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Preface: Why Study Egypt?

The Middle East is in the midst of extraordinary turmoil. In 2011, a wave of popular uprisings threatened authoritarian regimes that had held power for decades. Mass demonstrations in Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen, combined with militaries unwilling or unable to repress them, forced long-standing autocrats from power. Yet subsequent political developments diverged widely in these countries. Only Tunisia emerged with a more open political system, which remains fragile in the face of economic challenges, social polarization, and the war next door in Libya. Egypt, as we explore in this book, developed a deeper authoritarianism with a more central role for the military in politics and the economy. Yemen was caught in a devastating cycle of civil and regional conflict that produced a humanitarian catastrophe. Regimes in Syria, Libya, and Bahrain responded to popular uprisings in their countries with brutal force, which radicalized some of their opponents and invited external interventions. With devastating civil wars and intensified inter-state conflict across much of the region, the heady days of revolutionary protest in 2011 and 2012 seem a distant memory.

As this turmoil unfolded, Egypt’s 2011 uprising and its aftermath played an especially important role. Egypt’s size and historical importance make it one of the most influential countries in the region. It has the largest population of any Arab country (95 million; the next largest, Sudan, has 40 million) as well as the Arab world’s largest army and third-largest economy. The country commands a strategic location at the geographic heart of the Arab world and controls the Suez Canal, one of the region’s most important waterways. Egypt also exerts substantial soft power. Its renowned al-Azhar University is the premier center of Islamic study and teaching in the Sunni world. Egyptian artists and writers shape the culture of the region at all levels, from pop music and soap operas to abstract art. The country also sends many thousands of teachers, engineers, and doctors to work in surrounding states, adding another dimension to its reach and impact. In addition, Egypt has served as a model for political development in other Arab states. Its political and legal institutions have been emulated to varying degrees in Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Iraq, and Syria.

Studying modern Egypt is thus essential to understanding the region’s future. If Egypt can come to grips with its many problems and create a more stable and just order, the prospects for the region are substantially brighter. In contrast, if it goes the way of Libya or Syria, the region will be mired in an ever-deeper cycle of poverty and violence that could last for generations.

The purpose of this book is to introduce nonspecialists to this important and influential country. We have each studied Egypt for more than 20 years and have engaged in extensive language study and field research in the country. We have learned an extraordinary amount from our Egyptian colleagues, many of whom stood on the front lines of the 2011 uprising and have risked their lives in pursuit of a better future. We have also benefited from the many excellent scholarly works in Arabic and English on the country’s history, politics, economy, and culture.

However, the remarkable richness of the literature on Egypt is somewhat of a curse for anyone who endeavors to write a short book. In a volume of only 200 pages, we inevitably made difficult choices about material to leave out. The brevity of our analysis of some topics by no means suggests that they are unimportant. Rather, we have focused our discussion on key events, actors, institutions, and issues that are essential for gaining a basic knowledge of Egypt. We hope to achieve two goals: to leave the reader with a sufficient appreciation of Egypt to understand its current challenges and opportunities, and to spark the reader’s interest in this fascinating country. We hope that readers will be inspired to read more of the vibrant scholarship on Egypt that has proven such a valuable resource for us.

We begin the volume by discussing the historic uprising that captured the world’s attention in January and February 2011. In order to understand this event, we introduce several important themes—the role of the military and internal security agencies in politics and the economy; the characteristics of Egyptian authoritarianism under Mubarak; the political role of Islam and, particularly, the Muslim Brotherhood; the weakness of Egyptian political parties and civil society groups; and the deep structural problems of the Egyptian economy that have led to extensive poverty and substantial inequality. These themes are then developed in subsequent chapters. Chapters 2 and 3 deal with the central features of Egyptian history, with particular attention to the changes undertaken since Gamal Abdel Nasser’s rise to power in 1952. Chapter 4 examines several critical issues in human development and welfare including population growth, inequality, unemployment, urbanization, and the status of women. Chapter 5 introduces readers to important environmental and natural resource issues, including pollution, climate change, and fossil fuel dependency. Chapter 6 discusses the major religious communities and actors. Chapter 7 considers Egypt’s foreign policy and its position within the regional and international order. Chapter 8 examines the country’s current and future challenges and its strategies for addressing them.

