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SISI'S ISLAMIST AGENDA FOR EGYPT:  
THE GENERAL'S RADICAL POLITICAL VISION 

Robert Springborg 
Foreign Affairs, July 28, 2013 

 

Addressing graduates of military academies is a standard responsibility for high-ranking military officers all 
over the world. But last week, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, the commander of Egypt’s armed forces, which recently 
deposed the country’s first freely elected president, went far beyond the conventions of the genre in a speech 
to graduates of Egypt’s Navy and Air Defense academies. Sisi’s true audience was the wider Egyptian public, 
and he presented himself less as a general in the armed forces than as a populist strongman. He urged 
Egyptians to take to the streets to show their support for the provisional government that he had installed 
after launching a coup to remove from power President Mohamed Morsi, a longtime leader of the Islamist 
Muslim Brotherhood. “I’ve never asked you for anything,” Sisi declared, before requesting a “mandate” to 
confront the Muslim Brotherhood, whose supporters have launched protests and sit-ins to denounce the new 
military-backed regime. 
 

Sisi’s speech was only the latest suggestion that he will not be content to simply serve as the leader of 
Egypt’s military. Although he has vowed to lead Egypt through a democratic transition, there are plenty of 
indications that he is less than enthusiastic about democracy and that he intends to hold on to political power 
himself. But that’s not to say that he envisions a return to the secular authoritarianism of Egypt’s recent past. 

http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/139605/robert-springborg/sisis-islamist-agenda-for-egypt?page=2
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Given the details of Sisi’s biography and the content of his only published work, a thesis he wrote in 2006 
while studying at the U.S. Army War College in Pennsylvania, it seems possible that he might have 
something altogether different in mind: a hybrid regime that would combine Islamism with militarism. To 
judge from the ideas about governance that he put forward in his thesis, Sisi might see himself less as a 
custodian of Egypt’s democratic future than as an Egyptian version of Muhammed Zia ul-Haq, the Pakistani 
general who seized power in 1977 and set about to “Islamicize” state and society in Pakistan. 
 

Last summer, when Morsi tapped Sisi to replace Minister of Defense Muhammad Tantawi, Morsi clearly 
believed that he had chosen someone who was willing to subordinate himself to an elected government. 
Foreign observers also interpreted Sisi’s promotion as a signal that the military would finally be 
professionalized, beginning with a reduction of its role in politics and then, possibly, the economy. Sisi’s 
initial moves as defense minister reinforced this optimism. He immediately removed scores of older officers 
closely associated with his corrupt and unpopular predecessor. And he implicitly criticized the military’s 
involvement in politics after the ouster of Hosni Mubarak in 2011, warning that such “dangerous” 
interventions could turn Egypt into Afghanistan or Somalia and would not recur…. 
 

Throughout Sisi’s tenure as defense minister, the Brotherhood dismissed his political potential. Obviously, 
they underestimated him. That is not to say that he had been planning a coup the entire time; there is not 
enough evidence to determine that. But there is plenty of evidence that Sisi is not nearly as modest as he has 
always preferred Egyptians to believe. It is significant that he not only remained minister of defense in the 
new government but also took the post of first deputy prime minister.  
 

Following the cabinet’s formation, Sisi’s spokesperson appeared on television to say that although the 
general was not running for the presidency, there was nothing to prevent him from so doing if he retired from 
the military. Sisi also had his spokesman release a 30-minute YouTube video glorifying the general and the 
military, taking particular care to illustrate the military’s provision of goods and services to civilians. Not 
long thereafter, demonstrators in Cairo and elsewhere were seen carrying large photos of Sisi. 
 

As fears of the general’s political ambitions have intensified, so have concerns about the nature of his 
political views. Since deposing Morsi, Sisi has clearly been trying to give the impression that he is committed 
to democracy. He has taken pains to ensure that civilian political figures share the limelight with him. Hazem 
al-Beblawi, who was appointed as the prime minister of the transitional government, claimed in his first 
television interview after taking office that he had not met Sisi prior to the swearing-in ceremony and that the 
general had not intervened in any way in his choice of ministers…. 
 

