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Abstract: In order to examine the entangled notions of rural hinterlands and practices of future- and 
place-making, this article focuses on an episode from my fieldwork in Egypt’s Eastern Nile Delta in 
2015/16, when I accompanied Tahawi Bedouins on their successful campaign during Egypt’s parlia-
mentary elections in 2015. The aim is to shed light on the strategic use of tribal solidarity and patronage 
networks to mobilize supporters and voters. However, the same tribal networks and resources were also 
used to invoke and perform the necessary tribal unity when faced with a rural non-Tahawi population. 
The article develops two ideas, strategic tribalism and maḍyafa (guest house) ecology, to show the election 
campaign as an example of future- and place-making in a rural setting, whereas the specific constraints, 
possibilities and meanings embedded in the rural as a resource and a reserve unfold very differently, 
always reaching beyond romantic notions of the rural as remote.
[Egypt, Arab Bedouin, strategic tribalism, maḍyafa ecology, parliamentary elections, rural-urban nexus, con-
nectivity, ethnography]

Introduction

Politics at the Tahawi Country Club

At the end of June 2015, I was sitting with a group of mostly young Egyptian men in a 
maḍyafa (guest house) in the form of a big tent on an agricultural field outside Gizeret 
Sa‘oud in al-Houssainiyya District in Egypt’s Eastern Delta (al-Sharqiyya) governate. 
A friend had just converted some of his family’s agricultural land between Sa‘oud and 
‘Aleiwa into a football field with a café, which he now rented out on an hourly basis 
to the football-fanatical youth of the area. We jokingly called his ambitious project 
the Tahawi Country Club. All the young men present in the maḍyafa tent belonged to 
the Tahawi (al-Ṭaḥāwiyya) family (’usra or ‘ā’ila), the single largest and, at least in the 
past, socioeconomically most powerful landowning family in the area. The Tahawi 
consider themselves to be of ‘arab (Bedouin) descent and genealogically connected to 
the Hanadi tribe (qabīla), which in turn is linked to the tribal confederation of western 
(Maghreb-originating) Arab and Berber tribes of the Sa‘adi. The latter claim descent 
from one of the most famous tribes of pre-Islamic times, the Banu Sulaym al-Qaisiyya, 
who originally came from the Hijaz region of the Arabian Peninsula. This was also 
the reason for my presence in the tent. In my (re)search into Egypt’s Arabian horses, 
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I was interested in the contemporary Tahawi, historically Egypt’s most popular and 
celebrated Arab Bedouin breeders of pure-bred Arabian horses of desert origin, and 
their horses. I therefore moved to al-Sharqiyya in 2015/16 and conducted about a year 
of ethnographic fieldwork with them (see Lange 2020).

While hundreds of mosquitoes that brood in the shallow pools of the surrounding 
ricefields buzzed against the gauze walls of our tent, a heated debate broke out inside 
the maḍyafa about agreeing unanimously on nominating the Tahawi candidate for the 
upcoming Egyptian parliamentary elections in 2015. Two different candidates, both 
representing major Tahawi shaikhly patrilineages, wanted to run for a seat in parlia-
ment. One was an independent candidate endorsed by the Tahawi elders and wealthy 
family heads of Gizeret Sa‘oud. The other was supported by his Tahawi family branch 
in the nearby district capital of al-Houssainiyya and, more importantly, benefited from 
his party affiliation to the neoliberal conservative Free Egyptians Party, founded by 
Egypt’s wealthiest businessmen, Naguib Sawiris.

In the midst of the debate, a young engineer with a fancy apartment in Cairo 
turned to me and told me resignedly in English that he really could not understand 
why everyone kept discussing this issue over and over again. Why could they not put 
both candidates up for election and let the voters decide? My completely ridiculous 
response was to give him a ‘lecture’ on Tahawi tribal ideals such as the value placed on 
tribal unity reached by egalitarian and consensual decision-making. In other words, 
the anthropologist had gone native, while the Tahawi, who belonged to a generation of 
highly educated cosmopolitan professionals, felt out of place and detached from ‘his’ 
rural politics and tribal affairs.

Figure 1 Welcome to Gizeret Sa‘oud. Graffiti on the main road outside the town reads “With all love 
and appreciation, we bless the nomination of ‘Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi – President of the Republic 2014”. 
Photo: Christoph Lange
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Between Peasants and Tribesmen: Beyond Urban and Rural Politics

In a nutshell, this opening vignette and the welcome graffiti on the main road outside 
Gizeret Sa‘oud blessing ‘Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi (see figure 1) encapsulates everything I 
explain in the following pages, being an ethnographic answer to the question of how the 
Tahawi won this parliamentary election 2015. Ethnographically, the paper is clearly set 
against the background of the political transformation of post-Mubarak Egypt, while 
theoretically the Tahawi election campaign could be seen as a direct answer to Donald 
Cole’s question, “Where have the Bedouin gone?” (2003). It therefore helps explain how 
Bedouin identity politics and radically changing livelihoods can become entangled with 
and contested by two centuries of sociopolitical development and economic interventi-
ons not only in Egypt’s Eastern Delta, but more generally in rural and desert life-worlds 
all over the Mediterranean and the Arab Middle East (for Egypt see e.g. Adriansen 
2009; Ayeb and Bush 2012; Barnes 2014; El Shakry 2007; Mitchell 2002; Sims 2014).

In this context, scholarly and anthropological interest in modes of political par-
ticipation by rural dwellers, from resistance to voting patterns during elections in rural 
Egypt, has a long tradition. By revealing, for example, different participatory patterns 
in elections, these served as one of the classic markers of the difference between rural 
and urban spaces in Egypt. In their introduction to the edited volume Directions of 
Change in Rural Egypt, Hopkins and Westergaard write that “[p]arliamentary elections 
in particular are taken very seriously in rural Egypt, and voting levels are fairly high” 
(Hopkins and Westergaard 1998:9), especially when compared to the usual turnout 
in Egypt’s urban areas. Based on the mobilizing potential and resources of powerful 
local families, in most cases these high levels of participation in elections are signif-
icantly not directed to changing or opposing the ruling political establishment but 
to sustaining it (ibid.). Following Janet Abu-Lughod’s early study of rural migration 
and politics in Egypt (1972), a number of anthropologists reaffirmed her findings a 
generation later (e.g. Altorki and Cole 1998; Saad 1998; Zayed 1998). Unsurprisingly, 
in post-25 January Egypt, anthropologists and political scientists renewed their interest 
in revolutionary political activism and the participation of rural, urban and in-between 
communities (e.g. L. Abu-Lughod 2012, Fahmy Menza 2019, Moataz Ahmed 2013 
and Schielke 2015).

