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ATMOS OF DEMOS  
 
STOURTON:  The biggest surprise of the demonstrations that brought down 
Hosni Mubarak in Egypt was that they happened at all; the second biggest surprise – to 
outsiders anyway – was their apparently secular character. 
 
ROY:    There were no Islamist slogans during the demonstrations. 
They didn’t say anything about Islam, about an Islamic state, about an Islamic Revolution, 
about Sharia and so. And by the way, there was nothing really religious in the 
demonstrations.  
 
STOURTON:  Professor Olivier Roy is one of the world’s leading experts on 
political Islam. Fear of political Islam – or Islamism – has cast a shadow over western 
foreign policy since the Iranian revolution more than three decades ago. The attacks of 9/11 
made it the dominant factor in American foreign policy, and over the past ten years it has 
loomed increasingly large in our own domestic policies too. In this programme I am going 
to examine the proposition that this year’s Arab spring means the age of Islamism – at least 
as we have traditionally used the term – is over. Olivier Roy has served as an advisor to the 
French government, and his book "The Failure of Political Islam" is a standard text for 
students of the field. 
 
ROY:    Clearly we are in a post-Islamist time. There is a post-Islamist 
generation. It does not mean that the people don’t care about religion and Islam. But it’s not 
an Islamic Revolution. 
 
STOURTON:  What conclusions do you draw from that about the state of 
what we have come to know as political Islam in Egypt today? 
 
ROY:    The Islamist Movement, the Muslim Brothers have drawn 
conclusions from the last twenty years. First that Islamic Revolutions don’t really work. 
The model of Iran is precisely not a model. Secondly, that if they want to be part of the 
power, they have to go into coalitions, they have to make alliances with other political 
forces, and  they have to take into account the request for democracy from the population, 
you know. They know that simple mottos like the Koran is a solution or the Koran is a 
constitution do not work anymore.  
  
STOURTON:  The outcome of the revolutions in countries like Libya and 
Syria is of course far from certain, but Egypt matters more than any of them because of its 
size – nearly a third of Arabs live within its borders – and because Islamism has such a long 
pedigree there. The Muslim Brotherhood, Egypt’s main Islamist movement, was founded 
right back in the 1920s, and groups like Hamas in Gaza are its children. The revolution that 
brought down President Mubarak succeeded so quickly that it seemed like a kind of 
democratic miracle at the time. But over the past months a rather more complex picture of 
what really happened has emerged – and the idea that the Brotherhood was altogether 
absent from the dramatic stage of Tahrir Square has been challenged - Sondos Assem is a 
young Muslim Brotherhood activist and blogger.  
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ASSEM:   The Brotherhood were very involved in campaigning for this 
revolution and in mobilising people. All of our family in fact - including us as young 
people and our parents as old members of the group - we were in the streets protesting and 
we stayed in the revolution until the very last day when the president actually stepped down 
and we celebrated with the rest of the people so we were there and we had a very active 
role by mobilising people and organising the protests, making sure they are peaceful, 
organised and unified slogans and unified demands. And this has been the case since the 
very first day. I don’t know why there is an impression that the opposite happened.  
 
STOURTON:  The demonstrations of Tahrir Square may have been led by 
pro-democracy groups and human rights activists, but none of them could match the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s position as the biggest and most organized opposition force in 
Egypt. During 80 years of activism it’s established deep-rooted social networks, often 
providing its members with education, medical care and even jobs. 
  
ATMOS – VOTING QUEUE 
  
STOURTON:  In March Egyptians voted in a referendum on amending their 
constitution – and it proved a vivid illustration of how easy it is to underestimate the 
Brotherhood’s influence. 
  
Can you tell me how you’re going to vote today?  
 
MAN:    Well, I’m going to vote for no.  
 
STOURTON:  Why’s that?  
 
MAN:    I’d rather say no so we can have a new constitution. 
  