Morsi likely also found much to admire in the thesis that Sisi produced at the U.S. Army War College, which, 
despite its innocuous title (“Democracy in the Middle East”), reads like a tract produced by the Muslim 
Brotherhood. In his opening paragraph, Sisi emphasizes the centrality of religion to the politics of the region, 
arguing that “for democracy to be successful in the Middle East,” it must show “respect to the religious 
nature of the culture” and seek “public support from religious leaders [who] can help build strong support for 
the establishment of democratic systems.”  
 

Egyptians and other Arabs will view democracy positively, he wrote, only if it “sustains the religious base 
versus devaluing religion and creating instability.” Secularism, according to Sisi, “is unlikely to be favorably 
received by the vast majority of Middle Easterners, who are devout followers of the Islamic faith.” He 
condemns governments that “tend toward secular rule,” because they “disenfranchise large segments of the 
population who believe religion should not be excluded from government,” and because “they often send 
religious leaders to prison.” 
 

But Sisi’s thesis goes beyond simply rejecting the idea of a secular state; it embraces a more radical view of 
the proper place of religion in an Islamic democracy. He writes: “Democracy cannot be understood in the 
Middle East without an understanding of the concept of El Kalafa,” or the caliphate, which Sisi defines as the 
70-year period when Muslims were led by Muhammad and his immediate successors. Re-establishing this 
kind of leadership “is widely recognized as the goal for any new form of government” in the Middle East, he 
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asserts. The central political mechanisms in such a system, he believes, are al-bi'ah (fealty to a ruler) and 
shura (a ruler’s consultation with his subjects). Apologists for Islamic rule sometimes suggest that these 
concepts are inherently democratic, but in reality they fall far short of the democratic mark. 
 

Sisi concludes that a tripartite government would be acceptable only if the executive, legislative, and judicial 
branches are all sufficiently Islamic; otherwise, there must be an independent “religious” branch of 
government. He acknowledges that it will be a challenge to incorporate Islam into government, but concludes 
that there is no other choice. (As an afterthought, he adds that “there must be consideration given to non-
Islamic beliefs.”) 
 

If Sisi’s thesis truly reflects his thinking -- and there is no reason to believe otherwise -- it suggests not only 
that he might want to stay at the helm of the new Egyptian state but that his vision of how to steer Egyptian 
society differs markedly from those of the secular-nationalist military rulers who led Egypt for decades: 
Gamal Abdel al-Nasser, Anwar al-Sadat, and Mubarak. The ideas in Sisi’s thesis hew closer to those of Zia 
ul-Haq, who overthrew Pakistan’s democratically elected government in 1977 and soon began a campaign of 
“Islamicization” that included the introduction of some elements of sharia into Pakistani law, along with a 
state-subsidized boom in religious education….  
 

If Sisi continues to seek legitimacy for military rule by associating it with Islamism, it could prove to be a 
disaster for Egypt. At the very least, it would set back the democratic cause immeasurably. It would also 
reinforce the military’s octopus-like hold on the economy, which is already one of the major obstacles to the 
country's economic development. And it would also pose new dilemmas for the military itself: somehow it 
would need to reconcile serving the strategic objectives of Islam and those of its American patrons. It’s not 
clear whether that circle could be squared. And the experiment would likely come at the expense of the 
Egyptian people. 
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IN EGYPT’S SINAI, INSURGENCY TAKING ROOT 
Abigail Hauslohner 

Washington Post, July 28, 2013 
 

More than three weeks after the military coup that ousted this nation’s first democratically elected — and 
Islamist — president from power, the roots of a violent insurgency are burrowing fast into the sands of 
Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula. The rapid thud of machine-gun fire and the explosions of rocket-propelled grenades 
have begun to shatter the silence of the desert days and nights here with startling regularity, as militants 
assault the military and police forces stationed across this volatile territory that borders Israel and the Gaza 
Strip.The emerging Sinai crisis gives Egypt’s military a pretext to crack down on Islamist opponents across 
the country, including in Cairo, where at least 72 people were killed over the weekend when security forces 
opened fire on demonstrators rallying in support of ousted president Mohamed Morsi…. 

