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WHERE IS EGYPT HEADED?
by Daniel C. Kurtzer
Over the past few decades, the processes that launched and strategies that unfolded in the early years of U.S.-Egyptian
relations and the peace process have gone through a number of significant changes. In order to appreciate better what has and
has not been accomplished over these years, it is important to understand what both countries sought to achieve. The U.S.Egyptian relationship--despite serious strains, differences of view, and mini-crises--has been one of the most profound and
productive bilateral interactions our country has enjoyed over these years.
Anwar Sadat’s trip to Jerusalem in 1977 remains the unparalleled example of how leadership can, almost single-handedly,
have a transformative effect on intractable conflict situations. To be sure, a decade of peacemaking efforts preceded Sadat’s
diplomatic breakthrough. Gunnar Jarring was the UN peace envoy between 1967-70, tasked with implementing Security
Council Resolution 242, the cornerstone of all peacemaking efforts in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Secretary of State William
Rogers tried his hand at peacemaking in 1969-70 and left behind a peace plan that carries his name and a ceasefire plan that
ended the Israeli-Egyptian war of attrition. The 1970 ceasefire was followed by the build-up to the 1973 Yom Kippur War,
which heralded a period of significant U.S. involvement and the development of a new form of diplomacy. Henry Kissinger
invented shuttle diplomacy, or step-by-step diplomacy, and secured disengagement agreements involving Israel, Egypt, and
Syria. So, Sadat did not act in a political vacuum, but rather within a ten-year context of peacemaking. And yet Sadat is
remembered, as he should be, as a leader who took a leap into the unknown that ended up transforming a political process
into a diplomatic breakthrough.
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW
In 1977, the United States did not seem interested in doing what Sadat ultimately wanted to do, which was to develop a
peaceful relationship with the State of Israel. The U.S. started that year trying to reconvene the Geneva Peace Conference.
Historians still debate whether one of the motivations that drove Sadat to Jerusalem was his antipathy to the idea of going
back to this conference format, in which Egypt’s national interests would likely be subsumed under the lowest common
denominator decision-making of Arab politics. So Sadat went off on his own, in contrast or in reaction to what the U.S. had
tried to do. But the U.S. was agile enough to understand that this breakthrough needed help in order to become a reality, and
U.S. diplomats from the president on down soon caught up with Sadat’s breathtaking gambit. The remainder of 1977-79
became a swirl of diplomacy to consummate the breakthrough Sadat had launched in Jerusalem, culminating in the Camp
David Summit and the peace treaty in 1979 under the sponsorship of the U.S. and with the U.S. as a witness. But success was
never assured, either in the negotiations or in the implementation of the treaty.
Almost immediately, Egypt faced isolation from the Arab world. It became a pariah as the Arabs, rather than acclimating
themselves to Sadat’s initiative, took it upon themselves to oppose what he had done. They cut off diplomatic relations and
assistance, withdrew from Cairo some of the institutions of inter-Arab cooperation such as the Arab League, and demanded
that the UN, for example, withdraw some of its institutions from Egypt. Sadat paid a very heavy price for his diplomatic
breakthrough.
It was an even heavier price for Egyptians, who recalled the period from 1952-79 when Egypt was the unparalleled leader in
the Arab world. Under Gamal Abdel Nasser, Egypt had carried the banner of leadership in not just the Arab world but also
the larger Muslim world, leadership based on its weight within inter-Arab circles and also on its leadership on the Palestine
issue, anti-imperialism, in trying to develop what it called Arab socialism, and in branding itself as the leading party of secular
pan-Arab nationalism. It even had pretenses to carry that banner of leadership in the non-aligned movement and in Africa.
