
6 “The Call to God”

The Islamist Project of Ideological Outreach

The frustrations of Egypt’s educated youth are not sufficient

to explain the rise of Islamic activism. It is now widely acknowledged that

even the most aggrieved citizens may end up avoiding any kind of political

involvement. The reasons are, first, that as social movement scholars have

emphasized, participation entails costs.1 Not only does participation in an

opposition movement impose on a citizen’s time, energy, and resources but,

in some instances, may expose him or her to serious risks. In authoritarian

settings, such risks can extend to job loss, arrest, imprisonment, or physical

harm. Second, citizens may doubt the efficacy of political participation as a

means to achieve desired change. Particularly in authoritarian settings, in

which regime survival is not based on the support of the governed, citizens

may view any kind of protest as an exercise in futility.

Authoritarian regimes generate powerful disincentives for political partici

pation that wouldbe mobilizers must somehow overcome. According to

“rationalactor” models of movement participation, opposition leaders mobi

lize citizens into politics by appealing to their selfinterests. In particular, they

offer potential recruits a range of material and/or psychological benefits that

are contingent on participation. A central contention here is that interestbased

appeals are insufficient to explain the participation of thousands of graduates

in Egypt’s Islamic movement. When the risks of opposition activism are high

and the prospects of positive change are, at best, remote, the most “rational”

response of the individual is a retreat into selfpreserving silence. Under these

circumstances, participation in an opposition movement is likely to be moti

vated less by selfinterest than by deeply held values and beliefs.

120 “The Call to God”

The proposition that ideas as much as, if not more than, interests are

likely to motivate highrisk activism is only our point of departure, for a

central question has yet to be addressed. Where do the ideas driving high

risk activism come from? At times, I believe, they come from the opposition

movements themselves. Movement organizers do not simply tap into the

preexisting grievances of potential recruits. Rather, as Alison Brysk contends,

mobilization is a form of persuasion, in which movement leaders deliber

ately and selfconsciously promote new values, identities, and commitments

as a basis for political action.2 Such efforts at persuasion are crucial in au

thoritarian settings, in which opposition movements must create motivations

for activism that transcend powerful impulses toward selfpreservation.

Islamist mobilizers in Egypt did not simply exploit the frustrations of

unemployed and underemployed youth. Rather, they engaged in a massive

ideological project to capture the hearts and minds of potential recruits.

Through the medium of the da‘wa, or “call to God,” they promoted a new,

activist conception of Islam, claiming that it was a fard ‘ayn, a duty incum

bent on every Muslim, to participate in the Islamic reform of society and

state. In sum, the Islamists challenged dominant patterns of political alien

ation and abstention by promoting a new ethic of civic obligation that man

dated participation in the public sphere, regardless of its benefits and costs.

Contemporary social movement theory depicts the creation of motives

for movement participation as an act of “framing.” As defined by David

Snow, framing is “conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to fashion

shared understandings of the world and of themselves that legitimate and

motivate collective action.”3 Rather than simply attending to the logistics of

collective action, movement organizers act partly as “signifying agents,” ar

ticulating and transmitting ideas that can serve as a basis for action.4 While

movement scholars now widely acknowledge the role of ideas in motivating

participation, research into how frames are socially constructed and how and

why they acquire mobilizing power is still at an early stage.5

This chapter analyzes Islamist framing processes and dynamics, begin

ning with a description of the sociocultural environment in which Islamist

mobilization occurred. It then looks closely at the Islamist project of ideo

logical outreach—the da‘wa, or call to God, describing the content of the

Islamist message, the audience to which it was directed, and the agents and

mechanisms of its transmission. As I show, it was by presenting activism as

a religious obligation that Islamists mobilized graduates into politics in the

1980s and early 1990s.

Islamist outreach to educated youth did not occur in a vacuum but took
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place in a particular sociocultural milieu, in which the Islamists were only

one of several competing influences on the beliefs and behavior of educated

youth. Hence let us begin by taking a closer look at the sha‘bi (popular, that

is, urban, lowermiddleclass) neighborhoods where Islamist outreach efforts

were concentrated.

