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TERRORIST OR REVOLUTIONARY? 

Categorising the Muslim Brotherhood 
 

Kritika Karmakar*
 

INTRODUCTION 

“Is the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist organization?” is a common question asked by many, 

given the number of terror groups that are said to be affiliated with the name. But the answer 

to this question is not that simple. Even though several of the radical groups allegedly 

associated with the Muslim Brotherhood have been either banned or deemed as terrorist 

organizations by many nations, the Brotherhood itself faces different circumstances when 

posed with this question. The debate surrounding the definition of terrorism and terrorist 

organizations has baffled scholars for a long time. He who is considered as a ‘terrorist’ by one 

is also referred to as another man’s ‘revolutionary’. This is a similar case when it comes to the 

issue surrounding the designation of the Muslim Brotherhood. The group itself has affiliates 

worldwide, however, most Middle Eastern nations have designated the group as a terrorist 

organization, including its home country Egypt.  

 

Nevertheless, the question of labeling the Brotherhood as a terrorist organization comes with 

its own challenges for the Western nations. The group itself is not entirely connected to violent 

activities, and has many institutions under its wing that present a more moderate form of 

political expression. Additionally, designating the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist 

organization can cause a series of diplomatic and political complications. Bearing these various 

complexities in mind, this brief will take a look at the origins and activities of the Muslim 

Brotherhood in order to understand the way in which it is viewed by most Middle Eastern 

nations. Based on this, it will present the case of the US, who under the Trump administration 

attempted to designate the Muslim Brotherhood as a foreign terrorist organization (FTO), but 

was met with criticisms. The paper will analyze the implications of deeming the Brotherhood 

as a terrorist organization and how it would affect the US as well as the international 

community.  

 

THE MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD AND ITS EGYPTIAN ROOTS 

Formed in 1928 by Hassan al-Banna, a muslim imam (religious leader), the origins of the group 

stemmed from the British colonial presence in Egypt at the time. Given the imperial influences 

and imposed westernization, the group advocated for a more religious outlook towards politics 

and social development. Hassan al-Banna believed in reforming the existing political systems 

by engaging with it at a social and political level, through carrying out acts of political activism, 
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and social responsibility1. For the initial ten years, the group focused its attention on conducting 

grassroots activism and charitable events, this enabled the Muslim Brotherhood to expand on 

its network, whilst garnering support from the middle and lower economic sections of  Egyptian 

society.2 But these acts of philanthropy and social work had political leanings as well. In 

exchange for the groundwork the group had successfully managed to disseminate their politico-

religious ideologies to a sizable amount of the population. By the 1940’s the organization’s 

reach had extended beyond the borders of Egypt, as it gained popularity among other Arab 

nations and had an estimated membership of 500,000.3 As the Brotherhood gained momentum, 

so did its activities, as it diversified into various smaller groups that were in charge of running 

schools, mosques and even paramilitary squads.  

 

However, it did not take long for the group’s ideologies to become more radical and aggressive. 

It first came into conflict with the Egyptian government over the issue of Palestinian Arabs. 

Even though the group’s formative years had come to an end by the mid 1930’s, there were no 

official documents that had been released by the organization. This changed in 1934 when 

Hassan al-Banna released his first ‘message’ (risala) - lla ayy shay' nad'u al-nas ('To What Do 

We Summon The People')4. This message stated that the Arab world and that the Muslim 

Brotherhood were not limited by ethnic and geographical boundaries. This message was further 

elaborated upon in the second document released by al-Banna, called the Da'watuna ('Our 

Mission'). In this particular writing, terms like ‘the Islamic national circle’ and ‘Arab national 

circle’ were thrown around, further highlighting the group’s ideology of a shared Islamic and 

Arab identity5. Given the presence of European powers in the region who supported Israel in 

the conflict, the organization’s opposing views appeared to be problematic. Additionally the 

group was also blamed for acts of violence and agitation across the nation and the group started 

to face crackdowns from the Egyptian government, which caused one of the members of the 

Brotherhood to assassinate Prime Minister Mahmud Fahmi al-Nuqrashi, who had ordered the 

dissolution of the group.6 

                                                             
1 "What Is The Muslim Brotherhood?". Aljazeera.Com, 2017, 

https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2017/6/18/what-is-the-muslim-brotherhood. 

 
2 "Immigration And Nationality Act Section212". 2001-2009.State.Gov, 2008, https://2001-

2009.state.gov/s/ct/rls/fs/08/103399.htm. 

 
3 "Profile: Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood". BBC News, 2013, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-

12313405. 

 
4 Gershoni, Israel. "The Muslim Brothers And The Arab Revolt In Palestine, 1936-39". Middle Eastern Studies, 

vol 22, no. 3, 1986, pp. 367-397., https://www.jstor.org/stable/4283128.  
 
