
11April 24, 2016

News & Analysis Political Islam

Cairo

T 

he return to Egypt of a 
pro-Muslim Brotherhood 
TV presenter after assur-
ances that he will not face 
arrest reflects President 

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s desire to fur-
ther sideline the already-weakened 
Islamists.  

Tarek Abdel Gabir left Egypt after 
the army ousted Islamist president 
Muhammad Morsi in July 2013 and 
repeatedly criticised Sisi on the pro-
Brotherhood channel al-Sharq but 
he has been assured by Sisi that no 
legal action would be taken against 
him.

Abdel Gabir is apparently not the 
only Brotherhood backer allowed 
to return from self-imposed exile. 
According to Abdullah al-Senawi, 
a writer who attended a meeting 
between Sisi and a group of intel-
lectuals in late March, the Egyptian 
president said he would allow other 
Brotherhood supporters to return as 
well.

Underlying Sisi’s decision is his 
desire to emasculate the Brother-
hood by sidelining their supporters 
to make it easy for him to vanquish 
them.

“Sisi is opening the door for the 
return of these people only to weak-
en the Brotherhood,” said Sameh 
Eid, a Brotherhood dissident. “His-
tory teaches us that no enmity lasts 
forever.”

Along with sending assurances to 
Brotherhood supporters in self-im-
posed exile, Sisi is taking measures 

in Egypt, such as releasing several 
imprisoned Islamist figures, includ-
ing leaders of the pro-Brotherhood 
National Alliance for the Defence 
of Legitimacy. Hundreds of Broth-
erhood supporters have been freed 
from prison after being charged 
with rioting, joining an outlawed 
movement and damaging public 
property.

These moves are seen as unbe-

fitting a man who is viewed by the 
Brotherhood as the number one en-
emy. Sisi harbours equal contempt 
for the Brotherhood.

As defence minister under Morsi, 
Sisi said several times that he had 
seen how the Brotherhood wanted 
to control Egypt, rule it for hun-
dreds of years and change its cul-
tural identity. He has said the Broth-
erhood has an ideology that cannot 
endure.

Some leaders and backers, in-
cluding Abdel Gabir, avoided prison 
by secretly leaving Egypt, ending 
up mainly in Qatar and Turkey, two 
countries that opposed Sisi’s rise to 
power.

Abdel Gabir said he has colon 
cancer and wants to return to die in 
Egypt and Sisi is giving him what he 
wants.

“However, in his desire to win 
the Brotherhood’s allies to his side 
or at least sideline them, Sisi wants 
to disempower the Brotherhood 
in preparation for totally crush-
ing them,” said Kamal Habib, an 
Egyptian political analyst. “He also 
wants to save his energy for his oth-
er enemies, namely the extremists 
in the Sinai peninsula.”

Scores of Egyptian troops and po-
lice have been killed in attacks by 

militants linked to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Sinai.

Sisi’s war against the Brotherhood 
is reducing the influence of the Is-
lamist organisation, which had a 
strong following especially in rural 
Egypt and among the poor. Weak-
ened on the street, with most of its 
leaders in jail and its members hid-
ing their political affiliation for fear 
of prosecution, the Brotherhood ap-
pears to be totally down.

The movement’s leaders in Tur-
key are appealing to the authorities 
through emissaries to allow them to 
return.

Saad Eddin Ibrahim, a pro-rec-
onciliation activist and one of the 
emissaries, told a local newspaper 
that he met a group of Brotherhood 
leaders in Istanbul who asked him 
to convince Sisi to allow them to re-
turn to Egypt.

This was seen as a sign of surren-

der on the part of the movement.
“The Brotherhood is no longer 

capable of challenging the authori-
ties,” Eid said. “They are going 
through their lowest point now.”

This is why experts say that Sisi’s 
next move will not be for him to 
mend fences with the Brotherhood 
but to give them one final punch.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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A 2015 file picture of supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood setting things aflame to block a street 
during clashes with Egyptian forces following their protest against the government in Cairo.

Weakened on the 
street, most of its 
leaders in jail and its 
members hiding their 
political affiliation for 
fear of prosecution, 
the Brotherhood 
seems to be totally 
down.

“The Brotherhood is no 
longer capable of 
challenging the 
authorities. They are 
going through their 
lowest point now.”