In the Sinai, long Egypt’s most elusive and neglected region, a familiar cycle of repression has already taken 
hold. The military has clamped down hard on all routes in and out. And Saturday, the armed forces launched 
Operation Desert Storm in the peninsula, according to the state-run al-Ahram newspaper. The operation got 
underway after millions of Egyptians took to the streets Friday to heed the military’s call to give it the 
popular “mandate” to crack down on violence and “terrorism.” 
 

Interior Minister Mohamed Ibrahim said Egypt’s security forces have been given permission to confront 
those who threaten the state’s “stability.” “The people have given the army and the police a popular mandate 
to stand firmly against anyone who shakes the stability of the nation with terrorist or criminal acts,” Ibrahim 
said Sunday at a graduation ceremony for police recruits.  
 

Bedouin leaders and Islamists in the Sinai say locals have been angered by the coup because it brought an 
end to Egypt’s nascent democracy — a concept that was slow to catch on in this deeply conservative territory 
that has long been suspicious of Cairo. Many others, particularly Bedouin smugglers, in a population long 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/insurgency-takes-root-in-egypts-sinai/2013/07/28/2e3e01da-f7a4-11e2-a954-358d90d5d72d_story.html
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accustomed to sweeping arrests, state-sanctioned discrimination and torture under Mubarak, say that they 
tasted freedom in the anarchy that prevailed under Morsi and that they are determined to avoid a return to the 
past even if it costs them their lives…. 

Lawlessness, smuggling and militancy have thrived on the peninsula since the 2011 fall of Mubarak’s 
regime. Bedouin arms dealers who are sympathetic to the militants said in recent days that fighters have 
launched shoulder-fired anti-aircraft Stinger missiles (known to the U.S. intelligence community as 
MANPADs) at military aircraft, laid improvised bombs along roads traversed heavily by troops, and fired 
barrages of bullets and RPGs at security personnel stationed here. 
 

On Sunday, a police commander who spoke on the condition of anonymity said police had located a fourth 
bomb outside the Sheik Zweid village police station in less than 48 hours. The first three exploded, injuring 
several police officers, the official said. 
 

Both police commanders and Bedouin leaders say the militants are a minority in the desert peninsula; the 
latter group says the militants consist mostly of locals who operate in small cells, with little to no command 
structure. But Bedouin leaders fear that the territory’s population may soon get swept up in the military’s 
crackdown, escalating the conflict into a wider war. 
 

On a night last week, militants struck the Hay al-Safa military base near Rafah with an RPG and then gunfire. 
Hours later, they struck again — with what local arms dealers said were armor-piercing bullets. Families 
living in the area said they have grown afraid to transit through security checkpoints at night, lest they get 
caught in the crossfire or get targeted by nervous troops. At least 10 civilians have died in the violence this 
month. 
 

Unlike mainland Egypt, where Morsi supporters have staged thousands-strong protests that have shut down 
major roads and convulsed cities from Cairo to the Nile Delta, the Sinai has quickly taken its dissent to a 
more violent level. Local Bedouins say it is the route borne of the territory’s cyclical history of state 
repression and a natural response from a local population flush with weapons and budding extremist groups. 
“Protests aren’t really in our nature,” Abu Ashraf, a powerful tribal leader and smuggler in North Sinai, said 
last week using his nickname. “Our nature is…” he said, then stopped, smiled and pantomimed firing a gun. 
 

