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Abstract. The unprecedented electoral victory of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood (MB) during the 2005 parliamentary elections rendered this Islamist organization the single largest opposition block to the ruling National Democratic Party in parliament. As the Egyptian regime takes steps to liberalize its political system, and the political gains of the MB increase, the question of the real constituency of the organization invites close examination. Relevant literature has repeatedly pointed out that, because of the welfare programs it carries out, the MB’s appeal is greatest among the middle and lower classes. Yet, the commonly held notion that the elite are relatively impervious to the appeal of Political Islam is challenged in this study. Through a survey research conducted in the American University in Cairo I examine levels of religiosity and Islamic orientations of the young Egyptian elite. The results suggest substantive yet conditional support of Political Islam. They also suggest that support for political Islam is associated with Islamic orientations and not necessarily with levels of religiosity.
“Brothers and sisters, vote for Walid E-Sallab. May Allah reward you”, “Save AUC from becoming a mosque. Vote for Danana today”, such were some of the messages massively forwarded to the mobile phones of AUCians on the eve of the 2005 Student Union elections. From the outset, it was clear that this was not like any of the past SU elections at AUC. This time was different because in the minds of many students, this time it was about religion. The AUC campuses were divided into three different camps: the yellow camp, belonging to the “Muslim-backed El Sallab”, the blue one, belonging to the “Christian-backed Danana”
, and the group composed of students who consciously decided to boycott the elections protesting the use of religion for political ends.  The latter group deplored some of the “yellow” campaigners’ portrayal of voting for El-Sallab as being the duty of every pious Muslim on campus, as well as the unfounded rumors by some of the blue campaigners about El-Sallab belonging to some covert Islamist organization.
Caught in the commotion of the moment, it was difficult to distinguish the extent of significance of the situation. However, almost two years after the 2005 SU elections, one can recognize at least two ways in which the elections were important: First, they were reflective of the troubled relationship between religion and politics which characterizes the political debate in Egypt and most of the Muslim Middle East today. Second, and most fascinating to me, they suggested that something so fundamental had changed in Egyptian society that even a social group as supposedly impervious as the elite had been affected by it. Here it was, for everyone to see, the allegedly most westernized, most secular, most alienated segment of Egyptian society effectively mobilized by the appeal of religion. This incident raised essential political questions which are still in search of answers today. Has the elite not been excluded from the phenomenon of increasing religiosity in Egypt? If not, does increased religiosity translate into tacit acceptance of the utilization of Islam for political ends? Would increased religiosity affect political attitudes towards currently existing Islamic organizations? Is there a distinction between levels of religiosity and Islamic orientations, and if so, which one of these has a direct correlation with support of Political Islam? These are some of the questions which I attempt to answer in this study of the young Egyptian elite. 

