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Since the 2011 revolution in Egypt, much political discourse has centered on an 
Islamist versus non-Islamist dichotomy, leaving leftist youth an under-examined 

subset of  the non-Islamist umbrella. In this research, I focused on educated leftist 
youth in Cairo to provide more insight into the shifting political profile of  this sub-
set of  the Egyptian populace. This study combined qualitative research of  Egypt’s 
modern political history and in-depth assessment of  political analysis produced since 
the 2011 revolution, with interviews of  leftist youth and political analysts in Cairo. 
Findings indicate that leftist youth are decidedly heterogeneous, with a diverse demo-
graphic composition and a discordant set of  views on Egypt’s future and their role 
in it. There are, however, clear and unifying trends in the evolution of  their political 
views. In the years since the uprising, respondents expressed a radical increase in 
anti-military and anti-Muslim Brotherhood sentiments. The majority has abandoned 
political parties and protest movements, with many shifting their efforts to civil soci-
ety and other forms of  activism. The majority also view leftist youth, on the whole, 
as largely disillusioned and disengaged. Still, many have persisted in their political 
involvement. Therefore, it is important to analyze both their internal trends and divi-
sions to provide insight into their role in Egypt’s tumultuous political environment.
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Introduct ion1

Dubbed “Om el Dunya” (Arabic for “Mother of  the World”) by 
much of  the Arab world, Egypt’s revolution was a water-
shed in the historic “Arab Spring.”2 In the most populous 
country in the Middle East and North Africa, the January 
25 revolution and its successful ouster of  then President, 
Hosni Mubarak, created a paradigm shift in the way Arab 
populations viewed their relationship to authority, embold-
ening a wave of  uprisings across the region. However, 
after more than four years of  political upheaval, Egypt’s 
political future remains woefully uncertain. What started in 
Egypt’s public squares as a united movement with concrete 
demands for bread, freedom and social justice, has since 
been obscured beyond recognition. Marred by political 
and religious fragmentation, rapid political turnover, and 
increasing authoritarianism, many today wonder if  Egypt’s 
revolution has indeed failed, and where the youth are that 
once carried it.3 With young people making up the majority 
of  Egypt’s population, the revolution’s early impetus was 
thought by many to be partially credited to widespread 
mobilization of  what has come to be called Egypt’s “New 
Left youth,” or the rising youth generation of  leftists (Cole 
487). Juan Cole, a leading American scholar and prominent 
historian of  the modern Middle East describes how it was 
groups such as “April 6, Kifaya and other New Left groups 
[that] had pioneered a successful set of  repertoires of  col-
lective action,” culminating in the ouster of  Mubarak on 
February 11 (489).

In the political transition that followed, Egypt’s array of  
revolutionary youth movements received very little rep-
resentation in the political process. Still, youth remained 
heavily engaged in politics in the public sphere, crafting 
their campaigns to respond to the rapidly shifting political 
landscape. More than two years after the revolution began, 
liberal and leftist youth movements were once again at the 
forefront of  Egyptian politics, leading nationwide cam-
paigns calling for the ouster of  Egypt’s first democratically 
elected president, Mohammed Morsi. Today however, 

1. This paper was completed in the winter of  2014. Therefore, references to the political 
landscape, particularly as it relates to the Muslim Brotherhood’s influence, are reflective of  
that time frame. Since then, the Muslim Brotherhood’s influence has declined dramatically.

2. For the purposes of  this paper I use the term “revolution” to refer to the social movement 
that resulted in the downfall of  then President Hosni Mubarak in early 2011. Many prefer 
the term “uprising” due to perceived failures of  the revolution and allegations of  external 
influences. However, one of  their primary goals of  the revolution was achieved and it is still 
early. Historically, revolutions have taken many years to succeed. It is, therefore, premature to 
judge its success. I use the term “uprising” to refer specifically to the political activity leading 
up to the revolution.

3. Youth in reference to Egyptian politics is typically a broad and fluid concept that usually 
includes teenagers and young adults as old as 30.

Egypt’s youth is not only conspicuously absent from the 
political sphere, it has also largely vanished from the public 
sphere as well. Mustafa Hashem, an Egyptian journalist 
specializing in protest movements and political Islam notes 
that much of  Egyptian “youth are losing their faith in the 
political process, and their participation rates are plung-
ing” (2014). While much of  the country has been swept 
up in a fervor of  fiercely anti-Islamist, military populism, 
it is unclear how Egypt’s New Left youth will fit into the 
current political situation. What is clear, however, is that in 
a country where youth make up the largest portion of  the 
population, their political perceptions are a crucial indicator 
of  what Egypt’s political future has in store (Allam 2014). 
While Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and Islamist youth will 
likely continue to be marginalized, at least in the near future, 
Egypt’s New Left youth could be an important factor in 
deciding the direction of  Egypt’s political transition. The 
critical question thus emerges: What will that direction be? 
In an attempt to begin answering this seminal question, I 
explored the social make-up and sociopolitical perceptions 
of  this dynamic subset of  the Egyptian populace, seeking 
to identity what, if  any, major political shifts may have 
occurred over the last several years, focusing in particular on 
Cairo’s educated, leftist youth. Secondarily, I explored what 
some of  the major causes of  those changes in sociopolitical 
perceptions have been, and what the potential implications 
of  these changes might be.

Many have written about the struggles facing democratic 
reform in Egypt over the last couple of  years, providing 
insights on Egypt’s political institutions, prominent political 
figures, and general political overtones of  the population. 
Few, however, have focused exclusively on the New Left 
youth. Particularly in light of  their largely informal role in 
state politics, coupled with sporadic increases in political 
action, there have yet to be conclusive studies on their 
behavior. Yet it is not difficult to see the empirical signif-
icance of  this research topic. Beyond its implications for 
understanding the leftist youth role in Egypt’s political tran-
sition, this research provides insight on ideological shifts 
taking place in one of  the Arab world’s most influential 
states. An understanding of  the political perceptions of  
this young generation of  leftists has the potential not only 
to provide practical insights into the political direction of  
Egypt’s transition, but also that of  its neighboring Arab 
countries. We have seen in the past that much of  the Arab 
world looked to Egypt as a cultural and political model, as 
was arguably still the case during the “Arab Spring.” With 
Egypt’s broad transnational influence, it is even more cru-
cial that we develop a nuanced understanding of  Egypt’s 
leftist youth.
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Although political trends are rapidly shifting in the midst of  
so much turmoil, this research provides a window into the 
perspectives of  a distinct segment of  Egyptian society and 
how their role in Egypt’s transition process will continue to 
impact Egypt’s political future while informing our broader 
understanding of  the leftist social movements taking place 
across the Arab world. Additionally, in analyzing the causes 
of  major sociopolitical shifts, this research allows us to pre-
dict how these sociopolitical perceptions may continue to 
change in response to causal factors.

