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F
ormer Special Forces officer 
turned Sinai terror chief 
Hisham el-Ashmawy has 
called for a “holy war” 
against the Egyptian gov-

ernment of President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi.

Using the nom de guerre Abu Omar 
Al-Mujahir Al-Masri, Ashmawy called 
for “jihad” against the “new Pharaoh 
Sisi and his soldiers, who are waging 
war on Islam and killing our men 
and women and torturing our chil-
dren”.

“All of you must come together to 
confront your enemy. Do not fear 
them, but fear Allah if you are truly 
believers,” Ashmawy said in a six-
minute audio message released on 
July 22nd, the first issued by the 
former Special Forces officer.

Ashmawy, one of the most wanted 
men in Egypt, is the suspected mas-
termind of the car bomb assassina-
tion of prosecutor general Hisham 
Barakat on June 29th and a July 11th 
bombing outside Italy’s consulate 
in Cairo, which killed one person. 
Egyptian authorities also accuse 
Ashmawy of being behind the  
attempted assassination of then 
Interior Minister Mohammed Ibra-
him in 2013.

Speaking following the death of 
Barakat, Sisi vowed “swift justice” 
and pledged to accelerate a crack-
down against Islamic extremism in 
Egypt. Just weeks later, Sisi intro-
duced stringent new counterterror-
ism laws, expanding the definition 

of terrorism to include acts that 
“disturb public order and social 
peace” or “harm national unity and 
the national economy”.

Ashmawy had been a member of 
Egypt’s elite Sa’ka Forces unit before 
being discharged by the military in 
the late 2000s for Islamist views. 
Not much is publicly  known about 
him, although reports indicate he 

was a founding member of the Islam-
ist Egyptian Free Army in Libya in 
2013. Given his Special Forces back-
ground, he is likely well-trained in 
explosives, counter-surveillance 
techniques and close quarters com-
bat, making him a dangerous and 
elusive foe.

But questions remain over Ash-
mawy’s terror affiliation with some 

media outlets naming him emir of 
the Sinai-based al-Murabitoun ter-
ror group, an al-Qaeda affiliate, and 
others, including the SITE intelli-
gence group, saying he is a member 
of Sinai Province, formerly Ansar 
Beit al-Maqdis, an Islamic State (ISIS) 
affiliate.

Al-Murabitoun had been part of 
Ansar Beit al-Maqdis before it pledged 

allegiance to ISIS chief Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi in November 2014, with 
the implication being that Ashmawy 
is in charge of a splinter group that 
remained loyal to al-Qaeda.

Ashmawy’s audio message, deliv-
ered in Arabic on the occasion of 
Eid al-Fitr, began with a video of 
al-Qaeda chief Ayman al-Zawahiri 
calling on the Muslim community 
to come together to fight its enemies, 
giving credence to the view that he 
remains a member of al-Qaeda, not 
ISIS.

While al-Qaeda and ISIS affiliates 
are squaring off in Syria, Egypt’s 
restive Sinai peninsula has not seen 
any direct battles between the two 
rival terror groups, although it is 
not known if they are coordinating 
with each other in attacks against 
the Egyptian state.

Former Islamic militant and expert 
on political Islam Nabil Na’im, said 
Ashmawy’s message could be an 
attempt to seek financing from abroad 
in order to help al-Murabitoun com-
pete with its better financed ISIS 
rivals.

“You can see on social media a 
fight between ISIS supporters and 
al-Qaeda supporters over whether 
Ashmawy belongs to any of the 
groups. Since al-Qaeda supporters 
need to secure funds after ISIS became 
a more trending and successful jihadi 
brand, they are trying to promote 
the video to show they are still pro-
gressing on the group. 

“Ashmawy’s group is originally 
affiliated with al-Qaeda,” Na’im told 
Ahram Online.

Al-Murabitoun is known to include 
a number of former Egyptian mili-
tary figures and the idea of an ex-
military officer turned militant 
jihadist is a polarising one in Egyp-
tian society, particularly given that 
former president Anwar Sadat was 
assassinated by just such a figure, 
Khalid Islambouli.
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W
hen the July 23 revo-
lution erupted in Egypt 
in 1952, Hussein Abdel-
Razeq was 16 years 
old.

