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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
This book explores the development of the Muslim Brotherhood’s 

(MB) thinking on Islamic law and international human rights and argues 
that the MB has exacerbated, rather than solved, tensions between the two 
in Egypt. The organisation and its scholars have drawn on hard-line 
juristic opinions and reinvented certain concepts from Islamic traditions in 
ways that limit the scope of various human rights and to advocate for 
Islamic alternatives to international human rights. The MB’s practices in 
opposition and in power, have been consistent with its literature. As an 
opposition party, it embraced human rights language in its struggle against 
an authoritarian regime, but advocated for broad restrictions on certain 
rights. Yet, its recent and short-lived experience in power provides 
evidence for its inclination to reinforce restrictions on religious freedom, 
freedom of expression and association, and the rights of religious 
minorities, and to reverse previous reforms related to women’s rights. I 
conclude that the peaceful management of political and religious diversity 
in society cannot be realised under the MB’s model of a shari‘a state. This 
book advocates for the drastic reformation of traditional Islamic law and 
state impartiality towards religion, as an alternative to the development of 
a shari‘a state or exclusionary secularism. This transformation is, however, 
contingent upon significant long-term political and socio-cultural change, 
and it is clear that successfully expanding human rights protection in 
Egypt requires not the exclusion of Islamists, but their transformation. 
Islamists still have a large constituency and they are not the only actors 
who are ambivalent about human rights. Meanwhile, Islamic law also 
appears to continue to influence Egypt’s law. I explore the prospects for 
certain constitutional and institutional measures to facilitate an 
evolutionary interpretation of Islamic law, provide a baseline of human 
rights and gradually integrate international human rights into Egyptian 
law.    

 

 
 



 

 

NOTE ON THE TRANSLITERATION 
 
 
 
I have standardised the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 

(IJME) transliteration system, with few diacritical marks. Words that are 
anglicised, such as shari‘a, Qur’an, jihad and ijtihad are not italicised. All 
other Arabic anglicised words are italicised. I have used the English 
spellings of words that are most commonly used in the English-speaking 
world for the names of Egyptian and Arab politicians and public figures, 
as well as the Muslim Brotherhood’s General Guides and leaders.  
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FOREWORD  

BASSAM TIBI 
INSTITUTE FOR POLITICAL SCIENCE,  

UNIVERSITY OF GÖTTINGEN 
 
 
 

Back in 2012, in the course of completing my book The Shari‘a State 
in which I investigate the political role of Islamists in the Arab Spring and 
their hijack of its rhetorical commitment to democratization, I came across 
a significant article entitled A Tyranny of the Majority? Islamist’s 
Ambivalence about Human Rights (El Fegiery 2012). I was impressed by 
the article’s quality and quoted it prominently and at length in The Shari‘a 
State, which was published in 2013. A Tyranny of the Majority, which was 
written by the young, promising and talented scholar Moataz El Fegiery, 
provides a critical examination of the discourse opposing the 
instrumentalisation of human rights by the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) 
from the time when they comprised the opposition and questions their 
commitment to the principles of human rights as they rise to power. 
Traditionally and up to this day, Islamists have utilized human rights to 
pave their way to power towards establishing a state wholly grounded on 
Islamic shari‘a. Such a state imposes rigorous restrictions on the very 
principles they used to advocate for their pursuit of power. Human rights 
include principles, such as freedoms of religion and freedom of 
expression, which are not particularly honoured by Islamists.  

El Fegiery questions the Islamist discourse of human rights and their 
claim to follow and abide by liberal and democratic doctrines. In their 
view, democracy is a means to pursue a larger political project in the name 
of the majority. Intellectual authorities on democratic governance, ranging 
from Nineteenth Century scholars of the likes of Mill (On Liberty) to 
Twentieth Century scholars like Popper (The Open Society and Its 
Enemies), in fact argue, that democracy is not about the rule of the 
majority. Democracy is rather about putting in place the institutional 
guarantees securing basic rights for all without discrimination, while 
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guaranteeing in particular the rights of the minority (or minorities). Thus, 
democracy is by definition against the tyranny of the majority.  