Methods

For this research, I used a mixed method approach, in two 
phases. The first phase included qualitative research about 
modern Egyptian political history and an in-depth assess-
ment of  recent political changes. Credible statistics about 
the Egyptian populace and their political views are unfortu-
nately difficult to come across as a result of  governmental 
restrictions imposed upon internal research institutions. 
Therefore, my assessments of  political trends are largely 
qualitative. It is important to analyze the most recent work 
available on the topic. Therefore, in addition to formal aca-
demic literature, I used news articles, opinion pieces, NGO 
reports, policy briefs, and analytical articles from a combi-
nation of  international and Egyptian writers to supplement 
my research. Increasing state repression may limit the free 
expression of  many of  Egypt’s writers today, so this likely 
had an impact on the works available to me. Furthermore, 
while some of  the pieces I use have been translated from 
Arabic, my research is restricted to sources that are either 
written originally in English, or have been translated for dis-
tribution to an English speaking audience, which may also 
have impacted the scope of  my research. Given the range 
of  Egyptian English language news papers and institutions, 
and access to English translation services, I do not predict 
that this had a major impact on the Egyptian academic work 
that I had access to, though it did have a greater impact on 
the Egyptian journalistic work I had access to. The purpose 
of  this first phase is primarily to accurately analyze and 
contextualize the findings of  phase 2.

For the second phase of  my research design, I conducted a 
series of  qualitative interviews in Cairo that comprised two 
study groups. The first study group was a sample of  leftist, 
educated, Egyptian youth, ranging from 18 to 30 years of  
age. Subjects needed to have completed high school, have 
participated in some form of  political engagement since 
the beginning of  the uprising in 2011, be unaffiliated with 
any Islamist organizations, hold Egyptian citizenship, have 
spent at least half  of  their life living in Egypt, and self  

identify as leftist. The second study group was a small sam-
ple of  scholars and analysts who have either followed or 
participated in Egyptian politics over the last four years, are 
unaffiliated with any Islamist organizations and can speak to 
the trends my research focuses on.

In the six months I spent living in Cairo prior to this 
research, I witnessed significant political changes in Egypt’s 
overall political transition, but also among my Egyptian 
peers’ views. President Morsi was overthrown during my 
second visit. During such rapid political turnover, I was 
surprised by how quickly alliances seemed to shift causing 
virulent cleavages to emerge amid the chaos. The dynamism 
and complexity of  the political situation, and the impas-
sioned commitment of  so many of  the youth activists I met 
spurred my desire to pursue this research.

My field research was conducted over a two-month period 
(July to August of  2014), and interviews were conducted via 
snowball sampling. Due to the crackdown on political dis-
sent, I maintained the anonymity of  all interviewees from 
the youth sample. As for the political analysts I interviewed, 
however, I did include names, with their permission, as 
their opinions are regularly published. Using a semi-struc-
tured qualitative interview format, interviews ranged from 
45 minutes to two hours and typically took place in public 
cafes. Interviews were based on a set of  questions and top-
ics with one set for the youth subjects, and another for the 
analysts. All, however, centered on the four major categories 
listed above: demographics, shifts in political beliefs, politi-
cal involvement, and views on Egypt’s political future. Upon 
completing the interviews and transcribing them, I charted 
the responses to every major question, looking for trends 
across demographic groups, and within answer sets. There 
are 20 interviews altogether, with 17 youth respondents and 
three political analysts: Timothy Kaldas, Wael Eskandar and 
Amro Ali.

While I was able to recruit a diverse set of  interviewees, 
there are a number of  sampling biases that should be con-
sidered. For example, a number of  the requirements for 
subjects of  this study are based on self-reporting, including 
identifying as leftist, socioeconomic status and having been 
politically active in the years following 2010. Therefore, 
there is likely to be variation in how subjects gauged their 
responses. Additionally, the small size of  my sample renders 
statistical analysis an impractical form of  measurement. 
Consequently, trends discussed are not proven to be sta-
tistically significant. It should also be considered that the 
educated class of  Cairo, while diverse, will not represent 
the full economic spectrum of  Egyptian society, and may 
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therefore exclude the views of  Egypt’s most impoverished. 
Finally, women are underrepresented in this sample. While 
young men are often afforded more freedom than their 
female counterparts, and thus are more able to participate in 
public politics, women have played a crucial role in Egyptian 
politics, particularly over the last several years. While no 
relationship appeared to exist between gender and respons-
es, it may have impacted the results. In spite of  these con-
siderations, I believe the results of  this study are significant 
and represent a critical start to what will hopefully be an 
increasing body of  research on this group.

Background

From the birth of  Egypt’s republic in 1952, the relation-
ships between the state, military and Muslim Brotherhood 
have all been deeply interrelated and have arguably rep-
resented the three primary pillars of  Egyptian politics. 
Understanding these relationships is essential to under-
standing Egypt’s current political landscape. At the outset 
of  the 1952 revolution, a group of  military officers, known 
as the Free Officers, overthrew King Farouk with the assis-
tance of  the Muslim Brotherhood, a transnational Islamist 
organization founded in Egypt, which by that point, had 
already existed in Egypt for more than two decades (Soage 
2010). This appeared to be a strategic relationship, gaining 
the Free Officers the moral backing of  one of  Egypt’s larg-
est Islamist organizations, while the Muslim Brotherhood 
sought to benefit from aligning itself  with Egypt’s new 
rulers with a direct line of  influence to begin implementing 
Islamic law and establishing a more traditionally Islamic 
society (Soage 2010). This alliance quickly deteriorated, 
however, as the newly installed government reneged on 
many of  its promises to Brotherhood leadership who were 
quick to become a formidable opposition. The Brotherhood 
would soon pay a heavy price for its political dissent, which 
resulted in a massive and violent crackdown. These events 
are characteristic of  the cyclical and volatile political rela-
tionship the Muslim Brotherhood has maintained with the 
state and military power elites ever since (Soage 2010). Over 
the years, the Brotherhood garnered massive popular sup-
port through their charity work, religious zeal, support for 
the Palestinian cause, and appeal to lower and middle class 
Egyptians whose struggles went largely unaddressed by the 
national government. As a result, the Brotherhood came to 
represent a major threat to the state’s political legitimacy, 
as well as a broad constituency that the state was eager to 
co-opt. Thus, each of  Egypt’s past presidents periodically 
decided to appease Brotherhood leadership to varying 
degrees in order to quiet opposition, appeal to the more 
Islamist segments of  Egyptian society and maintain strate-

gic political alliances (Moneim 1982). Interspersed between 
each period of  improved relations, however, were periods 
of  extensive, violent state crackdowns and political repres-
sion of  the Muslim Brotherhood leaders and its mem-
bers. These crackdowns included violent clashes, sweeping 
arrests, torture of  prisoners, and even death sentences of  
select Brotherhood leaders. These campaigns were typically 
conducted alongside a wave of  demonizing anti-Islamist 
rhetoric, creating within the Brotherhood a hardened expe-
rience of  relentless political repression.