5 Gershoni, Israel. "The Muslim Brothers And The Arab Revolt In Palestine, 1936-39". Middle Eastern Studies, 

vol 22, no. 3, 1986, pp. 367-397., https://www.jstor.org/stable/4283128.  

 
6 "Timeline: Egypt’S Muslim Brotherhood". Alarabia News, 2013, 

https://english.alarabiya.net/perspective/profiles/2013/12/26/Timeline-Egypt-s-Muslim-Brotherhood. 

 

https://2001-2009.state.gov/s/ct/rls/fs/08/103399.htm
https://2001-2009.state.gov/s/ct/rls/fs/08/103399.htm
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-12313405
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-12313405
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4283128
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4283128
https://english.alarabiya.net/perspective/profiles/2013/12/26/Timeline-Egypt-s-Muslim-Brotherhood
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By this time, the Brotherhood’s ideas had reached even the elite section of society. But given 

the crackdowns on the organization, many members of the group were arrested or executed by 

the government on charges of violence and conspiring to assassinate key leaders. It was during 

this clampdown that many of its members fled from Egypt to countries like Saudi Arabia, Syria, 

Jordan, and Lebanon, thereby enabling the spread of the religio-political ideology. After the 

Egyptian monarchy was overthrown and Gamal Abdel Nasser assumed power in 1954, the 

Muslim Brotherhood continued to face oppression in Egypt. Even though it was actively 

involved in politics and had formed various institutions, after the assassination of Hassan Al-

Banna in 19497, the group became heavily decentralized, eventually giving rise to more splinter 

groups with polarized ideologies. After the fall of Nasser’s regime and in the early years of 

Sadat’s reign, the Muslim Brotherhood resurged for a few years. Considering the strict 

crackdowns under Nasser’s rule, the Brotherhood made a comeback by restarting their banned 

monthly magazine called  al-Da’wa (the Call)8. Even though, during the early 1970’s Sadat 

allowed for the group to regain its political ground, in 1977 when the Islamic Liberation 

Organization attempted a coup against his regime; he retaliated by jailing most of the 

organization’s members and executing its top leaders9. In the same year another group, Jam'at 

al-Muslimin, which was considered to be a splinter group of the Muslim Brotherhood faced 

crackdowns from the Sadat government.  

 

Under the successor of Sadat, Hosni Mubarak’s rule, the organization continued to face 

oppression. However, it was during this time when they managed to reinvigorate their 

movement and gain majority support. Just like his predecessors, even Mubarak was an ally of 

the West, his strategies of administration included a dependence on the military. This was 

especially visible during the end of his regime. The Mubarak government attempted to 

segregate the extremists from the rest of the Islamic population and even granted special 

permissions to the moderates, such as, giving prime-time TV slots to moderate preachers10. 

However, due to the heavy dependence on militarization, the Brotherhood was kept under strict 

watch and every suspicious activity was brutally cracked down upon. But even though the 

group remained formally banned, in the 2000 elections the members of the Brotherhood ran as 

independent candidates and were able to secure 17 seats, making it the largest opposition bloc 

in the Parliament. In 2005, the group was able to secure 88 seats despite the oppressive tactics 

                                                             
7  Lindstrom-Ives, Ben Morris. "The Muslim Br The Muslim Brotherhood: How Its T Otherhood: How Its 

Troubled Hist Oubled History Suggests That Y Suggests That It Will Not Mer It Will Not Merely Sur Ely Survive 

But Thriv E But Thrive In The T E In The Twenty-First Centur Wenty-First Century". University Of Vermont, 

2015, https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1101&context=hcoltheses. 

  
8 Ibrahim, Saad Eddin. "An Islamic Alternative In Egypt: The Muslim Brotherhood And Sadat". The Islamic 

Alternative, vol 4, no. 1/2, 1982, pp. 75-93., https://www.jstor.org/stable/41857618. 
9 Ibid.  

 
10 Knell, Yolande. "The Complicated Legacy Of Egypt's Hosni Mubarak". BBC News, 2013, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-21201364. 

 

https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1101&context=hcoltheses
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41857618
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-21201364
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adopted by Hosni Mubarak. 11  This went on to show the increasing political sway of the 

Brotherhood and the declining support for the Mubarak government. 

