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US House committee calls for designation of 
Muslim Brotherhood as ‘terrorist organisation’
Mark Habeeb

Washington

T 

he US House of Repre-
sentatives Judiciary Com-
mittee has advanced a bill 
that calls for the US State 
Department to designate 

the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist 
organisation.

The bill quotes extensively from 
Brotherhood founder Hassan al-
Banna’s book “The Way of Jihad,” 
in which Banna writes that the goal 
of the organisation is to “to impose 
[Islamic] law on nations and to ex-
tend its power to the entire planet”. 
The State Department, the bill said, 
“should exercise the Secretary of 
State’s statutory authority by desig-
nating the Muslim Brotherhood as a 
foreign terrorist organisation”.

Although an identical measure 
has been introduced in the US Sen-
ate, the bill is unlikely to become 
law.

The legislation, advanced Febru-
ary 23rd on a 17-10 party-line vote, 
was introduced by Representa-
tive Mario Diaz-Balart (R-Fla.) and 
quickly received the support of 30 
other members of Congress, 29 of 
whom are Republicans.

Judiciary Committee Chairman 
Robert Goodlatte (R-Va.) said he was 
troubled that the State Department 
had not designated the Brother-
hood as a terrorist organisation. Do-
ing so, he said, would “make it less 
likely that the Muslim Brotherhood 
will be able to further infiltrate the 
United States”.

Several Democrats, including 

Representative John Conyers of 
Michigan, accused the committee 
of acting “without any real consid-
eration of the facts”. The committee 
voted without having any hearings 
on the bill or requesting any brief-
ings from the State Department.

Congress does not have the pow-
er to place an organisation on the 
terrorist list, which is maintained 
by the State Department, so the 
legislation is limited to urging the 
department to do so. However, the 
bill requires the secretary of State 
to send a report to Congress within 
60 days of the bill’s becoming law 
that either designates the Muslim 
Brotherhood as a terrorist group 
or explains why the organisation 
does not meet the criteria for being 
placed on the terrorist list.

The bill would next be voted on 
by the entire House of Representa-
tives, where it most likely would 
pass given that Republicans enjoy 
a majority and a small number of 
Democrats probably would support 
the bill as well. The House has yet to 
schedule a vote on the bill.

The bill would then be sent for 
approval to the US Senate, where an 
identical measure has been intro-
duced by US Senator Ted Cruz (R-
Texas). Cruz’s bill has only two sup-
porters, which is a reflection of the 
fact that Cruz, who is seeking the 
Republican nomination for presi-
dential elections, is not personally 
popular with his colleagues.

If approved by the Senate, the bill 
would be sent to the White House 
where US President Barack Obama 
almost certainly would veto it. Pres-
idents of either party do not like 
Congress encroaching on what they 
see as executive branch powers and 
State Department officials would 
be annoyed at having to prepare 
another politically sensitive report 
to Congress. Because a presidential 
veto may only be overturned by a 
two-thirds majority vote in both 
houses of Congress, the safest bet is 

that the bill never will become law.
Although some individual mem-

bers of the Brotherhood and several 
of its charities have been listed as 
terrorists, the Obama administra-
tion has refrained from designating 
the entire organisation as a terror 
group. In a February 25th hearing 
before the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, US Secretary of State 
John Kerry said the administra-
tion carefully assesses the Brother-
hood’s status and has determined 
that “writ large, [it] is not a terrorist 
organisation”.

US-based non-governmental or-
ganisations that support the Broth-

erhood were quick to speak out 
against the Judiciary Committee’s 
action. The Center for the Study 
of Islam and Democracy (CSID) 
distributed a letter from John Es-
posito, professor of Islamic Stud-
ies at Georgetown University, who 
described the Muslim Brotherhood 
as “a force for democratisation and 
stability in the Middle East”.

The Brotherhood has been de-
clared a terrorist group by several 
US allies, including Egypt, Bahrain, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates, as well as by Russia.