When Sadat rose to power in 1970, and as a backdrop to what was to happen in momentous terms later in that decade, almost
immediately he began to challenge every pillar of Nasser’s policies. In July 1972, after consolidating his own power in the face

of a counter-coup launched by Nasserites who didn’t think Sadat deserved to be a leader, he ordered Soviet military advisors
to leave Egypt, signaling a desire to rebalance Egypt’s relations with the U.S. At the same time, Sadat dispatched his national
security advisor, Hafez Ismail, for two sets of secret talks with Henry Kissinger on ways to break the deadlock between Egypt
and Israel in the Arab-Israeli peace process.
At the same time that Sadat was launching these initiatives, he curbed the bombastic rhetoric that had been emanating for 18
years from the Voice of the Arabs radio in Cairo, which Nasser had used to try to undermine the legitimacy of traditional,
conservative Arab regimes he didn’t like in the Middle East. That radio went silent.
Sadat began dismantling the system of Arab socialism Nasser had tried to introduce, which had not only failed miserably but
which had destroyed the Egyptian economy, substituting in its place what Sadat called the infitah or economic opening. The
idea was that instead of socialism, there would be an opening for the private sector, for a capitalist economy to resume the role
it had played in Egypt before the revolution.
Sadat also experimented with loosening up Egypt’s praetorian governance. The Egyptian military has been the backbone of
Egypt’s political system since the 1952 revolution, but Sadat began to allow a limited number of political parties to develop in
an effort to see whether or not some limited form of political participation could be encouraged. Then in 1977, the final pillar
of Sadat’s policies became evident with his trip to Jerusalem and the breakthrough that led to the 1979 Egyptian-Israeli peace
treaty.
But Sadat did not enjoy only success. By the time of the 1977 breakthrough and certainly by the time of the Egyptian-Israeli
peace treaty, much of what Sadat had tried to construct in the early 1970s was beginning to fall apart. Sadat was simply not
the strongest leader possible in 1977 when he made his trip to Jerusalem. The infitah economic policy had failed to spur
growth and had a destabilizing impact on Egyptian society. In 1977, when the government tried to reduce subsidies on bread
prices, there were massive riots that shook the stability and legitimacy of the regime. (Bread is still subsidized in Egypt to the
degree that it costs the equivalent of $0.01 a loaf.) By the end of the decade, because of the subsidies and the high cost of
maintaining its policies in the face of the Arab boycott, Egypt held almost no foreign currency reserves, and its economy was
in crisis. Sadat’s experiment in political liberalization had given way to a prolonged period of repression of both leftist
(Nasserists and communists) and Islamist (the Muslim Brotherhood and its allies) dissent. The remaining pillar of Sadat’s
strategy--the peace with Israel--also seemed in jeopardy, because it remained a peace between only one Arab state and Israel.
THREE PHASES
When we look at the U.S.-Egyptian relationship, we can divide it into three periods, each with its own distinct characteristics.
The first period, from the late 1970s until the early 1990s, was marked by three strategic objectives. The first was to secure the
peace treaty between Egypt and Israel. In the years 1979-82, the U.S. understood that the treaty’s strategic significance would
be meaningless if it didn’t last as a monument for other countries in the region to emulate. Between the time the treaty was
signed and when it was fully implemented, the U.S. devoted considerable diplomatic time and resources to ensure that the
treaty was implemented fairly and honorably. It participated fully in the intense Israeli-Egyptian negotiations on bilateral
normalization that were called for in the Camp David Accords. Israel and Egypt signed some 48 bilateral agreements during
that period, and the U.S. encouraged the two parties to flesh out the relationship they had developed as a result of the treaty.
The United States also dramatically expanded its military and economic assistance to both Israel and Egypt in that period and
helped create the multinational force of observers that has been in place ever since. It meticulously tracked the progress of the
two sides in fulfilling their treaty obligations. One example tells a large story. At the end of the treaty implementation period
in March 1982, Israel and Egypt agreed on the demarcation of the international border except in the area of Taba, an area of
one square kilometer in the southeastern corner of Sinai. Israel had built a luxury hotel there during its period of occupation,
believing that Taba was part of Israel and would remain so in a peace settlement; Egypt maintained that Taba was part of
Egypt. Coming after a period of more than 20 years of armed conflict between two enemies, a border dispute now threatened
the basic cornerstones of the treaty. Most territorial disputes at some point or another end in violence. And yet these two
parties were able to resolve the matter through the dispute resolution mechanisms built into the treaty. The U.S. played an
instrumental role in encouraging the two sides to fulfill the treaty’s arbitration obligations, and while it took seven years, the
dispute was resolved peacefully.