In the wake of the coup, Egyptian security forces locked down the single bridge that connects the peninsula 
to the mainland and set up a battery of checkpoints along the highways that link Cairo to the Suez Canal, and 
onward across North Sinai, where soldiers check IDs and sift through luggage in the trunks of cars. They 
shine strobe lights into vehicles at night. The Sinai Bedouin feel as if the state is targeting them — again. 
 

Analysts and local political leaders in North Sinai interpreted the call by Gen. Abdel Fatah al-Sissi, Egypt’s 
military commander, for a mandate to fight terrorism as a signal that a Mubarak-style crackdown was 
imminent. “I think Sissi wants public cover for his bloody work,” said Ahmed Salem, a spokesman for the 
Muslim Brotherhood in el-Arish, capital of North Sinai. 
 

As much as the Sinai insurgency derives from militant anger at Morsi’s ouster, it is also a preemptive 
backlash rooted in fear, say Bedouin leaders who sympathize with the militants. “People here have gotten 
some freedoms, and they will not allow those to be taken away now,” said Mohamed, a fundamentalist sheik 
in North Sinai who requested that his last name not be used. “The coup took us back to square one,” he said, 
and the Sinai’s Islamists are expressing anger at the military “in any way they can.” 
 

“If the state does not reverse al-Sissi’s mistake, there will be more for them to endure,” he said. Morsi’s rule 
offered some respite from the repression — a new kind of freedom, some Bedouin leaders said. He didn’t 
deliver the roads, schools or hospitals that local leaders say would help break the territory’s cycle of violent 
resistance. But he left them alone. “Nothing happened the year that Morsi was in power,” said one Bedouin 
smuggler who spent eight years in prison under Mubarak. “Morsi had no control here. But at least he didn’t 
insult or arrest anyone. When you would pass by the checkpoints, they would respect you. Now we’re back 
to the way it was before.” 
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The military says its crackdown is necessary to fight terror, but the Bedouin here say it only adds fuel to 
their rebellion, in a cycle that may soon spiral out of control. Security officials say they have seized Syrian, 
Palestinian and even Russian fighters in the Sinai since Morsi’s ouster. They have accused the Muslim 
Brotherhood, which backs Morsi, and the Islamist militant group Hamas, which controls the Gaza Strip, of 
orchestrating the violence, and say that many of the Sinai’s fighters are well-trained jihadists. 
 

Last week, the Interior Ministry said a “car accident” in the South Sinai resort town of Sharm el-Sheikh led 
to the arrest of a jihadist who had fought in Syria. On Sunday, a police official said security forces had killed 
10 “jihadists” and arrested 20 others over the weekend.The police also have blamed the Brotherhood for the 
deadly weekend clashes in the Egyptian capital, sparked by police attacks on demonstrators. The 
Brotherhood says it does not condone violence. “We do not support, and we do not accept it, even if it seems 
like the violence is in support of us,” said Salem, the spokesman. But the Sinai, he said, was beyond the 
group’s control. “We had tried to tell them that democracy would give them another chance to be good 
people and to be involved in society,” he said of the region’s smugglers and fugitives. “But this coup made 
them lose faith.”…. 
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MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD KILLS ITS OWN  
TO DEMONIZE EGYPTIAN MILITARY 

Raymond Ibrahim 
Gatestone Institute, July 25, 2013 

 

Killing fellow Muslims, and even the most horrific crimes, are permissible so long as they are seen as ways 
of advancing and empowering Islam. New evidence indicates that some of the pro-Morsi protesters 
reportedly killed by the Egyptian military, after the Muslim Brotherhood president's ouster, were actually 
killed by fellow pro-Morsi protesters. They did this, according to the report, to frame the military, incite more 
Islamist violence and unrest, and garner sympathy from America, which has been extremely critical of the 
military, especially in the context of the post-Morsi violence. 
 

