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 The impacts of colonization and imperialistic tendencies on the violated country have 

numerous and irreversible effects. In the 19th century and the early 20th, these actions were 

considered a sign of strength and even regarded as a God-given duty. British imperialism has had 

direct negative effects on a large portion of the world and did not exclude the Middle East in its 

attempted world domination. Within this context, the strategic geographical location of Egypt 

provided ample motivation for western-minded influence in the region. The prolonged and self 

motivated British influence gave rise to a diversified, yet polarized Egyptian society. The 

cultural and social implications left a disillusioned society which provided a fertile environment 

for resentment and rebellion. Based upon past anti-imperialistic writings and motivated with the 

status quo, Islamic extremism began a slow progression in Islamic Political thought in Egypt in 

the late 19th century. The ideologies developed in Egypt have profound impacts on the beliefs of 

many groups in a more modern context. This paper will argue that the impacts of British 

imperialism in Egypt gave rise to anti-imperialist ideologies and evolved into radical Islamic 

extremism, as reflected in the writings of the movements’ leaders.  

 In an attempt to understand the context of Egyptian Muslim frustration, historical 

background will provide valuable insight into the struggle. With this end, a consideration of 

western motivation in the area will explain the value of Egypt’s location and its struggle for 

independence. With the British colonies in mind, especially in India, Egypt provided a 

revolutionary way to quickly communicate.1  Egypt managed to throw itself into international 

spotlight by opening “up the Suez Canal to maritime traffic on November 16, 1869.”2 

Additionally, with this connection between the Mediterranean and Red Seas, “Egypt became the 
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guardian of the shortest highway between Europe and Asia. This meant that Egypt became 

simultaneously guardian of the imperial and commercial communications with the great 

powers.”3  In fact, Britain believed that this was an indispensible quality and was willing to take 

many risks to control it and then protect it.  

 British economic interests in the Canal were enormous. The canal “had been cut by 

French energy and Egyptian money for British advantage.” Journey through the Suez Canal cut 

the journey from Bombay to Liverpool in half and a quarter and the journey to China was cut in 

a third. With the decline in the profits and need for coal in the world at this time, more attention 

was being paid to the oil resources of the Middle East, giving the canal even greater economic 

significance.4 William Gladstone believed that in order to control Egypt, it must have a dual 

control of its finances. This concept was not new to British Imperial philosophy as it was handed 

down to him from Lord Salisbury.5 Britain had considerable control over the Egyptian 

government and economy since 1875 when they bought the Khedive’s entire share in the Canal 

Company. Then on the 18 of December 1914, Britain declared a protectorate over Egypt.6 Under 

the mask of peace, prosperity, and the development of self-governing institutions, Britain created 

a pseudo-colony although it was never official.7 

  Beyond the economic advantages the Canal would have for Britain, there were also 

religious motivations. A clash of culture and religion gave the Anglo-invaders the dominant 

mindset. There were obvious economic desire for the use of Suez Canal; however, William 
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Gladstone used a Christian justification. There was a British presence in the region for many 

years, thus equating a significant British population presence there. In fact, by 1878 there were 

more than 68,000 foreigners in Egypt in comparison to the 3,000 in 1836. Gladstone “justified 

intervention as having ‘averted a genuine threat to the safety not only of the Englishmen all 

British subjects, but of all European people throughout the whole east.’”8 He also played off of 

the distinction between Christian and Moslem in the justification for the hostilities. The British 

mindset can be characterized as hegemonic, especially religiously and economically.  

 It is not surprising that in the wake of the severe British influences and occupation of the 

area that the Egyptian population would revolt. Dreaming for an independent identity and the 

reacquisition of their Islamic heritage that was eroded by foreign influence, the Egyptian 

nationalism movement has a long history. To begin with, in 1879 the first secret society of Egypt 

came into existence. It was the First National Party and its sole purpose was to get rid of foreign 

influence in Egypt. The concept of “Islamic regeneration” was created by Sayyid Jamal al-Din 

al-Afghani in the 1870’s and had an incalculable influence on the Muslim population.9 Mustafa 

Kamil Pasha was “the founder of the first Egyptian party with a genuinely national program, the 

Second National Party. These parties signify the constant unrest and discontent with British 

occupation in Egypt, at the turn of the century there were new revolutionary devices and an even 

tighter British grasp on Egyptian affairs.  