 

In lieu of this decreasing influence of Mubarak, in January of 2011 demonstrations against 

corruption were held at the Tahrir square. The law enforcement agencies used brutal force to 

control the crowds but the protests continued. Mubarak was eventually forced to step down and 

the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces took control. But the army’s rule too caused issues 

within Egypt, which led to more protests and violence at the Tahrir square. In the parliamentary 

elections of 2011, the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party was the largest party 

to gain 40 percent of the seats. On June 12, 2012, Muhammad Morsi, the lead candidate of the 

Freedom and Justice Party assumed power.12 However, Morsi’s rule was short and mired with 

controversy as he attempted to make changes in the constitution in order to increase his powers 

and introduced a lot of changes based on Islam. The amendments to the constitution, enshrined 

the Islamic law as the basis for legislation which caused protests against the government as 

liberals feared for the protections of women’s rights and freedom of speech and worship.13 

Given Morsi’s majoritarian tactics, the Tamarod (Rebellion) group claimed to gather 22 million 

signatories in a petition calling for Morsi's resignation. ultimately , on July 3, 2013, the Defence 

Minister, Abdel Fatah al-Sisi ousted Morsi and assumed control.14  

 

As of today, the situation in Egypt has continued to remain the same, where the Muslim 

Brotherhood is still facing crackdowns at the hands of the government and the power is still 

being vested in the military. Abdel Fatah al-Sisi after demonstrating a coup against the Morsi 

administration has continued to do what his predecessors had done. Through a series of 

constitutional amendments allow him to stay in power till 2034.15 According to the Human 

Rights Watch, these new laws would “consolidate authoritarian rule”16. In the 2013 coup, 

orchestrated by al-Sisi, various allegations of human rights abuses were reported. Most of these 

cases were against the members of the Muslim Brotherhood. Members of the group were 

arbitrarily arrested and the offices of the Freedom and Justice party were shut down without 

                                                             
11 "Muslim Brotherhood | Definition, History, Beliefs, & Facts". Encyclopedia Britannica, 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Muslim-Brotherhood#ref324115. 

 
12 Mennig, Regina. "From Mubarak To Morsi - The Story So Far | DW | 04.07.2013". DW.COM, 2013, 

https://www.dw.com/en/from-mubarak-to-morsi-the-story-so-far/a-16930592. 

 
13 Laub, Zachary. "Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood". Council On Foreign Relations, 2019, 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/egypts-muslim-brotherhood. 
14 Ibid. 

 
15 "Egypt's Sisi Rules Out Reconciliation With Muslim Brotherhood". Middle East Monitor, 2020, 

https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20201012-egypts-sisi-rules-out-reconciliation-with-muslim-brotherhood/. 

 
16 "Egypt President Abdul Fattah Al-Sisi: Ruler With An Iron Grip". BBC News, 2020, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-19256730. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Muslim-Brotherhood#ref324115
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/egypts-muslim-brotherhood
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20201012-egypts-sisi-rules-out-reconciliation-with-muslim-brotherhood/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-19256730
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proper court orders.17 This further sparked the interest of human rights groups who looked into 

the inhumane treatment of political prisoners in Egypt. While coming to power Abdel Fatah 

al-Sisi had sworn that the Muslim Brotherhood “will not exist”18 under his Presidency. Even 

though the group is repressed in the nation, it still continues to be highly influential in the 

surrounding Arab states. The political atmosphere along with Egypt’s alliance with the West 

has made matters worse for the Brotherhood as it is being deemed as a ‘terrorist organization’. 

This debate is further complicated given the different splinter groups that have arisen from the 

organization, some of which are extremely radical.  

 

THE BROTHERHOOD – GROUPS AND ACTIVITIES 

Before delving into the debate on categorizing the Brotherhood as a terrorist organization, it is 

important to understand what complicates the matter. The Muslim Brotherhood, given its 

influence over the Middle East and the North African region, has managed to make its presence 

felt in both the political as well as the extremist circles. Bearing this in mind, the organization 

itself has several affiliate political parties in different nations along with some terrorist 

organizations that link their origins to the group. However, the Brotherhood is not entirely 

transparent about its connections to radical groups which makes it difficult to ascertain its 

stance regarding them. Apart from that, some terrorist organizations that initially had links to 

the Brotherhood have now cut ties with it. This complex web of political, radical, and social 

affiliations mixed with differing ideologies from both the Middle East and the West makes this 

debate more robust. Hence, in order to gain a better understanding of the various arguments, 

this section will look at the activities and current status of main groups that have either emerged 

or are affiliated with the Brotherhood. Additionally, it will also gauge the level of political, 

economic, and diplomatic support that the organization has from the Middle Eastern countries. 

This has been done so that the reader can easily comprehend the discussions in the latter half 

of the paper, regarding the US’s position on the issue.   

 

Saudi Arabia 

As mentioned before, the members of the Muslim Brotherhood had fled to other Arab states 

due to the regular crackdowns that they experienced in Egypt. Given the group’s ardent Islamic 

beliefs, many nations supported them and hosted important members of the group. During the 

initial years of the Brotherhood’s formation the relations between Saudi and the organization 

were cordial. During the 1950’s following Nasser's repression many members of the 

Brotherhood sought refuge in Saudi and the nation also offered financial assistance for the 

                                                             
17 Human Rights Watch, Egypt: Halt Arbitrary Action Against Brotherhood, Media, 8 July 2013, available at: 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/51dbeca64.html 

  
18 "Egypt's Sisi Vows Muslim Brotherhood 'Will Not Exist'". BBC News, 2014, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-27285846. 