The Arabic satellite program, Al Dalil, ("The Evidence") recently showed the evidence, which consisted 
mostly of video recordings. One video records events on July 8, during pro-Morsi protests in front of the 
Republican Guard building in Cairo, where Morsi was being held, and where the bloodshed between the 
military and Brotherhood began. The video shows a young man with a shaven head and a Salafi-style beard 
approaching the Republican Guard barrier; he gets shot, collapses to the ground, and dies—as other 
protesters fly into a rage against the military. As the video plays, it seems clear that the military shot him. 
 

However, watching the video in slow motion and in zoom clearly indicates that someone from behind him, 
from the pro-Morsi throng, shot him. The whole time he falls, in slow motion, he is still facing the 
Republican Guard. Yet when the camera zooms in, the bullet wound and blood are visibly at the back of his 
head; his front, facing the military even after he falls, does not appear to have a scratch. Considering that the 
military was facing him, it seems apparent that a fellow Morsi-supporter shot him from behind. 
 

On the same day this man in the video and others were killed, Muhammad Mahsoub, a former Brotherhood 
member and politician tweeted the following: "The Brotherhood sacrifice their youth in the streets, even as 
the sons of their leaders are at the beach resorts… Allah curse the hypocrites [based on a Koran verse];" and 
"I repeatedly warned al-Baltagi against his plan to antagonize the military in order to implicate it an attack on 
the protesters, but he insists on his plan…" 
 

Baltagi is a Brotherhood leader who has been especially vocal about "getting back" at the military; he 
apparently also enjoys close relations with the widely disliked U.S. ambassador to Egypt, Anne Patterson. 
Another video shown on Al Dalil is even more obvious. An armored vehicle appears slowly driving by a 
group of pro-Morsi protesters, many easily discernible with their Salafi-style beards. A shot is heard and the 

http://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/3890/egypt-muslim-brotherhood-kills-own
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man nearest the passing vehicle collapses. Again, at first it appears that the men in the armored vehicle shot 
him. 
 

Played, again in slow motion, however, it becomes apparent that the man in a gilbab [long Muslim style robe] 
standing directly behind the murdered man is actually the one who shot him, then walked over to another 
man near him, gave him the weapon, and then quickly walked off the scene. Even the man on the roof who is 
taping this scene is heard to be asked, "Did the car [armored vehicle] shoot?" only to reply, "No, no." 
 

Even so, the desired effect of all these "human sacrifices" by the Brotherhood was accomplished: as with the 
other man, shot in front of the Republican Guard, many other pro-Morsi protesters rushed to the fallen man, 
screaming Islamic slogans and vowing relentless war on the military, as it supposedly "shot first." This 
second incident prompted the Freedom and Justice Party, the Muslim Brotherhood's political arm, to call for 
"an uprising by the great people of Egypt against those trying to steal their revolution with tanks." 
 

To many Islamists, killing an ally to empower Islam is legitimate, especially in the context of two Islamic 
ideas: 1) jihad [war in the service of Islam], in Islamic jurisprudence -- for its function, under Muhammad, of 
making Islam supreme -- is considered the "pinnacle" of Islam; and 2) Islam's overarching juridical idea that 
"necessity makes the prohibited permissible" – in other words, that a pious end, such as empowering Islam, 
justifies the use of forbidden means. All that matters is one's intention, or niyya. 
 

Thus, killing fellow Muslims, lying, prostitution, even sodomy all become permissible, so long as they are 
seen as ways of advancing and empowering Islam. Those who commit or promote even the most horrific 
crimes are exonerated, and those "sacrificed" to empower Islam -- as those pro-Morsi supporters killed by the 
Brotherhood -- are deemed martyrs who will achieve the highest level of paradise. From an Islamist point of 
view, it is a win-win situation. 
 

Raymond Ibrahim is a Middle East and Islam expert.  He is a Shillman Fellow at the David Horowitz 
Freedom Center, associate fellow at the Middle East Forum. 
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