 The new device of nationalistic propaganda manifested itself in the form of “journalistic 

nationalism”. For example, in “1898 Cairo alone had fifty newspapers in the Arabic language, 

and nearly two hundred journals and newspapers…”10 It was this form of written persuasion that 

best personifies the ideologies of Muhammad Abdu, Hassan al-Banna, and Sayyid Qutb. These 
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three revolutionary leaders expressed a different perspective on foreign influence based on the 

common belief of the need for Islamic society to be centered on the Qur’an and Shar’ia law.  

 The beginnings of these beliefs were hinted at above. Al-Afghani played a pivotal and 

highly influential role by portraying Islam “as the vehicle of modernization.”11 Al-Afghani’s 

influence had considerable affects on Egypt through his student, Muhammad ‘Abduh. In 1871, 

Abduh became one of his most devoted students through the guidance of his uncle Shekish 

Darwish. Briefly, the beliefs of al-Afghani centered on the ideal of Islamic modernism. He 

emphasized the glory of historical Islamic society and believed that “the Koran would be their 

ruler and religion focal point of their union; that every leader would do his utmost to preserve the 

others.”12 Additionally, when defending themselves against foreign influence, “Muslims need 

only to turn their thoughts towards their own defense and agree on a common action…about the 

dangers threatening their nation.”13 These sentiments gave Al-Afghani the title of the father of 

the Pan-Arabism movement. He additionally, blames the downfall of Islamic nations on the 

“corruption [which] penetrates the souls of those princes, over time…”14 He wanted to 

strengthen Islam against the corruptive influences of Islam by reinforcing unity.  

 The main question that al-Afghani’s student, Abduh, struggled with was “How to bridge 

the gap between what Islamic society should be and what it had become.” Mirroring al-Afghani, 

Abduh believed that the struggle must begin with the individual person; it must focus on the 

“inner decay” and the necessity of self reflection. This was reflective of al-Afghani’s placement 

of blame of social deterioration on individual princes and rulers who let corruptive influences 
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penetrate and destroy their society. This concept of corruption was significant in that it 

presupposes that society was, at one point, a better place.  

 Historical context is also imperative to understanding the teachings of Abduh. In his 

formative years, he was surrounded by a changing Egyptian society. Such a society was being 

recreated with new codes and laws, new school models, political institutions. These changes 

created huge implications for the place of the Shar’iah in a progressive society.15 He identified 

that one of the biggest dangers “came from an increasing secularization of a society which, by its 

essence, could never be wholly secularized; the result was a chasm…”16  This secularization 

came when Muhammad Ali attempted to reform Egypt using European laws and institutions. In 

the eyes of Abduh, these laws were foreign and entirely inconsistent with the principals of 

Islamic law. Society could only succeed when it was based in and centered on Islamic law. It is 

when law is not fully comprehensible and obeyed that society falls into decay.17 All of these 

arguments rest on the concept of foreign laws being introduced into an Islamic society; if the 

public cannot understand then they cannot obey, when they cannot obey society falls into 

disarray. Therefore, foreign influence brings corruption from its different codes and laws. 

 Secondly, Abduh placed a large emphasis on the problems with the dual educational 

system in Egypt. On one hand there existed the ultra conservative Islamic schools which had a 

tendency to reinforce the status quo. On the other side there were the secularized government 

schools which taught its students to be modern, but left Islamic values aside.18 The fear was that 

“the student who studied a foreign curriculum in a foreign language might become mentally 
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dependent on a foreign nation and estranged from their own.”19 However, Abduh also believed 

that the use of reason in religious convictions will help to create a moderate society that 

incorporates the old with the new. Therefore, the traditional Islamic schools are not preparing the 

students for modern life, they allowing for further stratification.  Society was increasingly 

becoming “one and the other”.20 It is not surprising that those who were marginalized were 

frustrated with British influence on their culture.  

