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T

en years have passed since January 25th, 2011, a
date that marked the beginning of the Arab Spring
in Egypt. But a decade later, a military-dominated
autocracy led by President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi saw
a sharp throwback, a counter-revolution with limited
transformations, symbolic acts of economic liberalization
and a deep securitization of society. What is left of the
revolutionary movement that overthrew Hosni Mubarak's
regime? What role does the military play in today’s Egypt?
Can a political space still be opened for the oppositions,
including the Islamists? And, finally, what are Egypt’s
regional and international priorities?
This publication is the second of a series of ISPI Dossiers
looking at the trajectories, challenges and future prospects
of different Arab countries that were shaken by disruptive
revolts a decade ago, including Egypt, Libya, Syria and
Yemen.
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A

fter a decade, Arab Spring countries show socio-political
extremes between, for instance, a Tunisia and a neighboring
Libya, with Egypt in an intermediary zone. Egypt’s decade
witnessed orderly legislative elections and three presidents when
Mubarak had reigned for almost thirty years. But Egypt’s current
president is the former Minister of Defense, a continuation - with a
short interval - of the practice of military presidents since 1952.
In the small village of Sidi Bouzid in the Tunisian south that saw
Mohamed Bouazizi’s self-immolation, i.e. the spark of the Arab Spring,
the 10th anniversary went without any mass festivities. Why? Egypt’s
10th anniversary will be on 25 January. Differently from Tunisia, many
of Egypt’s Arab Spring leaders are either in prison or in exile.
Despite the commemoration of the date as an official holiday, most
probably there will not be any popular festivities. Why?
Rather than recounting Egypt’s events during the last decade, this
article is analytical and looks at Egypt as a comparative case study,
whose findings go beyond this country. As we know, the Arab
Spring was pioneered by Tunisia on 17 December 2010, and Egypt
followed more than a month after (on 25 January 2011). However, this
country’s socio-demographic weight and regional status make
of it a representative sample reflective of wider patterns. Egypt’s
centrality is consensual. In a BBC partial survey of eight films and
twelve documentaries about the Arab Spring, four and six – 50%
respectively – were about Egypt. This article’s three sections
emphasize two factors that are relatively overlooked in the analysis
of the Arab Spring trajectory: the economic needs rationale and the
role of international factors.
AN ARAB SPRING, AUTUMN OR WINTER?
These three terms are used in Arab and global media and
demonstrate divergent fortunes, time evolutions and changing
assessments of the impact of these mass protests. At the end of
July 2011, the Saudi regional TV channel, El-Arabiya, conducted a

Egypt Ten Years Later: What Kind of "Spring"?

|7

survey about the degree of optimism/pessimism related to the
Arab Spring. Optimism was the dominant mood: of those surveyed
71% were optimists; 7% pessimists and 22% didn’t know. Moreover,
90% believed the future would be better, compared to only 4%
who thought it would be worse, and 6% did not know. If this survey
were to be conducted today, public opinion reactions could be
the reverse of a decade ago. Though in Egypt’s case, while many
would affirm that this country has been saved the tragic fate of
Libya, Yemen, or Syria, a majority would assert the failure of its
Arab Spring. Several (political) indicators are quoted in support: the
overthrow and death in prison of its first civilian president; Mubarak’s
rehabilitation upon his death through the participation of President
al-Sisi and his government in a nationally-organized funeral; the
increasing numbers of people detained without trial, restrictions on
basic rights such as freedom of speech, association…
THE HUMAN RIGHTS CONTROVERSY
During his official visit to France in early December, President alSisi affirmed that Egypt has nothing to hide concerning its human
rights record. His host, President Emmanuel Macron, asserted
that there are differences between them at this level, but that
France will not condition its economic cooperation and arms sales
on their differences. These differences were aired amidst a huge
controversy between, on the one hand, the European Parliament,
and on the other, the Egyptian and Arab Parliaments.
The EU statement (12 December 2020) is both very detailed and
specific about violations of universally-accepted human rights. The
rebuttals by the Egyptian and Arab parliaments do not address
these specifics but insist on alternative principles, e.g. defense
of ’national sovereignty’ against ”neo-colonial intervention” and
especially the emphasis on an alternative definition of human
rights. This alternative definition contests the Western individual-
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based emphasis and gives priority instead to a collectivity-based
concept centered on the primacy of development and Egypt’s
socio-economic needs (Mostafa El Fiqi, Head of Alexandria
Bibliotheque, reiterated that the most basic human right is the one
that guarantees a permanent shelter and a dignified daily life, ElShorouk newspaper, 23 December 2020). According to this logic,
the prerequisite for the satisfaction of these developmental
needs is political stability and preservation of the state. The
content analysis of President al-Sisi’s 149 speeches during the
three-year period 2014-2016 shows this priority (Abd Rabbu,
El-Shorouk newspaper, 13 December 2020). Whether in his 60
speeches to his domestic audience or the 89 to the outside world,
the priority is (economic) development and its prerequisites.
Security - increasingly defined as against “Muslim Brotherhood
terrorism” and its allies - is the sine qua non for whatever reform is
desired. Official sources repeat ad nauseam that despite Covid-19
their economic policy proved its worth, citing in support of this the
IMF’s “trust”, as indicated by loans of $17.1 billion for the period 20152020. In return, Egypt applied the Fund’s required reform plan,
including cancelling subsidies for many basic commodities, from
electricity to petrol, and devaluing its currency by almost 300%. The
IMF confirms the success of “its advice”, as some basic economic
indicators show improvement for the three-year period 2018-2020.

Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, OCT 2020

Whereas the average poverty rate according to official figures
went up from 27% to 32.3%, Egypt’s relationship with the IMF is
still a win/win. Egypt gets the needed loans and also the IMF’s
confirmation that the country is carrying out serious economic
reform. Similarly, the IMF demonstrates through the experience of
a major developing country that its structural adjustment program
is the blueprint to follow for economic reform.
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The Egyptian government even shows that its “economic success”
is also a political success. Official and semi-official media statements
repeat, again ad nauseam, that the ousting of the Muslim
Brotherhood (MB) regime in July 2013 saved Egypt from the tragic
fate of many neighboring countries, such as the mushrooming of
armed militias and endless ”new wars” amidst state failure. Data on
the 12 indicators of the FSI (Fragile/Failed State Index) show Syria’s
progression toward FS status as its rank went ”up” from 39 in 2010
to 4 in 2020 – a loss of 35 ranks; Libya from 112 to 20 – a loss of
92 ranks; Yemen from 18 to the infamous top rank of number one
failed state. In comparison, Egypt went from number 43 on the list
in 2010 to number 35 in 2020 – a loss of 8 ranks.
General historical analysis shows that there is not really any
inconsistency between the two types of human rights. However, for
the majority of the proverbial “man (and woman) in the street”, issues
such as socio-economic needs come first in daily life. By content
of the 44 most chanted slogans in Tahrir, the highest number (11,
or 25%) were about socio-economic aspects. Moreover, those who
suffered during MB rule from frequent water and electricity cuts
and daily insecurity such as increasing car thefts, do not want to see
a repetition. In choosing their priorities, the avoidance of such daily
difficulties could come first. Tunisia’s present situation indicates the
same order of priorities for most of the population, as the majority
of the decade’s 650 protests are about socio-economic issues.
A general rule then seems to be that unless political success is
coupled with daily economic problem-solving, it is short-lived.
In their obsession with these immediate needs, ordinary citizens
tend to overlook the linkage between a regime’s characteristics
and its socio-economic policies. On the contrary, many at present
go so far as to attribute current daily problems to the occurrence of
the Arab Spring itself. The urban youth-based protests of a decade
ago are seen not as a reaction to governance problems but rather
as their cause. Such a dominant narrative is a good case of what
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Gramsci labelled hegemony by consent, when the mass base
internalizes a regime’s authoritarian bargain.
The Authoritarian Bargain and its international support
An early version of this bargain in the region started in the Gulf
in the debate on the rentier state. In a nutshell, citizens give up
many of their political/democratic rights in return for the state’s
economic largesse.
Beyond the Gulf context, Egypt’s case at present shows that this
bargain was widened and reformulated to mean the primacy of
dealing with economic needs and its prerequisite of political
stability. What needs to be factored in is the contribution intentional or not - of international governmental partners in Europe
and the Gulf. Europe is obviously interested in political stability
in the Southern Mediterranean to limit - if not prevent - irregular
immigration. Moreover, political stability in Egypt guarantees
the payment of its debt, and the maintenance of trade relations,
including voluminous arms deals. The case of Italy is very telling
in this respect. Italy’s insistence on and championing of human
rights issues has been raised to the European level because of the
case of Giulio Regeni, a Cambridge University PhD candidate who
was kidnapped in February 2016 during his field research in Egypt,
then found dead on one of the desert roads outside Cairo, with his
body showing torture. Trade relations were of $7.2 billion in 2018
with Egyptian exports of $1.3 billion whereas Italian exports of $5.9
billion, i.e. five times as much in Italy’s favor. In 2019, Egypt tripled
its arms imports from Italy with new deals amounting to 16-18
billion euros for the next few years. This is in addition to enormous
investments, including ENI’s huge gas explorations. Economic
relations with France tell the same story. According to French
customs, in 2017 France and Egypt posted an increase of 21.8% in
their trade, which totaled 2.5 billion euros. Between 2013 and 2017,
France became Egypt’s main military supplier. What needs to be
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reiterated (in addition to decorating al-Sisi with the highest award
of Legion d’honneur) is what Macron made explicit during al-Sisi’s
visit to Paris on 6 December: “I will not condition matters of defense
and economic cooperation on these disagreements (over human
rights)”.
Neither Italy nor France is exceptional in this respect. When EU and
Arab leaders met in their first summit in February 2019, European
concerns about “irregular immigration” led to a consensus of
“investing in stability “in Southern Mediterranean countries. This
concern for stability goes hand in hand with Gulf countries’
efforts to counter the Arab Spring. In his memoir, Promised
Land, former U.S. President Obama reports repeated pleas during
January-February 2011 from Saudi Arabia and the UAE for the USA
to stand by Mubarak. When these pleas failed, Gulf aid to get rid of
Egypt’s MB regime are estimated at between $20 and $30 billion,
including deposits with the Central Bank of Egypt and petroleum
products as grants. This international governmental collaboration,
in addition to the above-mentioned IMF support, show the
importance of factoring in the impact of external factors in support
of the authoritarian bargain.