Egypt’s Sha‘bi Neighborhoods: The Social Context
of Islamist Outreach

A major site of Islamist outreach to educated youth were the sha‘bi

neighborhoods of Egypt’s cities and provincial towns. In contrast to the broad

treelined avenues, neocolonial mansions, and modern concrete and glass

apartment buildings of neighborhoods housing the country’s upperclass

Westernized elite, Cairo’s sha‘bi neighborhoods contain tenementstyle

apartment buildings crowded together along narrow, often unpaved, alley

ways. As of the early 1990s, some of these neighborhoods still had no indoor

plumbing and running water. Characterized by extreme overcrowding (with

large families confined to a tworoom, or even a oneroom, apartment) and

dilapidated housing stock, such neighborhoods would strike the Western

observer as poor. But in fact, both within and across sha‘bi neighborhoods,

residents varied considerably by education, income, and degree of urbani

zation. Several factors contributed to this heterogeneity: the push by illiterate

and semiliterate parents to provide their children with higher education; the

growing wage and income differentials resulting from increased migration

to the Gulf as well from new business opportunities created by the infitah;

and the pressures of an acute housing shortage, which forced highly edu

cated, urbanized newlyweds into neighborhoods on the periphery of Greater

Cairo formerly occupied almost exclusively by recent migrants from the

countryside. As a result of these trends, many of which date back to the mid

1970s, the same neighborhood—and even the same apartment building—

might house illiterate residents side by side with those who had advanced

degrees in medicine or law. Likewise, one might find some families barely

scraping by on a single civil service salary, while others, in which a father

or son had found work in Saudi Arabia or Kuwait, had sufficient income to

launch a small business, purchase expensive consumer durables, and fi

nance elaborate weddings.

Despite such differences in private circumstances, the residents of Cairo’s

sha‘bi neighborhoods shared a number of social and cultural traits that dis
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tinguished them from the country’s upperclass elites. For example, in sha‘bi

culture, extended family ties and ties between neighbors and peers served a

wide range of functions, including the distribution of goods and services and

the maintenance of social control.6 In addition, demonstrations of Islamic

faith, knowledge, and ritual performance were accorded high esteem, de

spite considerable variation in the residents’ actual observance. Egyptian

migration to the Gulf in the 1970s and 1980s had the effect of reinforcing

the influence of Islam in sha‘bi communal life. As noted in the previous

chapter, the regional oil boom dramatically increased private wealth, some

of which was channeled—by either Egyptians or Gulf Arab patrons—into

the development of private mosques and Islamic service associations in

sha‘bi neighborhoods. At the same time, the intensive exposure of Egyptian

citizens to the social mores of Saudi Arabia and other Gulf countries where

Islamic law was strictly applied pushed their own religious beliefs and prac

tice in a more conservative direction upon their return home. Indeed, by

the early 1990s, critics had begun to openly lament that the influence of

“Wahhabi” Islam (the ultraconservative strand of Islam dominant in Saudi

Arabia) had begun to erode the more flexible and permissive form of popular

Islam that had evolved in Egypt.7

In which of Cairo’s sha‘bi neighborhoods was Islamic outreach activity

concentrated? They can be divided into three distinctive subtypes: (1) tra

ditional urban quarters located in the city’s oldest sections, some of which

have been continuously inhabited since the medieval era; (2) Nasserera

neighborhoods dominated by clusters of uniform concrete apartment houses

(bulukat) initially built for the families of publicsector workers and em

ployees; and (3) newer neighborhoods located in former agricultural zones

on the periphery of Greater Cairo. Such distinctions are relevant to us,

because the available evidence suggests that Islamic activism was most ex

tensive in the third type of neighborhood.8

Why has Islamic activism been concentrated in newer neighborhoods on

the urban periphery? According to the conventional wisdom, such areas are

fertile zones for Islamic activism because they are populated by rural migrants.