If this is the case, how can one then deal with Islamic movements that 
claim to speak in the name of all Muslims as the majority? About 70 Arab 
intellectuals (myself included), did meet officially back in November 1983 
in Limassol, Cyprus to discuss the crisis of democracy in the Arab world. 
The proceedings of this convention were published in Arabic in 1984 in 
Beirut by the “Institute for Arab Unity Studies” under the same title of the 
assembly. At that time we were critical of the Muslim Brotherhood and 
based on our knowledge of their double morality and claims as well as 
their ‘ambivalence’, also stressed in El Fegiery’s 2012 article, we did not 
consider the inclusion of Islamists in our project. In fact, in addition to 
secularists, only Muslims with an enlightened and liberal thought and 
background, who believed in the separation of religion and politics, were 
invited to our project.  

In contrast to the early 1980s, one is compelled today to deal with the 
question of ‘why not engage with Islamists?’ This is also a question that I 
have had to jointly explore with El Fegiery, which is also the subject 
matter of this book. Four years after A Tyranny of the Majority? El Fegiery 
presents the work done over the course of his doctoral research period, 
namely his doctoral dissertation, entitled Islamic Law and Human Rights 
in the Thought and Practice of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Herein he 
clearly makes the point ‘that successfully expanding human rights protection 
requires not the exclusion of Islamists, but their transformation’. Thus 
making the point that a conditional engagement with the Islamists is 
essential. This engagement presupposes, however, a basic change in the 
mind-set of the Islamists and in the institutional structure of their 
movements in order to qualify for political participation in the process of 
democratization.  

In this context, I assessed the potential for a shift in the Islamic 
discourse in my article (Islamic Humanism versus Islamism: Cross-
Civilizational Bridging) published in Soundings in 2015. The subtitle of 
the article phrases down the main argument under the title ‘from jihadism 
to institutional Islamism’. I find myself in agreement with El Fegiery that 
it would be wrong to continue excluding Islamists from the process of 
democratization. However, both of us ask the question of whether 
Islamists are really willing to change? Are they willing to adapt to the 
process of democratization and its requirements, or are they driven by the 
agenda to use democracy instrumentally to establish their own shari‘a 
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state? With all ‘political games’ aside, the bottom-line is that shari‘a and 
democracy are quite simply not compatible.  

El Fegiery and I are also in agreement regarding the question of 
whether we can trust in the Islamists’ claimed commitment to human 
rights. As long as we cannot see the needed change or transformation from 
an Islamic underground movement towards a genuine political party, one 
cannot trust Islamists. These are the basic issues that lie at the heart of this 
valuable study of El Fegiery. I congratulate him for earning his doctoral 
degree on the basis of this excellent and well-thought dissertation within 
the Law Department of the University of London (SOAS) and believe and 
foresee a promising career for him as both an academic and human rights 
practitioner.  

In my view, this is a highly exceptional and needed exploration of 
Islamism and human rights. As stated above, Islamists thrive to establish a 
shari‘a state. They claim for this endeavour to be a venture of democracy. 
Their basic underlying argument is that people of Muslim countries are 
Muslims who endorse shari‘a. It follows for them that a shari‘a state 
reflects a democratic rule. El Fegiery finally finds this argument to be 
unsatisfactory. Instead of trusting the proclaims of Islamists, he prefers to 
investigate the issues in point as a basic requirement for providing a solid 
answer to the question of the compatibility of shari‘a rule with human 
rights. These are the grounds on which the case study of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt rests.  

It has been of great interest to read the first eight chapters of this book 
in which El Fegiery investigates all major issues that lie at the heart of the 
relationship between shari‘a and human rights based on which he draws 
solid conclusions in Chapter 9. Here he states that ‘the Muslim 
Brotherhood has exacerbated rather than solved tensions between Islamic 
law and international human rights’. Political and religious diversity are 
essential to any democratic governance. This aspiration ‘will be hard to 
realize under the MB’s model of a shari‘a state’.  

