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The Fourth Ordeal tells the history of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt
from the late 1960s until 2018. Based on over 140 first-hand interviews
with leaders, rank-and-file members and dissidents, as well as a wide
range of original written sources, the story traces the Brotherhood’s re-
emergence and rise following the collapse of Nasser’s Arab nationalism,
all the way to its short-lived experiment with power and the subsequent
period of imprisonment, persecution and exile. Unique in terms of its
source base, this book provides readers with unprecedented insight into
the Brotherhood’s internal politics during fifty years of its history.

victor j. willi completed his doctorate at the University of Oxford
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the World Economic Forum in Geneva, Switzerland, focusing on the
geopolitics and economics of the current Middle East.

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge Middle East Studies

Editorial Board

Charles Tripp (general editor)
Julia Clancy-Smith
F. Gregory Gause
Yezid Sayigh
Avi Shlaim
Judith E. Tucker

Cambridge Middle East Studies has been established to publish books on
the nineteenth- to twenty-first-century Middle East and North Africa. The
series offers new and original interpretations of aspects of Middle Eastern
societies and their histories. To achieve disciplinary diversity, books are
solicited from authors writing in a wide range of fields including history,
sociology, anthropology, political science, and political economy. The
emphasis is on producing books affording an original approach along theor-
etical and empirical lines. The series is intended for students and academics,
but the more accessible and wide-ranging studies will also appeal to the
interested general reader.

A list of books in the series can be found after the index.

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

THE FOURTH ORDEAL

A History of the Muslim Brotherhood

in Egypt, 1968–2018

VICTOR J . WILLI

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi – 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06–04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108830645

DOI: 10.1017/9781108902649

© Victor J. Willi 2021

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2021

Printed in the United Kingdom by TJ Books Limited

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Willi, Victor J. (Victor Jonathan Amadeus), 1978– author.
Title: The fourth ordeal : a history of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt,

1968–2018 / Victor J Willi, Universiteit Leiden.
Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY, USA : Cambridge University Press,
2021. | Series: Cambridge Middle East studies | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2020029173 (print) | LCCN 2020029174 (ebook) | ISBN 9781108830645

(hardback) | ISBN 9781108822459 (paperback) | ISBN 9781108902649 (ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: Jamʿīyat al-Ikhwān al-Muslimīn (Egypt) – History – 20th century. | Jamʿīyat

al-Ikhwān al-Muslimīn (Egypt) – History – 21st century. | Islam and politics – Egypt. |
Islamic fundamentalism – Egypt.

Classification: LCC BP10.J383 W55 2021 (print) | LCC BP10.J383 (ebook) | DDC 322.4/
2096209045–dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020029173
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020029174

ISBN 978-1-108-83064-5 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-108-82245-9 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,

accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

For
Zeina

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

CONTENTS

List of Plates, Figures and Tables page x
Acknowledgements xii
Note on Transliterations and References xiv
Note on Sources xv
Chronology of Events xvii
Dramatis Personae xxxi
List of Abbreviations xxxviii

Prologue 1

Introduction 7

1 The Society of the Muslim Brothers 17

Precursors 18
Ideology 24
Organization 34

2 The Second Founding (1968–1981) 50

The Life of ‘Omar al-Tilmisani 52
The Student Protests of 1968 57
The Islamic Revival 60
Sadat’s Policies Towards the Brotherhood 63
The Birth of the Jama‘a Islamiyya 67
The Merger 74
The Da‘wa Magazine and Social Justice 80
Camp David and the Israel Conundrum 85
The Spectre of Islamic Fundamentalism 88
The Assassination of the Pharaoh 94

3 The Rise of the Vanguard (1981–1991) 100

Mubarak’s Early Years 102
The Legacy of Sayyid Qutb 104
Rebuilding the Organization in Egypt 110
The International Organization 112
Expansion into Syndicates and Parliament 121

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Mustafa Mashhur and the Enemies of the Open Society 124
The Interregnum of Hamid Abu Nasr 130
Towards the First Gulf War 135

4 Brotherhood Incorporated (1991–2001) 141

Khairat al-Shatir and the Salsabil Affair 143
The Empowerment Plan 147
Regime Repression 149
The Shura Council Elections of 1995 154
The Brotherhood’s Neoliberal Turn 157
Transformation of the Social Base 163
Start of the Military Trials 166
The Birth of the Wasat Party 170
Brotherhood Online 174
At the Dawn of the Millennium 177

5 Struggle for Leadership (2001–2011) 179

The Question of Political Violence 181
The Brotherhood in Western Imagination 188
Emergence of a Protest Movement 191
The Democratic Paradox 196
The Kefaya Moment 200
The Cairo Spring 204
Rapprochement with the United States 209
Consolidation of the Protest Movement 214
The Vanguardist Palace Revolt 218
On the Eve of the Revolution 225

