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A 

s “an ideology bent on 
inserting more reli-
gion — including sharia 
— into politics and the 
legal system,” the Mus-

lim Brotherhood could not gain ac-
ceptability by the majority in Arab 
countries, Nawaf Obaid said.

Obaid, a visiting fellow for Intel-
ligence and Defence Projects at the 
Belfer Centre for Science and Inter-
national Affairs at Harvard Univer-
sity, is the author of “The Muslim 
Brotherhood: A Failure in Political 
Evolution,” released this month.

The Muslim Brotherhood be-
gan as an opposition movement, 
as have many political parties 
throughout history. In the case of 
the Brotherhood, it was opposition 
to Westernisation characterised 
by post-independence secular re-
gimes in the Middle East. Broth-
erhood opposition, however, was 
based on an ideology determined 
to insert religion into politics and 
the legal system, Obaid wrote.

This, he said, has made it unac-
ceptable to the majority in most 
Arab countries that “have grown 

increasingly inimical to such inser-
tion.”

While most people in the Arab 
world are religious, they do not 
view Islam as “a comprehensive 
system of values and governance,” 
Obaid said the Brotherhood’s vi-
sion renders it fundamentally ob-
structive to democratic norms, 
tolerant societies and political sys-
tems that reflect a wide range of 
viewpoints.

Compounding the Brotherhood’s 
problem, Obaid said, has been its 
inability “to keep its members in 
step” on issues and political strat-
egies. No doubt this is due to the 
Brotherhood consisting of dispa-
rate, loosely connected organisa-
tions spread across the Arab and 
Muslim worlds, each standing in 
opposition to a different govern-
ment. The effect is that the Broth-
erhood sends profoundly mixed 
signals about the imposition of 
sharia and, more critically, about 
terrorism and jihadism.

For every positive or constructive 
comment by a Brotherhood leader, 
one can easily find an equally nega-
tive and destructive comment from 
another one.

Obaid, who formerly served as 
special adviser to Prince Turki al-
Faisal when he was the Saudi am-
bassador to Britain and later to the 
United States, wrote: “(A)s an op-
positionist movement that has had 
a difficult time keeping its members 
united and that also has myriad 
links to terrorism and/or a failure to 
address terrorism, the MB [Muslim 
Brotherhood] has struggled to gain 
legitimacy as a viable form of gov-
ernance.”

Obaid’s argument was reinforced 
by the recent examples of Brother-
hood political success: The brief 
terms in office of Egypt’s President 
Muhammad Morsi and Tunisia’s 
Ennahda Party.

Morsi governed in an overbear-
ing manner and enacted laws that 
seemed to be dictated by unelected 
Brotherhood ideologists, despite 
his resigning as a Brotherhood 
member on his election as presi-
dent. Egypt’s powerful deep state 
did not try to make things easy for 
Morsi but his errors in office and 
a mixed message on terrorism ac-
counted for the popular protests 
that led to his ouster and the sub-
sequent suppression of the Broth-
erhood.

In Tunisia, Ennahda became the 
governing party after the ouster of 
former President Zine el-Abidine 
Ben Ali but proved slow to react 
in the face of terror attacks and 
the creation of jihadist cells along 
Tunisia’s border with Algeria, rais-
ing suspicions about its true inten-
tions. Perhaps viewing Morsi’s fate 
as a warning, Ennahda relinquished 
power to maintain its status as a 
legitimate political player and pre-
vent suffering the fate of the Egyp-
tian Brotherhood. Obaid called Tu-
nisia “a bit of a success story for the 
MB.”

Jordan and Morocco, Obaid sug-
gested, are similar partial success 
stories although in both cases 
Brotherhood parties have been ac-
commodating to the government 
and, in the case of Jordan, has used 
“a gentle, non-radical terminol-
ogy.”

While Tunisia, Morocco and Jor-
dan are examples of Brotherhood 
parties that learned to adjust to be-
ing “legitimate opposition,” they 
have not eliminated concerns over 
hidden agendas and a serious com-
mitment to separating religious life 

from political life. Obaid suggested 
that these concerns will hinder the 
Brotherhood in its efforts to achieve 
political power, at least via the bal-
lot box.

Obaid concluded that parties of 
the Brotherhood will never suc-
ceed in achieving lasting political 
success because “its history is far 
too riddled with infighting, vio-
lence and resistance to give way 
to a cohesive organisation that will 
ever gain widespread support as a 
source of respectable political lead-
ership in the Arab world.”

Cairo

M 

ajor divisions within 
Egypt’s al-Gama’a al 
Islamiya threaten to 
disband its Building 
and Development 

Party and deal another blow to po-
litical Islam in the country.

“This is particularly the case after 
the Muslim Brotherhood totally got 
out of politics,” said Kamal Habib, 
an Islamist leader and an expert 
in Islamist movements. “Current 
conflicts within al-Gama’a al Is-
lamiya will have far-reaching reper-
cussions on the future of political 
Islam as a whole.”