STOURTON:  The big issue in the campaign was whether there should be 
early elections. Many liberal and secular Egyptians were concerned that a quick ballot 
would hand an advantage to the Muslim Brotherhood, because it was so much better 
organized than any other group, and they urged everyone to vote no. That message had 
certainly got through to most of the voters I spoke to a polling station in Cairo on 
referendum day. 
  
STOURTON:  Which way are you going to vote?  
 
GIRLS:    No. No. 
 
WOMAN:    No!  
 
STOURTON:  Why’s that?  
 
WOMAN:    Sure no!  
 
STOURTON:  Sure no. Why?  
 
WOMAN:    Why? Because we need time to prepare everything and two 
months is not enough for sure. 
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STOURTON:  What about religion? Do you think that should play a part in 
the future politics of the country?  
 
WOMAN:    No at all! Not at all.  
 
GIRLS:    I don’t think religion should be involved.  
 
MAN:    Religion is your private thing. We just don’t want religion to 
play any role in it.  
 
STOURTON:  Many western diplomats and Cairo-based observers concluded 
the “no’s” would carry the day handily - in fact the result was a thumping 77% “yes” vote. 
One reason so many of us got it so wrong is that we were looking in the wrong place. 
Outside Cairo, in the more conservative countryside and in provincial towns and cities, the 
Muslim Brotherhood had been campaigning energetically for a “yes” vote, even claiming 
that it was a religious duty. The strategy worked, and it proved a turning point. The Muslim 
Brotherhood has now formally established a political party, and it will be fielding 
candidates at those elections in September. Lorenzo Vidino is a fellow of the Centre for 
Security Studies in Switzerland, and last year published a book called “The New Muslim 
Brotherhood in the West”. 
  
VIDINO:   It’s premature to say that they are going to be taking over. I 
don’t think it’s necessarily the case. But they are gaining influence, they are gaining 
momentum. That is unquestionably true. We see that the Brotherhood is gaining 
confidence. If initially it said that it was going to run just for 30% of the seats. Now they 
are talking about 50%. Now they are fielding a candidate for the presidency. Although he is 
not technically running as a Muslim Brotherhood candidate, he obviously comes from the 
Muslim Brotherhood camp. We see a much more vocal and visible presence, not only of 
the Brotherhood but also of other Islamist groups.  
 
STOURTON:  But post-revolutionary Egypt has offered a challenge to the 
Muslim Brotherhood as well as an opportunity. During its long history it has almost always 
been a force of opposition – to British rule in the 1930s and 40s and to President Mubarak 
in more recent years, for example. It began as a social religious movement, not a political 
one, and it has never operated in what you might call a political free market. So the January 
revolution created conditions the Brotherhood has never known before, and there seems to 
have been a real debate within its leadership about how to respond. Reading that debate was 
very difficult at times, not least because the Brotherhood’s leaders have a reputation for 
deliberately dissembling about their intentions, a survival trick they learnt when the 
organization was banned. Most observers now agree that the Brotherhood has decided to 
play a full part in Egypt’s emerging democracy, though Lorenzo Vidino says we should put 
aside any thought that we’ll see them trying to take power and run the country like an 
Iranian-style theocracy. 
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VIDINO:   I don’t see the Brotherhood necessarily being the most visible 
members of the Egyptian government. Leading from the front, being the President in Egypt, 
will be a very, very complicated job given the economic situation and all the many other 
problems that Egypt will face. I think the Brotherhood will probably take a position where 
they would be able to carry out their grassroots activity on a much larger scale than what 
they were able to do in the past because their main goal is this very slow, gradual process of 
Islamisation from society, which will then eventually - in their mind - lead to a complete 
change of the way Egyptian society will be and eventually Egyptian foreign policy will be. 
 
STOURTON:  Can you be a bit more precise about that? What does that vision 
look like? 
 
