CHAPTER 9

FROM ALIGNMENT TO AMBIGUITY:
THE STRATEGIC PUZZLE OF US-EGYPT RELATIONS

Tamer Kagiker!, Ishmael Adjei?

9.1. Introduction

The Middle East has historically been a region of strategic competition,
both among regional powers and external actors, due to its vast energy resources
and critical trade routes. Particularly, global powers in pursuit of geopolitical
dominance have shown a persistent desire to maintain a strong presence in the
region. Accordingly, for the US (US)—which has sought to exert global influence
since the post—World War II period—the Middle East has consistently occupied
a central place in its foreign policy agenda. However, US relations with Middle
Eastern countries have always evolved under the shadow of various political
obstacles. These include the regions deeply rooted anti-colonial and anti-Western
sentiments, the strategic rivalry with the Soviet Union during the Cold War,
and, more broadly, the tension between the US’s liberal-democratic discourse
and its pragmatic cooperation with authoritarian regimes. Despite championing
liberal values on the global stage, the US has found itself compelled to work with
autocratic governments in the region. This has created a persistent contradiction
between strategic interests and normative commitments in US Middle East policy.

Nonetheless, the US has established strong partnerships and strategic alliances
with many of these authoritarian regimes, using these relationships to sustain
its influence in the region. Among the cornerstone states of this US-led security
architecture is Egypt. Historically regarded as one of the leading actors in the
region, Egypt’s foreign policy orientation shifted significantly in the 1970s. While
President Nasser maintained close ties with the Soviet Union, his successor,
Anwar Sadat, realigned Egypt toward the US. Since then, Egypt has become one
of Washington’s most critical allies in the Middle East. During the Cold War,
Egypt received substantial US military and economic assistance as part of a
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broader strategy to secure American influence in the region. Although democracy
promotion was articulated as a core element of US foreign policy, Washington
consistently prioritised regional stability—evident in its longstanding support
for the authoritarian Mubarak regime, despite mounting domestic demands for
political liberalisation. With the onset of the Arab Uprisings, however, US policy
underwent a partial recalibration. While maintaining its emphasis on stability,
Washington also began to engage with emerging political forces and adopted a
more flexible discourse on democracy promotion.

These developments marked a significant transformation in the strategic
partnership between the US and Egypt. This study seeks to examine the causes
and consequences of this shift. It argues that the Arab Uprisings deepened the
longstanding tension between the US’s strategic interests and its normative
commitments in the region, compelling successive US administrations to reassess
their relationship with Egypt. Simultaneously, the Sisi administration, in response
to mounting US pressure on human rights and Washington’s gradual regional
retrenchment, began to seek alternative partners in its foreign policy orientation.
Based on these assumptions, the study further contends that although the strategic
partnership between Egypt and the US has not been fully dissolved, the level
of alignment and dependency observed during the Mubarak era has not been
reestablished under the Sisi regime.

In line with these premises, the study will first provide an analytical overview
of US-Egypt relations up to the Arab Uprisings, focusing on the political, security,
and economic dimensions that have shaped their bilateral ties. The second section
will examine US policy responses to the uprisings and how these policies were
received by successive Egyptian governments. The final section will analyse how
these shifts in US policy have led the Sisi administration to explore alternative
alliances and reposition Egypt’s foreign policy within a changing regional
landscape.

9.2. Egypt in the US Middle East Policy: A Strategic Partner or a
Dependent Client?

With the advent of the Cold War, the US adopted a global hegemonic
strategy in which the Middle East emerged as a persistent focal point of its
foreign policy agenda. As clearly demonstrated by the existing literature, the
primary drivers underlying US interest in the Middle East include the desire to
control and secure the region’s vast energy resources, ensure the security of Israel,
safeguard key trade routes, and ultimately prevent the emergence of any regional
or external actor capable of establishing hegemony in the region. (Kamel, 2018;
Silverburg & Reich, 2015). In the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, a fifth
dimension—counterterrorism—was incorporated into this strategic framework.
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Given the Middle East’s role as a key locus for radical Islamist movements, the
fight against terrorism became a central pillar of US regional policy. In this
context, the US constructed a regional security architecture that included close
cooperation with key allies such as Israel, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Tiirkiye.
Rather than being institutionalised through a formal multilateral mechanism
akin to NATO, this security architecture was built primarily on bilateral
relationships. Although frequently characterised as “strategic partnerships”
by both the US and its regional counterparts, the pronounced asymmetry in
capabilities and influence has often led analysts to interpret these relationships
through the lens of patron—client dynamics.