 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/51dbeca64.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-27285846
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group. The basis for this initial support was purely political as, at the time of Nasser’s regime, 

Egypt was viewed as a potential rival by the monarchy. Hence siding with the Brotherhood 

seemed strategic. However, the relations soured as after the 1970’s Saudi and the Egyptian 

government started forming better connections. But it is also important to note that the 

ideologies followed by Saudi Arabia and the Muslim Brotherhood vary. The Muslim 

Brotherhood is an Islamist group that aims to imbibe the teachings of Islam in modern society 

and supports secularism. On the other hand, the Saudi state lays its foundations in the teachings 

of Wahhabi islam (later joined by the Salafi ideology), which is a more conservative sect of 

Islam and does not lean much towards politics.19 These differences in opinions along with the 

US interference in the region during the Arab spring caused Saudi Arabia to change its stance 

regarding the Brotherhood.  

 

Ever since the fallout between the two actors, Saudi has left no stone unturned when it comes 

to opposing the Brotherhood. The Brotherhood is in support of political activism and calls for 

elections. These ideas do not sit well with the Saudis as it is largely an autocratic nation. Saudi 

Arabia has listed the organization as a ‘terrorist organization’ and most of its members have 

been jailed. It has vehemently lobbied with the US in support of deeming the Brotherhood as 

a terrorist organization.20 When Morsi was elected as president in Egypt, Saudi immediately 

cut off aid to the nation, which was reissued when he was ousted.21 Apart from that Saudi 

Arabia is a major political and economic actor in the region, especially considering its oil trade 

and its relations with the US. Having it label the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organization 

sends out a strong message to the other countries in the region.  

 

Palestine 

The Muslim Brotherhood has been an ardent supporter of the Palestinian Arabs from its very 

beginning. Considering that the group stands for a consolidated Arab, Islamic state, the cause 

of the Palestinian Arabs against the Israelis is also viewed in a similar light. However, the 

support for this cause has taken a violent turn with the formation of radical groups. The links 

between the Muslim Brotherhood and Palestine’s most notorious terrorist organization, Hamas, 

can be traced back to the 1960’s when the Brotherhood set up many charities along the West 

Bank and Gaza strip. In 1987 a formal Palestinian branch of the Brotherhood was formed, 

which functioned independently. The initial intentions of Hamas were to carry out an armed 

                                                             
19 Lipp, Andrew. "The Muslim Brotherhood: Exploring Divergent Views In Saudi Arabia And Qatar". Iowa 

State University, 2019.  

 
20 "Saudi Arabia Takes Aim At Muslim Brotherhood Before Democrats Take Over In Washington". The 

Economic Times, 2020, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/saudi-arabia/saudi-arabia-

takes-aim-at-muslim-brotherhood-before-democrats-take-over-in-washington/articleshow/79286964.cms. 

 
21 Lipp, Andrew. "The Muslim Brotherhood: Exploring Divergent Views In Saudi Arabia And Qatar". Iowa 

State University, 2019. 

 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/saudi-arabia/saudi-arabia-takes-aim-at-muslim-brotherhood-before-democrats-take-over-in-washington/articleshow/79286964.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/saudi-arabia/saudi-arabia-takes-aim-at-muslim-brotherhood-before-democrats-take-over-in-washington/articleshow/79286964.cms


 

  

CENTRE FOR SECURITY STUDIES | JSIA MAY 2021    7 

 

struggle against Israel which would be led by its military wing -  Izzedine al-Qassam Brigades 

and secondly it aimed to provide social welfare.22 Hamas has come a long way and has even 

managed to make political inroads, as of 2006, Hamas won the Palestinian parliamentary 

elections, but still maintained its stance on “armed resistance” against Israel.  

 

In 2016 the group publicly disavowed from the Brotherhood, but under Morsi’s rule did enjoy 

good relations. But in 2014, under al-Sisi, Hamas was declared as a terrorist organization but 

this ruling was later overturned. 23  Crackdown on the group from the Egyptian side has 

continued ever since al-Sisi has come to power. This has severely affected the relations between 

Palestine and Egypt. Nevertheless, Hamas is responsible for many acts of terror carried out 

across the region. It is also said to have affiliations with Hezbollah, ISIS, and the Paletstianinan 

Islamic Jihad (PIJ), even though it does deny association with these terror groups from time to 

time.24 Hamas has already been declared as a terrorist organization by the US, European Union, 

Israel, and other allies of the US. 

 

Israel 

Considering the proximity between Israel and Palestine and given the boundary issues between 

the two countries, the Muslim Brotherhood’s influence in the region has largely been limited 

to the Palestinian Arabs and the other Islamic movements. Israel has suffered from multiple 

terrorist attacks orchestrated by Hamas and the Palestinian Liberation Army over the years. In 

a recent turn of events, the United Arab List, also known as Ra’am, has gained an active role 

in Israel politics and has been instrumental in deciding upon the new President for the state. 

