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Cairo

T 

he men behind bars in 
a Cairo courtroom had 
once voiced full support 
for Muhammad Badie, 
the leader of the Muslim 

Brotherhood. Now, however, they 
chanted: “Down with the rule of 
the supreme leader, down with all 
the men of the supreme leader”, 
who was being tried — as were 
those chanting — on charges of at-
tacking a police station in 2013 and 
killing all the officers inside.

“Divisions have been demon-
strating themselves inside the or-
ganisation very clearly in the past 
two years,” said Kamal al-Helbawi, 
a former long-time member of the 
Brotherhood. “Junior and senior 
members are locked in an endless 
conflict over power and money.”

This seems to be more than a fight 
over who will get or control what 
or a generational divide within the 

movement, which was established 
in 1928 as an educational organisa-
tion and is considered the mother 
of political Islam in the world.

The Brotherhood was in its hey-
day in 2012, a year after the down-
fall of autocrat Hosni Mubarak, 
when it won a majority of seats in 
parliament. A few months later, 
senior member Muhammad Morsi 
was elected president, becoming 
Egypt’s first Islamist and civilian 
president.

Morsi’s performance as presi-
dent, however, failed the people, 
leading millions to take to the 
streets in 2013 to demand an end to 
his rule.

The army moved in to oust him, a 
move that triggered a wave of Mus-
lim Brotherhood violence, includ-
ing the torching of scores of police 
stations, churches and government 
offices and the killing of hundreds 
of police.

Hundreds of Brotherhood mem-
bers and sympathisers were killed 
in confrontations with police and 
thousands, including Morsi and 
Badie, were imprisoned.

Although the slogans chanted by 
the Brotherhood members as Badie 
entered the dock November 27th 
were unprecedented, they were not 
the first indication that the move-
ment was losing support, not only 
from the general public, but also 
from its members, experts said.

In 2012, the Brotherhood 
estimated its membership at 5 
million but there were signs the 
organisation was starting to crack. 
An increasing number of people 

were abandoning it either because 
of the heavy-handed tactics by the 
security apparatus or because of 
the Brotherhood’s policies.

Sameh Eid, who spent almost 
three decades as a Brotherhood 
member and is an expert on Islam-
ist movements, referred to several 
“fatal mistakes” committed by the 
Brotherhood’s leadership in the last 
three years.

“They resorted to violence, 
which contradicted their continual 
claim to peacefulness, and failed to 
have a practical vision for getting 
out of their crisis with the regime,” 
Eid said. “When they were in pow-
er, they also failed to present solu-
tions to their country’s problems.”

Having put almost all Brother-
hood leaders in jail, the government 
of Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi shut down the offices of the 
Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice 
Party, froze Brotherhood-related 
assets, prevented funding to the 
movement from abroad and scared 
off supporters and sympathisers.

The government also neutral-
ised the Brotherhood’s allies such 
Jamaat Islamiya and the ultraortho-
dox Salafists, which left it alone in 
a battle for survival against the Sisi 
government.

The Brotherhood’s demise means 
that Egypt’s military establishment, 
which had provided the country its 
rulers for the 60 years before Morsi’s 

election and then returned to 
power after the Islamist president’s 
ouster, will likely continue to 
control Egypt’s rule.

Islamist political analyst Kamal 
Habib conceded that the Broth-
erhood has entered what he de-
scribed as a “dark tunnel” but said 
movements with ideologies such as 
the Brotherhood never completely 
go away.

“These movements may suffer 
weakness at times but they never 
die,” Habib said. “The Brotherhood, 
which has invented political Islam, 
is an idea and ideas never die.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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A May 2015 file picture shows Essam Sultan, a supporter of the Muslim Brotherhood, speaking to a 
judge during the trial of Brotherhood members in a court on the outskirts of Cairo.                          (Reuters)
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elations between Egypt 
and Qatar could deterio-
rate following the broad-
cast by news channel Al 
Jazeera of a documentary 

lambasting the Egyptian Army, ex-
perts said.

