Policy Analysis (/policy-analysis) /
Articles & Op-Eds

The Muslim Brotherhood Won an Election, But Is It Really
Democratic?

by Eric Trager (/experts/eric-trager)

Jun 26, 2012

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

y E
!

Eric Trager (/experts/eric-trager

Eric Trager was the Esther K. Wagner Fellow at The Washington Institute.

®

Articles & Testimony

I n the stultifying, 100-plus-degree heat of Tahrir Square on Sunday, where tens of thousands gathered to hear the
results of Egypt's first relatively free presidential election, the sweaty, and occasionally fainting, masses were
morbidly grim. Many in the Islamist-dominant crowd were convinced that Egypt's military junta would anoint
former prime minister Ahmed Shafik the next president, and they anticipated deadly confrontation with security
forces immediately thereafter. Towards the south end of the Square, dozens of Islamists marched in lines of two
carrying cloths meant to represent shrouds. "We are ready to die like the martyrs before us," one of them told me,
referring to the approximately 800 people who died in last year's uprising. "This is my coffin," said another, pointing

to the cloth in his hands. "We win or we die."

Of course, after a painfully long speech by the presidential elections commission chairman, Muslim Brotherhood
leader Mohamed Morsi was declared Egypt's next president, and massive celebrations soon enveloped downtown
Cairo. But the mood of Tahrir Square before this announcement -- most of all, the rampant talk of death -- suggests
that the Muslim Brotherhood and its allies were not prepared to accept any other outcome. They were either going to
win the presidency outright, or fight for it via other means. In other words, although the Brotherhood won this

election democratically, we shouldn't conclude that it is a truly democratic organization.

Indeed, the Brotherhood's undemocratic ways were evident throughout the presidential campaign. When they first
announced that they would run a candidate in late March, the Brotherhood accused Egypt's military junta of trying to
forge the elections, and said that it would respond to the election of any former regime official with mass
demonstrations. "The Egyptians did not revolt to get rid of Mubarak...to get another Mubarak -- Shafik or someone,"
Murad Mohamed Aly, a Morsi campaign official, told me in April, adding that the Brotherhood would also launch

mass protests if former Arab League leader Amr Moussa, then a poll-leading contender, were elected.

Then, in late April, the Brotherhood sought to limit competition by using its parliamentary plurality to pass an
amendment to Egypt's disenfranchisement law, which would have barred former Mubarak regime officials from
running entirely. When the Supreme Constitutional Court struck down this law as unconstitutional, Morsi accepted
the decision, but said that if he was elected president, "figures from the ousted criminal regime will not be allowed to

return to political life."
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During the elections, the Brotherhood and its allies similarly resorted to undemocratic maneuvers. The Brotherhood
allegedly used its vast, nationwide social services networks to buy votes for Morsi; as the Carter Center, which
monitored the vote, acknowledged, "Due to the [Brotherhood's] long history of providing social support through
religious and family networks, it is extremely difficult to distinguish these practices from illicit influence." Moreover,
it was reported that Christians had been prevented from voting in the mid-Nile city of Minya, though the presidential

elections commission ultimately decided that it was unclear who was behind this.

The results were set to be announced last Thursday. But when the elections commission delayed the release to
consider over 100 challenges, the Brotherhood and its allies cried foul and signaled that they would ensure Morsi's
victory by any means necessary. Essam Derbala of al-Gamaa al-Islamiya, a U.S.-designated terrorist organization
that endorsed Morsi, told me on Thursday that if Shafik won, "the youth...will see that peaceful demonstrations won't
suffice." Although Derbala attempted to walk this statement back, he ultimately conceded that general strikes --

which would aim to shut down the economy until Shafik fell -- were a possibility.

The Brotherhood, of course, was far more circumspect in its statements. When I asked Brotherhood political
spokesman Ahmed Sobea last Wednesday whether Shafik's victory would catalyze a new revolt, he replied, "We leave
this to the Egyptian people." But this was dishonest. By Thursday, the Brotherhood was chartering buses to take its
members -- as well as some non-Brotherhood supporters -- from all over Egypt to Tahrir Square. The goal was to
send the message that it would not accept any outcome other than Morsi's presidential victory, and Muslim Brothers

were prepared to fight with security forces if Shafik won.

"If Shafik wins, I will be a dead man," Fathi Ageez, who had come from the Nile Delta city of Mansoura, told me while
setting up his Tahrir tent. "I will fight to the end," he said, acknowledging that the leader of his Brotherhood usra -- or
five-person "family" -- had told him to fight. Predictably, Ageez was quickly rebuked. "We were told to defend, not to
kill," said fellow tent-dweller Sayyid Abul Nega. "If Shafik wins, I will do a sit-in forever. But if someone attacks us,

we'll defend ourselves."

Thankfully, none of this anticipated violence came to fruition. But it should not go unnoticed that, in the first
presidential election following Egypt's pro-democratic revolution, it was the new ruling party -- the Muslim
Brotherhood -- that was preparing for months to reject an electoral outcome against it. By contrast, members of the
old, autocratic ruling party, who overwhelmingly endorsed Shafik, swallowed Morsi's victory without incident. Egypt
may have ousted a dictator, but its new rulers will only play by democratic rules so long as they enhance their own

power.
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