The argument is that young adults born to migrants from the countryside are

more prone to join Islamic groups because of their deeply conservative religious

values as well as their physical and cultural marginalization. As Kepel wrote,

The milieu that is the most fertile source of Islamicist militants is the

20–25 agegroup in the sprawling neighborhoods on the outskirts of

the big cities. These people are marginal in every sense of the word,
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to begin with in their physical location in a middle ground that is no

longer the countryside from which they came but not yet the city,

whose heartland they do not penetrate. Their cultural complexion,

too, is marginal: the traditional village structures no longer work for

them, and can no longer provide them with the resources of material

life or with any real social integration. They are the children of the

rural exodus, and they arrive in the suburbs with outdated customs.

Contrary to their expectations, however, education (even higher edu

cation) fails to provide them with the keys to modernity.9

In sum, the geographic distribution of Islamic activism is often explained

in terms of the social characteristics of the movement’s potential recruits.

Although such explanations are not wrong, they are incomplete. Islamic

activism was most extensive in neighborhoods on the periphery not only

because their residents were predisposed to embrace the Islamist message

but also because Islamic activists concentrated their efforts at institution

building and outreach in these neighborhoods. There are two reasons why

Islamic activism was concentrated on the urban periphery. First, such neigh

borhoods lacked the wellestablished institutions of communal selfhelp that

flourished in the older quarters of the city’s interior. The latter were arguably

less prone to Islamist penetration because local needs were already being

met by preexisting community associations and informal networks. Likewise,

neighborhoods with a strong tradition of grassroots leftist activism, including

the workingclass bulukat neighborhoods in Shubra, Helwan, and Ein al

Sira, were less opportune sites for Islamic activism. As a former leftist com

munity activist in one bulukat neighborhood explained with regard to Islam

ist attempts at mobilization in the 1970s and early 1980s, “They couldn’t

confront the left in our neighborhood because they couldn’t match our

ability to address the reallife problems of the community.”10 By contrast, in

the new neighborhoods of Greater Cairo, the poor state of staterun services

and the virtual absence of secular community organizations created an in

stitutional void that independent mosques and Islamic service organizations

established since the mid1970s were able to fill.

There is another reason for the concentration of Islamic activism on the

periphery. Given the shortage of apartments in older, more centrally located

sha‘bi neighborhoods, young married couples in the 1980s and early 1990s

were often forced into more distant, peripheral neighborhoods where afford

able housing was still available. In sharp contrast to the image of the semi

literate rural migrant, such young couples included universityeducated pro
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fessionals, some of whom had prior experience in the Islamic student

movement. After settling into their new neighborhood, such graduates used

the skills they had honed as Islamic student organizers to help establish and

maintain a dynamic network of independent mosques, daycare centers,

health clinics, and other community services. The forced exodus of former

Islamic student leaders into peripheral neighborhoods, I would argue, ex

plains the vitality of local Islamic institutions at least as much as does the

marginalization of potential recruits.

Islamic Outreach on the Urban Periphery

In order to investigate Islamic strategies of outreach, I conducted field

work in three sha‘bi neighborhoods in Greater Cairo known for their mod

erate to high levels of Islamic activism. According to the division of sha‘bi

neighborhoods discussed earlier, one neighborhood fell into the second cate

gory, and the other two neighborhoods fell into the third.11 In all three

neighborhoods, I conducted indepth, openended interviews with approxi

mately two dozen graduates affiliated with the Islamic movement, including

graduates who helped organize and lead Islamic activities as well as those

who simply participated in them. In addition, I visited several independent

Islamic service organizations, attended a religious class for women at a pri

vate mosque, and observed an Islamic study circle for young women that

was held in a private household.

