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Old Habits Die Hard: Patronage and the Egyptian Parliament

Egypt’s People’s Assembly has historically served as a rubber-stamp
parliament. It had little power to challenge Egypt’s former president, Hosni
Mubarak, not that it wanted to do that in the first place.

As the late Anthony Shadid illustrated through the example of Kamal al-
Shazli, members of parliament played a key role in the Mubarak regime’s
extensive patronage network. Parliamentarians, often ambitious and wealthy
elite (who were thus the most threatening to the regime), were instead co-
opted by the regime by the prospect of gaining access to government
services, which they could then distribute to the highest bidder.

Last week, I met with Dr. AbdulMawgoud Dardery, an academic-turned-
parliamentarian for the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party
(FJP) from Luxor, who explained to me that:

“The parliamentarian had a lot of power, and had connections to the ministers. He was really the in between guy between the people
and the executive power. And you name it – if you need water for your village, if you would like your roads to be paved, if you would
like a job – you would go to the parliamentarian.”

The most troubling aspect of this system was that in return for these services, parliamentarians often received significant kickbacks
and bribes, to the tune of LE 30,000 (~$5000) for a single job, Dardery told me.

The January 25th revolution, which ousted Mubarak from power, brought great optimism that revolutionary forces could cleanse the
parliament of these corrupt practices. The Muslim Brotherhood was among these optimistic forces:

“When we got into politics we really wanted to limit that [provision of government services],” Dardery, who ran for parliament for the
first time after the revolution, told me. “We thought that this was not the job of a parliamentarian; it was the job of the municipalities.
We wanted to make clear that lawmakers are for making laws and supervising government. We came into this [system] and we
resisted. In fact, we had instructions from the Freedom and Justice Party leadership not to go to ministers’ offices.”

Dardery further recalled that the FJP leadership also requested financial statements on how much money and real estate each of its
parliamentarians owned before entering parliament, in an attempt to monitor these practices. Still, old habits die hard, especially for
the electorate.

The fact that the party told us not to go to the ministers’ offices “was shocking to so many people,” Dardery continued. “People would
come to me for a job […] and if I tell them that my party said no I cannot, that we are more than that, the people would not like this.
When you come back to your municipality or your constituency, they would think you are not serving them well.”

Dr. Khaled Mohamed Ahmed, another freshman parliamentarian for the FJP from Cairo, agreed. The provision of services continues,
Ahmed told me, because “the people are the same as under Mubarak. They have not changed.”

With Egyptians still demanding government services, FJP parliamentarians soon found themselves “tied to the ex-practices of the ex-
parliamentarians,” Dardery said. Ending the provision of services is thus an insurmountable challenge unless the Egyptian people also
realize that this is not the job of lawmakers – lawmaking is.

Still, Dardery and Ahmed remain optimistic that the system will be changed in the near future. “This separation [between lawmaking
and providing services] will take more time,” Ahmed told me. “In 4 or 5 years, God willing, we hope to separate the political work from
the service work.”

And in the meantime, some progress may have already been made. Both Dardery and Ahmed claim that while they and their fellow
FJP parliamentarians provided services, they refused to take bribes in return.
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“FJP parliamentarians would not dare to take any bribes,” Dardery explained. “First because it is against their ethics. The ethical code
we are brought up in [teaches] that both the one who gives the bribe and the one who takes the bribe are going to hellfire. So this is a
very clear instruction that it is wrong. It is haram. And we suffered a lot from this [under the former regime]. Bribing people in power
was one of the weapons used against members of the Muslim Brotherhood. In addition, there is a lot of media scrutiny of anything we
do. If any report were to come in the media, it would get publicized in every other media outlet. So the members really watched
carefully not to do anything that will harm or damage the party’s image.”

Realizing that many would be skeptical that he and other FJP parliamentarians truly resisted bribes, Dardery continued:

“We have a saying in the Quran that ‘we don’t need thank you or even praise for what we are doing as we are doing it for the sake of
God. Usually people don’t believe it, because people think that since we are coming out of corruption, and because we are coming out
of a system where you had to have a benefit, you cannot be doing it solely for the sake of God. […] I know it looks weird to the
Western mindset [where] parliamentarians don’t do charity work, but [in Islam] there is this idea of human connectedness, and we are
really interested in keeping this connectedness.”
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