
Can we tame the shrew? - The evolution of Muslim Brotherhood’s 
ideology, its rise, its fall and the prospects of cooperation with moderate 
Islamists”  

 

Introduction 

Muslim Brotherhood (MB), the most prominent Islamic transnational 
social movement in modern history, despite its reluctance to join the Arab 
revolutions in Egypt and Tunisia1, was the undisputed winner of the “Arab 
Spring”. Being extremely strong in Egypt, it won the election without being a 
Western-type party, but rather a sum of diverse Muslim political tendencies. 
The Brotherhood reigned only for a little while until the recent coup d’ etat. A 
cruel crackdown followed the coup’s aftermath.2 With the first democratically 
elected Egyptian President condemned to death in a trial which was a travesty 
of justice3, and with the Islamic extremism taking a new turn with the 
emergence of the Islamic Caliphate (ISIS) and its horrible crimes4, we need to 
reconsider our approach.  

First of all, the widespread Islamophobia5 is based on many 
misconceptions and some of them have to do with Muslim Brotherhood. Islam 
is portrayed as monolithic, despite its huge differences depending on the 
personal interpretation or even the broadly acknowledged schools of Islamic 
thought.6 Moreover, its fundamentalism is illustrated as always and 
necessarily violent; jihad is understood as an aggressive Holy War7; finally, 
Christians and Jews are harassed under a Muslim regime.8 In this milieu it is 
obvious that a Religious Society can be easily categorized as a terrorist 
group. Nevertheless, Muslim Brotherhood is not a group with coherent and 
cohesive ideology. As Torstensson points out, the Muslim Brotherhood “is not 
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a monolith, but a dynamic chameleon that comes in many different shapes 
and fashions”.9 Consequently, in order to counter its perceived threat, we 
need to first understand it and discuss its different course in Egypt, Jordan 
and Syria. 

 

Foundation and Beliefs 

The Islamic revivalism has its roots in India and Sayyid Abul Ala 
Mawdudi.10 If Mawdudi is considered the father of the pan-Islamist worldview, 
it was the genesis of Muslim Brotherhood (“Ikhwan al Muslimoon”) in Egypt in 
1928 that became the vehicle for modern Islamic fundamentalism. Hasan al-
Banna, an Egyptian schoolteacher, not a prominent religious scholar, founded 
the ever since influential organization. For al-Banna the Islamic state would be 
born through jihad. In his “Five tracts” he declares “today the Muslims are 
compelled to humble themselves before non-Muslims and are ruled by 
unbelievers. Their lands have been trampled over and their honor 
besmirched…Hence, jihad has become an individual obligation…”11 For al-
Banna the Muslims should follow the Salaf and the Sunna12, they should be 
ethical, physically healthy, compassionate and politically active. They should 
study religion and science and establish economic infrastructure in order to 
help the weakest. The organization would thus, first and foremost, foster 
social ties and lead by example. The objectives of Muslim Brotherhood would 
be to engage in "tarbiyya" (preaching and educating). Firstly, the Brothers 
would help to build the Muslim individual as regards his manners, his culture, 
his body and his worship; then they would build the ideal Muslim family based 
on a proper spouse selection and a proper education for the children. Lastly, 
through social ties they would build the Muslim society. Only if these steps 
succeed, there would be a chance for umma to genuinely build a true Muslim 
state and revive the Caliphate.13 According to al-Banna the Muslim success 
would make it possible for the word of Islam to be spread.    

