ROLE OF THE MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD IN DESTABILISING THE MIDDLE EAST
INTRODUCTION
The Muslim Brotherhood is a controversial organisation both in the Muslim world
and in the West. Although the Brotherhood enjoys widespread popular support in parts of the
Muslim world because of its many social outreach programs, it is nonetheless controversial in
large parts of the Muslim world because of its goal to re-establish a global Islamic caliphate
governed by Sharia (i.e., Islamic law) in opposition to the current system of individual
Muslim nation-states, many of which have included distinctly western (i.e., non-Islamic)
precepts in their governing documents, such as democratic elections and individual rights.
The Brotherhood is controversial in the West because it denies basic democratic
principles, such as, separation of church (mosque) and state, the legal equality of men and
women, tolerance of other religions, tolerance of speech with which one disagrees, etc. In the
recent Arab Spring, the Brotherhood took advantage of the popular desire for change aimed
at authoritarian rulers in the Middle East by capitalising on the public unrest to expand its
own influence.
A case in point is the rise to power of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. The Muslim
Brotherhood succeeded in Egypt, not because the majority of Egyptians wanted to revert to a
stricter Islamic form of government, but because the Brotherhood was the organisation best
situated to attain power. Non-Brotherhood opponents of the Mubarak regime responded
spontaneously against the regime, but did not have the organisational structure to compete
with the Brotherhood. Accordingly, the already well-organised Brotherhood dominated the
post-Mubarak elections. Once in power, the Brotherhood, true to its Islamist beliefs in
Islamic supremacy, began to impose its views of what an Islamic government and society
should be. Imposing its view of government and society on a country which had not sought
such a result, in turn, alienated large parts of the Egyptian population, creating chaos and
instability in the country, which led ultimately to a military coup d’état by the Egyptian
armed forces to remove the Brotherhood from power.
I.

Founding Principles of the Muslim Brotherhood.

The Muslim Brotherhood (al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin) was founded in 1928 by Hassan
al-Banna as a religious and socio-political movement to fight against the decline of the
Muslim ummah (global community of Muslims); to resist the “Western cultural invasion” in
the Muslim world, especially the work of Christian missionaries; and to revive the caliphate
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(global Islamic state) as a means to return to the true teachings of Islam1. “[D]eeply disturbed
by effects of Westernization”2, in that they had “penetrated the very fabric of [Muslim]
society”3, al-Banna “believed that this trend could be reversed only by returning to an
unadulterated form of Islam”4. As such, he “advocated a return to Islam as a solution to the
ills that had befallen Muslim societies”5. According to al-Banna,
Islam does not recognize geographical boundaries, no[r] does i[t] acknowledge
racial and blood differences, considering all Muslims as one Umma. The
Muslim Brethren consider this unity as holy and believe in this union, striving
for the joint action of all Muslims and the strengthening of the brotherhood of
Islam, declaring that every inch of land inhabited by Muslims is their
fatherland…. The Muslim Brethren do not oppose every one’s [sic] working
for one’s own fatherland. They believe that the caliphate is a symbol of
Islamic Union and an indication of the bonds between the nations of Islam.
They see the caliphate and its re-establishment as a top priority6.
Although this caliphate would begin in nations that traditionally identify with Islam,
al-Banna’s statement that “[i]t is in the nature of Islam to dominate, not to be dominated, to
impose its law on all nations and to extend its power to the entire planet”7 informs one that
the Muslim Brotherhood’s goal is to expand the caliphate into a global government.
The Brotherhood’s initial approach was to peacefully reform society through
“propagating the Islamic message” and “sponsoring social welfare projects”8. Later, it
adopted a more militant stance9, reflected in statements by al-Banna which “clearly asserted
that he would not hesitate to use violence if he were forced to do so, or when the
[Brotherhood was] ready to seize power”10. As such, the Brotherhood’s goal is to establish
the Islamic caliphate that will enforce Sharia law on the entire earth by any means possible11.
Another influential leader of the Muslim Brotherhood was Sayyid Qutb, whose
writings not only helped to further the ideologies of the Brotherhood, but were also adopted
as the foundation of al-Qaeda’s ideology12. Qutb’s concept of jahiliyya (the idea that the
entire world, including some who call themselves Muslims, is living in ignorance13) excludes
many self-professing Muslims. He distinguished those who lived under “God’s Sharia” from
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those who lived under a Sharia “invented by humans”14. Consequently, Qutb’s ideas divided
Muslims, and he was eventually executed by the Egyptian government in 196615.
II.

Establishment of the Global Caliphate is the Top Priority.