In spite of  its precarious position in state politics, the 
Muslim Brotherhood continued to be the state’s largest 
and most well organized political opposition, maintaining 
significant popular support. Meanwhile, the role of  the 
military was far more consistent in Egypt, with one of  the 
closest civil-military relationships in the region. As Bassma 
Kodmani describes it, the military’s role over the last forty 
years has been “that of  a kingmaker” (Kodmani 3). While 
the Egyptian government is technically a civil government, 
each president has hailed directly from the military, the 
minister of  defense is required to be a military official, and 
military spending is kept private and is in no way subject 
to legislative or civilian oversight of  any kind (Frisch 2-13, 
193). Additionally, the military is deeply involved in the 
country’s economic affairs (Albrecht 2). It has been esti-
mated that the military owns anywhere from ten to forty 
percent of  the Egyptian economy (Fleishman 2012). It also 
benefits from broad public support. Largely as a result of  
the Arab-Israeli wars, the military has shorn up massive 
nationalistic support, and has long been the cornerstone of  
Egyptian national pride (Anderson 2011).

Under Mubarak, a number of  changes took place that 
facilitated the 2011 revolution and the political alliances 
that were established in its wake. Mubarak reduced politi-
cal repression against the Brotherhood, allowing them to 
expand their role as a prominent political actor, largely 
through union leadership positions (Soage 2010). Although 
this changed with yet another severe crackdown in 2010, 
the years of  capacity building that preceded this crackdown 
were fundamental in propelling it to the power position 
it had after the revolution. At the same time, President 
Mubarak was largely believed to be grooming his son, 
Gamal, to succeed him as president (Barany 28). Gamal 
would have been the first president without a military back-
ground; instead, he was a young businessman whose eco-
nomic ideologies presented a serious threat to the military’s 
various economic monopolies. This infuriated the military’s 
elite Supreme Council of  the Armed Forces (SCAF), and 
equally infuriated the Egyptian people who saw this as a 
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complete abrogation of  their political process. As a possible 
result of  the increased strain on the president’s relationship 
to the military, Mubarak began working more closely with 
the security apparatus, further alienating and infuriating 
SCAF who, historically, had always been the most privi-
leged institution among Egypt’s power elites (Barany 28). 
These affronts to their power undoubtedly played into the 
military’s eventual decision to back the anti-Mubarak pro-
testors in February 2011. Meanwhile, Mubarak’s perceived 
disregard for the political process served as a major rallying 
point for the newly formed liberal and leftists youth groups 
such as the April 6 Movement and Kefaya (Cole 489).

In the years that followed Egypt’s 2011 revolution, various 
informal political partnerships were forged and dismantled, 
yet all were primarily to the exclusion of  those liberal and 
leftist youth movements that were so central to the upris-
ing’s initial outbreak. As these movements became increas-
ingly alienated from the political process, their perceptions 
of  the political actors in power inevitably shifted over time. 
When SCAF originally took over as the interim government 
after Mubarak’s ouster, the majority of  Egypt’s New Left 
youth were fairly supportive, viewing SCAF as party to 
the revolutionary cause. One of  the most common chants 
to be heard at the time was “eid waheda” meaning one hand; 
short for the military and the people are one hand (Asad 275). 
However, those sentiments rapidly declined as it became 
more apparent that SCAF had formed an informal alliance 
with the Muslim Brotherhood to their exclusion (Tadros 
24). The two most powerful institutions in the country had 
effectively come together for a power sharing agreement. 
This move enraged young liberal and leftist activists who 
felt not only excluded from the political process, but also 
betrayed by the blatant opportunism of  both the military 
and the Muslim Brotherhood. During SCAF’s rule, which 
lasted a year longer than it had initially promised, increasing 
social unrest, protests and state violence further solidified 
the tensions between SCAF and the New Left youth.

Egypt’s first democratic elections following the revolution 
had a similar disillusioning effect on leftist youth groups. 
The Muslim Brotherhood’s political wing, the Freedom and 
Justice Party, selected Mohammed Morsi as their presiden-
tial candidate. The Morsi campaign did significant outreach 
to youth groups, seeking to ensure his victory over his 
opponent, Ahmed Shafik, a former member of  Mubarak’s 
regime. While many were apprehensive about the prospects 
of  an Islamist president, they were willing to support him 
in order to prevent a candidate with such strong ties to the 
recently overthrown regime from coming back into power. 
Thus, many liberal and leftist groups became party to the 

Fairmont Group (Tadros 24). This was a coalition between 
many of  the liberal, leftist and Islamist groups with the 
Muslim Brotherhood based on the agreement that these 
groups would support Morsi’s candidacy in exchange for 
which Morsi would establish a national salvation govern-
ment with representatives from each group. This coalition 
with the new Muslim Brotherhood leadership rapidly col-
lapsed. After helping to win Morsi’s election, the Fairmont 
Group was largely cast aside as Morsi’s administration 
successfully pushed a constitution through that was largely 
viewed as serving an Islamist agenda, followed by a con-
stitutional decree granting Morsi sweeping powers. These 
actions led to the dissolution of  the Fairmont Agreement, 
which was followed then by growing nationwide protests. 
The “battles of  Ittihadiya” was seen as another crucial 
turning point, where anti-Morsi protestors staged a sit-in 
in front of  the Presidential palace and were met by armed 
“Muslim Brotherhood militias” (Amar 37). These rounds 
of  protests grew tremendously, carried largely by a grass-
roots movement called Tamarod, (Rebel in Arabic) and 
culminating in the July 3 military overthrow of  Egypt’s first 
democratically elected president and the violent dispersals 
of  pro-Morsi sit-ins resulting in the deaths of  nearly one 
thousand Morsi supporters (Auf, 2013).

The events that transpired following July 3 have resulted in 
some of  the worst internal divisions Egypt has seen. The 
majority of  Egyptians, however, expressed overwhelming 
support for the military takeover, led by Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, 
who would be elected president in 2014. While the leftist 
youth largely favored the ouster of  Mohammed Morsi, 
many still vividly remembered the state violence perpetrated 
against them under SCAF’s rule in 2012 (Eskandar 2014).

With widespread resentment of  the Brotherhood at its peak, 
many supported the violent dispersals of  the Pro-Morsi sit-
ins as well the state’s ongoing crackdown against the Muslim 
Brotherhood (Auf  2013). However, the current Sisi regime’s 
crackdown has expanded far beyond the Brotherhood, tar-
geting many of  the most prominent activists from the leftist 
youth movements as well as journalists, academics, students 
and essentially anyone deemed as potentially in opposi-
tion to the state (Kingsley 2014). In the midst of  so much 
turmoil and a growing fear of  voicing any opposition, the 
voice of  the leftist youth, once chanting for revolutionary 
changes, seems largely drowned out.

Literature Review

The purpose of  this literature review is to do a broad survey 
analysis of  perceived trends in leftist youth politics in recent 
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literature, and in doing so, provide a nuanced context for 
the results of  my study. For the study of  such fluid trends, 
context provides necessary insight into the environment 
from which those trends emerged, what societal factors may 
have influenced those trends, and in turn, what role such 
trends may have on the broader society.