“Such a documentary will have 
far-reaching effects on already tense 
relations between the two coun-
tries,” said Tarek Fahmi, a political 
science professor at Cairo Universi-
ty. “Qatar has been presenting proof 
after another that it does not want 
normal relations with Egypt.”

Called Soldiers, the documentary, 
which aired in November, presents 
former army conscripts and a non-
commissioned officer talking about 
what they describe as tough condi-
tions and the lack of training in the 
Egyptian Army.

The film contains footage of sol-
diers purportedly being punished 
for making mistakes.

The documentary, aired by Do-
ha-funded Al Jazeera, adds to the 
degrading relations between Cairo 
and Doha, which took a turn for the 
worse in 2013 when the Egyptian 
Army ousted Islamist president Mu-
hammad Morsi, who received Qa-
tari backing.

Qatar criticised Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, the army 
chief who led the military’s move 

against Morsi, and expressed un-
wavering support for the Muslim 
Brotherhood, Morsi’s movement.

Cairo has repeatedly accused 
Doha of interfering in its affairs 
and of offering financial backing to 
Brotherhood members, who until 
recently were, Egyptian authorities 
claim, behind unrest in Egypt.

Cairo has accused Al Jazeera of 
being a mouthpiece of the Qatari 
government instead of acting as an 
independent media outlet. This was 
probably why most of the anger in 
Cairo after the film was broadcast 
was levelled at Qatar and its ruling 
family.

“Qatar has crossed all red lines by 
making such a film,” said Mustafa 
Bakri, an Egyptian lawmaker, who, 
with others, has been leading a 
motion in parliament for a tougher 
stance against Qatar.

“Egypt should not stand silent 
while this small state keeps wrong-
ing it,” he said.

The Egypt government had previ-
ously generally kept silent against 
what it described as Qatari “inter-
ference” in its affairs. Political ob-
servers in Egypt said Saudi Arabia, 
which has given Egypt billions of 
dollars in economic aid after Mor-
si’s ouster, had been behind Cairo’s 
self-restraint.

Cairo was keen not to anger its 
main financier by getting back at 
Doha, while the latter’s media rant-
ed about alleged atrocities Egypt’s 
regime committed against Muslim 
Brotherhood members.

The Egyptian Foreign Ministry 
has not commented on the Al Ja-
zeera documentary. However, with 
relations between Riyadh and Cairo 
deteriorating on several issues, in-
cluding the conflicts in Syria and 
Yemen, Egypt is not as hampered 
as it used to be to settle scores with 
Qatar, experts said.

The options in this regard are lim-

ited and Egypt has to walk a fine 
line between paying Qatar back and 
harming itself, Fahmi said.

About 150,000 Egyptians work in 
Qatar.

“So, when reacting to Qatari ac-
tions, Egypt must make sure that 
this reaction will not end up caus-
ing it an internal problem if Qatar 
decides to kick all these workers out 
and deport them to Egypt,” Fahmi 
said.

With government data indicating 
that 12.7% of Egypt’s workforce of 

26 million is jobless, the last thing 
Cairo wants to see are tens of thou-
sands of its workers returning from 
Qatar to demand jobs at home.

The Arab League blamed media in 
both countries for intensifying their 
differences and causing the current 
crisis.

“The media always blow things 
out of logical proportions,” said 
Ahmed Bin Helli, Arab League dep-
uty secretary-general.

He said if it mediates between the 
two countries, the league would not 

disclose the matter to the media be-
fore achieving results.

One reason the Al Jazeera docu-
mentary caused such fury in Cairo 
is that it hits directly at the heart of 
Egypt — its army. Egypt’s obligatory 
military service means that a mem-
ber of almost every Egyptian family 
is either a current or former army 
conscript or officer.

“Some action must be taken 
against Qatar this time,” Bakri said. 
“At least, the Foreign Ministry must 
recall our ambassador from Doha.”
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A September 2016 file picture shows Egyptian Army soldiers securing a site where a boat carrying 
migrants capsized off the coast in Al Buhayrah Egypt.                                                                                 (Reuters)
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