Simultaneously, American foreign policy toward the region has also included a
discourse on democracy and political reform. US administrations have promoted
the development of civil society and encouraged political reforms in Middle
Eastern regimes through institutional programs such as the US Agency for
International Development (USAID), the Broader Middle East and North Africa
Initiative (BMENALI), and the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) (Snider
& Faris, 2011). While these initiatives are often criticised as merely symbolic or
superficial, the US continues to position itself as a global leader in the promotion
of democracy and human rights. The increasing strength of communication
technologies and the growing ease of global access to information have facilitated
the diffusion of this democracy discourse across the region. However, this creates a
twofold dilemma—Dboth political and ethical—for US policy in the Middle East.
Politically, the security architecture that the US has constructed in the region
largely rests upon authoritarian regimes. Efforts to promote democracy may,
therefore, undermine these regimes, and by extension, the very architecture the
US has established to protect its interests. Moreover, many opposition groups
within these authoritarian states are often anti-Western, making the potential
consequences of democratisation even more hazardous for US interests (Faris,
2013). Ethically, the US’s collaboration with authoritarian regimes contradicts
its pro-democracy rhetoric and raises serious questions about the sincerity of its
commitment to democratic principles.

One of the most illustrative examples in the US Middle East policy is Egypt,
which functions simultaneously as a pillar of the regional security architecture
constructed by the US and as a central figure in the strategic interest/normative
discourse dilemma. In fact, historically, North Africa has not been a primary
focus of US foreign policy. Moreover, until the 1970s, Egypt pursued a policy of
distancing itself from the US, acting both as the closest regional ally of the Soviet
Union and as the leader of the anti-Israel bloc. However, following Egypt’s peace
negotiations with Israel in the 1970s and the subsequent weakening of its relations
with the Soviet Union, it emerged as one of the US’ most important regional
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partners. After this date, Egypt became a significant actor in advancing the US’
interests in the region, as outlined above. Firstly, with the termination of the state
of war between the two countries through the Camp David Accords, the security
of Israel’s southeastern border was effectively guaranteed (Dunne, 2014). The
second factor enhancing Egypt’s strategic importance is its geographical control
over crucial transit points in the region. Historically, the Suez Canal has been
one of the principal arteries of trade between the East and the West. A stable and
pro-American Egypt ensures both the security and the Western-oriented control
of this vital trade route (Aftandilian, 2013). Thirdly, counterterrorism constitutes
another major area of US-Egypt cooperation. The fact that some senior al-Qaeda
leaders were Egyptian nationals further elevated Egypt’s importance in the US-
led global war on terror (Kamel, 2018; Selim, 2022). In addition, contemporary
radical Islamist movements have historical links to the Muslim Brotherhood,
which originated in Egypt. Containing the influence and expansion of this
movement is seen as critical to US security interests in the region. Consequently,
the presence of a pro-American regime in Egypt remains a vital component of the
US counterterrorism strategy (Korany, 2012).