In particular, after 1952 Egypt’s rural reform projects began new entanglements that 
also involved the Tahawi, like most of Egypt’s Arab Bedouin communities. Altorki and 
Cole (1998) point out that this had already been noted by the anthropologist Gerald 
Obermeyer in al-Qasr on the northwest coast in the 1960s. He describes the “in-between 
quality” of a “sedentary Bedouin society which is not quite tribal and not quite peasant” 
as the result of its increased incorporation into Egypt’s national politics and economy 
(Obermeyer 1968:18; cited in Altorki and Cole 1998:132). Thirty years later, Altorki and 
Cole describe how the “in-between quality” had become part of the self-characterization 
of the community, with only one small change: the discourse of the 1990s changed from 
a tribal/peasant binary opposition to a rural/urban one (1998:131–133).
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How this still holds true and is being played out another two decades later with 
the Tahawi in al-Sharqiyya is the main theme of this article. The theme has two inter-
related aspects in relation to which the crucial questions of political transformation 
and participation in rural Egypt in the post-Mubarak period and the 2015 parliamen-
tary elections serve as ethnographic background for investigating the anthropological 
meaning of the Tahawi as an Arab Bedouin tribe in 21st-century Egypt.

Furthermore, and as an attempt to foreground these rural-urban connectivities, 
my aim is to formulate a processual and praxeologically grounded understanding of 
so-called tribes and tribalism by invoking the idea of strategic tribalism, used here as a 
form of situated place- and claim-making.

Therefore, in the first part of the article, I briefly situate the fieldwork I conducted 
in Egypt in 2015/16 by introducing Gizeret Sa‘oud, the capital of the Tahawi, as an 
example of a reversed centre-periphery settlement pattern focusing on the sociohistorical 
development and contemporary socioeconomic pressures on Sa‘oud. I then introduce 
another notion, which I call the maḍyafa ecology of Gizeret Sa‘oud. These two notions 
provide a basis for answering the article’s central question: How to win the parliamen-
tary elections 2015 in al-Sharqiyya? In the conclusion, the successful Tahawi parliamen-
tary election campaign will be framed as an example of strategic tribalism, constituting a 
ruralurban assemblage of place- and future-making that scales domestic local issues into 
the hyper-nationalist agenda of Egypt’s current military regime and vice versa. Future-
making, in this regard, is referred to Schielke’s notion of local aspirations, expectations, 
frustrations and attempted participation in the living standards, moral promises and 
economic wealth of a mediated and supposedly global middle class (2012).

Towards the Idea of a Strategic Tribalism

The main theoretical focus in this article is to destabilize modernist, preconceived, 
clear-cut concepts connected with the “rural-urban nexus” (Vasantkumar 2017:371), 
usually materialized in classical anthropology as a dichotomy of tribes and tribalism 
versus peasants and peasantry. By exploring the Tahawi parliamentary election cam-
paign as a form of strategic tribalism, the goal is to develop an approach to tribes and 
tribalism that is based on the “actually existing configurations of connectivity” of “rur-
alurban assemblages” (ibid.:377). This might avoid the twin traps of the inherently epi-
stemological violence of essentialist othering and of romanticizing the Other in anthro-
pological practice. By invoking Lila Abu-Lughod’s famous critique of anthropology’s 
theorizing in the Middle East and our obsession with segmentary lineage theory and 
tribalism (1989), Cole stresses that the Bedouin or ‘arab “have also been essentialized 
as a principal representative of what Abu-Lughod calls the homo segementarius” (Cole 
2003:238).1 Here, the article will pay special attention to the cultural complex of Arab 

1 For similarly consistent anthropological trope of the “Invention and Reinvention of the Peasant” as 
a subject of multiple forms of violence, see Mitchell (2002:123–152).
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hospitality not as just another “deeply ingrained ethnographic habit”, but for its inher-
ent potential as a political theory and moral economy of sovereignty and contestation 
(Shryock 2012:21).

This intersects with the general deployment of essentializing approaches that has 
been the main problem with place-making, especially for anthropologists in and of 
the Mediterranean and the Middle East. This debate dates back at least to the 1970s, 
culminating in the 1980s with Michael Herzfeld’s critique (1984) of a prevailing ten-
dency towards Orientalist essentializations by anthropologists of the Mediterranean. 
This tendency was mainly expressed in the rural as the preferred place of ethnographic 
and anthropological research: villages, rural communities and locally bounded peasant 
and tribal studies as sites of the production of anthropological knowledge.

There has been an interest recently in critically rethinking Mediterranean scholar-
ship by conceptualizing place and anthropological place-making in the Mediterranean 
(for the latest such attempt, see Ben-Yehoyada, Cabot, and Silverstein 2020). The critical 
proposition of the present article follows the ecological approach of “Mediterranean 
Connectivity” of Horden and Purcell (2020a; see also Horden this volume). Their work 
frames much of the analytical scope underlying this special issue, but it also informs 
what I call the maḍyafa ecology of Gizeret Sa‘oud,2 whose inhabitants exhibit what Judith 
Scheele has called “willful rurality” (see also this volume), that is, a strategic renunciation 
of connectivity that has always brought together rural hinterlands, villages and cities.

In this regard, I have found the work of anthropologist Chris Vasantkumar fruitful 
(2017). He engages with the decolonizing feminist STS scholarship of Donna Har-
away (2016), John Law (2004) and other like-minded thinkers to propose a proces-
sual approach to rurality and connectivity. With their help, he suggests what he calls 
“ruralurban assemblages” as an

interimplication of the rural in the urban and the urban in the rural, but for posing 
emergent configurations of the rural as critical material constituents of disjuncti-
ve topographies of ‘global’ cultural, economic, and technological connection (Va-
santkumar 2017:375).

Here, the rural is an ontological site that is constantly in the making, rather than a 
remote exotic location that must be deconstructed or ignored. According to Vasantku-
mar, all actors, whether urban or rural dwellers, policy-makers, development agents, 
investors, politicians or anthropologists, deploy a strategic ruralism to materially mark, 
socially achieve and politically (de-)stabilize rurality and urbanity, thus collaboratively 
constituting the “ruralurban” (ibid.:377).

Finally, for the purposes of this article, I propose a minor two-fold adjustment for 
the particular task ahead, which will hopefully become self-evident towards the end. 
As already indicated above, Vansantkumar’s strategic ruralism will be turned into a 

2 I am especially grateful to Peregrine Horden’s reference to his and Purcell’s “Meshwork” ecology and 
their historical discussion of Mediterranean rural-urban connectivities (Horden and Purcell 2020b).
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strategic tribalism that combines the longstanding anthropological debate over tribe, 
tribalism and state formation and intervention (see e.g. Khoury and Kostiner 1990; 
Maisel 2014; Marx 2013; Rabi 2016; Samin 2015; Shryock 1997) with a discussion 
about place-making. In this way, the maḍyafa ecology of Sa‘oud will describe a mesh-
work of interconnected public tribal places where “entire political worlds collapse and 
rise in strategic encounters between guests and hosts” (Shryock 2012:25). The central 
question becomes how and by whom actually existing connectivities are enacted and 
for what purpose? The Tahawi election campaign, seen as strategic tribalism or what 
Shryock calls a “tactical modernism” (2004:57), should provide an answer.

