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“I, along with dozens of others in Sector 2 of Badr 3 Prison, have begun a full and
open-ended hunger strike as of July 1, 2025, in protest against the inhumane
conditions we are subjected to. I do not know whether this cry will reach those
with conscience, or whether it will remain an isolated scream, trapped along with
its bearer inside Sector 2 of Badr 3 Prison.”
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This message, published last month by Aisha Abdel Rahman, speaks on behalf of
her father, senior Muslim Brotherhood leader Abdel Rahman al-Barr, who—like
thousands of others—is suffering behind bars in Egypt.

Through this message and dozens of others smuggled out of Egypt’s prisons
since July 2013, we glimpse the harsh reality endured by detainees, especially
Islamist leaders. Why, we ask, are Islamists subject to such exceptional
persecution compared to other political prisoners? And what are the prospects
for their release amid the current domestic, regional, and international context?

Suicides and Growing Despair

Political detainees in Egypt can no longer endure life behind bars. It is a life
defined by pain and deprivation—no adequate food or drink, no clean air, no
humane sleep, and hardly any family visits to momentarily reconnect with life
through a loved one’s embrace. It is a life that slowly erodes the self under the
weight of carceral practices.

This suffering varies by prison and by inmate, depending on classification by the
National Security Agency, which monitors and controls political prisoners. For
years, prisoners and their families have resorted to leaked letters and rights
-campaigns, appealing to everyone from the president to the Grand Imam of al
Azhar, pleading for their release under state-approved conditions. But these calls
have fallen on deaf ears.

Islamist leaders—particularly from the Muslim Brotherhood—have borne the
brunt of this suffering. Most were arrested within weeks or months after the July
2013 coup, meaning they’ve been imprisoned for nearly twelve years. From the
beginning, they were placed in solitary confinement, stripped of all legal rights
that might ease their suffering—denied radios, books, writing materials, even
family or lawyer visits. The only time they are seen is during court sessions,
behind iron cages.
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Tora Prison, located outside Cairo. Credit: Khaled Desouki / France-Presse.

During those hearings, Brotherhood leaders such as Bassem Ouda, Mohamed
Badie, the late Mahdi Akef, and Hazem Salah Abu Ismail have all testified to the
unbearable conditions they face. Their harrowing accounts of life inside prison
have stirred public sympathy and media attention to the cruelty and vengeance
inflicted upon them.

Years of such relentless abuse—compounded by recent developments in Badr
3—have driven many prisoners to seek escape by any means, whether through
hunger strikes or even suicide. These desperate acts are cries to the outside
world—Egyptian society, human rights organizations, and government
officials—pleading for rescue from what they describe as both a moral and legal
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crime committed against them.
Why Does the Regime Target Them?

Islamist leaders—above all, the Muslim Brotherhood—have been singled out for
especially harsh treatment because of the personal and political hostility that
President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi harbors toward them.

Sisi, who led the military coup against the Brotherhood in July 2013, holds
deeply entrenched animosity, stemming from his direct interactions and
ideological conflicts with several Brotherhood figures between February 2011
and July 2013—notably Khairat El-Shater and Mohamed El-Beltagy.

He also bears a personal grudge against Hazem Salah Abu Ismail, a vocal critic
who repeatedly warned the Brotherhood about Sisi’s ambitions. Abu Ismail often
labeled Sisi a “dramatic actor” in televised interviews. The same applies to
former Wasat Party leader and lawyer Essam Sultan, who directly accused Sisi by
name of orchestrating the July 3 coup.

These personal vendettas were even dramatized in the third season of the TV
series The Choice, in which actor Yasser Galal portrayed Sisi. The series
reenacted tense exchanges between Sisi, as defense minister, and Brotherhood
leaders, depicting Khairat El-Shater as threatening Egypt’s military with terrorism
and civil unrest.

Days after the episode aired, Sisi publicly referred to the encounter during the
state-organized “Egyptian Family Iftar,” recounting how El-Shater had wagged
his finger and warned the military for over 40 minutes.

Such remarks, along with the president’s ongoing public denunciations of the
Brotherhood and the so-called “forces of evil,” reflect a punitive, deeply personal
memory that has shaped a carceral policy of humiliation and vengeance against
these prisoners.

The Future of Islamists Behind Bars

Over time, this punitive approach has evolved into an entrenched political and
security doctrine. Politically, the regime views the continued incarceration of
Islamists as essential to its survival, rooted in its founding narrative: that the

Brotherhood are enemies of the state, bent on destabilizing Egypt and
threatening the army. If their imprisonment was initially framed as a necessity,
their release now appears ideologically unthinkable.

Moreover, keeping them behind bars helps marginalize political Islam in Egypt, a
current that has historically demonstrated a potent capacity for mobilization and
grassroots organization. As a result, the regime has shown no willingness to
improve prison conditions or entertain their release.
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From a security standpoint—closely aligned with the political—authorities fear
that releasing thousands of Islamist leaders and youth might embolden them to
speak out about the horrors they endured. Some may seek revenge—not
necessarily from ideological motives, but as a human response to years of
torment. To preclude this, the security establishment prefers to keep them
imprisoned, avoiding even the possibility of peaceful or violent mobilization.

Yet these fears are contradicted by the prisoners’ own letters. Many—especially
young detainees—have explicitly pledged not to return to politics. They ask only
for their freedom: to live as normal human beings, to eat, sleep, breathe, and
rejoin their families. Families and public figures have launched initiatives under
the banner of “Freedom, and nothing more,” highlighting the toll this ordeal has
taken on both prisoners and their loved ones. Still, the regime has remained
unmoved.

At present, there appears to be neither political will nor moral inclination within
the Sisi regime to release political prisoners. The periodic presidential amnesty
lists consistently exclude Islamists and their leaders. Historically, when
authoritarian regimes have viewed a once-ruling or powerful opposition group as
an existential threat, such enmity has only ended with the demise of the regime
itself.

This was the case under Gamal Abdel Nasser—Brotherhood leaders were not
released until after his death and Anwar Sadat’s ascent to power.

Therefore, it is likely that the status quo will persist under President Sisi, whose
rule currently faces little internal or external pressure to change course. The
world today is witnessing a surge of far-right authoritarianism and open
massacres that global institutions seem powerless to stop. Against this
backdrop, it’s hard to imagine that Egypt’s political prisoners will be rescued by
an international conscience that has already grown numb.
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