitäten und Zugehörigkei-
ten sind in diesem Chaos nicht mehr klar
zu differenzieren, sodass fundierte Analy-
sen der Situation in Syrien von ausge-
wiesenen Experten des Landes immer
größere Bedeutung erfahren, um die
Lage objektiv und möglichst realistisch
einschätzen zu können. 

Dementsprechend kann das neue Buch
von Carsten Wieland als eines der wich-
tigsten Werke zur Entschleierung des ‘Sy-
rischen Frühlings’ gelten, versucht der
Autor nicht nur, die Entwicklungen seit
dem Frühjahr 2011 zu analysieren und
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einzuordnen, sondern setzt den syri-
schen Aufstand in den historischen
Gesamtkontext, was einerseits die Viel-
schichtigkeit des Konflikts aufzeigt und
andererseits manche Betrachtung so ge-
nannter „Nahostexperten“ als oberfläch-
lich und eindimensional enthüllt. 

Dr. Carsten Wieland gilt zu Recht als
einer der besten Syrienkenner Deutsch-
lands und beweist dies mit seinem neu-
esten Buch „A Decade of Lost Chances.
Repression and Revolution from Damas-
cus Spring to Arab Spring“, welches de-
tailliert, analytisch, anschaulich und
verständlich die gravierenden Verfehlun-
gen Bashar al-Assads schildert, die aus
dem ehemals als Hoffnungsträger und
Reformer gefeierten syrischen Noch-Prä-
sidenten einen international geächteten,
jeglicher Legitimation beraubten Hardliner
werden ließen. Wieland, mittlerweile in
den Auswärtigen Dienst eingetreten, lebte
selbst viele Jahre in Syrien und ist mit
einer Vielzahl der einflussreichsten Op-
positionellen persönlich befreundet. Auch
deswegen kennt er das Land aus einer
Insiderperspektive. Er schlägt gekonnt
den Bogen zwischen den hoffnungsfro-
hen Anfangsjahren des jungen Präsiden-
ten nach dem Tod seines Vaters Hafez im
Jahr 1999 und dem Ausbruch des Arabi-
schen Frühlings im Jahr 2011. 

Wieland unterteilt seine Analyse in 14 Ka-
pitel, von denen die ersten vier Abschnitte
die aktuelle Situation und Ursachen für
die im März 2011 ausgebrochene Krise
beschreiben. So analysiert er die ersten
Reaktionen des syrischen Regimes auf
die Umbrüche in Tunesien und Ägypten,
das sich sozioökonomischer Alimentie-
rungsinstrumente bediente, indem
Staatsgehälter um 20% und Renten um
30% angehoben wurden sowie die Sub-
ventionen stiegen, was den Staat 1 Mrd.
USD oder 6% des Staatshaushaltes ge-
kostet haben soll. Bereits zu diesem frü-
hen Zeitpunkt wurde deutlich, so Wieland,
dass es um nicht mehr und nicht weniger
als das Überleben des Regimes gegan-
gen sei (S. 30). Weiterhin beschreibt er
bereits im April 2011 erste Tendenzen des
Regimes, die entstandene Kritik an

sozioökonomischen Verfehlungen und
Unzufriedenheit mit der Regierung reli-
giös-islamisch zu instrumentalisieren,
indem Lehrerinnen nach dem Verbot
2010 das Tragen des niqab wieder er-
laubt, ein Kasino geschlossen wurde und
islamistische Gefangene freigelassen
wurden (S. 31). 

Im Anschluss schildert Wieland die Etap-
pen des Scheiterns während der Herr-
schaftsdekade von Bashar al-Assad.
Detailliert und faktenreich analysiert er,
dass sich al-Assad direkt nach seiner
Machtübernahme exzellente Chancen
geboten hätten, aufgrund seiner Popula-
rität in freien Wahlen als legitimer Präsi-
dent bestätigt zu werden. Weiterhin ließ
al-Assad nach einer kurzen Phase der
pluralistischen Liberalisierung während
des so genannten ‘Damaszener Früh-
lings’ im Jahr 2001 die erstarkte moderate
syrische Opposition niederschlagen. 