 

MB in Egypt 
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After the murder of al-Banna in 1949, the de facto spiritual leader of 
Brotherhood was another non-Islamic scholar, Sayyid Qutb, who became 
much more radical. Actually, he is considered the godfather of modern 
terrorism. When Gamal Abdel Nasser got power in Egypt, the Egyptian ruler 
managed through repression, land redistribution and educated youth 
resocialization14 to silence all the opposition forces, including the Muslim 
Brotherhood which had welcomed the 1952 coup. A couple of years down the 
road, the Muslim Brotherhood were the main victim of Nasserite Egypt. After 
an attempt on his life in October 1954, blamed on the Brotherhood, Nasser 
exiled, imprisoned or killed all its leaders and banned its activities. Sayyid 
Qutb was among the first victims. After many years in prison, he was hanged 
in 1966. In his notorious “Milestones”, Qutb had suggested that “the whole 
world is steeped in Jahiliya (pagan ignorance) …The Jahiliya is based on 
rebellion against God’s sovereignty on earth…The result of this rebellion is 
the oppression of God’s creatures…”15 Therefore, jihad is a duty and the first 
target should be the rulers of Muslim countries because they were apostates 
(“kafireen”).  

Nevertheless, this was not the only, not even the prevailing point of 
view, in the Muslim Brotherhood. As Robert Leiken and Steven Brooke point 
out “from his own cell, Hudaybi (the official Brotherhood leader) disputed 
Qutb's conclusion. Only God, he believed, could judge faith. He rejected 
"takfir" (the act of declaring another Muslim an apostate), arguing that 
‘whoever judges that someone is no longer a Muslim ... deviates from Islam 
and transgresses God's will by judging another person's faith’."16 The 
February 1968 demonstrations in Egypt were organized and conducted 
mainly by leftist students and workers. The Islamists were still hiding or had 
been practically disbanded.17  

Nasser’s successor, Anwar Sadat presented himself as a pious 
Muslim18 and promised that Sharia law would be implemented in Egypt, 
mainly to undercut the emerging leftist opposition and the ideological limits of 
Nasser. In 1970, he rehabilitated the Muslim Brotherhood, he encouraged the 
development of Islamic student associations and allowed the publishing of al-
Da’wa, the Brotherhood’s newspaper. He actually facilitated the growth of an 
already existing “parallel Islamic sector” through traditional Islamist NGOs, 
which filled the vacuum in cases of evident lack of state provision of civil 
services. Nevertheless, the state overextension and the higher education 
overexpansion led to the downfall of civil service wages, time lags between 
graduation and governmental appointment and poorer quality of university 
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education. The Brotherhood opposed to these phenomena as well as to the 
concept of “open door policy” (infitah)19, forcing the authoritarian regime to 
launch a repression campaign, arresting hundreds of Muslim Brothers. Things 
got really out of control after the Israel-Egypt peace treaty signed in 1979 by 
Begin and Sadat, indisputable high treason in the Islamist’s eyes. The clash 
ended with Sadat’s assassination in 1981 from a militant Islamist, who was 
not a Muslim Brother.20  

During the eighties, the Mubarak administration, which had to face the 
phenomenon of educated unemployment as a main social problem, further 
liberalized the political system. Civil society was flourishing and NGOs 
mushroomed. Press often criticized the government, thirteen parties were 
created and the nonviolent segment of the Muslim Brotherhood was tolerated, 
while the militant Islamists were persecuted. The Brotherhood maintained its 
offices, issued public statements, kept on publishing its journal and its 
members ran in the elections either under another official party (1984) or as 
independents (1987). Later on, the sweeping victory of the Brotherhood at the 
professional associations’ elections and its obvious rapidly growing political 
success led to a backlash from the Mubarak administration in the nineties. 
The pretext was the existence of terrorist radical Islamic groups that actually 
declared a war against the regime. Al-Jihad (the group that assassinated 
Sadat) and mainly Gamaa Islamiya21 overtly targeted the government. By 
1997 a five years quasi-civil war was over with a total victory for the regime.22 
The radical, terrorist Islamists were defeated in the battlefield and on moral 
ground, losing their popular support base and the Brotherhood had since 
been silenced. Civil society started to be more controlled. Instead of choosing 
the path of open confrontation, the Brotherhood showed self restrain and in 
the beginning of the new millennium kept a low profile by having less 
candidates for both national and associations’ elections. In 2004 it went 
through a spectacular self-reform and very pragmatic transformation of its 
ideology: with its Reform Initiative23 it embraced universal human, civil, 
minorities’ and women rights and vehemently renounced violence. All these 
helped its electoral success after Mubarak’s removal from power.    

