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warning factors. In hindsight, it is easy to point out the subterranean 
currents that heralded the increase of internal pressure against the 

1 But in actual fact, 
the best academic researchers and intelligence agencies in the world 
did not expect that it would reach such a peak, not even after the fall 

would indeed step down.2

change the face of the Earth. So too in the Egyptian case. The citi

economic, social, and political situation, even though the country has 
experienced deep changes, with implications for the short and long 
term. After a prolonged convulsion and more than a few political 

sibility of additional shocks along the way, whether due to economic 

State in the Sinai District, the concentration of power in the hands 
of the regime, or due to the tensions over the character of the state.

structures of veteran institutions such as the ruling party, parliament, 
and the constitution; diminished bridges of delicate political and social 
relationships that connected rival groups, the minority with the major

xi
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their fall a year later, on June 30, 2013, in a soft coup.3

Since the fall of the Muslim Brothers in Egypt, academic research 

Brothers’ attempt fail, even though it rose to power democratically as 

pointing to a conspiracy on the part of veteran establishment institu

the second explains the soft coup by indicating the Muslim Brothers’ 
failure to administer power in numerous areas. 

the “deep state.” According to this approach, the veteran institutions 

media, and others wished to preserve the status they enjoyed and 
their interests under Mubarak and opposition to the ongoing changes. 

rule and change the existing arrangements. This approach envisions a 

had indeed been deposed but that the underlying hierarchical struc
ture remained functioning and strong. It also points out in particular 
the role of the military establishment as the preserver of the status 

of governmental weakness and public momentum to regain power.
This approach is joined by arguments that the military fomented 

crises in order to increase the level of public protest against the Mursi 
regime. For instance, one argument is that the military, along with 

fueled the energy crisis that plagued the end of Mursi’s regime: a 

lines at gas stations, disruptions in the supply of food and bread, in 

The second type of explanation revolves around the Muslim Broth
ers’ lack of experience and knowledge in running a state, which led to 
failures in administration in several areas. According to this approach, 
the Muslim Brothers rose to power due to the religious orientation 
of the movement, but were in actual fact judged according to their 
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development and distribution of capital, and foreign policy—areas in 
which they showed a weakness that disappointed their voters.

In the brief period of his rule, Mursi did not advance the goals 

the public as whole.  In light of the attempts by the military and the 
legal system to undermine his authority, Mursi adopted a centralist 
policy and granted himself absolute authority. Although he permitted 
freedom of expression to some extent, during his rule human rights 

8 Order 
and stability remained out of reach, and so did the sense of security in 
the streets. The constitution that was drafted with his encouragement 

did not remove many of the restrictions that had been imposed upon 

case of Mubarak and his people, and most of the monies smuggled 
out of the country were not returned.

Economically the situation did not improve either during Mursi’s 
time. The political and security instability thwarted the reception of 

economy. Food prices rose and a shortage of fuel was created. The 

his dealings with Ethiopia, failing to prevent it from diverting the 
waters of the Blue Nile in order to construct the Millennium Dam, 
which was seen as a real threat to Egypt’s share of the water. Gen
erally speaking, this approach argues that he did not show himself 
capable of conducting an independent foreign policy or of preferring 
the national Egyptian interest over the Islamic project.10 As a result of 
all of the above, the Muslim Brothers were forced to rely on techno
crats who were close to the deposed regime and who were not loyal 
to the new one.11
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The Muslim Brothers failed to create a new, unifying narrative 
after they gained power. According to this approach, the success of a 
revolution depends upon a successful narrative of justice that plants 

does not manage to create such a narrative is forced to use authoritar

the existing institutions accordingly. A failure to create such a narra
tive leads to instability. According to this thesis, the Muslim Brothers 
rose to power due to a reliable narrative based on a lengthy history 
of providing services to orphans, widows, the sick, and the needy, 

However, with their rise to power, the spotlight revealed gaps between 

previous regime; an inability to impose authority upon the state sys

to establish a social consensus, to include all the groups in society, 
and to expand their support base beyond the movement’s supporters. 