CONCLUSION
Though Egypt went through three legislative elections, many of
its 100+ political parties were there only on paper. President al-Sisi
officially won his second mandate in March 2018 with 97.08 % of
the vote after several presidential candidates declined or withdrew,
voluntarily or not. At present, some surveys such as Raseef22 no
longer ask for a balance-sheet of the Arab Spring but reformulate
their question as follows: “would it have been better if the Arab
Spring had never happened?”. This shows a confusion between
(negative) results and (initial) causes. As Bouazizi’s case and its
regional diffusion show, the Arab Spring mass protests took place
against real socio-political problems. Many of these problems are
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still there, with Tunisia’s current unemployment average at 15% and
in some parts of the country above 30%. As shown above, Egypt
scored some progress at this level. But there isn’t a choice to be
made between the “political” and “socio-economic” aspects as
they are two sides of the same coin. In this respect, an analysis
of Egypt’s present setback, rather than failure, is also inherent in
the challenges of the democratization transition process, as the
voluminous literature on transitology reveals (Korany 2014). The
post-Arab Spring decade is illuminating concerning many of these
challenges, for instance:
1. Lack of coordination among the protestors’ youth
leadership, the well-known coalition-building.
Press
reports talked about the presence of as many as 160-200
leaders.
2. This was coupled with a lack of experience of this young
middle-class leadership, clearly reflected in the absence of
a program of action for “the Day After”, combining both
socio-economic needs and political objectives. As a result,
Mubarak’s announced departure on 11 February 2011 was
interpreted as the protests’ final victory rather than only one
stage to build on (Korany, Al-Ahram newspaper, 9 March
2011, i.e warning of the vulnerability problem less than a
month after Mubarak’s resignation).
3. The result was that other, more organized groups – such
as the MB – took over. In fact, this organization joined the
protests late and their subsequent dominance of both the
parliament and the presidency ignited the traditional fight
between the MB and the military. The military have won.
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I

f the protests that began in Egypt on January 25, 2011, resulted
in a coup-volution,[1] then what has developed since can only be
called a populocracy.[2] The military exploited a genuine popular
movement in 2011 to unseat President Hosni Mubarak, who had
threatened the military’s primordial place in the state by grooming
his son and his coalition of civilian business elites for succession.
Once the coup-volution removed this threat, and once Egypt’s
first freely elected president was removed from power in 2013,
the administration of President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi proceeded
to lengthen and deepen the military’s hold on power with the
veneer of a popular mandate.[3]
The decade between 2011 and 2021 has seen a consolidation of
Egypt’s populocracy, where a strongman rules with the military’s
backing and the people have no choice but to believe that he is
their man. Compared to other countries, Egyptians are worse off in
2021 than they were in 2011, with fewer freedoms, less economic
opportunity, and worse human development.[4] Nonetheless,
Egyptians who remember the tumult of the Arab Spring are loath to
challenge Sisi’s rule, suggesting that a change in Egypt’s populocracy
is unlikely any time soon. It may even be a generation before Egyptians
forget 2011 and, once again fed up with their dwindling lot, throw off
the ruler of the day in favor of whatever or whoever comes next.

The pathway to Egypt’s dismal state over the last ten years indicates
how civil-military relations have shaped the country.[5] Historically,
the three pillars of the Egyptian state were the military, the police,
and the presidency, but in the 2011 coup-volution the military took
advantage of popular ire with the police and the presidency to
reshape the system in its favor.[6] Former President Mohammed
Morsi tried and failed to reassert the presidency as a counterbalance
to the military’s influence. Once Morsi was removed, the pathway
was clear for the military to consolidate autocracy in the name
of populism, resulting in a populocracy that is unlikely to fall for at
least another generation.
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UNYIELDING RESPONSE TO DISSENT
Three changes in civil-military relations have corresponded to the
consolidation of Egypt’s populocracy. The first is that the military
in general, and the Sisi administration in particular, adopted an
unyielding stance on dissent. They learned from the failures of
the Mubarak administration in the years leading up to January
25, 2011.[7] Under pressure from Western donors and Egyptian
businessmen, Mubarak had begun to open the aperture of dissent,
tolerating occasional protests and loyal opposition parties. This
coincided with a steadily diminishing standard of living. When
insurgent protests organized offline grew into large protests
organized on social media, they caught police by surprise, and then
emboldened protesters marched on Tahrir and lit the tinderbox of
revolution.[8]
The lesson to military leaders after 2011 was clear: take an
unyielding stance against popular dissent or suffer the same fate
as Mubarak. What few protests have arisen have been summarily
repressed, and the Sisi administration has not shied away from using
military force to do so. Even the fig leaf of loyal opposition parties
has been removed. The treatment of prisoners of conscience is
woeful,[9] and even Western researchers must fear for their safety
while in the custody of the state.[10] This unyielding approach to
dissent is a critical piece of Egypt’s populocracy.
CULTIVATING REGIONAL ALLIES
The second change in civil-military relations is that the Sisi
administration has cultivated an alliance with like-minded states
such as Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, resulting
in budgetary, investment, and military support that was crucial in
the early days of Sisi’s rule.[11] As of 2021, this external support has
allowed Sisi to deflect domestic calls for change and underwrite one
of the largest military buildups in Egypt’s history.[12] This external
support has extended to border security, basic infrastructure, and
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military acquisition, and even partners from outside the region have
lent their support to Egypt’s security.[13]
There is a populist element to Egypt’s regional alliances, as well.