Theoretical Considerations and Literature Review

The Choice of the Elite

The choice of the elite in this study is based upon the understanding that this important segment of the population must be taken into consideration in order to have a complete picture of Egypt’s political transition. Proponents of Elite Theory explain that “the need to maintain control of the organizations that give them power shapes their [the elite’s] actions and outlooks in many ways” (Higley, Burton and Field, 1990). Since they benefit from the status quo, they will develop compatible, if not similar, views regarding the political, and frame their opinions in a way that will best suit their interest. It would therefore be understandable if they decided to ally with the government and not engage in opposition activism. This notion reflects the relationship between the elite and the government in Egypt.
The relationship between the elites and the government in Egypt has undergone changes from presidential term to presidential term. These are easily distinguished by dividing the recent history into three eras: one for each president Egypt has had since the 1952 Revolution. During the Nasser years, the old elite lost much of its power base in society. Nasser’s socialist policies directly affected the land-based elite, and deprived them of the influence they had once enjoyed. During his presidency, other elites developed. The power elite were mostly army men, who by virtue of having participated of the revolution along with Nasser, had a claim over the newly established government. Members of the new power elite did not come from the upper classes. They came from the middle and middle-lower classes. As this new power elite grew stronger, the old economic elite declined (Hinnebusch, 1985).
During the Sadat years, the relationship between the elite and government took a very different direction. The elite itself was different. The number of military men in government and in the governing party declined, as part of a civilianization trend. However, it was Sadat’s Open Door policy which brought all the major changes to the composition of Egypt’s new elite. The economic liberalization brought forward by the Open Door policy created a class of nouveau riche, ultimately causing the “embourgeoisement of the political elite” (Hinnebusch, 1985). Unlike Nasser, Sadat had no intention of adopting socialist policies that would antagonize the elite, and in fact, during his government Egypt experienced a marriage of the business class and the government which lasts until today (in a sense, this is quite literal, since Sadat married one of his daughters to one of the sons of the richest businessman in Egypt). 
The demilitarization of the elite continued during the Mubarak years. Yet it is important to point out that in exchange of increased economic liberalization, deference to the government in political matters was expected from the elites. The elite received a combination of benefits from the government and incentives in order to remain in the side of the government, while at the same time not being free from the ubiquitous security surveillance that is in place to deter any elite (or anybody for that matter) efforts to organize against the president.
The importance of the elite in Egypt is highlighted as Egypt undergoes political change. Egypt is in a transitional period, and there are a number of important political debates going on today. Taboos, like speaking about inheriting the presidency, the Islamic identity of the system, etc, are being broken, and the people are slowly but steadily loosing fear to speak and mobilize. The current Mubarak regime will not last very long (Mubarak is over seventy years old) and questions about the political future of the country are expressed with urgency. Elite theorists state that “a key feature of stable democracies is substantial consensus and accommodation among elites on rules of the political game and the worth of political institutions”.  How homogenous is the elite on its view of the political? Will it be increasingly divided on fundamental matters such as the nature of the state (Islamic vs. secular, democratic vs. something else) as the elites become part of a growing trend of increased religiosity in Egypt? 
The choice of students

The population under study in this research project comes from the elite strata, but they are students. Scholars in the past have interviewed students for technical matters. In Egypt, as in much of the Arab World, survey research is carried out with tremendous difficulty.  Having access to students is easier than having access to groups of an older age. For example, in his study about International Affinities in Modern Egypt, Ralph R. Sell explained that his choice of students was a solution to many of the technical problems of survey research in the Arab World. However, he justified his choice by saying that in fact, the attitudes of the students are not different to those of their parents, because unlike in Europe or the United States, students in Egypt live at home until an older age and they are “subject to parental control” (Sell, 1990).  This author disagrees. Four years of experience with Egyptian students has showed me that the worldviews and attitudes of the youth can differ widely to that of their parents’.  This is particularly evident in matters related to religion. Perhaps Sell’s views were justified at the time he published (though I doubt this too), but the fact today is that it is rare to talk to a youth, especially from the upper class, and not find that there is at least one case in his family of a girl who had to fight her liberal parents in order to get veiled. Also common are the complaints of parents of AUCians who see their children get into AUC with fairly liberal life styles and worldviews, and four years later they see them come out of AUC changed into deeply religious people. 

It is for reasons similar to the one discussed above that I do not study the young elite expecting to find out something about the older generations. The choice of students is deliberate, out of the certainty that students are important actors in themselves. In a second study which uses data collected at AUC, the author, Bradley J. Cook, quoted the scholar Seymour Lipset when he said that “any efforts to analyze the future of politics, whether domestic or international will ignore the students at the peril of being in error”. (Cook, 2001) Students are continuously exposed to new ideas and new technologies, and they are the vanguard of change in any society. Students, Cook explained, can “be important agents of social and political change since they are likely to be government leaders of tomorrow”. (Cook, 2001)