Another U.S. strategic imperative during this period was to ensure that Egypt’s economy could emerge from what looked like
imminent bankruptcy, stand on its own feet, and ultimately produce a peace dividend. This was no easy task, for Egypt’s
economy was experiencing great stress in the late 1970s. The U.S. and Egypt decided first to tackle Egypt’s largest challenge,
its infrastructure. Electricity, telecommunications, water, wastewater, and housing simply did not work. There were long
blackouts almost every day, not only in the countryside but also in Cairo and Alexandria. It was nearly impossible to make
international phone calls and a challenge even to call from one end of Cairo to the other. There was insufficient housing to
accommodate the growing population and the mass migration of people into cities. The housing stock that did exist was being
physically undermined by the wastewater and water that was seeping into the foundations, which led to building collapses all
over Cairo. Over the next fifteen years the U.S. and Egypt agreed that U.S. aid would be devoted to improving this
infrastructure. The results were in some cases astounding. Egypt not only built up its electrical power generating capacity, but
also soon became a net exporter of electricity to Jordan, via a pipeline under the Gulf of Aqaba that’s part of the

Mediterranean power grid.
The telecommunications sector underwent a similar revolutionary transformation, resulting in a world-class cellular phone
industry in Egypt. Indeed, when the U.S. put Iraq’s cellular phone contract up for international bid in 2003-04, the winning
company was an Egyptian telecom.
Major water and wastewater projects were also undertaken throughout the country so that Egyptians could be assured of
drinking water and that wastewater was being handled properly.
The second phase of the joint Egyptian-U.S. economic strategy started in the early 1990s, when Egypt committed to major
structural reforms of its economy. The idea was that by liberalizing its economy, it would open up opportunities for jobcreating enterprises. Egypt turned to the International Monetary Fund for help developing a macroeconomic structural
reform program. Before going out as ambassador to Egypt in 1997, in meeting with IMF officials in Washington, I was
pleasantly surprised to see their surprise in characterizing the Egyptian structural reform program as the most successful ever
undertaken by the IMF. They had laid out a number of fairly onerous requirements for Egypt, and Egypt passed each of those
tests, reforming many aspects of its economic policies in order to promote foreign direct investment and to create
opportunities for the private sector. The results of the program were impressive. For example, by the late 1990s about 70
percent of Egyptian economic output was being generated by the private sector.
We are now in the midst of the third phase of this long-term U.S.-Egyptian strategy to assure Egypt’s economic growth and
well-being, and the jury is out on whether this phase is succeeding. The question today is not one of infrastructure, nor is it
still a matter of simply reforming economic policies. The hard work of creating opportunities and jobs and improving
education and access to public services are the challenges Egypt faces today. Egypt will require more years to turn the corner
and develop an economy that produces quality jobs in an environment of strong regulatory oversight but minimal
governmental control.
The third element of U.S. strategy after Camp David was to transform the U.S.-Egypt strategic relationship and therefore the
relationship between Egypt and the West. This involved in large part substituting American weaponry and U.S. military
doctrine for Soviet weapons and doctrine. The thinking behind this goal was straightforward: for Egypt to be able to
withstand the pressures of its isolation within the Arab world and to build strategic ties with the U.S. that would not be
unidirectional--i.e., to build strategic ties in which both partners would contribute something to the relationship -- Egypt
needed enough military power to be a player in the region, but not enough to threaten Israel. Over the next thirty years, U.S.
security assistance programs helped Egypt achieve these goals. The Egyptian military is a credible, well-equipped force, fully
interoperable with U.S. forces.
