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There is a need for a clear conceptual framework before one attempts to

understand the relationship between Islamists and the human rights movement.

The human rights movements in many Western countries combine a social arm

with a legal/organizational arm and sometimes have partisan/political backing. As

such, a movement is a comprehensive entity that uses its tools and utilizes its

representatives to advocate for certain objectives and realize specific gains. The

Arab human rights struggle, however, is split along the ideological landscape.

Everyone practice it, including Islamists, but its definition exclusively covers non-

Islamist rights organizations, since their establishment by, mainly, leftist and

Nasserist figures.

1

 These organizations can hardly be considered a ‘movement’,

not only in quantitative terms, but also in terms of the diversity of issues they

tackle without a clear overarching intellectual framework. These organizations

have clashing positions on issues such as funding, belong to various kinds of local

and external networks, and take different positions vis-à-vis the political regime.

Their operational strategies include, inter alia, documentation, solidarity

campaigns, legal aid, and campaigning. Observers are somewhat confused when

analyzing the Egyptian civil society scene due to the politics of “substitution” or

“replacement” used by some parties. By this I mean, for example, that a researcher

following the behavior of professional associations could identify how they resort

to political performances that are not very different from those of political parties.

Analytical frameworks of political parties might in this case prove to be more

explanatory for the phenomenon at hand, than analyzing it from the standpoint of

being representative professional entities, and so on. 

Some studies assumed that rights groups “contributed, even if in small ways and

from the tight corner to which they were constrained, to the uprising of 2011.”

2

After the revolution, some believed that their main role was to monitor the

performance of Islamists, and to hold them in check, after their political

ascendance.  In parallel, their position towards the State was unstable, to the

extent of supporting the rebellion against an elected president and welcoming a

military intervention in the democratic process, in spite of the historically well-

known crackdown of military regimes on human rights. These organizations failed,

before the 2011 uprising and at the moment of a huge momentum in 2011 and

2012, to deepen and broaden its support base. They did not heed the hostile

signals the State sent to human rights NGOs, regularly and repeatedly, before the
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uprising and right after it. Nor did they notice the clear trajectory towards

neutralizing all independent NGOs at large. This is exactly what happened when

the Parliament passed the NGOs bill in 2016, and after it was promulgated as Law

70/2017, along with the amendments to the National Human Rights Council law of

2003 that were passed in early July 2017 as well. 

This paper cannot account for the whole matrix of complex relationships between

Islamists, across the spectrum, and human rights organizations, in each and every

sector. The paper, however, seeks to review, in broad brushstrokes, the contours

and important turning points of the relationship between the two groups of

actors.

3

 

1. Islamists and rights groups…

problems and gaps

There are various points of entry and levels of analysis to better understand the

relationship among actors in civic and political spaces. The relationship between

the Islamist ‘space’ and rights groups can be addressed in light of several

problematics, which offer, in turn, a number of analytical tools. Perhaps the most

important such problematics are: 

1. The ideological problematic:

It is hardly possible to understand the interactions between rights groups and

Islamist movements without exploring the moment these groups were

established. Most of the leaders who founded the Arab Organization for Human

Rights, that soon gave birth to the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights,

followed by the dispersal of founders among various platforms, had Marxist and

Nasserist backgrounds, at the moment of breakdown of these ideologies. They

turned towards human rights as a “Universal” vision, and a less biased alternative

ideological framework, on the one hand, and a more “objective’, ‘technocratic’

and ‘professional’ platform on the other hand. It was also the moment the Muslim

Brotherhood made their entry into the newly born representative democracy of

the early 1980s. 
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The emerging human rights actors were viewed in opposition to the prevailing

religious perceptions, in terms of jurisprudence, mobilization, and institutions

(including official religious institutions). A clear position came through: that

religious conceptions and the legacy of Islamic traditions are laden with threats to

human rights; they are not suitable except for those who believe in them, and; they

come with the possibility of extremism and violating the rights of others.

4

 Early

conflicts within that emerging rights faction were concerned with the inclusion of

Islamists in the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights. The majority refused, and

adhered to a vision of “civil/secular” cohesion of the organization. Meanwhile,

various factions in the organization disagreed on foreign funding. This was a

moment that will leave its mark on the relationship between the two camps up to

the present. 

The first generation of rights activists dispersed into various organizations after

major disputes in 1993. Most dedicated their efforts to activism and advocacy,

while the CIHRS paid special attention to theoretical and intellectual engagement

with human rights issues, producing many works in this regard. There is, for

example Moataz El Fegiery’s studies about the Muslim Brotherhood and human

rights. In his work, he argues for a link between the MB and Shari’a, where Shari’a

and Islamic jurisprudence are presented as a threat to human rights, if they are

ever codified into law. The CIHRS has had a special focus on Sudan, publishing n

celebrating the work of Sudanese academic Abdullah Al-Nai’m, who is a follower of

Mahmoud Mohamed Taha. The latter was executed for apostasy in 1983, by the

Ja’far Al-Numeri regime, after Shari’a was declared the law of the land in Sudan. In

line with Taha’s work, A-Nai’m stresses the need to break free from Islamic

jurisprudence or fiqh, and to establish a framework that is essentially normative or

ethical, rather than a legislative/legalistic one, in making use of the Islamic

framework. 

In general, there seems to be a confusion between contemporary movements,

such as the MB, and the rich legacy of centuries of ethical and legislative theories,

judicial precedents, and institutional models, that extended from the Atlantic

shores to China. This is also the case in spite of critique that many waged,

including the author, against the MB, specifically since the mid-2000s. This critique

highlighted the fact that the MB/s knowledge of fiqh is, strangely and amusingly,
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little, while their awareness of relevant contemporary ijtihad outside Egypt, and

even inside it, is really poor. The MB’s vision regarding a disciplined and rigorous

renewal of Shari’a is almost absent altogether, in spite of decades of rhetoric

about the need to applying Shari’a.

5

 The absence of a clear MB vision based on

substantial efforts to renew Shari’a was clearly manifested in their confused

performance, in this regard, after 2011. They did not possess a clear blueprint for a

genuine Islamic mode of governance, how to bridle security agencies, how to

enhance public Shura, rebuild platforms of ijtihad, liberate the economy from

capitalist investment strategies. Instead of recruiting religious institutions, such as

Al-Azhar and Darl Al-Oloum for example, to play intellectual, legislative and

educational roles, the MB gambled instead on mobilizing young people in these

institutions. 

There was a prevalent intellectual confusion due to the ambiguity of how truly

“Islamist” the MB movement was on the one hand and the possibilities of a

renewal of fiqh on the other hand. Thus, human rights NGOs kept on looking in for

humanist philosophies in the common traditions, while dismissing fiqh as a non-

renewable framework. Rights groups that took over this intellectual task, beside

the operational rights advocacy struggles, did not produce a substantial body of

work that teases out a distinct stream of “Arab” critique for the modernist human

rights approach, matching the ones produced by critical Western voices, within

their cultural sphere. This was caused by two factors: First, rights activists are not

adequately familiar with the Islamic scholarly tradition and fiqh, given their Leftist

and Nasserist backgrounds. They kept on looking for suitable philosophical

frameworks for human rights in the common cultural heritage to enable a

“secular” relationship to the past.

6

 Second, rights groups, since they were

founded, are ontologically grounded in Modernism as an intellectual framework,

after the Socialist regime’s crisis. This consequently made them wedded to a

legalistic approach, which necessitates accepting state sovereignty as part of the

imaginary of methodological nationalism.

7

 The main tool in this regard is

international law in addition to advocacy, monitoring, and accountability,

especially within the framework of the United Nations; all of which fall squarely

under the framework of the Nation-State. 

This trend was established by Mohamed Al-Sayed Saed. His interventions were the
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most important stream within that trend. He managed, along with a group of

researchers, albeit in the discipline of philosophy, in making CIHRS with its

activities and publications, a space for thinking and intellectual deliberation. His

openness as a thinker and an organizer allowed dialogue, and the reception of

voices from across a wide spectrum, in events CIHRS hosted.

8

 It is noteworthy that

Saed was keen since his early writings in the 1990s, to elaborate on the

relationship between Islam and Human Rights. He published a paper in the

mid-90s in the first volume of Ruwaq Arabi. Before he died, he published a paper

about an Islamist project rooted in the Palestinian cause, for world peace. He did

not possess, however, enough religious knowledge to engage with the

problematics that rights groups pointed out in the Islamist approach. His work is,

thus, ‘about’ the issue, not substantially engaged with the issue.

9

 It did not

produce a paradigm shift for the parties concerned. Nor did it lead to consensus on

commonalities, or an agreement on the possibility of collective work for the

movements that remained adversaries for years. Each movement kept to its

political and intellectual grounds, perhaps because the shift from the Left to the

human rights sphere was the maximum distance most rights groups founders were

able to cross ideologically and due to the fact that most were then no longer

young.
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Ideologically speaking, human rights actors suffered a hole in their critical

approach. Their critique of Islamist discourse and scholarly tradition is not

comparable to what they could have been able to achieve had they also critiqued

the Western human rights paradigm. Their critical discourse had opted not to

consider Islam a parallel universal human rights approach, nor to consider it a rival

human rights approach. This is very different from what Anthony Chase, from the

Western viewpoint, or Abdulaziz Sachedina, from an Islamist viewpoint presented

in their works.