This notion that students are the leaders of tomorrow is particularly true when one studies the AUC student body. The children of Egypt’s three presidents, Nasser, Sadat and Mubarak, have been students at AUC. The first lady, Susanne Mubarak was also an AUCian, as was queen Rania of Jordan. Most significantly, Gamal Mubarak, the son of President Mubarak is a graduate from AUC. Gamal Mubarak is widely seen as his father successor to the presidency, and he is increasingly becoming one of the most powerful men in Egyptian politics. Gamal Mubarak recently got engaged to a graduate of AUC, whom he is soon to marry. In fact, AUC provides the social networks that are likely to translate into political capital tomorrow. Therefore, understanding the political opinions and attitudes of this segment of society is important. 
Religion and the Political Future of the region

The underlying assumption that engendered this survey research is that religion plays a role in shaping the political attitudes of people. The extent of the role played by religion, the direct or indirect nature of the role, and the outcome of such a correlation on political attitudes were all unknown things when this survey research was designed. But active observation as well as germane literature seemed to support the idea that there is a political role which Islam plays in the Islamic Middle East.

A study called Islam and Attitudes toward International Conflict, published in 1998, stressed the importance of studying religious attitudes for understanding the political opinions and attitudes of the people in the Middle East. The authors claimed that in the region, “it is today more important than ever to devote attention to religion and religious movements when examining social and political phenomena”, and that in spite of this need, “a systematic and coherent understanding of the connections between religion and politics remains elusive” (Tessler and Nachtwey, 1998). The authors, Tessler and Nachtwey, referred to the claim that religion has no influence on political orientations only to dismiss it on grounds of being relevant to secular societies only, where religion is relegated to the private sphere of the individual. 

The most important finding in the 1998 study to this survey research project was the distinction which the authors made between levels of religious piety and Islamic orientations. The results of a survey research carried out in the region indicated to them that there was a form of a-political religious piety which was not supportive of Islamic parties, and a second form of religiousness which was accompanied by religious activism. The latter, unlike the former, was indeed accompanied by support to Islamic parties. The study went on to delve into its subject matter: Attitudes on the Arab-Israeli conflict and the peace process. Yet, the distinction that was made between levels of religiosity and Islamic orientations was key to this study. This distinction serves as a helpful tool for examining the existence or lack thereof of a constituency for Political Islam among the young Egyptian elite. 

The Muslim Brotherhood

The Muslim Brotherhood is Egypt’s largest Islamic political organization, and it can be said to be the largest representative of Political Islam in Egypt and perhaps the Arab World as a whole. It is not allowed to become a political party, but still it manages to make great political gains. The December 2005 parliamentary elections in Egypt represented an undisputed victory for the organization. With 88 seats, the MB has become the largest opposition bloc in parliament, and the second largest group after the ruling National Democratic Party. During the December elections, the Muslim Brotherhood experienced intimidation, crack-downs, ballot stuffing in favor of the NDP, and other irregularities. And yet, in spite of these obstacles, the government’s attempts to prevent them from winning seats in parliament failed. These achievements, coupled with the incompetence of all secular opposition parties in Egypt, have rendered the MB, in the eyes of many, as Egypt’s only political party (Shehata and Stacher, 2006). 
From where does the Muslim Brotherhood derive most of its support? A widely held view is that its support comes from the lower and middle classes, mainly because of the services it provides, and the opportunities it offers to the disenchanted segments of the population (Ottaway, 2004, Tessler 1997). New literature has gone a bit further to add the concept of framing to the well-known “access to benefits” explanations (Wickham, 2004).  Yet, throughout the approaches used to explain the social appeal of the Muslim Brotherhood, the elites, in contrast to the lower and middle-lower classes, seem never to fit in the picture.