When al-Sisi and other military leaders threw their support behind
the effort to remove the Muslim Brotherhood’s Morsi as president
in 2013, they reinforced the narrative of Egypt as a secular, antiIslamist nation.[14] The extent of anti-Morsi protests allowed
Sisi to position himself as a defender of the national will while
his administration marginalized the Muslim Brotherhood and
even criminalized the actions of their leaders. Billions of dollars
of fiscal and monetary support from the UAE and Saudi Arabia
reinforced this anti-Islamist stance and helped Sisi consolidate
Egypt’s populocracy at a critical moment.
DISTORTING THE ECONOMY
A third change in Egyptian civil-military relations that has reinforced
populocracy is the Egyptian military’s increasing influence over
the economy. Building on a pattern that began in the 1970s under
former President Anwar Sadat,[15] military companies and the
contractors that serve them have garnered an ever-expanding
role in the civilian economy.[16] The military does not control
the economy, but the military does distort its transparency and
development to a worrying degree.[17] This has allowed the Sisi
administration to solidify the support of military officers who benefit
from this pattern of economic distortion, and it has given the military
pride of place over the commanding heights.[18]
The impact on civil-military relations is hard to overstate. Where
civilian businessmen held sway under Mubarak, a new ruling
class of military officers has arisen under Sisi.[19] The military’s
prominence reinforces its narrative of service to the nation, even
though it squeezes out opportunities for genuine economic
development and makes it harder for the military to extricate itself
from business and power in the future.[20] This influence over the
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commanding heights is a tool to reward loyalty and punish dissent,
with millions of dollars in construction, security, mining, tourism,
and other contracts at stake.[21] Much of this capital has been
squandered,[22] but this has not stopped the Sisi administration
from claiming that it serves all Egyptians.
SIMPLIFIED CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS
The consolidation of Egypt’s populocracy has had at least one
unintended effect: civil-military relations are much simpler in 2021
than they were in 2011. The Egyptian military has no need to worry
about an assertive interior ministry or an independent president to
challenge its hold on power, but the list of bogeymen on which
to blame Egypt’s challenges grows thin. For now, a distortive
influence on the economy, the support of regional allies, and an
unyielding approach to dissent are sufficient to maintain the military’s
hold on power, because Egyptians remember the tumult of the
Arab Spring and have little stomach to revisit that uncertain time.
In the event that a new generation rises that does not remember
this uncertainty, but is intimately familiar with repression and lack of
opportunity, then something new - or at least different - will replace
Egypt’s populocracy.
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As in many parts of the world, COVID-19 has brought into sharper
relief the structural problems in Egypt’s economy. In many
respects, these problems are far from new. Egypt’s economy has
had a current account deficit since it was a monarchy. Government
efforts at regime-led industrialization and economic growth failed
in the 50s and 60s under Gamal Abdel Nasser due to a combination
of poor economic planning and insufficient investment, due in
large part to high defense spending. Promises of liberalization to
attract economic aid, international lending and foreign investment
were made and broken in the 70s under President Anwar Sadat.
Privatization being a cover to protect regime elites controlling the
economy while undermining open competition was a feature of
the presidency of Hosni Mubarak that concluded with an uprising
against him in 2011. Mind you, both Sadat and Mubarak were
regularly praised by foreign leaders and international financial
institutions for their disingenuous “reform programs” that were
used to shore up their regimes and reward their allies while failing
to relieve poverty or develop Egypt’s markets.
In light of all this it is not surprising that today’s President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi has followed in their tradition with innovations of his
own, allowing his regime to continue to extract revenues from
foreign partners and the domestic economy while deepening
regime control of the economy, leaving it on an unsustainable
footing. Of course, Egyptian officials are also praised for their
economic performance despite the many problems.
The fragile nature of Egypt’s economic recovery pre-Covid-19 was
brought into relief during the pandemic on multiple fronts. The postreform economy still depends on a handful of vulnerable sources
of dollars that have had a history of volatility. Most of them were
hit during the initial phase of the health crisis. The global tourism
industry collapsed. Global trade declined, cutting slightly into
revenue from the Suez Canal. The drop in oil prices has led to
layoffs throughout the GCC where most of Egypt’s expatriate
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workers are based and remittance figures for 2020 are expected
to drop significantly. Drops in energy prices have also cut into the
appetite of energy companies to invest in further exploration at
this time, which was one of Egypt’s main sources of foreign direct
investment (FDI). Finally, Egypt had brought in a large amount of
hard currency by selling short-term debt at high interest rates,
becoming one of the most attractive carry trades in the world, but
such investors are fickle. When the threat Covid-19 posed became
apparent, $14 billion of foreign holdings exited Egypt in roughly one
month this spring. That’s more than the entire value of the 2016 IMF
bailout.
As was the case in the latter half of Mubarak’s tenure, despite
modest GDP growth and growing hard currency reserves, poverty
in Egypt has been rising throughout the economic reform period.
Indeed, reforms have exacerbated the drop in standards of
living for much of the population as subsidy cuts, sharp increases
in transportation costs, a collapse in the Egyptian pound’s value,
contributing to years of double digit inflation, all helped drive
Egyptians into poverty and weaken domestic consumer demand.
Weak demand has contributed to the private sector contracting
nearly every month since the IMF bailout in 2016.