Ra’am has formed a coalition with the Israeli government which has paved the way for the 

removal of Benjamin Netanyahu. However, most media outlets have highlighted the Islamic 

associations of the party and stated that this was a part of larger plan set in place by the Muslim 

Brotherhood. But the Brotherhood has made a statement, “The Brotherhood stresses that there 

is no connection – ideological or organizational – between it and this movement,”25. This has 

been viewed with much suspicion by both Israel and its allies.  

 

 

                                                             
22 "Hamas: The Palestinian Militant Group That Rules Gaza". BBC News, 2021, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-13331522. 

 
23 "Muslim Brotherhood In The Palestinian Territories". Counter Extremism Project, 

https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-palestinian-territories. 
24 Ibid. 

 
25  Sonnenfeld, Daniel. "Muslim Brotherhood: We Have ‘No Connection’ With The Islamist Movement". The 

Jerusalem Post | Jpost.Com, 2021, https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/muslim-brotherhood-we-have-no-

connection-with-the-islamist-movement-670487. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-13331522
https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-palestinian-territories
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/muslim-brotherhood-we-have-no-connection-with-the-islamist-movement-670487
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/muslim-brotherhood-we-have-no-connection-with-the-islamist-movement-670487
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Turkey  

Out of the few Arab nations that support the Brotherhood, Turkey is one of them. Even though 

no political party within Turkey is an open supporter of the group, members of the current 

ruling party, Justice and Development Party (AKP) along with the Turkish president Recep 

Erdoğan have contributed greatly to its cause. From taking in refugees26 and expatriates under 

its wing to even providing financial aid to the group. Within Turkey, Erdoğan has allowed for 

various relaxations and provisions for the Brotherhood. For instance, the Egyptian 

Revolutionary Council (ERC) which is a pro-Brotherhood activist group is allowed to operate 

in Istanbul. Additionally, television channels such as Rabia TV, Al Sharq, and Al Watan 

regularly broadcast pro-Islamist propaganda and have anti-Egyptian undertones. Rabia TV on 

multiple occasions has attempted to incite violence and at one point has also suggested the 

killing of the current president of Egypt.27 These channels are pro-Brotherhood, but were 

reprimanded by the Turkish President for their radical views. However, Erdoğan's overt support 

for the Brotherhood has caused tensions between Turkey and Egypt, especially since al-Sisi 

took over.r Erdoğan's unwavering support for the brotherhood was also witnessed when Turkey 

backed Qatar during the GCC meet, when Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Bahrain gave Qatar an 

ultimatum when it refused to take back its support for the Brotherhood.  

 

United Arab Emirates 

Just like any other Arab nation the presence of the Brotherhood’s ideologies and members in 

UAE arose during Nasser's rule in Egypt when many members of the group fled Egypt. Since 

then the ideas of the group have taken shape and manifested into several terror groups who 

despite the government crackdowns operate covertly. In 2020, the UAE Fatwa Council labelled 

the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organization. The reason for doing this was cited a 

disobedience with the ideas of the state, and call for inciting violence.28 In 2021 UAE’s foreign 

minister, Abdullah bin Zayed also called for labelling Hamas as a terrorist organization, which 

was criticized by the Palestine terror group.29   

 

But apart from the recent actions takes up by the state, UAE has its own offshoot of the 

Brotherhood that allegedly allies with the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt. The al-Islah, or the 

                                                             
26  Semerci, Ali. "Muslim Brotherhood Thanks Turkey For Help With Refugees". Aa.Com.Tr, 2021, 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/muslim-brotherhood-thanks-turkey-for-help-with-refugees/2226967. 

 
27 "Muslim Brotherhood In Turkey". Counter Extremism Project, 

https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-turkey. 

 
28 "UAE Fatwa Council Labels Muslim Brotherhood As Terrorist Group". Egypttoday, 2020, 

https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/94579/UAE-Fatwa-Council-labels-Muslim-Brotherhood-as-terrorist-

group. 
 