The typical Islamic activist at the neighborhood level was a university

graduate who had developed his or her Islamist affiliations as a secondary

school or college student. During the 1980s and early 1990s, many of these

graduates turned to the parallel Islamic institutions of sha‘bi neighborhoods

as an outlet through which to continue their activism after graduation. While

some graduates secured fulltime employment in the Islamic sector, more

commonly they took their main job elsewhere and worked in the Islamic

sector part time. Thus young lawyers and engineers doubled as imams in

private mosques, delivering the sermon at Friday noon prayers, offering re

ligious lessons, and organizing special activities on Islamic holy days. For

their services, they might receive a small monthly stipend or a fixed fee per

sermon or lesson, or they might volunteer their services. Similarly, graduates

worked or volunteered in Islamic health clinics, daycare centers, kinder

gartens, and afterschool programs. In some instances, working in the Islamic

parallel sector could be quite lucrative. For example, many young doctors
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employed in the staterun public health system supplemented their incomes

by working in the Islamic health clinics, in some instances earning more in

their “second job” than in their primary one.12

Scattered across a large, decentralized network of institutions, those

graduates active in the parallel Islamic sector could not be said to work for

a single organization or to support a single platform. Some of them openly

identified with the Muslim Brotherhood, whereas others claimed to be af

filiated with one of the “nonpolitical” Islamic community associations

(gam’iyyat) that sought to deepen public religious faith and observance, such

as alGam’iyya alShar’iyya, alSalafiyya, alShabab alMuhammadiyya, and

Gam’iyyat alTabligh. Other Islamists deliberately avoided identifying with

any particular group or organization. As one female activist explained,

“When someone asks me, do you belong to the Salafiyya or the Shabab

Muhammadiyya, etc., I respond, “I am all of those.”

Despite their different affiliations, graduates involved in the parallel Is

lamic sector shared an activist conception of Islam that informed their re

lations with one another as well as with the “ordinary Muslims” whose beliefs

and conduct they sought to change. Through the medium of the da‘wa,

such activists tried to educate their uninformed peers about their duties in

Islam, duties that, they claimed, included the obligation to personally assist

in the Islamic reform of society and state.

The Da‘wa: The Islamist Project of Ideological Outreach

Graduates active in the parallel Islamic sector explained that a central

obligation of the committed Muslim was to elevate the religious conscious

ness of those around him (or her, for the obligation fell equally on men and

women). That is, the committed Muslim was required to engage in the

da‘wa ila llah, literally, the “call” or “invitation” to God. One who calls, the

da‘i, is thus one who spreads the message of Islam. Perhaps the closest equiv

alent in English is “missionary,” although it is difficult to dissociate this term

from its roots in Christian theology and practice. Alternatively, one might

refer to the da‘i as a propagandist, but this term has pejorative connotations.

To most observant Muslims, the da‘wa has the positive meaning of spreading

moral and spiritual enlightenment.

The da‘wa is not a new phenomenon in either its conception or practice

but dates back to the prophet Muhammad’s efforts to convert the polytheists

(almushrikin) of seventhcentury Mecca. Historically, the content, mecha
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nisms, and target audience of the da‘wa have varied, as has its political sig

nificance. In regard to ideological content, there is no single da‘wa, as Islamists

across the ideological spectrum promote different and, at times, conflicting

interpretations of Islam. Indeed, the varying content of the da‘waasmessage

reflects important differences in the training and orientation of the individuals

who promote it. Currently, the term da‘i refers to both a specific religious

occupation and, as more Muslims have assumed the responsibility for the call,

a role embraced by Muslims without formal religious training.

