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Why does Islam seem to dominate electoral politics in the countries of the

so-called Arab Spring, especially when endemic poverty and deep eco-

nomic inequality would seem to render new Arab democracies promising

terrain for a politics of radical redistribution rather than one of religious

conservativism? This book argues that the answer lies not in the politi-

cal unsophistication of voters, the subordination of economic interests to

spiritual ones, or the ineptitude of secular and leftist politicians, but in

structural factors that shape parties’ opportunities for reaching potential

voters. Tracing the performance of Islamists and their rivals in Egyptian

elections over the course of almost forty years, this book not only ex-

plains why Islamists win elections but also illuminates the possibilities

for the emergence in Egypt and the Arab world of the kind of political

pluralism that is at the heart of what we expect from democracy.
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Preface

This is a book about how religious parties come to dominate the political life of

a nascent democracy – in this case, Egypt, a country that in February 2011 over-

threw its long-reigning dictator, Hosni Mubarak. Meet any Egyptian, and though

he or she will more often than not be religious, he or she will almost certainly be

many other things besides. She may be a farmer, a parent, a worker, an inhab-

itant of the Ṣaʿīd, a doctor, a member of the Ḥuwayṭāt clan, an Alexandrian, or

one of any number of combinations of these things. And yet, a survey of elec-

tions conducted in the two years following Mubarak’s ouster would seem to give

the impression that in matters political, all those identities were trumped by one:

Islam. In the country’s first postauthoritarian parliamentary election, held in the

winter of 2011, Islamists – led by the Muslim Brotherhood – won two-thirds of

the seats in parliament. Six months later, they captured the country’s presidency

(before being ejected from it by the military scarcely a year later).

Tomany observers used to being surprised by events during the so-called Arab

Spring, the dominance of Islamists in postauthoritarian elections was the one

thing that was expected. After all, during the Mubarak era, the Muslim Brother-

hood amassed an impressive string of electoral victories that had, by the waning

years of Mubarak’s term, rendered it practically the sole opposition voice in

Egypt’s legislature. Why did Islam seem to reign in Egyptian politics, especially

when the country’s endemic poverty and deep economic inequality would seem

to render it promising terrain for a politics of radical redistribution rather than

one of religious conservativism?

The conventional wisdom has long held that the answer lies somewhere in the

Egyptian mind – that Egyptian citizens display both a desire for God’s law and a

strong antipathy to nonreligious, leftist ideologies that are thought to have failed

around the world. This book argues that such ideological factors matter little. In-

stead, Islamist victories and leftist defeats can be chalked up to the institutional

and social landscapes in which those parties must operate. Under Mubarak, the

xiii
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xiv Preface

left lost because it couldn’t compete with the regime for the suffrages of the poor.

Islamists avoided this fate by appealing to middle-class voters that the left could

not reach. After Mubarak, though the votes of the poor were up for grabs, Is-

lamists were more able to capture them as well, by virtue of their embeddedness

in a religious social infrastructure that dwarfed the kinds of social institutions on

which leftist parties rely – such as labor unions and occupational associations.

Tracing the Muslim Brotherhood’s electoral victories and the secular left’s

losses over the course of nearly forty years, this book argues that the party sys-

tem that emerged in transitional Egypt reflected not the structure of basic conflict

in that society, but the structure of political opportunities that allowed Islamists

to better convince voters of their superiority not in matters of faith, but rather in

their ability and willingness to use their power to deliver more worldly benefits.

They would eventually prove unable to deliver on this promise, with disastrous

results.

This book is about more than why Islamists triumphed in elections, however.

In the course of explaining Islam’s (fleeting) victories, it explores the possibilities

for the kind of political pluralism that is at the heart of what we expect from

democracy. And although the majority of the empirical terrain covered by this

book is located in Egypt, the answers this study generates are ones that will have

resonances far beyond the banks of the Nile.
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Eight years ago, I stood outside a police station in the Nile Delta town of

al-Zaqāzīq, awaiting the results of a just-concluded parliamentary election.

Around me were hundreds of Muslim Brothers, eager to know if their candidate –

an incumbent whose fiery speeches against the regime had earned him a national

reputation – would be returned to office for five more years. Inside the police

station, the incumbent and his opponent – a former traffic officer who had been

backed by the ruling party – watched as judges counted the ballots. Throughout

the evening, we received reports on the tally from aBrother whowas in cell-phone

contact with the incumbent or one of his aides. Increasingly, his reports seemed

to indicate that a Brotherhood victory was in the offing. This made sense – though

the incumbent had angered the regime, the passion of his supporters was palpa-

ble, and the Brotherhood had been performing well in other districts throughout

the country. Word of this particular Brother’s impending success rippled through

the crowd, which took on a cautiously celebratory atmosphere. It was not to last.