The following section shows how the Tahawi strategically employed an essential-
ized tribalism rooted in the idea that they are the legitimate founders and hence tradi-
tional rulers of Gizeret Sa‘oud. Their successful campaigning was driven as much by 
establishing resourceful future connections, and hence enhancing connectivity with 
the political establishment of the military regime in Cairo, as by the prospect of using 
exactly these resources to prove to the wider non-Tahawi population of the district that 
they still matter in rural village politics. In turn, the campaign legitimized not only the 
contested political status of the Tahawi in Gizeret Sa‘oud, but also the military regime 
of ‘Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi in Cairo. However, to achieve this, we need to know more 
about Gizeret Sa‘oud (figure 2).

Gizeret Sa‘oud, Capital of the Tahawi3

A Reversed Centre-Periphery Settlement Pattern

Gizeret Sa‘oud was often jokingly described to me as the capital of the Tahawi (‘āṣima 
al-Ṭaḥāwiyya). The founding of Gizeret Sa‘oud in the middle of the nineteenth century 
marked a critical point in the long migration and tribal history of the Tahawi: It was 
not just the moment when the generally accelerated sedentarization of the region tur-
ned a predominately nomadic tribal society into a class of landowning rural patrons, 
but also when social hierarchies in the Nile Delta were renegotiated and fixed for about 
a century until the Nasserist rural reform programmes of the 1950s. According to the 
official historiography of the tribal historian Mohammed Sa‘oud al-Tahawi, the land 
in al-Sharqiyya was given to Shaykh al-‘Arab al-Shāfa‘i Abu Bakr of the Hanadi and 
his five sons (Karim, Suleiman, Amer, Younis and Tahawi) for cultivation and as a 
material reward for their services in Mohammed ‘Ali’s military campaigns and their 

3 It is important to note that, as the ‘capital’ of the Tahawi, Gizeret Sa‘oud follows the perspective of my 
Tahawi interlocutors from Sa‘oud and those with strong ties to it. There are other major family branches, 
such as those in Abu Hammad, Abu Kebir, Bilbes and Faqous that would most likely challenge this 
status in favour to their own ‘capitals’ and genealogical founding ancestors.
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alliance in the early crafting of the modern Egyptian state.4 Here, the Tahawi played 
a central role in what El Shakry and Mitchell describe as a colonization of Egypt from 
within (El Shakry 2007; Mitchell 1988). They helped to implement a modern bureau-
cracy and complex administrative system, which provided the basis for Mohammed 
‘Ali’s rural development and reform programmes, which were unprecedented in their 
scale and impact (see Aharoni 2007:136–145). The Tahawi became part of a new social 
order that “was continuous, meticulous and uniform … [and] attempted to discipline, 
coordinate and increase what were now thought of as the ‘productive powers’ of the 
country” (Mitchell 1988:35). Gabriel Baer harshly depicts the resulting “rule of the 
shaykhs of the Ṭahāwī family over the village of Manṣūriyya (Gīza), where the fellahs 
virtually ‘belonged’ to them and were subjected to their despotism when it came to 
their livelihood, to the corvée, and even to women” (Baer 1969:55).

In these events, which turned the Tahawi into landowning patrons, cultivators of the 
desert and representatives of Egypt’s “new order of the barracks and the battlefield, with 
its hierarchy of signal, movement, and supervision, inscribed and enforced in the life 

4 A reconstruction of the nineteenth-century Tahawi genealogy by combining historical Arab and 
Orientalist sources with tribal accounts and oral history is offered by the impressive work of Mohammed 
Sa‘oud al-Tahawi on his Historical Webpage of the Tahawiyya Family. See, for example, the entry entitled 
“Their Inhale are Clouds and Their Exhale is Rain“: https://www.eltahawysaoud.com/2019/07/blog-
post_11.html [15 June 2020]. The origin of the Tahawi as a distinct tribal group is connected with the 
murder of Tahawi bin al-Shāfa‘i, whose brothers decided to honour him by collectively adopting his 
name. Accordingly all their children were named after Tahawi bin al-Shāfa‘i.

Figure 2 Gizeret Sa‘oud, al-Sharqiyya. A reversed centre-periphery settlement 
pattern showing the main Tahawi estates in the centre of Geziret Saoud in beige 
and clearly distinguishable from the more densely populated areas on the town’s 
periphery. Photo: GoogleEarth
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of village and peasant” (Mitchell 1988:41–42), lies the initial inversion of what was as-
sumed to be a centre-periphery pattern. Whereas Arab Bedouins were commonly situ-
ated in the desert periphery as antagonistic counterparts of the central authority, Gizeret 
Sa‘oud and the Tahawi became closely associated and entangled with the politics of the 
new Pasha in Cairo. Looking at the red-circled beige area in the centre of Sa‘oud (figure 
2), one can still easily identify the original area of settlement and the spacious estates of 
the Tahawi, which represent not simply the historical core of the original Tahawi settle-
ments but, more importantly, their sociopolitical dominance and status, just described.

Second, the Tahawi’s wide-open estates are surrounded by, on the one hand, the 
typical, narrow roads and extremely densely populated tenement areas of the non-Ta-
hawi (peasant) dwellers of Sa‘oud and, on the other hand, vast stretches of agricultural 
land. Despite constituting the historical and socio-political centre of Gizeret Sa‘oud, the 
Tahawi are thus literally cornered in two interconnected ways, emphasizing the second 
reversal of a common centre-periphery order. On the one hand, what becomes obvious 
when looking at the satellite image again is that the Tahawi are clearly outnumbered. 
Nowadays, according to the 2017 census, al-Sharqiyya, with a population of more than 
seven million, comes right after Cairo and Giza, the third largest governate and, even 
when compared to Egypt’s major cities, is one of the most densely populated parts of 
Egypt (see CAPMAS 2019).5 Overpopulation and the constant influx of new inhab-
itants and seasonal agricultural workers created a strong feeling within the Tahawi that 
they are a shrinking minority in need of self-protection – for example, by continuing 
to insist on strict endogamy. But also, incidents of innocent everyday conflicts I was 
told about – for example, the children of non-Tahawi neighbours playing in the ruins 
of deserted Tahawi estates, or petty thefts of chickens, fertilizers or crops – are framed 
as a communal threat to the general security of the community and the loss of “the 
fellah’s sense for where they belong”.