The crackdown in Egypt explains why the Brotherhood was reluctant to 
join the Tahrir square protests. Actually some Salafists supported Mubarak in 
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the beginning.24 Nevertheless, the vital social role of the Brotherhood, which is 
the main provider of health, education, charity, trade skill centers, sewage 
facilities and potable water projects, definitely helped its electoral success. 
The Islamic welfare sector in Egypt functions in parallel with the state and can 
be divided in three categories: Private Mosques, Islamic voluntary 
associations (including welfare societies, cultural organizations, health clinics 
and schools) and Islamic non-profit commercial and business enterprises 
(including banks, investment companies, manufacturing firms and publishing 
houses). The Islamic sector had always been so important that even when 
Nasser hindered all NGOs through the law 32/1964, the Islamist ones who 
provided ‘desperately needed social services’ were not hampered.25  

Concluding, it is obvious that the Muslim Brotherhood has undergone 
tremendous changes, from its foundation to its recent labeling as a terrorist 
group in its motherland. In the mind of its founder, al-Banna, a purely socially 
oriented project became quasi-militant under the spiritual guidance of Qutb. 
Nowadays “luben intelligentsia”, mainly unemployed or employed by Islamist 
NGOs educated middle class (university graduates or professionals), have 
become the hard core of the Islamist movement in Egypt. The merchants and 
the upper middle class have always been challenging the post-revolutionary 
Egypt.26 Due to the irrefutable popular support, despite its persecution, the 
Muslim Brotherhood is bound to resurface sooner or later.  

 

MB in Syria 

How about the Muslim Brotherhood in other countries? In Syria, it was 
founded after World War II and has been persecuted even harsher than in 
Egypt. It was outlawed by the Baathist regime since the latter’s ascendance to 
power. In the late 1970s some Muslim Brothers advocated for armed struggle 
and a splinter group emerged, the “Fighting Vanguard”. This militant faction 
answered to the regime’s political violence with a terror campaign, with 
assassinations and bomb attacks. The mainstream Brotherhood, having as 
strongholds the northern cities (and especially Aleppo and Hama), organized 
workers’, merchants’ and students’ protests against the Alawite dictator Hafez 
al-Assad. In 1980 the mere membership in the Brotherhood became a capital 
offense.27  

Similarly to Egypt, there was an assassination attempt against the 
Syrian ruler, allegedly organized by the organization. Assad reaction was 
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ruthless. After the killings of at least 1,000 of Muslim Brothers that had been 
held in prisons, Assad decided to eliminate their stronghold, the town of 
Hama. In February 1982 the Syrian army with tanks, attack helicopters and 
artillery burned the city to the ground. All families with any connection to the 
Brotherhood were rounded up and executed in the streets. According to the 
Syrian Human Rights Committee around 30,000 perished in the streets of 
Hama, mostly civilians.28 After such a devastating blow, the Brotherhood 
remained silent for three decades.  

The “Arab Spring” brought back Muslim Brotherhood, which has a 
significant support among the Syrian population despite thirty years in political 
wilderness.29 What is even more important, the Brotherhood issued a 
manifesto much like the Egyptian Brotherhood 2004 reform. It promised 
pluralism, constitution, democracy and equality of all citizens, regardless 
gender or religious, sectarian, ethnic and political affiliations. The manifesto 
called for freedom of expression, freedom of worship and a social agenda with 
social justice and equal opportunities.30  

 

