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The decision by the Muslim Brotherhood to field a candidate in Egypt's presidential election in May, 
after repeatedly insisting it would not do so, is mostly bad news for the country's democratic 
transformation: although, potentially, with a little bit of good news mixed in. 
 
First the bad news. The Brotherhood's decision is a threat to Egypt's democratic transition. The 
Brotherhood already dominates the parliament and the assembly drafting Egypt's new constitution. If 
it wins the presidency it will have a headlock on political power. 
 
This is bad, not just because of the Brotherhood's suspect commitment to the political rights of women 
and Egypt's Coptic minority. Egypt's democratic transition is still fragile and uncertain. 
 
After decades of domination by a narrow political clique, Egyptian democracy depends on building a 
healthy and competitive pluralism. For any one political actor -- Islamist, secular, liberal or military -- to 
emerge so dominant so early in the country's political transition is simply not healthy. 
 
The Brotherhood's decision to run is also bad because its prospective domination of the political 
scene could provoke a decidedly undemocratic reaction. 
 
Since the Mubarak regime was overthrown, the Brotherhood and Egypt's transitional military rulers -- 
the Supreme Council for the Armed Forces -- have cautiously stalked each other, sometimes co-
operating, sometimes clashing. But as crucial decisions about Egypt's political future loom the 
temperature between them seems to have risen. 
 
Against this background, two possibilities arise, one marginally worse than the other in terms of 
Egypt's democratic transformation. The worst scenario would see the SCAF use the Brotherhood's 
political ascendancy as a pretext to end Egypt's democratic transition. 
 
The result would be blood on the streets as both moderate and more radical Islamists fight back, 
resulting in either a new military dictatorship -- or even an Islamist one, given how uncertain the SCAF 
is of its support among the military rank and file. 
 
The only slightly less-worse alternative is that the Brotherhood and the SCAF do a deal over Egypt's 
political future. 
 
It is possible the Brotherhood's decision to run a candidate is mainly a tactical move to improve its 
bargaining position with the SCAF over a new government and constitution. 
 
Some even claim that recent histrionics between the Brotherhood and the SCAF are all show and that 
both have already agreed a secret pact that would serve the Brotherhood's political aims while 
protecting the military's prerogatives. Conspiracy theorists point to the fact that the Brotherhood's 
candidate, Khairat el-Shater, a pragmatic, multi-millionaire businessman, had his Mubarak-era 
political conviction overturned by a military tribunal recently, thus clearing a key legal obstacle to him 
running. 
 
Either theory would mark a continuation of the kind of backroom political deals of the Mubarak era. 
Hardly a sound foundation for building an inclusive, pluralist Egypt. 
 
If there is good news it revolves around what was probably a key reason the Brotherhood changed its 
mind about the presidential poll. Namely, when it looked at the current crop of presidential candidates 
it realised there was no one it could back. Most were, in fact, politically problematic for the 
Brotherhood. Of the three leading candidates at the moment, the current frontrunner, Amr Mousa, 
Hosni Mubarak's former foreign minister, is hardly friendly to the Brothers. 
 



Meanwhile, the next two leading candidates flank the Brotherhood on both the Islamist Right and Left. 
 
To the Brotherhood's right is Hazem Salah Abu Ismail, a charismatic, Salafist lawyer who has risen 
quickly in the polls by promising stricter application of Islamic laws, the scrapping of Egypt's peace 
treaty with Israel and populist economics. To the left it sees Abdul Moneim Aboul Futtouh, whose 
mixture of Islamist and liberal ideas draws support from younger Muslim Brothers and even some 
Egyptian liberals. 
 
A victory by either would draw support away from the Brotherhood, but running against them will not 
be easy either. El-Shater, the Brotherhood's candidate, lacks not just Mousa's wide name recognition, 
but also Abu Ismail's charisma and Abuol Fattouh's liberal appeal. 
 
And even if it would not be wise to bet against a Brotherhood victory, the fact that Egypt's political 
landscape is starting to fragment and evolve just at the point where the Brotherhood seemed to be on 
the verge of political dominance is vaguely promising. 
 
The hope is that Egypt's frail democratic transition can survive in the meantime, until that process of 
transformation is more firmly established. 
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