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In the ten years since the Arab Spring, President Sisi has transformed the country 
into a military-backed “populocracy,” an authoritarian form of government with 

populist aspirations and power centralized in one person. 

[Note: this is an excerpt from a longer piece published by the Instituto per gli Studi di 
Politica Internazionale (ISPI).] 

The protests that began in Egypt on January 25, 2011, resulted in a coup-volution, 
and the country has since developed into a populocracy, the latest in a pattern of 
authoritarian persistence. The military exploited a genuine popular movement in 
2011 to unseat former president Hosni Mubarak, who had threatened the military’s 
primordial place in the state by grooming his son for succession. Once the 
coup-volution removed this threat, and once Egypt’s first freely elected president was 
removed from power in 2013, the administration of President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
proceeded to lengthen and deepen the military’s hold on power with the veneer of a 
popular mandate. 

The pathway to populocracy indicates how civil-military relations have shaped the 
country. Egyptians are worse off in 2021 than they were in 2011, with fewer 
freedoms, less economic opportunity, and worse human development, but Egyptians 
who remember the tumult of the Arab Spring are loth to challenge Sisi’s rule, 
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suggesting that a change in Egypt’s populocracy is unlikely any time soon. It may 
even be a generation before Egyptians forget 2011 and, once again fed up with their 
dwindling lot, throw off the ruler of the day in favor of whatever or whoever comes 
next. 

Changes in Civil-Military Relations 

Three changes in civil-military relations have corresponded with the consolidation of 
Egypt’s populocracy. The first is that the military in general, and the Sisi 
administration in particular, adopted an unyielding stance on dissent. They learned 
from the failures of the Mubarak administration. When protests organized offline 
grew into large protests organized on social media, they caught police by surprise, 
and emboldened protesters marched on Tahrir and lit the tinderbox of revolution. 
The lesson to military leaders was clear: take an unyielding stance against popular 
dissent or suffer the same fate as Mubarak. What few protests have arisen have 
been summarily repressed, and the Sisi administration has not shied away from 
using force to do so, an unyielding approach to dissent that is critical to Egypt’s 
populocracy. 

The second change in civil-military relations is that the Sisi administration has 
cultivated an alliance with like-minded states such as Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates. This external support has allowed Sisi to deflect domestic calls for 
change and underwrite one of the largest military buildups in Egypt’s history. There 
is a populist element to these alliances, as well. The 2013 removal of former 
president Mohammed Morsi reinforced the narrative of Egypt as a secular, 
anti-Islamist nation and allowed Sisi to position himself as a defender of the national 
will. Billions of dollars of fiscal and monetary support from the UAE and Saudi Arabia 
reinforced this anti-Islamist stance and helped Sisi consolidate Egypt’s populocracy. 

A third change in civil-military relations that has reinforced populocracy is the 
Egyptian military’s increasing influence over the economy. Building on a pattern that 
began in the 1970s, military companies and contractors have garnered an 
ever-expanding role in the civilian economy. The military distorts the economy’s 
transparency and development, allowing the Sisi administration to solidify the 
support of military officers who benefit. A new ruling class of military officers has 
risen up, and the military’s prominence squeezes out opportunities for genuine 
economic development, makes it harder for the military to extricate itself from 
business and power, and leads to the squandering of capital. 

Simplified Civil-Military Relations 

The consolidation of Egypt’s populocracy has made civil-military relations much 
simpler in 2021 than they were in 2011. The Egyptian military does not worry about 
an assertive interior ministry or an independent president to challenge its hold on 

2 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13510340802362612
https://www.pri.org/stories/2011-02-13/behind-egypts-revolution-youth-and-internet
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/01/12/egypt-consolidating-repression-under-al-sisi
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/83401
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20160423-uae-allocates-4bn-grant-to-egypt/
https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/egypts-military-under-al-sisi-unravelling-factional-politics-28501
http://www.tawazun.net/english/blog1.php?id=352-tw
https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781498571661/How-Militaries-Learn-Human-Capital-Military-Education-and-Battlefield-Effectiveness
http://www.tawazun.net/english/blog1.php?id=576-tw
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/And-Then-All-Hell-Broke-Loose/Richard-Engel/9781451635126
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691641287/the-egypt-of-nasser-and-sadat
http://cup.columbia.edu/book/militarizing-the-nation/9780231170635
https://carnegie-mec.org/2019/11/18/owners-of-republic-anatomy-of-egypt-s-military-economy-pub-80325
https://mena-advisors.com/2021/01/state-support-hinders-egypts-private-sector
https://carnegie-mec.org/2020/10/26/egypt-s-emerging-ruling-class-pub-83025
https://carnegie-mec.org/2020/10/26/egypt-s-military-as-spearhead-of-state-capitalism-pub-83010
https://carnegie-mec.org/2020/10/26/egyptian-economy-in-clutches-of-deep-state-pub-83027
https://carnegie-mec.org/2020/10/26/armed-forces-in-power-and-in-business-pub-83030
https://youtu.be/JhBQRQ3yZXE


 

power. A distortive influence on the economy, the support of regional allies, and an 
unyielding approach to dissent maintain the military’s hold on power, because 
Egyptians remember the tumult of the Arab Spring and have little stomach to revisit 
that uncertain time. In the event that a new generation rises that does not remember 
this uncertainty, but is intimately familiar with repression and lack of opportunity, then 
something new—or at least different—will replace Egypt’s populocracy. 

 

Nathan W. Toronto is the commissioning editor for the Program on Civil-Military 
Relations in Arab States at the Malcolm H. Kerr Carnegie Middle East Center. He is 
the author of How Militaries Learn: Human Capital, Military Education, and Battlefield 
Effectiveness. 
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