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A major outcome of the Arab Spring has been the remarkable prominence gained
by the Salafi movement, which managed to impose itself as a serious political competitor
to the Muslim Brotherhood in several countries. Among those is Egypt, where Salafis,
who once rejected political participation, have become the country’s second political
force. The case of Egypt is particularly interesting because, contrary to Tunisia for
instance, the Salafi movement already had a large presence there before the revolution -
which makes easier to trace its transformations. In this paper, [ will argue that the Salafi
leadership’s decision to enter the political sphere in the wake of Mubarak’s fall sparked
a fundamental debate within the movement on the legitimate aims and means of politics.
As a result, the movement became divided between: the proponents of a “pre-political”
Salafi stance, who advocated having representatives in the political sphere only to
defend the interests of the religious movement but pledged to reject “politics for the
sake of politics”; those who advocated a full-fledged “political Salafism” and ended up
fully embracing the political logic, hoping that the Salafi parties would become « political
parties almost like all others »; and those “revolutionary Salafis” who called for the
immediate implementation of shari‘a, but rejected institutional means and preferred
radical revolutionary change. In this article, I will examine the nature of those different
factions and the relationship between them, and I will analyse how their appeal has
changed since the Spring 2011 and what this means for the evolution of the Salafi
movement in Egypt.

Although it only started making headlines in the wake of the revolution, the
existence of a Salafi movement is nothing new in Egypt. The first association explicitly
claiming to be “Salafi” was called “Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya” and was created
in 1926, two years before the Muslim Brotherhood. This is something Salafis are
generally quite proud to stress in response to the recurrent accusation that they are an
imported movement - although of course many of Ansar al-Sunna’s references were
taken from Saudi Arabia, where Salafism is the official brand of Islam. Both Ansar al-
Sunna and the Muslim Brotherhood championed the idea of a revival of Islam, but they
did so however in very different ways. For the Muslim Brotherhood, this revival was
essentially expressed in political terms - the project of the Brothers was to create an
“Islamic State”. For Ansar al-Sunna Salafis, in contrast, what was needed was a religious
revival, meaning, on the one hand, a “purification” of the Muslim creed in order to put it
in line with what they deemed to be original - or “Salafi” - Islam (rejecting the
influences of Sufism and Shiism in particular), and, on the other hand, a reform of
individual social and religious practices in a ultra-conservative way. Ansar al-Sunna,
however, stopped short of developing any political vision. Another difference with the
Brotherhood was that, far from being a mass movement, Ansar al-Sunna merely
constituted a network of religious scholars whose main activity was to edit and publish
books from the Salafi tradition?.

In the 1970s, Egypt experienced a second - and much stronger - wave of
Salafism. Those were the years of Anwar al-Sadat’s presidency, and Sadat had allowed
[slamic movements to operate relatively freely in the country. At the forefront of those
movements were the university groups called the Gama‘at Islamiyya, whose ideology

1 On Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya, see Ahmad Muhammad Tahir, Ansar al-Sunna
al-Muhammadiyya : nash’atuha, ahdafuha, manhajuha, Riyadh : Dar al-Fadila, 2004



reflected a wide range of influences: they borrowed from the Muslim Brotherhood and
they read the books of Sayyid Qutb, but they were also highly influenced by the Salafi
literature made available through Ansar al-Sunna networks. The regional influence of
Saudi Arabia, which now possessed the money to export its brand of Islam through a
range of government funded institutions, added to the spread of Salafism.

The plurality of influences that was present in the Gama'at Islamiyya’s
ideological fabric soon sparked lively debates among the groups’ members. This led to a
split around 1977-1978. The majority of Gama‘at Islamiyya members joined the Muslim
Brotherhood, where they were instrumental in reviving the organization which had
been greatly weakened during the Nasser era. This is when Gama’at Islamiyya members
‘Isam al-Aryan and Abd al-Mun‘im Abu al-Futuh, among others, joined the Muslim
Brotherhood. Others disagreed and advocated a radical and violent approach
understood in the terms of Sayyid Qutb: those founded the group called al-Gama‘a al-
I[slamiyya (“the Islamic group”), later co-responsible for Sadat’s assassination.