11

 The dominant critical discourse among Egyptian rights actors did

not explore the specificity of the Western genealogy of the human rights discourse,

as Talal Assad did, and how it revolved around the individual’s sovereignty in

parallel to state sovereignty. The latter remained the ultimate reference under

which the human rights logic worked in practice, despite hypotheses about the

‘Universality’ of these rights.

12

 Under such a framework, still, the state maintained

the right to declare a state of exception at its own discretion (the sovereignty

principle), and at such times all guarantees of rights are reduced to their absolute
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minimum.

13

 

The proponents of the human rights system who adopt the Universal Declaration

of Human Rights (UDHR) have simply turned this text into an ultimate reference.

They assume that applying Shari’a, as Islamists demand, would inevitably erode

citizenship; that reaching political power is the highest priority of Islamists; and

that they are not really worried about human rights. While Islamists are criticized

as being very ideological, most human rights activists describe Islamists as

“Muta’aslimun[persons who manipulate Islam to their ends]”. They keep

cautioning against the “despotism of the majority”, while also reminding everyone

about the danger of Islamists, and that they are against freedom of expression,

women rights, minority rights, and personal rights: as if the danger of the Islamist

Ideology is the main challenge.

14

 

In “After Evil”, Robert Meister noted that the human rights regime became an

“Ideology” in itself. It is not about rights groups versus social and political

movements. It is about a conflict between ideologies where rights groups cannot

be categorized under the banner of, say, Liberalism. As such, rights groups occupy

their own ideological niche.

15

 

This is a very important point of departure if we want to ‘genealogically’

understand the rights movement. With this in mind, we can see how the

pioneering human rights activists of the 1980s in Egypt moved from an ideological

regime towards the human rights ideology, embracing relevant political positions

and expectations from the political realm, and how it wishes to radically change

this sphere, especially when engaging with Islamists. We can also see how far it

accepts to adapt to the status quo, and to use the channels provided by despotic

and totalitarian regimes to support specific rights agendas, especially women

rights, as we will detail later this study. Meister also raised the question of the

moral problematic when human rights is perceived as “post-religious”, if we may

say so, since this exclusion of religion does not resolve the very problematic of the

moral grounding of rights. 

Samuel Moyn suggests that the human rights movement is premised on an ethical

promise that appeared after the political failure of grand ideologies rooted in the

emergence of modern nation-states and born of the enlightenment era claims to
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universality. According to this understanding, universality should have founded

“an international community” through the meeting of willing states. It is this very

state that repeatedly violated the rights of citizens, and it is the same state that

practiced sovereignty through waging wars of genocide, throughout the past

decades and until the present. Therefore, the global rights movement was not able

to break with political calculations, and it was not able to rise above them. Moyn,

through an elaborate analysis, suggests that the quest for universality and

attempts to tackle recurrent genocides contributed to the development and the

rise of the concept of “transitional justice”. It is a concept that the global human

rights movement saw as combining an ethical essence and the possibility for

engaging justice in through negotiations, rather than radical interventions.

16

 

The insistence of Egyptian and Arab rights groups on a “borrowed” universality

that lacks fresh contributions to the critique of this universality or questioning its

concepts, led them to occupy the space of deliberating on the dangers of Shari’a,

instead of critiquing the philosophy of the state.

17

 These rights groups do not give

Shari’a enough credit as part of the cultural tradition that formulated perceptions

of “the legal”.

18

 And while they had effectively chosen, as stated earlier, to be

elitist and stay away from populism, they did not succeed during the popular

uprising post January 2011, or after the  brutal removal and neutralization of the

MB to lay down deeper roots and move from the space of organizations to the

realm of movements. Islamist movements had also failed in institutionalizing their

rights-based activities, that were exclusively concerned with the cases of their own

members, beside their initial inability to conceptualize the ‘political’, ending up in

a state of confusion torn between utopian ideas and pragmatic actions. 

2. The problematic of structure:

Since the 1980s, social sciences researchers differentiated between old and new

social movements. Labour movements were considered a classic example of old

movements that are based on extensive recruitment with strict membership roles;

they are hard to leave; they live long, they use strategies of mobilization; and are

based on an ideological vision and a hierarchical structure. Islamist movements

are thus an old social movement given the common characteristics. The new

movements are the ones that revolve around specific demands that they are
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formed form to push for; they resort to innovative means for mobilization that do

not rely on membership, while relying sometimes just on support functions and

advocacy activities; they change their goals more flexibly; are not grounded in rigid

ideologies; and it is hard for them to enter alliances, to merge, or transform their

nature.

19

 

There is a body of literature that criticizes this rigid dichotomy. It considered that

class and social divisions, which social movements formed to challenge, changed

in nature as modernization evolved and globalization spread. Therefore, both old

and new movements alike are facing a new reality that pushes them towards new

protest tactics, in the context of shifting lines of separation between the two

categories. This also led to a whole new plethora of mobilization tools, means of

practicing opposition, and the extension of alliances beyond borders. The old and

new movements also started attracting a plurality of classes. They are not closed

as before to any specific community, faction, or class.

20

 

A third categorization soon made its entry: the “non-movements”. The most

prominent scholar who applied the concept to the youth protests in Egypt and Iran

is Asef Bayat. Such protests are spontaneous and use innovative and diverse

modes of mobilization with sustained pressure that seeks to induce change. Non-

movements disappear, leaving behind pools of expertise that help form new non-

movements without necessarily repeating earlier patterns. This is something Bayat

also described as: Street politics or daily life politics.

21

 

What concerns us here is to try and gauge the contours of rights groups and socio-

political Islamic movements. Various rights organization appeared in the

mid-1980s. The first one was the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights. Years

later, the CIHRS was founded in 1993. The Arab Network for Human Rights

Information (ANHRI) was formed in 2004. Many organizations and associations

appeared, and some of them concerned themselves with specific themes, like

women or labour rights. It is hardly possible to say with any certainty that there is

an organized movement for human rights in Egypt. We can, however, refer to how

these organizations, combined, approach the concept of new social movements of

“limited size”, that lack a considerable societal backing in comparison to the

Islamic movement (the MB in particular). It is not necessary to even compare the

size of membership and capacity to mobilize between the two sides; the rights
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groups and the Islamist movements. The Islamist movement engaged formal

political action within partisan politics since the mid-1980s. They politicized civic

and professional unions after controlling their boards. Rights groups, on the other

hand, kept moving within the civil society framework. Some of them became

active on the international level through conferences and global rights coalitions

and networks. 

This difference in structure caused a perpetual tension in the relationship between

the two categories of actors, even when they cooperated to coordinate protests

after the 2003 US invasion of Iraq. That moment mobilized the public sphere to

some extent, and “Kefaya” movement was created. Throughout the years, the

substantial weight and influence of the Muslim Brotherhood remained the reason

for this movement to resort to independent one-sided decisions that clashed with

agreements reached at the street level among grassroots. It kept justifying this by

stating that it was the movement that had paid the highest price in confrontations,

a position that it thought gave the movement the right to last-minute changes in

agreements in certain situations. This disparity, and contradiction sometimes,

between the structure and weight of the two groups of actors, the Islamists and

the rights-based groups, had its repercussions on the nature of the relationship

between the two sides. It also affected the chances of defending common interests

by seizing available political opportunities. 

Tarrow assumed that movements usually seek to push their demands forward

whenever an opportunity appears in the political arena.

22

 There are no clear ways

to map such opportunities or to measure the odds of success or failure in the case

of authoritarian regimes. In this regard, Tarrow and Tilly noticed that conditions

through which social movements harvest gains from political opportunities, does

include the plurality of power holders in the regime, the instability of ruling

political coalitions, and the openness of the regime to include new players.

23

These are conditions not available in totalitarian regimes. As such, instead of

“taking advantage of available opportunities”, “opportunism” prevailed among

various actors, who sought to present themselves to the political authority as

replacements for the other group of actors, in spite of the disparity in their

influence.

24

 This aborted, over the last 30 years, the opportunity to build broad

coalitions. It undermined trust between civil and political actors, and contributed
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to the absence of a culture of negotiation and long-term dialogue among various

actors in the civil and political spheres.

25

 

3. The life-subjectivity-personal

problematic:

For almost anyone who had a direct experience with both rights’ activists and

Islamists, there is a clear difference between the two factions both in everyday

practices and lifestyles. This is something that remains unstudied in the literature

addressing the tense relationship between the two factions. This behavioural

difference was not altered by the golden opportunity provided by the January

25threvolutionary moment, nor by the 18 days following days in Tahrir square -

with what that entailed in terms of crossing borders between the two groups, and

standing on common grounds in terms of dreams and struggles. 

Becoming part of the square did not depend on the ideology one believed in; it

was thus a good opportunity to build a new map of relationships and coalitions.