The elites are expected not to fall to the appeal of political Islam and Islamist movements because of a number of reasons. Most of these reasons revolve around the fact that they are not in need of what the Islamist organizations usually offer. They do not need to resort to the charities which the Islamists organize, they are not in need of their clinics, they are not in need of their supplies, and they are not in need of jobs. The theory that recent graduates turn to the Muslim Brotherhood and other similar organizations because they know they will not find employment after graduation certainly does not apply to AUC. The Egyptian market and other markets in the Gulf are always in search of AUC graduates. Furthermore, the elite supposedly indulge in life styles which the Islamist organizations deplore and condemn. And finally, AUC students are supposedly exposed to western liberal ideas, both because of their education at a liberal arts institution, and because of their direct contact with the West through travel and business relations. And yet, El-Sallab, the “yellow” candidate won the 2005 SU elections by a wide margin, and some could hear “Allahu-Akbars” at the AUC Greek campus to celebrate his victory. Then, what exactly is going on?
The Young Egyptian Elite: an empirical study
This section analyzes data collected in the American University in Cairo during Spring 2006. The objective of the analysis is to examine levels of religiosity among AUC students and to examine the influence of Islamic orientations on attitudes towards democracy and political Islam. It aims to see what factors have an influence over this openness/antagonism towards the rule of an Islamist, and whether the increasing levels of religiosity could be one such factor rendering the young Egyptian elite more open to the possibility of giving Islamists a chance in government. This is only the first phase of a larger study. In this phase, only a limited number surveys distributed, and therefore, the results of this survey will need to be tested again once the second phase starts, and a larger sample is collected.
Operationalization: 

Twenty questions were asked in the survey in order to cover both dependent and independent variables. In measuring receptiveness/antagonism towards the possibility of having an Islamist in government, I asked interviewees about their positions on Islam becoming political, or, in other words, on Islam being used as a political ideology to organize/shape government and politics in general. I asked direct questions about their endorsement of democracy as the best possible system, and about their views on Islam being compatible will democracy or not. 

An additional issue which I wanted to measure in this research project is whether the elite would directly oppose an Islamist coming to power, even if this was the will of the majority. I also wondered what their attitudes towards democracy would be at a time when Lebanese civilians had just been bombed by one of the only two democracies in the region (Israel, the other being Turkey) with cluster bombs supplied by the United States, Iraq was sinking into civil war, and the bits and pieces of Palestine were as pathetically scattered all over as usual.
The Sample