On the other hand, the Tahawi are not only surrounded by people but also by 
cultivable fields. In the past all the land (which reaches far beyond the range of the 
satellite image) belonged exclusively to them. But by becoming just another centre, 
namely the repeated centre of attention and intervention in Egypt’s post-1952 rural re-
form programmes, agricultural industrialization and economic liberalization, their 
dominant position as the historical centre of Sa‘oud was contested many times and 
at least partially eliminated. The sequestration and redistribution of their land, in-
creased economic wealth, higher levels of education and thus access to waged jobs in 
the expanding agrobusinesses pose a constant danger to the Tahawi.6 Today, their ag-

5 The governates of Lower Egypt account for 3.3 percent of the total land area and 43.2 percent of 
Egypt’s total population (UNFPA 2018:10).
6 Robert Springborg shows, for example, that the Tahawi were immediately targeted by the Nasserist 
rural land-reform programmes because of the extent of their landholdings in al-Sharqiyya: “[E]ight were 
listed in the 1952 agrarian reform register as owning at least 200 feddans each in the Husseiniya district, 
and of whom eleven were listed in the 1961 register” (Springborg 1982:93; see also note 2, 261).
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ricultural competitors and the most potent investors in agricultural land development 
are literally the children and grandchildren of their fathers’ and grandfathers’ peasant 
clients.

Lastly, these contemporary pressures are experienced as violations and contes-
tations of a legitimate historical old order, whether by small everyday deviations in the 
seasonal crop-sharing leasing contracts, withdrawal of labour or even massively buying 
the Tahawi out of their land or building a new tenement block in their direct visual 
proximity. However, I am not interested in evoking a reductionist, antagonistic image 
of the Tahawi in opposition to the peasantry. Instead, the point is rather that decades 
of interventionist rural reform policies have tended to reinforce the complexities of 
social relations rather than provide any solutions to the so-called ‘Bedouin’ or ‘peasant 
problem’. In this sense, these reforms managed neither to eliminate the landowning 
ancien régime represented by the Tahawi, nor to empower the rural population to com-
pete with either the former or global markets. The consequences are either chauvinistic 
or revanchist resentments on all sides, expressed in a strong class belonging connected 
to the question of access to land which still runs primarily along the traditional trib-
al–peasant divide simply because it is historically inscribed in the settlement pattern 
of Gizeret Sa‘oud, as reaffirmed in development plans and reform policies over decades 
and generations, and in the end continuously actualized and negotiated in everyday 
politics until today.

A Maḍyafa Ecology of Gizeret Sa‘oud

In this constellation, the Tahawi election campaign 2015 was a critical event. As the 
latest intervention by the current regime into the political affairs of Gizeret Sa‘oud 
and the wider district, the local population became entangled in the national struggle 
to define Egypt’s political future under ‘Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi’s tightening autocratic 
grip. However, the elections were also a playground and a resource for the conflicts 
just described and a chance for the Tahawi to relaunch their claim publicly as Sa‘oud’s 
founders and ruling family.

Before turning to the election campaign in detail, I will introduce the central in-
stitution involved in organizing public communal life, including the Tahawi’s election 
campaign. As the article’s opening vignette aimed to show, a maḍyafa is a private or 
public guest house that creates a particular public space for its regular guests and vis-
itors that is “clearly a source of contention as well as unity” (Shryock 2004:53). One 
could compare a maḍyafa to an ‘everyday island’ where its inhabitants meet and dis-
cuss all kinds of personal and community-related issues and politics. Besides a private 
maḍyafa in each house, every male Tahawi in Sa‘oud also has a connection with a 
particular public one, which he frequently visits for shorter or longer times, usually 
after lunch, some staying the whole day until dinner at sunset or even later. Maḍyafa 
activities range widely, from collective praying, planning collective work, debating is-
sues or mainly just sitting together and hanging out to chatting, smoking, drinking tea 
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and waiting for something to happen or someone to pass by while constantly playing 
with one’s smartphone. Not only does most of the Tahawi’s public life take place on 
these ‘islands’, so did most of my research, and it felt very much like cruising (usually 
by car) between them, whereas ‘my’ maḍyafa was always the safe haven where all daily 
journeys both started and ended.

I developed the idea of the maḍyafa ecology of Geziret Sa‘oud to account, on the 
one side, for the diverse and complex entanglements between these interconnected 
public islands, and on the other hand, to emphasize their obvious embeddedness and 
their involvement in issues that reach far beyond Sa‘oud or al-Houssainiyya district. 
Following Horden and Purcell’s discussion, maḍyafas could be conceived “as ecolog-
ical entities that straddle the urban/rural distinction usually drawn” (2020b:72) and 
that instead build their own interconnected microecologies. In general, the maḍyafa 
ecology of Geziret Sa‘oud resembled the internal settlement structure of the Tahawi 
based on the five main shaikhly patrilineages of descendants of Sa‘oud. Each patril-
ineage quarter had its own public maḍyafa, which in the old days was the shaikh’s 
maḍyafa, but nowadays is collectively used and maintained by its regulars. A tribal 
identity of shared genealogical origin, however, did not necessarily lead to an egali-
tarian order, except externally for purposes of ideological mobilization against non-
Tahawi, as happened during the 2015 election campaign. The Orwellian phrase “all 
are equal, but some are more equal than others” is also quite appropriate here, being 
reflected in the visiting patterns of the various maḍyafas in Sa‘oud. Besides patrilineal 
descent, age and social status, not just as a married or unmarried male, but also eco-
nomically and politically, determines who visits whom. Hence these public maḍyafas 
are a shared responsibility in which some people are more involved than others. 
Needless to say, representing both the fragmented public of a specific Egyptian rural 
setting and the patrilineal organization of the Tahawi, the maḍyafa ecology is basi-
cally a male ecology, which is also highlighted by the present topic of the elections as 
a rather classic male topic in anthropology. However, the women of Geziret Sa‘oud 
most definitely have their own overlapping ecology of households, but doing field-
work there, thanks to the author’s own male positionality and limits of access, must 
remain a potentially fascinating task for someone else. Moreover, non-Tahawis very 
rarely strayed into a maḍyafa, thereby reinforcing the settlement pattern described in 
the previous section.

In May 2015, however, on my first ‘official’ day of fieldwork in Geziret Sa‘oud, I was 
initiated into one specific maḍyafa. On that day, I finally summoned up the courage 
to call a young Tahawi whom I had met earlier that year during a day trip to Sa‘oud 
and who had then offered me his help. He picked me up from my apartment in the 
nearby district capital of al-Houssainiyya, and we drove directly to ‘his’ maḍyafa. In 
retrospect, I experienced this as an ‘assignment’ and acted accordingly by accepting 
this maḍyafa as the immediate and exclusive entry and focal point for my ethnographic 
research. This maḍyafa was introduced to me as the Malaika, and by adopting the 
‘rhythm’, visiting patterns, daily life and connections of this maḍyafa, the Malaikians 
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became the centre of my life in Sa‘oud for about a year. The Malaika also defined my 
very perspective on the upcoming election.7

