
 

 

With the resignation of Egyptian President 

Hosni Mubarrak and the ensuing turmoil in 

Bahrain and Libya, the political landscape of 

the Muslim world looks set for radical 

change. Modern secular young Egyptians 

joined Christians and Muslims on the streets 

of Cairo to bring about the end of the 

established regime. The world now watches 

to see what the outcome of the Egyptian 

revolution will be and the West holds its 

breath to see if the first fruits of democracy 

will blossom in the Arab world. Yet in the 

wings, a shadowy force is waiting for its 

moment; so far conspicuous in its absence is 

the Islamic fundamentalist movement called 

the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Founded by Hasan al Bana in 1928, the 

Brotherhood started out as a relatively 

benign movement whose main aims were to 

instil a renewed piety among the young 

Egyptian Muslims who had been seduced by 

the materialist trappings of the West. Under 

al-Bana’s guidance, the Brotherhood quickly 

found favour among Egyptians as they met 

the needs of a society that had until then 

been largely neglected by the government. 

Hospitals, schools and basic social services 

were provided in the name of Islam and as 

a result, young Egyptian Muslims regained 

their sense of identity and joined the ranks 

of the Brotherhood.  

However, as the political map of Egypt 

shifted, oscillating between governments 

who favoured first the ideals of communism 

and later the edicts of capitalism, the 

Brotherhood too began to change focus. 

From the benevolent and righteous aims of 

al-Bana came an altogether more 

conservative and problematic ideology in 

the form of Sayyid Qutb. Qutb’s anti 

Western views were shared by a minority 

branch of the Brotherhood known as the 

‘Secret Apparatus’ who, in 1981 were linked 

to the assassination of the Egyptian 

president Anwar Sadat. The Brotherhood 

can be regarded as the archetypal 

fundamentalist movement – a formula that 

would be replicated by minority groups of 

radical Muslims all over the world, most 

notably by the Jamaat i-Islami under the 

leadership of Abdul a’la Mawdudi in 

Pakistan and the Taliban in Afghanistan. 

The continuing popularity of such 

movements raises important questions: 

What can these fundamentalist movements 

offer a modern Muslim society? Why does 

their popularity extend beyond the borders 

of their immediate political situation? And 

what impact does it have on Muslims living 

in the Diaspora? 

In seeking to rid the Muslim world of 

Western influence, Qutb’s political stance 

called for a rejection of the secular political 

ideologies that Egypt had been affiliated to 

in the past in favour of the full 

implementation of Sharia law. Like 

Mawdudi, Qutb regarded the previous po-

litical alliances of Egypt as shirk, replacing 

the governance ordained by God with ideas 

that had been conjured up by man. It was 

imperative, for Qutb, that Egypt should be 

ruled along purely Islamic lines – in fact, if a 

ruler failed to implement Sharia law this 

constituted jeopardising islam  and therefore 

the use of lesser (violent) jihad  was legiti-

mate.  

The implementation of Sharia Law is be-

lieved by many Islamists to be the key to 

uniting the Muslim Ummah together; to  

Fundamentalism and the Arab Spring: What impact does it have on 

a modern Muslim society? 



 

 

repair the rifts caused by nationalism and 

to form a barrier against the onslaught of 

those Western “evils”: capitalism and ma-

terialism. Sharia law governs all aspects of 

Muslim life, both private and public. It is 

based on the Qur’an, the Hadith and Sun-

nah of the Prophet Muhammad and is 

therefore believed to be the ideal way of 

life for a Muslim.  

However, within the 21
st
 Century, Sharia 

Law remains shrouded in controversy. To 

Western minds, Sharia evokes images of 

brutality, of punishments that contravene 

the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. To the Islamists of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, Sharia Law symbolises the 

unified Muslim Ummah and evokes memo-

ries of the Golden era of Islam when the 

great Muslim empires, Mughal, Saffafid 

and Ottoman were the dominant global 

force. Today, far from uniting the Ummah, 

the implementation of Sharia law is likely 

to cause further dissent. The different Is-

lamic law schools (Ulama) each have their 

own variation of the Sharia which tends to 

be mixture of Quranic scholarship, taqlid 

(blind imitation of the Prophet and the 

Rightly Guided Caliphs) and cultural tradi-

tions. The wearing of the burqa is a good 

illustration of this; made compulsory for 

the women of Afghanistan under the Tali-

ban, the full facial covering is not required 

by other Islamic law schools. The Prophet’s 

wives did not cover their faces and today 

those that choose to do so must remove 

their face veil before performing Hajj.  

 

The treatment of women under Sharia law 

is also a hotly debated issue. To Western 

minds, the relegation of women to the 

role of wife and mother is an unwelcome 

step back after over a century of  

campaigning for equal rights for women. 