From Egypt’s perspective, the primary motivation for nurturing close ties with
the US has always been regime security. Egypt, with a deeply rooted historical
legacy that stretches back to ancient times, has long been a central actor in the
political order of the Middle East. Although it lacks the natural resource wealth
of other regional powers that emerged after World War II, Egypt has nonetheless
been viewed as a leading state in regional affairs. However, despite its strong state
tradition, Egypt has lost much of its leadership role due to a range of internal and
external challenges. One of the most significant issues affecting Egypt’s regional
influence is the unresolved Palestinian question. Although the Camp David
Accords appeared to have ended the conflicts between the two countries, the
ongoing instability caused by Israel’s aggressive policies in Palestine has continued
to affect Egypt, given its geographical proximity to the region. Compounding
these challenges is the political turbulence in neighbouring states. Libya, under
Muammar Gaddafi, pursued an ambitious regional leadership role, and his regime’s
collapse created a power vacuum. Similarly, Sudan has been mired in prolonged
internal conflict. These developments have placed Egypt in a persistently unstable
regional environment. Internally, the enduring conflict between the Egyptian state
and the Muslim Brotherhood—an organisation with regional reach—continues
to produce both political and societal instability. These factors have collectively
hindered Egypt’s ability to reclaim a leadership role in regional politics. Amid
these instabilities, Egypt has long relied on its relationship with the US to ensure
regime stability (Zimmermann, 2017). As one of the largest recipients of US aid
in the region, Egypt has aligned its foreign policy closely with American strategic
interests (Selim, 2022). Thus, both American and Egyptian regional policies have
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laid the groundwork for a strong mutual relationship between the two nations.
Under this relationship, the US guarantees security and provides economic
support to Egypt, while Egypt, in turn, acknowledges US leadership in the region
and aligns itself with its objectives.

The most salient dimensions of the close relationship between the two actors are
security and economics. One of the key indicators of the security component is arms
transfers between the two countries. Data from the Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute (SIPRI) clearly illustrate the shifts in Egypt’s alliance patterns
over time (see Table I below). During the period from 1950 to 1977, when Egypt
was aligned with the Soviet bloc, its primary arms supplier was the Soviet Union.
From 1978 onward, the US assumed this role. Between 1978 and the onset of the
Arab Uprisings in 2010, the US was the principal supplier of military equipment to
Egypt (Silverburg & Reich, 2015). Additionally, joint military exercises underscore
the US commitment to Egypt’s security. By identifying Egypt as a key component
of its regional security architecture, the US also offers security guarantees to Egypt
against potential regional rivals such as Israel and Saudi Arabia, and other major
actors within the same architecture. The economic dimension of this relation is
most clearly reflected in bilateral trade data. Egypt is among the most significant
economic partners of the US in the region. As shown in Table II below, in the early
2000s, the US was Egypt’s most significant trade partner in terms of both imports
and exports. Also, Egypt is the third-largest recipient of US foreign aid in the
Middle East, following Israel and Jordan.

Accordingly, the data presented above clearly demonstrate the development of
a robust bilateral relationship founded on security and economic considerations.
From a political perspective, officially, both governments characterize this relation
as a win-win strategic partnership that serves the mutual interests of both sides.
As discussed above, each party does indeed derive considerable benefits from this
relationship. However, the asymmetric power structure between the two actors—
combined with Egypts ongoing struggle with both economic and security
instability—has led some to argue that the relationship more closely resembles
a patron-client model rather than a balanced strategic alliance (Zimmermann,
2017). As shown above, since the era of President Anwar Sadat, Egypt has largely
aligned its foreign policy with US preferences, while the US has consistently
provided aid to stabilise Egypt’s fragile economy. This enduring pattern suggests a
deep-rooted patron-client dynamic between the two nations. For Egypt, the most
significant domestic debate arising from this patron-client relationship concerns
the tension between dependence and sovereignty. The perception that Egyptian
governments formulate policies in accordance with US preferences—not only in
foreign but also in domestic affairs—has fuelled criticism from opposition groups
who argue that the country has sacrificed its independence (Korany, 2012).
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Despite decades of American assistance, Egypt continues to struggle with profound
economic challenges, reinforcing the perception that the relationship has not
fostered sustainable development but rather deepened dependency. Furthermore,
US support for authoritarian leaders in the name of regional stability is often seen
as the greatest obstacle to Egypt’s democratisation process.