VIDINO:   Well domestically it’s a society where Islamic law and Islamic 
principles shape every aspect of it. Now I don’t want to give the idea that the Egypt they 
have in mind is like Taliban-controlled Afghanistan. That is definitely not the case. There 
isn’t such a thing as one Islamic state or one Sharia. The way the Brotherhood interprets 
Sharia or an Islamic state is very different from the way the Iranian mullahs or the Taliban 
see it. From a Western point of view, we can say that it’s much more moderate. And they 
always have this very gradualist approach, so when Brotherhood leaders are asked about 
some of the most controversial aspects of Sharia - for example the hadud punishment, the 
physical punishment - the chopping off of hands and so forth - their answer is always that 
they do not want to impose that on society at this point; that society is not yet ready. The 
thinking there is that only a properly re-Islamised society is willing to accept even those 
more extreme aspects of Sharia. But this is not the right time, society is not ready for it yet, 
but eventually in a time frame that could be 20 years, could be 50 years, could be 100 years 
- once society is properly re-Islamised, they will be asking for all aspects of Islam because 
you cannot pick and choose. 
  
STOURTON:  The key to this concept of “re-Islamising society” is that it can 
be done from the bottom up – using those social networks the Brotherhood has already 
established - not imposed from the top down as it is in Iran and was in Taleban-controlled 
Afghanistan. Estimates of the level of support the Brotherhood’s political party can expect 
in an election vary widely – between twenty and forty percent – so while no one 
imagines they’ll win September’s elections outright, most observers do believe they are 
likely to be part of a future coalition government. Maha Azzam is an expert on Islamist 
groups based at the Foreign Policy think tank Chatham House in London, and she argues 
that the bottom-up version of Islamic politics the Brotherhood now favours won’t threaten 
democratic principles 
  
AZZAM:    I think there is going to be concern that issues related to family 
law are in accordance with Islam - issues related to divorce law, perhaps other issues such 
as inheritance law and so on. I think there are other areas - for example over the issue of the 
sale of alcohol in public places - that may be raised by a Muslim Brotherhood member at 
one stage in the future; But I don’t think we’re going to find any assertion of this Sharia and 
commitment to it that is going to in any sense undermine the democratic process in Egypt 
because what they are going to be arguing is as long as the democratic laws that are in place 
are not contrary to the Sharia, then that in itself is acceptable to them and acceptable to all 
Muslims. 
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STOURTON:   Many observers cite Turkey as a helpful illustration of the sort 
of Islamic Politics that are likely to evolve in Egypt. There, the governing AK party has re-
branded itself as merely Islamically-inspired, and presents itself as a champion of a more 
open Turkish society; it has been handsomely rewarded at the polls. Olivier Roy, the 
leading expert on political Islam, says the Muslim Brotherhood is keen to learn from the 
Turkish model.  
  
ROY:    When they look at the strategic landscape, they can see you 
know the difference between Turkey and Iran. In Turkey an Islamist party which has 
accepted you know the democratic rule of the game is regularly re-elected by the 
population and has been able to make Turkey one of the leading power in the Middle East 
while at the same time Iran is an economic failure and is totally isolated in the international 
community. So in fact I think the long-term trend is towards building the centre 
conservative political party which will try to play a pivotal role in Egyptian politics in the 
next generation. 
  
STOURTON:   And the Brotherhood is under pressure from within to 
modernize further. There is no doubt that there is tension between the younger generation 
of members who demonstrated in Tahrir Square and the old guard who had to operate under 
the Mubarak regime. The young Muslim Brotherhood blogger Sondos Assem. 
  
ASSEM:   There have definitely been lots of debates after the revolution 
by the youth and by all the members of the Brotherhood who want to reform the group. 
Some of the youth, they are actually very critical of the conservative nature of the highest 
authority in the Brotherhood, the Ibn Ershed, and they want more moderate faces to be in 
the leadership positions. They think that the younger members who are more pragmatic and 
more open-minded, they should be well-represented in the group. On the other hand, there 
are definitely some youth who are very eager to have their own independent entities, not to 
work only within the frameworks of the Brotherhood.  
  
