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A 

hmed Tantawi learned 
the hard way how dan-
gerous it is to oppose the 
government of Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah 

al-Sisi.
In December, Tantawi, a jour-

nalist and a lawmaker, criticised a 
government-proposed media bill, 
calling for the measure not to be en-
acted without listening to the Jour-
nalists’ Syndicate, the independent 
guild of the country’s journalists.

His suggestion was met harshly. 
Parliament Speaker Aly Abdel A’al 
insisted that Tantawi leave.

“This was embarrassing to me,” 
Tantawi said. “Opponents are al-
ways silenced inside parliament.”

Other lawmakers have been hu-
miliated and insulted for striking 
discordant notes. One lawmaker 
was chastised, smeared and asked 
to keep quiet for inquiring about the 
salaries of army generals. Another 
was reprimanded for criticising Sisi.

Egypt’s parliamentary opposition 
says it is bullied, abandoned and 
feels unwanted. This, however, is 
less about the mostly pro-Sisi par-
liament and more about shrinking 
political freedoms, declining toler-
ance for opposition and the extreme 
lack of space for those who disagree 
with people in power in Egypt.

With the Muslim Brotherhood 
formally out of politics and Egypt’s 
ultra-orthodox Salafists neutralised 
and leftist parties alienated, the 
country’s political situation is all 
about support for the president and 
his retinue.

Political analysts refer to fear 
from being in the opposition in a 
country where everybody is either 
a backer of the president or made a 
political outcast.

“The regime does not want un-
like-minded politicians to be pre-
sent,” Cairo University political sci-
ence Professor Hassan Nafaa said. 
“It hates to be opposed. It hates to 
see those who disagree with it.”

Egyptian politics has been 
marked by political parties for dec-
ades and a parliament for a century 
and a half. There are more than 120 
political parties but none is in the 
opposition.

Before the 2011 uprising that 
ended the rule of autocrat Hosni 
Mubarak, there were leftist and lib-
eral parties that propagated differ-
ent political and economic ideolo-
gies. After Mubarak was deposed, 

Islamist parties — banned under 
Mubarak — were formed, enriching 
Egyptian politics.

The first post-Mubarak elected 
president, Muhammad Morsi, was 
Islamist. His failure to address eco-
nomic and political problems led to 
his military-orchestrated, public-
backed ouster a year later.

Sisi, the army chief under Morsi 
who won the presidential election 
after the latter’s ouster, quickly 
moved to crack down on the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, to which Morsi 
was affiliated and the most vibrant 
Islamist group in the country.

He forced the Brotherhood out of 
political life. Sisi also succeeded in 
rallying most of the country’s po-
litical forces behind him while he 
attempted to obliterate political Is-
lam.

However, his heavy-handed poli-
cies annihilated political diversity, 
political analysts like Nafaa said. 
The culture in Egypt, he added, is 
one of complete submission to the 
president’s will.

“The regime is in a real crisis,” 

Nafaa said. “It is badly in need of 
listening to a different point of 
view.”

Nevertheless, different opinions 
are not allowed to be voiced and, 
when they are, they are met with 
harshness.

Most journalists criticising the 
president are out of business. Lil-
ian Dawoud, a Syrian TV host, was 
deported a few months ago, and 
Mahmoud Saad, who hosted a talk 
show on the private channel al-
Nahar TV, did not have his contract 
renewed. Abdel A’al has called for 
suspending a programme on a pri-
vate television network by Ibrahim 
Issa, an outspoken critic of Sisi. Is-
sa’s programme was suspended on 

January 2nd.
Abdel A’al also tried to prevent 

MPs from talking to the media, yells 
at journalists and bans meetings 
between lawmakers and foreign 
diplomats.

When Tantawi was bullied by 
the parliament speaker and his col-
leagues, he said he felt broken and 
helpless and had no option but to 
leave the parliament chamber.

“This was unprecedented in the 
history of parliament,” he said. 
“Only those who back the govern-
ment are allowed to speak.”

Many argue that it was not the 
right time to criticise Sisi’s ap-
proach because Egypt is in a pecu-
liar situation since the January 2011 
revolution and the short Islamist 
rule. Egyptians face multiple secu-
rity and economic challenges that 
put the country’s future at stake.

Leftist politician Hussein Abdel 
Razik said Egyptians must stand 
united behind the president, who 
holds the country together, brings 
security to the man on the street 
and works to gain the confidence of 

the international community.
“Egypt is in an existential battle 

and this makes it necessary for eve-
rybody to stand in the camp of the 
president,” he said.