 Continuing on the premise of al-Afghani’s work, which taught that there needs to be a 

compromise between the development of modernity and Islamic principles, Abduh sought to 

bridge the ever widening gap. Conservatives believed that once the traditional tenets of Islam 

were compromised then it would enable society to procure irreversible effects on the role of 

Islam. They believed that “once the traditional interpretation of Islam was abandoned, and the 

way open to private judgment, it was difficult if not impossible to say what was in accordance 

with Islam and what was not…Abduh was perhaps opening the door to the flooding of Islamic 

doctrine and law by all the innovations of the modern world.”21 

 Abduh based his beliefs on the role of Islam in society upon the distinction of true 

religion. “The real Islam, he maintained, had a simple doctrinal structure: it consisted of certain 

beliefs about the greatest questions of human life, and certain general principals of human 

conduct.” From these concepts the individual was to use reason to come to the realization that 

God exits and engenders many virtuous qualities such as “necessity, knowledge, will, power, 

choice, and unity.”22 His approach to knowing and having a relationship with God were guided 

through philosophical inquiries into the existence of God and our metaphysical relationship to 
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him. He believed that reason had its limits due to human nature, but that reason and law were the 

keys to regulating a true Islamic society. His critique of Islam is significant in that he is 

recognizing that the problems within society are not limited to foreign influence.  This had 

considerable impact on his political and social ideology because all of the blame was not on the 

British; the Muslim people needed to take responsibility for their society due to their inner decay.  

 The society that Abduh was in such earnest for was characterized by the golden age of 

Islam. He dreamed for the Islamic people to return to their glory days of obedience to the 

commandments of God and the political and social rewards that they were given. For example, 

after Muhammad and his followers conquered Mecca after a long exile in Medina, they were 

given distinct political power and a profitable trading system. However, Muslim society had lost 

their archaic glory due to the people’s inability to purify themselves inwardly. In fact, the 

original meaning of the word Jihad is not an external struggle, but the inward struggle. 

Additionally, “Abduh was convinced that the Muslim nations could not become strong and 

prosperous again until they acquired from Europe the sciences which were the product of the 

activity of mind, and they could do this without abandoning Islam.”23 Only by doing this could 

Islam truly become strong again. When a society becomes more advanced than another, they 

have the power to overrun whomever they choose. In order for Egypt to be able to gain 

independence from its imperial power, it must become unified and build up its intellectual 

innovations. When this can be accomplished then Islam can withstand the forces of the world 

and become self reliant in order to create a true Islamic society. It is this concept that compelled 

Abduh to propound a balanced philosophy between traditional Islamic virtues and modernity.24  
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 Muhammad Abduh may have been a proponent for a compromising approach to 

imperialism; however, as British imperialism continued and became even more relentless, 

Egyptians became increasingly frustrated. Hasan al-Banna is a key example of a moderate 

radical in Egyptian life. He is the stepping point between Muhammad Abduh and Sayyid Qutb.  

  After World War I, “the Egyptians were not unaware of the Wilsonian principles 

of nationalist self-determination.”25 America, an emerging superpower, dismissed the actions of 

imperialist nations and denounced the practice of colonialism. Britain, as was much of Europe, 

was hurting due to the grievous loss of life and resources. This was unfortunately a double edged 

sword for Egypt. It means that they would have less time to control their affairs; yet, it was a 

vital necessity that the canal remain in their advantage. In a sense, the canal was an economic 

lifeline that could not be cut, thus making “Britain’s position in Egypt…based on international 

obligation to protect the Suez Canal.”26 

 Hasan al-Banna only knew an Egypt that was controlled by foreign influence. At the 

time, the Suez Canal Company owned a considerable amount of Egyptian public services, 

implicating their control for many years to come. Al-Banna remarks that “even the roads and 

entrances of Ismailia, which was a truly Egyptian city, were controlled by the company, and no 

one could leave or enter with out approval of the Company.” The intensity of control, now 

through the Suez Canal Company was enormous. At the age of thirteen al-Banna witnessed the 

anti-British rebellion of 1919.27 After this occurrence his love for Egypt solidified and he became 

a protestor against the British. Due to his religious beliefs and his experiences as a young 