However, to many Muslims, it is recogni-

tion of the value of women within a secure 

and prosperous society. Advocates of Sha-

ria law maintain that it is the West that is 

derogatory towards women, exploiting 

them in a society that has become obsessed 

with sex and money and fails to celebrate 

the value of women in bringing up chil-

dren and educating them in Islam. Many 

Muslims, including many living in the dias-

pora will maintain that the West has mis-

understood the true message of the Sharia 

concerning women and that once again it 

is cultural traditions which have become 

entwined with the original message. In ad-

dition to this is the tension between how 

Sharia should be interpreted for a modern 

context. The issue of polygamy illustrates 

the difference in approach between taqlid 

– bind imitation of the pious ancestors or 

ijtihad – the interpretation of Quran, Had-

ith and sunnah to identify the timeless 

principles of Islam and apply them to the 

21
st
 Century.  

Polygamy was first introduced to Medina 

after the battle of Badr where due to the 

high number of casualties, many women 

and children were left widowed. In a 

move to provide financial support to these 

women, the Prophet commanded that 

those who were able to should take 

another wife. To many modern readers, it 

seems clear that the move to allow 

polygamy was an effort to avoid the social 

problems that destitute women and 

children would create. For those that 

adopt taqlid, polygamy is commanded by 

the Prophet – in imitating him, all who are 

able to should take another wife. For those 

who adopt ijtihad however, the timeless 

principle that underlies the Prophet’s 

action was to help those who need it.  



 

 

In contrast to more extreme variations of 

Islamic fundamentalist attitudes, Qutb did 

not forbid women from going to work. 

Following the example of the Prophet 

Mohammad’s wife Khadija, in an Islamic 

society a woman can go out to work 

however her true value is found in 

maintaining the home. This raises far more 

important questions concerning the 

position of women within society. Through 

Western eyes, it is tempting to see Qutb’s 

view as archaic and derogatory to women 

and in some respects, it undoubtedly is. It is 

the husband’s decision whether his wife is 

permitted to seek work and a woman’s 

duty is still regarded as producing and 

bringing up children. This is at odds with 

the more egalitarian views of the West 

where women have battled against 

patriarchal dominance and secured a more 

equal place in society. In Egypt, where 

women, like their European neighbours are 

highly educated, autonomous and occupy 

many top jobs, such a shift in social 

attitudes would be poorly received. In 

economic terms, it too would be disastrous: 

women who are discouraged from pursuing 

careers are unable to contribute to the 

economy thereby exacerbating the financial 

problems Egypt faces as a developing 

country.  

In modern Egypt therefore, where many 

women enjoy the kind of rights that their 

Western neighbours enjoy and who, in 

many cases occupy positions of power in 

the workplace, the implementation of Sha-

ria law will be an unwelcome move.  

 

With the end of the 32 year reign of 

President Hosni Mubarrak comes the end of 

a period of relative political stability in the  

Arab world. What reasons are there to 

explain why Mubarrak resisted pressure 

from the Brotherhood to implement Sharia 

law? and what would happen if the 

Brotherhood were to step in to the political 

void?  

 

The over-riding complaint of the Egyptian 

people in Tahir Square was the failure of 

the Mubarrak regime to address the 

poverty and poor living standards of the 

people.  

Sharia law demands Zakat tax of 2.5% is 

paid by all who earn above the nisab. This 

ensures that those in society who are in 

most need are provided for by those who 

have been blessed with better fortune. The 

payment of Zakat ensures that an 

individual’s wealth is cleansed and that 

there is recognition of the responsibility 

bestowed on the individual by God to use 

what wealth has been given to them for the 

benefit of others. Those that argue in 

favour of Sharia law maintain that the 

payment of Zakat would even out the 

inequalities of this life and help to bridge 

the gap between rich and poor. 

Those who oppose the full implementation 

of Sharia law however, point out that in a 

modern world such a small amount of tax 

is insufficient to provide a better standard 

of living for the Egyptian people. In 

comparison to the amount of tax paid by 

the West, it is unrealistic to imagine such a 

move would be beneficial to a country that 

is struggling to develop to the same degree 

as its Western neighbours. 

There are also international relations to 

consider if a country was to implement 

Sharia Law. The Red Sea tourist resorts like 

Sharm-el-Sheik attract thousands of visitors 



 

 
every year and make a significant 

contribution to the Egyptian economy. The 

restrictions on alcohol consumption as well 

as the insistence on modesty are likely to 

be less attractive to the sun seeking 

Western tourist.  

