
Wanted: maybe a president? 

CAIRO 

Egypt wobbles to the finish line of its transition to democracy 

AYEAR ago Egyptians voted in record 
numbers to amend their constitution 

and set a course for democracy. Most were 
still ecstatic about the fall of Hosni Muba
rak, who had ruled the country since 1981. 
A large majority trusted the army to shep
herd the country back to civilian rule. Yet 
when elections were held last month for 
the Shura Council, a feeble upper house of 
parliament that many Egyptians would 
prefer to abolish, turnout shrank to a dis
mal 6.5%. 

Much of the post-revolutionary opti
mism of 20u has been shamefully squan
dered. Transitional cabinets have proved 
too t imid or unimaginative to try real re
form. The Supreme Council of the Armed 
Forces ( S C A F ) , a body of top generals that 
functions as Egypt's interim executive, has 
followed hesitant, seemingly contradic
tory and often violent policies, leaving an 
impression of ambiguity about the revolu
tion that it professes to support. 

The generals recently set a schedule for 
the end of the transition period. Nation
wide polls in May should lead on June 21st 
to Egypt's first popularly elected president. 
The trouble is that he (the sole credible fe
male candidate stands little chance) w i l l 
take over a country that is deeply divided 
and mistrustful, w i t h an anaemic econ
omy and a woefully creaky bureaucracy. 

Confusingly, too, Egypt's next ruler w i l l 
take on a post without a job description. 
His permanent powers w i l l not be defined 
unti l a new constitution is approved. Par

liament has only just begun to debate the 
composition of the body that is supposed 
to draft the constitution. 

Auguring future tussles over the consti
tution itself, the debate over who is to draft 
it is already fierce. Islamists from the Mus
l im Brotherhood and the ultra-conserva
tive Salafist movement, who account for 
over 70% of seats in parliament, say elect
ed legislators should dominate the constit
uent assembly. They would prefer either a 
parliamentary system or a mixed system 
like that in France, where the legislative 
majority, not the president, appoints the 
government. Liberals favour a more 
strongly presidential system in the hope 
that a non-Islamist figure w i l l prevail. They 
would like greater influence on the writ ing 
of the constitution from civil society, in
cluding professional associations, unions 
and academics. 

The new president may thus assume of
fice w i t h nearly all Mr Mubarak's dictatori
al powers, only to be demoted soon after 
to a more honorific role. He w i l l officially 
command the army, but it is unclear 
whether the generals w i l l actually submit 
to civilian control. This is why many see 
the looming presidential election as a test 
of wills between the Islamists who domi
nate parliament and S C A F , which sees a 
strong presidency as its last chance of pro
tecting the army's privileges. 

Some Egyptians suspect that, in order 
to avoid confrontation, the Muslim Broth
ers and S C A F could j o i n forces to back a 

consensus candidate. One such potential 
figure is Muhammad Selim al-Awa, a con
servative intellectual w i t h ties to the Broth
ers who nonetheless defends the army's 
privileges. But Mr al-Awa alarms liberals 
and also Egypt's Christians, w h o m he has 
accused in the past of colluding w i t h Israel. 

The lack of a clear consensus candidate 
has raised the hopes of numerous chal
lengers. A smattering of former top offi
cials from the army, the secret service and 
the government have sought the generals' 
backing for their presidential bids, includ
ing Mr Mubarak's last prime minister, Ah
med Shafiq, a former air force chief. Other 
retired officials are said to be contemplat
ing a run. 

Amr Moussa, the former foreign minis
ter and secretary-general of the Arab 
League, is at present the front-runner. Criti
cal of the army, he has anointed himself as 
the leader of a catch-all "nationalist" trend. 
But despite his fame and his influential 
friends, most Islamists reject Mr Moussa as 
too secular. 

The Islamists' own offerings range from 
the dour Mr al-Awa to Hazem Abu Ismail, a 
fiery preacher who cheers revolutionaries 
by denouncing the army but frightens 
many w i t h pledges to make prayer and the 
veil compulsory. A rising moderate is Abd-
el Moneim Abolfotoh, a former senior 
Muslim Brother who was expelled for 
questioning the group's rigid hierarchy. A 
doctor who spent years in prison under Mr 
Mubarak, he attracts mi ld Islamists who 
chafe at the grip of the Brotherhood's num
ber two and strongman, Khairat al-Shater, 
a probable future prime minister in a co
alition government. The rivalry between 
Mr Abolfotoh and Mr Shater is likely to 
stop the Brothers from endorsing his candi
dacy, but w i l l not stop some Islamists from 
voting for h im. 

Mr Abolfotoh's campaign has inspired 
unlikely followers. His economic adviser, a 
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• Marxist professor, was drawn by its com
mitment to progressive tax rates and to free 
health care and education. Mr Abolfotoh is 
also the only candidate to demand not just 
civilian oversight of the army, but manda
tory retirement for ageing generals. This 
has increased his appeal to reformist 
youths without estranging h im from the 
wider, stability-seeking public. 

Mr Abolfotoh has also profited from the 
decision in January by Mohamed ElBara-
dei, the former director of the Internation
al Atomic Energy Agency and an impor
tant figurehead for Egyptian liberals, to 
drop out of the race in protest at the army's 
handling of the transition. A former sup
porter of Mr ElBaradei says that he seemed 
too aloof. "Abolfotoh is different," he says. 
"He listens to what you have to say. He is a 
conservative personally but does not want 
to impose his views on others." 

Besides, other liberal candidates are 
thin on the ground. None of the assorted 
rights activists, artists and intellectuals 

who have put themselves forward so far 
enjoys national stature or a well-funded 
campaign. Few seem likely even to meet 
the threshold to register for the election, 
which requires the backing either of 30 
M P S or of 30,000 voters spread across the 
country. And although official campaign 
rules aim to level the field by limiting 
spending to a mere 10m Egyptian pounds 
(about $1.6m), this is expected to be vastly 
exceeded by in-kind donations from busi
nessmen who are likely to back more 
prominent candidates. 

The presidential race has revived some 
post-revolutionary enthusiasm, but also 
introduced new risks. Mr Abolfotoh was 
recently hospitalised w i t h a concussion 
after a late-night carjacking that his aides 
say was politically motivated, and Mr 
Moussa has also been attacked on the cam
paign trail. Fingers point to dirty tricks by 
the security establishment, an ominous 
sign of the battles that Egypt's foundering 
revolution still faces. 
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Text Box
Fonte: The Economist, London, v. 402, n. 8775, p. 58-59, 10 a 16 Mar. 2012.