Muslim feeling second rate in this own county, he began to form a revolutionary ideology. As a 
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younger man he remembers that he “was so distressed about the threat of Islam posed by the 

West.”28  

 In February of 1922 Britain granted Egypt its independence but was resolved to maintain 

its influence in Egypt. In the Britain imperial demise it was a necessity to maintain their 

advantage of imperial communication, defense, foreign interests and minorities, and the Sudan.29 

This is directly connected to Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936. This treaty required Britain to 

remove all its forces from Egypt except those who were protecting the Suez Canal. It also gave 

Britain the rights to train the Egyptian soldiers, which gave them an excuse to remain in Egypt 

for as long as possible.30 This still remained an insult for many Egyptians, including al-Banna 

who wrote “even the presence of British soldiers was a constant reminder of the British 

occupation and of foreign domination.”31  

 He believed that “British occupation was the only obstacle in the way of Egypt’s progress 

and the most important hindrance to Arab and Muslim unity throughout a period of sixty 

years.”32 The major problem with foreign influence, according to al-Banna was “a deterioration 

of behavior, morals, and deeds, in the name of individual freedom.” One way that western ideas 

infiltrated society was through the introduction of books and newspapers appeared whose only 

aim was to weaken or destroy the influence on the masses…”33 Britain could not allow for the 

unity the Abduh and al-Banna pleaded for. The most detrimental influence of western culture 

was its extreme juxtaposition to traditional Islamic values. Some of the most threatening values 
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that al-Banna criticized were the values that western society placed on material objects. For 

example, he states that western culture was “armed and equipped with all the destructive and 

degenerative influences of money, wealth, prestige, ostentation, material enjoyment, power, and 

a means of propaganda.”34 As those before him, al-Banna saw the different culture of the British 

as being an incalculable risk to Islamic culture.  

 Hasan al-Banna was vocal about his discontent with the British. He did not agree with the 

cooperation propaganda of al-Afghani and Abduh. Hasan al-Banna, as reflected in the Muslim 

Brotherhood, was not only concerned with political control but the negative impacts that foreign 

influence has had on Egypt and its people. Al-Banna’s beliefs culminated with the creation of the 

Muslim Brotherhood in 1929. Due to the al-Banna’s historical experiences the creeds of the 

Muslim Brotherhood were concerned with the progressive secularization that was coming from 

the west. The west was overpowering and drove many Muslims, al-Banna included, to be “fed up 

with this life-this life of chains and humiliation. And now you see that Arabs and Muslims in this 

country have neither their position nor respect, and their rank is even below that of servants 

employed by these foreigners.”35 With a culture that is so rich in heritage to be diminished in 

such a way, discontent in those who are oppressed will always be a result. With historical 

hindsight, most imperial controlled colonies rebelled against the dominant power and culture.  

 Religiously, Hasan al-Banna was a strict Hanbalite. As such, he stressed the importance 

of the purification of Islamic religious belief based upon the Qur’an and the Sunnah.36  From a 

religious standpoint, the Brotherhood developed its ideological foundation upon the principle of 

da’wa. The concept of da’wa builds off of Abduh’s struggle for inner renewal but diverts when it 

evolves into the Islamic dominant world. Jihad is predicated in da’wa due to the call to bring 
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Islam to world. This will become more important in the writings of Sayyid Qutb. Specifically 

according to al-Banna, the da’wa “is the act of persuading the Muslim to abide by the tenets of 

Islamic law (Shari’a) and apply them to everyday life.”37 This application will then lead to the 

Muslim reacquisition of their rightful lands and the reinstitution of Islamic law. This occurrence 

will allow for a more just society through the virtues of the Shari’ah.  He also emphasized that 

politics and governance were among the ordinances of Islamic religion.38 

 Those who chose to become part of the Muslim Brotherhood pledged themselves “before 