However, soon after the parties became divided because of the proposed

constitutional amendments, the moment of the square was lost for good. Rights

groups were present in the square as individuals, and not under their

organizational banners. This was the right measure and in line with their

professional and impartiality prerogatives as defenders of human rights. However,

many prominent figures in these groups adopted anti-Islamist public positions

early on, and they joined certain camps in various political situation. In other

words, they crossed the line between professional neutrality and direct

intervention. This made these groups and those defenders look as if they were

both the monitor and the adversary at the same time. Meanwhile, daily hostile

verbal exchanges between Islamist activists and rights actors flared up from 2011

to 2013. This led the grassroots level of the Islamist movement to see enemies in

the rights groups, except for figures that steered the relationship wisely and

fulfilled their roles as rights actors without entering the direct political struggle

arena. Ahmed Saif Al-Islam was the most prominent example of such people. The

Islamists went really far in smearing prominent figures in the rights groups,

especially after the Ittihadiya presidential palace confrontations. This went as far
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as sourcing and then disseminating private videos of prominent rights’ activists

and their private social events in order to discredit them and question their ethics.

Young Islamicists for example widely posted personal videos for Gamal Eid on

twitter). 

Enmity and the search for opportunities of doing harm went even as far as

archiving positions of prominent rights activists on Twitter and Facebook, starting

January 2013. These positions were later used against those who supported public

protests on 30thJune (these were demonstrations against President Mohammad

Morsi and the MB) when they condemned Rab’aa and following massacres, to

remind them that they supported protests that ultimately “betrayed the

democratic process in July 3rdand as such have some of the blood spilled on their

hands”. In return, the MBs are reminded of Ittihadiya Presidential palace events

half way through Morsi’s one year in office and of their demonstrators who used

verbal violence against their adversaries in the street, and how they physically

assaulted them in some situations, which led to injuries in various governorates,

especially Alexandria. Another recurrent narrative is the condemnation of how the

MBs betrayed the revolution and hijacked it since the 18 days in Tahrir square, no

less, when they communicated with the, then head of the Intelligence Service,

Omar Soliman, and of how they then took over as the main player and excluded

others, how they mobilized and resorted to shows of force in the elections, then

“betrayal” in Mohamed Mahmoud events between largely secular protesters and

security forces, how they monopolized decision-making through the Parliament,

while drafting the 2012 Constitution, the Morsi Constitutional Declaration, etc.

Some even insist, while condemning Rab’aa massacre as a central and symbolic

tragedy of the Muslim Brotherhood, on hinting at how the sit-in included armed

persons and that the MB was exploiting the death of their supporters. So, while MB

young activists commemorate the Rab’aa massacre, young rights activists

commemorate the Mohamed Mahmoud and Ittihadiya events, and so on and so

forth in a vicious circle. 

Mustonen tried to explore the perspectives of “lifestyle” and their influence on

political adversaries and how the upper cosmopolitan class became hostile to the

January 2011 revolt especially after the Islamist rise, given the big differences in

their everyday lives, and imagining Islamists as “others”, who do not represent the
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‘real’ Egypt.

26

 It is possible to conduct a similar comparison through another

study, about the role of differing lifestyles in creating an adversary relationship

between rights groups and Islamists. There is no systemic or rigorous research of

this renewed animosity, on the level of the personal consciousness, within the

ranks of both parties. The author, however, given her involvement in following

social media platforms for years, possesses many examples that are relevant to

how this relationship was influenced in the virtual/personal space. Such a space

will need more discipline, and will be one of the hardest reconciliations ahead, in

terms of managing and controlling, when the moment comes, in the future, for the

sake of a general civil reconciliation. 

2. 25 January uprising and beyond,

accumulating disagreements and

renewed conflicts

The Islamist movement, as a political faction, with the Muslim Brotherhood at its

heart, was not particularly occupied with organized and institutionalized human

rights work. For decades, the movement suffered systematic violations and

persecution, since the assassination of its founder, Hassan Al-Banna in 1949, then

throughout Nasser’s conflict and repression with the MB after the 1952 Revolution.

The MB rights advocacy was channelled through professional unions, especially

the Bar Association, followed by solidarity from the Engineers and Physicians

Syndicates with their detained members. Before 2011, there had been a sustained

dialogue between the MB and human rights organizations to document (and/or

campaign against) violations, detentions, torture, and military trials. 

Three organizations with Islamist links were established in the early 2000s to work

on human rights. The first one was Sawasiya Center, that was founded in 2004 and

stayed active until 2013, when its founder and director, lawyer Abdelmon`iem

Abdelmaqsoud who belonged to the MB, was arrested. Sawasiya issued many

reports documenting various types of violations, including against students; it

monitored and exposed violations in parliamentary and professional unions

elections; it documented police actions, violations against Egyptians abroad and

the Palestinians under occupation, and Muslims in the West. Sawasiya stayed
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removed from the concerns of other rights groups, because of ideological conflicts

and the fact that it was mainly concerned with cases of detainees and torture

cases. It did not challenge or contribute to a broad conception of the human rights

agenda especially when it comes to basic citizen or labour rights.

27

 

The second organization was the Victims Center for Human Rights (Dahaya) in

Alexandria. It was founded in 2009 at a personal initiative of Haytham Abu Khalil, in

partnership with Ibrahim Al-Za’farani, who explicitly declared that the Center was

not run by the Muslim Brotherhood.

28

 The Center organized events and

participated in various collective activities within the rights movement, openly, in

2009 and 2010. It also reached out to many rights groups, more than Sawasiya ever

did. Then by the end of 2010 it closed down though Abu Khalil remained active in

civil society.

29

 He criticized the post-2011 MB political performance, and later on

publicly resigned from the group. Away from a professional assessment of Islamist

opposition media platforms abroad after 2013, the show hosted by Abu Khalil,

Hakna Kolna or Our Right, All of US, on Al-Sharq Channel, was probably unique in

the Arab media scene because it specialized in highlighting rights violations

30

 

The third and last organization is El-Shehab Center in Alexandria, founded in 2006.

The founder, Khalaf Bayoumy, a lawyer, had earlier managed the MB detainees’

committee in Alexandria. He used to monitor arbitrary detention and torture,

while providing legal aid for the families of detainees. After the public space

opened up in 2011, he founded the Egyptian Association for Legal Studies and

Development (El-Shehab) in 2012. He then left Egypt after the military seized

power, but El-Shehab remains active in exile, from Istanbul. El-Shehab work, in

general, lacked professional documentation capacity and the ability to utilize

available international mechanisms, nor was it able to reach out to prominent

international rights organizations.

31

 

It is perhaps useful to trace the contours of conflict between rights defenders and

Islamists (MB at the forefront of the latter group) after 2011. In this conflict, the

crises were recurrent, and their details reflected the dynamics of the uneasy

relationship between the two groups. 

The first disagreement within the political and rights arenas was centred on the

2011 Constitutional amendments. Some Liberal and Leftist groups stressed the
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need for a new constitution. The Islamist movements, however, preferred a

restricted amendment for the constitution and to work on a new constitution later

on. The Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) first promised an

amendment through a complementary constitutional declaration but then after a

referendum supported these specific amendments the SCAF added many articles

that were not part of the original document voted on and issued an almost new

constitution. Though the SCAF, thus, made it clear that its authority rises above

that of the voters and the constitution, the quick developments and conflicts

among other political actors did not allow for a serious alignment, in one camp,

strong enough to confront the SCAF. 

Soon after, the government cracked down on NGOs. A total of 43 staff members

from several NGOs, including 19 Americans, faced a criminal trial over charges that

included receiving funding from foreign entities without a government permit. In

spite the fact that a judicial decision was issued banning the travel of those

charged in the case, the foreign suspects returned to their countries onboard a US

military plane in March 2012 under ambiguous legal conditions.

32

 The MB criticized

the move by the ruling SCAF in a statement issued by spokesperson Mahmoud

Ghozlan, who explicitly condemned the way the suspects left the country. The

official media repackaged the story when the case was reopened in March 2016,

claiming that the plane that took the Americans abroad was simply a ‘private’ jet

and not a military aircraft, while accusing the MB of facilitating the suspects’ travel

and undermining national security.

33

 

The political events of 2011 and 2012 moved fast and in an intensive manner until

June 2013 when the military seized power with the support of civilian factions, the

Grand Imam of Al-Azhar and the Coptic Pope. Not all events constituted sites of

conflict and disagreement between rights organizations and the Islamist

movement. Some of the individuals belonging to both camps differed regarding

their positions in street protests, shared demonstrations and clashes. They

engaged in verbal attacks through social media platforms. There were not any

major events, however, before the deadly protest of Mohamed Mahmoud, except

for the Maspiro Massacre of Coptic protesters that the Church opted to ignore and

avoid a confrontation with the SCAF. 

It is important to focus some attention on the trajectory of fact-finding
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commissions that started in this period. Such commissions constituted an

important route within the shaky process of transitional justice, but they were part

of the tool box that the MB ignored. The MB did not have a clear strategy for the

evolving situation and whether they should follow a path of retribution (Qissas)or

resort to amnesty? Due to this confusion, no single death penalty was issued in

cases against those who killed protestors and were convicted in fair trials. 