Finally, a third group decided to distance itself from the ideas of the Muslim
Brotherhood altogether, and adopt a pure “Salafi” approach. The leading figures of that
group were students at the faculty of Medicine of Alexandria University: among them
were Muhammad Isma‘il al-Mugaddim and, later on, Yasir Burhami. They decided to
establish an organization first called “al-madrasa al-salafiyya” (the Salafi school), later
renamed “al-da’wa al-salafiyya”, the Salafi call or the Salafi da‘wa. Just like Ansar al-
Sunna, the Salafi da’'wa proclaimed that its aim was to purify the Muslim creed along
Salafi lines, and to “correct” what was wrong in the social and religious practices of
Egyptian Muslims. Their action was therefore limited to preaching, and had no explicit
political dimension. And for the next three decades, they would make sure to avoid the
political issue altogether?.

The difference with Ansar al-Sunna, however, was that the Salafi da‘wa’s
founders, despite being apolitical, had been socialized in the context of 1970s Islamic
activism, and so they were activists in the modern sense (harakiyyun). What they
wanted the Salafi da‘wa to be was a mass movement with a cohesive and well-organized
structure, along lines somewhat similar to the Muslim Brotherhood. One of the founders
of the organization, Abu Idris, was named “al-qayyim” - the Salafi da‘wa’s equivalent of
the Muslim Brotherhood'’s guide, “al-murshid”. And the da‘wa started sponsoring a range
of social activities in the poorer neighbourhoods of Alexandria and other Egyptian cities,
although this activism remained more informal than in the case of the Brotherhood.

In the wake of Sadat’s assassination in 1981, the Salafi da’wa, unlike most other
[slamic groups, escaped persecution because of its non-political stance. In the
subsequent years, the Salafi da'wa did even sometimes benefit from the covert support
of the Egyptian security apparatus, which saw the Salafis as a useful counterforce to the
more politicized religious groups. To be sure, the Salafis were also closely monitored
and sometimes repressed by the authorities, but they were generally much better
treated than their competitors. In this context, the Salafi da’'wa was able to expand its
influence, beyond Alexandria, to most Egyptian governorates.

2 Stéphane Lacroix, Sheikhs and Politicians : Inside the New Egyptian Salafism, Brookings
Doha Center Publication n°16, June 2012, p. 2.



In the 2000s, the government decided to step up its anti-Brotherhood strategy by
allowing Salafis to open satellite TV channels, many of them broadcasted through Nile
Sat. Within a few years, a fair amount of Salafi channels was created. Soon, they became
extremely popular with Egyptian viewers, turning certain preachers such as Muhammad
Hassan or Muhammad Husain Ya’qub into nationwide “stars”. This allowed Salafism to
gain hundreds of thousands of sympathizers, and to extend its influence far beyond the
organized networks of the Salafi da'wa.

When the revolution started on the 25th January 2011, most Salafi cheikhs called
for their followers not to join the protests. For a group that advocated individual
religious reform, and did not believe that political activism was desirable at all, that was
hardly surprising. But a few days before the fall of Mubarak, the Salafi leaders revised
their position. The protests were no longer described as fitna (“chaos”) but as thawra
(“revolution”). Most observers at the time saw this as mere opportunism; this would
however retrospectively mark the beginning of a fundamental evolution inside Egyptian
Salafism.

In the wake of the revolution, a few figures in the Salafi da’'wa argued that
because the context had changed, the da’'wa’s position towards politics should change as
well. For them, this meant that, just as Muslim Brotherhood was about to establish its
political party, the Freedom and Justice Party (hizb al-hurriyya wa-I-‘adala), the da’'wa
should establish its own party as well. The rationale was that, now that the political
sphere was open, the Salafis, as an influential social force, needed to be represented in it.