The World Bank estimates that as many as 60% of Egyptians
live near or below the poverty line. This high level of economic
vulnerability in the population made a serious lockdown untenable
for most Egyptians who simply cannot afford to halt work and
do not perform jobs that can be done from home. Moreover,
the enormous informal workforce made cash transfers to workers
extremely challenging as the government has still not developed
adequate infrastructure for means-tested cash transfers to cover
all those in need. Approximately 10 million Egyptians (10% of the
population) receive such assistance despite the government
estimating that 32.5% of Egyptians live below the state’s already
low poverty line. The 2016 bailout and reform agenda were meant
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to expand the state’s safety net and use part of the savings from
cuts to energy subsidies to mitigate the pain from austerity, but
while some progress was made initially, funding is insufficient and
cash assistance has failed to reach a majority of those in need.
Unsurprisingly, Egypt’s private sector’s contraction accelerated in
the early months of the Covid-19 crisis and, while contraction
has slowed, it persists. This, however, was a years-long reality
exacerbated by pre-pandemic policies. Aside from inflation
contributing to depressed domestic demand, increasingly
aggressive regime interventions by companies owned by the
military and other security institutions in the economy deterred
both domestic and foreign private investors who feared the risks
of competing directly with regime owned enterprises (ROEs). ROEs
enjoy an array of (anti)competitive advantages such as not being
required to pay most taxes or customs duties, or be subject to the
same onerous regulations as private companies. Thus, as Covid-19
hit, the private sector, already weak and with limited access to
credit, struggled to cope, which contributed to a sharp rise in
unemployment.
While Egypt’s debt continues to grow, poverty rises and the
private sector contracts, government spending priorities appear
misaligned with the public interest. The government is building
an unnecessary new capital in the desert whose construction is
estimated to ultimately cost at least $58 billion. Who is paying for
what remains opaque. The state initially insisted that land sales
will offset costs while private investors and developers will cover
the rest. That seems increasingly doubtful. China has provided
financing for some projects in the new capital, but withdrawn from
others, as Emirati developers did before them. Military
companies that are technically private (but remain ROEs) and
whose finances are secret are playing a large role and overseeing
the project with a commensurate level of transparency. Egypt has,
for a number of years now, been among the top 3 arms importers
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in the world and is working on a massive and controversial arms
deal with the Italian government valued at between 9 and 10
billion euros. Meanwhile health and education spending have
both consistently missed constitutionally-set spending targets,
with some accounting acrobatics being used to make spending
look higher. New fiscal pressure is likely to lead to further cuts to
spending on already underfunded public services.
To cope with these challenges and regain access to financial
markets, the Egyptian government turned once again to the
IMF, securing $8 billion in additional financing. While borrowing
under such historic circumstances was inevitable, such a solution
is increasingly unsustainable. Before the latest crisis, the cost of
servicing Egypt’s debt was already consuming 10% of GDP which,
thanks to a low tax to GDP ratio of around 14%, means that over 2/3
of tax revenue was being spent on debt servicing before the latest
debt was taken on.
Reform going forward must not only focus on accelerating
economic growth but also ensure that the state can expand its tax
base to service its debt, provide adequate services to the public
and invest in infrastructure and developing the country’s human
capital. The IMF has pledged, as it did in 2016, that the reform
program attached to its lending will help Egypt promote inclusive
private sector-led growth, vital to Egypt’s long-term success.
However, thus far there is no indication that the targets of reforms
will offer any such future pathway for Egypt’s economy or place it
on a sustainable footing. The government appears more interested
in deepening the role of ROEs as drivers of Egypt’s economic
development and limiting the private sector to a role as their junior
partners and subcontractors. Such a dynamic deters investments.
Moreover, ROEs simply do not pay their share of taxes, further
undercutting the government’s stated goal of increasing tax
revenue. Eliminating tax and customs exemptions for ROEs will
both help increase tax revenue and allow the private sector to
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compete on a more level basis with ROEs, potentially encouraging
higher levels of investment and economic growth provided
unofficial ROE advantages are kept in check.
When officials are questioned about the challenging circumstances
Egypt today finds itself in, they reasonably point to the global crisis
that has overwhelmed some of the world’s most stable economies.
While this is undoubtedly important to keep in mind, much of
Egypt’s economic problems pre-date the pandemic and each time
a rescue package is needed the state of economic “crisis” is used
to justify minimal structural change that fails to fundamentally put
Egypt on a sustainable course. These temporary solutions will
stabilize Egypt temporarily but guarantee it will need assistance
again in the future as it has for decades prior. Meanwhile, the regime
will likely continue to deepen its control of the economy, making
needed structural reforms all the less probable and difficult to
implement.
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I

t has been a decade since the mass protests that called for
the overthrow of the regime in 2011. These protests triggered
a process of deep structural change, in a manner that the
protestors did not anticipate. Indeed, rather than overthrowing
the regime and liberalizing the political system, the current
regime has morphed into an open military dictatorship, triggering
a process of structural change in the state and the economy that
will far out-live al-Sisi. In essence, power was consolidated in the
hands of the military establishment, ushering in the way to direct
military rule. This power consolidation was underlined by a process
of “state de-modernization”, where civilian state institutions came
under the sway of the security apparatus, losing independence
and institutional integrity. This process was accompanied by the
expansion of the military`s economic enterprises, in a manner that
augmented the crony basis for capital accumulation, through the
appropriation of public funds for private gains. These processes
are deeply intertwined and connected and can only be viewed
as such, with the military`s penetration of the economy and the
accompanying value extraction being made possible with the
structural transformation of the state. The primary goal of these
policies is to ensure that no other competing centre of power, with
an independent economic power base, can appear to threaten
the military`s hold over the state. This is accompanied by mass
repression and horrendous human rights violations to not only
repress opposition to these policies, but to also consolidate esprit de
corps among the regime supporters and the security establishment.