God to be soldiers for the cause of Islam, which is life for the country and the glory of the 

people.”39 The prefaced ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood attracted thousands of people, 

especially college aged students. By 1939 there were over 500 fully staffed braches in 

comparison to the fifty branches in 1934. Additionally, in 1946 there were over one million 

followers. 40 The call of the Brotherhood was clear:  

 What do we want, Brethern? Do we want to hoard up wealth, which is an evanescent 
shadow? Or do we want dominion over the Earth?...[A]lways bear in mind that you have 
two fundamental goals: (1) That the Islamic fatherland be freed from all foreign 
domination, (2) That a free Islamic state may arise in this free fatherland, acting 
according to the precepts of Islam, applying its social regulations, proclaiming its sound 
principles, and broadcasting its sage mission to all mankind. For as long as this state does 
not emerge, the Muslims in their totality are committing a sin.41 

 
The Brotherhood did not advocate the use of force to achieve their means but there were 

instances where they carried out assassinations. Hasan al-Banna called his followers to use 

“speeches, pronouncements, letters, lessons, lectures…” along with deep faith, precise 

organization, and uninterrupted work… in order to achieve their means. Ultimately, the 
                                                
 37 Gehad Auda, “The ‘Normalization’ of the Islamic Movement in Egypt from the 1970’s to the Early 
1990’s.” in Accounting for Islamic Fundamentalisms, 377.  
 38 Ibid., 380.  
 39 Ibid., 150. 
 40 Christina Phelps Harris, 159.  
 41 Hasan al-Banna, “Between Yesterday and Today” in Marvin Gettleman and Stuart Schaar, ed., The 
Middle East and Islamic World Reader (New York: Grove Press, 2003). 
 



    Sund 12 

Brotherhood was concerned with the secularization of Egypt and the rapid Islamic 

modernization.  

 Beyond political objectives, the Muslim Brotherhood had goals toward establishing self-

determination through social and economic means. Al-Banna realized that Egypt could call for 

independence and to rid themselves of all foreign influence but if they were not self sufficient 

than they will not succeed in this goal.  How could Egypt gain its independence when it is 

intertwined and reliant upon the foreign companies? Al- Banna reminded his followers to, “recall 

too that the are more than 320 foreign companies in Egypt, monopolizing all public utilities and 

all important facilities…that the wheels of commerce, industry, and all economic institutions are 

in the hands of the profiteering foreigners.”42 Therefore, their main focus was how to raise the 

standard of living in the Islamic community and create an independent inhabitance.  

 He took a tripartite attack on the humanitarian problems in Egypt. He focused on the 

health care, the schools, and towards poverty. If the Brotherhood wished to create an 

independent society they had to demonstrate their ability to take care of their own people. In this 

attempt, “the Muslim Brotherhood owned seven very successful companies…these companies 

provided their workers with mosques, clubs, and even schools.”43 They had many proposed 

social reforms that focused on increasing hospitals, mobile clinics, and teaching more doctors. In 

schools he stressed the importance of teaching the Qur’an. Al-Banna was constantly calling for 

new economic reforms and projects that would help revitalize society.  

 Overall, “the burden of Hasan al-Banna’s message to the Muslim rulers is that the 

Awakening Nation must have hope as well as vigor, initiative as well as determination, and that 
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Muslims are divinely equipped for world leadership.”44 He desired the purging of all foreign 

domination from Egyptian culture but recognized the need for Egypt to stand on its own. 

Western influence in Egypt allows for detrimental values to invade Islamic society which 

brought the downfall of society.  