Religious scholars assume the formal title of du‘at (the plural of da‘i) after

completing the appropriate course of study at alAzhar University (the “Islamic

da‘wa” is one of several possible areas of concentration at alAzhar); they are

then appointed to a position in the official religious establishment, usually in

a governmentrun mosque.13 Since the mid1970s, those engaged in the da‘wa

have included graduates who obtained their religious knowledge through self

education or through lessons and study groups offered by Islamist student

groups or independent mosques. Despite their lack of formal religious status

and credentials, such graduates nevertheless claim to have the authority to

interpret Islam to the general public. As Dale Eickelmann and James Piscatori

have pointed out, these new claims constitute part of the “fragmentation of

sacred authority” in Muslim societies, as new, selfconfident Islamic activists

have begun to compete with established ‘ulama’ and the state.14

Islamist mobilizers drew on the respected cultural tradition of the da‘wa

but adapted it to new purposes. First, they shifted the target of outreach from

the nonMuslim to the “ordinary Muslim,” that is, to selfidentified Muslims

whose understanding and observance of religion were viewed as faulty or

incomplete. Second, they introduced new content into the message of the

da‘wa. Rejecting the confinement of religion to matters of private faith and

ritual, they emphasized that Islam was both din wadawla: both a system of

individual faith and conduct and a comprehensive guide for the organization

of society and state. In addition to enlarging the domain of Islamic regula

tion, the Islamists propagated a new, activist, interpretation of proper Muslim

conduct. Before turning to the question of how their message was received,

let us first consider how the Islamists themselves understood their mission.

Islamist Conceptions of the Da‘wa

According to those Islamists engaged in outreach in Cairo’s sha‘bi neigh

borhoods, the Islamic reform of society begins with reform of the individ



“The Call to God” 127

ual.15 This reform begins by awakening the faith (iman) of the individual,

which in turn prompts change in his or her private conduct. Quoting Hassan

alBanna, the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood, the Islamists explained

that reform would ultimately expand outward in concentric circles to en

compass every wider sectors of society. As one put it, “We begin with the

individual, then the family, then the local neighborhood or community, and

then the society at large.” And what about the state? “When society itself

has become truly Islamic,” he answered, “it will be only a matter of time

before Islam is extended to the sphere of the state.” The idea that change

must proceed from the bottom up was echoed by others. As one female

activist noted: “I won’t go to the government now and say, this is wrong and

this is right. I will go to those around me and build them up, teach them.

When we are 90 percent of society, then those who I have brought up will

go to the government, not me.”

The prototypical target of Islamic outreach was the “ordinary Muslim”

(almuslim al‘adi), who was born into the faith, was more or less observant,

but did not realize all the rights and obligations that a full commitment to

Islam entailed. By contrast, the “committed Muslim” (almuslim almultazim)

understood the norms of Islamic conduct and applied them in practice.

From the activist’s viewpoint, then, the goal of outreach was to propel or

dinary Muslims toward a greater commitment (iltizam) to Islam. From a

more critical standpoint, one might say the Islamists’ purpose was to indoc

trinate their targets with a particular interpretation of Islam that stood apart

from—and challenged the validity of—mainstream forms of religious faith

and practice.

The institutions of the parallel Islamic sector and, above all, the inde

pendent mosques, became important sites of Islamic outreach. In a group

interview with several young activists, I asked about the ways in which a

student committed to Islamic reform might sustain his or her activism after

college. One graduate replied:

After graduation the mosque is the first place. You have to understand

that when someone gets involved in Islamic activities on campus, it is

not in isolation from the rest of his life. He may also have a group of

friends in his neighborhood with whom he can continue his activities

after graduation.

Another explained that most graduates preferred to continue their activ

ism in “nonpolitical” associations in order to limit their vulnerability to
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interrogation or arrest by the security police. One popular choice was al

Gam’iyya alShar’iyya, a national Islamic religious and service organization

with local branches across the country: “Most people don’t want to subject

themselves to torture, arrest, and repression. So they choose the Gam’iyya

Shar’iyya. It stays far away from politics. It focuses on spreading the reading

of the Qur’an, religious commentaries, religious culture, and promoting a

religious consciousness.”