characteristics that helped the Muslim Brothers win power also 
contributed to their rapid downfall since it bred exclusivism.12 The 

and thus constituted a threat to the overall doctrine of the country’s 
nonreligious public.13 The Muslim Brothers were mistaken when they 
acted monopolistically, while also failing to repair the rift between 
themselves and the young revolutionaries.  All these deepened the 

Brothers and the legitimacy of their rule, to the point that they 
became isolated.  Since the secular opposition was not strong enough 
to manufacture an alternative to the rule of the Muslim Brothers, it 
was forced to accept once again the authority of the military, if only 
to remove the Muslim Brothers from power. 

to the soft coup against the Muslim Brothers. The book’s main argu
ment is that the June 30, 2013, soft coup in Egypt was a product of the 
long struggle between the secular and Islamist currents over Egypt’s 

by the masses: This historical moment marked a climax in the struggle 
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between the champions of the civil state and the supporters of “a civil 
state with an Islamic source of authority.” “Civil state”—meaning a 

currents, which accepts only certain norms of the civil state, the ones 

coup was a decisive attempt by the military establishment to protect 

role in the political discourse in most of the Arab countries after the 
Arab Spring, especially in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Syria. 
On the face of it, in the public debate over the character of the Arab 
states after the collapse of the authoritarian regimes, the demand to 
establish a civil state was shared by almost all the political streams. 

interpreting it according to their political ideology. 

where it refers to a country that maintains modern ideas and institu
tions, such as the separation of powers, local government, contracts, 
services, taxation, etc., contrary to premodern governance patterns.  It 

course is given to the type of relationship between state and religion.
The term “civil state” emerged in the Arab context due to the 

Arab world sought for themselves. The term “secular state” is seen 

its own negative connotations, those of an oppressive, medieval Euro

state” is one that more and more Arab people choose nowadays for 
describing their ideal country: a political regime that adopts modern 
secular norms while corresponding with the history and culture of the 
people and their religion; a regime that does not seek to recreate every 
detail of history or reconstruct the patterns of its political system, nor 
does it wish to completely detach itself from them.
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diate model seeking to bring together Islamic history and culture, 

the existing, rigid categories—religious state or secular state—to the 
Egyptian case, a product of the constant ambivalence toward religion 

It is an attempt to compromise between an Iranian type of religiosity 
and a European type of secularity—a middle ground between going 

solution for a society that is subject to tensions between the desire to 

versus the desire to reject them.
In the public debate over the character of the Egyptian state, in 

civil state assumed a central place. On the face of it, the demand to 
establish a civil state was shared by almost all the political streams in 
Egypt. However, when these streams sought to lay out basic guide
lines for Egypt’s future, it soon became clear that they were far from 
reaching a consensus, and that the concept of the civil state was at 
the heart of the controversy between them.

Ahmad ‘Abd Rabbuh, a political science lecturer at the University 

confusion over the use of the concept of the civil state in contemporary 

and the ouster of the Muslim Brothers on July 3, 2013:

It is not easy in political science in particular and the social 

for concepts, but I haven’t coped with the complexity and 
’ [civil], 

especially in Egypt and the Arab world, since the expres

and the people . . . everyone is calling for building a civil 
and democratic Egypt, but everyone views ‘ ’ and 
democracy in their own way, their own method, and their 

that each call for establishing ‘ ,’  while prevent
ing each other from achieving the same vague goal. . . .”