STOURTON:   That last idea – that even Islamists can legitimately make 
choices between parties and movements on offer in the democratic market place – could 
have a decisive impact on the future of political Islam. Olivier Roy believes the political 
openness of the younger generation of Islamists reflects a change in their attitude to religion 
too; he sees a more personalized approach to religion emerging in the Islamic world, with 
people much more willing to pick and choose the kind of Islam that suits them. 
  
ROY:    I think that there is a new religious market, if I can say that now 
- not only in Egypt but in the Muslim countries. We have this customer attitude. Young 
people, they prefer now to go their own way, to choose their way to be a believer. If you 
look at the booklets for instance, that you can find in the bookshops, you have a lot of 
booklets with the title like “What does Islam Means for Me”, “How Islam can bring 
Happiness” you know, young people now are building their own Islam. No ideology, no big 
organisations, no charismatic leaders, but open-market freedom of choice. They don’t 
consider Islam as a political ideology, but they consider religion as a way of self-
realisation. So we a correspondence between this diversification and individualisation of 
religiosity and the progress of a democratic mind among the new generation.  
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STOURTON:   Ever since January’s revolution there has been persistent 
speculation about the depth of the divisions between the younger members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the old guard. Whether they will become sufficiently serious to splinter 
the movement is one of those questions about the Brotherhood it is simply very difficult for 
outsiders to address. Lorenzo Vidino has been paying close attention to events like the most 
recent ballot for the Movement’s ruling Shura Council for signs of which way power is 
moving. 
 
VIDINO:   I think these splits do exist internally, but I think the 
Brotherhood is likely to be cohesive and not allow the splits to splinter the organisation for 
the time being. I think it’s fair to say that the old guard is the one that still calls the shots 
and controls money and resources within the organisation. So last time we had elections for 
the Shura Council, at the end of the day the conservatives won significantly. We have seen 
over the last few weeks that the younger generation has challenged the leadership of the old 
guard, but it’s apparent that the old guard sent a message saying well if you decide to 
challenge us, you’re going to be losing access to a lot of perks that come with being a 
member of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
  
STOURTON:   The Brotherhood exercises huge patronage through its schools 
and hospitals which allow it to open up opportunities in professions like medicine – so a 
threat to “withdraw privileges” is likely to be taken very seriously. One key test of the 
Brotherhood’s future direction is its attitude to minorities. The debate about a new 
constitution for Egypt has re-opened the question of who is qualified to lead the country; in 
the past the Brotherhood has argued that the office of president could not be held by a 
Coptic Christian or a woman. Sondos Assem again. 
 
ASSEM:   There was major disagreement when the Brotherhood in its 
draft political platform - 2007 - they were talking about that the Brother will not support a 
woman or a Copt if they run for presidency. In fact the vast majority of youth, besides the 
moderate people inside the group, they were very critical of this. So they protested against 
this and the Brotherhood cancelled this article from their new platform. So I think if they do 
want to reform the group they will be able to. The debates are going and especially on the 
internet. 
  
STOURTON:   The younger internet generation may be pushing the Muslim 
Brotherhood in a more liberal direction – another development in post revolutionary Egypt 
seems to be pulling them in the opposite direction. The Islamic movement known as 
Salafism has attracted considerable attention since President Mubarak’s departure. It looks 
back to the earliest days of Islam for its inspiration, and it is austere and literalist in its 
approach. It’s a close the Whahabi Islam that dominates Saudi Arabia - quite the opposite, 
in fact, to the more modern religious approach that seems to be emerging among younger 
members of the Muslim Brotherhood. Lorenzo Vidino of the Centre for Security Studies 
says Salafis are an important force in the new Egypt. 
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VIDINO:   They have grown unquestionably over the last 10 years we saw 
a massive growth of TV stations, radio stations during the Mubarak era. Some would argue 
actually that Mubarak sort of favoured this growth of Salifi groups as kind of a counter to 
the Brotherhood. They seem to me of course to be very vocal. Especially over the last few 
months they have really come out of the woodwork and they have been very vocal in their 
rhetoric and of course too in some of their actions - attacking churches and so on. I’m not 
sure that this high visibility translates into really a large appeal into Egyptian society. But 
they are of a course a force.  
 