In my exploration of  existing literature on post-revolution 
leftism, I quickly discovered a confounding phenomenon. 
Very often, the sources that dealt with leftism had conflated 
leftism with liberalism, or at the very least, dealt with the 
two political identities in tandem, while failing to qualify 
their analyses with any coherent distinction between the 
two. While this trend does lead to an unfortunate lack of  
nuance, there are a number of  reasons why such a confla-
tion may have come about.

The two ideologies do overlap on some of  the core issues. 
Theoretically, both emphasize a commitment to human 
rights, civil liberties, democratic governance and rule of  
law (Dunne 2013). Particularly in Egypt, they also both 
tend to favor secularization of  the state, at least in theory 
(Kandil 2011). Additionally, neither have been static con-
cepts in Egypt’s political sphere. Political Sociologist Dr. 
Hazem Kandil explains how older generations of  leftists 
frequently joined the liberal ruling elites as a necessary 
partnership against Islamization (2011). Thus, you have 
generations in which the two groups did effectively act as 
one. Furthermore, if  one considers the role of  “revolution-
ary youth,” as many academics and writers did in the years 
following 2011, then the most frequent distinction made 
was between Islamist and non-Islamist revolutionary youth, 
and in that more common binary, leftists and liberals indeed 
fit together under the non-Islamist banner. Still, there are 
important ideological linchpins that distinguish the two 
concepts. Leftism typically suggests a stronger emphasis 
on social and economic justice, a rejection of  capitalism 
and neoliberal economic policies, and a commitment to 
representing the interests of  the poor and working classes. 
Leftism prioritizes the collective welfare and tends to seek 
more radical political change. On the other hand, liberalism 
favors free trade, and in Egypt’s case, reducing trade barriers 
to allow more trade with the Western world. Additionally, 
liberalism promotes individual rights above collective wel-
fare and views pragmatic and incremental change more 
favorably than rapid change. Despite these important dis-
tinctions, because this conflation permeates the discourse 
on Egyptian politics, the majority of  this literature review 
reflects this phenomenon. In this part of  the paper alone, 
I will be using the terms “leftism” and “liberalism” in tan-
dem. While this certainly complicates my topic, it also sheds 

light on the unfortunate lack of  attention paid to leftists as 
their own separate political identity in Egypt today.

As a result of  this ideological conflation, I have divided the 
review into three sections: literature that broadly addresses 
current liberal and leftist politics in Egypt, then more spe-
cifically, literature that addresses liberal and leftist youth pol-
itics in Egypt, and finally, literature that explicitly addresses 
leftist youth politics. In this way, initial observations can be 
drawn both from the literature itself, and from a compari-
son of  the different approaches.

Literature Addressing Liberal/Leftist Politics—Of All 
Age Groups
In the first and broadest section of  literature, there was 
an overwhelming consensus that the majority of  liberals/
leftists had embraced a political outlook defined by extreme 
nationalism, militarism and fascism. As the Egyptian politi-
cal scene became increasingly characterized by strict binaries 
and extreme polarization following the ouster of  President 
Mohammed Morsi, liberals and leftists focused increasingly 
on the secularization of  Egyptian public life. According to 
these writers, this position left them diametrically opposed 
to the Muslim Brotherhood, and thus by default, squarely 
in the pro-military camp (Asad 2013). Presented with the 
ostensible choice of  secular authoritarianism or the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s Islamic republic, this literature describes a 
“crisis of  Egyptian liberalism” in which the majority of  
liberals and leftists ceded their progressive values in favor 
of  Abdel Fattah el-Sisi’s leadership (Kingsley 2014; Asad 
2013; Hellyer 2014; Bitar 2014). The literature further sug-
gests that liberals and leftists have abandoned their support 
for human rights in what many are describing as a grow-
ing normalization of  state violence (Hellyer 2014; Tadros 
2014). As a result of  the liberals’/leftists’ support for now 
President Sisi, this literature suggests that there will be no 
public pressure for any political reconciliation, but rather 
an increasingly brutal crackdown on any alleged dissenters 
(Tadros 2014; Bitar 2014). While some of  the literature 
acknowledges that small fringes of  the liberal and leftist 
camps may have remained true to their values, it suggests 
that these individuals are both disillusioned and inactive.

Literature Addressing Liberal/Leftist Youth Politics
Contrary to this first set of  writers who suggest that military 
populism continues to be the prevailing sentiment across 
the spectrum of  the liberal and leftist Egyptian populace, 
several authors who specifically address the youth segment 
of  liberal/leftist Egyptian society generally suggest the 
opposite. Of  the youth generation, these authors suggest 
that the majority adamantly oppose the current government 
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despite the dangers of  doing so publically (Antoun 2013; 
Fadl 2013; Soueif  2014,). This stark difference between 
the two sections seems to reflect significant divergences 
between the older and youth generations. Many people 
today argue that the older generation, raised with fervent 
military populism and eager for stability, represents the 
bulk of  the support for the military and for President Sisi 
(Antoun 2013; Soueif  2014). Meanwhile, they see a more 
globalized and interconnected youth as less trusting of  the 
state and more passionate about reform and revolution 
(Fadl 2013; Kirkpatrick 2014). Interestingly, this issue of  a 
generation gap is written about extensively in the youth-fo-
cused literature, yet entirely absent in the first section of  
literature.

While these writers attest to greater levels of  continued 
activism than the first set of  writers, they agree that the 
majority of  leftist and liberal youth have indeed become dis-
illusioned and relatively inactive (Fadl 2013; Hashem 2014; 
King 2014). There are numerous factors cited as contribut-
ing to this disillusionment, including a lack of  support from 
the older generation, their own political failures, and their 
increasingly negative perception of  the military as an over-
whelming obstacle to democracy (Cole 2012; King 2014; 
Kirkpatrick 2014). Their inability to form durable coalitions 
has continued to plague liberal and leftist youth, while the 
on-going military crackdown, often targeting youth activists, 
has been a major deterrent to vocal opposition (Fadl 2013; 
Kirkpatrick 2014). Though some of  the writers predict that 
this lull in participation may lead to a permanent hiatus 
from political involvement, others warn that the current 
suppression of  dissent is creating a hotbed of  rebellion 
among the youth that may soon culminate in nationwide 
political chaos (Fadl 2013; Kouddous 2013).