29 Majid, Mohammad. "Hamas Slams UAE Foreign Minister Over Terrorism Label". Aa.Com.Tr, 2021, 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/hamas-slams-uae-foreign-minister-over-terrorism-label/2272265. 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/muslim-brotherhood-thanks-turkey-for-help-with-refugees/2226967
https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-turkey
https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/94579/UAE-Fatwa-Council-labels-Muslim-Brotherhood-as-terrorist-group
https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/94579/UAE-Fatwa-Council-labels-Muslim-Brotherhood-as-terrorist-group
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/hamas-slams-uae-foreign-minister-over-terrorism-label/2272265
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Association for Reform and Guidance, was formed in the UAE as an NGO during the 1970’s 

and by the 1980’s the members of the group had managed to make it into the parliamentary 

positions of the nation.30 But similar to the fate of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, the  al-

Islah too has faced regular crackdowns from the government. In 1994 the group was officially 

dissolved after a complaint made by Egypt but it still operates and of late has been receiving 

funds from the other offshoots of the Brotherhood from neighbouring nations, which amounted 

up to 10 million UAE Dirham ($2.7 million). Apart from that in september of 2012, the group 

admitted to forming a military wing in order to seize power. In 2017, UAE cut off diplomatic 

ties with Qatar as it refused to give up its support for the Brotherhood. However, the UAE 

administration has taken extremely severe steps when dealing with the group. Amnesty 

International has reported that the trial faced by the members of al-Islah are unfair and even 

those members are brought to trial who have had non-violent associations with the group.31 

These measures have reflected poorly on the country’s human rights records. 

 

Syria  

The origins of the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria are almost as old as the Brotherhood’s main 

branch in Egypt. Mustafa al-Sibai founded the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood in 1942 and ever 

since then the organization has been involved in the Syrian politics. But similar to the fate of 

the organization’s other offshoots in different nations, the Muslim Brotherhood of Syria too 

has faced several crackdowns in their home country. Ever since the Baath party has come to 

power in the country, attempts have been made to subvert the Brotherhood. These attempts 

have led to large-scale violence on multiple occasions, the most notable one being the 

bombings carried out by the brotherhood on government officials and the offices of the Baath 

party in 1964.32 The Brotherhood was subsequently banned in 1964. But this hasn't stopped the 

group from taking part in politics, especially over the past decade.  

 

In February of 1982, Assad had launched a brutal crackdown on the brotherhood which cost 

the lives of an estimated 10,000 to 40,000 armed members of the group as well as civilians. 

This was known as the Hama massacre. Following this event the strength of the brotherhood 

in Syria was significantly diminished and many of its leaders and members fled to Europe or 

turkey.33 But even though the group was exiled, its covert operations were still seen in Syria. 

                                                             
30 "Muslim Brotherhood In The United Arab Emirates". Counter Extremism Project, 

https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-united-arab-emirates. 

 
31 "UAE: Further Information: Al-Islah Members Face Unfair Trail In UAE". Amnesty.Org, 2013, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/MDE25/002/2013/en/. 

 
32 "The Muslim Brotherhood In Syria". Carnegie Endowment For International Peace, 2012, 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2012/02/01/muslim-brotherhood-in-syria. 

 
33 "Muslim Brotherhood In Syria". Counter Extremism Project, 

https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-syria. 

https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-united-arab-emirates
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/MDE25/002/2013/en/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2012/02/01/muslim-brotherhood-in-syria
https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-syria
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One of such instances is of the recruitment activities carried out by the group during the Syria 

civil war.34 Nevertheless, in recent years the group has managed to make a comeback in the 

Syrian politics by adopting a more moderate stance and by cooperating with the government. 

In the early 2000’s several documents were published by the Brotherhood, which included the 

National Honor Pact in 2001 and the 2002 National Call for Salvation. These writings 

denounced  the use of violence and called for free elections. In 2006, attempts were made to 

better relations with the Syrian Vice President Abdul Halim Khaddam, where Turkey offered 

to mediate the negotiations.35 In 2013, the Brotherhood gave up on all forms of extremism and 

violence and considered itself reformed. In 2015, Reuters reported that the many members of 

the Brotherhood were returning back to Syria from exile, but suspicions about the group still 

linger.36  

 

Qatar  

Just like Turkey, Qatar too has expressed its support for the Brotherhood on multiple occasions. 

It is home to some of the most influential Brotherhood leaders such as Yusuf al-Qaradawi and 

Khaled Meshaal who was the former head of Hamas.37 Qatar’s support for the group has been 

seen on various forums and this has constantly been a cause of tensions between Qatar and the 

other GCC member states. But Qatar has continued to back the group despite the blockades 

and sanctions imposed on it from other Arab countries. The country expresses its support 

through financial and diplomatic means. Qatar’s media source, Al-Jazeera has been accused of 

being biased towards the Brotherhood. Additionally, the nation also funnels funds to the group 

through various means. During Morsi’s Presidency in Egypt, it is speculated that the 

Brotherhood had received approximately US$850,000 from Qatar’s Sheikh Hamad bin Jasim 

bin Jaber Al Thani. Other accusations of money lending between al Thani and other top leaders 

of the group have also surfaced38. Qatar is said to have aided Morsi’s government by providing 

it with a loan of US$2.5 billion in addition to “energy supplies'' and grants39. However,  this 

loan was returned back to Qatar in 201340, and depicted a sign of increasing tensions between 

the two states due to the change in regime.  