Spearheading those calls was a man whose profile was relatively peculiar within
the Salafi da’'wa: ‘Imad Abd al-Ghaffur, a doctor who had spent the last few years living
and working in Turkey. As Abd al-Ghaffur explained, it was the Turkish experience of
I[slamic politics that changed his mind, and he was waiting for the opportunity to “make
the Salafi da‘wa benefit from this experience”3. At the same time, Abd al-Ghaffur carried
a lot of weight within the da‘wa: he had been one of the founders of the organization in
the late 1970s, and although he had moved away from it a bit, he continued to enjoy
great respect within it. After numerous debates, Abd al-Ghaffur managed to convince the
da‘wa’s leadership to support his project. The creation of Hizb al-Nur (“the party of
light”) was announced, and Abd al-Ghaffur was appointed as its president. Officially,
Hizb al-Nur was to be the political arm of the Salafi da’'wa, and the da’'wa’s help was
instrumental in setting up the party: within a couple of weeks, it already claimed
100000 members across Egypt.

[t is important here to insist on the agency of Imad Abd al-Ghaffur because what
happened was by no means a structural evolution. Had Abd al-Ghaffur, with his aura in
the movement and strong determination, not championed the idea, the Salafi da’'wa
could well have decided to remain out of party politics. This is what happened in Tunisia
where most Salafis have refused to enter the formal political sphere, despite the recent
attempts at creating three small Salafi parties which have until now demonstrated very

3 Interview with ‘Imad ‘Abd al-Ghaffur, Cairo, December 2022



little influence*. I should add that a few other small Salafi parties were created in Egypt
in addition to Hizb al-Nur, but most had only very local followings, and none had the
infrastructural power of Hizb al-Nur, and so Hizb al-Nur quickly imposed itself as the
dominant Salafi party by far.

One of the early goals of Hizb al-Nur was to assert its existence as a political
entity entirely independent in its agenda from the Muslim Brotherhood. This was
needed because many Egyptians saw the Salafis as nothing more than a “reservoir of
support” for the Brotherhood (a view shared by the Muslim Brotherhood itself, as
expressed by members in interviews during the Spring 20115). This explains why Hizb
al-Nur chose to compete against the Brotherhood in the legislative elections starting in
November 2011. And so, while the Brotherhood established a “Democratic coalition”
with small centrist and secular parties, Hizb al-Nur allied itself as part of an “Islamic
coalition” with two other small Salafi-leaning parties, al-Asala (“authenticity”), created
by students of a Cairo-based sheikh called Muhammad Abd al-Maqgsud, and al-Bina wa-I-
Tanmiya (“construction and development”), the political arm of the Gama’a Islamiyya,
which had renounced violence a decade before.

The competition was extremely fierce, but the Salafis were able to score a
number of points. First, the Salafis more or less explicitly denounced the Brothers as
“candidates of the old system”, blaming them for being apparatchiks and opportunists
who had happily participated in the facade democracy of the Mubarak years. In turn, the
Salafis strove to turn their quietism during the Mubarak years into an advantage:
because they had not been involved in politics, they argued, they had not been
compromised. As opposed to the Brothers, they were entirely new political actors, and
therefore more capable of representing real change. To reinforce this impression, Hizb
al-Nur strategically appointed spokesmen of a relatively young age, with no past in
politics. One of them, the 28-year old Nadir Bakkar, an elegant young man with a degree
in management, attracted tremendous media attention. All the Brothers had to offer in
return were spokesmen in their fifties, who had been in politics for decades and could
hardly represent any form of political renewal. In addition, Hizb al-Nur was quick to
denounce the allegedly bourgeois nature of the Muslim Brotherhood and its leadership,
describing it as disconnected from Egyptian society. Hizb al-Nur portrayed itself, in turn,
as a true representative of the lowest classes of society. Consequently, the movement's
program adopting leftist overtones: much more than the Brotherhood, Salafis insisted
on social justice, and they advocated a redistributive role for the state as opposed to the
Brotherhood’s charity-based model®.

This rhetoric was extremely effective. In addition to the fact that the party was
able to rely on the extensive networks of the Salafi da’'wa, it mainly explains the success
of Hizb al-Nur’s campaign for the legislative elections. Against all odds, Salafis received
about 29% of the votes, and about 25% of the seats in the parliament. This success
would give Hizb al-Nur an increasing assertiveness, not only in Egyptian politics, but
also vis-a-vis the Salafi da'wa whose political arm it was initially supposed to represent.