After an official review, Britain 
decided in December not to include 

the Brotherhood on its terrorist list 
but British Prime Minister David 
Cameron said “the review supports 
the conclusion that membership 
of, association with or influence by 
the Muslim Brotherhood should be 
considered as a possible indicator of 
extremism”.

The organisation’s “relationship 
with violent extremism”, Cameron 
added, “is highly ambiguous”.
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When the house of the Muslim 
Brotherhood starts to shake

B
ritish Prime Minister 
David Cameron told 
parliament in Decem-
ber that the ideology of 
the Muslim Brother-
hood contributes to 

terrorism. Two months later, the 
US House of Representatives’ 
Judiciary Committee advanced a 
bill calling for the US State 
Department to designate the 
group a terrorist organisation.

If the State Department complies, 
the Brotherhood’s assets would be 
frozen and legal procedures would 
be taken against those who finance 
or deal with the organisation.

The Muslim Brotherhood has 
become stigmatised in the eyes of 
many Americans for a number of 
reasons, including the prolifera-
tion of its affiliates in the United 
States starting in the 1960s. Today, 
there are 220 of them. This should 
have instilled fear in the public as 
a number of analysts argue that 
there is are common ideological 
roots between Muslim Brotherhood 
thought and that of al-Qaeda and 
other violent groups.

Yusuf al-Qaradawi, a Brother-

hood leader living in Qatar, has 
said that Islamic State (ISIS) leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was once a 
member of the group and Osama 
bin Laden belonged to the Brother-
hood before he created al-Qaeda, as 
did Boko Haram founder Moham-
med Yusuf.

It seems that the Brotherhood 
political wave has run its course 
after the fall of former Egyptian 
president Muhammad Morsi, the 
spread of chaos in Libya and after 
the Ennahda party was forced from 
power in Tunisia in January 2014 
following a wave of terrorism that 
started with the assassination of 
two political leaders.

The United States, which briefly 
viewed the Brotherhood as a possi-
ble partner in redrawing the Middle 
East map, has started to rethink the 
wisdom of this approach, especial-
ly as perceptions that Washington 

favoured the group angered many 
Egyptians as well as other key US 
allies among Gulf countries.

Arab decision-makers and the 
public have concluded that the 
Muslim Brotherhood played only 
lip service to the goals of democ-
racy and social peace and was more 
focused on its Islamist agenda and 
creating a new caliphate.

The change in perception by 
Washington — following Britain’s 
lead — will have repercussions for 
the future:

First, the Syrian Muslims will 
likely play no role in reaching a 
political solution to the crisis in 
that country.

Second, Turkey and Qatar will 
have to reconsider their support 
of the Brotherhood, seeing that 
the group’s reputation has been 
undermined in the Arab world and 
internationally.

Third, European states will 
continue to dissolve or freeze the 
activities of many of the Islamic 
associations that have links to po-
litical wings of the Muslim Brother-
hood.

Fourth, the power of the 
Brotherhood-affiliated parties will 
continue to wane in “Arab spring” 
countries. In Libya and Tuni-
sia, where its affiliates maintain 
political power, the public seems 
determined to prevent them from 
regaining control.

Fifth, deep divisions within the 
ranks of the Brotherhood in Egypt 
and other countries will widen. In 
the medium term, this could lead 
to a realignment that could produce 
a new ideology that neither antago-
nises Islam nor uses it for political 
ends. Such a benign ideology was 
the trademark of Islamic reform 
movements in the 19th century.

Sixth, Americans and Europeans 
will likely take steps to limit the 
immigration of Muslim Brother-
hood followers to their shores, as 
occurred in the 1980s and 1990s. 
And it is highly likely that Brother-
hood supporters in the Arab world 
will suffer if a Republican wins this 
year’s US presidential election.

The spectre of instability will 
continue to haunt the Middle East 
and North Africa but at least there 
is hope that Muslim Brotherhood 
parties will no longer be artificially 
propped up on the political scene.
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