MB in Jordan 

The Jordanian case as regards the Brotherhood has an entirely 
different narrative. The emergence of Arab nationalism posed an imminent 
threat to the Jordanian monarchy31, especially after the annexation of the 
West Bank as a result of the 1948 war, which placed the majority of the 
Palestinian population under the king Abdullah I. One of the major supporters 
of the monarchy was the Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood, which has always 
been peaceful and has defended the state against radical ideologies. The 
Brotherhood conducted the theological and ideological fight against the Arab 
Nationalism, the Wahabbism, it discredited the Mufti of Jerusalem Hajj Amin 
and helped to marginalize the radical Hizb al-Tahrir, an Islamist group which 
aimed at the restoration of the Caliphate and was banned in 1956.32  

In return, Jordan is one of the few Arab states in which the Brotherhood 
has enjoyed a legal standing since 1945. In 1947 Brotherhood members 
participated in the first National Assembly. In 1953 the Brotherhood “won 
broader status and a quasi-political role as a general and comprehensive 
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Islamic committee”.33 Both Islamists and pro-monarchists in Jordan have been 
supported by landowners, tribal elite and the emerging “devout bourgeoisie” 
(middle class, professional associations). Workers, peasants, Palestinian 
refugees living in camps, the marginal urban masses and the lower middle 
class (small private sector) were neither widely represented at the 
Brotherhood nor friendly to the regime. In later years, a large portion of the 
urban impoverished people joined the Islamist cause in a social-revolutionary 
context despite the fact that the sociopolitical program of the radical part of 
the Jordanian Brotherhood did not include any measures to threaten the 
Hashemite family. The 1967 “Six Days war” brought an even more acute 
humiliation than the 1948 one and the loss of Palestinian soil caused unrest 
among the Palestinian refugees. During the “Black September” (1970),34 the 
Muslim Brotherhood supported the monarchy when it crushed the “secular” 
PLO and al-Fatah which had been stationed in Jordan and had been 
threatening the regime.  

The peace process between Egypt, Jordan and Israel led to a 
temporary deterioration of the relations between the Palace and the 
Brotherhood. Nonetheless, during the 1989 elections in Jordan, one year after 
King Hussein gave up the administrative responsibility of the West Bank, 
Islamists became the parliament’s largest bloc35 with 23 out of 80 seats. In 
New Year’s Day 1991 the King nominated a new cabinet with one third of the 
ministers belonging to the Brotherhood. Yet, he maintained tight control of the 
strategic ministries (interior, information, defense and foreign affairs). This 
year the middle class Brothers who had been pro-Saudi and the poor who had 
been pro-Iraqi agreed that it was unacceptable to see American forces in the 
land of the Two Holy Places. A little later Jordan with a broad social 
consensus drew up its National Charter (similar to the Egyptian one of 1962). 
In 1993 the Brotherhood along with independent Islamists formed the Islamic 
Action Front Party, which was again successful in that year’s elections. 
Despite the serious disagreement with the monarchy regarding the 1994 
peace treaty with Israel, which actually led to a friction in the organization 
itself between the hardliners and the pro-monarchists, and the boycott of the 
1997 elections, the Islamists seem to get along with the King Abdullah II who 
succeeded his father in 1999. The first Prime Minister of the young king was 
an ex-Muslim Brother and the Islamists participated in the elections of 2001 
despite the unfavorable electoral law. Even during the “Arab Spring”, the 
Jordanian Brotherhood showed self-restrain, not to mention support to the 
King. In spite of the fact that “the Muslim Brotherhood boycotted the last 
parliamentary election and is barely represented in the current parliament”, it 
did not try to incite any disorder against the King.36 Actually, regardless of the 
Muslim Brotherhood political clout, the pro-western policies remained intact 
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and Jordan is still the Arab country that enjoys the best relations with Israel. 
Lately there has been considerable friction and “king Abdullah II described 
Muslim Brotherhood in Jordan and Egypt as ‘wolves in sheep's clothing; they 
are a Masonic cult always loyal to their leader’”.37  

As a last comment, comparing and contrasting the relations of the 
Muslim Brotherhood and the State in Jordan and Egypt we will quote Mansoor 
Moaddel: “Secularism of the state in Egypt produced the politicization of 
religion, while the state’s non-ideological orientation in Jordan38 resulted in a 
secularization of religion”.39   