4 On Tunisian Salafis, see for instance Fabio Merone, Francesco Cavatorta, The
Emergence of Salafism in Tunisia, Jadaliyya, 17 August 2012

5 Interview with Muslim Brotherhood officials, Spring 2011.

6 Lacroix, Sheikhs and Politicians, p. 4.



From the beginning, Hizb al-Nur had been an entirely new experiment for Salafis.
Because the Salafi da’wa had for the last thirty years systematically avoided political
issues, it had to elaborate its political discourse from scratch. Acknowledging its lack of
experience, the Hizb al-Nur leadership decided to appoint a committee of academics,
many of them sympathetic to political Islam but not Salafis, to write the party’s platform.
The party leaders discussed the platform with them to make sure no religious red lines
were crossed, yet the result was a platform that was hardly distinguishable from that of
any other party, except maybe for a slightly stronger insistence on the “Islamic
reference”. At the same time, the party’s platform advocated “democracy” and “equal
rights between Muslims and Christians”. To be accepted by the commission of parties, it
had to include a certain percentage of Christians among its founding members - which it
did. And finally, to be allowed to participate in the elections, it had to include a woman
on each of its lists - which, again, it did, although the party did not publish the pictures
of those women (the pictures were replaced by a flower or the party’s logo, and in one
case, the woman candidate was referred to as “the wife of - the name of her husband”)’.

As minimal as this may sound, this represented a clear break from the positions
of the Salafi da’'wa: da’'wa sheikhs had in the past denounced democracy as kufr, and
they had insisted that Copts were not equal to Muslims®. The involvement of women in
the public sphere is also something the da’'wa had always rejected. Despite this, it seems
that the Salafi da’'wa’s leadership first accepted those concessions, because it was
convinced that they were the price to pay to enter the political sphere, but that they did
not reflect a genuine commitment.

Soon, however, conflicts between Hizb al-Nur and the Salafi da’wa started to take
place. They can be explained by the fact that that the creation of Hizb al-Nur gave birth
to an autonomous dynamic of politicization. With the foundation of Hizb al-Nur, a new
social category emerged, the “Salafi politician” who increasingly identified with the
political sphere and its rules, and developed what Pierre Bourdieu would call a political
habitus. As a consequence, Salafi sheikhs and Salafi politicians - especially the group
around the party’s founder, Imad Abd al-Ghaffur - developed a very different
understanding of what Hizb al-Nur should be.

One question that became a bone of contention was that of political alliances.
‘Imad Abd al-Ghaffur declared on numerous occasions that Hizb al-Nur would have no
problem forging political alliances with non-Islamist parties - even leftist or liberal ones
- as long as there was an agreement on a number of shared political goals. This owed
him an extraordinarly virulent response by Sheikh Yaser Burhami, the leading figure of
the Salafi da’'wa, arguing that an Islamic party can only ally itself with other Islamic
parties. This reflects a conflict between two logics: a political logic, advocated by Abd al-
Ghaffur, and a religious-theological logic, here defended by Burhami and the Salafi
da‘wa.

A second clash happened when in December 2011, ‘Imad Abd al-Ghaffur was
asked on a talk show why the Nour Party had fielded no Christian candidates. He

7 Lacroix, Sheikhs and Politicians, p. 6.
8 See for instance the books of Yasir Burhami and Sa‘id Abd al-‘Azim



responded that he regretted this fact, and hoped Christians would run on the party’s
lists in the future. This earned him explicit criticism on Sheikh Yasir Burhami’s website,
which reaffirmed that only Muslims should occupy “positions linked to the objectives
(magqasid) of the Muslim state” - meaning that only Muslims should be allowed to have
wilaya (authority), that is, become, MPs.

A third controversy happened when Muhammad Nur, one of the spokesmen of
Hizb al-Nur, attended a celebration for the anniversary of Iranian revolution at the
Iranian diplomatic bureau in Cairo. Muhammad Nur thought that Hizb al-Nur, as a
leading Egyptian political party, was meant to have relations with all states, regardless
of ideology and religion. But the sheikhs of the Salafi da’'wa did not see it that way, and
they were quick to denounce Muhammad Nur’s actions, using the Salafi theological
argument that Shiites were heretics and that true Muslims should have no relation to
them®. The same kind of clash happened again a in October 2012 when party president
Imad Abd al-Ghaffur attended a celebration for the creation of the Turkish republic at
the Turkish embassy in Cairo; again, Burhami came out with a fatwa denouncing this by
arguing that “it is against Islam to celebrate the abolition of the Caliphate”19. Again, the
conflict between the political logic of Hizb al-Nur’s leadership and the religious-
theological logic of the Salafi da’'wa appears with utmost clarity.