The first fact-finding report was issued by the Committee to Investigate the

Violence during the January 2011 Uprising. Led by Judge Adel Qoura, the

committee issued a report in March 2011, confirming the involvement of officers,

parliamentarians, and leaders from the National Democratic Party in the Camel

attack against Tahrir protesters on 2 February 2011. The 400-page report was

submitted to the SCAF and the Cabinet of premier Essam Sharaf. A copy was sent

to the Public Prosecutor Abdul Mageed Mahmoud to take necessary measures

regarding the claims in the report. The Committee published a short 45-page

version of the report confirming that the Egyptian police used “live ammunition”

against demonstrators on 28 and 29 January.See: وائل علي، "المصري اليوم

تنشر النص الكامل لملخص تقرير لجنة تقصي الحقائق حول ثورة 25 يناير"،

المصري اليوم، 19 نيسان/أبريل 2011. متاح في 

www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/126472 Some of the accused were

arrested, but several years afterwards there was no retribution for the martyrs of

the revolution and consequent protests. It might not be a surprise that SCAF did

not provide redress for those killed, since it might have colluded with the police

and remnants of the fallen regime since day one of the uprising, but it was

surprising that the MB opted to ignore the damning reports of successive fact-

finding missions under President Morsi. The MB position towards human rights

when they won a majority of seats in Parliament and then the Presidency is

unjustifiable not because of its political ramifications and the negative

implications for human rights in general, but also because it contravened with the

Islamist criteria that they explicitly adopt as their reference. 

We will study four important milestones in the following paragraphs: the

Mohamed Mahmoud protests of November 2011, the Ittihadiya clashes in late

2012, a few months after Morsi’s term in office started, the 30 June and 3 July 2013

protests and military takeover, and then the Rab’aa Massacre and the crises that
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followed. We will use these milestones to shine a light on the turns and twists of

the relationship between rights groups and Islamists, especially the MB. 

Mohamed Mahmoud protests in November 2011 were preceded by

demonstrations in 28 October, where various political factions demanded the

speedy transfer of power from the military to an elected civilian government and

president before April 2012. Then a meeting was held on 2 November 2011 to

explore the negative ramifications of the Al-Salmi document.The document

contained a cconstitutional framework put together by then deputy prime

minister Ali Al-Salmi in the summer of 2011 to control the transition process

including the formation of the Constituent Assembly and to firewall the interests

and autonomy of the Armed Forces. Islamists who expected to win the

parliamentary elections, scheduled for November 2011, and form this Assembly

were incensed. Some rights advocates suspected the document could cement the

Islamist-Military alliance, holding Islamists responsible for what they described as

“the violations of SCAF against the civil state”. See in Arabic خلف علي

حسن،"حقوقيون: الوثيقة فوق سلطة البرلمان المقبل والرئيس القادم

مدنى تحت حكم العسكر"، المصري اليوم، 3 نوفمبر 2011، متاح في 

goo.gl/EgcJZ4 During the meeting, representatives of various political factions

including the MB and the Wasat Party agreed to take part in a demonstration on 18

November. MB spokesperson Ghozlan reaffirmed that position on 17

November.See in Arabic: فاطمة سويري، "اإلخوان يؤكدون أن مليونية إسقاط

"وثيقة السلمي" لن تكون األخيرة"، بوابة األهرام، 17 نوفمبر 2011، ومتاح

gate.ahram.org.eg/News/138253.aspx The 6 April Movement and otherفي 

revolutionary groups said they intended to take part as well. On the day of

protests, disagreements erupted when Islamist political groups left the scene by

the end of the day fearing that prolonged protests could delay the parliamentary

elections that were to be held few days later. They left behind members of youth

movements and martyrs’ families in a sit-in in Tahrir square. Protesters and police

forces clashed near the Ministry of Interior’s headquarters until 25 November. The

police used rubber and live bullets and tear gas. Scores of protesters were killed,

hundreds injured while many suffered greatly and almost suffocated to death

because of the excessive use of tear gas.

34

 Amnesty International called for ceasing

exports of arms and tear gas to the Egyptian Ministry of Interior until the police is

restructured.

35
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Various factions and individuals who participated in these protests differ bitterly

on the details of what happened. Some factions blamed the MB for what their

“absence and abandoning the revolutionaries”. The author has her personal

account of the events as an eyewitness. She witnessed the participation of a

variety of actors, including young MB and Salafi activists. They were joined by

groups of teenagers from poor neighbourhoods and slums, who had long nursed

their resentment against police personnel. From pupils to former criminal

convicts, the protests brought together lots of different people who recognized in

the revolutionary moment a chance for sublimation, pride, and reintegration. In

other words, it was more like an Intifada that gained momentum on account of the

many calls from various political movements to go to the square. The MB position

was clear, notwithstanding accusations of betrayal from other factions. The MB

agreed to take part in the demonstration that preceded the clashes then issued

two statements during the week-long bloody events explicitly and strongly

condemning the Ministry of Interior and stressing the importance of holding the

parliamentary elections as scheduled. The statement blamed unidentified parties

for escalating the protests in order to postpone the elections. The MB called on the

SCAF to ensure security and fulfil agreements and promises related to the

elections.

36

 It is no longer debatable that the young MB members in 2011-2013 did

not heed leadership decisions, and that many of them were present at the

protests, driven by their generational identity and preferences.

37

 

The protests were examined by a fact-finding committee that President Morsi

decreed to investigate the events from January 2011 to June 2012, the date he

took office. Ahmed Ragheb, a rights activist and a member of this committee, said

their report that was to be sent to the President in early January 2013 included a

lot of new evidence that would have led to reopening trials “provided that there

was the necessary political will”. The report took about six months to prepare by

17 fact-finding teams confirmed, according to Ragheb, the involvement of police

and military personnel in using live ammunition and birdshots against

demonstrators. State agencies and government-owned TV declined to share

evidence they had regarding the killing of protestors. The report indicated that the

tear gas used by the police forces during the protests killed several demonstrators

by suffocation, because the police violated pertinent rules of engagement and use

of gas. 
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Ragheb declined to reveal the names and identities of suspects, to keep

information confidential, and fearing that some of them might flee (especially

given that the report was not issued yet when he gave this official statement).

Among the most prominent recommendations of the report was calling for

unifying the investigation and prosecution authority involved in all cases, and to

avoid any discrimination among suspects in terms of which courts they are

referred to, be it military or civilian. There was also a recommendation to send all

records and evidence to dedicated investigation units. It also called for a revision

of the Police Law and the Ministerial Decision on the use of fire arms in order to

make both consistent with international human rights treaties and conventions.

Finally, the committee asked that investigations in the virginity tests case be

reopened and that recommendation was the most opposed by the representatives

of the police and army in the committee.See in Arabic: حسام الهندي، "تقرير

لجنة مرسي لتقصي الحقائق: الجيش والشرطة أطلقا النار على

المتظاهرين"، المصري اليوم، 1 يناير 2013، ومتاح في 

www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/268976 

It is noteworthy in this context, that the committee condemned the army and

police, and demanded accountability. This report, however, was not published.

President Morsi received the report on the 2 January 2013 from the committee and

“assigned… Judge Mohamed Ezzat Shurbas, the head of the committee and Judge

Omar Marwan the Secretary General of the committee, to deliver the report and its

attachments to the Public Prosecutor Office to act upon it”.Seein Arabic: عماد

حجاب ومحمد فؤاد، "مرسي يتسلم تقرير لجنة تقصي الحقائق في قتل

الثوار: قوات الداخلية كانت تحمل أسلحة آلية وخرطوش"، بوابة األهرام

االلكترونية، 3 كانون الثاني/يناير 2013. متاح في 

www.ahram.org.eg/archive/Al-Mashhad-Al-Syiassy/News/192281.aspx Some

committee members were told by political and rights activists when they

repeatedly asked the Presidential team about the report, that the President

trusted the army commanders and would not release the report.

38

 Before the end

of January, Human Rights Watch demanded that the report be published in order

to guarantee victim rights. Parts of the report, however, were firstSee in Arabic: 

"هيومن رايتس تطالب مرسي بنشر تقرير تقصى الحقائق وضمان حق ضحايا

انتهاكات الجيش والشرطة خالل الثورة"، بوابة األهرام ، 24 كانون

gate.ahram.org.eg/News/299636.aspx leaked byالثاني/يناير 2013، متاح في 
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the Muslim Brotherhood to Al-Jazeera and consequently broadcast after the

Rab’aa massacre (August 2013), when the Islamist movement had become

embroiled in a bloody conflict with the regime that was being formed at the time

after Morsi was removed from power on 3 July 2013.Seein Arabic: ،الجزيرة

"الجزيرة تنشر تقرير تقصي حقائق محمد محمود"، موقع الجزيرة، 20 تشرين

 goo.gl/CLwWniالثاني/نوفمبر 2013. متاح في 

The main objective of the Islamist Movement in 2011 was to ensure that

parliamentary elections are held. But after they secured their landslide victory, this

Parliament did not hold for long. Conflicts erupted about the Constituent

Assembly that was chosen then dissolved, only to be formed for a second time to

the renewed dissatisfaction of some parties. In what follows, we focus on the

performance of the so-called “Parliament of the Muslim Brotherhood”, with

respect to human rights issues. We will address three important cases: Port Said

stadium riots, NGOs Law, and enforcing international Human Rights mechanisms. 