                                                             
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 

 
36 Afanasieva, Dasha. "Banned In Syria, Muslim Brotherhood Members Trickle Home". U.S., 2015, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-crisis-brotherhood-idUSKBN0NR20Y20150507. 

 
37 "Muslim Brotherhood In Qatar". Counter Extremism Project, 

https://www.counterextremism.com/content/muslim-brotherhood-qatar. 

 
38 "Muslim Brotherhood | Counter Extremism Project". Counter Extremism Project, 

https://www.counterextremism.com/threat/muslim-brotherhood. 
39 Ibid. 

 
40 "Egypt Returns $2 Billion To Qatar In Sign Of Growing Tensions". U.S., 2013, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-egypt-qatar-deposits-idUSBRE98I0N020130919. 
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CATEGORISING THE BROTHERHOOD AS A TERRORIST ORGANISATION 

As per the US Department of State, a foreign terrorist organization (FTO) is defined  “in 

accordance to the section 212 (a)(3)(B) of the INA (8 U.S.C. § 1182(a)(3)(B)),or terrorism, as 

defined in section 140(d)(2) of the Foreign Relations Authorization Act, Fiscal Years 1988 and 

1989 (22 U.S.C. § 2656f(d)(2))”41. The Foreign  Relations Authorization Act, Fiscal Years 

1988 and 1989 defines terrorism as  "premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated 

against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents."42 But despite the 

presence of these definitions, designation of an organization as a FTO is not that simple. It 

generally requires a complex and tedious process of judicial actions and once designated the 

ramifications for that particular group can be serious.  

 

In April 2019, the then US President Donald Trump announced that it was working towards 

designating the Muslim Brotherhood as a foreign terrorist organization (FTO). The designation 

would mean that several economic and travel sanctions would be imposed on the Islamic group 

and its many members across the globe.43 But the 2019 talks came in light of the Egyptian 

president, Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi visit to the US 44 , who lobbied to designate the Muslim 

Brotherhood as a terrorist organization. However, the discussion surrounding the issue has been 

ongoing in the US since 2015, when senator Ted Cruz had first introduced the “Muslim 

Brotherhood Terrorist Designation Act of 2005”45. This document was set up to be reviewed 

by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and was later approved by the House Judiciary 

Committee on February 24, 2016. It was approved with an amendment and received a vote of 

17 to 10. The ones lobbying for this legation are the Egyptian embassy in Washington who 

consider this bill to be vital for the US-Egypt relationship, the Coptic Solidarity and the Clarion 

Project a right wing NGO.46 In 2017, a new bill was introduced calling for a similar action by 

Senator Ted Cruz and Representative Mario Diaz-Balart. This bill stated that there was 

                                                             
41  "Foreign Terrorist Organizations - United States Department Of State". United States Department Of State, 

https://www.state.gov/foreign-terrorist-organizations/. 

 
42 "Foreign Relations Authorization Act, Fiscal Years 1988 And 1989: Terrorism Definition". 2001-

2009.State.Gov, https://2001-2009.state.gov/s/ct/rls/fs/08/103401.htm. 
 
43 "White House To Designate Muslim Brotherhood Terrorist Organisation". BBC News, 2019, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-48111594. 

 
44 Benjamin, Daniel, and Jason Blazakis. "The Muslim Brotherhood Is Not A Terrorist Organization". Foreign 

Affairs, 2019, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-05-17/muslim-brotherhood-not-terrorist-

organization. 

 
45 "Text - S.2230 - 114Th Congress (2015-2016): Muslim Brotherhood Terrorist Designation Act Of 

2015". Congress.Gov, https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/senate-bill/2230/text. 

 
46 Perugino, Roxanne. "Who Is Behind The Effort To Declare The Muslim Brotherhood A Terrorist 
Organizationarab Center Washington DC". Arabcenterdc.Org, 2016, 

http://arabcenterdc.org/congressional_corner/who-is-behind-the-effort-to-declare-the-muslim-brotherhood-a-

terrorist-organization/. 
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evidence that the group met the criteria of an FTO and should be labeled as such.47 But despite 

the introduction of bills and legislations the Muslim Brotherhood is yet to be branded as a 

terrorist organization by the US. Before Trump’s presidency many US administrations were 

pressured to designate the Muslim Brotherhood as a FTO, but none gave in. It was only during 

the Trump administration that talks on this issue escalated.  But just like many other decisions 

taken up by the Trump administration were criticized, this declaration too was met with similar 

criticism.  