Whether characterised as a politically strategic partnership or, from a more
critical perspective, as a patron—client relationship, it is evident that a strong
and well-established relationship existed between these two actors up until the
Arab uprisings. Both countries have benefited from the advantages of this robust
relationship in shaping their global as well as regional policies. However, this
relationship between the two actors entered a significant phase of transformation in
the aftermath of the Arab uprisings, which profoundly disrupted the political and
security architecture of the region. The ambiguity in the Obama administration’s
policy preferences in response to the uprisings targeting the Mubarak regime—
long supported by successive US administrations—along with the uncertainty
generated by the US policy of reducing its presence in the region, raised critical
questions regarding the future of the existing bilateral relationship. In order to
understand this process of transformation, the following sections will first examine
the nature of relations between the two countries during the Arab uprisings and
subsequently analyse the post-uprising period.

9.3. The Limits of Democratic Promotion: US Foreign Policy and Egypt’s
Post-Mubarak Trajectory

The Arab uprisings represent one of the most immediate and profound examples
of the enduring tension between strategic interests and normative discourse that has
historically characterised US policy in the Middle East. These uprisings reignited
debates over the democracy dilemma in US policy, compelling Washington to
choose between supporting long-time authoritarian allies and endorsing popular
movements that embodied its own declared democratic ideals (Faris, 2013). In
doing so, the US faced criticism for appearing to side with authoritarianism. The
Arab Uprisings also deepened the strategic dilemma in US policy. Supporting
popular movements often resulted in the weakening of authoritarian regimes that
were integral to the US-led security structure. Furthermore, it led to an erosion of
trust among other regional allies who began to question Washington’s reliability.
Simultaneously, the rise of anti-American forces in the wake of regime changes
posed new security threats. These developments illustrate how attempts to balance
democratic discourse with strategic imperatives have repeatedly placed US policy
in a contradictory and precarious position.

Among the various challenges posed by the Arab uprisings to US policy in
the Middle East, these dilemmas were most prominently manifested in the case
of Egypt. Public perception of the Mubarak regime as deeply corrupt—marked
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by persistent economic hardship and inadequate security—prompted widespread
demands for its removal. While Egypt witnessed large-scale protests in early 2011,
the US initially viewed the Mubarak government as relatively stable, particularly
in comparison to the unfolding events in Tunisia (Litsas, 2020). As protests
intensified and gained widespread momentum, the US administration gradually
came to recognize the necessity of political reform in Egypt, ultimately endorsing
a transition via democratic elections (Dyer & Saleh, 2016). Although the US had
historically supported the Mubarak regime, by that time, overt backing of his
government had become increasingly untenable due to its domestic unpopularity.
Continued US support for Mubarak risked undermining American foreign policy
objectives in the broader Middle East and Eastern Mediterranean. As mentioned
above, this was largely attributable to growing anti-American sentiment, rooted in
the perception that the US was complicit in sustaining authoritarian or repressive
regimes (Litsas, 2020). Therefore, the popular demand for political reform in
Egypt placed considerable pressure on US foreign policy, as supporting democratic
aspirations risked destabilizing a key regional partner. The Obama administration,
in particular, sought to navigate this complex dynamic by promoting human rights
and democratic governance, while simultaneously safeguarding core strategic
interests amid Egypt’s political upheaval.