6 Revolution, Rise and Fall (2011–2013) 230

The Origins of the Uprising 232
The Brotherhood and the Revolution 236
Nascent Relations with the Army 242
The Founding of the Freedom and Justice Party 251
The Turkish Model 256
Maspiro, Mohammed Mahmud and the Blue Bra Girl 259
Enter Mohammed Morsi 269
The Qatar–Al Jazeera Connection 276
Towards an Islamist Constitution 283
From the November Decree to the Ittihadiyya Clashes 287
The Counter-Revolution Strikes Back 291
Endgame 300

7 The Beginning of the Fourth Ordeal (2013–2018) 305

Towards the Clearing of Rab‘a al-‘Adawiyya 306
Sent Behind the Sun 312
Rise of the Second Rank 317
The Brotherhood in Exile 323

viii contents

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

The Crisis Deepens 330
Antagonisms over Yemen 342
The Revolutionary Option 353
The Third Founding 361
Through the Lens of Geopolitics 370
Ninety Years of Giving 384

Conclusion 388

Epilogue 395

Glossary 398

Bibliography 402
Index 435

contents ix

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

PLATES, FIGURES AND TABLES

PLATES

Plate section 1

1 Protest sites in Cairo (June–July 2013)

2 Brotherhood logo

3 Ethnographic organization sketches

4 Al-Da‘wa magazine covers

Plate section 2

5 Guidance office members (January 2010)

6 Street corner at Tahrir Square

7 Revolutionary street art

8 Representations of Mohammed Morsi

9 Al-Hurriyya wa-l-‘Adala cover pages

10 Anti-Brotherhood memorabilia

11 Pro-Brotherhood memorabilia

12 Tahrir Square and Ittihadiyya demonstrations

13 Rab‘a al-‘Adawiyya demonstrations

14 Brotherhood headquarters

Plate section 1 can be found between pages 58 and 59.

Plate section 2 can be found between pages 282 and 283.

FIGURES

1 The ten pillars of the oath page 25

2 The Islamic project 32

3 Indoctrination process 36

4 The family 39

5 The organization 42

6 Sectors per governorate (2009) 44

x

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

7 Sectors per governorate (2015) 338

8 Sectors per governorate (2016) 365

TABLES

1 Membership figures page 46

2 Leadership overview 320

list of plates, figures and tables xi

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Throughout the eight years it took to research and write this book, I was
privileged to meet, work with, and get the support of numerous individuals
and institutions who provided me with the logistical, financial and intellectual
networks and structures to keep pursuing a project that at times seemed
daunting, if not impossible, to complete.

First and foremost, I am indebted to many current and former members of
the Muslim Brotherhood, who enabled me to gain insight into the inner
workings of this notoriously secretive organization. While many of my key
interlocutors cannot be named for security reasons, I would like to express my
gratitude to ‘Ammar Fayed, Abdelrahman Ayyash, Mohammed ‘Affan, Ahmed
Ban, Hani Mahmud, Osama al-Sayyad, Shady Ibrahim and Mohammed Sudan.

From the many friends and colleagues who have been involved in the
information gathering and data collection for this book, I am especially
indebted to Sara Ramadan, a charming and smart Egyptian journalist who
became an indispensable partner in my endeavour. I would further like to
thank the staff of my language school in Cairo, which providedmewith a home
during a tumultuous eighteen months of fieldwork, from April 2012 to
September 2013. Particular thanks belong to the school’s two headmasters,
as well as to my Arabic teachers, with whom I spent countless hours learning
Arabic, discussing politics and learning about Egyptian culture and society.
Unfortunately, the name of the school and those of the individuals in question
cannot be mentioned here.

In terms of academic support, my gratitude goes to my two doctoral
supervisors, James McDougall and Walter Armbrust. James is a brilliant
pedagogue and I am indebted to him for the many hours I spent in his office
in Trinity College, where he indulged me with his knowledge about Middle
East history while familiarizing me with key concepts, theories and bodies of
literature used in the social sciences. My second supervisor, Walter, one of the
world’s foremost anthropologists on Egypt, became invaluable during my time
of fieldwork in Cairo. The time I spent in his Cairo home or in Café Riche in
Downtown Cairo, where he enlightened me with his ethnographic knowledge
of Egyptian culture and society, not only enriched the content of this book, but
also figured among my most formidable memories of my early fieldwork in

xii

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Egypt. I further would like to thank Eugene Rogan from the Middle East
Centre in Oxford, Charles Tripp from the School of Oriental and African
Studies, the late Roger Owen from Harvard University (may he rest in peace),
Lisa Anderson, the former President of the American University in Cairo, and
Michael Freeden from the School of Oriental and African Studies at the
University of London. All of them have encouraged and supported me in
this project at various stages and I am grateful for their support.

