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The assassination of Anwar Sadat on October 6, 1981, remains one of the most pivotal moments in 20th-century 

Middle Eastern history. It was not merely a localized event but the culmination of profound shifts in international 

diplomacy, economic restructuring, and ideological friction. Mohamed Heikal, in his seminal work "Autumn of 

Fury: The Assassination of Sadat,"  provides a rigorous critique of the Sadat era, moving beyond the 

sensationalism of the act itself to explore the structural vulnerabilities of the Egyptian state. This analysis serves as 

an essential framework for understanding the transition from Nasserite socialism to Sadat’s Infitah(Open Door

policy) and the eventual security failures that led to his demise.

The Historiographical Context of Mohamed Heikal’s Analysis

Mohamed Heikal was more than just a journalist; as the long-time editor of Al-Ahramand a close confidant of

Gamal Abdel Nasser, he occupied a unique vantage point within the Egyptian political apparatus. His perspective in

"Autumn of Fury" is characterized by a deep skepticism of Sadat’s departure from Pan-Arabism and his pivot

toward Western alignment. Heikal argues that the "fury" which manifested in the autumn of 1981 was the result of a

decade of socioeconomic alienation and religious polarization.

The Theoretical Framework of the 'Autumn of Fury'

Heikal’s thesis revolves around the concept of a legitimacy crisis. He posits that while Sadat gained immense

political capital following the initial successes of the 1973 October War (The Crossing), he effectively liquidated this

capital through three primary mechanisms:

•  The Camp David Accords (1978): The bilateral peace treaty with Israel which isolated Egypt from the Arab 

world.

•  Economic Liberalization (Infitah): A policy that created a new class of millionaires while simultaneously 

eroding the middle class through high inflation and reduced subsidies.

•  The September Crackdown (1981): The mass arrest of over 1,500 intellectuals, religious leaders, and political 

opponents just weeks before his death.

Socio-Economic Transitions: The Mechanics of 'Infitah'

To understand the atmosphere described in "Autumn of Fury," one must analyze the technical shift in Egypt's 

economic model. Under Nasser, the state operated under a central planning framework. Sadat’s 1974 October 

Paperintroduced a market-oriented approach intended to attract foreign investment. However, the implementation

was flawed by a lack of institutional oversight.

Macroeconomic Indicators and Social Friction

The following table illustrates the divergence in economic focus between the two eras, which Heikal highlights as a

catalyst for the eventual unrest:



Metric Nasser Era (State Socialism) Sadat Era (Infitah/Open Door)

Primary Trade Partner Soviet Union / Eastern Bloc United States / Western Europe

Industrial Focus Heavy industry (Steel, Aswan Dam) Consumer goods and Import-Export

Wealth Distribution Subsidies and Land Reform Concentration in private sector

Currency Stability Fixed, state-controlled Significant devaluation/Inflation

Social Sentiment Nationalist pride/Austerity Consumerist envy/Materialism

The resulting 1977 Bread Riotswere a technical failure of the Infitah policy. When the IMF recommended lifting

subsidies on basic commodities, the spontaneous uprising proved that the state's social contract was effectively

broken, setting the stage for the "Autumn of Fury."

The Security Architecture of the 1981 Military Parade

The technical execution of Sadat’s assassination during the Victory Parade at Nasr City is a case study in 

compromised security protocols. The parade was intended to showcase military prowess, yet it became the site of 

a fatal security breach. The assassination was carried out by members of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, led by

Lieutenant Khalid Islambouli.

The Breach: A Step-by-Step Technical Breakdown

How did a group of armed assassins penetrate the inner circle of a highly guarded military event? The failure was

multi-dimensional:

1.  Infiltration of the Officer Corps: Islambouli, a first lieutenant, managed to replace three regular soldiers in his 

truck with three civilian militants. This highlights a failure in the Personnel Security (PERSEC) vetting process.

2.  Weaponry and Ammunition Control: Standard operating procedures (SOPs) for military parades dictate that 

firing pins be removed from weapons and ammunition be strictly prohibited. The assassins bypassed this by 

smuggling live rounds and grenades into the parade ground, indicating a failure in Physical Security Screening at 

the entry points.

3.  Protective Detail Reaction: The Presidential Guard, or Guhaz al-Mukhabarat al-Harbiya, failed to maintain a 

360-degree perimeter. When the truck stopped and the assassins dismounted, the guards were momentarily 

confused, believing it was part of the show.

Ballistics and Tactical Execution

The assassins utilized AK-47 assault riflesand hand grenades. From a tactical standpoint, the proximity (less than

20 meters from the reviewing stand) rendered the Presidential Guard’s response time insufficient. The total duration

of the engagement was less than 60 seconds, during which Sadat was struck by multiple rounds, specifically

targeting his upper torso and neck.