Over my months in Sa‘oud I realized that the Malaikians enjoyed a rather ambig-
uous status. The regulars were mostly young aspiring unmarried men, some newly 
wed, others older married ones; none of them belonged to the wealthier and privileged 
Tahawi of Sa‘oud. The latter maintained their own exclusive private maḍyafas which 
most Malaikians refused to visit, even when I asked them to do so. There were occa-
sions when I was told that the Malaikians were all losers or bad (wahish) and that their 
maḍyafa had lost the Arab Bedouin ways and lacks the authentic Arab hospitality of 
properly preparing and serving tea. Malaikians were all pious and prayed five times a 
day, though less liberal policies like, for example, smoking hashish were also accepted.8 
In turn, the ambiguous status of the Malaikians translated into the parliamentary elec-
tion campaign. In the end, it was they who officially launched the campaign in June 
2015, organized by an opening ceremony at the Malaika. Here the maḍyafa became 
the central stage and liminal site of what Shryock calls the hospitality assemblage of “a 
host, a guest, a space of performance and evaluation, and a backstage set apart from 
the guest” that “figure as means to establish the sovereignty of social groups of different 
sorts and sizes, ranging from families to villages, tribes, and states” (Shryock 2012:24). 
The Tahawi election campaign is one example of continuous “scalar shifts, in which 
older notions of house and family [or tribe] collide with newer ideas of citizenship” 
(ibid.:28). This will be the focus of the next section.

How to Win Elections in al-Sharqiyya

Politics in post-2011 Revolution Egypt

After the revolution of 25 January 2011, the last parliamentary elections for the Egyp-
tian People’s Assembly were held between November 2011 and January 2012. Shortly 
afterwards, in June 2012, Parliament was dissolved by the Egyptian Supreme Con-
stitutional Court. From then on until 2015 Egypt remained without a parliament. 
When the Egyptian government announced new elections for 2015, after recent years 

7 The name Malaika was explained to me as being the ‘small’ version of the Malik maḍyafa, located 
just a few metres around the corner and representing the official maḍyafa of the Malik family branch, 
descended from one of the five sons of Shaykh Sa‘oud al-Tahawi. Until today, I am still not sure if they 
not just made up this name for the anthropologist, who was in desperate need of a proper name for the 
maḍyafa.
8 For a discussion of the popularity of hashish as “the most serious competitor of football in the field of 
entertainment among young men” in rural Egypt and as a consequence and contestation of the Islamic 
revival of Egypt’s society in the 1980s, see also Schielke (2008:253).
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in which elections were repeated-
ly promised and then postponed, 
none of my Egyptian friends or 
contacts in Cairo really believed 
that there would actually be any.

In al-Sharqiyya, conversely, I 
experienced a completely different 
set of attitudes: not only did the Ta-
hawi campaign begin early, at the 
end of June 2015 in the middle of 
Ramadan – that is, more than two 
months before I saw any election 
posters or campaigning activities 
in Cairo – it even began in full 
before the election dates had been 
officially announced by the govern-
ment. My timid inquiries as to what 
they would do if the elections were 
postponed again were categorically 
dismissed.9

The reason why the campaign 
started months earlier than in 

Cairo has already been mentioned in the opening vignette. At the time I arrived in 
Sa‘oud, a serious controversy (in colloquial Arabic mahmatta) had broken out over the 
question of who would be the Tahawi candidate (muraššah), officially nominated and 
accepted by all Tahawi. The issue did not just dominate the Tahawi Country Club or 
the Malaika, it occupied the community at large. Solving this to reach a unanimous 
nomination was more important than anything else and took quite some time. There 
were two nominees. On one side was Dr Ahmed ‘Abd al-Latif al-Tahawi (hereafter Dr 
Ahmed), who was mainly endorsed by Sa‘oud, and thus by the majority of the Tahawi 
families in the capital. Dr Ahmed was a medical doctor with a small private clinic 
in Sa‘oud and the descendant of one of the wealthy shaikhly families. He was also a 
political newcomer. On the other side was Dr Said ‘Abdallah ‘Abd al-Sittar al-Tahawi 
from the influential Bishara family branch, also genealogically a descendant of one of 
Sa‘oud’s brothers, though the branch had its main settlement on the fringes of al-Hou-
sainiyya, the district capital. Therefore, he could be seen as the Tahawi candidate of 
al-Housainiyya and the surrounding villages with Bishara kinship ties. Dr Said ‘Abdal-
lah, or to use his official electoral nickname ‘Aboud al-Tahawi, was a pharmacist and 

9 The last election postponement occurred on 1 March 2015 after a ruling by the Supreme Constitu-
tional Court, “which declared some provisions of the election laws unconstitutional” (Bahgat 2016). The 
official announcement of the election dates was finally made on the 25 August 2015.

Figure 3 Congratulations. “The 2015 parliamentary 
candidate Dr Ahmed ‘Abd al-Latif al-Tahawi congrat-
ulates leader al-Sisi and the Egyptian people. We are 
grateful for the opening of the New Suez Canal.” The 
image circulated on social media during the inaugura-
tion festivities in August 2015. Source unknown; field 
material of Christoph Lange
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the head of the pharmacists’ syndicate in al-Sharqiyya. Unlike Dr Ahmed, he was an 
experienced politician who had already stood as a candidate in the last parliamentary 
elections in 2011/12, which were annulled shortly afterwards. While Dr Ahmed, like 
the majority of the total of seventeen candidates, ran as an independent (mustaqil), 
his opponent ‘Aboud al-Tahawi ran for the Free Egyptians Party, one of only four 
Egyptian parties which together had put forward five candidates in al-Houssainiyya 
district in the 2015 election.10

The main internal conflict was already reflected in this constellation. Both op-
ponents represented not simply two patrilineal factions of the Tahawi but also two 
ideological camps. ‘Aboud al-Tahawi, with his liberal business-oriented party, stood for 
affiliation with a new democratic Egypt in the era of the post-25 January revolution, 
drawing substantial support and legitimacy from his Tahawi family ties, but mainly 
from his professional party connection. Dr Ahmed, on the other hand, as a medical 
doctor, also represented the professionally educated and supposedly modern candidate, 
hence at all his public appearances he appeared in khaki shirt and trousers and never in 
traditional rural garb (galabiyya). At the same time, however, he was the candidate of 
remnants of the ancien régime of the Tahawi establishment in the form of the wealthy 
and benevolent Sa‘oud leaders, who employed their influence and resources for the gen-
eral welfare of the population and the nomination of their candidate. As a Malaikian, I 
was automatically drawn into Dr Ahmed’s camp and therefore never managed to speak 
directly to ‘Aboud al-Tahawi.

As the opening vignette also shows, the conflict over the nomination issue was in 
part a generational conflict. For some Tahawi who belonged to the generation of young 
educated cosmopolitan professionals, it was simply up to the voters and the actual elec-
tion to decide who would be the winning candidate. In conversations with these young 
professional Tahawi, who had lived for some time in Cairo or abroad, not only did a 
shared view and confidence in the election process become apparent, so did a certain 
detachment from the tribal affairs that surrounded the resolution of the conflict.