What Salafi sheikhs were advocating from the start is what I have called a pre-
political vision: what they wanted Hizb al-Nur to be is merely a lobby to defend the
interests in the Salafi da’'wa in the political sphere. However, they were extremely wary
of the political logic, and didn’t want Hizb al-Nur to start practicing politics for the sake
of politics. This understanding resembles what is found in Kuwait where a political
association called the “Salafi coalition” (al-tajammu’ al-salafi) has been since 1981 the
political arm of the Emirate’s main Salafi association, The Association for the Revival of
Islamic Heritage (jam’iyyat ihya al-turath al-islami). The Salafi coalition in Kuwait has
always been reluctant to offer a real political alternative - what they have mostly done
during their three decades in the Kuwaiti parliament has been to focus on certain
specific social and religious issues that matter to them, and to protect the interests of the
religious movement which they represent!!.

Salafi politicians, in contrast, wanted Hizb al-Nur to embrace the political logic
fully. They wanted it to be “a real political party”, not just a religious lobby. This, to them,
also meant that the movement had to revise some of its positions, and that it should
embrace some form of pragmatism. What made things worse was the personal rivalry
that opposed ‘Imad Abd al-Ghaffur to Yasir Burhami, the dominant figure in the Salafi
da‘wa.

What would trigger a real crisis is the decision in April 2012 to back Abd al-
Mun’im Abu al-Futuh for the presidential elections that were scheduled to take place in
May and June of the same year. Abu al-Futuh, an ex-Muslim Brotherhood leader, was

9 Lacroix, Sheikhs and Politicians, p. 7.

10 « Burhami : hudur ‘Imad ‘Abd al-Ghaffur ihtifal safarat Turkiya bi-1-‘id al-watani la
yurdina », AI-Masry al-Yawm, 4 November 2012

11 On Kuwaiti Salafis, see Sami al-Khalidi, Al-ahzab al-islamiyya fi-1-Kuwait : al-shi‘a - al-
ikhwan - al-salaf, 1999



known to be a liberal Islamist, and had previously received the support of leftists and
liberals. Given this background, the Salafis’ decision was extremely surprising to most
observers. The justifications provided by Hizb al-Nur’s leadership were strikingly
political: “the party didn’t request from Abul Futuh that he commit to implementing the
rulings of the sharia, and he didn’t even offer that. We decided to support him because of
his national project which permits the consensus of all national forces to rebuild Egypt
and get it out of the dark tunnel”. After which, he added: “We are not electing a Caliph or
the Commander of the Faithful (amir al-mu’minin), we’re only electing a president”12.

This line of argument wasn’t obviously very popular with the Salafi da’'wa. A
number of leading sheikhs of the da‘wa even first publicly rejected the calls to support
Abu al-Futuh, whom they described as ‘ilmani (secular)!3. The difference between this
controversy and the previous ones was that this time, because of Hizb al-Nur’s success
in the legislative elections, the balance of power was more favourable to the politicians.
More importantly, Hizb al-Nur’s leadership was able to find key allies in the Salafi da’wa,
especially Yasir Burhami, who convinced the da'wa to finally announce its support for
Abu al-Futuh. In contrast with the political rationale provided by Hizb al-Nur’s
leadership, the da‘wa’s logic in supporting Abu al-Futuh remained pre-political. The
main argument offered by the sheikhs was that they feared a Muslim Brotherhood
presidency would lead to a hegemony of the Brotherhood not just in the political sphere,
but also in the Islamic sphere - something they saw as a clear threat to the interests of
the da’'wa. It was not so much that they wholeheartedly supported Abu al-Futuh, but
they saw him as a lesser threat to the religious movement.