„Asad decided to prioritize regime
stability before democratic experi-
ments.” (S. 47)

Wieland analysiert, wie es al-Assad in
diesem Jahrzehnt verfehlte, die einstma-
lige Sympathie für seine Person zu nut-
zen, um Syrien aus der internationalen
Isolation, der wirtschaftlichen Dauerkrise
und der Schurkenstaatrolle zu holen. Al-
Assad galt damals, zur Zeit seiner
Machtübernahme, als weltgewandter, zu-
rückhaltender, kultivierter Augenarzt ohne
brutalen Machtinstinkt wie sein autoritä-
rer Vater, sein brutaler Cousin Maher oder
sein bei einem Autounfall ums Leben ge-
kommener älterer Bruder Basil, der ei-
gentlich seinem Vater nachfolgen sollte. 

„He successfully distanced himself
from his fathers’s political Stone
Age. (…) Asad was an incarnation
of stability for many Syrians, as well
as hope for modernization.“ (S. 99)

Al-Assads Präsidentschaft wurde jedoch
geprägt durch wirtschaftliche Krisen und
außenpolitische Verfehlungen. So for-
derte er 2005 die verfassungswidrige
Mandatsausweitung des pro-syrischen
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Präsidenten Emile Lahoud im Nachbar-
land Libanon, was dazu führte, dass sich
Frankreich, bis dahin Unterstützer Sy-
riens, von al-Assad abwandte. Der da-
malige französische Präsident Jacques
Chirac schlug sich auf die Seite des liba-
nesischen Premierministers Rafiq Hariri,
der im Februar 2005 bei einem Anschlag
in Beirut umkam. Dies führte zur endgül-
tigen Isolation des al-Assad-Regimes,
welches für den Anschlag verantwortlich
gemacht wurde. Die syrischen Truppen
mussten sich aus dem Libanon zurück-
ziehen. Es wurde gar über die Absetzung
des Präsidenten innerhalb der syrischen
politischen Elite diskutiert (S. 53). 

„Without having risked a popular
vote or at least reaching out for na-
tional reconciliation with the moder-
ate opposition, Asad had nothing
much but his clan and the security
apparatus to fall back on. This
made the president sink even
deeper into the self-interested
power structure up to the point of no
return.” (S. 53)

Die intensiven Verhandlungen mit Israel
über die Rückgabe der umstrittenen Gol-
anhöhen in den Grenzen von vor 1967
scheiterten 2008 und zeigen eine weitere
verpasste Chance von al-Assad, sich
außenpolitisch zu profilieren und seine
Machtbasis zu sichern. 

Demnach gelang es dem Hoffnungsträ-
ger nicht annähernd, seine anfängliche
Popularität zu nutzen.1 So habe er sich
nie gegen die mächtigen Kreise des
Machtzentrums durchsetzen können,
gelte als schwach und opportunistisch,
als Marionette der alten Eliten. Al-Assad
könne nicht einmal ein Hemd ohne die Er-
laubnis der omnipräsenten Geheim- und
Sicherheitsdienste (arabisch: mukhaba-
rat) wechseln, zitiert Wieland einen der
einflussreichsten syrischen Oppositionel-
len, Michel Kilo (S. 34). Weiterhin leide al-
Assad seit dem Ausbruch des Aufstandes
an Realitätsverlust, verkenne die politi-
sche, wirtschaftliche und militärische
Lage und lebe in einem Kokon, zitiert

Wieland Ayman Abdul Nour, ehemaliges
Mitglied der Baath-Partei (S. 37). Ihm sei
es nie gelungen, in die Fußstapfen seines
Vaters zu treten, er habe keinen eigenen
Weg und keine eigene Vision gefunden. 

„Despite his initially soft image,
Bashar gradually took on the cyni-
cism, the loss of reality, and the
apocalyptic will to cling to power at
any cost that characterized other
Arab dictators.” (S. 37)

Hierbei ist Wieland wichtig, nicht allein die
Person Bashar al-Assad in den Fokus
seiner politisch-historischen Analyse zu
setzen, sondern das politische System zu
analysieren, das bereits unter Hafez auf-
gebaut und dessen Teil sein Sohn wurde.
Wieland schildert demnach auch die
innenpolitische und strategische Gemen-
gelage der einzelnen Machtzentren, Eli-
ten und Netzwerke innerhalb des
al-Assad-Regimes und deren komplizier-
tes Beziehungsgeflecht. So macht Wie-
land deutlich, dass das syrische System
keineswegs allein von Bashar al-Assad
kontrolliert und gesteuert wird, sondern
aus unterschiedlichen, oftmals miteinan-
der konkurrierenden einflussreichen Ak-
teuren besteht. Diesen unterschiedlichen
Strömungen sei es gelungen, die hetero-
gene syrische Gesellschaft jahrelang zu
kontrollieren, zu manipulieren und zu in-
strumentalisieren. So habe das Regime,
selbst eine alawitische Minorität, die eth-
nischen Minderheiten wie z. B. die Chris-
ten rechtlich geschützt und sich als
Garant des toleranten Vielvölkerstaates
geriert: 

