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Special Focus Egypt’s parliamentary election

Uphill task for Christian candidates in Egypt’s polls

Cairo

I 

n campaigning prior to Egypt’s 
parliamentary election, lawyer 
Tharwat Bekheit targets all po-
tential voters in his Ain Shams 
constituency in the north-east-

ern part of Cairo.
Bekheit, 46, has been working in 

the service of his constituents for 
almost 15 years. A few years ago, he 
helped thousands of residents at-
tain identity cards for the first time. 
He has worked closely with other 
politicians to improve health con-
ditions by convincing the govern-
ment to establish more clinics and 
hospitals there.

Now, he is running for parliament 
and says it is time his constituents 
rewarded him for all the work he 
has done for them over the years.

“I served everybody without 
even putting this parliament candi-
dacy issue in mind,” Bekheit said. “I 
think everybody will remember my 
good deeds of the past at the elec-
tion time.”

There is, however, a caveat: Most 
of Bekheit’s election rivals are 
Muslim and he is a member of the 
Christian minority. He says when it 
comes to voting, voters will prefer 
a Muslim candidate to a Christian 
one, even if the latter is more com-
petent.

Scores of independent Christian 
candidates are running for seats in 
Egypt’s parliamentary elections, 
the first phase of which will start 
October 18th. Christian candidates 
are also running as part of political 
party lists, including the one of the 
Salafist al-Nour.

Nevertheless, Christian candi-
dates are afraid their religious af-
filiation will be a stumbling block 
in the predominantly Muslim coun-
try. Christians make up about 10% 
of Egypt’s population of 90 million 
and Christian political representa-
tion in elected bodies has always 
been weak.

“We do not have a Christian po-
litical elite that has been formed as 
a natural product of this country’s 
political life,” said activist Sameh 
Fawzi. “Christian politicians are on 
the political stage only because the 
state wants them to be present.”

To make up for this lack of rep-
resentation, Egypt imposed a quo-
ta on Christian representation in 
elected bodies. An article, in almost 
all Egyptian constitutions since the 
1960s, gives the president the right 
to appoint a certain number of par-
liament members and the country’s 
presidents have always opted to ap-
point Christians.

The current constitution gives 
the president the right to appoint 32 
parliament members. Egypt’s elec-
tion law itself makes it necessary 
for the 120 candidates fielded by 
every political party to include 24 
Christian candidates. This means 
that the next parliament will nec-
essarily include 24 Christian mem-
bers at least, apart from the Chris-
tians the president might appoint.

Fawzi says, however, this is not a 
problem of the quota specified for 

Christians in party lists but of the 
challenges that will face independ-
ent Christian candidates.

He was a member of parliament 
under former president Hosni 
Mubarak. But he says he would 
never have made it to the legisla-
ture had he not been appointed by 
Mubarak.

“Independent Christian candi-
dates face a large number of prob-
lems and most of them are related 
to their faith, money and family 
ties,” he said. “Christian candidates 
hardly win in the constituencies 
where there is a majority of Chris-
tian residents because the elections 
usually turn in these constituencies 
into religious rivalry between Mus-
lims and Christians there.”

Banners and posters with 

Bekheit’s name on them are post-
ed along the streets of Ain Shams, 
where almost 35% of residents are 
Christian. He has a plan to revolu-
tionise government services in the 
constituency, improve the local en-
vironment and also suggests new 
projects that can create jobs for 
youths.

“More important still, an MP is 
someone who suggests legislation,” 
he said. “We have a load of laws 
that need to be made.”

Still, he has the tough mission to 
convince his constituents that he is 
as competent as his Muslim rivals 
and deserves one of the three seats 
specified for his constituency. And 
the general Egyptian voting public 
still needs to go a long way to put 
religion aside when judging any-

body for public office.
Anti-Christian propaganda is 

also at its strongest coming from 
religious radicals, including the 
Salafists, who say a non-Muslim is 
not fit enough to represent Mus-
lims. Some Muslims seem to be 
strongly affected by this rhetoric.

“Why should I vote for a Chris-
tian candidate?” Hind Ali, a retired 
civil servant, said. “A Muslim can-
didate is more aware of the needs of 
his Muslim constituents.”

Egypt’s Muslims have always 
been for the most part tolerant of 
their Christian compatriots but 
when it comes to selecting a rep-
resentative in parliament, a doctor 
for examination or even a super-
market to buy from, religion often 
is a deciding factor, especially if 
there is a Muslim alternative. Some 
Salafist preachers even encourage 
this trend.

However, some Egyptians, in-
cluding civil servant Ayman Kamal, 
say they do not have a problem with 
voting for a Christian candidate as 
long as the person is fit for the job.

“This is not about religion but 
about who will serve his/her con-
stituents best,” Kamal, 32, said.

But this does nothing to raise 
Bekheit’s morale. He says failure by 
Christian candidates to win seats 
in parliament through the votes of 
their Muslim constituents will force 
Christians in general into isolation.

“Christians have abstained from 
political participation for years,” he 
said. “If they fail in these elections, 
they will maintain their political 
boycott for years to come.”