Nevertheless, the Obama administration was widely criticised for failing to
provide the level of support demanded by the Egyptian people during the social
mobilisation of the Arab Uprising. Although popular demands for reform were
seen as legitimate and critical by large segments of the public, US foreign policy
continued to prioritize national interests over democratic ideals (Litsas, 2020).
Once again, and strongly, this perceived failure reflects the strategic interest and
normative discourse dilemma. As Egyptian citizens sought international backing
in the face of political repression, there was an expectation that the US would
delegitimize authoritarian practices by partner governments lacking public
legitimacy. However, the US simultaneously expressed rhetorical support for
democratic change while continuing to engage with, and in some cases support,
the existing regime. This dual approach raised critical questions regarding the
authenticity of US commitments to democracy and social justice in Egypt (Collins
& Rothe, 2012). At this point, it is important to emphasize that the Obama
administration’s dual approach was shaped, in part, by both the internal political
divisions within Egyptian society and the divergent views of key actors within the
US decision-making apparatus. Although there was a prevailing tendency and
expectation within Egyptian society for regime change during the Arab uprisings,
pro-Mubarak groups continued to believe that their long-standing leader could
play a stabilizing role in the unfolding transition. Simultaneously, within the US
administration, there were growing concerns over the extent to which a potential
regime change in Egypt would serve American interests in the region (Litsas, 2020).
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Amid the Obama administration’s ambiguous policy stance, public demands
for change culminated in the removal of the Mubarak regime through a democratic
electoral process, resulting in the election of Mohamed Morsi, a candidate from
the Muslim Brotherhood, as Egypts first democratically elected president.
Nonetheless, it can be argued that the Obama administration’s withdrawal of
support for the Mubarak regime paved the way for regime change in Egypt,
thereby indicating that US influence played a facilitating role in this political
transformation. As an indication of the facilitating role played by the US, the
US government reportedly warned that it would suspend military aid to Egypt
should the armed forces engage in the suppression of civilian demonstrations. This
stance was intended to signal to the Egyptian military that the population had a
legitimate right to protest against the Mubarak regime in the face of widespread
dissatisfaction. Such a strategy of political signalling may be interpreted as
a significant step in enabling citizens to voice their grievances and assert their

demands for change (Atlas, 2012).

However, while US involvement in the Egyptian uprising was deemed
significant for preserving regional stability—particularly in light of its strategic
alliances and geopolitical interests in the Middle East—it lacked a coherent
and comprehensive strategy to support a sustainable democratic transition. The
absence of such a strategy highlights the need for the US to more effectively balance
its geopolitical objectives with the promotion of social justice and democratic
governance in allied states. Achieving meaningful political transformation in Egypt
requires the inclusion of all relevant stakeholders in decision-making processes,
thereby fostering the development of a political system that genuinely reflects the
aspirations of the majority (Hove & Ndawana, 2017). As demonstrated during
the uprisings, the US was unable to support President Mubarak in the face of
widespread public opposition, given his deep unpopularity at the time (Litsas,
2020; Dalacoura, 2012). Similarly, the Obama administration was criticised for
lacking a comprehensive plan to address the multifaceted challenges posed by
the uprisings, making it difficult to strike a balance between American strategic
interests and the democratic demands of Arab societies (Dalacoura, 2012). The
absence of strong conditionalities following Mubarak’s ouster was perceived by
some as evidence of the US and its Western allies’ reluctance to fully commit
to democratic reform in Egypt. In this context, Washington appeared to favor
authoritarian stability over the empowerment of ordinary Egyptian citizens (Hove
& Ndawana, 2017). A credible approach to promoting democracy would have
required a combination of targeted foreign aid and deeper engagement with
emerging political actors following Mubarak’s departure (Pee, 2022). However,
the momentum of democratic reform proved unsustainable, as Abdel Fattah el-
Sisi returned to power through military means shortly after a brief experiment
with electoral democracy. In this regard, the US ultimately failed to support a
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genuine democratic revolution in Egypt—an outcome shaped by both internal
Egyptian dynamics and the prioritisation of US regional interests (Hove &
Ndawana, 2017).