After what seemed like several hours, word came that the judge overseeing the

vote counting was huddled in fevered telephone consultations, presumably with

superiors in Cairo. The mood turned darker. It seemed that although the Brother

had come out on top, the judge had been commanded to swap the two candidates’

tallies. The Brotherhood candidate, we heard, was arguing with him, pleading

with him to fear God and do the right thing. The judge, who likely had plenty of

more worldly things to fear if he actually took the candidate’s advice, was report-

edly apologetic. As he put pen to paper to complete the foul deed, he allegedly

turned to the Brother and said, “All I ask is that if you want to curse someone,

please just curse me and not my children.”

I do not know if the Brother complied with the judge’s request, but I often like

to think of that judge and to imagine what must have gone through his mind when,

seven years after that day, he watched (along with millions of other Egyptians) as

the man to whom he had denied a seat in parliament – an engineering professor
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its leading ideologues. I like to think he would have found much in this book to
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A Note on Transliteration

Transliterating Arabic is difficult and time-consuming. It’s little wonder, then,

that many books on the Arab world begin with disclaimers noting that “correct”

transliteration of Arabic’s many unique vowels and consonants has been fore-

gone in the interests of simplification, ease of communication, and so on. That

has not been done here. The heavy reliance of this text on Arabic sources means

that proper transliteration of those sources is essential if readers and researchers

are to be able to track them down and build on the findings presented here.

Therefore, Arabic terms and proper names have been transliterated according

to the system established by the Middle East Studies Association, described

below.

Short vowels are rendered a, i, and u. Long vowels are rendered ā, ī, and ū.

Emphatic versions of the consonants s, d, and t are rendered ṣ, ḍ, and ṭ. The

voiceless glottal fricative (the familiar h sound) is rendered h, whereas the voice-

less pharyngeal fricative (the “hard” h characteristic of Arabic and other Semitic

languages) is rendered ḥ. As is common practice, the voiced velar fricative is ren-

dered gh, the voiceless velar fricative is rendered kh, and the voiceless uvular

plosive is denoted by q. The voiced alveolar fricative is written z, the pharyngeal-

ized voiced dental fricative is rendered ẓ, the voiced dental fricative is written dh,

and the voiceless dental fricative is denoted by th. Egyptian proper names with

the letter jīm (the voiced postalveolar affricate in classical and modern standard

Arabic, as well as in most regional dialects) are spelled with a g, reflecting the

Egyptian practice of pronouncing the letter jīm with the voiced velar plosive (the

familiar “hard” g in English). Thus an individual who shares the given name of

Egypt’s military ruler from 1952 to 1970 would see his moniker written Gamāl,

not Jamāl. Otherwise, jīm is rendered j as it would be in standard Arabic. Gem-

inate consonants are indicated by writing the letter twice (as in the family name

of the Muslim Brotherhood’s founder, al-Bannā). Finally, the voiced pharyngeal

fricative (i.e., the Arabic letter ʿayn) is indicated by ʿ, whereas the glottal stop

xxi
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xxii A Note on Transliteration

(known as the hamza) is indicated with ʾ. Thus the Arabic word for “dominant”

would be rendered sāʾid, whereas the imperative form of “to help” would

be written sāʿid.

Still, there are some departures from this scheme. When place names have

English variants, I use those. Thus al-Qāhira is Cairo, al-ʾIskandariyya is Alexan-

dria, Dumyāt is Damietta, al-ʾUqsur is Luxor, al-Suways is Suez, and so on.

Likewise, the names of prominent figures are rendered as they most often appear

in the press. Thus Egypt’s longest-serving president is written here as Hosni

Mubarak (as the New York Times and Washington Post do it) instead of Husnī

Mubārak. Finally, if I am aware of the way an individual spells his or her

own name in English, I employ that spelling, except in cases where there is an

established and well-known English rendering. Thus I write Gamal Abdel Nasser,

Mohamed Morsi, Wael Ghonim, and Mohamed ElBaradei instead of Jamāl ʿAbd

al-Nāṣir, Muḥammad Mursī, Wāʾil Ghunīm, and Muḥammad al-Barādʿī. Finally,

until someone invents a spell-checker for Arabic romanizations, I beg the reader’s

forgiveness for any errors that may have crept into the text.
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