„The Baath government made ef-
forts to present itself as a mediator
between the religions and guaran-
tor of the religious tolerance that
has evolved over the course of
Syria’s history.“ (89)

Lange Jahre blieb das Wohlstandsgefälle
zwischen den einzelnen sozialen Schich-
ten relativ gering, was auch an der
weitgehend isolierten sozialistischen
Staatswirtschaft lag. Demnach genoss

1 Für eine überblickartige Darstellung der verschiedenen Phasen al-Assads Herrschaft sei auf die sehr einleuchtende und
erhellende Tabelle im Buch auf Seite 209 verwiesen. 
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die gesellschaftliche Mehrheit subventio-
nierte Lebensmittel und ein erschwingli-
ches Gesundheits- und Bildungssystem,
welches ihr vom Staat zur Verfügung ge-
stellt wurde. Doch in den letzten Jahren
wuchsen die Ungleichheiten, zeigte die
aufstrebende Mittelschicht ihren neu ge-
wonnenen Reichtum, den sie durch
Liberalisierungs- und Globalisierungs-
prozesse errungen hatten. Das Regime
öffnete schrittweise den Binnenmarkt für
das Ausland, löste sich vom Sozialismus
und begann zu privatisieren, wodurch es
die Kontrolle über die Verteilung der raren
Allokationsmittel verlor. 

Parallel dazu vollzog sich eine langsame
Pluralisierung der Medien, die zwar nicht
annähernd an die Diskursfreudigkeit im
‘Damaszener Frühling’ heranreichte, sich
aber deutlich kritischer artikulierte als in
den Jahren davor. Obwohl die Regierung
immer wieder in ihren Augen zu kritische
Zeitschriften und Tageszeitungen schlie-
ßen ließ, entwickelte sich auch durch die
Legitimierung des Internets ein reger und
nicht länger gänzlich zu kontrollierender
Mediendiskurs, der oftmals ‘rote Linien’
überschritt und das Regime kritisierte.
Gleichzeitig sei der Charakter als omni-
präsenter, repressiver Sicherheitsstaat
(arabisch: dawla al-Ýamniyya), in dem im
Durchschnitt ein Geheimdienstmitarbeiter
153 Einwohner kontrollierte, perfektioniert
worden, sodass Syrien zu einem der re-
pressivsten Überwachungsstaaten der
Welt wurde. 

Doch auch in diesem Umfeld der Unter-
drückung hätten sich für al-Assad noch
Chancen bieten können, die zivile liberale
Opposition, die „Aktivisten des Damasze-
ner Frühlings“, zu kooptieren oder zumin-
dest mit ihnen zu kooperieren. Dies hätte
für sein taktisches Gespür gesprochen,
da es ihm damit gelungen wäre, die mar-
ginalisierte, sich aber regenerierende is-
lamistische Opposition deutlich zu
schwächen (S. 141). Stattdessen erfuh-
ren die respektierten Vertreter der altehr-
würdigen Opposition wie Kilo, Sadiq Jalal

al-Azm, Ahmed Barkawi oder Riad Seif
immer wieder Enttäuschungen und Re-
pressionen, sodass sich Ende 2010 ein
Klima der Desillusionierung und Alters-
müdigkeit konstatieren ließ, beobachtete
Wieland. Dagegen entwickelte sich eine
moderate neue islamistische Alternative,
die sich antiwestlich zeigte und in der Tür-
kei ein Vorbild für einen islamisch domi-
nierten Staat sah. 

Diese überschaubare oppositionelle
Landschaft veränderte sich jedoch gra-
vierend durch den Ausbruch des ‘Syri-
schen Frühlings’: Innerhalb weniger
Wochen erwuchsen Gruppen junger Akti-
visten, die sich strikt gegen das Regime
wandten und gleichzeitig den moderaten,
aber in ihren Augen opportunistischen
Versöhnungskurs der traditionellen Op-
position ablehnten. Stattdessen begann
inner- und außerhalb Syriens ein Kampf
der unterschiedlichen Oppositionsfraktio-
nen um die Deutungshoheit im syrischen
Aufstand. 