Best described as a generational 
divide, polarisation within al-
Gama’a al Islamiya showed after the 
re-election of controversial figure 
Tarek al-Zomor as secretary-gener-
al of the Building and Development 
Party, which he helped establish.

Zomor, 56, was implicated in the 
assassination of Egyptian President 
Anwar Sadat in October 1981 and 
spent nearly three decades in jail. 
He was released in March 2011.

He fled to Qatar in July 2013 af-
ter the Egyptian Army backed a 
popular uprising against President 
Muhammad Morsi, a long-time 
member of the Muslim Brother-
hood, and subsequent crackdown 
against the group and its support-
ers, including senior Building and 

Development Party figures. Zomor 
was tried and convicted in absentia 
of several crimes, including inciting 
violence.

The diplomatic crisis between 
Qatar and fellow Arab countries 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates and Bahrain has put 
Zomor back in the spotlight. On 
June 8, the four countries issued 
a list of 59 terror suspects, includ-
ing Zomor, whom they accuse Qa-
tar of abetting. Cairo is demanding 
that Doha hand over Zomor, along 
with other Egyptian Islamists in the 
country.

Zomor’s re-election in May as 
head of the Building and Develop-
ment Party, with 52% of the vote, 
fuelled conflict between the party’s 
old guard, which wants to keep 
faith with Zomor, and younger 
members, who are looking ahead 
to an increasingly uncertain future.

“Young party members want to 
break away from the policies of 
the party leadership,” said Nageh 
Ibrahim, am al-Gama’a al Islamiya 
leader known to be the ideologue 
behind the movement’s mid-1990s 
renunciation of violence. “The 
young members want to save the 
party, put an end to the alliance 
with the Muslim Brotherhood and 
be part of Egypt’s political life.”

Al-Gama’a al Islamiya backed the 
Muslim Brotherhood after the June 
30 uprising, refusing to recognise 
the post-Morsi government, land-
ing thousands of the group’s sup-
porters and members in jail.

Although the Building and De-
velopment Party has avoided be-
ing formally disbanded, it is facing 
court challenges. The re-election of 
a person with Zomor’s record as its 
leader is not helping matters.

It is a major fall after the party 
won the second highest share of 
the vote (28%) in the 2011-12 elec-
tions as part of an Islamist alliance 
with the Salafist Al-Nour Party. The 

Building and Development Party 
boycotted the 2015 parliamentary 
elections and it appears increas-
ingly likely it will not see another 
election.

On July 17, the Parties Affairs 
Commission, the state-run body 
that regulates political parties, 
said it was investigating 11 Islam-
ist parties, including al-Gama’a al 
Islamiya. Commission Chairman 
Adel el-Shorbagy said the Building 
and Development Party violated 
the constitution, given that it was 
explicitly based on religion, add-
ing that investigations were looking 
into the alleged funding of terror-
ism. Al-Gama’a al Islamiya was des-

ignated a foreign terrorist organisa-
tion by the US State Department in 
1997.

While al-Gama’a al Islamiya con-
tinues to have a strong following, 
particularly in southern Egypt, ana-
lysts equated the dissolution of the 
Building and Development Party 
with the end of political Islam in 
Egypt.

“Look at this political stage now 
and you will find no influential Is-
lamist parties on it,” said Hani Ab-
dullah, a researcher on political 
Islam. “This means that political 
Islam might be in for tough times in 
the years to come, at least in Egypt.”

Egypt’s Salafists, as represented 

by the Al-Nour party, would be-
come the sole sanctioned repre-
sentative of political Islam. Al-Nour 
backed the popular uprising against 
the Muslim Brotherhood and sup-
ported successive military-backed 
governments, even campaigning 
for President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
during Egypt’s 2014 presidential 
election. This, however, coincided 
with the group’s dwindling popu-
larity. Al-Nour won just 11 seats in 
the latest parliamentary elections, 
compared to 111 seats in the 2011-12 
vote.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Harvard study says Muslim 
Brotherhood will never be
a viable political force

Egypt’s al-Gama’a al Islamiya facing uncertain future

Mark Habeeb

Amr Emam

Dissection of riddled history. Nawaf Obaid, author of “The 
Muslim Brotherhood: A Failure in Political Evolution.”     (Nawaf Obaid)

Undemocratic politics. An Egyptian demonstrator uses a stick to beat a graffiti portraying an armed 
Islamist in Luxor.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        (AFP)

Spotlight

While most people 
in the Arab world are 
religious, they do 
not view Islam as “a 
comprehensive 
system of values and 
governance.”

Obaid said that 
parties of the 
Brotherhood will 
never succeed in 
achieving lasting 
political success.

Political Islam

Analysts equated 
the dissolution of 
the Building and 
Development 
Party with the end 
of political Islam 
in Egypt.