And so Hizb al-Nur and the Salafi da’'wa organized meetings in support of Abu al-
Futuh, and got involved in his campaign. In spite of this, Abu al-Futuh only came fourth
in the first round of the presidential elections with 17% of the votes. The Salafi base, it
seems, was never able to understand the leadership’s choice to back Abu al-Futuh.
According to interviews, it seems that the majority of Salafis did not vote for Abu al-
Futuh: some voted Morsi, the Muslim Brotherhood’s candidate and current president,
some invalidated their votes, and some stayed at home.

This had three major consequences. First, the previous conflicts were revived,
leading in September 2012 to a full-blown crisis in Hizb al-Nur. The party’s general
elections had been scheduled to take place mid-September, but Imad Abd al-Ghaffur and
his aides accused da‘wa leaders of attempting to rig the elections in order to get
individuals close to the da‘wa elected at all positions. The plan, according to Abd al-
Ghaffur, was for the sheikhs (in particular Yasir Burhami) to regain complete control
over the party. To prevent this, Abd al-Ghaffur decided to dismiss the party’s high
committee, some of whose members were described as “agents of the da’'wa”. In return,
the high committee of the party decided to dismiss Abd al-Ghaffur. By late September,
the party was in deep turmoil. In the end, all sides agreed to return to the status quo, in
order to prepare for the upcoming legislative elections. Yet, the same tensions remained,
and in December 2012, the group around ‘Imad Abd al-Ghaffur - which included two of

12 « Al-Nur wa al-jama‘a al-islamiyya: qana‘atuna bi-l-mashru‘ al-watani li-Abu al-Futuh
wara’ ta'yidina lahu », AI-Masriyyun, 15 May 2012

13 Muhammad Isma‘il al-Mugaddim and Sa‘id ‘Abd al-‘Azim, among other leading figures
of the Salafi da‘wa, first announced their opposition to Abu al-Futuh



the party’s spokesmen, Muhammad Nur and Yusri Hammad - decided to split from Hizb
al-Nur and establish its own party, Hizb al-Watan (“the party of the homeland”), whose
motto has since then been “separating politics from da‘wa”14.

But the current tensions are benefiting another group, which represents a third
strain of Salafism that emerged in the second half of 2011: the so-called “revolutionary
Salafis”. Just like ‘Imad Abd al-Ghaffur is the godfather of political salafism, the main
figure of revolutionary salafism is a man called Hazem Salah Abu Isma‘il. Abu Isma‘il is a
preacher and a lawyer, who is the son of a prominent figure of the Muslim Brotherhood,
but later embraced Salafi ideas. Though he was not very well known before the
revolution, Abu Isma’il has become a star in Egyptian politics since the Summer 2011.
While Salafi sheikhs remained in their mosques, and while Salafi politicians became
formal political actors with the aim of entering parliament, Abu Isma’il acquired his
legitimacy in the street, on Tahrir square - a place in which Salafis had before that been
mostly absent.

There, breaking with the more accomodationist leanings of Hizb al-Nur, Abu
Isma’il and his followers attended every demonstration they could to vocally express
their opposition to military rule in Egypt. In parallel, Abu Isma’il called for the
establishment of a true Islamic State in the country, and for the immediate
implementation of Sharia. While his radical opposition to the Supreme Council of Armed
Forces earned him some respect among the broader revolutionary constituency, his
political program attracted a growing number of Salafis, especially from the youth.
During the street battles of Muhammad Mahmud in November 2011, his appearance in
front of his followers were quite incredible moments to witness: to them, he was nearly
a messiah, a saviour-figure who had come to rescue Egypt from the hands of secularists
and “fulul” (“remnants of the old regime”)15. He embodied charisma in the most literal
sense.

What complicated things was that Abu Isma'’il had also declared his candidacy to
the Egyptian presidency. The mobilization around him was so strong that by March
2012, he had at least 20% in most of the polls - some even ranked him first. The
possibility of him winning the election was taken seriously in Egypt and abroad. This
was a headache not just for most external and domestic actors, but also for the major
Salafi groups, including the leaderships of the Salafi da’wa and Hizb al-Nur. The reasons
were that, first, Abu Isma’il’s revolutionary rhetoric represented a complete departure
from their traditional stances, and they rejected it; and second, they feared the rise to
power of this proclaimed Salafi over which they had no control whatsoever. They made
it clear that they would not support him, but they knew he was deeply appealing to their
bases. What was even more embarrassing is that tens of Hizb al-Nur MPs, along with
some of the major Salafi sheikhs, openly expressed support for Abu Isma'ilé. Early April
2012, the relief came when the Egyptian electoral commission allegedly discovered that
Abu Isma’il’s mother, who had spent time in the United States, had obtained American
citizenship. This represented a violation of Egyptian electoral law, and Abu Isma’il was