While El Fegiery argues for an inclusion of the Islamists, he makes this 
conditional to a transformation within their movement. He is not, however, 
optimistic about their willingness to deliver what they promise: ‘the MB 
does not allow its members and leaders to engage in self-criticism or 
revisit the general intellectual doctrines of the group’. On these grounds, 
El Fegiery argues for the ‘removal of shari‘a from the constitution’ for the 
sake of ‘a secular state that manages religious diversity in society’. I doubt 
an endorsement of such an agenda by the existing Islamic movements. 
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Though the focus of the present book is on Egypt and on the 
experience of the MB, the topic is of interest to all those engaged and 
focusing on the relation between democracy and human rights under the 
conditions of the popular call for the implementation of shari‘a by Islamic 
movements. The study of El Fegiery matters to all who try to understand 
the nature of Islamic movements worldwide. I wish El Fegiery a fruitful 
engagement and readership within the academic community and among 
the wider public with this excellent work.  

 



CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

1. Defining the Research Problem 

This book examines the way in which the thinking of the Muslim 
Brotherhood (hereinafter MB) has developed on the relationship between 
Islamic law and human rights in Egypt. The Arab world1 has witnessed 
profound political transformation over the last five years. Since December 
2010, massive popular uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt led to the ousting of 
two Arab authoritarian rulers and set in motion tumultuous political 
transitions elsewhere in the region, the outcomes of which remain 
uncertain.2 The common feature in all countries in the Arab world since 
the outset of the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ is the unprecedented political 
influence of Islamists (Sadiki 2011; Tibi 2013b). Although political Islam 
did not lead the popular protests in Tunisia and Egypt, Islamists were 
ostensibly the first to benefit from them, by drawing on their 
organisational superiority and the weakness and division of liberal factions 
(Tibi 2013b; Mikail 2012; Bradly 2012).  

The MB enjoyed unprecedented political freedom in post-Mubarak 
Egypt and up to the removal of President Mohammed Morsi on 3 July 
2013, and it was able to establish its political party, the Freedom and 
Justice Party (hereinafter, FJP) (Trager 2011:114-126). The MB became 
the leading political bloc in the 2012 Parliament, with one of its leaders 
elected as the President of Egypt on 18 June 2012. It also led the 2012 
Constitution-making process. However, its experience in power was short-
lived: President Morsi was deposed by the military on 3 July 2013, and the 
Islamist-backed Constitution was suspended following massive popular 

                                                             
1 In this book, the Arab world refers to the 22 member states of the League of Arab 
States.     
2 For a critical evaluation of the Arab Spring, see Sadiki (2014), Brownlee et al 
(2015) and Achcar (2013).   
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protests across Egypt against Morsi and the MB (Brown 2013). 3   
The rise of Islamist movements in many Muslim states 4  has long 

triggered serious concerns among academics and human rights 
practitioners regarding their commitment to international human rights 
(Benard 2003; Scientific Council for Government Policy 2006; Emerson et 
al. 2009). 5  Islamism, or political Islam, 6  as articulated by prominent 
Islamist ideologues, is centred on two key assumptions. The first 
assumption is that Islam mandates Muslims to establish the Islamic state, 
in which Islamic law regulates all aspects of the state and society. The 
second assumption is that determination of the normative content of 
shari‘a is only acceptable if it complies with the methods developed by the 
mainstream traditional Muslim jurists.7  