The process of “state de-modernization” has taken a number of
forms, affecting the judiciary, the legislative branch, and the civilian
bureaucracy. The judiciary was not only a direct accomplice
in state repression, through the orchestration of the number of
heavily criticised mass trials, the extensive use of pre-trail detention,
and the recycling of defendants into new cases after the original
charges had been dismissed, but has also had its independence
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severely curtailed. The most notable example of which is the latest
amendment of the constitution, passed in 2019, which grants the
president the power to select the heads of the judicial institutions, as
well as the creation of a high judicial body headed by the president,
which oversees appointments and promotions within the judiciary.
In addition to this, the amendments curtailed the power of the State
Council, the system of courts responsible for resolving disputes
between the general populace and the state and for reviewing
contracts signed by the state and any of its public institutions, in
effect heavily reducing the ability of the populace to challenge the
state authorities, through legal means (Mandour, Generalissimo
Sisi, 2019). The curtailing of the power of the judiciary was also
accompanied by a weakening of the independence of the civilian
oversight agencies, which could act as bulwarks against graft. For
example, in 2014 the Administrative Monitoring Authority (AMA)
was made answerable to the president, while in 2017 its jurisdiction
was limited to the civilian bureaucracy, exempting the military`s
economic enterprise from any form of oversight, even in diluted
form (Sayigh, 2019).
The erosion of the independence of the judiciary was also
accompanied by a similar process for the legislative branch.
Parliamentary elections were heavily manipulated by the security
establishment, with some clear cases of electoral fraud appearing
in the parliamentary elections of 2020 (The New Arab 2020). This
was also preceded by a direct campaign of repressing legal
political parties, with the arrest of a number of prominent politicians
on fabricated charges, as well as a continuous campaign of
repression of the Muslim Brotherhood. The regime has also opted
not to create a ruling party, similar to the Mubarak era’s National
Democratic Party (NDP) which could act to broaden civilian
participation in military rule, but to continue to rely on the security
apparatus as its primary power base. The regime has created the
Mostaqbal Watan party, which controls the parliament and has
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close association with the security apparatus, although it does not
act as a governing party.
The militarization of state institutions also extended to the
civilian bureaucracy, which was made apparent in the Covid-19
pandemic. The response of the Ministry of Health to the pandemic
relied on propaganda as well as the repression of medical staff
and journalists who contradicted the official narrative, working
closely with the security apparatus to represses dissent. In
essence, treating the pandemic as a security issue, rather than
a public health crisis (Mandour, Repression and Coronavirus
Response in Egypt, 2020).
The process of “state de-modernization” has not only allowed the
military to centralize power in its own hands but has also ushered
in its economic expansion, which would not have been possible
without total control over the state apparatus. This expansion was
driven by a debt-financed spending spree on major infrastructure
projects, with dubious economic benefits (Mandour, Sisi’s Vanity
Projects, 2019). The spending spree amounted to $US 200 billion
over a period of 5 years, as stated by President al-Sisi. The military
played an important role in executing and managing these projects,
with an estimated 5 million civilians being engaged in them. This is
in addition to the expansion in the commercial sector, for items
ranging from cement to fast-moving consumer goods. This process
of expansion has entailed the appropriation of public funds and
the transfer of wealth from the lower and middle classes to the
military elites (Mandour, Sisi’s War on the Poor, 2020). In essence,
the military was transformed into the most important economic
force in the country, due to its ability to dictate economic policy,
through its direct control of the state and its ability to extract surplus
from the populace.
The consequences of these policies are legion and will faroutlive the current regime. In essence, the military is “hollowing-
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out” state institutions, in its attempt to centralize power. This
process is negatively affecting the long-term capacity of these
institutions, and their ability to provide public services, essentially
weakening their professionalism and legitimacy. In the case of a
large-scale social upheaval, the prospect of collapse of these
institutions becomes more probable. It also lowers the probability
of a peaceful democratic transition, since this would require
major institutional reform, especially of the security apparatus and
the judiciary. On the economy front, the debt-financed expansion
of the military has negatively affected the private sector and
has promoted cronyism as a basis for capital accumulation,
in a manner that will lead to long-term economic deformities.
In essence, rather than divert investment to building a durable
economic base, the regime has weakened the private sector and
appropriated public funds for its own benefit. Indeed, combined
with a policy of mass repression, the military`s attempt to centralize
power in its hands has turned Egypt into a tragedy, whose chapters
are still being played out, with devastating human consequences.