Respondents emphasized that the committed Muslim (almuslim almul

tazim) had an obligation to monitor and—if possible—correct the behavior

of those around him. How was this to be accomplished? The answer was

through persuasion (aliqna‘). One female Islamist was active in the move

ment as a university student in the 1970s and then moved to a sha‘bi neigh

borhood on the urban periphery after marrying a fellow Islamist who wrote

for several Islamic newspapers and journals. She explained that she identi

fied with the goals of the Muslim Brotherhood as elaborated by its founder

Hasan alBanna: “Our goal in life is to promote the da‘wa. I want to add a

brick to the edifice of Islam in my society and in the world.” To this end,

she added, “I will raise my children in the correct way and, through my

work, try to ensure that the people around me come closer to Islam.” After

settling in the neighborhood, she helped establish an Islamic kindergarten

in order to raise “a new generation.” “When mothers come to the mosque,

I encourage them to send their children to our school; I tell them not to

worry about the money.” She stressed that the earlier a child was imbued

with the principles of Islam, the better. “The new generation is in our

hands,” she declared. “It is much harder to affect the older generation, be

cause they have grown up with a mistaken understanding of Islam.” For

example, they attended public schools run by the Ministry of Education

where religious instruction was distorted. “The textbooks rely on religious

sources which are not right . . . for example, important hadiths were taken

out.”

As proof that the committed Muslim was required to modify the behavior

of those around him, the Islamists frequently mentioned certain phrases

from the Qur’an or hadith. Cited most often was—alamr bi’lma‘ruf wa’l

nahy ‘an almunkar—the injunction to command what is good and to pro

hibit what is evil. Yet respondents claimed that reformists and militants in

the movement had different understandings of how this was to be accom

plished. To highlight these differences, several respondents cited another

Qur’anic verse: “There is a Qur’anic saying that if you can’t achieve an

Islamic society by the hand [bi’lyad], then try to achieve it by the tongue
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[bi’llisan]. If that is not possible, then try to achieve it by the heart [bi’l

qalb].”16

The problem, according to reformists, was that the “jihadis” misinter

preted this command. As one reformist explained:

They see it as a command to try first to achieve their goals by the

hand [bi’lyad], that is, by force. In our view, you should use only the

authority that is in your rightful possession. If you are a father and

your son does something wrong, then you discipline him; but if you

are the son, do you discipline your father? Obviously that wouldn’t

be right.

When then asked what alamr bi’lma ‘ruf [to command the good] entails,

he replied,

It means you should give advice. Islam is not in power. If it were, then

the state would have a role to play in ensuring adherence to the rules.

But as a regular citizen, it is not my right to mete out punishments.

The authority is not in my hands.

Such views were echoed by other respondents. For example, the female

Islamist mentioned earlier cited the same saying about the hand, the tongue,

and the heart and explained:

What this means is that Islam can be promoted in three ways. The

first, by heart, means that you observe something that is wrong and

choose not to participate. The second, by tongue, involves persuading

others to change their ways. The third, by hand, involves imposing

change by force.

The Brotherhood, she added, viewed the use of compulsion as the exclu

sive right of a legitimate government, not of an individual. However, in

exceptional situations, the use of force was justified. For example, if a young

man saw a rape in progress and thought that by intervening he could stop

it, he should do so. Similarly, he should act to stop a robbery, as long as by

doing so he did not endanger his own life. As a general rule, however, an

individual does not have the authority to change others’ behavior by force.

The problem with members of Jihad, she noted, “is that they are in a rush.

They have their eyes on the ends, but they don’t attempt to find the proper
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means. While they are prepared to use force, we stress the means of upbring

ing and persuasion [altarbiya waliqna‘].”

If the Islamist’s primary responsibility is to enlighten fellow Muslims

about their responsibilities in Islam, how is this to be done? Having just

examined the Islamists’ conception of the da‘wa, let us now turn to the

mechanisms through which they translated their commitments into practice.