The assertion of these two assumptions as the authentic expression of 
Islam is, however, contested by other Muslim scholars (Tibi 2013a; An-
Na‘im 1990; 2008). The institutional and social settings in which shari‘a 
developed and was applied during pre-modern Muslim governance are 
paradigmatically different from the modern nation state, and therefore the 
idea of incorporating shari‘a into it (Hallaq 2013). This has prompted 
many scholars to maintain that Islamism is a modern construction that 
cannot be seen as an extension of the tradition (Tibi 2012; Iqtidar 2011:39-
40). An-Na‘im (2008:8) has held that ‘the notion of an Islamic state is in 
fact a postcolonial innovation based on a European model of the state’. In 
this book I use the term Islamic law to mean legal rules that are extracted 
from the Qur’an and Sunna, Islamic sources. The substance of these rules 
varies among Muslim jurists and scholars according to their different 
epistemological and methodological approaches to the Islamic sources. 
The diversity of opinions on what constitutes Islamic law opens the 
relationship between Islam and human rights to significant contestation 
and evolution.                                                              
3 See Statement by General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, Commander-in-Chief of Egyptian 
Armed Forces and Minister of Defence and Military Production, Official Gazette 
no.26bis of 3 July 2013. 
4 In this book, Muslim states refer to states where the majority of populations are 
Muslims, members of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), or states that 
recognise Islam as their official religion or consider Islamic law an official source 
of domestic legislation in their constitutions.     
5 See the Journal of Democracy (2008:5-8).  
6 Islamism and political Islam are used interchangeably in this book.  
7 For a general discussion of the nature of Islamism and its distinctive features, see 
Tibi (2012).   
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Some scholars express pessimistic attitudes towards Islamist 
movements’ responses to human rights and liberal democracy (Huntington 
1996: 192-198; Tibi 2008; Haqqani 2013). This pessimism has been 
influenced by previous experiences of governance in the name of Islam in 
particular Muslim states such as Iran, Pakistan, Sudan, and Afghanistan 
under the Taliban, which have created strong concerns over the respect of 
Islamist movements for international human rights norms (Mayer 2012:36-
46; Marshall 2005; Haqqani 2005). The commitment of Islamist parties to 
human rights law has also been a matter of enquiry by the European Court 
of Human Rights (hereinafter ECtHR). In a famous case involving the 
Turkish Welfare Party in 2003, the Court upheld Turkey’s decision to 
dissolve the party due to its adoption of a platform through which it sought 
to implement Islamic law. The court opined that the party’s religious 
programme conflicted with the protection of basic rights and liberties in 
the European Convention on Human Rights (hereinafter ECHR).8  

Nevertheless, given the popularity of Islamist parties in many Muslim 
states, other scholars and human rights advocates argue for the integration 
of ‘moderate’9 and peaceful Islamists into political processes as a tool of 
de-radicalisation and moderation (El-Ghobashy 2005, Kausch 2009; 
Hamid 2011; 2014; Roth 2012:4).10 In this context, Baker (2003:1-14) 
suggested using the expression ‘Islam without fear’ to refer to the 
emergence of a ‘moderate’ trend among Egyptian Islamists. The term 
‘post-Islamism’ has meanwhile been coined by political scientists (Bayat 
2013) to explain the transformation of some Islamist parties, such as the 
Justice and Development Party in Turkey (AKP), into ‘a conservative 
democratic party [that] defends change, reform and transformation in 

                                                             
8 See Refah Partisi and Others v. Turkey, ECtHR, 13 February 2003. The Court, 
however, ignored other possible liberal interpretations of Islam and shari‘a, see a 
commentary on this case by Abou Ramadan (2007).     
9 The term ‘moderate Islamists’ has been largely used in the literature to refer to 
Islamists who condemn violence and peacefully participate with other political 
parties in the constitutional and political institutions. However, I subscribe to other 
views (Tibi 2012:9-10) that find that what constitutes ‘moderate’ is ambiguous and 
misleading. Tibi (2012:10) suggests ‘institutional Islamists’ as a more neutral 
concept than moderate Islamists.       
10 Kenneth Roth (2012:4), the executive director of HRW stated that ‘Islamic 
movements are hardly monolithic or implacably opposed to rights. Yet rather than 
engage with them to demand respect for rights, Western governments have often 
treated them as untouchable’. 
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favour of democracy, human rights and rule of law’ (Sambur 2009:117).11 
Since the 1980s, political repression and restricted political space in 