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T

en years after the Arab Spring, Egypt has become more
authoritarian than ever. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah alSisi, who came to power through a military coup in June 2013,
has reconstructed the country into a military-police state. Although
Egypt has a long history of authoritarianism, al-Sisi’s Egypt is
carrying out the heaviest crackdowns on dissidents and civil
society actors, targeting human rights and pro-democracy activists,
journalists and Islamist opponents.[1] After ousting former president
Mohamed Morsi in 2013, the al-Sisi regime has banned the Muslim
Brotherhood (MB), declaring it a terrorist organisation in 2014 and
imprisoning most of its leaders and members or pushing them into
exile abroad. Prior to that a crackdown on the MB, known as the
Rabaa massacre, led to the death of many MB supporters. Social
activities conducted by the Brotherhood were shut down and its
funds and property seized. While al-Sisi, similar to his predecessor
Mohamed Hosni Mubarak, has successfully framed himself as the
only alternative to radical Islamism and an important partner in
the international fight against terrorism, and the MB as the main
risk to the country’s internal security, the MB’s prosecution was
mainly triggered by the military’s fear of losing control over the
political and economic empire it has been building over decades.
The military has been involved in almost all sectors of the Egyptian
economy, ranging from housing to food production, and the army
is part of different joint ventures with foreign companies. Building
such a big economic empire has been facilitated by different
benefits and advantages the military enjoys such as tax reductions
or low labour costs, but also by foreign assistance coming from
the US and other (Western) countries benefiting from economic
partnerships and arms deals.[2]
However, the MB’s fall was not only triggered by its failure to attain
backing from the most important Egyptian institutions since the
takeover of the free officers in 1952, namely the military, but also by
the increasing mistrust of the MB coming from broader parts of
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the Egyptian population. In addition, although the Brotherhood and
Morsi tried to portray themselves as Western-friendly and were
committed to all international treaties, the MB was internationally
seen with suspicion, given its Islamist character. In this realm, alSisi manged to frame himself as a representative of moderate
Islam.[3] Similar to Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and the United
Arab Emirates, close allies of the Egyptian government, went along
with banning the MB as they feared the Brotherhood’s influence
and provocation of political unrest .[4]
In Egypt, seven years after declaring the MB a terrorist
organisation, the Brotherhood has been used as a scapegoat.
Those who are not in line with the government are being accused
of supporting or having links to the Brotherhood.[5] Recently,
two businessmen, Safwat Thabet, the chairman of Juhanya, a big
company producing milk and juice products, as well as Sayyid alSawirki, , the owner of the Tawhid wa al-Nour department stores,
were arrested for financing a terrorist organisation, namely the
MB.[6] Even in the case of Giulio Regeni, an Italian graduate student at
Cambridge who was tortured and killed by Egyptian security forces
while he was researching in Egypt for his thesis on independent
trade unions, his tutor was accused of having strong ties to the
Brotherhood and having urged him to choose a sensitive topic for
his dissertation.[7] While it remains unclear whether ties between
the two businessmen or the professor and the Brotherhood really
exist, it seems that this has become a main strategy to eliminate
any critics or influential companies competing with the military’s
economic interests. Also, the MB was accused of having organised
recent protests invoked by former military business partner,
Mohamed Ali; however, although some members have in fact
supported the protests, this seems to be unlikely given the current
weak position of the MB.[8]
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THE FUTURE OF ISLAMISM
The MB’s experience in operating underground in the past has
secured its survival. As many leaders fled to Turkey or Qatar,
they are operating from there, especially supporting their
jailed members and their families. Thus, philanthropic activities
have been reduced to its own supporters.[9] In Turkey, exiled
Brotherhood members run several television stations, such as
Rabaa TV, al-Sharq or al-Watan that primarily aim at criticizing the
Egyptian government.[10]
While the MB was banned, more conservative Salafist movements
that stand for a stricter interpretation of Islam, such as the Noor
party, were allowed to run in elections. The Noor party, the most
organised Islamist force in Egypt, has supported the government’s
dismantling of the MB as there have always been tensions between
the two movements.[11] Both differ in their religious as well as
political understandings. Salafists consider themselves the only
guardians of Islam.[12] However, as the last senate elections show,
the Salafist party is losing support. [13]
What we can observe is that libelling mainstream Islamist
movements that used to enjoy a certain degree of popularity and
support from large parts of society and are – compared to other
Islamist movements – more moderate, opens the door for other
extremist (violent) Islamist movements to step in. As history shows,
oppression often leads to radicalisation, and this has definitely been
the case with parts of the Brotherhood. Even though many leaders
have distanced themselves from violence and have isolated MB
members involved in terrorist acts, the severe oppression has
pushed some members, especially the younger ones and those
facing violence in jails towards radicalisation. Young people, feeling
neither represented by the government nor by any other Islamist
or non-Islamist movement and having no opportunity or political
format to express themselves, might search for an (Islamist)
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alternative and might find it in radical movements. At least, they
are at risk of being more open towards radical Islamist ideologies.
In fact, this is what we can currently observe in the Sinai with the
increase of militant jihadi groups, such as Harakat Sawa’id Misr.
Western countries seem to have been infused by the same
narrative as the Egyptian government, perceiving the Brotherhood
and extremist jihadi groups as a monolithic bloc, and portraying all
Islamist movements with no differentiation as radical organisations.
However, in order to be able to combat terrorism, differentiating
between moderate, extremist and violent (jihadi) Islamist
groups is more than necessary. Also, treating al-Sisi as an important
partner while ignoring human rights abuses and the repression
of civil society is a non-promising approach either for combating
radicalisation or for maintaining long-term stability. The ongoing
violence towards all different civil society actions, whether Islamist
or not, in fact represents a main risk for Egypt’s stability and leads
to a move towards radical Islamism.