Consistent with al-Banna’s and Qutb’s teachings, the Brotherhood’s goal of
establishing the global Islamic caliphate is reflected in its bylaws16. In the Chapter titled
“Objectives and Means,” the Brotherhood states that “the Muslim Brotherhood is an
international Muslim Body, which seeks to establish Allah’s law in the land by achieving the
spiritual goals of Islam and the true religion”17. Among the “spiritual goals of Islam” listed in
the bylaws are: 1) “to inform the masses, Muslim and non-Muslims of Islamic teachings”18;
2) “to [establish] the universality of Islam”19; 3) “to present the true teachings of Islam and
communicate its ideas to the world”20; 4) to “unify humankind into the fundamental
principles of Islam”21; and 5) “build a new basis of human civilization [according to the]
teachings of Islam”22. These goals and aspirations, if only limited to spiritual jihad (struggle),
would not be as problematic. Yet, the bylaws go on to state that “[t]he Islamic nation
[ummah] must be fully prepared to fight the tyrants and the enemies of Allah as a prelude to
establishing an Islamic state [caliphate]”23.
To accomplish its goal of establishing the caliphate, the Brotherhood seeks “to
liberate the Islamic nation [ummah] from the yoke of foreign rule . . . and unite Muslims
around the world”24. The concept of “liberating the Islamic nation from the yoke of foreign
rule,” when analysed in light of al-Banna’s principles and the Islamic teachings, seems to be
twofold. First, it means cleansing the Muslim ummah from Western influence and going back
to the true teachings of Islam within Muslim countries. Second, it means recapturing the
lands that were once under Muslim control in order to achieve the ultimate goal of enforcing
Allah’s law on the entire earth.
Islam divides the world into two competing camps, dar-al-Islam (house of Islam) and
dar-al-harb (house of war)25. Dar-al-Islam includes nations and territories that are under the
control of Muslims and where the highest authority is Sharia law26. Dar-al-harb includes
countries or territories that are under the control of non-Muslims and where Allah’s law is not
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the highest authority27. As such, dar-al-Islam is in a constant state of conflict with the dar-alharb until the dar-al-harb is transformed into dar-al-Islam (i.e., until all land is conquered
for Allah and Allah’s law becomes the highest authority over all the Earth)28. Thus, consistent
with al-Banna’s principles, the Brotherhood’s bylaws indicate that non-Muslim influence
over or control of prior Muslim lands (such as the State of Israel) that were once part of the
dar-al-Islam is unacceptable and “[t]he Islamic nation [the Muslim ummah] must be fully
prepared to fight tyrants and the enemies of Allah as a prelude to establishing an Islamic
state”29. In addition, the dar-al-Islam must be purified from Western influence. Accordingly,
the Muslim Brotherhood is active in the Middle East and elsewhere either directly or through
affiliate organisations. Although it publically renounced violence in 1970, the Muslim
Brotherhood has, nonetheless, employed means across the entire spectrum of jihad, from
personal spiritual struggle, to employing political means, to overt violence. As a result, the
Muslim Brotherhood has played a major role in destabilizing the Middle East as it opposes
even Muslim states and governments that it does not consider to be pure in following Islam.
III. The Brotherhood’s Goal to Establish the Caliphate Displayed in the Arab Spring.
As public protests spread across the Arab world in 2011 in a popular struggle for
democratic rights, the Brotherhood saw an opportunity to attain power. Yet, as the events
unfolded and the Brotherhood did gain power, it became readily apparent that the Muslim
Brotherhood and its principles could not co-exist with democratic values that many Arab
Spring protesters sought. In fact, the Brotherhood simply utilized the democratic election
process to gain power, in order to purify society and impose Sharia, something the more
moderate Muslim protesters did not anticipate or desire.
A. Egypt.
In February 2011, Hosni Mubarak was pressured to resign from the Egyptian
presidency due to widespread, daily protests calling for his resignation. These protesters cited
corruption, economic hardship, an emergency law that allowed arrests to be made without
charge, and a general plea for freedom as the source of their frustration with the Mubarak
regime30. In response to these protests, Mubarak handed over power to the Egyptian
military31. Egyptians then called for a democratic election to elect the next president32.
Initially, the Brotherhood announced that it would not field a candidate for president
to allay fears that the Brotherhood might seize political power33. After Mubarak’s resignation,
however, the Brotherhood organised the Freedom and Justice Party, which fielded candidates
for parliament and won nearly half of the lower house of Egypt’s parliament in February
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201234. Emboldened by its parliamentary victory, the Brotherhood changed its position and
decided to field a candidate—ultimately Mohammed Morsi—for president35. Morsi won the
presidency in June 201236. Although Morsi resigned from the Muslim Brotherhood upon his
election, he retained close ties to the Brotherhood37.
In June 2012, the Egyptian Parliament, dominated by the Muslim Brotherhood,
appointed members to the Constituent Assembly which was tasked with rewriting the
Egyptian constitution38. Many questioned the legitimacy of the Constituent Assembly
because of its predominately Islamist makeup39. In protest, minority representatives within
the Constituent Assembly boycotted many of the sessions—allowing the Islamic majority
even more leeway in drafting an Islamic constitution40. As a result, forty-three separate
lawsuits were brought before the Supreme Constitutional Court, challenging the legitimacy of
the Constituent Assembly41.
