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Responding to Cairo’s New Leadership 

What Egypt’s President Sisi Really Thinks 
by Daniel Pipes 

 

ormer air marshal Husni Mubarak, now 86, had ruled Egypt for thirty years 
when his military colleagues forced him from office in 2011. Three years and 
many upheavals later, those same colleagues replaced his successor with 

retired field marshal Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 59. The country, in short, made a grand 
round-trip, going from military ruler to military ruler, simply dropping down a 
generation.  

This return raises basic questions: After all the hubbub, how much has 
actually changed? Does Sisi 
differ from Mubarak, for 
example, in such crucial matters 
as attitudes toward democracy 
and Islam, or is he but a younger 
clone?  

Sisi remains something of 
a mystery. He plays his cards 
close to the vest; one observer 
who watched his presidential 
inaugural speech on television 
on June 8 described it as “loaded 
with platitudes and very long.”1 
He left few traces as he zoomed 
through the ranks in three years, 
going from director of Military 
Intelligence and Reconnaissance 
to become the youngest member 
of the ruling military council 
and, then, rapidly ascending to 
chief of staff, defense minister, and president.  

 

                                                 
1 Al-Ahram (Cairo), June 12, 2014.       

F

A 2006 photograph shows Egyptian Brig. Gen. Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi (center) in a group picture of the 
International Fellows class of 2006 of the U.S. Army War 
College, Carlisle, Pennsylvania. His 5,000-word English-
language term paper, “Democracy in the Middle East,”
provides candid views of the man who would soon and
unexpectedly become the president of Egypt. 
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Western template” but “will have its own 
shape or form coupled with stronger religious 
ties.”  

Those religious ties mean that Middle 
Eastern democracy cannot be secular; 
separating mosque and state is “unlikely to 
be favorably received by the vast majority of 
Middle Easterners,” who are devout 
Muslims. Rather, democracy must be 
established “upon Islamic beliefs” and 
“sustain the religious base.” The executive, 
legislative, and judicial branches all must 
“take Islamic beliefs into consideration when 
carrying out their duties.” Presumably, this 
translates into the Islamic authorities under 
President Sisi reviewing proposed laws to 
safeguard Islamic values, regardless of what 
the majority of voters wants. 

(2) The West should help, but not 
interfere. The West looms large for Sisi, who 
fears its negative influence even as he seeks 
its support.  

He has many worries: The great 
powers want a democracy resembling 
Western institutions rather than accepting a 

democracy “founded on Islamic beliefs.” He 
interprets the then-named global war on 
terror as “really just a mask for establishing 
Western democracy in the Middle East.” To 
meet their energy needs, Westerners “attempt 
to influence and dominate the region.” The 
wars they started in Iraq and Afghanistan 
need to be resolved before democracy can 
take root. Support for Israel raises suspicions 
about their motives.  

Sisi’s major concern is U.S. rejection 
of democracies that “may not be sympathetic 
to Western interests.” He demands that the 
West not interfere when its adversaries win 
elections: “The world cannot demand 
democracy in the Middle East, yet denounce 
what it looks like because a less than pro-
Western party legitimately assumes office.” 
Translation: Do not call President Sisi anti-
democratic when he pursues policies 
Washington dislikes.  

But the peoples of the Middle  
East also need the West. In the economic 
arena, they are unlikely to succeed “with- 
out external support from Western 
democracies.” Accordingly, he pleads for 
the U.S. government to assist “supportive 
economic nations in the Middle East, such 
as Egypt.” President Sisi wants American 
taxpayers to continue footing his bills.  

The West is also the answer,  
in Sisi’s view, to the sycophantic and 
unaccountable Middle East media. “If 
corruption exists in the government, it is 
likely to go unreported.” Therefore, he 
wants those in power “to let go of 
controlling the media.” To build a superior 
press, Sisi looks to the West, specifically to 
international news organizations and to 
governments. Inasmuch as President Sisi 
quickly intimidated the Egyptian media into 
obsequiousness as soon as he assumed 
office, it is good to know that, in principle, 
he appreciates a free press. Westerners who 

Sisi shows red ink on his finger after voting in the
election in which it was reported he received 97
percent of the vote. He has written that democracy
in the Middle East “is not necessarily going to
evolve upon a Western template” but “will have …
stronger religious ties.” 
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himself with the Salafis. With them, he 
recalls the period of Muhammad and the 
Four Righteous Caliphs (612-660 A.D.) 
as not only “very special” and “the ideal 
form of government” but also “the goal 
for any new form of government.” With 
these early caliphs as models, he 
envisions Muslims uniting “so that the 
earliest form of El Kalafa [the caliphate] 
is reestablished.” In passing, he 
gratuitously denigrates the Shiites of 
early Islam (for attempting to offer 
power “to family members [of 
Muhammad] rather than to the most 
qualified leaders”).  

Other comments of Sisi’s, 
however, criticize Islamists. When an 
actual caliphate recently declared itself in 
Syria and Iraq,9 he responded a week later 
with unrestrained hostility. Shortly before he 
submitted his paper in 2006, Hamas, a 
Muslim Brotherhood offshoot, won a victory 
in the Palestinian legislative elections, 
prompting Sisi’s mild but critical observation 
that elected Islamists are likely to face 
“internal governance challenges down the 
road.” He added that “there is hope that the 
more moderate religious segments can 
mitigate extremist measures” although Sisi’s 
current hard line against the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt suggests that he (along 
with millions of other Egyptians) has given 
up any such hope. Sisi even states that Islam 
as such creates political problems for rulers: 
“The religious nature of the Middle East 
creates challenges for the governing 
authorities.”  

Anti-Mubarak 
Although Sisi represented the 

Egyptian armed forces at the Army War 

                                                 
9 Iraqi News Agency (Baghdad), July 7, 2014. 

College, his paper included some brave and 
accurate statements critical of his country’s 
leadership, even mentioning Mubarak by 
name: 

 Faux democracy: “Many autocratic 
leaders claim to be in favor of 
democratic ideals and forms of 
government, but they are leery of 
relinquishing control to the voting 
public of their regimes.” Also: Middle 
Eastern governments that claim to be 
democratic actually “have very tight 
centralized control and unfairly 
influence election outcomes through 
control of the media and outright 
intimidation.” 

 Poor economic policies: “Excessive 
government controls and bloated 
public payrolls stifle individual 
initiative and tend to solidify  
the powerbase of ruling political 
parties. In Egypt under President 
Sadat, government controls were 
lifted in an effort to stimulate 
economic growth; however, these 
efforts have not blossomed under 
President Mubarak.” 

 Lackey intelligence services: “The 

Husni Mubarak (left) shaking hands with Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi in an undated photo, which Sisi admirers see as 
the passing of the generational torch.   
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telligence—and pressuring him on longer-
term issues—military business operations, 
the rule of law, and human rights.  

Daniel Pipes is president of 
the Middle East Forum 
(DanielPipes.org).  

 
 