STOURTON:   And how does the Brotherhood view them? 
 
VIDINO:   I think to some degree the newfound visibility of the Salafi 
movement is a blessing for the Brotherhood because it makes the Brotherhood look 
moderate. It’s easy for the Brotherhood to present itself to the Egyptian population and to 
the international community as the good guys.  
  
STOURTON:   Some Salafis have been drawn to Jihadi violence, but they are a 
minority. Almost all of them, however, condemn democracy. At least that used to be the 
case. Omar Ashour, Director of the Middle East programme at Exeter University, has just 
returned from a research trip to Egypt – which produced some startling findings. 
  
ASHOUR:   I was speaking to one of the Salafi sheikhs who wants to form a 
political party. And I was speaking to him about democratic politics and how electoral 
politics works and political parties. And he asked me an interesting thing. He said can we 
form like a workshop. I get all my supporters and you can just tell them about these things - 
democracy, liberalism, constitution for political parties and so on. He knows I’m a secular, 
he knows I teach in a British university, I live in the West, and this was a no-no to make 
someone with that profile to come and talk to your supporters. This is unacceptable for 
Salafis. But now because they are quite desperate to learn and to try to understand the new 
dynamics of the new era, they are willing to make anybody talk to their supporters and 
sympathisers to bring some nuances to their understanding of democracy.  
 
STOURTON:   Last month a dozen people were killed and more than 200 were 
wounded when two Christian churches were attacked in Cairo, and Salafis have been 
closely associated with anti-Christian violence since the revolution in January. 
Traditionally they’ve been opposed to the idea that minorities should enjoy the same rights 
of citizenship as Muslims – Christians make up 10% of Egypt’s population. But Olivier 
Roy of the European University Institute in Florence argues that even on this fundamental 
issue they are being forced to re-think their position by the political realities of Egypt’s 
emerging democracy. 
  
ROY:    The Salafis try to ignore it, you know, and to oppose it by 
going to the streets, for instance, to pressure the Christians because they don’t want you 
know the concept of citizenship to be established and putting on an equal foot Christians 
and Muslims. But these anti-Christian demonstrations and anti-Sufi demonstrations also 
didn’t prove to be very popular. So apparently the Salifis decided to enter into politics to 
have their own political parties. So now we will see probably some sort of very interesting 
contrast between a Salifi political party and Salifis in the streets, you know, who will not 
necessarily adjust to this change to this chamge. But clearly the Salifis would be part of this 
conservative coalition. 
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STOURTON:   But clearly a belief in citizenship is essential to democracy, 
isn’t it? 
 
ROY:    Absolutely. So it means one of the most important thing 
precisely is redefining the status of the Christian minority, by establishing the concept of 
citizenship above the Christian and Muslim divide. 
 
STOURTON:   There is a big question being posed by what’s happening in 
Egypt at the moment; can Islamism – political Islam – be reconciled with democracy? And 
the rub lies with this concept of citizenship. The Salafist movement is at the extreme end of 
the Egyptian spectrum, but Omar Ashour argues that even among the Salafis democratic 
values will, in the end, trump Islamist ideas. 
 
ASHOUR:    There is definitely a superiority complex - not only with Copts 
but we have others. There was this call that the constitution has to uphold the civil nature of 
the state meaning that every citizen has very equal rights regardless of political beliefs, 
religions, sexual orientation, so on and so forth. But whether Salafis will accept or uphold 
this, that’s up for grabs I think The problem is not only rejecting this, but the problem is 
what are they going to do about it? But I think the good thing about Egypt - and this is what 
makes me optimistic - is that everyone knows his limits, everyone knows where to stop.  
 