A fact-finding committee was formed by the Parliament to investigate the deadly

events in Port Saidstadium. When the committee only released a weak report,

almost all observers and interested parties became so angry that the committee

claimed that it was working on a final report that should reveal the facts about the

hideous murders in the stadium This final report was never issued. The initial short

report was discussed in Parliament in February 2012 and held the Port Said Police

Department and the Central Security Section of the Canal Governorates, fully

responsible for the death of football fans. It accused them of grave negligence, but

the Port Said Criminal Court which handled the case put Al-Masry Club fans on trial

and sentenced 11 defendants to death in June 2015. It also ordered that 10 others

serve life sentences, sent 10 to maximum security prisons, and 12 to serve 5-year

terms. The convicts included the Port Said Head of Security and other police

officials. In February 2017, the Egyptian Court of Cassation upheld the 11 death

sentences. The case was judicially closed.See in Arabic: أشرف عبد الحميد، "حكم

نهائي بإعدام 11 شخصاً في قضية مذبحة بورسعيد"، العربية، 20

 goo.gl/a6WkLHشباط/فبراير 2017، متاح في 

The second case where the MB Parliament could have played a game changing

role was the civil associations law. Very tough negotiations occurred in

parliamentary committees with government representatives from the Ministry of
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Social Solidarity. Meanwhile, security and intelligence agencies pressed all

relevant parties to sustain their influence in this field, especially their almost full

control over the flow of foreign funds to domestic NGOs. The MB managed this

time to reach an acceptable bill in a way consistent with the demands of most

NGOs, according to rights groups. The Parliament, however, was dissolved before

the law was promulgated.

39

 

The third case is related to the ratification of the Rome Statute of the International

Criminal Court. Although Egypt signed the Statute on 26 December 2000, it had not

ratified it till then, giving the ICC no jurisdiction over Egypt, let alone the bloody

events since 2011. Ratifying the ICC treaty became a sensitive issue because of

ongoing debates after repeated violations by security and military agencies

against street protesters and the rising number of people who have been

disappeared since the revolution broke out.The “We will find them” campaign was

established to look for the persons who disappeared during the revolution. It kept

on working for a long time, then it could not cope with challenges and rising

counterrevolutionary pressures. The enforced disappearance phenomenon took a

brutal turn after 2013. See in Arabic an interview on this campaign with prominent

human rights lawyer Ahmad Seif Al-Islam and activist Nermine Youssri on Naharik

Said  talk show, Nile TV, 13 August 2012, available at 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=GFN9zzp4aMs. See in Arabic:،محمد محمود الزيدي

"حدود المالحقة الدولية للجرائم الداخلية: المحكمة الجنائية الدولية

والثورة المصرية“، السياسة الدولية، 27 تمّوز/يوليو2011، متاح على 

www.siyassa.org.eg/News/1581.aspx In June 2012 the MB-dominated parliament

refused a call from a rights coalition to ratify the Rome Statute. Then when the

lower house was dissolved by a court order, Shura Council took over the legislative

functions under a decree from President Morsi. It again refused to ratify the Rome

Statute claiming that the ICC was a politicized body.

40

 Ironically, the MB attempted

to raise a case with the ICC after the military takeover, but the court declined the

request in early 2014. Judge Hisham Al-Bastawisi raised the question of ratification

again in early 2018, but to no avail.See in Arabic: محمد نصار، "لمتابعة جرائم

االختفاء القسري: البسطويسي يطالب الحكومة بالتصديق على اتفاقية

المحكمة الجنائية الدولي"، مصر العربية، 7 شباط/فبراير 2018 متاح على

goo.gl/26cic2 
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In summary, this political roller coaster produced more disagreements and discord

among various political factions. The parliament was dissolved before Morsi came

to office. The fact-finding committees he established did not yield any results on

the fate of detainees, whose whereabouts were unknown, nor on accountability

for the violent acts that occurred since January 2011. The Committee on detainees

did not achieve what it set out to do, primarily accounting for the fate of all

detainees and ensuring their release. The fact-finding committee on violent acts

submitted a report to the presidency but President Morsi refused to publish it. In

April 2013, the Egyptian Shorouk and the British Guardian, published excerpts

from a leaked copy of the report on the illegal use of live ammunition by the police,

and torture against demonstrators detained by the army. 

The Presidency, no doubt, faced pressures and engaged in a delicate balancing act

with security agencies and the armed forces that were antagonistic. Attempts to

change the makeup of the Constituent Assembly reached a deadlock. Fearing the

Assembly might be dissolved at the hands of the judiciary, the MB opted to a

consultative committee for the Assembly that included ten members, including

prominent professors of Constitutional Law (e.g. Dr. Tharwat Badawi, Dr. Souad Al-

Sharqawi, and Dr. Ahmed Kamal Abulmagd, who should have been members of

the Constituent Assembly itself in the first place), beside political science

professors and public intellectual figures. The author was chosen as a member in

this committee that sought to broaden the margin of freedoms in the

constitutional draft. The work of the committee faced many obstacles, including

from the Muslim Brotherhood, especially the repeated changes in the draft and

how the members of the Constituent Assembly were not keen to be in direct

communication with the committee. Assembly speaker Judge Hossam Al-Ghiriani

turned down a request that the committee present around 60 amendments to the

plenary after six weeks of continuous work. This all led eight members of the

committee, including the author, to resign after issuing a public statement.

Committee members faced a wave of bitter criticism from MB followers after the

extensive media coverage of this statement.

41

 

The human rights community did not allow Morsi enough time to consolidate his

grip on a power that has been long in the hands of deep state institutions, huge

economic interests, remnants of the former regime, and security agencies. One
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hundred days into Morsi’s presidency, rights groups issued a statement criticizing

him (perhaps as a reaction to claims by his supporters that there was a 100-day

plan, a declaration which in itself betrayed their political shallowness).See in

Arabic: ما بعد المائة يوم للرئيس محمد مرسي مؤشرات سلبية على مستقبل

حقوق اإلنسان، وأزمات كبرى مفتوحة“، مركز القاهرة لحقوق اإلنسان، 15

 www.cihrs.org/?p=4523تشرين األو/ألكتوبر، 2012. متاح في 

Bakinam Al-Sharqawi, a President’s Assistant, invited a group of rights advocates

to an extended discussion, over several rounds, about how to reform the Ministry

of Interior, especially the members of the National Initiative for Police Reform

(NIPR) that took off in 2011.

42

 When Morsi suddenly issued a Constitutional

Declaration, various political actors protested the presidential performance and

soon thereafter supporters and opponents clashed at the presidential Ittihadiya

palace. This led the rights advocates to withdraw from the dialogue with the

presidency. 

During the Ittihadiya events, MB supporters attacked the tents of peaceful

protesters camped in front of the presidential palace. After many hours, more MB

opponents and proponents came to the area and clashes broke out. Thugs

escalated the situation and tried to break into the palace in what some MB

members described as the first coup attempt against president Morsi. Eight MB

supporters were killed. The ninth death was that of opposition activist Al-Husseini

Abu-Deif, for whose murder the MB was blamed. 

The Ittihadiya events were a turning point in the antagonistic relationship between

rights activists and MB members. Torture or physical assault cases were

documented. The most prominent one was the torture of Ola Shahba, an activist

who was detained and beaten for hours by MB supporters until activist Mohamed

Al-Qassas intervened and got her released. A Christian Copt was also held and

beaten up. Furious rights groups issued several statements, demanding (again)

that a fact-finding commission be established. They even threatened President

Morsi to raise the issue internationally, but the political events led the country

quickly to what happened on 30 June 2013.See in Arabic: المصري اليوم: منظمات

حقوقية تهدد مرسي بالتصعيد دوليًا حال عدم التحقيق الجاد في

 goo.gl/219d1hانتهاكات االتحادية، 2 شباط/فبراير 2013 متاح في: 
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The 3rdJuly forceful removal of the elected government led by Morsi was not

something that many of those who took part in the 30thJune protests particularly

expected or foresaw, but the quickly unfolding events do not absolve rights groups

and advocates from their partial responsibility for the ultimate outcome as the

military seized power. Some prominent rights activists publicly supported the 

Tamarodor Rebellion campaign, a position that politicized human rights action

and raised question about the boundaries of political engagement for rights

advocates and the significance of their active non-alignment or impartiality with

respect to political factions and parties). On 27thJune, a time of heightened

mobilization, 20 rights groups issued a press release claiming that Morsi’s one year

in power witnessed an unprecedented scale of human rights violations.See in

Arabic: بيان صحفي مشترك من 20 منظمة حقوقية: عام من حكم محمد مرسي سجل

حافل من االنتهاكات وتقويض منهجي لدولة القانون، حزيران/يونيو 2013 

goo.gl/BSDTzX With their long experience in documenting violations by security

agencies, they should have been aware of how such practices were committed by

police and army personnel. Such an understanding would not fully exonerate the

MB from using violence in some confrontations with revolutionary movements.

Consequently, they should not have believed each and every accusation against

the MB, especially when these allegations came from their nemeses or lacked any

credible evidence. 

The Rab’aa massacre was a milestone at which rights groups and advocates

returned to their position of opposition to the regime after a period of oscillation

and volatility following the coup of 3 July. The coup was followed by recurrent

massacres from the Republican Guard barracks to the Military Parade Platform

where people were killed by the Army and the Police, before reaching the dramatic

turning point of Rab’aa and the bloody protests at Al-Fath mosque. 