Trade with the West would be affected 

too, as it is likely that Europe, in protest 

against the brutality of the Sharia penal 

system would cease to do business with 

Egypt. It is possible that Western aid too 

would also be cut thereby affecting the 

extent to which Egypt could cope with the 

after effects of natural disasters.  

However, in losing trade and connections 

with the West, it is of course possible that 

stronger connections could be forged with 

their Arab neighbours, potentially creating 

an Arab version of the EU. Such a move 

would no doubt be welcomed by the 

Muslim Brotherhood as a manifestation of 

their vision of a united Muslim Ummah 

and a step closer to replicating the glory 

days of Empire. In practise though, this 

would be a potentially explosive scenario 

and one that the West, in particular 

America and the UK would seek to avoid. 

The melting pot of political instability 

combined with nuclear arms, plus the lack 

of a singular Caliphate would make the 

Islamist vision of a united Islam an 

impossibility. 

It is therefore extremely unlikely that such 

a political move would go any length to 

address the economic plight of the 

Egyptian people.  

For the modern Islamist, taqlid seems to be 

the favoured approach as it avoids the 

danger of misinterpreting the true message.  

The nature of Islamic fundamentalism is 

dominated by taqlid. For those Muslims, 

the corruption of the true message of Islam 

through false interpretation is so 

unthinkable that it is safer to simply copy 

the actions of the Prophet and his 

followers. However for the moderate 

Muslim this creates huge problems for 

living as a Muslim in a 21
st
 Century society.  

The insistence by Islamic fundamentalists 

and extremists to resist the trappings of 

Western society and endeavour to live a 

more piously Muslim life has led to 

increasing disparity in the Muslim Ummah. 

Young British Muslims experience a crisis of 

identity as they struggle to find their 

rightful place in a society that is 

increasingly suspicious of Islam and a 

community that is becoming increasingly 

conservative.  

On a recent BBC documentary Generation 

Jihad, British Muslim extremist Rizwan Dita 

described it as “only natural” for Muslims 

to want to engage in violent Jihad. For 

people like Dita, the current plight of the 

Muslim world is a consequence of years of 

oppression and domination by the West – 

historically in terms of colonialism and 

more recently exacerbated by the relentless 

support for Israel and what is perceived to 

be systematic discrimination against 

Muslims in the West. For Dita, violent 

Jihad is legitimate as a means of defending 

Islam against the increasing tide of 

Westernization. But the crucial question is 

what impact does this have on the 

moderate Muslims of the Diaspora?  

The Islam advocated by extremists like Dita 

and fundamentalists like Qutb is a long 

way from the faith practiced in the 

majority of Mosques in the UK. The 

majority of Muslims feel little connection 

to the views of extremists who declare a 

war on the West in the name of Islam. For 

these Muslims, the West is their home and 

they experience no ambivalence in living a 

Muslim life within the context of a 21
st
 



 

 

Century secular society. However, for an 

increasing number of young British Muslims, 

the crisis of identity is having an impact. 

Berated by their extremist brothers for not 

being  ‘true’ to Islam and marginalised by a 

society that is growing increasingly 

suspicious and intolerant of the symbols of 

their religion, young British Muslims find 

themselves attracted to organisations in 

which they can feel valued and significant. 

This is an echo of the situation in which al-

Bana first operated: meeting the needs of a 

society who feel forgotten and undervalued 

by their government. 

The insistence on taqlid rather than 

advocating ijtihad further adds to the 

problem as the majority of Muslims find 

themselves unable to defend their more 

moderate faith against the propaganda of 

fundamentalist organisations like the Muslim 

Brotherhood. 

Finally and perhaps most poignantly comes 

the terminology that is used to discuss this 

sensitive issue. When discussing the situation 

that modern British Muslims find themselves 

in, one girl told me she resented having to 

refer to herself as a “moderate” Muslim. She 

said she holds the truth of Tawhid and the 

words of the Shahada at the centre of her 

existence - shouldn’t that make her a 

fundamentalist? The idea of being 

“moderate” seems to be a dumbing down 

of her faith to make it more acceptable to a 

modern society and yet to be labelled 

“fundamentalist” brings with it all the 

stereotypical connotations of oppression, 

violence and brutality that most modern 

Muslims are trying so hard to distance 

themselves from. To many modern 

Muslims,  ‘fundamentalists’ like the Muslim 

Brotherhood and other similar movements 

are in fact losing sight of what it really 

means to be a Muslim – ie, believing in one 

God and practicing the 5 Pillars. 

Far from uniting the Ummah, 

fundamentalist movements appear only to 

exacerbate the disparate and alienated 

communities of the Muslim Diaspora. 

However, until the West identifies how to 

best meet the needs of a disenchanted 

generation of young Muslims, these 

organisations will continue to pose a threat 

to Islam. 
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