A veteran of Egyptian politics, 
Abdel Razik, referred to the eco-
nomic hardships faced by Egypt 
and the country’s war against ter-
rorism.

Sisi’s opponents, however, argue 
that the Egyptian leader, who has 
initiated real economic reforms, 
started an all-out campaign against 
religious extremism and advocates 
a return to Egypt’s regional leader-
ship, was using the same hardships 
to expand his powers, tighten over-
all control and silence opposition.

Some of Tantawi’s colleagues in 
parliament are afraid to talk, lest 
they anger and run afoul of Abdel 
A’al, he said.

“They prefer silence to being hu-
miliated,” Tantawi said, “but how 
long should we be silent and why?”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi’s move to re-
fer to parliament an agree-
ment that would hand 
over two uninhabited Red 

Sea islands to Saudi Arabia jeopard-
ises the country’s stability and goes 
against the public’s wishes, critics 
said.

“By referring the deal to parlia-
ment for approval, the government 
proves its total disrespect of the 
will of the people,” rights advocate 
Khalid Ali said. “This amounts to 
voluntary abdication of a piece of 
our country’s territory.”

Ali and other activists filed a law-
suit to stop the transfer of Tiran and 

Sanafir islands, which lie at the en-
trance of the Straits of Tiran, which 
connects the Read Sea to the Gulf of 
Aqaba, to Saudi ownership.

Cairo stated in April 2016 that the 
islands are in Saudi territorial wa-
ters, although Egypt has had a mili-
tary presence on Tiran to protect 
the nearby Straits of Tiran. Riyadh 
handed control of the islands to 
Egypt in 1950 as a bulwark against 
Israel.

The government referred the deal 
to parliament on December 29th, al-
most seven months after signing the 
agreement in Cairo in the presence 
of Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud.

It is expected to take parliament 
weeks at least to act on the deal, 
Deputy Parliament Speaker Sulei-
man Wahdan said.

“Can you face your constituents 
on the streets after approving this 
deal?” lawmaker Ahmed al-Tantawi 
asked his colleagues during a recent 
debate on the private Dream televi-
sion network. “Approving the deal 
will be a betrayal of the confidence 
of the people.”

Protests against the deal have 
taken place in Cairo and on social 
media, a position backed by thou-
sands of people who said there was 

no mandate for Sisi or his govern-
ment to hand control of the islands 
to Saudi Arabia.

Former presidential candidate 
and leftist politician Hamdeen Sa-
bahi said he expected public anger 
to snowball.

“Egyptians will get out on the 
streets to protest the deal, even if 
they all go to jail,” Sabahi said. “Sisi 

does not have the right to give up 
sovereignty over these islands.”

Sisi has been under pressure from 
the Saudis to offer them something 
tangible in return for the billions of 
dollars in aid since the overthrow 
of Islamist president Muhammad 
Morsi in 2013.

Riyadh has started measures to 
punish Cairo for not reciprocat-

ing in some way. The Saudis have 
suspended oil shipments and post-
poned billions of dollars in promised 
investments and finally by cement-
ing ties with Ethiopia, the country 
that is constructing a dam on the 
Nile River, Egypt’s only source of 
water.

A former career diplomat, who 
requested anonymity, warned the 
island dispute could cost Sisi his job 
and spark a new popular uprising.

If parliament rejects the deal, the 
diplomat said, Sisi can go to the Sau-
dis and tell them: “Look, I did eve-
rything to give the islands to you but 
[the lawmakers] are against this.”

If parliament approves the deal, 
however, the diplomat added, Sisi 
can circumvent public anger, which 
would then be directed at legisla-
tors.

Mustafa al-Fiqqi, a former diplo-
mat, said he expected Saudi Arabia 
to resort to international arbitration 
if parliament rejects the deal.

“This is why it is necessary to set-
tle this issue peacefully,” Fiqqi said. 
“Egypt and Saudi Arabia need each 
other, particularly now.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.
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A 2016 photo shows Egyptians reacting at the high administrative 
court as a judge announces the postponing of a court ruling in the 
case of two Red Sea islands to January 16th, 2017, in Cairo.        (AFP)
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Journalists chant slogans as they gather in front of the Journalists’ Syndicate in Cairo on November 19th, 2016, to protest against the 
court verdict to sentence the head of the union and two members to two years in prison.                                                                                       (AFP)
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