The authors would like to thank the anonymous reviewer for many helpful suggestions and David McBride, our editor at Oxford, for his assistance throughout the process. We are grateful to Michelle Woodward, who found the photographs for the book, and to our respective institutions for their generous support to pay for the photos: the College of Liberal Arts at the University of New Hampshire and The Research Council at Colgate University. We are also grateful to our research assistants: Hayley Lazzari, who did a fine job of reading the entire manuscript and offering suggestions; and Matt Goduto for his research and formatting assistance. Jeannie L. Sowers would like to thank John Waterbury for motivating her to study Egypt in the first place.

Small portions of Chapters 2, 3, 6, and 7 utilize material from Rutherford’s Egypt after Mubarak (Princeton, 2008) and his “Egypt’s New Authoritarianism under al-Sisi” (Middle East Journal, Spring 2018). This material is used with permission.
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The 2011 Uprising and Its Aftermath

What Happened on January 25, 2011?

Egyptian activists called for street protests against the long-standing rule of President Hosni Mubarak on January 25, 2011 using a variety of social media platforms including Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. They chose January 25 because it is National Police Day, a countrywide holiday originally established to commemorate the bravery of 50 Egyptian policemen killed in a clash with British troops in January 1952. To the surprise of the organizers, approximately 20,000 people gathered in Tahrir Square in downtown Cairo, marking the largest protest in years. Large street demonstrations also took place in the provincial cities of Alexandria, Mansoura, Sohag, Minya, Suez, El-Arish, Luxor, Aswan, Asyut, Tanta, and others. In Suez, four young men were killed in confrontations between the police and protesters. In response, Suez residents torched the local police station, attacked police vehicles and checkpoints, and marched on the headquarters of President Mubarak’s National Democratic Party. With these dramatic events, the “January 25 revolution,” as Egyptian activists termed it, was underway.

Over the next 18 days, police, hired thugs, and protesters confronted each other across the country. Internal security forces deployed tear gas, water hoses, batons, and birdshot to disperse the protests. The violent response by security forces only increased resistance as youth leaders organized another nationwide demonstration on January 28, termed the “Friday of Rage.” Hoping to disrupt the protests, the Mubarak government cut phone and internet connections, but to no avail. In Cairo, demonstrators gathered in several neighborhoods after Friday prayers and then moved toward Tahrir along the city’s major thoroughfares and bridges. Marchers encouraged onlookers to join them through rhymed chants in Egyptian Arabic, such as “Why are you watching from far away? You’re Egyptian, aren’t you?” and “Raise. Raise the voice. He who chants will never die.”1 People left their homes and workplaces and poured into the streets, or cheered the marchers from their balconies. The Ultras, soccer fans known for their violent confrontations with security forces, joined in, as did the youth wing of the Muslim Brotherhood and Egyptians from all walks of life. On Cairo’s Qasr al-Nil Bridge, thousands of people pushed forward against police lines, water cannon, and tear gas volleys to triumphantly reach Tahrir Square, where an estimated 80,000 people assembled. Volunteers set up tents, makeshift hospitals, and stages for campaigners to make speeches and lead songs, while food and drink vendors circulated among the crowd. Activists set up improvised barricades to protect themselves from the security forces, broke up sidewalks and pavement for projectiles, and established volunteer brigades to vet those entering the sit-in.2

Across the country, protesters clashed with the Central Security Forces (CSF) and police on the Friday of Rage and in the ensuing days. An estimated 84 to 150 police stations were attacked, as well as state security offices, police checkpoints, and police vehicles.3 As the police faltered, the regime increasingly relied on hired thugs and loyalists. In the famous “Battle of the Camel,” on February 2, a group of thugs riding horses and camels attacked the Tahrir sit-in while pro-Mubarak marchers entered the square. Eleven people were killed and 600 wounded, but the anti-Mubarak protesters held Tahrir.