Sameh Eid, 
a Brotherhood dissident.

Jordan’s Muslim Brotherhood fails to grasp new rules of the game

T 

he relationship 
between the Jorda-
nian regime and the 
Muslim Brotherhood 
has always been based 
on two pillars.

The first was related to the 
Hashemite kings’ ambition to be 
major regional players, drawing on 
religious authority derived from 
being members of the house of the 
Prophet Mohammad and being 
the inheritors of the Great Arab 
revolution.

The second pillar lies in the 
common interests shared by the 
regime and the Brotherhood 
during the Cold War: Both were 
fundamentally opposed to leftist 
and communist ideologies and in 
favour of Arab nationalism.

With the end of the Cold War, 
one of the pillars crumbled but re-
lations between the monarchy and 
the Brotherhood would continue 
for another decade. The regime 
wanted to use the Brotherhood 
to counterbalance the growing 
influence of the Palestine Libera-
tion Organisation (PLO) among 
Palestinians in Jordan and the 
West Bank.

The late King Hussein never 
agreed to the secession of the 
West Bank in favour of the PLO 
and this historical detail probably 
explains the glaring contradiction 

in Jordan’s foreign policy during 
the 1990s.

Jordan was then a central player 
in the camp of those Arab parties 
seeking a permanent settlement 
with Israel. At the same time, it 
gave refuge to the political bureau 
of Hamas. In 1999, King Abdullah 
closed Hamas’s offices in Amman 
and deported its head, Khaled Me-
shaal, and his comrades to Qatar.

Unlike his father, Abdullah has 
not shown any particular designs 
on the future of the West Bank. 
His dealings with the Palestinian 
leadership were characterised by 
cooperation rather than competi-
tion.

Thus, the second pillar sus-
taining the relationship between 
the regime and the Brotherhood 

has suddenly become irrelevant. 
Besides, the new king, given his 
Westernised upbringing, is not 
particularly sympathetic to the 
Brotherhood or to its fundamen-
talist leadership.

In a March 2013 interview with 
the Atlantic magazine, Abdul-
lah spoke about his antipathy for 
the Muslim Brotherhood, calling 
it a “Masonic Brotherhood” and 
“wolves in sheep’s clothing”. He 
was quoted as saying his “biggest 
battle” would be to prevent the 
Brotherhood from rising to power.

This interview was three years 
prior to the crackdown on the 
Brotherhood’s offices in Amman. 
However, the Brotherhood’s age-
ing leadership failed to grasp the 
scope of the change in the rela-

tionship.
For the past three years, it has 

continued to live in a state of 
denial and defiance despite warn-
ings from friends and foes. These 
leaders are under the impression 
that their historical alliance with 
the regime will find them in good 
graces with the latter consider-
ing that its supposed need for the 
Brotherhood far outweighs other 
considerations.

The Muslim Brotherhood leader-
ship did not realise that the entire 
region, not just Jordan, has grown 
restless and impatient with move-
ments belonging to political Islam.

In dealing with the Brotherhood, 
Jordan looked at experiences in 
other countries but chose its own 
direction. Morocco and Tunisia, 
for example, have opted for inte-
grating Islamist movements into 
the political process. In Egypt and 
the United Arab Emirates and, to 
a lesser extent, Saudi Arabia, the 
choice was exclusion and eradi-
cation. Jordan opted for gradual 
marginalisation.

The process started with encour-
aging defections from Brother-
hood’s ranks, followed by hostile 
media and political campaigns 
and entanglement in legal meas-
ures. The Brotherhood was finally 
declared an “illegal” organisation 
and its offices sealed.

The regime has clearly laid out 
the new rules of the game with the 
Brotherhood; no matter how big 
or powerful it may become, it will 
always remain subordinate to the 
regime and the law, just like other 
players on the Jordanian political 
scene.

Oraib al-Rantawi is a Jordanian 
analyst and an expert in security 
and strategic affairs.
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View point
Jordan’s 
Muslim 
Brotherhood 
did not 
realise that 
the entire 
region 
has grown 
impatient 
with 
political 
Islam.

The regime has clearly 
laid out the new rules 
of the game with the 
Brotherhood.

Jordanian men stand in front of the main entrance of the Muslim Brotherhood 
office that is sealed with official wax after it was raided and shut down by police, 
in Amman, on April 1st.