Meanwhile, Egypt has maintained its military and security commitments under the peace treaty, both in letter and spirit, and
there has been no serious violation of the military annex of the treaty. In the 1991 Gulf War, when the U.S. assembled an
international coalition of allies to repel Iraq’s aggression against Kuwait, it called upon Egypt to contribute forces, and Egypt
sent two fighting divisions to the front that fought alongside U.S. forces. They were fully interoperable with ours, they
acquitted themselves well, they were able to maintain and use the weaponry, and they understood the nature of a complex
modern military engagement. Equally and perhaps even more important, Egypt offered then, as it continues to do now, the
facilities, rights of over-flight, and Suez Canal transits that are of crucial importance to U.S. forces deploying to or returning
from the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean. Even when the two countries disagree with each other on policy, as we do with
respect to Iraq, there has never been a question of Egypt’s willingness to offer this military assistance to the U.S.
LOOKING FORWARD
This brief historical overview underscores the importance of the 30-year bilateral Egypt-U.S. relationship. It’s important not
just for what has been achieved, but also what it stands for as we look ahead. Our two countries, notwithstanding widelydivergent political cultures and a history of political and policy differences, have managed to find common ground on three
important objectives--peace, economic development, and strategic relations.
Two contentious issues remain on our agenda and need to be addressed. The first involves sometimes intense differences
related to the issue of Palestine and the Arab-Israeli conflict. Egypt charges the U.S. with “double standard” behavior--that is,
judging Palestinians and other Arabs more harshly than Israel. Egypt wants the U.S. to press Israel to stop settlement activity
and to implement UN resolutions on the conflict. Egypt was particularly frustrated by the inaction of the Bush administration
on the peace process during its first seven years, when the U.S. backed away almost entirely from diplomatic engagement.
For its part, the United States has expressed concern about the nature of the “cold peace” between Egypt and Israel. Even if
the security provisions of the treaty have been observed meticulously, almost none of the other treaty provisions relating to
normal relations between the two sides has been carried out. There have been ambassadors, but almost no tourism, business
relations, or culture ties between Egypt into Israel. The U.S. wants to see a more proactive and fair role by Egypt in
supporting peace efforts, with Egypt not only acting as an advocate for Palestinian positions but helping the U.S. act as an
honest broker and third-party mediator.
The second area of recurrent tension between the U.S. and Egypt relates to Egypt’s slow progress toward political
liberalization and democratization. During the Bush administration, this issue heated up to a boiling point, as the

administration defined “transformational change”--its phrase denoting rapid movement toward democracy--as a high priority
U.S. foreign policy objective.
For Egypt’s leaders since the revolution, two imperatives have trumped all other political considerations. The first is insistence
on political independence. Egypt is a proud country with a very long history. It will not enter into a formal alliance with
anyone, West or East, and it will not turn over any part of its territory to foreign control. It is extraordinarily jealous of its
sovereignty prerogatives, as are many countries that emerged from colonial rule. In this respect, U.S. pressure to democratize-while seen by Washington as an extension of the political liberalism that has guided our republic--is seen by Egypt as a
foreign dictate and as interference in its domestic affairs.
A second constant in Egypt’s behavior since 1952 is a strong preference for stability over change. Egypt has always been
essentially a military-agrarian society, traditionally governed by a highly centralized political system whose main purpose in
history until very recently has been to control the regulation and distribution of water in the Nile Valley Basin. After the 1952
revolution, the strong penchant for domestic stability remained a constant, even when Egypt’s foreign policy was dynamic and
revolutionary. Egypt’s three rulers since the revolution--Nasser, Sadat and Hosni Mubarak--have seen their role largely as
maintaining stability and ensuring public order.