During the brief period of Morsi’s presidency, relations between the two
actors progressed along a cautious trajectory. Despite Morsi’s affiliation with the
Muslim Brotherhood—a movement generally characterised by an anti-Western
orientation—his administration did not pursue a radical shift in its relations with
the US. Conversely, although the US had traditionally maintained a distant stance
toward the Muslim Brotherhood, under Obama’s leadership, it opted to engage
with a government that had come to power through democratic means (Atlas,
2012). The US policymakers adopted a cautious and pragmatic stance, opting
for a calculated strategic engagement (BBC, 2012). For instance, in response to
the 2012 protest in Cairo, during which demonstrators entered the premises of
the US Embassy, the American administration engaged in diplomatic efforts and
cooperation with the Morsi government. This cautious stance adopted by both
actors toward one another has hindered the restoration of their formerly strong
relationship. US policy during the Egyptian Arab Uprising was primarily shaped
by strategic alliances and a pragmatic balancing of national interests (Tansey,
2016; Snider & Faris, 2011). The Obama administration made efforts to support
Egypt’s democratic transition, notably through a pledge of $1 billion aimed at
alleviating national debt and fostering employment. These initiatives, however,
were not solely humanitarian in nature; rather, they were part of a broader strategy
to maintain and recalibrate American influence in Egypt and the wider Middle
East (Snider & Faris, 2011).

Despite these efforts to balance the promotion of democratic governance
with US strategic interests, the military coup that ousted President Mohamed
Morsi—Egypt’s first democratically elected leader following Mubarak’s fall—
marked a significant turning point in the country’s political trajectory. This event
raised critical questions about the future of democratisation in Egypt. The coup
ushered in a wave of repression, justified by the authorities as a counterterrorism
measure, which culminated in severe human rights violations. One of the most
tragic outcomes was the Rab’a al-Adawiyya and al-Nahda Square massacres on
August 14, 2013, during which hundreds of Muslim Brotherhood supporters
were killed (Mustonen, 2024). The aftermath of the coup not only undermined
Egypt’s democratic aspirations but also exposed the contradictions within US
foreign policy. The prioritisation of geopolitical stability over democratic values
and human rights revealed a realpolitik approach in which American interests
were given precedence over meaningful democratic transformation in Egypt.
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9.4. From Dependency to Multipolarity: Egypt’s Foreign Policy

Diversification

The ousting of the Morsi administration through a military coup further
deepened the existing dilemmas in US—Egypt relations. At first glance, the
emergence of a military-backed regime resembling that of Mubarak, coupled with
the removal of the Muslim Brotherhood from power, created the impression of a
favourable context for the reestablishment of the traditional relationship between
the two states. However, the Obama administration’s emphasis on democratic
rhetoric constrained the US from openly endorsing the military regime. It is
important to underscore that, following the ousting of President Morsi, the US
suspended portions of its military assistance to Egypt. In response to the widespread
human rights violations that occurred in the aftermath of the coup, the Obama
administration also took measures to diplomatically distance itself from the Sisi
government. However, with the advent of the Trump administration—keen on
revitalizing the traditional US-led security architecture in the Middle East—
Egypt, despite the authoritarian nature of the Sisi regime, once again emerged
as one of the countries with which the US sought to cultivate closer ties in the
region. Nevertheless, the fact that successive US administrations have, at times,
been compelled to suspend aid to Egypt in response to human rights violations
committed by the Sisi regime indicates that the previously established relationship
could not be fully reestablished in this new era.

The restoration of bilateral relations to their former level has been impeded
by significant developments. The first pertains to the US’ gradual withdrawal
from the region, which has occurred in parallel with the growing influence of
emerging external actors seeking a more prominent role in the Middle East. In
the post-9/11 era, Washington significantly expanded its military presence in
the Middle East, thereby placing a substantial strain on its economy. As seen in
the cases of Iraq and Afghanistan, the US has increasingly pursued a policy of
reducing its direct footprint in the region. This partial retreat has opened space
for other powers—most notably China and Russia—to expand their influence.
While Russia is striving to improve its influence over Egypt by selling defence
equipment, China, in particular, is leveraging its economic power to increase its
political reach, not only globally but also within the Middle East. As a result,
Egypt has been compelled to diversify its foreign policy to meet its security and
economic needs. In recent years, Cairo has sought closer ties with alternative
external actors, indicating a shift away from a strictly US-centered orientation
(Selim, 2022). This trend reflects Egypt’s attempt to pursue a more multipolar and
autonomous foreign policy strategy in an increasingly complex and competitive
geopolitical environment.
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Table 1