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

How will Christian candidates fare? Egyptians during a campaign 
meeting of the main “For The Love of Egypt” coalition ahead of 
the parliamentary elections in the city of Qena.
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“This is not about 
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who will serve his/
her constituents 
best.”
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T 

he government of Egyp-
tian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi comes out 
of a familiar tradition: 
Every Egyptian president 

since Gamal Abdel Nasser seized 
power in 1952, with the exception 
of Muhammad Morsi in 2012, has 
emerged from the military. But Sisi 
is different in that he has not cre-
ated or inherited a political party to 
help him rule.

What this means for Egypt’s po-
litical future is uncertain but it is 
likely to make the upcoming par-
liament a chaotic body despite the 
fact that several coalitions are run-
ning on a pro-Sisi platform.

Shortly after taking power, 
Nasser and his fellow Free Officers 
abolished political parties in Egypt. 
In 1954, they created the first in a 
series of ruling parties called the 
Liberation Rally. This party became 
the National Democratic Party 
(NDP) under presidents Anwar Sa-
dat and Hosni Mubarak.

Everyone in Egypt understood 
what these parties represented. In 
fact, the NDP was commonly re-
ferred to in Arabic as Hizb al-Wata-
ni, meaning, roughly, “the National 
Party”, but which carried the con-
notation of being simply the regime 
party.

Although the government par-
ties initially had an ideological 
mission and tried to mobilise the 
masses, they essentially were used 
to control parliament and pass 
government-directed legislation. 
Under Anwar Sadat and later Hosni 
Mubarak, some opposition parties 
and independents were allowed to 

compete for seats in parliament but 
the government made sure the NDP 
was assured of a substantial major-
ity.

With the NDP abolished in the 
wake of the 2011 revolution, Egypt’s 
governing class has no single po-
litical entity to rely on. In some 
respects this situation reflects the 
personality of Sisi, who has repeat-
edly said he was not interested in 
forming his own party and wanted 
instead to be president of the Egyp-
tian people. Mubarak, by contrast, 
was not only president of the coun-
try but also the leader of the NDP.

Under laws decreed by Sisi, the 
parliament to be elected in late 
October and early November will 
be heavily represented by inde-
pendents, who will hold 80% of 
the seats, with the remaining 20% 
reserved for those representing 
political parties. This ratio was 
probably made to ensure that op-
position parties do not emerge as 
a significant bloc to challenge the 
government.

However, government concerns 
about a powerful opposition are 
overblown, as Egypt’s parties are 
weak.

Now that the Muslim Brother-
hood’s political party has been 
banned, most parties are little 
more than debating societies of 
urban intellectuals. Some have an-
nounced they are boycotting the 
elections because they see the vote 
as skewed in favour of the regime. 
Other parties are beset with inter-
nal divisions. Even the venerable 
Wafd Party, which formed in the 
wake of the 1919 revolution oppos-
ing British rule, is split between 
two factions.

Instead, a number of establish-
ment figures have formed political 

coalitions, often with the support 
of businessmen. For example, the 
Egyptian Front coalition includes 
the Egyptian National Movement 
founded by Mubarak’s last prime 
minister, Ahmed Shafiq, and Egypt 
My Homeland, founded by a for-
mer provincial governor, Qadri Abu 
Hussein.

Another coalition, For the Love 
of Egypt, is led by former intelli-
gence officer Sameh Seif el-Yazal. 
He told the media that his coalition 
aims to “act as a back-up force for 
Sisi in the coming parliament”. Yet 
another coalition is the Independ-
ent National Re-awakening Bloc, 
which includes religious figures 
from al-Azhar University, the Cop-
tic Church and prominent people 
from Upper Egypt.

A few non-establishment groups, 
such as the Salafist al-Nour party 

and the youth-oriented Call of 
Egypt coalition, will compete in 
some districts.

What about the old NDP? Ac-
cording to Egyptian sources, there 
are about 1,000 former members 
of the party running among 6,000 
candidates nationwide. Most of 
them are from prominent families, 
particularly in rural areas, who are 
not interested in reviving the old 
party but simply want to maintain 
their standing by showing they can 
deliver services to their districts.

What all this means for the future 
Egyptian parliament is that most 
independents and coalition mem-
bers who get elected will likely de-
clare support for Sisi but this does 
not mean that the government can 
always rely on their support. The 
new parliament will be made up of 
competing elites who are likely to 

have different ideas about particu-
lar policies.

Fearing this potential for gridlock 
and chaos, some establishment fig-
ures such as Yazal have suggested 
that the new constitution should 
be amended because it gives “too 
much power” to parliament, in-
cluding the power to name the 
prime minister.

If parliament becomes too un-
wieldy, Sisi may step into the fray 
and designate one of these coali-
tions as his party but for the time 
being he is likely to hold off and re-
main above politics.

Gregory Aftandilian is an 
associate of the Middle East 
Center at the University of 
Massachusetts-Lowell and is a 
former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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Staying above party politics? Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi attends the closing session of 
the Arab Summit in Sharm el-Sheikh, in March 2015.
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