In this context, what the U.S. touts as the genius of our democracy and political culture--openness to change, ability to deal
with offsetting centers of power, the distribution of governing power among three branches of government and at three levels
of government, federal, state and local--these attributes are seen by Egyptian leaders as potentially undermining stability and
upsetting the social order.
In many respects, the U.S.-Egypt dialogue on democratization is really a “duologue” of two independent monologues,
stemming from two very different political cultures, in which neither side is clearly listening to the other. This is not an
academic issue for either. President Mubarak is now 80 years old, so Egypt will face a presidential succession in the period
ahead. That succession is likely to be stable, no matter who emerges as president. But the process of choosing the president and
the openness of the system to new entrants and to really fair balloting and domestic political change are issues that are not yet
settled. Michele Dunne of the Carnegie Endowment posed these questions in an article recently against the backdrop of regime
efforts to intimidate opposition parties and to engineer the electoral system so as to guarantee the result preferred by the
regime.1 The answers to these questions are as yet unknown, but will tell us a great deal about Egypt’s readiness to confront
change.
Two critical questions thus emerge from this overview of U.S.-Egyptian relations. First, what are the long-term prospects for
the bilateral relationship? Can our two countries sustain a set of basic understandings that will enable us to continue to build
on this thirty-year strategic relationship? Second, will the issues that plague our bilateral ties--the peace process and the
debate over democratization--be manageable? Can we find a way to differ without affecting the core of our relations, or will
differences ultimately erode the foundations on which our relationship exists?
These questions are inextricably bound together. One of the most persistent aspects of our foreign policy and political culture
has been the notion that democracy is an idea that other countries ought to embrace. Walter Russell Mead of the Council on
Foreign Relations has described four strains of thinking in U.S. policy that reappear almost no matter who sits in the White
House--what he calls the Hamiltonians, who favor an alliance between national government and big business; the Wilsonians,
who look to America’s moral obligation and interest to spread American values and the rule of law throughout the world; the
Jeffersonians, who seek to safeguard democracy at home and avoid unsavory allies and policies that increase the risk of war;
and the Jacksonians, who emphasize our physical security and economic well-being, and while not seeking a fight, will not shy
from one and will go all out to win, if provoked.2 All of our presidents have a little bit of all of these attributes in them. Our
friends, as well as our adversaries, need to study this and understand the motivations that drive American leaders.
But by the same token, it behooves us to try to understand the political history and social culture that motivate the policies of
other countries. Egypt is and will remain a land of contrasts, where rich and poor, urban elites and rural fellahin, Westernized
business executives and Islamic fundamentalists, “Egypt-firsters” and pan-Arab nationalists will co-exist in a mosaic held
together by a common past and a strong central government.
So what is to be done? First, we must recognize the value to both of us of the intimate bilateral relationship we have
constructed over thirty years--that is, to avoid as much as possible escalating problems and differences into crises.
Second, both sides need to improve their ability to listen to each other. In our dialogue with Egypt, we need to listen to each
other much more carefully.
Third, we have a mutual interest in working together, constructively, toward an Arab-Israeli peace settlement. Better use can
be made of more positive Egyptian-Israeli relations as a demonstration effect for a comprehensive peace settlement.
Fourth, it would be wise for Egyptians to undertake their own internal assessment of the value of political liberalization, not
one choreographed or coming under pressure from the outside. They need to shut out the noise from the outside and to look at
1 Michele Dunne, “A Post-Pharaonic Egypt?” The American Interest, Sept.-Oct. 2008.
2 Walter Russell Mead, Special Providence, Knopf, 2001.

themselves in a mirror. Egypt is in the midst of an interesting and challenging period in its modern political history, when
there is uncertainty over succession, a serious threat internally from the Muslim Brothers and like-minded friends, and where
nascent movements for political reform such as the Kifaya (Enough) movement or the Ghad (Future) party are seeking
legitimacy. If Egyptians prefer not to listen to outside advice, then let the debate about reform flourish within Egyptian
society.
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