Egypt has created a common agenda of political activism for various 
political actors and human rights defenders in Egypt, including the MB 
(Shehata 2010). During the decade before the 2011 uprisings the MB 
embraced human rights language in its political discourse and, by 
harnessing other political forces, pressured Egyptian authorities to respect 
the right to free assembly, association and expression, to judicial 
independence and to a fair trial (Brown and Hamzawy 2010). After the 
MB won 88 seats in the 2005 Parliament, the Deputy General Guide, 
Khairat al-Shater (2005), wrote in The Guardian newspaper that the MB’s 
main objective was to ‘trigger a renaissance in Egypt, rooted in the 
religious values upon which Egyptian culture and society is built’. He 
added that ‘the success of the MB should not frighten anybody: [the MB] 
respects the rights of all religious and political groups’.  

It was not clear at the time whether the MB’s shift towards human 
rights language was a question of political convenience, or reflected a 
genuine intellectual change in the organisation. However there was no 
consensus between the MB and other human rights activists on the content 
of certain rights and the acceptance of international human rights treaties 
as a term of reference. Ideological disparities between the MB and other 
political forces, as well as the restricted political space during Mubarak’s 
governance, had not allowed such a consensus to emerge (Shehata 2010; 
Hicks 2002). Among other areas, this book will explore whether the 
political climate after Mubarak has provided an opportunity for this 
consensus to develop, or rather deepened divisions between Islamist and 
non-Islamist forces.  

My interest in this research is founded on my direct engagement with 
the debate on Islamism, Islamic law and human rights in Egypt and other 
Muslim states as a human rights practitioner since 2003. The intersections 
between the MB and international human rights, along with increasing 
scholarship on the transformation of Islamist movements across the 
Muslim world, has motivated me to explore to what extent the MB has the 
potential to gradually legitimise international human rights in Islamic 
terms. While the experience of the MB in power after Mubarak was too 
short to comprehensively judge the party’s actual record in human rights,                                                              
11  See also Kuru (2013). However, other scholars argue that the AKP still 
embraces an Islamist agenda and engages in what they call ‘creeping Islamisation’ 
(Tibi 2012:98-102; Baran 2010).   
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it does enable us to compare the MB’s literature and experience in 
opposition with its positions in power. 

A great deal of research has been conducted on the MB, much of it 
dealing with the political history of the organisation, its institutional 
development and its ideology (Mitchell 1993; Lia 2006; Zollner 2007; al-
Awadi 2004; Pargeter 2010; Ruben 2010). Scholars have examined the 
cooperation between the MB and human rights non-governmental 
organisations, the MB’s approach to constitutionalism, and its position on 
the rights of religious minorities, on political pluralism, and gender 
equality (Hicks 2002; MacQueen 2008; Rutherford 2006; Dalacoura 2007; 
Slit 2010; Scott 2010; Tadros 2012a). However, this book is the first legal 
research to investigate the development of the MB’s thinking on the 
relationship between Islamic law and International Human Rights Law 
(hereinafter IHRL) over the last three decades. 

Religious actors and their involvement in the struggle over the 
meaning of human rights has increasingly become a subject of academic 
inquiry (Cismas 2014; Hopgood 2013; Chase 2015). The aim of this book 
is to put the debate between Islamic law and human rights in context 
through a systematic assessment of the thought and practice of a major 
Islamist movement. As proposed by Preis (1996:286-315), there is a need 
to study human rights as cultural practice within certain political and 
social contexts in order to understand the dynamics of the evolution of 
human rights discourses in different societies. The future of Islamic 
discourses is contingent on the political and social dynamics in Muslim 
states. As stated by An-Na‘im (2004:9) ‘the relationship [between Islam 
and human rights] is open to engagement and transformation precisely 
because it is contingent on an interactive web of internal and external 
factors and forces’.  