Some rights groups kept on insisting that the post 3 July regime was legitimate

enough since it rested on the public 30 June demonstrations. It is unfortunate that

women rights organizations appealed to the interim president Adly Mansour who

took office with military support,See in Arabic: تحالف المنظمات النسوية

goo.gl/mQ9Kmp They calledالمصرية – بيان موقف 16 يوليو 2013 متاح في 

upon him to increase the representation of women and hold all those who

committed crimes against the country under Mubarak, SCAF, and Morsi,

24    Islamists and Rights Activists in Egypt: The Potential for Convergence

http://goo.gl/BSDTzX
http://goo.gl/mQ9Kmp


accountable, and ensuring that the police forces are restructured. “While stating

our concern over the growing political role of the military institution, at the

expense of democracy and national security process,”. It was naïve that these

organizations expected from interim President Mansour to rein in the army. These

organizations and many influential figures in them themselves suffered, months

later, from government retaliation (e.g.: Azza Soliman was charged and released

on bail while Mozn Hassan was banned from traveling. This regime that brutally

killed and detained Islamist women activists did the same to revolutionary

activists like Mahinour Al-Masry and others. 

The women rights organization issued their statement about a week after the

massacre at the Republican Guard quarters on 8 July, when army and police

soldiers fired at demonstrators killing 51 people while another 400 were wounded

according to the Ministry of Health. This was the first alarm sounded to rights

NGOs about the oncoming bloodletting. Fifteen organizations signed a statement

on 9 July, entitled, “Before the Country Slides into a Vicious Circle of Violence that

May Never End, Unbiased Investigations Should Start and Include Independent

Rights NGOs”.See in Arabic:بيان صحفي مشترك، قبل ان تنزلق البالد في دائرة"

goo.gl/NzjgJpعنف ال ينتهي"، بيان موقع من 13 منظمة حقوقية ومتاح على 

Then came the Military Parade Platform or Manassa protests where nearly 100

people were killed. The Rab’aa massacre exceeded them all. As many as 932

people were killed according to a rights group, while many more were injured and

at least 800 detained.

43

 A statement was quickly issued by the main rights groups,

condemning the massacre, though it referred in its title it also condemned MB

terrorist practices, in an obviously bad situation analysis and a misunderstanding

of the balance of power at the moment.See in Arabic:بيان صحفي مشترك، التجمع

غير السلمي ال يبيح العقاب الجماعي - المنظمات الحقوقية تدين أعمال

العنف المميت ضد االعتصامين والممارسات اإلرهابية لجماعة اإلخوان

المسلمين"، بيان وقعته تسع منظمات حقوقية، 15 آب/أغسطس 2013 ومتاح

,goo.gl/HUdxNT Four months later, many of these Egyptian rights groupsعلى 

were joined by Human Rights Watch, in a statement: “Egypt: No Acknowledgement

or Justice for Mass Protest Killings,  Set Up a Fact-Finding Committee as a First

Step”. The groups demanded, once again, the formation of a fact-finding

committee, but they also included some crimes that go as far back as 2011. The

demands recurred,

44

 which explains the increasing harsh regime measures against
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the rights groups since it feared international accountability mechanisms that

could have viewed Rab’aa a crime against humanity. 

The National Council for Human Rights (NCHR) played an expectedly supportive

role for the state. On 5 March 2014, it issued a brief report about its fact-finding

activities regarding the Rab’aa Massacre.See report was issued in a hard copy in

2014 by NCHR. Some media sites published the full text. See for example: النص

الكامل لتقرير تقصي حقائق «قومي حقوق اإلنسان» بشأن فض «رابعة»، موقع

goo.gl/5B9Bzr The report’sجريدة البديل، 6 آذار/مارس 2014. متاح في 

language is so riddled with contradictions and confusions that it was strongly

criticized. It did not rely on documented information or data. Council member,

Nasser Amin, acknowledged that they did not see the Ministry of Interior’s action

plan to disperse the Rab’aa sit-in because the Ministry declined to share the plan.

Rather, they relied on eyewitness accounts by individuals who approached the

committee. Prominent journalist Mohammad Abdel Quddous gave the Committee

the contact information of 12 MB members who were in the sit-in during the police

action, but they refused to cooperate with the investigation team. Given the ad-

hoc nature of the report and how it was prematurely issued, it was not even

backed by all members of the Committee. Amin, who led the Committee,

presented its activities in a press conference, while the report was issued in a

manner different from how such reports are usually released perhaps because

there was haste since NCHR President Mohammad Fa`iq, had to leave shortly to

Geneva to represent Egypt at the UN Human Rights Council. Fa’iq was supposed to

present the Committee findings at the HRC meeting, hence the need to translate

the report into English to share it with the international human rights body.See in

Arabic: تقرير رابعة يشعل الخالفات داخل القومي لحقوق اإلنسان، بوابة

goo.gl/7j5DCr See also statements byاألهرام، 8 آذار/مارس 2014. متاح في 

NCHR member Gamal Fahmy who supported the report, claiming that it was the

only “credible source out there”, and as such questioning the credibility of

international reports. He also described the sit-in as “an armed mutiny”. See: 

"القومى لحقوق اإلنسان": تقريرنا بشأن فض تجمع رابعة المسلح من أهم

bit.ly/2wC8qoxSeeانجازاتنا"، اليوم السابع، 10 أيلول/سبتمبر 2016. 

also his televised interview two years after Rab’aa where he described the Rab’aa

and Al-Nahda sit-ins as being “rotten”, and “hotspots of armed criminality” 

bit.ly/2NIzclq The report acknowledged many violations and the killing of civilians.
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However, it accused the MB of arming the sit-in and that some armed protesters

initiated started the shootout by firing at police forces. The Committee claimed

that the police alone, without support from the armed forces, dispersed the

protesters.See in Arabic: 7 توصيات تضمنها تقرير «حقوق اإلنسان» حول «فض

رابعة» لم يتحقق منها شىء“، المصري اليوم، 13 آب/أغسطس 2018. متاح في 

www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/1176502 

Human Rights Watch issued a detailed report a year after the Rab’aa Massacre.

45

This deeply angered the regime which had since discredited HRW reports while

banning the organization’s activities in Egypt, and then in 2017 it blocked access to

HRW website in Egypt. 

The government sought to bring rights groups under full control after July 2013, so

that all reports by domestic organizations could become consistent with official

position, and to avoid information on grave human rights violations reaching

European embassies or international rights groups. The regime worked to expand

the remit of military tribunals.

46

 Legal harassment of domestic rights organizations

continued. In March 2016, investigations into foreign funding to rights NGOs

restarted with the claim that new information surfaced about certain NGOs and

public figures receiving funding from abroad. 

Fourteen human rights groups asserted that the aim was to punish civil society

organizations, especially as the investigating judges worked to freeze the assets of

several human rights defenders and organizations, dissolving NGOs, and travel

bans for many individuals.

47

 Rights groups kept monitoring violations, including

torture and enforced disappearance. But with the increasing caseload and the

multiplicity of violations, thematic reports started to be issued, as organizations

sought to largely document and publicize having lost almost all tools to change

the reality or impact the state behaviour. 

3. Potential points of agreement and

losing opportunities

According to the theory of political opportunities, it should be noted that the

hardest barriers to seizing opportunities is the prevailing political culture.

48

 This
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usually shows in the inability to deconstruct the opportunity to its many levels and

components, with the inclination to perceive it as a zero-sum game. The temporal

dimension of the opportunity become absent, with the impossibility of analyzing

the components of the opportunity or to rightly perceive its various trajectories

and their relative speeds. Some actors can make gains on the short run without

necessarily losing medium and long-term opportunities. However, this does not

happen because of hastiness and the absence of strategic thinking that can

determine a collective interest of civil actors (secular and Islamist alike), given that

the relationship between the two is rooted in competition rather than conflict. 

The trajectory of recent events, given the long contentious relationship between

the generation that established the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights on

one hand and the Islamist movement, primarily the MB, on the other hand, shows

that all actors took advantage of available political opportunities with a high

degree of pragmatism, short sightftness, and obsession with short-term gains

despite the largely obvious long-term negative consequences. This was partly

caused a conflict approach dominated rather than a rational approach to build on

common grounds, share gains, or expand the possibilities of mutual benefits. They

both ignored that the military became the only winner as it captured the state

even when Morsi was still a president in Ittihadiya palace unable to enforce his

decisions while being surrounded with agencies whose senior officials admitted

after 2013 that they did not cooperate with him on purpose. (Why the MB insisted

to stay in “power” in the presidential palace despite all this and what kind of

psychological, cultural and political motivations that went along with this

position, is an issue that deserves a separate paper). The available political

opportunities at the time were not seen by almost everyone as opportunities that

can be a subject of negotiations. All political actors failed to reach a lowest

common denominator or clear rules for a political management of the volatile

situation.