The Role of Religious Extremism and Political Radicalization

Heikal’s narrative emphasizes that the assassins were not acting in a vacuum. They were the product of a 

radicalized landscape. During the early 1970s, Sadat had encouraged Islamic groups (the Jama'at al-Islamiyya) to

counter the influence of leftist and Nasserite factions on university campuses. This "playing with fire" ultimately



backfired when these groups turned against the state following the peace treaty with Israel.

Comparison of Ideological Drivers



Group/Movement Primary Grievance Methodology

Muslim Brotherhood Secularization of state laws Political infiltration and social work

Islamic Jihad (Islambouli’s cell) Camp David Accords / Lack of Sharia Direct action and military coup d'état

Leftist/Nasserists Economic inequality / Pro-US shift Strikes, intellectual critique, and riots

Heikal argues that the September 1981 mass arrestswere a desperate attempt by Sadat to regain control, but

instead, they unified diverse opposition groups under a common banner of resistance, effectively sealing his fate.

Technical Analysis of Heikal’s Investigative Journalism

In writing "Autumn of Fury," Heikal utilized a variety of technical sources, including internal state documents, 

transcripts of the assassins' trials, and interviews with military officials. His methodology reflects a Forensic 

Political Analysisapproach, where he treats the state’s collapse as a systemic failure rather than a series of

coincidences.

Key Documents and Evidence Analyzed

•  The Green Book of the Revolution: Sadat’s own ideological manifesto, which Heikal compares against the 

reality of the 1980s.

•  Court Transcripts: Detailed records of the trials of Khalid Islambouli and his co-conspirators, which revealed 

the logistical depth of the plot.

•  Intelligence Briefs: Reports from the Mukhabarat (General Intelligence Service) that warned of rising dissent 

but were allegedly ignored by the President’s inner circle.

Field Guide: Analyzing VVIP Security Lessons from 1981

For modern security professionals and political scientists, the assassination of Sadat offers critical lessons in 

Executive Protection (EP). The following checklist identifies the failures that must be mitigated in contemporary

high-risk environments:

Critical Failure Modes and Solutions

•  Failure Mode: Complacency during ritualized events (parades/ceremonies).Solution: Implementation of Red 

Teaming to simulate attack vectors during event planning.

•  Failure Mode: Reliance on military rank as a proxy for security clearance.Solution: Tiered Security Clearances 

and random biometric checks at the point of entry, regardless of rank.

•  Failure Mode: Lack of armored glass or physical barriers at the reviewing stand.Solution: Integration of 

Transparent Armor and ballistic shields in public-facing platforms.

•  Failure Mode: Delayed response from the inner security ring.Solution: Specialized Counter-Assault Teams 

(CAT) trained for high-intensity, short-duration urban engagements.

Case Study: The Trial of the Assassins and the Aftermath

The trial following the assassination was a watershed moment for the Egyptian judiciary. Khalid Islambouli and four 

others were sentenced to death, while many others, including Ayman al-Zawahiri (who would later lead Al-

Qaeda), were imprisoned. This period is critical because it highlights the transition of power to Hosni Mubarak. 

Heikal notes that while the person of Sadat was removed, the Sadatist System—characterized by a reliance on



US aid and a security-first domestic policy—actually intensified under Mubarak.

The Post-Sadat Geopolitical Shift

1.  Re-entry into the Arab Fold: Mubarak gradually brought Egypt back into the Arab League while maintaining 

the peace treaty with Israel.

2.  The Rise of the Security State: The Emergency Law, enacted immediately after the assassination, remained 

in place for nearly 30 years, shaping the Egyptian legal landscape until the 2011 Revolution.

3.  Economic Continuity: The Infitah policies were not reversed but were managed with more caution to avoid 

the mass unrest seen in 1977.

The Enduring Legacy of 'Autumn of Fury'

Mohamed Heikal’s "Autumn of Fury" remains a controversial text. Critics argue that Heikal’s personal bias against

Sadat colors his analysis, while supporters praise his ability to connect macro-political trends with the technical

details of a security disaster. Regardless of one’s political stance, the book provides an unparalleled depth of

insight into how a leader can become alienated from the very institutions intended to support him.

The assassination of Anwar Sadat was not just a "fury" of a few individuals; it was the explosive release of systemic

pressures. Heikal’s work demonstrates that the stability of a nation depends on the alignment of its foreign policy,

its economic reality, and its internal security apparatus. When these three pillars diverge—as they did in Egypt

during the late 1970s—the result is an inevitable collapse. The lessons learned from this period continue to inform

the study of Middle Eastern politics and the management of state security in an increasingly volatile global

landscape.

By examining the technical, ideological, and socioeconomic facets of this era, we gain a comprehensive

understanding of why the "Hero of the Crossing" could not survive the peace he worked so hard to build. The

"Autumn of Fury" serves as both a historical record and a cautionary tale for the mechanics of governance in the

modern world.
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