This research focuses on the MB as one such force to be influencing 
the debate on Islamic law, in Egypt and the whole Muslim world. The 
book is structured to answer the following questions: how has Islamic law 
influenced the MB’s conception of human rights? What have its reactions 
been to the development of IHRL? To what extent has there been change 
or continuity in the thought and practice of the MB towards human rights 
issues? In which areas has the MB expanded or restricted its understanding 
of human rights? Is there consistency between the MB’s practices and the 
positions taken by its ideologues and scholars? And finally, how have the 
MB’s thought and practice influenced the evolution of the debate on 
human rights in Egypt?  

Although Islamists share common goals, one cannot generalise about 
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their detailed attitudes to different human rights issues, or the extent of 
their respect for these rights. Islamists’ different responses to human rights 
in post-uprising Egypt and Tunisia since 2011 are illustrative in this regard 
(El Fegiery 2012). The major argument of this book is that the MB has 
exacerbated rather than solved tensions between Islamic law and 
international human rights. The organisation and its scholars have drawn 
on hard-line juristic opinions and reinvented certain concepts from Islamic 
traditions to limit the scope of freedom of association, freedom of 
expression, religious freedom, rights of religious minorities and women’s 
rights, and to advocate for Islamic alternatives to international human 
rights. The MB’s positions on human rights, while in opposition and in 
power have been consistent with its intellectual literature. In opposition, it 
embraced human rights language in its struggle against an authoritarian 
regime but advocated for broad restrictions on certain rights. The MB’s 
short-lived experience in power provides evidence for its inclination to 
reinforce restrictions on the freedom of religion, expression and 
association, and the rights of religious minorities, while reversing previous 
reforms related to women’s rights.  

Since the literature and discourses of the MB were developed in 
different historical phases, in the following section I present a brief 
introduction to the main historical developments of the organisation since 
its establishment. The third section examines the research methods and 
sources, and in the last section I explain the structure of this book.  

2. The Muslim Brotherhood: A Historical Background 

Founded in 1928 by Hassan al-Banna (1906-1949), the MB in Egypt 
represents the oldest and largest organisational manifestation of Islamism 
in the Muslim world, from which other groups emerged in many Muslim 
states (Lapidus 2002:522; Ruben 2010:1). The call for the enforcement of 
Islamic law is a central characteristic of its political and legal identity 
(Mitchell 1993 245-250; Pargeter 2013:17), however it is the MB’s stance 
on the use of violence to achieve its goals, that is a particularly contentious 
issue. During the 1940s the group was involved in violent actions through 
a secret apparatus (al-Majid 2010:21-29). MB leaders argue that this 
apparatus was established by al-Banna to engage in the struggle against 
colonialism. They admit that the secret apparatus assassinated some 
civilian figures. However, they assert that al-Banna and the leadership of 
the organisation were not directly involved in these killings, invoking 
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certain statements made by al-Banna that condemned the killings and the 
perpetrators (al-Shamakh 2011a; al-Banna 2006:757-785). Other observers 
however, argue that the use of violence was justified and supported by al-
Banna himself (‘Ali 2007:82-90). The increasing political power of the 
MB and its involvement in violence led to its dissolution by a military 
order on 8 December 1948,12 and to the assassination of al-Banna on 13 
February 1949 (Mitchell 1993:58-79; Pargeter 2010:29-30).13 Once the 
state of emergency had ended, the Court of Administrative Justice held on 
17 September 1951 that the dissolution of the MB by a military order was 
void.14   

On 23 July 1952, the Free Officers’ Movement came to power after a 
military coup. This was well received by many Egyptians, who considered 
it to be a relief from the political and social crises prevailing in Egypt 
under the monarchy. The MB was a political ally of the Free Officers’ 
Movement before 1952 and backed its political move. However, political 
tensions quickly erupted between the MB and the new leader of Egypt, 
Gamal Abdel Nasser, and reached a peak in 1954 when Nasser was 
subjected to an assassination attempt, allegedly planned and implemented 
by MB members. Consequently, the Leading Council of the Revolution 
ordered the dissolution of the MB and a considerable number of its leaders 
and members were sentenced to death or life imprisonment in military 
trials (al-Majid 2010:29-37; Pargeter 2010:33-34).  