Nicht nur das Regime wurde durch den
massiven Widerstand überrascht und
reagierte mit brutaler Härte, auch der tra-
ditionellen Opposition gelang es nicht,
sich kooperativ und effizient mit den jun-
gen Aktivisten zu verbünden, um eine
schlagkräftige Einheit gegen das Regime
zu bilden. Stattdessen entwickelte sich
ein oppositionelles Mosaik, in welchem
unterschiedliche Akteure, Gruppen und
Meinungen miteinander konkurrierten, so-
dass die syrische Opposition – besser:
die syrischen Oppositionen – zerstritten
und uneins blieben. Dies wirkte sich auch
negativ auf die Außendarstellung der sy-
rischen Umsturzbewegung aus, da sie nie
wie ein geeinter Akteur agierte, was der
libyschen Opposition kurz vorher noch
gelungen war.2 Wieland klassifiziert sehr
treffend folgende inneroppositionellen
Konkurrenzlinien: (1) inländische gegen
Exilopposition; (2) säkulare gegen religi-
öse Opposition; (3) pan-arabistische
gegen zivildemokratische Opposition;
(4) gewaltbereite gegen friedliche Oppo-

2 Wenngleich darauf hingewiesen werden muss, dass auch in Libyen unterschiedliche Akteure diverse Zielstellungen ver-
folgten und schnell deutlich wurde, dass auch hier Partikularinteressen das Handeln bestimmten. Siehe dazu auch: Se-
bastian Sons: Libyen, in: Deutsches Orient-Institut (Hrsg.): Der Arabische Frühling – Auslöser, Verlauf, Ausblick, Berlin
2011, S. 34-59.
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sition und (5) Cyberopposition bzw. Inter-
netaktivisten gegen die traditionelle Op-
position. 

Diese Fragmentierungen erschwerten es
der Opposition zusehends, ein politisches
Gegenkonzept zu al-Assad zu bilden,
sich als geeinte Führung mit demokrati-
scher Legitimation und einer klaren Vision
zu präsentieren, um so eine eindeutige
Alternative zu bieten. Stattdessen for-
mierten sich unzählige lokale Wider-
standskomitees, mehr als ein Dutzend
internationaler Konferenzen wurde orga-
nisiert, Übergangsräte gegründet und
Transformationspläne artikuliert, ohne je-
doch auch auf internationaler Ebene den
entscheidenden Durchbruch zu erzielen.
Wieland stellt dahingehend folgende
Frage, die nicht rhetorisch verstanden
werden darf:

„Who laid the ground for the
protests? Was it the grey-haired
civil society people, the youngsters
in the street (…) or was it Syrian ex-
iles (…)?” (S. 185)

Zynischerweise gelang erst durch die zu-
nehmende Militarisierung des Konflikts
und das Aufsteigen der Freien Syrischen
Armee (FSA) zum einflussreichsten und
schlagkräftigsten militärischen Arm der
Anti-Assad-Bewegung eine gewisse Eini-
gung.3 Hierbei versäumt es Wieland lei-
der, die Struktur, den Aufbau und die Ziele
der FSA explizit zu charakterisieren.
Weiterhin fehlte eine charismatische Füh-
rerfigur, ein Gesicht des Aufstandes, oder
eine effiziente Institution. Zwar stimmten
alle Oppositionellen darin überein, al-As-
sads Herrschaft beenden zu wollen, wäh-
rend einige jedoch von Beginn an den
gewaltbereiten Kampf unterstützten, wie-
der andere auch ein Eingreifen der inter-
nationalen Gemeinschaft forderten,
lehnten andere beides lange Zeit ab. 

Gleichzeitig sei auch auf Seiten des Re-
gimes keine einheitliche Führung mehr zu
erkennen. Durch den Ausbruch des Auf-
standes und der schrittweisen Erodierung
des syrischen Regimes hätten viele neue
Akteure Einfluss erlangt, sodass eine
klare Zuteilung der Hierarchien oder der
Befehlsstrukturen nicht mehr möglich sei.
Stattdessen gäben „Phantome“ die Be-
fehle (S. 65). 

