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‘No to Religious
Parties’ campaign
gathers steam in
Egypt
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

L

iberal activists and politicians in Egypt launched a
campaign aimed at driving the public away from
Islamist parties.
Called “No to Religious Parties”,
the campaign warns against what
supporters describe as the “dangers” posed by Islamist parties on
Egypt’s future and its unity.
“These parties have a racist ideology that aims at destroying the
unity of this society,” Samir Ghattas, a liberal politician and one of
the founders of “No to Religious
Parties”, said. “They discriminate
against Christians and everybody
else who does not blindly follow
their ideology.”
The Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party was the
largest Islamist party in Egypt after the 2011 revolution. The Brotherhood, which emerged in 1928
as a charity educational organisation, won a majority of seats in
2012 parliamentary elections. One
of its senior members, Muhammad Morsi, was elected president
in June 2012.
But the Brotherhood failed to
address the country’s economic

and political problems, which led
to demonstrations in June 2013 to
demand its removal from power.
A government crackdown that
followed Morsi’s overthrow and
the dissolution of the party diminished the Muslim Brotherhood’s
power and presence on the streets
to virtually nothing.
Now, the largest Islamist party
in Egypt is al-Nour, an ultraorthodox Salafist party which acts as the
political arm of the Salafist Call.
The Salafist Call has existed for
decades and formed al-Nour after
the 2011 revolution. The Salafist
Call promotes what it describes as
a “pure version” of Islam.

The Egyptian
constitution bans
the founding of
political parties
along religious lines
When the Brotherhood was in
power, al-Nour was allied to it.
However, the Salafists switched
to support the demonstrators in
2013.
Ghattas and his colleagues in
the campaign say al-Nour is just
another face of the Muslim Brotherhood.
“Like the Brotherhood, the
Salafists want to have their own

Campaign founders during a conference in Cairo.
supreme leader and found their
own Islamist dictatorship,” he
said. “Like the Brotherhood, they
do not have a national agenda but
one that expresses the interests of
some foreign powers.”
Al-Nour controlled 22% of the
seats of the Muslim Brotherhooddominated parliament in 2012. As
it campaigned, the party refused
to include photos of its female
candidates on election posters. It
placed flowers instead.
Al-Nour party chief Younis
Makhyoun said he and his colleagues do not pay attention to
“No to Religious Parties”.
“Some people just want to see us
out of this country’s political stage
altogether in order to be alone on
this stage,” he said. “We are not a

religious party but a political one
and this was why the government
licensed us.”
The Egyptian constitution bans
the founding of political parties
along religious lines. Al-Nour’s
members are bearded and some
preach in mosques. The discourse
of the party is never free from religious overtones.
Leftist activist Hussein AbdelRazek supports “No to Religious
Parties”, saying Egyptians are
tired of mixing religion with politics.
“The people have seen for themselves the disastrous consequences this can lead to,” Abdel-Razek
said. “I believe the mood of the
public is totally against these Islamists now.”

However, he said he was afraid
that the dissolution of al-Nour
Party as well as other Islamist parties in Egypt would open the door
for violence.
Ghattas’s campaign said when it
had collected enough signatures
from the public it would submit the
documents to a state court to seek a
ruling against religious parties.
“No to Religious Parties”
spokeswoman Dalia Ziada said she
and her colleagues had collected
400,000 signatures.
“There is massive public response to the campaign,” Ziada
said. “A lot of people are just supportive.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is an
Egyptian journalist based in Cairo.

Egypt’s largest liberal party faces divisions
Amr Emam

Cairo

I

n central Cairo’s upmarket
Dokki neighbourhood, a new
political party has popped up
but to passers-by the new entity was reason for confusion.
The new party is only metres
from the premises of al-Wafd Party.
Founded in 1918, al-Wafd is Egypt’s
oldest and largest liberal political party. The other group is also
called al-Wafd but with the adjective “New” added to its name.
The new entity is an offshoot of
the old party, which held the majority for a long time before the
army-led movement of 1952 ended
the monarchy in Egypt.