49

 

There is no doubt that the cleverest actor on the political scene for decades was

the state, despite the regime change through the 25 January Uprising. The decisive

factor has always been its reliance on the factors of speed and surprise, while

using legal tools to undermine justice. The state engaged this existential conflict as

if it were an actual war. It deployed tactics to disperse coalitions, co-opt political
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actors, isolating individuals and disbanding the masses. This “speed

management” by the state using the tools of the sovereign dominated the civil

space all the time. It crafted society in its image. And instead of “the right to a

State” as an essential right, the State apparatuses, through its sovereign, cultural,

and media arms, preoccupied actors with many small battles that lasted for

limited periods of time. As such, it pushed them to lose sight of the need to align

on overarching objectives and non-negotiable rights in the long run. It pushed the

masses away from the streets into closed spaces each and every time people

occupied the streets. They were either taken to prison or meeting rooms for an

exercise in co-optation. 

In wars, manoeuvring spaces are decisive. Attack and defence are strategic skills.

The battle ground of civil liberation wars is the city, where the authorities divide up

connecting spaces using walls and fences, deploy soldiers throughout, arm

policemen to the teeth, send elite troops to public squares to patrol, and

ultimately ensure surveillance system are in place for real and virtual spaces. 

As such, a primary question arises: 

How is it possible to cross these gaps and get over that animosity for a better

division of labour in the civil and political arenas? Actors in these arenas have

become united under harsh state measures of dispersion, confiscations of money,

brutalization behind bars, and unfair judicial verdicts? What are the issues that all

such actors can cooperate on and pool together their expertise in documenting

violations and ensuring accountability and justice, in the future? 

It is of critical importance to understand that the Nationalistic Imaginary that

became primarily obsessed with the state as a framework, or with governing as an

end in itself, neglected the crucial factor of the nation-state, which is territory.

There is no possible ‘common ground’ in the civil arena without a territory in the

geographic sense. This does not only refer to public space, but also to territorial

integrity and defending the People’s sovereignty over it. We thus move from the

civic and political rights coding to a perspective that starts with the right to the

street, to the city, and to the state. 

The Tiran and Sanafir crisis was a unique opportunity to build a national
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consensus on a non-controversial issue, regardless of how useful that consensus

was in stopping the deal to move sovereignty of the two red sea islands from Egypt

to Saudi Arabia. Memories filled with hate and anger impeded efforts for broad

coalition building. And as usual, the state had acted pre-emptively and early on

when it promulgated a draconian demonstration law to contain and control

potential public protest. It quickly put revolutionary in prison, making detention

centres the place where various movements, including even those who supported

30 June or even 3 July events, meet. Defending the homeland and its territory will

remain one of the issues that should be used for coordinating actions, in the

future, towards building ‘common grounds’.See: هل تنجح المعارضة المدنية"

واإلخوان في التوحد ضد السيسي؟"، العربي الجديد، 22 حزيران/يونيو

 2017goo.gl/WiMU5P. متاح في 

The second issue around which various faction can align is the right to the city; this

is the right to the grounds on which citizens stand, and the lands they own, with

what both rights entails in terms of services and access to public space in everyday

life.

50

 The challenge various actors face is the ongoing ‘war’ against civil space and

the poor in the city.

51

 Efforts are underway to reinforce an apartheid-like

structures in Egyptian provinces with clear discrimination in space, based on the

two factors of wealth and arms.

52

 The most prominent and clearest example is the

New Administrative Capital that is being built as a “Green Zone”, where there will

be a concentration of wealth and arms in one place, while delineating various

spaces in the ‘old city’ and ‘gated communities’ to create distinct lines between

the wealthy and the rest.

53

 

Meanwhile, a new and different generation is rising in terms of professionalism

and ideological anchors; it is distinct from the older generation of rights advocates

and the previous generation of the 1970s. This generation consists of development

and community activists, as well as architects and social science researchers who

attach a great significance to the right to place, city, and territory.

54

 ) Yes, the

housing rights were long on the agenda through the efforts of UN-Habitat in Egypt,

and they became prominent and more visible when debates flared around issues

related to combatting poverty or promulgating a new law to organize old

controlled housing rents. Still, the new initiatives became more focused and shone

a light systematically on specific issues. For example, the Urban Solidarity
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Initiative was established in a collaboration between Takween Integrated

Community Development and the American University in Cairo (AUC)with support

from the Ford Foundation and the Norwegian Development Fund. The initiative

has sought to document urban transformations and raise awareness about the

right to public space in urban areas since 2009. Simultaneously, the Urban and

Environmental Studies Lab/Initiative has been focused on developing downtown

Cairo, then its focus was broadened to include local initiatives of urban

development, and to create transdisciplinary spheres for studying urban

development and related rights. Then came the “10 Tooba: Applied Research on

the Built Environment”, which is a specialized group concerned with issues of

urbanism, linking them with architectural and urban planning. This group has

accumulated expertise on urbanism and participatory planning, and on rights and

politics of urbanism, through projects in urban communities in Egypt. It was

founded in 2013 by a group of architects and activists, who established the Built

Environment Observatory. There was also some networking to establish the

“Shadow Ministry of Housing”, to monitor policies and raise awareness about

housing rights. It is notable that all of these efforts are dedicated to the rights land,

housing, and space, and that they monitor transformations in various provinces.

This is beside the prominence of the right to housing issues in the activities of

EIPR, the Egyptian Commission for Rights and Freedoms, and other rights groups.

Mada Masr and other web-based conventional and social media have dedicated

substantial efforts to relevant monitoring and investigative reporting. 

There is a rising tide of young rights actors from outside the established groups,

after the 25 January Uprising, especially after July 2013. They came off street

activism, and from new efforts to document violations and follow up on the cases

of detainees and torture. So, beside the activists of “No to Military Trials”, the role

of the Association of Freedom of Thought and Expression (AFTE) became

prominent, and it attracted many young activists. The Arab Foundation for Civil

and Political Rights Nidal was established in 2013, to be soon followed by the 

Egyptian Coordination of Rights and Freedoms in 2014, the Egyptian Commission

for Rights and Freedoms, and Adala Center for Rights and Freedoms. Outside

Egypt, Human Rights Monitor was established in London, in 2014, and it is mainly

concerned with Egypt. The Geneva-based Adalah Committee was founded in 2015.

It has a broad interest beyond monitoring violations measured according to
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standards of free trails and fair laws. There are also many relevant Facebook pages

against military trials, enforced disappearance, executions, and torture. The first

platform among those is No to Military Trials,

55

 then Break the Cuff

56

 and others. 

These transformations that took off with the 25 January Uprising, and right after,

pushed a new agenda and new generations into rights spaces that became

broader and closer to following everyday violations. It created a new generation,

and a new pattern of rights groups more responsive to current threats and

violations, with varying degrees of politicization and of how far they can confront

the regime. This is a historic opportunity to rise above the conflicts between

Islamists and rights groups; these conflicts are anchored in ideological differences

as well as personal conflicts within the 1970s generation.
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We have a prominent example for the possibility of cooperation among

organizations, domestically and abroad, and the possibility of creating coalitions

and coordinate efforts. The mobilization over the arrest of lawyer Ibrahim Higazi,

who took part in establishing “Families of the Forcibly Disappeared” after the

disappearance of his son during the Republican Guard events in July 2013. This

international mobilization led ambassadors of the U.K., Germany, Italy, and the

Netherlands in Cairo to issue a joint statement expressing grave concern over

Higazi’s detention. 

Higazi disappeared after his arrest at Cairo Airport, while he was departing to

Geneva after getting invited by the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary

Disappearance. Higazi was one of the lawyers who cooperated with the family of

Giulio Regeni, the Italian student who was tortured then killed in Cairo in February

2016. Higazi appeared, two days into his disappearance, at State Security

Prosecution Office in Al-Tagamou, Cairo, faced with two charges of “establishing

an association against the law” and “spreading false news”. He was detained for 15

days pending investigations, His detention has been regularly renewed since

then.See in Arabic: مجموعات حقوقية: يجب اإلفراج عن إبراهيم متولي فورًا"

والتوقف عن استخدام سجن العقرب للتنكيل بالمحتجزين"، المبادرة

goo.gl/qgwuKp Asالمصرية للحقوق الشخصية، 24 أكتوبر 2017 متاح في 

expected, a deputy foreign minister for European Affairs summoned the

ambassadors of three countries in Cairo, to deliver “a strong official objection”

against the statement their countries signed, and as such showing the continuity
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of a policy of systematic denial of violations or extrajudicial killing, and the regular

condemnation of rights reports about Egypt. This automatic policy has been in

place since 2013.See in Arabic: احتجاج رسمي..مصر مُستاءة من بيان 5 دول بشأن

احتجاز مؤسس أُسر المختفين قسريًا“، مدى مصر، 5 نوفمبر 2017، متاح في

goo.gl/Ay4tcX 

Regardless of how Higazi’s and the other cases evolved later, these 

opportunities as suitable points of departure to develop rules and ‘traditions’ for

repeated and systematic cooperation, might open the door for more coordination

and collaboration. It might prove to be a source of more professionalism, with

focus on rights activities utilizing domestic and international mechanisms, away

from politicized contentious positions of individuals within the field. 

This cooperation is necessary, now more than ever, given the Egyptian regime’s

state of continuous and automatic denial of rights reports by international

organizations about violations in Egypt; it is customary for the Foreign Ministry to

work hard to discredit such reports and ban the relevant organizations from

working in the country. Moreover, the regime has even started to suspect and even

work sometimes to disable the very institutions that it had created and relied upon

their reports as political tools, once it felt these institutions could gather evidence

that can serve as ground for indicting regime officials in the future or expose them

to international accountability mechanisms. 