14 Interview with Yusri Hammad, Alexandria, February 2013
15 Observations, Tahrir square, Cairo, November 2011

16 A Facebook was even created with an updated list :
https://www.facebook.com/AlnourSupportHazem




disqualified. Although Abu Isma’il denied the fact - and it is unclear until now whether
this was made up or true -, Abu Isma’il was now out of the race.

Despite this, Abu Isma’il’s star has continued to shine. Many of the followers have
created movements, since as Hazimun (a pun on his name, which also means “the
determined ones”) or Lazem Hazem (another pun, meaning “we need Hazem”). Those
Abu Isma’il supporters have remained extremely active in street protests such as the
one in front of the American embassy after the anti-Islam film in September 2012 or in
front of the 6 October Media City in December 2012; they are also the group from which
arelatively large proportion of Egyptian fighters in Syria have originated?!’.

Conclusion

There is no doubt that revolutionary salafism continues to be on the rise. This is
due, in part at least, to the impression held by some, especially among the younger
Salafis, that political salafism has shown its contradictions and has been unable to offer a
convincing political alternative. In that sense, the recent split within Hizb al-Nur and the
on-going clash between the different factions has had a detrimental effect on the more
established Salafi groups. The whole paradox, however, is that, while political Salafism
as a phenomenon is undoubtedly in crisis, the model that Salafi politicians have been
trying to promote - that is, turning Salafism into a movement that practices politics like
any other - may be winning. Let me conclude here with two examples of this.

My first example is related to the developments that have taken place within Hizb
al-Nur since January 2013 after the split with Hizb al-Watan. January 2013 marked the
beginning of a clash between Hizb al-Nur and the Muslim Brotherhood - and the clash
has continued for months, with some in Hizb al-Nur demanding the resignation of the
government. As a result, Hizb al-Nur launched an initiative of dialogue with the secular
opposition - and eventually Hizb al-Nur and the secular opposition came together on a
platform of joint demands directed at the Muslim Brotherhood!8. The clash between
Hizb al-Nur and the Brotherhood is important because it contributes to secularizing
I[slamic politics - indeed, when two Islamist parties confront each other with such
virulence, it is impossible to pretend that the debate is about religion anymore, one can
only implicitly recognize that it is all about politics. But the loose alliance that has taken
shape between Hizb al-Nur and the opposition is all the more significant, since the
question of alliances with non-Islamists was precisely what had pitted the sheikhs
against the politicians in 2011-2012. In a sense, what this shows is that the sheikhs have
also, themselves, become politicians. The only difference between Hizb al-Nur and Hizb
al-Watan is that Hizb al-Watan’s leaders are ready to acknowledge that Salafi discourse
somehow needs to be revised - while Hizb al-Nur leaders do not take such positions.
Yet, when it comes to their actual political behaviour, they all act in exactly the same
way.

My second example concerns the recent developments that have taken place
amongst the revolutionary Salafis. The whole idea behind revolutionary Salafism, and
the reason why it became so popular, was its rejection of institutional politics in favour

17 Interviews, Cairo, December 2012
18 Mubadarat hizb al-Nur li-I-khuruj min al-azma,
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pazAvT3VAWS, 30 January 2013




of street politics. Yet, after numerous debates, revolutionary Salafis have also started
establishing political parties since the end of 2012, thus joining a political game which
they previously denounced as corrupt. The most important of those parties is Hizb al-
Raya (“The party of the flag”), established by Hazem Salah Abu Isma’il himself. Again,
revolutionary Salafis may also be turning into politicians - something one would have
looked at, not long ago, as a fundamental contradiction.

All of this demonstrates that, despite the significant differences that remain
among the various groups, integration to the institutionalized political game - with the
changes in political behaviour and the adoption of a more pragmatic attitude that this
implies - seems today the unavoidable destiny of Egyptian Salafis.