Al-Wafd has been headed for
breakup. The party took its first
steps towards splitting up a few
months ago when its chief, AlSayed al-Badawi, a business and
media mogul-cum-politician, sacked
seven of the 53 higher party body
members.
The sacked members formed a
self-styled reform group and started attracting followers and dissidents, founding the new political
entity.
However, problems inside alWafd, according to sacked higher
body member Abdel Aziz al-Nahas,
started long before Badawi kicked
him and the six other members
out.
“The party chief committed serious violations in the course of
the past few years, mistakes that

gravely threatened the party’s future and precipitously reduced its
popularity,” Nahas said.
Nahas and his comrades say the
mistakes include Badawi’s support
for ousted Islamist president Muhammad Morsi when he was in office and also a series of what they
describe as “dictatorial decisions”
taken by the party chief.
They say the decisions include
the firing of 900 party general
assembly members and the appointment of 1,200 others of Badawi’s choice in the assembly, which
makes party core decisions.
Nevertheless, the potential disintegration of al-Wafd into smaller
ineffective pieces is a reflection of
Egypt’s political strife, according to
some observers.
There are more than 100 political
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parties in Egypt but the vast majority are weak and do not have a
meaningful following. Some political parties boast a membership of
only the party chief and a handful
of people, most of them either relatives of the party chief or friends.
This is the crux of Egypt’s political crisis: the country’s secular parties do not have any real presence
on the ground, leaving the electorate with religious parties as the
only options.
Al-Wafd is not the first political
party to face partition. Before the
2011 revolution that ended the autocracy of longstanding president
Hosni Mubarak, al-Ghad (Tomorrow) Party split into two. Leadership conflicts also threatened other
parties, including the Nasserite
Party, the al-Ahrar Party and the
Arab Socialist Party.
Nevertheless, al-Wafd was the
hope of this country’s liberals, especially before Egypt’s parliamentary elections, which are expected
mid-October. Together the Egyptian liberals’ hopes were pinned
on al-Wafd to lead Egypt’s secular
parties in the parliamentary battle
against the Salafists.
“The weakening of al-Wafd will
only serve its rivals and undermine
the ability of Egypt’s secular parties before the elections,” political
activist Hamdy el-Fakharany said.
“This is very dangerous.”
Al-Wafd was among several parties trying to drum up a non-religious coalition against the Salafists.
These parties have come short of
creating the aspired coalition and
the division of al-Wafd will likely
deal a severe blow to these efforts,
according to Fakharany.
The crisis inside al-Wafd gained
the attention of Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who met party
rivals in mid-May.
Sisi, according to Nahas, suggested during the meeting that
Badawi keep the party higher body
intact for one year and then have

elections. The higher body is the
party section that has the final say
in party policies.
“While al-Badawi pledged to do
this, he did not honour this pledge
after the meeting,” Nahas said.
Badawi, meanwhile, says he
will reconsider the sacking of Nahas and his colleagues only when
they apologise for mistakes they
made. He added during a recent
party meeting that he did not bear
any personal grudge to the sacked
members but that they had affronted al-Wafd as an institution by talking publicly about party problems.
The reformist group, however,
says it will not apologise and that it
only talked about the party chief’s
failures.

The potential
disintegration of
al-Wafd into smaller
ineffective pieces is
a reflection of
Egypt’s political
strife
Inside the group’s new headquarters, what looked like a beehive was in action. The group’s
members were busy making phone
calls to party members to lobby
against Badawi. They say they will
have public rallies to tell of violations by the party chief.
Mahmoud Ali, a member of the
group, says along with the rallies,
he and his colleagues will publish
a book containing the violations
of Badawi in a bid to rally support
against him.
“Al-Badawi has turned this party
into a body that little represents its
members,” Ali said. “He committed
serious violations and these violations must be made clear to everybody.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