 

According to an article authored by Michele Dunne and Andrew Miller of Carnegie, there are 

nine reasons as to why the designation of the Muslim Brotherhood as a FTO could have 

negative ramifications for the US.48 Firstly, despite the claims made by 2017 bill there is no 

clear evidence of the Muslim Brotherhood being a terrorist organization. Even though offshoots 

of the Brotherhood such as Hamas have been designated as FTOs by the US government, the 

Muslim Brotherhood does not fit the criteria or the legal definition. Dunne and Miller claim 

that after the designation of the Muslim Brotherhood, its more violent offshoots such as Hamas, 

Hassm, or Liwa al-Thawra (who have already been declared as FTOs) could turn more violent, 

thereby posing a greater security risk. Additionally, unlike countries like Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 

Syria, and the UAE, who have had political motivations to attack the Brotherhood and stated 

ideology as one of the reasons for considering it a terrorist organization the US does not brand 

a terrorist organization based on their ideology. Making an exception in this case could tarnish 

the reputation of the US at international forums. Not to mention, the Brotherhood on multiple 

occasions has supported secular beliefs and elections, and has even amended its ways to more 

moderate forms like in Syria. Labelling it as a terrorist organization would imply that the US 

does not value peaceful dissent, further politicizing the issue.49 

 

Not to mention the barrage of political complications this move would cause the US to face. 

The reach of the Muslim Brotherhood is not simply limited to the Middle East and North Africa 

but also extends to parts of Asia as well some European nations. These offshoots/affiliates of 

the Brotherhood have connections deep within the political parties of other nations. However, 

it is important to bear in mind that these affiliates have aided the US at multiple occasions. For 

instance many of the pro-brotherhood parties in Kuwait had supported the US during the Iraq 

occupation. In Morocco and Tunisia as well, Brotherhood-inspired parties had worked closely 

with the US to defend the electoral rights in the nation. Rebel groups in Syria who traced their 

                                                             
47  Rousselle, Christine. "Ted Cruz Introduces Bill To Designate Muslim Brotherhood As Terrorist 

Organization". Townhall, 2017, https://townhall.com/tipsheet/christinerousselle/2017/01/11/ted-cruz-introduces-
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48 Miller, Andrew, and Michele Dunne. "Nine Reasons Why Declaring The Muslim Brotherhood A Terrorist 

Organization Would Be A Mistake". Carnegie Endowment For International Peace, 2019, 
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49 Ibid. 
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origins to the Brotherhood were also backed by the US at some point. Deeming the Muslim 

Brotherhood as a FTO would make the US a hypocrite.50 Furthermore, apart from the political 

and diplomatic complexities, the internal security of the US would also be threatened. As the 

Human Rights First states, “ labeling the Muslim Brotherhood as an FTO could expose law-

abiding Muslim Americans and others living within the United States to claims of materially 

supporting a terrorist group, a criminal offense.”51 Creating such kind of insecurity at a time 

when populist and right wing ideologies are rampant could only stoke the Islamophobia and 

fear among the Muslims residing in the US.  

 

As of 2020, the debate on the designation of the Muslim Brotherhood as an FTO has come to 

a standstill with the election of President Joe Biden. Nevertheless, under the Biden 

administration it is possible that this issue will be tackled in a different light. In 2020, Saudi 

Arabia had attempted to warn President Biden about the nature of the Brotherhood, however 

the Brotherhood has denied Saudi’s comments and welcomed the presidency of Joe Biden. 

This would lead to an interesting turn of events as Saudi fears that under the democratic 

leadership of Biden, Saudi’s human rights violations would come to light52. Several other Arab 

countries including Egypt and the UAE have also been accused of human rights abuses, 

especially against political prisoners, in the past. Even though the Biden administration’s 

policies are yet to be known there is a possibility that the Arab states would not be successful 

in pursuing the US to designate the Muslim Brotherhood as FTO.  

 

CONCLUSION 

As mentioned before, the question of deeming an institution as a terrorist organization is a 

complicated affair, not only because it requires a tedious judicial and legislative process but 

also because the definition of terrorism is still vague for the international community. The 

Muslim Brotherhood had initially started off as a social group that aimed to imbibe the values 

of Islam in modern society. It called for a United Arab world and this notion was radicalized 

by many of its affiliate organizations. The Brotherhood and its ideologies have spread 

worldwide and as of today it is said to be linked everywhere, from political and government 

circles to terrorist organizations. These connections have made it look like a security threat. 

Even though there are enough instances of the group turning hostile one cannot deny that some 
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of its related institutions vouch for a more peaceful and moderate form of governance. 

Nevertheless, this has not stopped most Middle Eastern nations from designating it as a terrorist 

organization. The debate has managed to get heated enough to even cause a rift among the 

GCC states. As of today the Egyptian President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi, is vehemently lobbying 

for the US to designate the Muslim Brotherhood as an FTO. However, the process to do so is 

not easy. The political, economic, and diplomatic ramifications of US’s decision would have a 

huge impact on global politics. Designating the Brotherhood as a FTO would mean that all the 

other non-violent institutions associated with the group including media outlets and NGOs 

would also be outlawed. This gives rise to concerns surrounding political representation and 

the right to freedom of expression.  

 

 

 

 