The sample for “the young Egyptian elite” was taken from students of the AUC. The surveys were distributed within the walls of the AUC campus. After the pretest, the survey was distributed to forty-eight students. 40% of interviewees were male, 60% female. It was important that both sexes be represented in the survey, but since sex was not an intended variable, I did not ensure that the male/female ratio be 50/50. Likewise, religion would not be a variable in my hypothesis, but I made sure Christians were represented. 
Findings
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Hypothesis One: A higher level of religiosity will translate into a higher receptiveness towards having an Islamist come to power. While the reverse of the hypothesis is highly supported by the data, (that the less religious (indifferent) would be less likely to give an Islamist a chance to rule the country), the data show us that the most religious (red) do not move directly to a position of unconditioned support to Islamists coming to power. In fact, the same percentage (40%) of the most religious said they would give the Islamists a chance “under certain conditions” as the percentage of those who said they definitely would. In fact, we see that regardless of level of religiosity (except for the indifferent towards religion), most students would give Islamists a chance to govern the country under certain conditions. In the percentages table we can see that along levels of religiosity the percentage of those giving a chance to Islamists under certain conditions is higher than those from the same category of religiosity who “definitely” would give a chance to Islamists, except in the category of the most religious, where the percentage for giving Islamists a chance under certain conditions is equal to the percentage of those who would “definitely” give them a chance. In conclusion, there is proof for the inverse of this hypothesis (less religious, less likely to give an Islamist a chance), however, for the hypothesis itself there is not strong enough support by the data.  The hypothesis was not supported by the evidence.
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However, in the above chart we are able to appreciate that the most religious respondents do agree with the idea that Islam should also deal with government and politics. To this point we can make an early interpretation of the results. This chart may suggest that for respondents Islam and Islamists are not necessarily the same. While the most religious do not unconditionally support Islamists, here we can see they do support in principle the idea of Political Islam.
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In this chart we can also see a relation between level of religiosity and providing the Islamists an opportunity to form political parties. Most “strongly-committed”, “religious” and “moderately practicing” students agree that Islamists should be allowed to form political parties. It is important to note however that the fact that they agree with this idea in principle, does not mean that they would necessarily vote for an Islamists candidate, even if Islamists had parties (as suggested by chart number one), fact which may move us a little bit a way from the religiosity variable into the variable related to opinions of democracy and the political freedoms it entails. 
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Hypothesis Two: A stronger agreement with democracy being the best possible system will lead to less receptiveness towards voting for an Islamist candidate. The data in this chart is a bit complex. Forty percent of the most committed to the idea of democracy as the best political system would never give an Islamist a chance but another 40% of them say they would give them a chance under certain conditions. While this is not a very strong indication of the validity of this hypothesis, we do see on the other hand that only a 20% of the most committed to the idea of democracy would definitely vote for an Islamist. Yet if we take the second category of agreement with the idea of democracy we see that the great majority (66.7) of them would indeed give Islamists a chance even if under certain conditions. 
Again, as seen above, the inverse of this hypothesis is true: the less committed the respondent is to the ideal of democracy, the more likely he is to give an Islamist a chance. But the hypothesis as originally presented is not supported enough by the evidence presented in the data. 
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This chart may be a better indication of the validity of the hypothesis, because rather than asking a direct question about democracy, respondents were asked about an attitude that is strongly linked to democratic behavior, namely, the respect of the will of the majority. However, again in this chart we see that the trend is consistent with what we have seen above: most respondents, regardless of level of agreement with the principle of abiding by the will of the majority lean towards giving Islamists a chance under certain conditions. In all levels of agreement the greatest percentage went to giving Islamists a chance under certain conditions, which further supports the conclusion reached in the previous chart. This hypothesis is not supported by the data. 
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Hypothesis Three: Those who view the Muslim Brotherhood as moderates are more likely to vote for an Islamist than those who do not. With the categories of never giving a chance to an Islamist a chance to govern the country, and giving them a chance, we can see that the data proves the hypothesis that those who view the Muslim Brother as moderates are more likely to vote for Islamists in elections. However here again we see that the overwhelming majority of people would give Islamists a chance to govern the country under certain conditions regardless of how they view the Muslim Brotherhood. 66.7% of respondents who view the MB as moderate, and 53.8% of those who view them as radical are willing to give Islamists a chance under certain conditions. This suggests that a significant number of AUCians are aware of the distinct types of Islamists, since even though many see the MB as radical, they would still be willing to give Islamists (other Islamists?) a conditional chance. There is some  support for this hypothesis.
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Hypothesis Four: The most religious people are the more they will see that keeping Islam outside of modern day politics would be safer for Islam. A majority of “religious” respondents (57.1%) believe that it is safer to keep Islam outside of modern day politics. Although more “strongly-committed” Muslims believed that the statement was not true, note that a very large percent of them (40%) agreed with the stat
ement. On the other hand less religious respondents disagree with the statement. Therefore, there is significant support for the hypothesis that the more religious people are, the more they will agree with the perception that keeping Islam out of modern day politics is safer.
Conclusions
The controversial 2005 Student Union elections at AUC raised several question regarding the role of religion in politics, and they challenged the commonly held notion that the elites are impervious to the appeal of Islam in political matters.  This study has attempted to provide answers to some of these questions through the use of survey methodology.