Prior to the 2011 Revolution, academic research did not engage, for 
the most part, with the civil state concept.18 Academic interest in the 
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tion,  but the few researches that have referred to this concept are 

not conduct a complete and comprehensive discussion of the concept, 
its origins, and development.20

The next chapters trace the overall transition of the civil state con

thought, stressing that this was accompanied by two parallel processes. 

its adaptation to Muslim society, thereby imbuing the concept with 
new connotations that have caused considerable confusion as to its 

political thinking, which was not a conscious rebellion against religion, 

the procedures of government from the religious arena to the secular 
one.21

more enlightened and embed secular norms within it.
This book traces the major milestones in the development of this 

concept and the transformations it underwent as it gained currency 
among rival sectors in Egypt: liberals and Islamists;22 regime circles, 
oppositionist circles, and civil society;23 the Muslim majority and the 

tion of the civil state concept and the controversy that has evolved 

Hence, it provides the historic depth necessary to comprehend the 

democratic elections in the history of Egypt. It traces several periods 
in the evolution of the civil state concept: 

penetrated into the intellectual discourse in Egypt but 
remained marginal, evoked only by a handful of liberal 
intellectuals who used it to mean the opposite of the 
Christian European religious state. 

that the burgeoning of political Islam in Sadat’s Egypt 
would turn the country into a religious state similar 
to Iran after the Islamic revolution. At the same time, 
it was also adopted by Islamist intellectuals from the 
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incorporated into the discourse and later on into the 

which had rejected it for decades. The movement was 
compelled to make this change after the Mubarak regime 

ideology in a bid to impose a uniform understanding of 
this term and adapt it to its own agenda. The regime was 

the concept and by the religious establishment, which 
granted it religious legitimacy.

 d. The fall of the Mubarak regime exposed the Islamists’ 

Egypt as a civil state. Under the rule of the Supreme 

paradoxically, the Egyptian army emerged as a prominent 
defender of the civil state in its traditional meaning, and 
acted to prevent the establishment of what it saw as a 
religious regime, under President Mursi. 

“civil state” by the rival groups in the Egyptian discourse, creating a 
typology out of the mixture of usages of the concept. The meanings 
that are accepted, at least in theory, by most of the groups are the 
following: a civil state is the opposite of a religious theocracy, namely 
a state whose ruler is a representative of the people rather than a 

the basis of religion, belief, gender, etc.; and a state based on modern 
institutions and procedures of government, such as parliamentarism, 
regular government turnover through free elections, freedoms, and 
human rights.

Other potential implications of the term “civil state” are disputed, 

rents see it as a state with a civil source of authority that nonetheless 
honors religion. Islamic currents see it as a state with a religious source 
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The book examines the impact of the civil state concept on the 
Egyptian political scene in light of historical processes in the country, 

the main reason for the turbulence the country experienced in June 
30, 2013, namely, the ouster of President Muhammad Mursi by the 
Armed Forces. 

Finally, the book broadens its scope from the Egyptian case to 
the Tunisian one where, contrary to Egypt, the civil state concept was 

explores the meanings of the concept and its usage in the political 

country and to the local circumstances of each place. 
In doing so, the book provides a comprehensive overview of 

the civil state model in contemporary Arab political thought, which 
stands in contrast to other prevalent models, such as nationalism, 

worldview of society’s main groups toward the identity of the state 
and in their ability to contain the point of view of others, instead of 
coercing theirs. In the Tunisian case study, the Islamists’ willingness 
to accept the civil state concept created a consensus, while in Egypt, 
the unwillingness by some to accept it created a divide. 

The research was conducted in the conceptual history approach. 
This approach enables research of the civil state as a concept by 
studying the changes it underwent in sociopolitical contexts, based 

its complexity, its various aspects, its history of contradictions, and 
its share in designing social and political developments.

The research is based mostly on the analysis of Arabic primary 

and attempts to form identity features, including disagreements, 
disputes, and conceptual discussions that took place in Egyptian and 
Tunisian public.
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traces the harbingers of the civil state concept in the neoliberal dis

through a textual analysis of the writings of prominent Egyptian 

of Mubarak’s reign. 

state discourse in the rival platforms of Mubarak’s reigning party, the 

the incentives of each side to take a stand toward the concept and 

aftermath of the Mubarak regime, especially around the drafting of 

Islamists.
The fourth part is dedicated to the civil state discourse following 

though the Islamist opposition was disadvantaged and excluded. The 

the concept manage to enter the new Tunisian constitution as opposed 

root causes of the Egyptian coup.
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