As a teenager, Abdel-Razeq, now 
one of the top leaders of the leftist 
National Progressive Unionist (Tag-
ammu) Party, saw army officers, later 
known as the Free Officers, depose 
the king and declare the republic.

“This was the dream of everybody 
in my generation,” Abdel-Razeq said. 
“We were dreaming of a country 
without the monarchy, an end to 
corruption and more social justice 
and the Free Officers were doing all 
this,” he added.

Many find themselves drawing 
comparisons between Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, the army officer who led the 
move against the monarchy in 1952, 
and Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi. The comparisons are likely 
driven by the desolation felt after 
Nasser’s death in 1970 by millions of 
Egyptians who lived his dream and 
also by Egyptians’ yearning for a 
Nasser-like figure who can rid them 
of the turmoil that has persisted since 
the 2011 popular uprising.

Like Nasser, Sisi came from the 
military establishment and led the 
army in deposing Egypt’s leader — in 
the case of Sisi, Muhammad Morsi 
of the Muslim Brotherhood — in July, 
too, but of 2014, after mass protests 

across Egypt.
When he came to power, Sisi was 

60 years old. Nasser was 38 when 
he took over in 1956.

“Nevertheless, the historical con-
text of the two men’s coming to power 
is almost the same,” said Nagui al-
Shehabi, leader of the nationalist 
al-Geel (Generation) Party. “When 
you look at the challenges facing 
Egypt’s national security in both eras 
you can discover that they are the 
same, even as they have different 
names.”

When Nasser rose to power in 1956, 
British occupation forces were about 
to leave Egypt, its Suez Canal was 
controlled by Britain and its people 
were languishing in poverty and a 
small group of land owners was in 
control of most of the wealth.

When Sisi took power the country 
was on the verge of civil war, many 
of its citizens were languishing in 
poverty and a small group of people, 
mainly business moguls, controlled 
most of the wealth. Egypt also faces 
a military challenge in Sinai created 
by militants linked to the Islamic 
State (ISIS), who want to declare the 
north-eastern triangular peninsula 
an Islamic state.

No wonder then that when scores 
of people visited Nasser’s tomb in 
eastern Cairo on July 23rd to mark 
the anniversary of the 1952 revolu-
tion, many were holding posters 
showing photos of both Nasser and 
Sisi. On the streets of Cairo, these 
posters were common even before 
Sisi became president.

But to some observers this approach 
is too simplistic, even misplaced 
nostalgia. Political science professor 
Nader Fergany said that none of the 
people who ruled Egypt after Nasser 
was like him.

“All of them [Nasser’s successors] 
liked to demonstrate links with Nasser 
only to benefit from people’s love 
for him,” he wrote on Facebook.

Fergany says, however, Nasser and 

Sisi are similar in that both show total 
disregard for democracy and human 
rights. Fergany described Nasser in 
his Facebook post as the founder of 
the “Republic of Fear”.

Nasser put scores of political think-
ers, Islamists and pro-democracy 
activists in prison. His security agen-
cies were notorious for spying on the 
people and torturing different-minded 
Egyptians in the prisons.

Sisi’s regime is accused of doing 
the same. International rights organ-
isations talk of thousands of political 
prisoners and human rights viola-
tions.

Abdel-Razeq expresses hope that 
Sisi would redress such mistakes in 
the three years he has remaining in 

office. He says he hopes that Sisi 
would show more interest in democ-
racy and human rights.

Sisi, however, might be scoffing 
at these debates and artificial simi-
larities between him and Nasser. 
Often he has said he does not view 
himself as either a leader or an excep-
tional person.

“I am one of the people,” Sisi said 
on several occasions.

The current Egyptian leader likes 
to draw similarities between himself 
and the late president Anwar Sadat, 
who was an arch enemy of Egypt’s 
Islamists. He was assassinated by 
them in 1981.

In his crackdown on the Muslim 
Brotherhood and religious extrem-

ism, Sisi says he is following in the 
footsteps of Sadat. He even told an 
American newspaper that  he expected 
to meet Sadat’s fate.

Personal perceptions aside, Sisi’s 
economic policies seem different 
from those of Nasser, who dispos-
sessed economic sharks, including 
major land owners, and redistributed 
the wealth to the poor.

“Sisi is not like this at all,” Abdel-
Razeq said. “He still depends on 
businessmen to push the economy 
forward, but all this is coming at the 
expense of the poor, who continue 
to suffer.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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