 Islamism, the use of Islam as a political ideology, has been on the rise during the past three to four decades. (Esposito, 1997) As Egypt takes small steps towards political liberalization we see the Muslim Brotherhood, the major Islamist organization in Egypt, taking advantage of the new situation to increase its political power and improve their relative political standing. Their major constituency allegedly comes from the middle, middle-lower and lower classes, but what we know about the political opinions of the elite regarding having Islamists come to power in Egypt is limited. It appears as if the antagonism of the elite to Political Islam has been taken as a given. 
However, the fact is that there is not enough scholarly work done that can shed light over what is really happening concerning the political opinions of the elite; whether they have stagnated, or whether they are undergoing some type of transformation.  On the one hand we know that society is increasingly religious in Egypt (Ibrahim, SE, 2002) and that the upper classes are also part of this trend. Yet we do not know for sure if this increase of religiosity is affecting the views of the political elite regarding Islamism. With a lack of “a systematic and coherent understanding of the connections between religion and politics”, particularly among the elites, this research has aimed at being a pioneer in an area that is understudied. (Tessler and Nachtwey, 1998)
Moreover, apart from learning about the political opinions of the elite regarding Islamism, this study intended to shed some light over the distinction between levels of religiosity and Islamic orientations among the elite. I knew from participant observation and from reviewing related literature that the views regarding Political Islam differed according to Islamic orientations and not necessarily according to levels of religiosity. For example, those with an MB orientation would favor giving Islam a role in modern day politics, while those with a so-called Wahhabi orientation would favor a more apolitical form of Islam. Interestingly, to a significant degree these differences were mirrored in the results of this research project. 

Although no scientific study has been carried out to examine whether different Islamic Orientations (modernists, “Wahhabis” or Salafis) are present at AUC, one can see in the result of the survey a distinction between those who see themselves as “religious” and those who see themselves as “strongly committed” (a degree above “religious”)
, reflected in their attitudes towards a number of things. Although the limitations of this research may render some of the findings relatively imprecise, the findings actually supported the available literature. Namely, support for political Islam is ultimately dependent upon religious orientations and not level of religiosity. I was able to reach this conclusion by not taking the answers of the respondents in isolation, but rather by contextualizing them and relating them to attitudinal variables tested in the survey.
Respondents with an Islamic orientation suggestive of a Salafi source of reference prefer not to interfere in politics and are not active at all. They support the fact that Islam in principle has a political side to it (it should deal with government and politics), but when it comes to the current political reality, they see that the system is corrupted and anti-Islamic and that it is best for Islam to stay out of it until it changes. In this study, a very large percentage of the “strongly-committed” agreed with the statement that Islam should deal with government and politics in principle, however when they were asked whether they would give an Islamist a chance to rule the country not only were they reluctant to say yes, but also 20% of them said that they would never give an islamist a chance. 
Muslims with a modernist orientation (as that associated with Sheikh Al Qaradawi and the Muslim Brotherhood) do not advocate for a deep systemic change of the existing political arrangements, rather, they want Islamists to integrate into the political process. In this study the first chart in the first hypothesis indicated that a 14.3% of the “religious” were definitely willing to give the Islamists a chance, while 85.7% would under certain conditions. Quite significantly, no “religious” respondents said they would never give Islamists a chance, unlike the 20% of those who viewed themselves in category above them in religiosity. Why would a significant segment of the supposedly most religious respondents not give a chance to Islamists? Would we not tend to think that the strictest Muslims would want an Islamist government? The answer to this question is the conclusion reached in this study:  support for Political Islam is not dependent upon levels of religiosity, but on Islamic orientations. The immediate implication of such a conclusion is that more attention will need to be paid in the future to the nuances within Islamic orientations, in order to measure the real constituency of Islamist groups and hopefully acquire a better understanding of the future of Political Islam in the region as a whole.
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� Danana was a Muslim, and had Muslim supporters. Both candidates denied and condemned the use of religion for campaigning purposes. It was clear the situation was not meant to become the way it did, but it got out of hand.





� As I acknowledge, there are not any rigorous studies to determine these distinction within the AUC community, however before I conducted this study I already had some knowledge of their presence from talking to students and faculty and from observing different practices in a number of different issues such as social relations or dress. Their opinions on several contentious points within Islamic jurisprudence also suggest the categories they’d be classified under if academic labels were applied.
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