Many expected the court to dissolve the Constituent Assembly. In November 2012,
however, before the Supreme Constitutional Court could issue a ruling, Morsi published a
declaration that the Constituent Assembly could not be dissolved.42 Furthermore, Morsi
declared that, while the constitution was being written, he had “‘power to take all necessary
measures and procedures’ against any potential threat to the revolution”43 and that his laws
and decrees would be “final and binding and [could] not be appealed by any way or to any
entity”44. Immediately following Morsi’s declaration, violence broke out between Morsi
supporters and opponents that resulted in three dead and over five-hundred injured45.
In December 2012, Morsi called for a referendum on the draft Constitution “despite
persistent street clashes, a boycott by judges who normally oversee polling stations, and
stinging criticisms of the draft by, among others, prominent Islamist-leaning lawyers”46. The
constitution passed in December 2012, declaring that Islamic Sharia would be the main
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source of legislation and Sharia would be interpreted under established Sunni scholarship47.
Many saw the constitution as an attempt by the Brotherhood to pave the way for a strict
adherence to traditional Salafi Islamic interpretation48.
Unrest continued until June 2013, as protesters called to overthrow Morsi because
they saw that the Brotherhood had “hijack[ed] Egypt’s revolution and us[ed] electoral
victories to monopolize power and impose Islamic law”49. In June, clashes between
opposition groups and Muslim Brotherhood supporters of Morsi became more violent50. As
protests grew, the army issued a forty-eight hour ultimatum to Morsi to comply with the
popular demand or the army would assume power51.
Morsi did not respond so the military intervened, arresting Morsi and many
Brotherhood leaders52. Since Morsi was ousted by the military, the Muslim Brotherhood has
been designated a terrorist organisation by the Egyptian government, and 683 Brotherhood
members have been sentenced to death for inciting riots and violence53. In response to
Morsi’s ouster, Brotherhood leaders have advocated and engaged in violent protests54,
including violence against Coptic Christians whom the Brotherhood accused of supporting
Morsi’s ouster55. Reports indicate that Brotherhood supporters “burned at least 44 churches
and ransacked more than 20 other Christian institutions throughout Egypt” in response to the
military takeover56.
Although Egypt recently elected General Abdel el-Sisi as president, there is continued
unrest within Egypt57. The Brotherhood has declared the election of el-Sisi to be wholly null
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and void and still supports the presidency of Morsi58. One Brotherhood member stated of elSisi’s election:
With the inauguration of the traitor today, the countdown has begun for Sisi’s
downfall and ouster. Now, Sisi is officially the top coup commander. He must
bear the consequences of crimes committed in order for him to reach this
moment which he admittedly had coveted for so long – to be president, even if
it is at the expense of thousands of families who lost their loved ones, either
by death, injury or absence in prison unjustly59.
B. Saudi Arabia.
Even the well-established Islamic Saudi Kingdom distrusts the Muslim Brotherhood.
This distrust of the Brotherhood by governments that do not conform to Brotherhood
ideology is displayed by Saudi Arabia’s recent condemnation of the Muslim Brotherhood60.
Although the Saudis have supported the Brotherhood in the past—even in times when the
Brotherhood was banned in Egypt—recent activity by the Brotherhood has given the Saudi
kingdom reason to fear the organisation61. The Saudis fear the Brotherhood’s goal of ushering
in a global Islamic caliphate: “Riyadh feared that the group, now empowered, would try to
export the Egyptian revolution regionwide, calling for action against the House of Saud and
displacing Saudi’s friends and allies such as the UAE”62. The Saudis have labeled the
Brotherhood a terrorist organisation and have even stated that the Brotherhood is the “source
of all evils in the [Saudi] Kingdom”63.
CONCLUSION
The persistent Muslim Brotherhood ideology of establishing a global caliphate
governed by a strict interpretation of Sharia, as displayed in the Brotherhood’s founding, its
bylaws, and its actions, contributes to overall instability in the Middle East. Although
democratic values contradict the Brotherhood’s principles, the Brotherhood used the
democratic process to attain power and enforce its radical ideology.
Islam is not a monolith, especially not in the Middle East. The Sunni-Shia divide
within the Muslim world is just one facet of the range of competing ideologies within Islam.
As seen during the Arab Spring, there are many Muslims who do not share the views and
goals of the Brotherhood and who want to live in a peaceful, democratic society. Not every
Muslim (especially younger, more moderate Muslims) subscribes to the idea of establishing
the Islamic caliphate under which Sharia is the law of the land. Therefore, it is not surprising
that other Muslims in Egypt and elsewhere reject the Brotherhood’s power advances.
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Even if the Brotherhood were to continue claiming to be a moderate force for
democracy, as it claimed during its rise to power in Egypt,64 the Brotherhood’s founding
principles and history betray its claimed commitment to governing moderately. As seen by
the Brotherhood’s grab for political power under Morsi’s short-lived presidency, the
Brotherhood’s claims of democratic ideals and moderation cannot be trusted.
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