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Special Focus Egypt’s parliamentary election

Who is who in Egypt’s parliament polls
Cairo

M 

illions of Egyptians 
are expected to head 
to the polls on Octo-
ber 18th and 19th for 
Phase I of parliamen-

tary elections to decide the make-
up of what is billed as their coun-
try’s “most important” legislature.

The vote is the third and final 
move on Egypt’s transitional road 
map, which was approved by politi-
cal forces, religious institutions and 
the military upon the overthrow of 
Islamist president Muhammad Mor-
si in July 2013.

More than 105 liberal, leftist, sec-
ular and Salafist parties will be com-
peting for the 120 seats specified 
for party lists in both phases of the 
polls. Independent candidates will 
be contesting 448 seats in the 600-
seat legislature. The president is to 
appoint the remaining 32 members 
of parliament.

“The polls are important because 
the next parliament will have to 
turn the articles of the 2014 Consti-
tution into laws,” activist Shahenda 
Meqlid said. She called the next 
parliament the “most important” in 
Egyptian history.

“It is so because it will also part-
ner with the government in ruling 
this country,” she noted.

Some 5,424 independent candi-
dates have filed to run in 226 con-
stituencies in both phases. That 
includes 2,573 candidates who will 
contest 226 seats in Phase I. Political 
parties and political party coalitions 
have submitted six lists, with a to-
tal of 720 candidates, to run for 120 
seats specified for them.

Phase II of the polls is scheduled 
for Egypt’s other 13 provinces on 
November 22nd and 23rd. The re-

maining 2,851 candidates will con-
test the other 222 seats.

About 50 million Egyptians have 
the right to vote in both phases, 
according to the independent Elec-
tions Commission.

The parliament bloc with the larg-
est number of seats has the right to 
form the government. It also has the 
right to withdraw confidence from 
the president, according to the con-
stitution.

Private media allied with Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi have been 
warning voters against selecting the 
“wrong” representatives for parlia-
ment. By this, it is probably refer-
ring to candidates opposed to Sisi 
and who may impede his govern-
ment.

This group and the government 
shudder at the prospect of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood coming back to 
power through parliament. This is, 
however, unrealistic, given that al-
most all Brotherhood leaders and 
members are either in jail or in hid-
ing.

According to leftist politician 
Hussein Abdel-Razik, the next par-
liament will be mainly made up of 
independent candidates backing 
Sisi. “I do not think the Brother-
hood have a strong chance to be 
present in this parliament,” he said.

Despite this, Abdel-Razik said 
he expected al-Nour — the largest 
Salafist party — to win enough seats 
that will enable it to affect decision-
making.

Al-Nour has submitted one of six 
party and coalition lists contesting 
the 120 seats specified for politi-
cal parties. The political arm of the 
Salafist Call, which lobbies for an 
application of Islamic law, al-Nour 
has also fielded hundreds of can-
didates as independents to contest 
the 448 seats specified for inde-
pendents.

The party, according to senior 
member Shabaan Abdel Aleem, 
aims to win 25% of the seats of par-
liament to act as a balancing power 

in the legislature.
The party is, however, viewed 

with suspicion, partly because of its 
strict Islamist ideology and partly 
because it used to be allied with the 
Muslim Brotherhood.

Competing against al-Nour for 
the 120 seats are five party coalition 
lists, including the “For the Love of 
Egypt” list, which is made up of ten 
political parties,  among them al-
Wafd, the oldest liberal party, and 
Egyptian Liberals, the largest liberal 
party.

The “For the Love of Egypt” list 
contains three former ministers, 
retired army generals and members 
of the ruling party of former auto-
cratic president Hosni Mubarak. 
List spokesmen say they want to 
win a majority of seats in the next 
parliament and offer public backing 
for Sisi.

There are also rumours that this is 
the list most preferred by Sisi him-
self, although the president said 
previously that he is backing no 
one.

Another party list includes the 
National Front list, which is formed 
by about 50 political parties, includ-
ing the Patriotic Movement Party 
of former presidential candidate 
Ahmed Shafiq.

The Republican Coalition list is 
formed by a group of secular and 
liberal parties that call for separat-
ing religion from politics, fighting 
discrimination and ushering in an 
economic system that protects all 
social classes. The coalition says if 
it wins enough seats in parliament, 
it will lobby for upgrading Egypt’s 
health care system, creating jobs 
and improving education.

The Current of Independence 
coalition, which is made by 30 mar-
ginal secular and leftist political 
parties, backs Sisi and speaks loudly 
against political Islam.

Analysts say that the majority of 
seats are specified for independent 
candidates means that no party will 
have enough seats in parliament to 
form the next government.

“This is a huge problem in fact,” 
Samir Ghattas, the head of local 
think-tank Middle East Forum for 
Strategic Studies, said. “We will end 
up having a fragmented parliamen-
tary structure incapable of either 
passing laws or forming a govern-
ment.”

The more than 5,000 independ-
ent candidates include fresh-faced 
politicians, Islamists affiliated with 

some of the Salafist parties and 
members of Mubarak’s party.

Some of Mubarak’s formerly 
ruling National Democratic Party 
members are running as part of the 
party lists. A large number of the 
party’s members are registered as 
independents.

Ghattas said he expects Mubarak’s 
loyalists to dominate as much as 
50% of the seats of parliament.