 

Lost Chance and way ahead  

The Arab revolutions and elections, which brought to power the Muslim 
Brotherhood in the Arab world, could have been a game changer. The 
cataclysmic consequences would have certainly included the de-legitimization 
of the so-called “Islamic terrorism”. Professor of Middle East Studies, Jean-
Pierre Filiu pointed out “many consider that, even before the physical and 
‘second death’, al Qaeda’s leader [Osama bin Laden] had been buried alive 
by Arab mass protests. The Jihadis are already speechless and leaderless; 
they could become transparent and irrelevant”.40 On the other hand, the more 
we persecute Political Islam, the stronger it gets and the “moderate” Islamists 
turn to hard-line Salafists. If the differences between secularists and Copts 
and Muslims widen, then broadly-based representative political institutions will 
not be an option.41  

 In the late 1960s the Islamists were still hiding or had been practically 
disbanded, but 50 years later we witnessed their triumphant return. Moreover, 
in the aftermath of the “Arab Spring”, Islamic terrorism was in a decline and 
evolutions such as the regime change in Egypt or the civil war in Syria kindled 
its fire; nowadays the spark became a wildfire and it has a name: Islamic 
Caliphate. A this point we should point out that both the Islamic Caliphate and 
Al Qaeda42 have vehemently rejected Muslim Brotherhood, as an instrument 
of the infidels that distracts the Muslims from their duty to wage jihad. David 
Kirpatrick and Mary El Sheikh reminded us that “it was in Egyptian jails during 
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earlier crackdowns, that Brotherhood members disillusioned with its 
nonviolent politics nurtured the ideology that now guides Al Qaeda”.43 

How about the perceived dangers of a Muslim Brotherhood 
government, especially as regards Israel? Let us observe Egypt taking into 
account that Cairo is the barometer of the Arab world, since Egypt has the 
most powerful military and the biggest population among Arab nations. 
Furthermore, it has a geostrategic location, controlling the Suez Canal and 
uniting Maghreb and the Asian Arabs. What were truly the changes in 
Egyptian policies, while Morsi was in power? During the most recent Israeli 
attack in Gaza, the Operation “Cloud Pillar”, it was proven that peace and 
cooperation of Egypt with Israel was not actually endangered. The Egyptian 
Prime-Minister Hisham Kandil paid a solidarity visit to Gaza and President 
Mohamed Morsi supported verbally the Palestinian people much more than 
Mubarak, but he also played a crucial role at the cease-fire agreement and he 
won a diplomatic victory. Morsi walked a thin line and succeeded. He had his 
own ideological reasons to oppose Tel Aviv and two pragmatic ones: The first 
was the pressure of his Opposition; a role played by the Salafists. They were 
radical Islamists and they had been thinking that the Muslim Brotherhood is 
too moderate.44 The second was the popular feeling against Israel. In a 
survey few years ago and despite Mubarak’s total control, “the vast majority 
(92%) of respondents saw Israel as an enemy and the peace treaty with the 
Jewish state as a betrayal of the Palestinian people”.45 Probably it sounds like 
a joke but most likely it is easier to find a Palestinian who is fond of Israel 
rather than an Egyptian.  

How about the Islamization of the countries if Muslim Brotherhood 
comes to power? It is true that Morsi destroyed his own image with his 
persistence to issue a constitutional declaration which granted immunity to 
himself and his partners at the constituent assembly and the Shura Council. 
This was the original provocation which led to the decision of the Supreme 
Constitutional Court to suspend its function; In a slippery slope, Morsi, passed 
through rigging and violence an Islamist constitution46 which finally led to his 
deposition and condemnation to death.47 He simply replicated the Mubarak 
style, not being ready to govern in a democratic way.  