The police and CSF proved incapable of handling what rapidly became a countrywide revolt. Overwhelmed and demoralized, they simply withdrew from the streets. The regime was forced to deploy the military and declare a curfew in Cairo, Suez, and Alexandria. In Tahrir, the protesters threw roses at the tanks that were deployed around the square, chanting “the military and the people are one hand,” trying to ensure that the troops would not fire.

President Mubarak’s televised speeches announcing relatively small concessions were too little and too late. Much of the public viewed his performances as patronizing, out of touch, and dismissive of the mass movement and its martyrs. Strikes and other labor actions by industrial workers, lawyers, doctors, textile workers, and others spread throughout the country, intensifying the pressure on the military leadership to take action.

After 18 days of confrontation and chaos, the military leadership removed Mubarak. They announced that they would rule directly, as the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), until parliamentary and presidential elections could be held. In Tahrir and across the country, protesters celebrated. Fireworks, music, and a heady festival atmosphere ensued as Egyptians in the squares and streets enthusiastically debated the contours of a new order long into the night.4

The military’s decision to facilitate Mubarak’s removal came as a surprise to many. Like all of Egypt’s presidents, Mubarak hailed from the military. He was the commander of the air force in the early 1970s before Sadat appointed him vice president in 1975. Mubarak was thus well aware of the importance of maintaining strong ties with the military leadership and directly appointed all of the senior officer corps. However, by the time of the 2011 uprising, the generals concluded that he had become a liability. They had reportedly grown disenchanted with Mubarak’s increased reliance on the internal security forces under the Ministry of Interior, which consumed resources that could have gone to the military. They may have also believed that Mubarak was grooming his son Gamal to succeed him, particularly after Gamal was appointed to one of the highest positions in the regime’s ruling National Democratic Party. Gamal was widely viewed as a prominent beneficiary of the extensive corruption that plagued the Mubarak era, using his political status to accrue a large fortune. In addition, the military reportedly feared that Gamal favored economic reforms that might jeopardize their business interests, which include dozens of firms involved in construction, farming, tourism, and other fields.5

What Factors Triggered the 2011 Uprising?

Egyptians have suffered from unemployment, poverty, and an abusive security state for decades. However, several factors coalesced in the late 2000s that made them more willing to take to the streets despite the risks. These included escalating police abuse, a rapid rise in prices of food and other necessities, and the stunning example of the successful uprising in Tunisia.

Human rights abuses by Egypt’s security forces have been a long-standing problem. These abuses intensified in the 1990s, as the regime engaged in an increasingly brutal clash with Islamist opponents primarily in the southern part of the country. The security forces frequently employed collective punishment, arbitrary detention, sexual humiliation, and torture. In the 2000s, these tactics spread more widely and were adopted by police throughout the country in their daily interactions with citizens. It became increasingly common for average Egyptians from the middle and lower classes to face police abuse, leading to growing public anger.6

A particular act of police abuse against Khaled Said, a young businessman, focused this anger and helped bring many ordinary Egyptians into the streets in January 2011. On June 6, 2010, Said died in police custody from a beating he received from two plainclothes policemen in broad daylight outside an internet café in Alexandria. Photos circulated online of his battered and disfigured body. The attempt by the police to discredit him as an alleged drug dealer further catalyzed public anger. A Facebook page titled “Kullina Khaled Said” (“We are all Khaled Said”) quickly attracted 400,000 members. On January 14, 2011, the administrator of the page—Wael Ghonim, a Google executive working in Dubai—invited Egyptians to take to the streets on January 25, 2011. His invitation and the efforts of many other activists helped to produce large crowds in Tahrir Square and elsewhere in Egypt.7