Literature Addressing Leftist Youth Politics
Finally, in the literature that addressed leftist youth spe-
cifically, we see a more in-depth assessment of  how the 
conditions under the current regime have severely impacted 
their political participation. As in the previous sections, 
the literature discussed leftist youths’ inability to mobilize 
effectively due to weak coalition building, impatience with 
low-preforming parties, and splitting from older more 
experienced parties (Choucri 2011; Samak 2011). However, 
their struggles intensified following the July 3 overthrow of  
Mohammed Morsi. According to these writers, many leftist 
parties were split between those who opted to support the 
military and those who remained resolute in their leftist val-
ues and have since been increasingly marginalized (Acconcia 
and Beinin 2013; Michaelson 2014). This marginalization 
has come with mass arrests, prison sentences based on fab-

ricated charges, a law banning unlicensed protests, police 
brutality, and claims of  enforced disappearances (Abaza 
2015; Charbel 2014; Michaelson 2014). As a result, the lit-
erature concludes that fear and disillusionment have indeed 
become rampant among leftist youth and are the primary 
causes of  decreased political participation (Charbel 2014; 
Michaelson 2014). Many of  those still involved now are 
forced to focus their efforts on campaigning for the release 
of  imprisoned colleagues, while others believe they should 
turn their efforts inwards, being active members of  their 
communities and regaining some public support (Charbel 
2014; Michaelson 2014).

The overall sequence of  this literature review reveals some 
preliminary observations about leftist youth and their 
political perspectives. As the sections become increasingly 
specific, we see a clear shift towards viewing them as largely 
oppositional to the current regime and a highly marginalized 
opposition at that. Additionally we see a decreasing empha-
sis on “otherizing” the Muslim Brotherhood, an increasing 
emphasis on a generation gap and a rise in negative senti-
ments towards the military. On a broader scale there seem 
to be three general competing conclusions that emerge 
regarding leftist youths’ role in Egyptian politics: 1) they 
have abandoned their leftist values adopting a nationalist 
support for both the military and the current regime; 2) 
they have become so disillusioned and disempowered that 
they have retreated from political participation entirely; or 
3) that continued activism and festering dissent is growing 
under the weight of  political suppression, and that it may 
soon lead to large scale political action. With these vague 
and contradicting conclusions as a backdrop, my research 
attempts to add clarity and find out first-hand how leftist 
youth self-describe their political role in Egypt today.

Results  and Analys is

Demographics
The two primary pieces of  demographic information I 
observed were socioeconomic status and religiosity. What 
is apparent from these figures is the significant demo-
graphic diversity present in such a small and narrow group. 
Socioeconomic status was self  reported and divided into 
three classifications: lower to lower middle class, middle 
class, and upper middle to upper class. My subject pool 
was almost evenly distributed between the three, with six 
in the first classification, six in the second classification and 
five in the third. This distribution was conducive to ana-
lyzing the role of  socioeconomics in determining political 
perspectives. Given Egypt’s vast economic gap between its 
upper and lower classes, I predicted that class would play a 
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significant role. The data, however, showed something else. 
Respondents were asked to describe their political percep-
tions of  major political actors prior to the revolution and 
today. Looking at these responses alone, there appears to be 
no correlation between socioeconomics and general politi-
cal perceptions, either prior to or post revolution.

Despite the numbers, the interviewees themselves seem to 
tell a different story. Out of  the 12 interviewees who iden-
tified as lower to middle class, two-thirds of  them brought 
up the issue of  class and frustrations with their upper class 
counterparts, while none of  the five who identified as upper 
middle to upper class mentioned class at all. Additionally, 
there are specific instances where socioeconomic status 
does appear to play a more evident role in the data that will 
be addressed later in the results.

Similarly, the results do not indicate any connection between 
religiosity and general political perceptions. Using their own 
terms, two respondents identified as “religious,” three as 
“moderate,” two as “non-practicing,” five as “secular” 
and one as “atheist.” Egypt is one of  the most religious 
countries in the Middle East; therefore such a diverse 
distribution is uncommon for most segments of  society. 
However, regardless of  religiosity, adherents of  leftist polit-
ical ideology advocate for secularization of  the state. It is 
not surprising, therefore, that in this case there appear to be 
neither statistical nor qualitative outcomes that suggest any 
correlation between religiosity and political views.4

Shifts in Political Beliefs
The clearest conclusion of  this study is the dramatic rise in 
resentment towards key players in the Egyptian political sys-
tem. While leftists are known to be largely against the two 
strongest pillars of  Egypt’s political system, the military and 
the Muslim Brotherhood, I did not predict such a definitive 
consensus. While only six people recalled having any nega-
tive sentiments towards the military prior to the revolution, 
16 of  the 17 respondents expressed strong negative senti-
ments towards the military today. The sole respondent who 
did not espouse negative sentiments towards the military 
stipulated that she favored a civil state and did not believe 
the military was properly equipped to rule the country. 
Similarly, the number of  respondents espousing negative 
sentiments towards the Muslim Brotherhood rose from 
seven prior to the revolution to the entire pool of  17 today. 

4. It should be noted that religion itself  was not a focus of  this study. Coptic-Muslim rela-
tions, in particular, play an important role in Egyptian society, and although my study does 
include one secular Copt, it was not enough to measure differences. These relations involve a 
complex history that I felt would have distracted from the main focus of  the study, particularly 
in analyzing a political group that is theoretically devoid of  any explicit religious ties.

Negative sentiments towards both the Muslim Brotherhood 
and the military increased by approximately 150%.

While statistically very close in nature, initial perceptions 
of  the Muslim Brotherhood and the military differed sig-
nificantly. As one respondent explains it, “we didn’t realize 
how much the army really controlled the state. They were 
just kind of  an abstract concept.” Ninety percent of  those 
who did not espouse anti-military sentiments prior to the 
revolution said they recalled having very little understanding 
of  the military’s role as a result of  a lack of  public aware-
ness. Egypt analyst and political science professor Timothy 
Kaldas explains that, “people had very little interest in a 
system they had no say over.” On the other hand, 50% of  
those who did not express any anti-Muslim Brotherhood 
sentiments prior to the revolution actually held relatively 
positive views of  them, while the other 50% had no opin-
ion. This highlights the lack of  understanding and transpar-
ency surrounding Egypt’s civil military relationship and the 
role it had on political perceptions prior to the revolution.

To understand the nature of  such radical changes in left-
ist youths’ political perspectives, I explore what may have 
catalyzed some of  these shifts. While there are certainly 
other factors that could be measured, I chose to focus on 
political events. I asked each interviewee to list the political 
events that had the greatest personal and political impact 
on them since the initial uprising started in 2010 and 
why. It is important to note that every event listed was a 
negative event, or one that increased interviewees’ nega-
tive sentiments towards either the military or the Muslim 
Brotherhood. The most prominently cited events included 
the 2013 dispersals of  the Muslim Brotherhood sit-ins at 
Rabaa and Nahda squares, the 2011 Mohammed Mahmoud 
clashes, Morsi’s 2012 constitutional declaration and the 
2011 Maspero clashes. Interestingly, while almost all respon-
dents reported feeling both anti-military and anti-Muslim 
Brotherhood, 70% of  all the events listed were carried out 
by the military. The remaining 30% were actions taken by 
the Muslim Brotherhood and Mohammed Morsi.