However, we should not judge by this mistake and disregard the 
Brotherhood’s stated goals even if all Islamic parties never abandoned their 
dream of establishing an Islamic state. The Syrian Brotherhood manifesto and 
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the Egyptian Brothers Reform Initiative in 2004 show that the Brotherhood 
underwent an important self-reform.48 All Brotherhood branches have 
expressed their commitment to supporting the civil, religious and human 
rights49, including those of the Christians and those of women. They have at 
least nominally rejected theocracy50, opting for the civic nature of the State 
and reaffirmed their adherence to democracy and separation of power. The 
Muslim Brotherhood has endorsed pluralism and firmly condemned any use of 
violence.51  

How did the West react when Morsi was deposed? They propped up 
once more a military coup, which deposed the elected leader and went on 
labelling the powerful Muslim social movement as a “terrorist group”. While 
the Americans were happy to quickly acknowledge the coup as a genuine 
Egyptian people’s reaction to the Brotherhood’s perceived autocracy, Europe 
stood still and quiescent and later simply bandwagoned.  

 

Conclusion - Recommendations 

The conclusion of our analysis is that Muslim Brothers are pragmatic. 
Shadi Hamid wrote that “the Brotherhood - far from being ideologically 
inflexible - is a thoroughly political actor, routinely compromising on ideals to 
pursue organizational interests. That makes it far more fluid and prepared to 
change than many now assume”.52 They need the huge Western aid and they 
still have to trade, use the Suez Canal, keep peace with Israel and go on co-
operating with the West in vital sectors, like tourism. Furthermore, Harvard 
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Professor, Noah Feldman, assessed that “combining pragmatism and 
principle, mainstream political Islam has undergone an extraordinary 
democratic transformation. And it has done so in the very years when radical 
jihadism threatened Islamic democrats with condemnation and murder. From 
the standpoint of the global ideal of democracy, this is a victory of historic 
proportions”.53 Furthermore, regarding economics moderate Islamists are 
neo-liberals and even if they theoretically reject most political systems, they 
support capitalism as an economic system.  

The more noteworthy peril is our arrogant self. Some might say or think 
that “the new Arab leaderships do need us, we do not need them and they 
have to go our way”.54 Arrogance is a recipe for disaster. This was and still is 
the case in major Western political blunders like Cuba or Iran, where the only 
common thing between the government and the opposition is an anti-colonial, 
anti-western feeling. Robert Leiken and Steven Brooke after extensive 
research supported that “the Brotherhood is a collection of national groups 
with differing outlooks, and the various factions disagree about how best to 
advance its mission. But all reject global jihad while embracing elections and 
other features of democracy. There is also a current within the Brotherhood 
willing to engage with the United States. In the past several decades, this 
current -- along with the realities of practical politics - has pushed much of the 
Brotherhood toward moderation”.55 Hence, we can cooperate with Political 
Islam and especially with the Muslim Brotherhood.  

The prospects of cooperation with democratically elected Muslim 
Brothers are great and heavily depend on Western countries and institutions’ 
perceptions and behaviour. Restraining our darkest fears, we have to 
negotiate and collaborate with some perceived foes. Neglecting the popular 
sentiments and preferences of peoples would eradicate not only our role in 
the area but also Middle East chance for peaceful transition and future 
prosperity. We need to embrace, some might use the word appease Muslim 
Brotherhood and moderate Political Islam, before it is too late. We should do 
so out of self-interest and based on a realist approach. The alternative is 
having to deal with Al Qaeda and the Islamic Caliphate.  

Moreover, even if we apply idealism based on our democratic values, 
inclusion is also a sine qua non. The West has always been the beacon of 
democracy, solidarity and human rights. We should not turn a blind eye to 
abuses and corruption due to a perceived state of peace, stability and pro-
Western policies. History has already proven, that Islamists when in power, 
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tend to soften their stance due to the need to face everyday problems56 and 
especially the Muslim Brotherhood seems ready for such an inclusion, as 
portrayed in their words and in their deeds, like Morsi’ s pragmatic reaction 
during the Israeli Operation Cloud of Pillar in November 2012.   
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