On the other hand, the conflict was not reducible to the anthropological theme 
of opposed patrilineages: for the majority the tribal unity of the Tahawi was at stake, 
and consequently their electoral victory was in danger. The reluctance of ‘Aboud to 
withdraw his candidacy was not just a personal matter because he was not obeying the 
authority and decision of a majority of the elders and respected family heads – he was 

10 In the district of al-Houssainiyya, two candidates ran for the Free Egyptians Party, the liberal party 
of the extremely rich businessman and politician Naguib Sawiris. Besides them, there was one candidate 
for the Nation’s Future Party, which was basically al-Sisi’s youth party, and one for the Republican 
People’s Party, another liberal party composed of former ministers supported by ex-presidential can-
didate Amr Moussa, which joined the pro-Sisi parliamentary bloc after the elections (see e.g. “Egypt’s 
Republican People’s Party officially joins pro-Sisi parliamentary bloc” at http://english.ahram.org.eg/
News/177447.aspx [20 April, 2020]). Finally, there was a lone candidate for the Salafi Noor Party. Ex-
cept for the Nation’s Future candidate, all the other party candidates dropped out in the first round, and 
the final battle was between independents.
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risking the success of the Tahawi as a whole. Not only would the votes be divided, but 
politically much more important would be the display of disunity before the external 
public, because, as was explained and discussed several times, what would the peasants 
and non-Tahawi voters think if the Tahawi were unable to nominate a common candi-
date and had two instead?

Besides the official election kick-off event at the end of June 2015, which was or-
ganized by the Malaikians with the aim of showing their support for and endorsement 
of Dr Ahmed in Gizeret Sa‘oud, informal talks were held with ‘Aboud or prominent 
personalities of Sa‘oud who might be able to persuade him to give up his candidacy.

All these attempts failed, which ultimately led to a council meeting (maǧlis) being 
held at the beginning of July 2015, which some also referred to as a conference (mu-
‘tamar) over the election campaign. I was invited by my Malaikian friends to attend 
in eager anticipation that the nomination issue would be solved. A representative of 
each major family branch from Sa‘oud, ‘Aleiwa, al-Houssainiyya and the surrounding 
Tahawi villages was invited to the maǧlis or mu‘tamar, which took place on suppos-
edly neutral ground in a small village belonging to the ‘Abd al-Salam family branch 
between Gizeret Sa‘oud and al-Houssainiyya. The meeting was held in the maḍyafa of 
the ‘Abd al-Salam family. Around 9 pm the meeting started in a very formal and or-
ganized manner, the family representatives all being seated on chairs in a row, while the 
roughly fifty guests sat either along the walls on benches or on the floor. The opening 
speeches by two elders of the major family branches ( far‘a) declared the main problem 
and laid down the agenda: "We are at a historical crossroads and need to move forward 
united and forget our quarrels and conflicts of the past".

During their speeches, some of the elders invoked the continuity of their crucial 
participation in statecraft throughout Egypt’s history. In order to ensure this status and 
provide a future for their children, "We must unite and stop arguing" (natwaḥed wa-la 
naḫtalif ). To achieve this goal, they planned on electing a maǧlis al-’ idara (committee 
board) representing all the families of the district, and in the future also the Tahawi 
families of Abu Hammad, Abu Kebir and Bilbes to represent the Hanadi family as a 
whole. This maǧlis was to provide charity and social services for the poor and needy, 
e.g. by distributing zakat (Islamic charitable donations), organize the upcoming elec-
tions and represent the Tahawi politically by sending a delegation to the inauguration 
ceremony for the New Suez Canal to show their support for the leadership of ‘Abd 
al-Fattah al-Sisi publicly. The biggest issue, however, remained who and how many 
should represent the five branches of the Tahawi and what procedure to use in electing 
them. The idea had already existed for two years but was now being revived due to the 
elections. There was widespread agreement that the maǧlis should become a proper 
legal organization (ǧama‘iyya qānūniyya mušahara) to organize and declare the charity 
work (ḫairiyya). The only critical remark about possible government interference was 
immediately dismissed by one elder, who stressed the interdependence between the 
Tahawi and the state: “We are a mountain to them, and they are a mountain to us. We 
will not surpass the government. That’s it.”
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After an hour, the meeting was declared preliminary and abruptly dissolved. It did 
not reach an agreement for the new maǧlis al-’ idara or the issue of Dr ‘Aboud or Dr 
Ahmed. The latter issue wasn’t even brought to the table as the Malaikians had so much 
anticipated, but instead, to their dislike, was elegantly avoided. As a result, however, 
both candidates continued with their campaigns and finally ran for the elections, with 
Dr ‘Aboud dropping out in the first round. Every time I tried to return to the issue with 
someone at the Malaika after that evening, I was told that the conflict had been re-
solved and that everything was now fine. I never encountered a similar meeting or even 
know whether they succeeded in establishing the Tahawi organization, but the events 
of that evening illustrate significantly how the two realms of national politics and local 
tribal affairs collided through the Tahawi’s aspiration to ‘play a role’ in Egypt’s future. 
The council meeting and the debate on unified representation exemplify what I called 
strategic tribalism at the beginning of the article: the overlapping and intersection of 
a historical and traditional tribal claim to power with political participation through 

Figure 4 Campaigning. Top: Mobilizing the 
Tahawi at the Malaika maḍyafa: Who will 
become the official candidate? Centre: A 
council meeting of elders was convened to 
resolve the conflicts and embrace unity in 
creating a Tahawi organization (ǧama‘iyya). 
Below: Campaigning for three months in 
the towns and villages of al-Houssainiyya 
district. Video still and photos: Christoph 
Lange 
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elections – one of the most striking projects of modernity. In this way, the institutional 
and ideological resources of the former frame the mode of engagement to adopt in 
achieving the later.

Mobilizing Voters in al-Houssainiyya District, al-Sharqiyya

Apart from internal disputes over who was the right candidate and the problem of 
Tahawi unity, the promotion of Dr Ahmed outside the Tahawi to all inhabitants of al-
Houssainiyya District was the other central issue. With no exact figures for the size of 
the Tahawi and no census taken by myself, I was left with estimates based on rather un-
helpful assumptions of between five and twenty thousand Tahawi living in the district, 
always depending on who I talked to and which villages and also which individuals 
were included. But compared to the total number of voters in the district, about three 
hundred thousand, the mission was very clear from the beginning: without the support 
and votes of the non-Tahawi population, no victory could be achieved.

Besides the point made earlier that, in contrast to the 2011/12 election, the majority 
of candidates in 2015 ran as independents, there had also been some continuity. For 
example, looking at the local news coverage and headlines, in both elections classic 
tropes of group solidarity (‘aṣabiyya), tribalism (qabaliyya), wealthy influential families 
(‘ā’ ilāt) and tribesmen (’abna’ al-qabā’ il) were prominently featured.11 In both elections 
the Tahawi were named among other prominent families. Another shared feature was 
that not a single female candidate presented herself.