Numerous other people have been involved in seeing this project come to
fruition – either as readers of chapters, sparring partners in discussions, or simply
as friends, colleagues, supporters or mentors. After eight years it is difficult to
remember all of them, but some of the key individuals that come to mind (and
which are listed here in alphabetical order) are Sara Abdel Halim, Lucia Ardovini,
Maryam Aslany, Samah Atout, François Barras, Lara Birkes, Wolfgang Amadeus
Brülhart, Mae Anna Chokr, Barnaby Crowcroft, Mirek Dušek, Müge Ertilav,
Malik Faraoun, Rabab Fayad and her father Mohammed, Yoni Furas, Dennis
Guggenheim and his parents Silvia and Raymond, Adel Hamaizia, Jalal Imran,
Marwa Kassem and her father Mohammed, Darius Karácsony, Neil Ketchley,
Charlotte Malterre-Barthes, Oliver McTernan, Sayem Mehmoud, Anoushe
Modarresi, Adrian Monck, Inas Noureddine, Ivan Panović, Aaron Rock-Singer,
Emanuel Schäublin, Kim Sitzler, Sarah Smierciak and José Vericat. I owe particu-
lar gratitude to Andrew Hammond, whose detailed comments and input on the
manuscript contributed to the improvement of the final version.

In terms of grant-making institutions, I thank the Swiss National Science
Foundation as well as the Pachachi Scholarship from the University of Oxford.
I am further grateful for the support of the staff and the facilities of the Middle
East Centre at the University of Oxford, the Bodleian Library in Oxford, the
Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies in Geneva, the
American University in Cairo, and the Embassy of Switzerland in Cairo, whose
formidable people at various stages provided me with their institutional and
logistical support to travel, conduct research or write.

I thank my siblings Eléonore, Pascal and Michel, as well as my dear parents
Ruth and Ulrich, who have always supported me and encouraged me to follow
my passion. My deepest gratitude goes to Mai for her loyalty and friendship
during the past six years, as well as for having read the manuscript several
times and for having created the online archive www.thefourthordeal.com.
Her belief in me and this project gave me the spiritual resources to plough
through some of the most difficult phases, while her intelligence and know-
ledge of Egyptian society and culture was a source of inspiration to me
throughout the process of writing this book. And finally, to my daughter
Zeina, who recently joined us here on Planet Earth: may you grow into
becoming a loving, humorous, compassionate and generous human being.

acknowledgements xiii

www.cambridge.org/9781108830645
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83064-5 — The Fourth Ordeal
Victor J. Willi 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

NOTE ON TRANSLITERATIONS AND REFERENCES

This book uses a simplified version of the International Journal of Middle East
Studies (IJMES) transliteration system. For the sake of readability, I decided to
dispense with most of the paraphernalia that are usually employed in academic
scholarship, and instead rely on a number of simple rules of thumb. As such,
the definite article before names and places has been dropped, except where the
full name is used or where grammatical construction requires it (e.g. ‘Hassan
al-Banna’, but ‘Banna’ instead of ‘al-Banna’). Expressions or names of Arabic
origin appearing in the main text are spelled without diacritics. Familiar
expressions of Arabic origin that are found in the 2005 edition of the New
Oxford Dictionary for Writers and Editors (e.g. Quran, Sharia, mujahideen,
etc.) are spelled in non-italicized form. Less familiar or technical expressions of
Arabic origin that cannot be found in the said dictionary are spelled in italics in
the text, and they are also listed in the glossary section in the end. Names of
well-known individuals and organizations are written in their most commonly
used English form (e.g. ‘Gamal Abdel Nasser’ instead of ‘Jamal ‘Abd al-Nasir’;
‘al-Qaida’ instead of ‘al-Qa‘ida’). Names of less well-known individuals and
organizations are spelled using the marks for ‘ayn (‘) and hamza (’), except in
cases where there exists a widely used preferred spelling in English (e.g. ‘‘Issam
al-‘Arian’, but ‘Khaled Said’ instead of ‘Khalid Sa‘id’). Names of institutions,
places, and social and political movements and parties are similarly spelled
using the marks for ‘ayn and hamza (e.g. ‘Rab‘a al-‘Adawiyya’, ‘Jama‘a
Islamiyya’, etc.).