 Sayyid Qutb provided the last step towards Islamic Extremism in Egypt. British political 

intervention was relentless and the Nasser regime began cooperating with socialism, an atheistic 

doctrine. Qutb believed that the Muslim Brotherhood “was not successful in countering the 

nationalist and secular trends.” 45  Furthermore, Qutb believed that the al-Banna regime was too 

compliant with the Egyptian government, especially in the 1970’s and the second revival of the 

group.46 Qutb’s struggle is highlighted with the concepts of hijra, jahiliyya, and jihad. Jahiliyya 

is traditionally defined as the state of pre-Islamic ignorance and jihad is the struggle against this 

state.47  For Qutb it is not a time period, it is “a condition of any time and place where Allah is 

not held to be the highest governmental and legal authority.”48 Qutb was greatly influence by the 

sociopolitical doctrines of Egypt under Nasser and also professed a dislike of the United States.49  

  As those who came before him, his rhetorical writings were pivotal to his political 

agenda. He held the same beliefs of the Muslim Brotherhood in the sense that they put much of 

the blame on the western culture and its heretical influence on Islamic values. This is reinforced 

in Milestones, where he states that “if we look at the sources and foundations of modern ways of 

living, it becomes clear that the whole world is steeped in jahiliyyah and all the marvelous 
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material comfort and high-level inventions do not diminish this ignorance.”50  This is a direct 

attack on western influence and their pervasion of materialism in Egyptian culture. The value 

that is put on individualism and materialism is contrary to the teachings of Islam as reflected in 

their Five Pillars. Qutb came into great conflict with the Egyptian government during the Nasser 

government who embraced socialism and the Pan Arab movement. Qutb believes that “the 

humiliation of the common man under the communist system and the exploitation of individuals 

and nations due to greed for wealth and imperialism under the capitalist systems are but a 

corollary of rebellion against God’s authority and the denial of the dignity of man given to him 

by God.”51 following along the philosophical lines of al-Afghani and al-Banna the only world 

that can be ethically sound it one that upholds Allah and conforms the laws of society to his will, 

not the create Allah to conform to the ways of the world.  

 It is this fight against the continuing jahiliyyah of the common man, but more 

exclusively, the leadership that made jihad another key component of his philosophy. The 

Muslim Brotherhood may have initially embraced a form of extremism but ultimately is less 

radical than Qutb. In his Milestones, “Qutb urged Muslims to use their resources to rid the world 

of jahiliyyah, using persuasive methods to reform their ideas and beliefs using militant jihad to 

eradicate the authoritarian regime.”52 Additionally, Qutb did not define jihad as a defensive act, 

it was far from it. Nor did he define it in the way al-Afghani and Abduh defined it as an inner 

battle. Qutb “defined jihad as an aggressive movement to strike, through if the sword is needed, 

to clear the way to preach true freedom to all mankind, to emancipate people from tyrants, to 
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implement the divine Shari’a, and to establish the sovereignty of God throughout the entire 

world.”53  

 Futhermore, Qutb’s extremism can be seen in his creation of the Dar al-Islam and the 

Dar al- Harb. These concepts created two separate worlds which played a significant role in his 

ideas of jahiliyya. They also reinforced the concept of jihad in the sense that one had to conquer 

the dar al-harb for Islam to prevail. When Islam prevailed in the world then could be established 

under the auspices of Islamic law.  

 The writings, speeches, and ideologies of Qutb and al-Banna, which evolved from al-

Afghani, had and continue to have, a significant impact on modern extremist groups. This can 

especially be seen in the Jihadists groups. Jihad, by definition, is violent action against anyone 

who is not Islamic as characterized by Qutb’s separation of the world into polar spheres. Jihad 

specifically calls for using violence against the state.54  

 Additionally, many of the Islamic Jihad founders were “were exposed to militant Islamic 

groups such as al-Takfir wal-Hijra and the Tandhum al-Jihad, both of which emerged from the 

Muslim Brotherhood ranks in the mid-seventies.”55  The jihad movement took lessons from al-

Banna on the revivalism of the Islamic call but Sayyid had a more direct correlation to their 

teachings. In fact, “Sayyid Qutb’s books are a source of indoctrination for the Islamic Jihadist 

movement.”56 The implications of this are that the extremist and radical groups of this day may 

not be directly affected by British imperialism but they have adopted principals which were 

founded on those very principals. In the 9/11 Commission Report, there is more validity added to 
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this as they found that “in speeches and writings, the sightless Rahmaki often called the ‘Blind 

Sheikh; preached the message of Sayyid Qutb’s Milestones…”57  
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