The Arms Transfer ro Egypt from Various Actors (SIPRI Trend-Indicator Values
(TIVs)

1950-1977 1978-1990 1991-2010 2011-2024 1950-2024

USA 192 7.955 13.610 2.628 24.385
Russia 22.259 0 1.092 4.040 27.391
France 957 2.007 3 3.909 6.876
Germany 0 94 378 2.077 2.549
Traly 94 349 0 1.273 1.716
China 88 2.241 570 44 2.943
Tiirkiye -- 0 0 12 12

Note. Data from Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), Arms Transfers Database

(n.d.). https://armstransfers.sipri.org/ArmsTransfer/

In the face of US pressure on human rights issues, the unconditional support
offered by actors such as China and Russia have become increasingly appealing to
the Sisi government. Although the Trump administration sought to enhance US—
Egypt relations under President Sisi’s leadership, Egypt simultaneously pursued
strategic partnerships with alternative powers such as Russia and China. Despite
the fact that the US had been Egypt’s primary arms supplier up until the Arab
uprisings, as illustrated in Table I, this trend has shifted, with US arms transfers
to Egypt gradually declining since 2015. At the same time, Russia has steadily
reestablished military ties with Egypt, and countries such as France, Germany,
and Italy have also moved to fill the vacuum left by the US. Notably, the 2014
arms agreement between Egypt and Russia—valued at $3.5 billion—represented
the most substantial defence cooperation between the two countries since the
1970s. This trend continued with Egypt’s sustained procurement of Russian
military equipment, alongside a 2015 bilateral agreement aimed at reviving
Egypt’s nuclear energy program, marking a significant deepening of their strategic
ties (Selim, 2022).

Table 2
Import and Export Shares of Egypt by Country (2000/2022 data)
2000 2022
Import Export Import Export
Country Partner Partner Country Partner Partner
Share (%) Share (%) Share (%) Share (%)

us 14,96 8,52 China 15,35 3,56
Germany 8,84 2,63 Saudi Arabia 8,2 4,83
Saudi Arabia 7,4 2,98 UsS 7,23 4,41
Italy 6,66 16,3 South Asia 4,46 4,58
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Russian
China 4,59 0,83 4,44 1,15
Federation
France 4,14 5,94 Germany 4,28 1,84
Australia 3,38 0,06 India 4,25 3,87
Japan 3,06 2 Tiirkiye 3,97 7,6
United Kingdom 2,58 2,49 Brazil 3,88 0,84
Netherlands 2,46 6,38 Italy 3,75 6,49

Note. Data from World Integrated Trade Solution (WITS), World Bank (2025). https://wits.worldbank.
org/Default.aspx?lang=en

A similar trend observed in the defence sector can also be seen in other areas
of the economy. As previously noted, while the US had long been Egypt’s most
significant trading partner, this dynamic has shifted in recent years. As illustrated in
Table I1, the role of the US in Egypt’s foreign trade gradually diminished by 2022;
in terms of Egypt’s import sources, the US fell to third place behind China and
Saudi Arabia. Similarly, during the same period, the US lost its leading position
in Egypt’s export market to Tiirkiye. Concurrently, Egypt has strengthened its
ties with China, as evidenced by its multifaceted engagement with China’s Belt
and Road Initiative, which has facilitated increased development assistance and
diversified Egypt’s economic partnerships (Tiezzi, 2016).