Quantitatively, we see that events that negatively portrayed 
the military are cited at a much greater frequency as having 
seriously impacted the respondents. Qualitatively, an even 
deeper disparity arises. While many subjects complained 
of  the Muslim Brotherhood’s corruption, intolerance, and 
betrayal of  revolutionary values, they accused the military 
of  far more heinous crimes. As result, negative sentiments 
towards the military appear to be of  greater intensity. One 
subject demonstrated this disparity, explaining, “I have 
very big problems with the military because during the 
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protests they treated us very badly and tortured and killed 
so many people, including some of  my friends. With the 
Brotherhood I disagree with their ideology, but I have noth-
ing against their individual members.” What is particularly 
striking about this quote is the context in which it was said. 
Following the overthrow of  President Morsi, there had been 
a significant escalation in anti-Muslim Brotherhood rhetoric 
across Egypt’s political spectrum, including the liberal and 
leftist camps. However, as Kaldas explains, “despite leftists’ 
historical conflict with the Muslim Brotherhood, the young-
er generation of  leftists are looking at it more pragmatically 
in terms of  the revolution and that tempers their hatred.”

Feelings around the events involving military actions seem 
less likely to be tempered. Discussing her reaction to the 
violent dispersals of  the Rabaa sit-in, one interviewee 
described how not only her view of  the military changed, 
but also that of  her fellow citizens and her role as an activist:

We entered a period where the value of  human life 
is contingent on political allegiance. That, coupled 
with pro-Sisi protesters justifying the Rabaa massa-
cre and chanting “the police, the military and the 
people are one hand,” drastically changed my view 
over how effective I can be, and how much there's 
a space for me […] The stakes of  being politically 
active for a leftist are very high. You can be brand-
ed a “terrorist” or “foreign agent” just for standing 
against the merciless killing of  almost a thousand 
people. Rabaa was really the breaking point in my 
political activism, and it's when I started realizing 
that I ought to retreat in my political activism. 
Emotions are very high, and the image of  charred 
corpses never escapes my memory, so it's safe to 
say that it was at that point that I grew frightened 
and lost confidence in what I was doing.

While similar sentiments were expressed by a majority of  
the respondents, it does not represent them all equally. 
As Kaldas points out, “the more you get into the working 
class and lower class, the more Rabaa was a turning point. 
Because they know people who were imprisoned and killed 
and brutalized during those events and even if  they don’t 
like the brotherhood, they don’t want their neighbor or 
their cousin to get killed.” Sure enough, five of  the seven 
individuals who listed the Rabaa dispersal were middle to 
lower class, demonstrating one of  the ways socioeconomics 
can impact an individual’s political experience. There are 
countless documented incidents of  heinous violence being 
employed by Muslim Brotherhood members as well, as was 
noted by three of  the interviewees; however, these incidents 

tended to be of  a smaller scale and were clearly less impact-
ful on the majority of  respondents.

What we can infer from this sample is that over the past sev-
eral years, leftist youth have increasingly identified as both 
strongly anti-military and anti-Muslim Brotherhood. This 
identity has been reinforced time and again by the violent, 
authoritarian and corrupt behavior of  these two prominent 
political forces. Finally, as the widespread military crack-
down continues to target both the Muslim Brotherhood 
and leftist youth activists alike, it is not surprising that leftist 
youth today appear to have developed a more profound 
hostility towards the military.

Political Involvement
The results of  this study suggest that among Cairo’s leftist 
youth, substantial variation exists both in their individual 
political participation and in their perception of  the group’s 
overall participation. I examined the time of  their initial 
involvement, the forms of  activism they took part in, the 
percentage of  those still politically active today and their 
perceptions of  collective leftist youth participation.

Looking back at their initial involvement in political action, 
over half  of  the respondents were involved in activism prior 
to the revolution. While most of  them described them-
selves as less politically educated at the time, and unaware 
of  the nature of  Egypt’s civil-military relationship, those 
who were involved focused primarily on small-scale reform 
campaigns. The respondents who were not involved prior 
to the revolution began their activism at the onset of  the 
revolution in 2010 or early 2011. Those who were involved 
before the revolution, however, generally described their 
earlier activism as largely symbolic without much hope of  
success. It was not until late 2010 that political activism 
began to take a more meaningful role in their lives.

For a society with such limited political freedom, even after 
Mubarak’s ouster, the breadth of  their political activism 
appears rather impressive. Every respondent participat-
ed in at least two different forms of  activism, with some 
participating in as many as four or five. Protests were the 
most frequently mentioned form of  activism. The second 
most popular was working with civil society organizations. 
Although Mubarak had loosened some of  the restrictions 
on civil society during his rule, they operated with very little 
security and have continued to be targeted in the last several 
years. Still, over one third of  respondents worked with civil 
society organizations. Other forms of  involvement included 
online activism, election monitoring, canvassing and politi-
cal party leadership.
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Participation in many of  these forms of  activism has dwin-
dled. Today, only one of  the five respondents involved in 
party leadership continues to hold their position while the 
other four all cite a lack of  effective cooperation as their 
reason for leaving. Many respondents were members of  
political parties over the years. Today, however, 13 of  17 
respondents have no party affiliations while three have 
weak affiliations. Furthermore, of  the 16 respondents who 
participated in protests, only one still believes protests are 
practical. Today, approximately 60% of  respondents remain 
politically active, while 40% have completely retreated from 
the political scene. Additionally, 60% of  those still active 
noted a moderate to substantial decrease in their level of  
participation.

This decrease in participation does lend some credibility 
to the conclusions found in the literature review, though 
respondents did not agree with all of  them. Very few 
respondents agreed with the first conclusion that most left-
ists had become nationalists in allegiance with the military 
and current regime. None believed it was primary cause of  
decreased participation, and less than 25% of  them believed 
it played any role at all. Thus, the most prominent conclu-
sion of  the writers addressing both liberals and leftists of  
all ages was largely rejected. Wael Eskandar, a Cairo based 
journalist and Egypt analyst explains why this discrepancy 
exists: “after June 3, older leftists and those close to the 
regime switched to nationalists, but the majority of  younger 
real leftists were immediately against the army.”

Respondents were largely in agreement with the second 
conclusion that leftist youth had become inactive as a 
result of  an overwhelming disillusionment. About 40% of  
respondents believed the role of  leftist youth in Egypt today 
could be characterized completely by this one conclusion, 
while approximately another 25% felt it was a significant 
factor. Therefore, approximately 65% felt that this conclu-
sion was either completely or partially descriptive of  the 
broader condition of  leftist youth. Throughout the inter-
views, it was apparent that many of  the interviewees related 
to this conclusion, whether they were no longer politically 
active or simply less active. As one respondent described it, 
“my opinions have become very bleak. Most of  us are very 
depressed or apathetic because of  how things are now. It’s 
always a choice between freedom and security, and people 
have chosen security, but in the meantime we have neither.” 
All three of  the analysts interviewed believed this second 
conclusion is most likely to describe a majority of  leftist 
youth in Cairo today.