Economic hardship also played a role in the uprising. The 2008 global economic crisis effected many Egyptians as prices for virtually all the country’s imports rose dramatically. In particular, Egypt relies on imports of rice and wheat to cover the needs of its population. The prices for these grains rose especially sharply due to crop failures in several major exporting countries including Russia and India. The increasing cost of food and other essentials pushed many Egyptians into poverty. By the time of the uprising in 2011, two-thirds of Egyptians—some 55 million people—were eligible for subsidized food items from the government based on their low incomes. In 2011, over 20 percent of Egyptians lived on 1 US dollar or less per day.

Egypt’s middle class—meaning those with some high school or university education— also faced economic difficulties in the years before the uprising. Their real wages declined even as the country’s overall economic output grew, in part due to rising inflation. Educated graduates faced dwindling job prospects and fading opportunities for a better life. For the vast majority of middle class youth, earning a high school or university degree did not lead to upward mobility or increased income.8 The declining fortunes of educated young people helps to explain why so many of them took to the streets in the 2011 uprising.9

While police abuse and economic conditions intensified dissatisfaction with Mubarak’s regime, the mass demonstrations in Tunisia against long-standing ruler Zine El Abidine Ben Ali in December 2010 persuaded many Egyptians that the time had come to act. These demonstrations were trigged by an incident in a small rural town in Tunisia, Sidi Bouzid. On December 17, 2010, a police officer in the town confiscated the produce of a street vendor named Muhammad Bouazzizi. The officer also seized his cart, making it impossible for him to make a living. As an act of protest, Bouazzizi set himself on fire in front of the town’s municipal building a few hours later. He eventually died from his burns. As with Khaled Said’s death at the hands of Egyptian police, many Tunisians viewed the police harassment and humiliation of Bouazzizi as emblematic of the routine abuse suffered by ordinary citizens under President Ben Ali. Demonstrations against Ben Ali began throughout the country and steadily grew, despite the best efforts of Tunisia’s security police. When the military chose not to intervene to defend Ben Ali, he fled to Saudi Arabia. To ensure that the post–Ben Ali government was not simply stacked with old regime stalwarts, demonstrations continued and workers and professionals conducted a series of general strikes. Footage of these dramatic events in Tunisia circulated widely on the internet as well as on international media outlets such as the satellite TV station al-Jazeera. Egyptians thus had a front row seat to the fall of Ben Ali on January 14, 2011 and its aftermath.

Tunisia shares several important similarities with Egypt. Both countries have long histories of strong labor movements, university activism, and street mobilization. Unemployment and underemployment among semi-educated and educated youth is extensive. Wealth is concentrated in the capital and coastal regions, with the interior and rural areas left behind. If a popular uprising could force the fall of an autocratic government in Tunisia, why not in Egypt?

Who Were the Protesters and What Did They Want?

The protests were organized by loose networks of young activists that included students, veterans of pro-democracy and human rights groups, women’s rights activists, urban intellectuals, middle class professionals, leftists, Nasserists, and youth groups from the Muslim Brotherhood. In Alexandria, Suez, and other cities with large state-owned industrial areas, public sector workers also staged demonstrations and strikes. From the Islamist camp, the mainstream cadres of the Muslim Brotherhood participated, although the more conservative Salafi movement largely remained on the sidelines.

Many of the activists who coordinated the 2011 protests had prior experience organizing demonstrations. Young activists and veteran organizers had staged pro-democracy and antiwar protests on campuses, outside embassies, and in major squares during the 2000s. They demonstrated against the US-led Iraq war in 2003, the Mubarak regime in 2005, Israel’s war in Lebanon with Hizballah in 2006, and Israel’s war in Gaza with Hamas in late 2008 and early 2009. In 2005, the pro-democracy movement “Kifaya!” or “Enough” embodied the frustration of many Egyptians with the Mubarak regime’s performance on both economic and foreign policy. In 2008, the April 6 movement organized street protests to support striking textile workers in the Delta city of Mahalla al-Kubra. Although strikes were outlawed under Egypt’s emergency laws, workers staged hundreds of unauthorized labor actions throughout the 2000s, as did civil servants, public sector employees, and middle class professionals. During the 2000s, the security forces were able to contain demonstrations and strikes. In 2011, however, the broad diffusion of protest across most of Egypt’s cities overwhelmed the state’s security apparatus.10