Between 1957 and 1964, the MB ideologue Sayid Qutb (1906-1965) 
shifted the MB to a more radical direction via his book Milestones (1990), 
in which he asserted that all societies, including Muslim societies who do 
not submit to the sovereignty of God in all spheres of life, are in a state of 
ignorance (jahiliyya).15  Qutb (1990:43-57) asserted that pious Muslims 
should revolt against this jahiliyya to establish the Islamic state and then 
initiate a holy war globally to ‘liberate’ all other peoples. These ideas 
contributed to the emergence of violent Islamist movements (Shepard 
2003: 521-522; Calvert 2010). In response to this wave of radicalisation, 
the former General Guide of the MB, Hassan al-Hudaiby (1977b), wrote a                                                              
12  Egypt was under martial laws since 31 May 1948. See Military Order 
No.63/1948 Concerning the Dissolution of the MB, 8 December 1948. 
13  Some members of what was called at the time the Political Police were 
convicted for the killing of al-Banna after the 1952 Military coup but ‘higher 
responsibility has never been proved’ (Reid 1982:636).    
14 Court of Administrative Justice, Case No.190/3, 17 September 1951.  
15 The term jahiliyya is mentioned in the Qur’an (3:154; 5:50; 33:33; 48:26) to 
describe the state of affairs in the Arab Peninsula before Islam. 
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book titled Preachers not Judges to distance the MB from the hardline 
thought developed by Qutb and his followers (Zollner 2007). However, the 
book did not explicitly state that it was refuting the ideas of Qutb. It 
defended the application of Islamic law in the Muslim state as a 
fundamental component of Islam and did not abandon the possibility of 
declaring Muslims to be apostates and sentencing them to death, but rather 
subjected this to certain conditions. The MB has not yet directly 
denounced Qutb’s ideas (‘Ali 2012). Instead, they have repeatedly stated 
that the words used by Qutb were mistakenly interpreted by his readers, 
and argue that Qutb used the term jahiliyya as a metaphor to reject un-
Islamic laws and morals that have become common in Muslim societies 
(Al-Bahnasawi 1985; 2000).16  

During the 1970s and 1980s, the MB was able to reconstitute itself in 
Egyptian politics. Former president Anwar al-Sadat tolerated the activities 
of Islamists in an attempt to counterbalance his leftist and Nasserist critics, 
and so the MB leaders were released from prison and resumed their 
political, social, and cultural activities in Egypt (Kepel 1993:139-141; 
Shehata 2010:53). During the 1970s, the group was allowed to republish 
its magazine al-Da‘wa, which was vocal about the Islamisation of Egypt’s 
constitution and laws (Kepel 2005:127; Mustafa 1996:206). The MB was 
not the only Islamist player in Egypt at that time. Other Islamist trends 
emerged. Ultra-conservative Salafism 17 expanded in Egypt, and both 
Islamist trends influenced each other (Abdel Latif 2012; Tammam 2010b; 
Brown 2011:5). Despite its subjection to strict legal restrictions and 
harassment by security forces, the MB had established itself as a major 
political actor in Egypt and enlarged its popular constituency under former 
President Mubarak. Members of the group controlled the boards of major 
professional syndicates and university students unions during the 1980s 
and 1990s (Shehata 2010:53-54).  

The Egyptian electoral system in this period did not allow non-partisan 
or independent candidates to run for elections, and the MB was not legally 
recognised as a political party. In 1984 the MB allied with the liberal al-
Wafd Party and won eight seats in Parliament (Shehata 2010:85). In 1987 
it established the Islamic Alliance with the Socialist Labour Party and the                                                              
16 See an interview with the General Guide of the MB Mohammad Badie (2010).  
17This term is usually used to refer to Islamists who have been influenced by the 
Wahabism that was developed in Saudi Arabia. The principal characteristic of 
those Salafists is their emphasis on the strict and literal interpretation of the Qur’an 
and Sunna (Denoeux 2011:59-60).            