Finally, the third conclusion featured in the literature review, 
which suggested there is continued activism as well as 
some nondescript impending political uprising, received 
meager support among the respondents. Approximately 
12% of  respondents felt it was completely accurate, while 
approximately 6% felt it was partially accurate. Thus, only 
approximately 18% believed it to be partially or entirely 
reflective of  the state of  leftist youth today. Interestingly, 
while all three analysts vouched for the second conclusion, 
all three also indicated that another political upheaval in the 
near future might not be that unlikely. “There needs to be 
certain conditions and variables to make the climate ripe for 
an uprising,” Ali explained. “If  anything, the actions of  the 
regime are helping to expedite the road to these conditions.”

In response to these three conclusions established in the 
literature review, two respondents felt that such complex 
political conditions could not be broken into these three 
conclusions, while another believed an additional conclu-
sion should be added—one suggesting activism has largely 
shifted to civil society work.

Views on Egypt’s Political Future
While views on Egypt’s political future were also wrought 
with dissonance, there is a striking perseverance among 
respondents in what is generally a dismal and discouraging 
political atmosphere for Egypt’s leftist youth. In order to 
understand their views on Egypt’s political future, respon-
dents addressed a range of  topics from their outlook on the 
generation gap to their hopes for Egypt’s future, the future 
of  leftist youth activism, and their own futures in Egypt.

Views on the generation gap are essential in understanding 
the estimations of  leftist youth on how political conditions 
may change as their generation comes into power. Over 
75% percent of  respondents believe the generation gap is 
a significant force impacting politics today. Of  those who 
do not believe the generation gap plays a significant role 
in Egypt’s current political landscape, 50% believe it only 
exists because youth have failed to convince enough of  the 
older generation, while the other 50% believe it is a popu-
larized idea meant to distract from the more problematic 
clash of  classes. They also suggest that this idea has gained 
traction as a way for leftist youth to avoid taking responsi-
bility for their failures.

Still, the majority of  respondents appear to find the gen-
eration gap to be a compelling factor. As one respondent 
puts it, “the older generations still think in this patriarchal 
way, as if  Sisi is this father figure who is going to hug the 
Egyptian people into forgetting their problems.” He goes 
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to say that “there is a certain generation that needs to die, 
certain generations even, before we can really progress.” 
While some may see this as scapegoating, it does shed light 
on what leftist youth believe Egypt’s prospects are and 
what kind of  role they believe they will play in changing 
the current political reality. Another respondent explains 
that “in my view, the older generation somewhat hijacked 
our January 25 revolution. They clapped from afar, telling 
us ‘bravo, good work. Now step aside children. You’re not 
equipped to run the country.’” This illustrates the growing 
animosity many leftist youth feel towards the older gener-
ation. Kaldas explains that despite the youths’ leading role 
in the revolution, it quickly became an “old man’s game.” 
Ali further expounds some of  this animosity, explaining 
that the state’s negative rhetoric about youth, particularly 
leftist youth, has trickled into the media and fueled anti-
youth sentiments in the older generations. “The regime has 
realized that it will not be able to gain but a fraction of  this 
pseudo-age category on its side,” he explained. “So it will 
wage a war against it.”

Issues of  political inclusivity and reconciliation will also 
play an important role in dictating Egypt’s political trajec-
tory, particularly under a regime so bent on suppressing 
the Muslim Brotherhood. When asked whether they would 
support reconciliation and eventual inclusion of  the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s political wing in Egypt’s political system, 
approximately 40% said yes, approximately 40% were 
unsure, and 20% said no. With twice as many respondents 
supporting it as opposing it, many expressed their support 
in rather practical terms. While they each undoubtedly iden-
tify as anti-Muslim Brotherhood, one respondent explains 
“you cannot have a stable country when you have a large 
part of  the population that is alienated, marginalized and 
then possibly radicalized. Without some kind of  recon-
ciliation, Egypt will never be stable.” Another respondent 
added, “The Muslim Brotherhood should be involved in 
politics. The military is not a political party. The Muslim 
Brotherhood is.”

While these comments seem to indicate a rather conciliatory 
approach, the 20% opposed to reconciliation were reso-
lute in their positions. While one declared that the Muslim 
Brotherhood would have to radically change before it 
should be allowed back into the political system and “that it 
would never really change,” another respondent remarked, 
“I don’t want to kill them, but I want them to die. They 
were like a virus in Egypt, really. They would turn it into 
an Islamic dictatorship. I had friends in the Brotherhood 
who were killed. It was terrible. But mostly, they are so evil. 
They should not be included.” While these comments are 

indeed compelling, they represent a minority. Kaldas and 
Eskandar reiterate that while many of  the older leftists have 
supported the crackdown on the Muslim Brotherhood, 
young leftists have been largely pragmatic in prioritizing 
democratic values.

Next, I asked respondents to explain whether or not they 
felt hopeful about Egypt’s political future. Earlier results 
indicated that 65% percent of  respondents believed leftist 
youth felt disillusioned and discouraged. In spite of  this 
seemingly high number, approximately 60% of  respondents 
reported feeling personally hopeful about Egypt’s political 
future. Given leftist youths’ failure, thus far, to bring about 
any significant political change of  their liking, 60% may 
sound quite high. Yet many have continued to be optimis-
tic. One respondent explains why he remains hopeful: “the 
revolution, in my perspective, is a change in the society’s 
mind. And that happened. When Mubarak was in power, 
we thought of  him like a father we had to obey. We downed 
this idea. And then we downed the idea of  religious control. 
This revolution will continue,” he expressed with convic-
tion. Others were more cautious. One respondent, who had 
been tortured twice during SCAF’s rule and has remained 
active in political party leadership spoke about a slightly dif-
ferent kind of  hope. “I don’t see anything happening soon,” 
he explained, “but those of  us still working see this as our 
duty and we will continue working for as long as it takes.”

An interesting trend emerged when comparing the political 
involvement of  respondents who were hopeful versus those 
who were not. Those who said they remained hopeful had 
been involved in significantly more diversified political 
action than those who were no longer hopeful. Additionally, 
70% of  respondents who remained hopeful had been 
involved in working with civil society actors, while none of  
unhopeful respondents had any experience with civil soci-
ety. While it is possible that those who are more hopeful 
simply had a larger appetite for different kinds of  political 
activism, these trends may suggest that the type of  political 
action respondents were involved in could influence wheth-
er they remain hopeful in the future.

In order to better understand what political outcomes they 
prioritized, I asked respondents to discuss what they most 
hoped would change in Egyptian politics. The three most 
common things they hoped for were social justice, getting 
the military out of  government, and true democracy. The 
fact that democracy was so prominent surprised me. It is 
often said that Western media exaggerates the desire for 
democracy in Egypt. The concept had also hardly been 
mentioned by any of  the respondents before this question. 
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Other changes respondents hope for included a more inclu-
sive political scene, friends being released from jail, more 
respect for human rights, election transparency, and gender 
equality. While diversity still exists among these answers, 
the hope for a civil, democratic and just state appears quite 
consistent.