For many activists, removing Mubarak was the first step toward deeper changes to the political system. The popular slogan of all the Arab uprisings, “the people want the fall of the regime,” highlights these broader goals of economic and political transformation. Their aims included electing a new legislature with broader jurisdiction; scrapping the emergency laws that granted the President enormous powers; adopting a new constitution to protect civil and political rights and constrain the executive; strengthening judicial independence and the rule of law; reforming the security services; and electing governors and city officials rather than filling these posts through presidential appointments. The activists also had socioeconomic demands, including a minimum national wage, the recognition of independent unions by the government, an end to corruption and crony capitalism, and the renationalization of public sector industries that many felt had been sold to private businessmen at bargain prices.

Partly in response to these demands, the public prosecutor initiated corruption cases against several prominent businessmen associated with the Mubarak regime such as the steel tycoon Ahmad Ezz. Yet these small victories became less frequent as activists found themselves confronted by better-organized conservative forces. These included the security apparatus, which largely disappeared off the streets but remained intact; the military; and what activists dismissively termed the fulul, the remnants of the old regime. While activists participated in many political forums, parties, and social projects that emerged after Mubarak’s removal, they lacked the organizational clout to give their demands traction and to offset the power of these conservative forces.

The defenders of the old order commanded substantial political machines at the local level. In addition, the military elite did not split into moderate and hard-line factions, in which moderates might have joined the activists to support deeper reforms. Instead, the generals remained unified and defended the old system of economic and political administration that they knew well. They did not reform the security agencies and judicial system, as the protesters demanded. As the transition unfolded, the revolutionary activists were increasingly marginalized and eventually subject to extensive repression under successive post-2011 governments.

Did Large Uprisings Occur before 2011?

Egyptians participated in several large-scale protests during the twentieth century. In 1919, Britain sent the Egyptian nationalist leader Saad Zaghloul into exile, sparking a countrywide uprising that heralded the beginning of the end of direct British colonial rule. In January 1952, as noted previously, British forces killed 50 Egyptian policemen in the Suez Canal city of Ismailiyya, leading to demonstrations across Cairo that set the stage for a military coup a few months later that ended the Egyptian monarchy and British colonial influence.

In 1977, mass protests erupted across Egyptian cities when then-president Anwar Sadat announced cuts in state subsidies for basic food items such as wheat flour and cooking oil. The riots began in the port city of Alexandria, known for its labor and leftist movements, and then spread to Cairo, Helwan, Suez, and other cities. Protesters targeted the private residences of Sadat and then–vice president Hosni Mubarak as well as nightclubs, fancy cars, and other symbols of elite wealth. The internal security forces were unable to restore order, and Sadat was forced to call in the military and impose citywide curfews. Calm was restored when Sadat formally rescinded the price increases. Over the course of a few days 80 Egyptians were killed and 800 injured.

The Central Security Forces (CSF), which are the regime’s first line of defense against protests, are also a potential source of unrest. Upwards of 25,000 CSF personnel rioted in 1986 on hearing rumors that their conscription term would be extended from three to four years. Mubarak had to call on the Egyptian military to put down the mutiny.

These past uprisings share several features with the 2011 uprising. High prices and other economic grievances helped send ordinary people to the streets despite the country’s extensive security forces. Egypt’s provincial cities as well as the capital Cairo served as centers of revolt. In addition, the military intervened to direct the course of political events. The military leadership viewed itself as the protector of the Egyptian nation against both external meddling and internal disorder.