For example, the state-appointed National Council for Human Rights (NCHR) was

under pressure due to the dramatic rise in violations and in cased of enforced

disappearance. It went on to include enforced disappearances in its 2016 report

without going far enough to reflect the actual dimensions of the phenomenon; it

just acknowledged that disappearances occurred. That report was followed by the

Regeni crisis and the tensions it caused in the Egyptian-Italian relations. This is

probably what led the regime to feel that such reports, even by councils it

appoints, were risky.See in Arabic:تقرير القومي لحقوق اإلنسان عن االختفاء"

القسري في مصر"، المجلس القومي لحقوق اإلنسان، 3 يوليو 2016 ، ومتاح في

goo.gl/QKQLik After the Rab’aa Massacre report, issued by NCHR, was utilized to

confront international accusations, justifying the killing of civilians, and

confirming allegations that MB members were armed in the Rab’aa sit-in, the

regime now faces a report from the same Council that pointed at, even if in a very
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feeble way, rights violations by the state such as enforced disappearance. 

The regime responded repeatedly with statements by members of parliament that

the NCHR should be reconstituted to include younger members. As such it

threatened to dismiss rights advocates that it had included in the NCHR after the

army takeover in 2013 to give the Council some measure of credibility. The Council

has been led by Mohamed Fa`eq, who has a long history of serving state agencies,

but even though, there were rumours that he would be replaced by another

regime stalwart, Mufid Shihab.Seeseveral media reports on these threats to the

NHRC to better toe the line:قانون القومي لحقوق اإلنسان بعد موافقة"

البرلمان نهائيا"، اليوم السابع، 4 تموز/يوليو 2017. متاح في 

goo.gl/7xfzucبعد تعدّيل قانون «القومي لحقوق اإلنسان».. مخاوف بشأن" 

 goo.gl/FfiuAMأداء المجلس مستقبًال"، مدى مصر، 9 آب/أغسطس 2017. متاح في 

"التشكيل الجديد لـ"القومى لحقوق اإلنسان" ينتظر االنعقاد الثالث

goo.gl/oVYtsvللبرلمان"، اليوم السابع، 16 أيلول/سبتمبر 2017. متاح في 

"اتجاه الختيار عدد من الشباب في تشكيل المجلس القومي لحقوق اإلنسان"،

البوابة نيوز، 24 أيلول/سبتمبر، 2017. متاح في 

www.albawabhnews.com/2726186و"مصادر تكشف لـ"اليوم السابع" التشكيل 

الجديد للقومى لحقوق اإلنسان"، اليوم السابع، 24 كانون األول/ديسمبر،

 وأخيرا انظر مطالبة داليا زيادة "بضرورة2017goo.gl/DUP4p5. متاح في 

سرعة تشكيل المجلس" ومهاجمتها من "يدعون الثورية" من أعضاء المجلس

لضمان أن ينأى المجلس بنفسه عن أي عمل حزبي أو سياسي. الوطن، "داليا

زيادة: يجب التعجيل بإعالن تشكيل المجلس القومي لحقوق اإلنسان"، 9

كانون األول/ديسمبر 2017، ومتاح في 

www.elwatannews.com/news/details/2808786  

The enforced disappearance report was resented by the regime to the extent that

the law governing the NCHR was amended to bring it under the control of the

Parliament and limit its mandate. As if all this was not enough, Tareq Mahmoud, a

lawyer, started a lawsuit to dissolve the Council (the same lawyer had earlier sued

to broaden the scale of military trials and also demanded that medals of honour

awarded to former President Morsi be withdrawn, and that Egyptian Courts should

consider Hamas a terrorist organization, etc.). Mahmoud argued that former

President Adly Mansour issued a decree in August 2013 to reconstitute the NCHR

stipulating that the current membership was to continue in place until a new
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Parliament was elected. Mahmoud further argued in a petition to the State Council

that since the parliament had been elected, there were legal grounds to dissolve

the NCHR and to consider all reports issued by the Council since the parliament

came into session on 14 January 2016, null and void. The panel of the first district

of the Administrative Court in State Council decided to hold off looking

Mahmoud’s motion until it further studies the matter.See in Arabic:المفوضين"

تحجز دعوى حل المجلس القومى لحقوق اإلنسان لكتابة التقرير"، اليوم

goo.gl/HpzvFG If this scenario takes itsالسابع، 7 كانون األول/ديسمبر 2017، 

course, it will simply mean that the reports issued by NCHR were procedurally void

and cannot be used by international bodies. Consequently, the regime had used

the NCHR to counter rights groups for years and may now try to use it to avoid any

measure of accountability bearing in mind that many of these rights groups were

either shut down or are under strict surveillance. Such moves are not strange to a

regime that had committed many crimes against unarmed and innocent civilians

and then puts judges on trial because they helped draft an anti-torture bill.
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 Such

a regime would not shy away from creating more fragile entities to defend its

policies. 

Given that the right to life, in continuity and quality, has the highest priority in the

struggle for human rights by various parties for all citizens, opposing the death

penalty and preventing military trials for civilians, combatting torture, and ending

enforced disappearance, can be the four pillars of cooperation among various

groups and organizations, moving forward. A coalition can be built among

differing parties around these four issues even if they have varying motivations to

advocate on such issues depending on their ideology: secular advocates refuse the

death penalty, for example, as a matter of principle while Islamists are against it

now because the regime lacks the minimum level necessary for organizing fair

trials --- it can be argued that upon a close look that this lack is common to the

nation-state and its judicial system, in all states, though in varying degrees.

59

Collective pressure and coordination efforts invested in this cause, over months,

led to the issuance of a statement in early 2018, by the UN High Commissioner for

Human Rights, calling for a moratorium on executions in Egypt.

60

 A group of

organizations issued a statement condemning the death penalty.See in Arabic:في"

خطاب موَقع من 13 منظمة مصري حقوقية مستقلة-مصر| نطالب األمين العام

لألمم المتحدة بالتدخل لوقف تنفيذ أحكام نهائية"، مركز القاهرة
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لحقوق اإلنسان، 29 كانون الثاني/يناير 2018. متاح في 

www.cihrs.org/?p=20911 In February 2018, a report entitled, “In the Name of the

People: About Death Penalty in Egypt” was issued as the outcome of a

collaborative effort between Adalah Center for Freedoms and the Egyptian

Initiative for Personal Rights. It was a cooperation that is indicative of what we

expected, in terms of the necessity of dismissing ideological differences, or in

other words not to build collaboration on ideological platforms, but rather to

focus on common human rights struggles.See in Arabic:260 :المبادرة المصرية"

متهمًا صدرت ضدهم أحكامًا باإلعدام في 2017“، موقع مدى مصر، 30 يناير

 2018goo.gl/8FGGVX. متاح في 

Conclusion

Animosity was the keyword in the relationship between Islamists and rights

advocates during the time of revolution. Islamists turned a blind eye to many

crimes committed by the regime and its security agencies between 25 January

2011 and 2013. On the other hand, some rights advocates took part in mobilizing

and supporting the Tamarodmovement that culminated in the demonstrations of

30 June 2013. They even supported the military seizure of power. However, the

killings, executions, and other rights violations, then the direct confrontation

between the regime and rights groups culminating in a more restrictive NGO law,

led rights defenders to take a firmer position, by condemning the regime, and

monitoring and documenting its violations. They even resorted to international

advocacy, in various ways depending on the respective capacity of each

organization, including those who stayed operational in Egypt and the others

which moved abroad or were established outside the country. 

It is expected that this trend will push more Islamists, in the broader non-

organizational sense, to see opportunity in resorting to human rights advocacy. As

such, this will mean accepting more cooperation, especially in terms of monitoring

and documenting, among the various initiatives and institutions established after

2013. Cooperation will be largely free from ideological conflicts and led by a new

generation of actors. 

Based on the above, it is expected that the relationship between the Islamist
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movement, in a broad and loose sense especially after its crisis with the regime,

and rights groups on the other hand, following generational and structural

transformations, would become more collaborative in the next stages of domestic

and international struggle for rights, after the death of politics and political

parties. Collaborative work could focus on enforced disappearance, torture, and

the death penalty. It might also include the right of return for the displaced people

of Sinai, and accountability for crimes against civilians in the name of

counterterrorism, in particular the military operation of the Armed Forces since

February 2018. The preservation of life, in terms of survival with minimum living

standards, could be among the priorities of cooperation to bridge the perception

and framework gaps between the parties in the medium and long term. These

priorities will furnish the common ground to hold efforts together and could create

a larger base for the rights paradigm while giving Islamists the opportunity to

apply an Islamic approach to human rights, a direction that they theorized about

for too long. As such, a professional tract could open up for the Islamists allowing

them a more credible and active role in human rights on the national arena.
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We empower individuals and institutions to develop their own concept of policy solutions

We mobilize stakeholders to build coalitions for positive change

Our aim is to see vibrant democratic societies emerge and grow in the region.

Founded in 2005, the Arab Reform Initiative is governed by a Plenary of its members and an

Executive Committee.
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