In Sa‘oud 2015, the most feared contender from the field of non-Tahawi candidates 
was Ibrahim Burai, described by the Malaikians as the wealthiest peasant and largest 
landowner in Sa‘oud. Burai was feared because of his potential not simply to win the 
elections, but also to inflict physical violence. He was a political heavyweight and be-
longed to the establishment of Sa‘oud with a strong base of supporters. I was told 
that during previous elections there had been violent clashes between the Tahawi and 
Burai’s followers, even one incident during the 1990s when a Tahawi was shot and 
died. Although I could not gather any details of the conflict, the threat of a feud un-
ravelling or a bloody conflict was ever-present in 2015. My Malaikian friends declared 
that any interaction with supporters of Burai was too dangerous and risky for me. So, 
I was simply not allowed to meet the other side.

11 Youm7, “The Disappearance of Women in al-Houssainiyya district, al-Shaqiyya, and the Rule of 
Tribal Solidarity and Tribalism”, by Eman Salem, December 6, 2011 online at https://www.youm7.com/
story/2011/12/6/548619/ةيلبقلاو-ةيبصعلل-مكحتو-ةيقرشلاب-ةينيسحلا-ةرئادب-ةأرملا-ءافتخا. 
The article also gives a good overview of the general composition and dynamics of the parliamentary 
election in al-Houssainiyya. Al-Masry al-Youm: “’Families and Money’ is the password for Sann al-
Haggar in al-Sharqiyya” by Waleed Saleh, November 5, 2015 online at https://www.almasryalyoum.
com/news/details/839044 [16 April 2020].
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The Tahawi of Sa‘oud and their supporters, including several non-Tahawi families 
throughout the district, organized dozens of election events for the public endorsement 
of Dr Ahmed between June and October 2015, all similar to the kick-off event at the 
Malaika. Throughout the election period, the Malaika maḍyafa and others, especially 
Dr Ahmed’s private maḍyafa, were transformed into campaign offices. Usually, prom-
inent family heads in specific neighbourhoods were contacted and convinced to facil-
itate an evening event in their grounds. Sometimes large banners with the hosts and 
families specifically endorsing Dr Ahmed were printed for the event, and sometimes a 
stage was built and hundreds of chairs delivered (see figure 4). These larger events in-
cluded free snacks, tea and coffee for the guests. The lack of any female candidates was 
reproduced during these events, which following the traditionally rigid gender segre-
gation, making the election campaign an exclusively male enterprise.12

The event’s costs were negotiated in advance and shared on a proportional basis 
with the hosts, although it seemed to me that Dr Ahmed’s election campaign team 
generally assumed the main part. Fundraising was always an issue, but it was generally 
discussed privately between individuals who separated from the group for this purpose, 
and I was never involved in these negotiations. From time to time, donations for extra 
expenses like flyers or posters were collected, and everyone at the Malaika gave what 
he could afford.

The choreography of these events was practically always the same. Depending 
on the wealth and number of the hosts, all were seated on a nicely prepared plenary 
stage from which the hosts opened the event with their endorsement, followed by Dr 
Ahmed’s electoral speech. The deliberately overmodulated sound system produced 
echoing, distorted voices, which found their ways through the night into every room of 
the surrounding buildings in the neighbourhood so that one’s actual participation in 
and presence at the event was not really necessary for the local residents.

The Malaikians printed Dr Ahmed stickers for the windshields on their cars and 
created flyers and posters that were distributed everywhere. Strong-hearted supporters 
of Dr Ahmed painted graffitis with his name and candidacy on the outer walls of their 
homes. One evening, I participated in a motorcade with a speaker truck leading dozens 
of cars. We circled for hours not just through Sa‘oud but also into all the non-Tahawi 
neighbourhoods, creating incredible traffic chaos and noise in the streets. Mobilizing 
and engaging the Tahawi community was of the utmost importance, and therefore cars 
and transportation were a crucial resource. Who had a car and could pick up others 
to drive them to one of the events was a constant topic of discussion. Especially older 
and respected men without cars were usually picked up and driven to these events. 

12 Only once did I notice a group of women attending an election evening event. Out of my curiosity 
about their unusual presence in a remote dark corner of the place, I ask one of my friends if I could take a 
picture, but he advised me not to because it could cause trouble with the neighbourhood hosts. Women’s 
support to the election campaign was generally confined to the house and preparing food for meetings, 
as well as through their crucial votes at the polling stations.
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Some serious conflicts occurred when, during an event, someone suddenly realized 
that important individuals were not present because someone had forgotten to pick 
them up. One evening, I went together with one of my Malaikian friends to the youth 
maḍyafa on an official mission to ensure transportation for upcoming events and to 
fix this issue for good. It was impressive to witness how easily my companion in his 
early forties managed to mobilize the teenagers by playing the authority card of the 
respected Tahawi elder, who demanded the solidarity of Tahawi youth for a common 
cause. The plan was to establish a shuttle system on demand, and a list of all available 
cars and drivers’ phone numbers was compiled. Taken totally by surprise and being 
suddenly enlisted in the campaign, there was no space for objections. The practical 

Figure 5 Election Days. Top: Showing a pres-
ence in sit-ins in front of the polling stations. 
Centre: Providing shuttle buses to the polling 
station. Below: Securing the regular voting 
with mobile offices in front of the official poll-
ing stations. Photos: Christoph Lange
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organization of the election campaign and the mobilization of voters, including the 
internal and external activation and instrumentalization of solidarity groups, was, like 
the vast majority of daily life in Sa‘oud, embedded in and determined by what I have 
described above as maḍyafa ecology. The association with an individual maḍyafa not 
only determined which candidate one supported, it also reinforced the line between 
Tahawi and non-Tahawi throughout the actual election campaign.

 When the first round of the elections finally approached at the end of November, 
things intensified, and the whole of Sa‘oud went on the move. People left their regular 
maḍyafas and houses and went outside to sit in groups for a whole day in the public 
squares in front of the polling stations in Sa‘oud. Even when this was described to me 
as a holiday, these sit-ins were less sociable gatherings than public embodiments of 
symbolic control of the voting process through independent observation and presence 
(see figure 5).