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O

ne month after the Egyptian revolution succeeded and
ousted long-time dictator Hosni Mubarak on 11 February
2011, I was in Cairo with a delegation of the European
Parliament. From the reactions of many young revolutionaries we
understood that they didn’t feel any support from the West in
their struggle for freedom and democracy. They had done this
themselves and they were proud of it. During a meeting with prime
minister and later presidential candidate Ahmed Shafik, another
message was given to us, surprised Europeans: “You supported
Mubarak. We don’t need your help with our transition to democracy.”
The ten years that followed the revolution were marked by the
same mutual misunderstanding. The West was frustrated about
the disinterest of the Egyptian government in Western help,
except for money. The Egyptian side was frustrated about Western
paternalistic demands for change while not giving enough financial
support. The best example of this frustration was perhaps the socalled EU-Egypt Taskforce in 2012. The EU agreed on a multi-year
package of €5 billion for Egypt and what was presented as a kind
of new deal. In reality, more than 80% of this package consisted
of loans, to be made available only if Egypt complied with IMF
conditions. From the €200 million budgeted a year only a part was
actually paid to Egypt, as in the eyes of Europe the government fell
short on the conditions set. In brief, in the eyes of the Egyptians,
this package was an empty box. The reasoning of the Egyptian
government, whatever its ideology, was always the question “what’s
in it for us?” This is the reason why European leverage on Egypt was
limited on issues like human rights. Europe’s carrot was too small,
and the stick was non-existent.
The leverage of the United States has been somewhat greater in
the past 10 years. Even though the annual US aid package was
more or less the same amount as the European one, some €200
million, it was the military package that made the difference. Since
the Camp David agreement between Israel and Egypt in 1978, the
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United States gives Egypt a yearly €1 billion ($1.3 billion) in
military aid or equipment. One of the frustrations of the Egyptians
is that this money not only needs to be used to buy American arms,
but also that these arms often do not have the latest technology.
Given the American pressure on human rights and other criticisms
in the years of the Obama administration, many supporters of the
current Sisi government strongly believe that the US is not the
friendly nation it pretends to be and even that it was the US who
trained and pushed the April 6 movement and other organisations
who started the revolution of 2011, overthrew the president and the
government and thus weakened the country.
If we compare the Western financial contributions to Egypt, they
appear to be slim compared to the support of the Gulf. From 2011
until the beginning of 2019, the Gulf countries have given no less
than €75 billion to Egypt, mostly in hard cash, but also loans to
buy petroleum. Even if one counts the EU loans to Egypt, and the
military aid of the US, the numbers are dwarfed by the Gulf’s.
Equally important is the fact that the Gulf money comes without
formal conditions. This doesn’t mean that there are no strings
attached. For example, when the United Arab Emirates and Saudi
Arabia started a war in Yemen, they asked for Egyptian support.
Reluctantly, Egypt had no other choice than joining in, even though
its support was rather symbolic.
While the EU refused to endorse the new Egyptian president,
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Russian President Vladimir Putin on 9 February
2015 made an official visit to Egypt. Sisi was not only grateful for this
recognition, but also signed a deal on Russian missiles and fighter
jets. As a matter of fact, the missiles arrived just a few weeks later.
This was not the only strain on Egypt’s relations with the West. EU
policy was also undermined by bilateral deals between Egypt and
European countries, the most important one being France. One
week after Putin’s visit, France concluded a €5.2 billion deal with
Egypt on Rafale fighter jets, which was just the first of many arms
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deals to follow. In August of the same year, 2015, Italy’s energy
company ENI discovered a massive gas field in Egyptian water in the
Mediterranean. This glued a new Egyptian-Italian partnership that
could not be broken even by the killing of the Italian student Giulio
Regeni after being tortured by Egyptian intelligence officers a few
months later. During the same year, Germany for its part made an
investment of €10 billion euro through its multinational Siemens.
However, the real new start of EU-Egypt relations was not related
to arms or gas, but to the so-called migration crisis of 2015. In
2015 1.3 million refugees entered the EU looking for asylum, which
triggered a major political crisis within the European Union. The
German chancellor went against the current and said that Germany
would be able to manage it (wir schaffen das). Nevertheless, there
was pressure on Angela Merkel and the EU to stop this migration.
That is why a deal was made with Turkey and Libya, the two main
sources of migration to Europe. In 2017 the EU made a migration
deal with Egypt in order to stop boats embarking from the
Mediterranean coast of Egypt and to fight terrorism.
With this EU migration/terrorism deal, al-Sisi seems to have gotten
what he was looking for: European recognition without changing
his political crackdown on whoever utters a critical word. Former
US president Donald Trump called him “my favourite dictator”,
while French President Emmanuel Macron gave al-Sisi the highest
French medal, the Légion d’honneur. As the Arab world remains
unstable, Sisi’s Egypt seems to be again a beacon of stability. After
the traumas of the terrorist attacks in Europe and the so-called
migration crisis, Europe has chosen to return to the same position
it had towards Hosni Mubarak, before the revolution of 2011: if
Egypt pretends to fight terrorism and to stop migration, Europe will
pretend that human rights and democracy are more or less ok in
Egypt.
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