These evolving relationships indicate that Egypt is no longer solely reliant on
the US but is actively diversifying its foreign policy portfolio by engaging with
other influential global actors. This diversification may be interpreted as a deliberate
strategy to reduce vulnerability to potential US pressure or conditionalities.
Given Egypts strategic efforts under President Sisi to diversify its international
partnerships, any political pressure exerted by the US in response to domestic
unrest may incentivize Cairo to deepen its alignment with Gulf countries, as
well as with global powers such as China and Russia. Egypt’s accession to the
BRICS bloc further underscores this shift, potentially serving as a diplomatic
signal to Washington regarding Egypt’s capacity to recalibrate its foreign policy
orientation in the face of US pressure. Such alignment enhances Egypt’s leverage
and reinforces its position as a key actor in regional governance, particularly in
matters involving American strategic interests in the Middle East (Achrainer,
2022). The US—Egypt relationship necessitates a more reciprocal and competitive
framework—one that moves beyond traditional coercive tools, such as the threat
of withholding military assistance, toward an approach rooted in shared interests
and mutual respect (Arafat, 2017).

9.5. Conclusion

In conclusion, US-Egypt relations have evolved into a complex and
unresolved puzzle for both parties. Despite ongoing criticisms of its cooperation
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with authoritarian regimes, the US had developed close ties with Egypt and made
significant “political investments” in the country. However, this “Egypt project”
effectively collapsed with the onset of the Arab Uprisings. While the US had
long supported the Mubarak regime in opposition to the Muslim Brotherhood,
Egyptian society brought a Brotherhood-affiliated candidate to power in its first
democratic election. The subsequent military coup and the rise of the Sisi regime,
accompanied by widespread human rights violations, placed US administrations
in an increasingly difficult position regarding the continuation of bilateral
relations. Meanwhile, Egypt—despite having long relied on US aid—has failed
to achieve economic stability and remains dependent on external assistance. At
the same time, increasing US pressure and conditionality have prompted the Sisi
government to reassess its relationship with Washington.

So far, these intertwined dilemmas have led to a persistent distance between
the US and the Sisi regime. But nevertheless, there is little doubt that Egypt
continues to represent a critical partner for the US in advancing its strategic
interests in the Middle East. The nature and trajectory of this bilateral relationship
are largely shaped by how the US positions itself in response to Egypt’s internal
and regional dynamics. As mentioned above, although the relationship has become
increasingly complex, pragmatic engagement has largely prevailed, with successive
US administrations seeking to strike a balance between promoting democratic
values and human rights and safeguarding core national interests. Given the
persistent divergence between American democratic ideals and Egypt’s domestic
political framework, it is imperative that the US formulate a more comprehensive
and adaptable strategy—one that reconciles its normative commitments with the
realities of engaging with strategically important but politically divergent partners.

As observed above, this dilemma has compelled Egypt to seek alternatives. In
Egypt’s pursuit of alternative partnerships, countries such as Russia and China
appear particularly eager to engage. Although Russia has been unable to deepen
its ties with Egypt to the extent it desires—largely due to the ongoing war in
Ukraine—China continues to pursue an ambitious policy aimed at expanding its
political influence in the region by leveraging its economic power. This approach
has not only attracted Egypt but has also garnered the attention of numerous other
states in the region. As noted above, China’s economic activities in the region
have also influenced Egypt's commercial relations, and in this regard, it appears
that China has replaced the US. Considering Egypt’s economic difficulties, the
evolving relationship between Egypt and China is likely to result in Egypts
gradual economic shift towards the Chinese sphere. However, the emergence of a
profound strategic partnership between China and Egypt, similar to that between
the US and Egypt, depends on the political preferences of both governments. In
this context, there is, as yet, little evidence to suggest that either actor intends to
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transform the relationship into a deeper alliance.

Therefore, it is evident that the bilateral relations between the two countries
have shifted from the traditional framework that existed prior to the Arab uprisings.
Nevertheless, it remains uncertain whether the US and Egypt are willing or able
to restore their relationship to its previous state. Furthermore, the aforementioned
challenges suggest that a return to the traditional level of engagement will be
neither straightforward nor immediate. Within the increasingly volatile political
landscape of the Middle East in recent years, the manner in which both actors
position themselves in relation to one another will play a crucial role in shaping the
emerging regional balance of power. This positioning, in turn, will largely depend
on how effectively they address the strategic dilemmas currently confronting their
bilateral relations.
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