STOURTON:   So if there really is an argument - which presumably there will 
be - about something like the treatment of the Copts or indeed something like the way gay 
people should be treated and the Salafis lose that argument, your instinct is that they will 
just accept that - they’ll accept the rules of the democratic game rather than reverting to 
violence?  
 
ASHOUR:    They won’t accept it, but they won’t resort to violence either. 
So they will keep on campaigning, mobilising, speaking in mosques, trying to raise the 
polarisation level, I guess, but I don’t think they will resort to violence because they are the 
weaker power in the society. 
 
STOURTON:   In the new democratic Egypt, the Salafis represent a political 
problem for the Muslim Brotherhood. Like sectarian organizations anywhere – say Sinn 
Fein and the nationalist movement the Social Democratic and Labour Party in Northern 
Ireland – they are competing for the same votes. The Brotherhood’s solution has been to 
draw Salafist groups into alliances. Maha Azzam of the think tank Chatham House. 
  
AZZAM:   What we know is that they’re an important pressure group at 
the moment in terms of the kind of influence they will have on the Brotherhood and other 
parties. They express an extreme version of Islam and particularly in the social realm, and 
that is worrying to secularists and liberals in Egypt and to the Copts as well. But also to the 
Muslim Brotherhood because they don’t want their Islamist agenda, which they present as 
moderate, to be hijacked by a militant interpretation of Islam. And, therefore, the 
Brotherhood will probably do everything in its power to control the situation and even to 
form some kind of alliance with some Salafis in order to maintain control of the situation. 
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STOURTON:   The whispered worry among policy makers in Europe and the 
United States is that progress towards democracy in Egypt and the wider Arab world will 
be hijacked by Islamism. The evidence of those we have spoken to for this programme 
suggests that the opposite may be true; that Islamist movements are being forced to 
transform themselves by the logic of democracy. Omar Ashour suggests that Western 
analysts may have missed what’s happening to political Islam because they think of 
Islamism as a monolith that never changes. 
  
ASHOUR:   There has to be an understanding that this is a political 
ideology; and like any political ideology like leftist political ideologies, Marxism included, 
liberal political ideologies, any world view gets updated constantly. And this is what 
happened with Islamism. It changes. It updates its belief almost by hour. And it changes its, 
a lot of its thoughts - if you compare the literature we have now to what we had in the early 
40s and 50s, the world view gets changed quite significantly. Another issue with the West 
is the idea that Islamist is one entity, and this is a complete and utter myth.  
 
STOURTON:   Has that myth compromised the way the West has responded to 
recent events in the Middle East? In next week’s programme I am going to ask whether 
Western governments like our own have really understood the meaning of the Arab Spring 
– I’ll be talking to the Foreign Secretary, William Hague, in an extended interview and 
challenging him with the views of experts on the region like Professor Farwaz Gerges of 
the London School of Economics.  
  
GERGES:    The biggest loser out of the Arab revolutions in the last six 
months is Osama Bin Laden, Ayman Zawahari, Al Qu’aeda. Millions of Arabs have spoken 
in the last six months and they have made it very clear – that politics does matter, elections 
do matter. There are no clerics and mullahs leading the Arab revolutions. I would like the 
West, including Britain, to fully embrace the Arab revolutions and offer a grand vision, 
really a grand strategy, martial plans in order to help the new world that’s being born. 

 
STOURTON:   The killing of Osama bin Laden last month was widely 
celebrated as a blow to his movement’s power. But if a successful democratic revolution in 
Egypt produces a new form of Islamism which accepts the basic rules of democracy, the 
protestors in Tahrir Square rather than America’s special forces may prove to be Al 
Qaeda’s true nemesis.  