The titles of books, articles and other written or audio-visual sources of
Arabic origin, when mentioned in the main text, are provided in translated
form, followed by the transliteration in simplified Arabic in brackets. When
quoted in the bibliography and the footnotes, however, the titles of Arabic
works are given in their fully transliterated form, while the names of authors
and publishing houses are given in their simplified form. Translated direct
speech such as cited oral sources are spelled in a more colloquial form in
English (e.g. ‘don’t’ instead of ‘do not’).
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NOTE ON SOURCES

The story presented here is based on more than 140 recorded oral history
interviews with current and former Brotherhood members across all organiza-
tional levels, consisting of one to several hours each. Interviews were con-
ducted between May 2012 and January 2019 in Cairo, Alexandria, Doha,
Istanbul, Ankara, London, Manchester, Liverpool, Berlin, Munich, Geneva
and other places. Most of them were transcribed as well as translated from
Arabic into English. Some sources were anonymized due to potential security
risks. These sources are marked with an asterisk in the footnotes and in the
Bibliography.

Interviewees can be grouped into four categories, according to criteria of
similarity in hierarchical positions within the Brotherhood, socio-economic
status and level of education.

The first category consists of Brotherhood leaders who are either
members of the Guidance Office or have occupied high-level positions
in the Freedom and Justice Party or one of Morsi’s two cabinets. These
individuals had typically university degrees and came from the profes-
sional classes.

The second group consists of middle-ranking cadres responsible for leading
either a region, branch or family, as well as other rank-and-file members.
Individuals in this latter group did not always have any formal organizational
function, but supported the Brotherhood withmenial and logistical tasks. They
were typically of urban lowermiddle-class backgrounds and only in some cases
had a university education.

The third group consists of individuals who had left the Brotherhood shortly
before or after the uprising of 25 January 2011, either on a voluntary basis or
because they had been forced out. Many of these dissidents were university
educated or belonged to the class of students and young professionals.

The fourth group consisted of all those who, while not part of the Muslim
Brotherhood, had either been eyewitnesses of specific events described in this
book, or claimed otherwise privileged knowledge of the Brotherhood’s internal
workings. This group includes individuals from across Egypt’s political and
ideological spectrum, including Sufis, Salafis, Azharites, secular or religious
revolutionary activists, leftist, Nasserists, socialists, communists, as well as
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politicians, businesspeople, NGO workers, journalists, researchers, authors,
police officers, secret service agents, taxi drivers, and a wide range of everyday
Egyptians. All primary sources are listed under ‘Primary Oral Sources’ in the
Bibliography section.

This material was complemented by hundreds of written sources that were
published by the Brotherhood either on an institutional basis or individually
by one of its members or dissidents. This material included memoirs, prison-
writings, pamphlets, magazines, scholarly or historical works, as well as legal
documents governing the Brotherhood’s national and international organ-
ization, such as its official Statutes and By-laws. Another source of written
information came from the Brotherhood’s various online domains, including
Ikhwanwiki.com, Ikhwanonline.com, Ikhwanonline.info, Ikhwan.site,
Ikhwanweb.com, as well as various social media accounts that were either
associated with these websites or with individual members. Finally, hundreds
of leaflets and other memorabilia collected during rallies and protest mar-
ches, including a library of graffiti and street art, as well as a broad range of
audio-visual material taken during the various sit-ins, became part of the
source base. Some of this material figures in the plate section of this book
while the majority can be accessed at www.thefourthordeal.com.

For the sake of readability, authors of secondary sources are not usually cited
within the main text, but are referred to in the footnotes and the bibliography.
This is not to denigrate the important and substantive contributions many
scholars and journalists have made, but is intended as a means to avoid
diverting readers’ attention to this or that author or this or that academic
argument, rather than the story of the Muslim Brotherhood itself. However,
I would like to list some the most important scholars and authors on whose
works I have drawn in writing this book. From the scholarly community, these
individuals include (in alphabetical order) Khalil al-Anani, Abdulla al-Arian,
Nathan Brown, Courtney Freer, Patrick Haenni, Shadi Hamid, Raymond
Hinnebusch, Hazem Kandil, Gudrun Krämer, Brynjar Lia, Richard
P. Mitchell, Carry Rosefsky-Wickham, Robert Springborg, Mariz Tadros,
Hussam Tammam and Barbara Zollner. In addition, I have drawn on the
accounts of a number of outstanding journalists whose reporting has vitally
contributed to the writing of this story, including Sarah Carr fromMadaMasr,
Mohamed Fahmy fromAl Jazeera, Patrick Kingsley from The Guardian, David
D. Kirkpatrick from the New York Times, Bel Trew from The Times and the
freelance journalists and researchers Abderrahman Ayyash, Tamer Badawi,
Yasser Fathi, Osama al-Sayyad and Ahmed al-Talawi.
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