The Da‘wa Fardiyya: PersontoPerson Forms of Outreach

Books and pamphlets on the da‘wa emphasize that the most effective

form of outreach is through direct personal contact, and the Islamists I in

terviewed agreed. Having applied Islamic principles to his own life, the com

mitted Muslim is ready to engage in the da‘wa fardiyya, the persontoperson

dissemination of the call to God. When I asked a group of Islamists whether

it was possible for them to distribute pamphlets outside private mosques at

the conclusion of Friday prayers, several in the group noted that of course

the government would not allow it. But as one of them commented,

Anyway, handing out pamphlets is the least effective way to reach

people. I hand out a pamphlet, a guy or girl reads it, then throws it

away and forgets about it. What is needed is a change of heart; it goes

much deeper than distributing leaflets. For example, a group of my

committed friends and I will think of getting two or three other guys

from our neighborhoods more involved. So we invite them to play

soccer, but of course it’s not only soccer; we also talk to them about

right and wrong. They see that we play fair, that we don’t cheat, that

we set a good example, and gradually, gently, over time, we try to show

them the right path.17

Rather than approach a stranger, such activists explained, one begins by

propagating the da‘wa among relatives, neighbors, and peers. Tapping into

prior relationships enables the da‘i to build on a foundation of familiarity

and trust, raising the prospects that his or her message will be well received.

Graduates involved in the Islamic movement typically mentioned that they

were introduced to the movement by a brother, cousin, neighbor, or friend.

As Salma18 recounted:

I used to be an actress, involved in plays in my high school. In my

junior year, I was asked to play a big role. Then Nihad [a classmate]



“The Call to God” 131

began talking to me about the khimar [according to the movement’s

prevailing interpretation, the “Islamically correct” veil, which covers

the hair, neck, and torso], and she suggested that I come talk to Siyam,

who is munaqqaba [who wears the niqab, the veil covering a woman’s

entire body and face]. I talked to her, and she explained that acting

was forbidden in Islam. At her suggestion, I began reading certain

passages in the Qur’an. I cried and asked them, how can I leave acting?

And they said, what’s more important, to please God or to be an ac

tress? I told them, I will start wearing the khimar on the first day of

Ramadan. So two weeks later, at the start of Ramadan, they brought

me the khimar. The girls all helped with the cost; that’s how they do

it, they bring it to you as a gift.

One of the young women who introduced Salma to the movement ex

plained that she and others in her Islamist circle had identified Salma as

someone who would be receptive to the idea of veiling, given that she was

serious and well meaning. “We saw in her the desire to be a good person

and to obey God.” In sum, Islamist recruitment built on preexisting social

ties while at the same time fostering a new kind of solidarity based on shared

values and commitments.

The Da‘wa ‘Amma: Institutional Forms of Outreach

Persontoperson Islamic outreach, or the da‘wa fardiyya, was supported

by various institutional forms of outreach known collectively as the da‘wa

‘amma (the general, or public, da‘wa). Parallel Islamic institutions propa

gated the Islamist frames through “lectures, lessons, the media, books, news

papers, magazines and tapes.”19 By far the most important institutional ve

hicle of outreach was the independent mosque. As one activist put it, the

mosque occupies the leading role. In the independent mosques, the Islamist

da‘wa was transmitted via the sermons of independent preachers (imams),

particularly during Friday prayers, when turnout was highest. In Cairo’s

sha‘bi neighborhoods, some mosques were known for their charismatic and

persuasive imams. Their views, backed by the authority attached to their

formal status as prayer leaders, often had a profound impact on their con

gregants. A journalist at the Islamist newspaper alSha‘b, who had just com

pleted a survey on the “religious acculturation” (altathqif aldini) of uni

versity students, found that their most important source of religious
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knowledge was mosque sermons, followed by Islamic radio programs, with

family and religious books tied for third place.20

Interviews and participant observation in three sha‘bi neighborhoods con

firmed the crucial role of local imams as agents of Islamic outreach. The

imams involved in propagating the Islamic da‘wa were typically affiliated

with independent mosques, particularly with those referred to by residents

as “Sunni mosques.” The overwhelming majority of Egyptians belong to the

majority “Sunni” sect of Islam, but as used here the term sunni does not

refer to the sectarian schism between Sunni and Shi‘i Muslims. Rather, it

refers to mosques controlled by Muslims who were said to have patterned

their lives on the Sunna (path, way) of the Prophet and his companions—

that is, who were exceptionally devout and observant. Amin, a graduate from

one of the neighborhoods where I conducted my fieldwork, mentioned that

in 1988 a sheikh from a nearby mosque affiliated with the Sunna21:

convinced a group of us to start coming to the dawn prayer. . . . He

organized a seminar that we attended. We focused on religion, talked

about religion; we read the mushaf [text of the Qur’an] and religious

books together. I would watch only a little tv, and I stopped playing

chess and dominoes. I grew a beard [lihya], and prayed five times a day.