On a more individualistic level, I asked respondents to dis-
cuss whether they hoped to remain in Egypt in the future. 
The results revealed a number of  important trends. While 
approximately 60% said they wanted to stay, half  as many, 
approximately 30%, wanted to leave. The remaining 10% 
were unsure. As you can see, the percentage of  those who 
are hopeful and those who wish to stay in Egypt are about 
equal. Additionally, those who wished to leave tended to be 
less politically involved, less hopeful about Egypt’s politi-
cal future, and were of  a slightly higher average economic 
class, while those who wished to stay were concentrated in 
the middle and lower classes, the majority of  whom were 
still politically active and generally more hopeful about the 
future. As Kaldas points out, “self  interest drives political 
practice for a lot of  people, unfortunately, and ideologi-
cally kind of  stops when there are direct consequences.” 
Therefore, it is not surprising that those of  a higher eco-
nomic standing may have risked less to be politically vocal 
and be more keen to leave Egypt’s instability behind.

Finally, when it came to the respondents’ views on what 
the leftist youth should be doing collectively now, there 
was a plethora of  ideas with no prevailing consensus. The 
most popular answer, with a little over one-third of  the 
respondents, was redirecting efforts to civil society. Two 
respondents expressed that this was one of  the only remain-
ing ways to be active that was not blatantly against the law 
and had a better chance at making incremental changes. As 
another respondent notes, however, “this shift away from 
revolutionary change to small reforms is significant as it is 
very much the mentality we had pre-January 2011.” Other 
suggestions included organizing through parties, raising 
awareness about political issues, working in local govern-
ment, collaborating with other non-Islamist youth, redirect-
ing to social media activism, campaigning for the release of  
prisoners, resolving internal disputes, and capacity building, 
while support for protesting has all but disappeared. Major 
disagreements still exist on core political strategy: whether 
to get involved in government or to reject it as illegitimate, 
to take a cautious or activist role in politics, to push for 
incremental reforms or massive political change, to build 
coalitions or to stand alone. These questions have all yet to 
be resolved.

Interestingly, amid these many complex ideas, the only two 
respondents who articulated a thought-out strategy had 
essentially come to the same simple conclusion Kaldas and 
other analysts have suggested. The key to mobilizing sup-
port, Kaldas explains, is “to mobilize support for the com-
munities in need and tie that to your ideology”—becoming 
active members of  the community. With very few resources, 
both of  these respondents had developed ways to start 
doing exactly that. Both were still hopeful, politically active 
and of  lower socioeconomic status. As one declared, “Will 
we give up? For sure not. It is not an option.” This respon-
dent went on to describe how he and his friends have orga-
nized in their communities to each provide a free service 
and give back. Having learned English, he teaches English 
to children in the community for free while his friends tutor 
in math, babysit, etc. “We must show the people that they 
can trust us,” he explained. “We must show them that we 
are doing something, not just yelling in the street. We must 
be a resource for our community.” He further explained 
that the Muslim Brotherhood and the military have both 
been able to maintain such popular support because of  
the resources they were able to provide, and that leftist 
youth must find a way to provide an alternative to that. “To 
begin,” he explained “I have friends all over Alexandria and 
Upper Egypt and we are all doing the same thing.” The sec-
ond respondent added that the goal must be to address the 
needs of  the people. “Rather than trying to tell people what 
the solution is, we should reach out to people and listen 
to their needs, provide them with answers and alternative 
solutions. That way, leftist youth may finally begin regaining 
public support.” Whether this strategy will be effective on a 
large scale may be questionable. But as far as I can tell, these 
two interviewees, with limited resources and a seemingly 
simple strategy, appeared to be, by far, the most proactive, 
both in their activism and in their communities.

Conclusion

This study is only the beginning of  what will hopefully be a 
growing body of  work on Egypt’s leftist youth. Using broad 
and in-depth interviews, this study chronicles the political 
shifts that have happened within Cairo’s leftist youth popu-
lation since the revolution, and provides insights about the 
scope and trajectory of  their role in the Egyptian political 
sphere.

The results of  this study illustrate leftist youths’ drastic 
increase of  distrust and disdain for Egypt’s current lead-
ership, the military and the Muslim Brotherhood as well. 
Beyond their perceptions of  Egypt’s political elite, the 
study also reveals the growing tension between Egypt’s 
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leftist youth and the older generation as a result of  a per-
ceived generation gap, fueled, at least in part, by the current 
regime’s continued targeting. The ongoing state crackdown 
has continued to demonize leftist youth, render most forms 
of  political action unsafe, and has resulted in killings and 
mass imprisonment of  young leftist activists. Meanwhile, 
leftist youth continue to struggle with their own internal 
cleavages, some of  which may result from the wide socio-
economic diversity that this study discovered within the 
population.

With the odds stacked against them, it is no surprise 
that respondents characterized themselves collectively as 
largely disillusioned and inactive. Yet in spite of  such dire 
circumstances, the study reveals an incredible aptitude for 
perseverance in leftist youth, showing that the majority of  
respondents remain both hopeful and committed to contin-
ued political action, despite the incredible risks it may carry.

While some limited writing has been done about leftist 
youth, most of  it is outdated, focusing on specific news 
stories and broad generalities. This research goes beyond 
the stereotypes and assumptions, examining the intricate 
political dynamics of  the leftist youth population through 
first-hand accounts. In doing so, a more nuanced narrative 
of  this population emerges, providing a level of  insight 
not previously available. While leftist youth may have a 
limited role in Egypt’s current political scene, leftists have 
historically been an important part of  the Egyptian politi-
cal spectrum, and with such tremendous political changes 
underway, they are a crucial political actor to further study 
and understand.

One of  the challenges of  this research was the reliance 
on self-reporting. This left numerous variables too widely 
defined. In future research projects on this subject, I would 
advise using a coding scheme to standardize responses for 
demographic questions, as well as for measuring more accu-
rately the scale of  political shifts and the degree of  change 
in participation levels. Additionally, while my interviewees 
all spoke English, some were limited in the amount of  
depth they could discuss certain topics in English. Future 
studies would certainly benefit from the use of  a translator. 
Another important limitation on this study was its sample 
size. Although a diverse set of  20 interviews was a sound 
starting point, the potential influence of  outliers is too great 
to draw definitive conclusions. Many of  the conclusions 
in this paper ought to be reexamined with a larger sample 
size to confirm the trends identified above. Some of  the 
questions that remain unanswered include the definitive 
role of  socioeconomic status in political perceptions of  

leftist youth, the degree to which specific forms of  political 
participation may be tied to a continuation of  individual 
activism, and what factors may contribute to the kind of  
perseverance demonstrated by so many of  the participants 
in this study. While much work remains to be done on this 
subject, this study should serve as a solid foundation for 
future studies to build upon.
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