How Did the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces Govern after the 2011 Uprising?

Once Mubarak was deposed, 20 senior generals, known as the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), assumed control of the country until Egypt’s first post-Mubarak presidential elections were held. During their sixteen months in power, the military leadership saw their primary tasks as demobilizing the streets, restoring stability, and reviving the economy. The SCAF engaged in substantial repression of the popular forces behind the uprising even as it invoked the revolutionary rhetoric of patriotism, nationalism, and populism.

Pro-democracy activists organized large street demonstrations in major cities during the months after Mubarak’s removal, keeping pressure on the SCAF for reform. In early March 2011, the SCAF was forced to dismiss the prime minister appointed by Mubarak to control the uprising, Ahmad Shafiq, and his cabinet. The new cabinet appointed by the SCAF included several well-known technocrats and academics sympathetic to reform.11 The SCAF was also pressured to abolish the Ministry of Information, while the new Minister of Interior formally dissolved the regime’s internal surveillance agency, although it would soon re-emerge in full force after the 2013 military coup.

These gains came against the backdrop of the military’s increasing use of lethal force against unarmed protesters. In what could be viewed as a dress rehearsal for their later repression of the Muslim Brotherhood in 2013, the military abandoned its neutral stance toward protesters. Military police and the central security forces attacked sit-ins and protests. Their tactics included the infamous “virginity tests” administered by the military against female activists during a protest in Tahrir Square on March 9, 2011; attacks on a protest march against military rule near SCAF headquarters on July 23; and the use of tanks and other heavy vehicles to kill 24 people and leave 300 wounded in an attack on activists who were protesting the persecution of Coptic Christians. On December 16, 2011 the military also dispersed a sit-in outside the interim prime minister’s office. This action left an estimated 13 dead and included the stripping and beating of an unarmed female activist, which was caught on film and broadcast widely. Alongside the increase in violence against civilians, the military depicted protesters as provocateurs, thugs, criminals, and foreign agents.

In addition, many activists became worried about the growing cooperation between the SCAF and the Muslim Brotherhood in 2011/2012. Once Mubarak was deposed, the bulk of the Brotherhood withdrew from street protests. Adapting their slogan “Islam is the solution,” leading Brothers argued that “elections are the solution,” not street protest. They believed that the Brotherhood’s extensive grassroots organization would give it a significant advantage in elections, and focused their efforts on persuading the SCAF to allow elections as quickly as possible. The Brotherhood’s decision to engage with the SCAF broke the 2011 revolutionary coalition and reduced pressures for substantive institutional reform.

Why Did the Muslim Brotherhood Win Egypt’s First Post-Mubarak Elections?

Egypt’s first free parliamentary elections in over 60 years were held between November 2011 and January 2012. Candidates running under the umbrella of the Muslim Brotherhood won 42 percent of the seats in the Majlis al-Shaab, the lower house of Parliament, and 58 percent of the contested seats in the Majlis al-Shura, the upper house.

The Brotherhood had been in existence since 1928, with local-level networks resilient enough to withstand intense repression in the 1950s and 1960s. After the 2011 uprising, the Brotherhood created a political party—the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP)—that drew on the organization’s extensive grassroots base and its tight organizational hierarchy. The FJP competed in every electoral district in the parliamentary elections. Its candidates often had deep roots in their communities and long-standing ties with local religious institutions. In contrast, the more secular revolutionary activists were dispersed among more than 25 political parties in the months following Mubarak’s ouster. Most of these parties were led by political novices with no prior experience contesting elections and little political or financial organization to support their candidates.12

Voters proved willing to give the Brotherhood a chance after decades of single-party rule under the government’s National Democratic Party. However, analysis of polling data makes clear that this support was not a blank check nor was it an endorsement of the Brotherhood’s plans to expand the role of Islam in public life. Rather, voters expected the Brotherhood to deliver on its promises to improve state services and broaden economic opportunity.13