Keeping Control of the Vote

This sense of control was exercised far beyond sitting in front of a polling station, 
smoking a shisha, or drinking tea while chatting and observing the scene. Dr Ah-
med succeeded, together with six other candidates, in moving on to round two of the 
election at the beginning of December. The Tahawi of Sa‘oud organized election task 
forces, and I asked to join the Malaikians. The groups met early in the morning at the 
campaign’s headquarters, the estate and clinic of Dr Ahmed, from where they drove to 
every single polling station all over the district. Several rented minibuses were also sta-
tioned at the headquarters to offer a free shuttle service to the voters. Our election task 
force set up a mobile office with a desk and notebook in the proximity of the polling 
station. We had to make sure that we were at the required distance from the station 
and thus avoided violating the election law that forbade any direct interference with the 
voting process through the promotion of a particular candidate in front of the polling 
station on election day. The most fascinating thing in all this was the logic behind it. 
The Egyptian government had set up an online election webpage and database to pro-
vide individual information for each voter concerning which polling station to vote at. 
All we did was offer assistance to voters in identifying the right polling station. For all 
voters who passed by and were uncertain or curious about where to vote, we looked up 
the name in the online system using the laptop and then put the person’s details in his 
or her voters’ identity card, where you could fill in the voter’s name, seat and number 
of the local election committee and a serial number. A convenient side effect was that 
we generated an independent list of voters, ensuring that only registered voters could 
vote once, and only at the right place. The top image in figure 6 shows the more sug-
gestive version displaying Dr Ahmed on the back of the card, which was distributed 
primarily to voters when it was clear from the beginning that they would vote for Dr 
Ahmed because they were Tahawi or known supporters. Another version made of blue 
cardboard with red writing contained only information about the voter and the place 
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of election and no reference to Dr Ahmed. This card we used at our base in a small 
village near Sann al-Hagar, where Dr Ahmed was not the favourite, though he might 
still collect some votes.

We stayed at our location until the evening, in an atmosphere that was relaxed and 
friendly. The very few minor incidents caused by over-ambitious and boisterous sup-

Figure 6 Promoting, listing and accounting. Top: 
Providing identity cards for voters. Centre and 
below: Counting the votes independently at the 
Malaika until late at night and making lists of the 
final turnout. Photos: Christoph Lange
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porters were dealt with by the locals. Our team was in constant contact with the head-
quarters in Sa‘oud and all the other teams. We mainly exchanged information on the 
general situation and the rush of voters at individual polling stations. Several times de-
tails about clashes between voters emerged somewhere, at which the Tahawi instantly 
organized a response team that was sent to the area to gather further information and, 
if necessary, to calm the situation. The Tahawi were apparently in full control of the 
election and everywhere present in the district. Early in the evening, when it became 
apparent that fewer and fewer voters were arriving at the polling station, we decided to 
return to Sa‘oud and the Malaika.

Back in Sa‘oud, the imminent closure of the polling stations and the first projec-
tions of the results increased the excitement noticeably. Everyone was constantly on his 
phone and writing down updated figures. While I sat amazed, silent and ignored in a 
corner of the Malaika, I realized that they even had insiders in the different election 
committees and got their figures at first hand the moment the election committee 
finished counting. At around 10 pm people were convinced that not much would 
change and that the final result was clear: Dr Ahmed had won with a clear majority of 
more than twenty thousand votes ahead of the second and third candidate, a victory 
celebrated the whole night at his maḍyafa and in whole Sa‘oud.

Conclusion

Dr Ahmed’s election slogan weaves together the various threads that have been re-
vealed in this article. First, from the beginning, the election campaign was directed at 
all the inhabitants of al-Houssainiyya District in al-Sharqiyya and beyond. Therefore, 
it addressed the public issues of health, water and traffic safety, which were basically 
everyone’s concern. Dr Ahmed’s profession as a medical doctor with a privately owned 
clinic provided the necessary legitimacy, authority and resources to address exactly 
these issues. Secondly, the inherent tensions between local population and Tahawi as 
remnants of the ancien régime of landowning patrons were addressed in its inversion: 
the caring candidate, who was economically capable and obliged to be so because of 
this historical and cultural legacy and generation-long responsibility as the founders 
and rulers of Sa‘oud. Thirdly, the Tahawi campaign extended far beyond al-Sharqiyya 
by addressing the wider political transformations of post-25 January Egypt and situa-
ting themselves as strong supporters of the current military regime. During the council 
meeting in July, the Tahawi elders even made achieving a position and role close to al-
Sisi’s leadership their highest priority. The means to achieve this proximity were based 

Figure 7 Election slogan:
For better health-care for all
For the care for those who cannot
For a valid and reforming parliament
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in what I have proposed to call a strategic tribalism, which was most vividly enacted in 
the election campaign and rooted in what Shryock, in the context of Bedouin identity 
politics in Jordan, calls a “tactical modernism” (2004:57).

The present article has chosen ecological “joined-up thinking” (Horden and Purcell 
2020b:76) to account, on the one hand, for the continuous “interimplication of the 
rural in the urban and the urban in the rural” (Vasantkumar 2017:375) and scalar 
work in between, which constitute the ruralurban assemblage that is engrained with 
connectivity. On the other hand, in this perspective, the “scandalous tribalism” (Shry-
ock 2019:28) and “clannish habits” (ibid.) that were so obviously present in the Tahawi 
campaign lose their romanticized or atavistic stench and appear on the contrary as 
“part of a nation-making discourse … and practice of sovereignty” (Shryock 2004:58).

Moreover, the multiple sovereignties at stake also defy any easy mapping of the 
rural-urban nexus. The Tahawi’s claim to be the original founders and rulers of Geziret 
Sa‘oud and al-Houssainiyya was translated into an alliance with the hypernationalist 
stance of the current regime. Here, the issue of the Tahawi’s tribal unity, expressed in 
the phrase ‘We are one man’ (aḥna kullena ragul waḥed), echoed exactly the revolution-
ary slogan ‘We are one hand’ (kulena ’īd waheda), later appropriated by the military. 
Further, the ideological dispute materialized in the moral economy of hierarchies, 
status and privileges embedded in what I have called the maḍyafa ecology of Geziret 
Sa‘oud, which constituted the driving communal force expressed in Malaikians’ efforts 
to engage full-bloodedly in the campaign in order to associate themselves with the es-
tablishment of Sa‘oud and thus overcome their own inherent ambiguity.

The Tahawi’s campaigning was far from being uniquely tribal or exclusively char-
acteristic of rural areas. Indeed, the exact opposite may prove to be the case when one 
looks beyond Geziret Sa‘oud and al-Houssainiyya. On the one hand, several high-
ranking officials from state security, the presidential palace and the government orches-
trated an election list of pro-government candidates that in the end won all 120 parlia-
mentary seats for list candidates during the elections of 2015 (Bahgat 2016). Moreover, 
analysing the role of patron-client networks in Cairo’s popular and low-income dis-
tricts during the 2015 elections, Mohamed Fahmy Menza concluded that “the end 
result was an electoral process that was, in several ways, more similar to the elections 
that took place during Mubarak’s time than the electoral activities of the post-2011 
era” (2019:107). Thus, the Tahawi of al-Sharqiyya were probably more closely entan-
gled in and engaged with the regime’s grand design for Egypt than many of Cairo’s 
critical voices and reluctant voters. These entanglements were strategically translated 
back and forth between local and political concerns and the broader Egyptian political 
landscape. Hence, the Tahawi’s aspirations and expectations for their political future 
and their role in al-Sisi’s Egypt simultaneously became the ultimate legitimation for 
the latter’s future vision.
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