“They [Mubarak’s party mem-
bers] are competing over all parlia-
ment seats,” he said. “I think they 
will be present in the next parlia-
ment and very strongly.”
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Al-Nour has 
submitted one of six 
party and coalition 
lists contesting the 
120 seats specified 
for political parties.

The vote is the third 
and final move on 
Egypt’s transitional 
road map.

Election poster of legislative candidate Ahmad Eid.

Salafists’ ambitions cause fear in Egypt

Cairo

F 

ear is rife across Egypt’s 
political spectrum that 
Salafists winning a large 
number of seats in parlia-
mentary elections would 

lead to endless political unrest.
Al-Nour, the largest Salafist party 

in Egypt, is actively campaigning 
ahead of the elections, holding 
street rallies and assigning its can-
didates to communicate directly 
with voters in their constituencies 
across Egypt.

The party, the political arm of 
the Salafist Call, which lobbies for 
applying Islamic law, competes for 
seats in two of the four constituen-
cies specified for political parties, 
with 120 parliament seats allocated 
for these parties.

It also competes for 169 seats of 
the 448 specified for independent 
candidates, according to Younes 
Makhyoun, the chairman of the 
party.

“We communicate with voters 
by holding rallies on the streets, 
not ones in closed hotel rooms,” 
Makhyoun said. “Ours is a political 
party that is close to the man on the 
street.”

Perhaps this is what fills Egypt’s 
liberals, secular politicians and a 
sizeable portion in the wider pub-
lic with fear. These people still re-
member the Muslim Brotherhood, 
a similar Islamist organisation that 
rose to power after the downfall 

of longstanding president Hosni 
Mubarak in 2011 and gave Egypt 
Muhammad Morsi, the country’s 
first Islamist president in June 
2012.

Morsi failed, however, to make 
good on a promise of improving 
the living conditions of Egyptians. 
He even tried to monopolise deci-
sion-making by issuing at the end 
of 2012 a presidential decree that 
exempted him from judicial over-
sight.

No sooner had Morsi completed 
his first year in office than millions 
of people took to the streets to de-
mand his ouster, opening the door 
for an endless cycle of violence at-
tributed by the government to the 
Brotherhood and its members.

“Like the Brotherhood, the 
Salafists like to use religion to make 
political gains,” Youssri al-Ezbawi, 
a researcher from local think-tank 
Al-Ahram Centre for Political and 
Strategic Studies, said. “They are 
ready to turn violent, too.”

Egypt’s Salafists made their po-
litical debut soon after Mubarak’s 
downfall by allying themselves 
with the Muslim Brotherhood.

They shocked the public in 2011 
when they called for demolishing 
ancient statues and Pharaohs-built 
monuments across Egypt, claim-
ing that the monuments deflected 
Muslims’ attention from worship. 
When the edict made the pub-
lic angry, the Salafists said statue 
faces can be covered with wax in-

stead.
The Salafists’ contempt for non-

Muslims was manifest in almost 
everything they did. They asked 
Muslims not to congratulate Chris-
tians on their religious occasions. 
Another time, they said no non-
Muslim is fit to represent Muslims 
or hold high offices.

Makhyoun was reported on Oc-
tober 12th to have said that his 
party would not have included 
Christian candidates in its election 
lists had that not been stipulated 
in election law.

The Salafists do not seem to re-
spect women, either. Al-Nour does 
not allow female candidates to un-
cover their faces, even when they 
address the public.

But the same Salafists backed 
the ouster by the Egyptian Army 
of Morsi and were reported to have 
campaigned for Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi, the former army chief who 
became Egypt’s president in June 
2014.

Sisi always invites a representa-
tive of al-Nour Party to his meet-
ings with political party figures. 
Amid reports that as he cracks 
down on the Muslim Brotherhood, 
Sisi does not want to be accused of 
working to cleanse his country of 
Islamists altogether.

Ezbawi said some of Egypt’s 
Salafists are jihadists, meaning 
that they believe in violence as a 
means of effecting change.

Al-Nour says it has set a goal of 
winning 25% of the seats of the 
next parliament.

“We just want to act as a balanc-

ing power in parliament for the best 
interests of our country,” Shaaban 
Abdel-Aleem, a senior member of 
al-Nour Party, said.

And to win one-quarter of the 
parliament seats, al-Nour does 
everything to win the hearts of the 
voters. It uses some of the nation’s 
well-known preachers who tell 
voters that voting for al-Nour can-
didates is a religious duty. It is also 
reported to be distributing free 
food and medicine to convince the 
poor to vote for it.

Al-Nour is especially popular 
in southern Egypt and in the Nile 
Delta, where its religion-coloured 
rhetoric finds supporters. In urban 
centres, however, the Salafists do 
not find as much support.

“There is no difference between 
the Salafists and the Brotherhood,” 
said Emad Abul Einin, a 35-year-
old civil servant and a resident of 
Cairo. “Like the Brotherhood, they 
will seek to manipulate our coun-
try’s politics and turn violent at 
any time.”

Nevertheless, former jihadist-
turned expert on Islamist move-
ments Nageh Ibrahim says mar-
ginalising Islamists altogether can 
open the door for violence.

“There is widespread incitement 
against the Salafists and there 
seems to be a desire to keep these 
people out of decision-making cir-
cles altogether,” Ibrahim said. “But 
I have to say that this can open the 
door for violence.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.
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Egyptian Salafist women wave Al-Nour party flags during a 
campaign party rally, on October 6th.

independent candidates 
have filed to run in 226 
constituencies in both 
phases.

Some 5,424