Wieland erklärt die diversen Sichtweisen
mit der Zerrissenheit, der Heterogenität
der syrischen Gesellschaft, die sich dafür
rühmte, als toleranter „Multikonfessions-
staat“ ein Alleinstellungsmerkmal inner-
halb der Region einzunehmen: Neben
der sunnitischen Mehrheit leben 14,5%
Christen und 12% Alawiten in Syrien.
Während weite Teile der sunnitischen
Mehrheit sich von der alawitischen Min-
derheitenregierung al-Assads unterdrückt
fühlten und dementsprechend zu Beginn
die Triebfeder der syrischen Aufstands-
bewegung darstellten, fürchteten viele
Minderheiten, die in al-Assad eine
Schutzmacht sahen, „irakische Verhält-
nisse“. Immerhin versank das Nachbar-
land nach der US-amerikanischen
Invasion in einem blutigen Bürgerkrieg, in
dem Schiiten und Sunniten gegeneinan-
der kämpften, konfessionelle Fragen bei
Regierungsbildung und Institutionenauf-
bau noch immer eine wesentliche Rolle
spielen und so das Land aufgrund seines
ethnisch-konfessionellen Pluralismus
destabilisiert wurde. Dieses ‘Irak-Trauma’
hielt viele einflussreiche Minderheiten
davon ab, sich gegen al-Assad zu stellen,
fürchteten sie doch eine neue Herrschaft
der Sunniten und die damit verbundene
Aufhebung ihres staatlichen Schutzes.
Damit einher ging die Befürchtung, sun-
nitische, von wahhabitisch-orthodoxen
Kräften wie Saudi-Arabien unterstützte Is-
lamisten könnten am Ende die Oberhand
gewinnen – eine Furcht, die auch al-

3 Diese Einigung gipfelte in der Gründung der Nationalen Koalition der syrischen Revolutions- und Oppositionskräfte
(arabisch: al-I’tilaf al-watani li-qiwa al-thawra wa-l-mu’arada) im November 2012 mit 60 Mitgliedern. Im Dezember 2012
wurde diese Koalition als rechtmäßige Vertretung der syrischen Opposition und als mögliche Übergangsregierung von
130 Staaten anerkannt, darunter auch Deutschland und die USA. In diesem Bündnis engagieren sich auch einfluss-
reiche syrische Oppositionelle wie Michel Kilo, Sadiq Jalal al-Azm, Abdelbasit Sida oder Riad Seif. (Diese aktuellen Ent-
wicklungen konnten in Wielands Buch nicht berücksichtigt werden.)
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Assad stets instrumentalisierte, wie Wie-
land treffend konstatiert:

„Fear of political Islamization after a
violent revolution (…) was a trump
card of the ruling Alawites and their
secular supporters.“ (S. 85) 

Dass Wieland hierbei einflussreiche, of-
fenbar al-Qaida-nahestehende Gruppie-
rungen wie die Al-Nusra Front (arabisch:
Ansar al-Jibhat al-Nusra li-Ahl al-Sham)
nicht berücksichtigen kann, liegt auch im
Erscheinungsdatum seines Buches be-
gründet. 

Eines der letzten Kapitel widmet Wieland
möglichen Zukunftsszenarien. Hier ent-
fernt er sich von der quellenbasierten
Analyse und versucht einen eher politik-
beratenden Ausblick zu geben. Auch
wenn seine möglichen Szenarien (Über-
leben des Regimes mit al-Assad, Überle-
ben des Regimes ohne al-Assad,
nationale Aussöhnung und Transitions-
prozess unter al-Assad, Bürgerkrieg bzw.
Regimewechsel und Demokratisierung)
einleuchtend klingen, wird seine Einord-
nung teilweise durch die Tagesaktualität
ad absurdum geführt. Selbst wenn er eine
nationale Aussöhnung unter al-Assad
selbst als illusorisch betrachtet, hätte er
heute mit Sicherheit aufgrund der sich bis
Dezember 2012 verschärften Situation
auf ein solches Szenario verzichtet. Statt-
dessen hätte er eventuell größeren Wert
auf den Einfluss externer Akteure gelegt,
denn mittlerweile ist Syrien längst zum
Aufmarschgebiet für regionale Kräfte ge-
worden: Saudi-Arabien und Katar finan-
zieren militante Oppositionelle, Iran soll
am Training regimetreuer Truppen betei-
ligt seine. Einige sprechen bereits von
einem „Stellvertreterkrieg“ zwischen dem
sunnitisch-wahhabitischen Saudi-Arabien
und dem schiitischen ‘Erzfeind’ Iran. Den-
noch erweisen sich einige von Wielands
Prognosen als sehr realitätsnah, was vor
allem seine Wertung über das Szenario
„Bürgerkrieg“ ausdrückt:

„In the worst case, some main
urban centers (…) might remain
under full government control while

wide areas in between became no-
go zones for the regime’s forces.”
(S. 294) 

Mittlerweile sollen Truppen des Regimes
aus Hochburgen der Opposition wie
Aleppo oder Homs vertrieben worden
seien, sodass sich das Einflussgebiet al-
Assads immer weiter reduziert, was auf
eine baldige militärische Niederlage des
Regimes hindeuten könnte. Schätzungen
gehen davon aus, dass 35% des syri-
schen Territoriums durch die Opposition
kontrolliert werden, während sie in weite-
ren 35% die Verwaltungshoheit inneha-
ben. Das spricht für die schrittweise
Schwächung des Regimes, welches sich
nunmehr weitgehend auf die Luftwaffe
verlassen muss. Andererseits lehnen sy-
rische Oppositionelle nach wie vor die Be-
zeichnung „Bürgerkrieg“ ab, sondern
bezeichnen den Konflikt als Auseinander-
setzung zwischen „Volk“ und „Regime“. 

Wieland selbst klassifiziert die Zustände
in Syrien an keiner Stelle als Bürgerkrieg,
was auch daran liegen könnte, dass er
die Gesellschaft Syriens sehr gut kennt,
und er trotz aller Unterschiede weiterhin
daran glaubt, dass diese Gesellschaft
nicht in ethnische und konfessionelle En-
titäten zerfalle, sondern an der nationalen
Einheit festhalte. Demnach bleibt für ihn
auch eine islamistische Option nach dem
Fall al-Assads unwahrscheinlich: Immer-
hin hätten in Syrien 1954 die ersten freien
Wahlen in der arabischen Geschichte
stattgefunden und Syrien verfüge über
eine säkular-moderate politische Kultur,
sodass die Chancen auf eine (säkulare)
Demokratisierung weitaus besser stün-
den, als in der arabischen Nachbarschaft.
Voraussetzung sei allerdings, dass die
neue Übergangsregierung alle Akteure,
Gruppen und Strömungen vereine, um
einerseits politische Legitimität und
andererseits dringend notwendigen wirt-
schaftlichen Handlungsspielraum zu
erhalten. 

„New leaders will need time and a
lot of effort to convince the minori-
ties that an Iraqi fate can be avoi-
ded.“ (S. 298)
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Dass während eines Transformationspro-
zesses nicht gleichzeitig Frieden und Ge-
rechtigkeit erreicht werden können, bleibt
eine der wesentlichen Mahnungen Wie-
lands. Weiterhin hofft er zwar auf die Fä-
higkeit der syrischen Gesellschaft, sich
nach dem Zusammenbruch des al-
Assad-Regimes ohne weiteres Blutver-
gießen neu zu (er)finden, negiert aber
nicht die durchaus realistische Option
einer sehr kritischen und fragilen Zukunft
für Syrien. Und so schließt er sein Buch
mit der desillusionierenden Aussicht, dass
„the next decade may be much worse for
many Syrians than it was (…) under the
rule of Asad.“ (S. 300)

Carsten Wieland gelingt es auf 300 Sei-
ten eindrucksvoll, lebendig, analytisch
und plausibel die letzten zehn Jahre der
syrischen Geschichte mit dem aktuellen
Geschehen zu verbinden. Er geriert sich
dabei nie als zeigefingerhebender Mah-
ner und Moralapostel, der das al-Assad-
Regime ausschließlich als repressive
Diktatur verurteilt, sondern erkennt durch-
aus das taktische Kalkül Bashar al-As-
sads, zeigt aber detailliert seine
gravierenden Verfehlungen auf. Dabei
verzichtet er auf jegliche Sympathie oder
Antipathie, sondern lässt viele Insider zu
Wort kommen, die zumeist der Opposi-
tion angehören. Damit gelingt ihm, ein re-
alistisches und nachvollziehbares Bild der
syrischen Gesellschaft und des Regimes
zu zeichnen, wobei beide durch ihre aus-
gesprochene Heterogenität und Wider-
sprüchlichkeit gekennzeichnet sind.
Wieland präsentiert sich als Freund aller
Syrer, als jemand, dem es am Herzen
liegt, Land und Leute zu verstehen. Dem-
zufolge hält er sich mit Ratschlägen zu-
rück, sondern analysiert Brüche und
Verfehlungen der letzten zehn Jahre mit