A similar pattern emerged in the 2012 presidential election. Just as the FJP offered a clear and unified alternative to a large number of small liberal parties, the Brotherhood’s Muhammad Mursi won the 2012 presidential election because several centrist candidates split much of the vote in the first round of the presidential election. In this first round, four serious contenders emerged in addition to the Brotherhood’s Muhammad Mursi: Ahmad Shafiq, a senior figure from the Mubarak regime; Hamdeen al-Sabahi, representing leftist and Nasserist currents; Abdel Moneim Abu al-Fatouh, a former Brotherhood leader expelled from the organization for insubordination; and Amr Moussa, a former minister of foreign affairs and the former head of the Arab League. Al-Sabahi, Abdel Fatouh, and Moussa were widely considered the centrist candidates. They collectively won the largest share of votes—49.3 percent—but these votes were split among them. As a consequence, Mursi and Shafiq moved on to the final round of the presidential election with vote shares of only 24.8 percent and 23.7 percent, respectively. Egyptians thus faced a difficult choice: side with Shafiq, whom many believed would roll back the achievements of the 2011 uprising and restore the old regime; or take a chance on Muhammad Mursi, who had called for a more democratic political system and a more prosperous economy. By only 4 percent, voters chose Mursi.

Despite this narrow margin, Mursi and his supporters interpreted the outcome as an endorsement of the Brotherhood’s leadership and goals. This misreading of the electoral result emboldened the Brotherhood to attempt to govern without building coalitions with other political forces. This proved a fatal mistake. One year after taking office, Mursi would be overthrown in a military coup amidst mass popular demonstrations.

Why Were President Mursi and the Muslim Brotherhood Forced from Power in 2013?

The Brotherhood had great difficulty making the transition from opposition to governing, while state authorities did little to help them and may have actively hindered them by creating shortages in basic goods and keeping police off the streets. In addition, youth activists and others involved in the 2011 uprising became increasingly concerned that the Brotherhood was excluding them from decision-making. These fears were seemingly confirmed when Mursi issued a presidential decree in November 2012 that placed his decisions beyond review by the Constitutional Court, which Mursi felt was stacked with judges determined to sabotage him. For many Egyptians, this step signaled that the Brotherhood would act in a unilateral and authoritarian manner. Many Egyptians were also worried about the emerging priorities of the Brotherhood. While the Brotherhood leadership had softened its rhetoric and expressed its support for a civil state grounded in democratic principles, the Brotherhood’s local campaigns and electioneering raised doubts about the organization’s commitment to the rights of women, the protection of minorities, and the defense of secular law. Liberals, women, and Coptic Christians, as well as many Muslims, feared that the Brotherhood would seek to “Islamize” state institutions and public culture in a less tolerant direction.

In addition, the economic situation during Mursi’s tenure continued to deteriorate. Although the government issued ambitious plans for developing the economy, it was unable to work effectively with state agencies to implement them. Inflation continued to rise, partly due to the declining value of Egypt’s currency, while tourism income and foreign direct investment remained weak. Mursi’s government continued negotiations with the International Monetary Fund for a large loan to tide the government over while it embarked on structural economic reforms. It also increased short-term government spending on subsidies and public wages in a bid to lessen the impact of the worsening economic situation. In 2013, the government spent roughly 33 percent of total government expenditure on subsidies, an amount equal to roughly 13 percent of GDP.14

The country’s economic problems were compounded by the fact that the Brotherhood’s leaders lacked the political skills to govern effectively. They had spent their adult lives in conflict with the state, facing the constant threat of arrest and imprisonment. As a result, they had built a closed organization in which secrecy and suspicion of outsiders were essential for survival. They mistrusted Egypt’s bureaucracy and the officials who led it, as well as the popular forces that had spearheaded the uprising.

This mindset led the Brotherhood’s leaders to adopt an increasingly exclusionary approach to governing, which was particularly evident during the drafting of a new Constitution.
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