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The Camp David Accords signed in 1979 by Egyptian President Anwar Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin 
are often cited as a watershed event in the modern history of  Israeli-Arab relations. The accords initiated an era of  cold, yet stable 
peace between the former adversaries which can broadly be described as little more than the absence of  war. In 2011, over three 
decades later, the future of  Israeli-Egyptian relations is unknown. Following the ousting of  President Hosni Mubarak as a result 
of  a popular uprising and the rise of  Egypt’s Islamist parties, those hoping for quiet on the Israel-Egypt border are increasingly 
concerned.  

Since the establishment of  the Jewish state in 1948, 
Egypt and Israel were sworn enemies, and subsequent-

ly fought four major wars over the following thirty years. 
As such, few anticipated the seemingly sudden shift in An-
war Sadat’s policy when he became the first Arab leader 
to sign a peace treaty with Israel. Importantly, the peace  
between Egypt and Israel was never completely ingrained 
on a societal level. The main objective of  the Egyptians 
was to secure U.S. assistance, and thus it makes sense that 
a more comprehensive reconciliation process was not em-
barked on and that relations never evolved beyond the mere 
absence of  war. The diplomatic ties were often strained by 
political circumstances. While Israeli tourism to Egypt was 
constantly high, Egyptians rarely traveled to Israel. 
	 As a result of  this limited peace process, perhaps more 
properly defined as a “stabilization process,” in the face of  
the recent regime change in Egypt the possibility of  military 
conflict is not as unlikely as it might seem.
	 The fall of  Egypt’s President Mubarak will inevitably have 
negative implications for the relations with Israel. In a best 
case scenario, the February Revolution will turn out to be the 
starting point for an era of  democracy in Egypt and the end 
of  a long line of  autocratic rulers. However, many Middle 
East experts predict that the revolution, and the Arab Spring 
in general, will lead to an increasingly unstable and unpredict-
able situation, where radical elements will be given the oppor-
tunity to rise to the surface.  Indeed, across North Africa, it is 
now clear that at least in the short term, the main beneficiaries 
of  the Arab Spring have not been the liberals that launched 
the protests, but the Islamist parties.
	 There are two main strategic factors to be watched in the 

near future of  Egypt-Israel ties. The first factor is Cairo’s rela-
tions to Tehran. While Iran has for decades been a common 
enemy for Israel and the Arab states, there are indications that 
relations between Egypt and the Islamic Republic are warm-
ing since the fall of  the Mubarak regime. The two countries 
have not had diplomatic relations since the Iranian revolution 
in 1979, and the signing of  the Camp David Accords in the 
same year. In recent months, however, an Iranian delegation 
visited Cairo to discuss the resumption of  political and eco-
nomic relations and Egyptian leaders have expressed willing-
ness to “open a new page with Iran.” If  Egypt-Iran ties grow 
closer, we are likely to see a deterioration in Egypt’s relations 
to the West, and to Israel in particular. 
	 The second factor to be observed in the future of  Egypt-
Israel relations is the way in which the Egyptian leadership 
relates to Hamas and Gaza. Under Mubarak, Cairo would 
cooperate with Israeli leaders against Hamas, and together 
they upheld a blockade against Gaza to prevent an inflow of  
arms and terrorists. In May this year, Egypt opened the Ra-
fah crossing to Gaza which had been closed since 2007. A 
direct consequence could be seen on August 18 when a series 
of  cross-border terror attacks were carried out in southern  
Israel, killing eight and wounding 40. Furthermore, if  a more 
intensive conflict were to break out between Hamas and  
Israel, Egypt without Mubarak may be pressured by Islamist 
and nationalist elements to back Hamas either with money 
and weapons or even through direct involvement.  
	 Both of  these factors will obviously depend on the 
evolution of  the power struggle in the new Egypt. The 
strong showing of  the Islamist parties in the first round of  
Egypt’s parliamentary elections is certain  to have significant  
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implications for Egypt’s foreign relations. The Muslim Broth-
erhood gained almost two fifths and the Salafi Nour party a 
quarter of  the votes cast, figures that are unlikely to decline 
in subsequent rounds of  voting, which will be held in areas 
generally considered more conservative. It thus seems clear 
that the parliament whose main task is to promulgate a new 
constitution for Egypt will be dominated by Islamist forces. 
More specifically, the Brotherhood has for a long time enjoyed 
relatively good relations with the regime in Tehran, which is a 
vocal supporter of  Brotherhood offshoot Hamas. As such, the 
Brotherhood’s growing power will likely lead the country to 
move closer to Iran and further away from the West and from 
Israel.
	 Nevertheless, it remains to be seen what influence the 
elected parliament will have relative to the military council that 
retains executive power. Presidential elections are not likely to 
take place until April 2013, which would leave the ruling mili-
tary council with effective power for another year and a half. 
That said, the prospect of  continued military rule has recently 
led demonstrators to return to Tahrir Square, demanding that 
Field Marshal Muhammad Hussein Tantawi step down from 
his post as head of  the council. Tantawi has now promised 
a swifter handover to civilian rule, with presidential elections 
taking place in June 2012. While prolonged military rule is un-
doubtedly undemocratic, it would ensure some sort of  stability 
on the Egyptian political arena for the near future. Moreover, 
for presidential elections to be meaningful, the role of  the 
presidency in a new constitution will need to be determined. 
The recent liberalization in the political scene and holding of  
elections should not be confused with democratization, under-
stood in the sense of  the building of  a constitutional democ-
racy, complete with checks and balances limiting the power of  
the government, and the protection of  minorities. Paradoxi-
cally perhaps, the liberalization of  Egypt has in fact led to a 
worsening of  the situation for religious minorities and women.
	 Thus, if  a civilian president and parliament are to take over 
power sooner than expected, this is not necessarily commen-
surate with the strengthening of  democratic institutions, and 

is likely to lead to worsening relations between Egypt and the 
West, and with Israel in particular.
	 Several of  the candidates for the upcoming presidential 
elections have taken a less than friendly stance towards Israel 
and the West. While it may be in the army’s interest to pre-
vent violence and cross-border clashes, the political leadership 
is more concerned with pandering to popular emotions. Dur-
ing and after the revolution, it became clear that the Egyptian 
public at large does not support the peace treaty with Israel. 
On September 9, an angry mob stormed and looted the Israeli 
embassy, forcing nearly the entire staff  to evacuate. Perhaps 
even more concerning than the attack itself  was the police and 
security forces’ initial permissiveness towards it. This develop-
ment illustrates a common problem in young democracies fac-
ing their first free elections. After years of  oppression of  radi-
cal elements by the Mubarak regime, political leaders in Egypt 
see the need to endorse popular anti-Israel and anti-Western 
views.
	 It is clear that whoever will lead the new Egypt is likely to 
take a more hostile stance towards Israel and the West than 
the Mubarak regime. The prospect of  free elections prompts  
political candidates to appeal to popular anti-Israeli and anti-
Western sentiments. In addition, the way in which Egypt 
chooses to relate to Iran and to Hamas is likely to determine 
the future course of  Egypt’s relations with the West and Israel. 
This, in turn, will be determined by the complex interaction be-
tween the new elected leaders and the military council. There-
fore, as the Egyptian people elects its new leaders, it is impera-
tive for the benefit of  all parties to emphasize the importance 
of  the new regime committing to upholding peace and stability 
in the Middle East.
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