einer gesunden Kombination aus wissen-
schaftlicher Distanz und emotionaler Em-
pathie. Beeindruckend ist ohne Zweifel
sein fast unerschöpfliches Reservoir an
Interviewpartnern, Originalquellen und In-
sideraussagen. Neben seiner wissen-
schaftlichen Reputation gelingt es
Wieland dadurch auch, Nähe zu den Pro-
tagonisten herzustellen und noch mehr
Verständnis beim Leser zu schaffen. So
merkt man jedem Satz des Buches an,
dass Wieland weiß, wovon und über wen
er schreibt. 

Kritisch angemerkt werden kann vielleicht
nur eine gewisse Vernachlässigung der
islamistischen Opposition und der jungen
Generation der Aktivisten, was vielleicht
damit zusammenhängt, dass Wieland seit
Jahren über enge Kontakte zur traditio-
nellen ‘Kaffeehaus-Opposition’ verfügt,
während er der ‘Straßen-Opposition’ eher
die akademische Aufmerksamkeit wid-
met. Weiterhin hätte die Analyse der
syrischen Außenpolitik und der Partiku-
larinteressen regionaler und internationa-
ler Kräfte etwas ausführlicher ausfallen
können.

Dennoch bietet Wielands Buch einen tie-
fen und detaillierten Einblick in das politi-
sche System, die Gesellschaft und die
Entwicklung Syriens. Ihm gelingt es, die
zehnjährige Herrschaft al-Assads in all
ihren Widersprüchen zu analysieren und
darin die kurz-, mittel- und langfristigen
Auslöser des ‘Syrischen Frühlings’ zu fin-
den. Dabei argumentiert er verständlich,
logisch und sprachlich versiert, ohne die
nötige Differenziertheit und inhaltliche
Präzision zugunsten pauschaler Thesen
aufzugeben. 

Sebastian Sons
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Workshop

Mediterranean Seminar, University of California Multi-Campus Research Project (MRP)

Date: 2 February 2013
Location: University of California

The Mediterranean Seminar/University of California Multi-Campus Research Project (MRP) is part of
a three-day event which also includes the UCLA Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies (CMRS)
Ahmanson Conference, “Cross-Cultural Encounters in the Medieval and Early Modern Mediterranean,”
to be held on 31 January – 1 February 2013. 

For further information see www.humweb.ucsc.edu/mediterraneanseminar/news/index.php?id=188

International Conference

Islamism and the Arab Revolutions: Dynamics of Change

Date: 11-12 February 2013
Location: Cairo
Organisation: Centre for the Advanced Study of the Arab World (CASAW) and the Center for Civiliza-
tional Studies and Dialogue of Cultures at Cairo University

This interdisciplinary conference, which will bring together scholars and activists from the Arab world and
beyond, seeks to explore the role of political Islam in revolutionary change in the region in detail. It
looks at three broad themes: the role of religion in the revolutionary sphere, Islamists in power, and the
international and geostrategic implications of Islamist political ascent. 

For further information see www.casaw.ac.uk/index.php/news/more/islamism_and_the_arab_re-

volutions_dynamics_of_change_cairo_2013/

International Conference 

The Amorites and the Hurrians

Date: 4-6 April 2013
Location: University of Oxford
Organisation: ARAM Society for Syro-Mesopotamian Studies, Oriental Institute, University of Oxford

All papers given at the conference will be considered for publication in a future edition of the ARAM Pe-
riodical, subject to editorial review. 

For further information contact aram@orinst.ox.ac.uk

Workshop

Europe and Hajj in the Age of Empires: Muslim Pilgrimage prior to the Influx of Muslim Migra-

tion in the West

Date: 13-14 May 2013
Location: Leiden University 

The symposium will investigate European connections with the Hajj on various levels. A particular focus
will be placed on new research methods and results on the basis on national and personal archives and
contemporary writings that so far have widely been ignored in the study of Hajj as part of European
history. 

For further information see www.isa-rc22.org/blog/?p=382
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