Amin remembers that period in his life, which lasted for just over a year,

as one in which he felt very connected to God and had a sense of inner

peace. But after a long time without work, he said, “I shaved my beard to

get a job,” explaining that many employers were reluctant to hire graduates

with Islamicstyle untrimmed beards. Once he started a new job with al

Ahram, the governmentrun newspaper, he had less time for intensive reli

gious study: “I still pray, but not the dawn prayer.”

In another neighborhood, several young women in their late teens and

early twenties who wore the niqab, or face veil, cited the sermons of a young

charismatic imam as a major factor in their decision to adopt Islamic dress.

The imam preached at a small, independent Sunni mosque within walking

distance of their homes. Not only did he succeed in convincing many young

women to adopt Islamic dress, but he also chastised parents who objected

to it. As one young woman told us, “He has rebuked parents who oppose

their daughters wearing the niqab. He says, ‘What’s wrong with it? Isn’t it

proper, following in the path of the Prophet?’ At first my mother was skeptical

about the niqab, but after hearing the sheikh, she began to appreciate its

virtues.”
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In addition to presenting sermons, local imams and other Islamic instruc

tors held weekly religious classes (durus diniyya) for members of both sexes.

In choosing a time to meet for our interviews, I was told by these veiled

young women that they were not free to meet on Thursdays, Fridays, or

Saturdays, because on those days they attended lessons at the mosque. Dur

ing our group discussions, they also referred to an “Islamic council” (majlis

islami) that provided Islamic instruction, with teachers circulating from one

mosque to another so that “lessons of some kind are offered somewhere in

the neighborhood every day.”

What did these religious lessons cover? The young women said that either

a woman gives a tafsir (commentary or analysis) to other women, or a man

offers the tafsir to the women from behind a screen. One of the young

women I interviewed, Mona, offered lessons in Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh)

to young women on Saturdays. When asked what these lessons focused on,

she answered, “They concern how to be a good Muslim. They discuss Is

lamic rulings, for example, those relating to marriage.”

I had the opportunity to attend religious lessons for women at a small

independent mosque in another sha‘bi neighborhood.22 The mosque was

located in the basement of a tenement apartment building; no external mark

ers identified it to passersby outside. Once a week, a thirtyyearold imam,

known simply as Sheikh Ahmad, offered religious lessons to women, from

whom he was separated by a green curtain. On the day I visited, about fifty,

mostly young, women were in attendance, many accompanied by babies or

young children. About twothirds of the women wore the niqab (made of a

heavy black or dark blue cloth), but upon entering the allwomen area, they

took off the segment of the veil that covered their faces. The remaining one

third wore the khimar, the veil covering the hair, neck, and torso.

The religious lessons offered by Sheikh Ahmad followed a questionand

answer format. Reflecting the assumption that a woman’s voice is ‘awra (a

physical adornment or attraction capable of arousing male desire), the

women did not ask their questions outright but wrote them down on a small

piece of paper and passed them under the curtain to the sheikh, who read

them out loud and then answered them by way of an extended commentary,

in which he cited Qur’anic verses and hadith. Several women took notes in

small notebooks as he spoke.

Most of the questions the women asked dealt with specific aspects of

marital relations (for example, what to do if my husband doesn’t pray). In

his answers the imam told the women that their role was “to be a door to

your husband’s happiness.” He emphasized that women were more cher
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ished (mu‘azzaza, mukarrama) in Islam than in other religions. He also

stressed women’s important role in creating the “Muslim home,” which is

the “foundation of Islamic society.” Women’s behavior was a barometer of

society: “If she is corrupt, then society is corrupt.” Women were hence ad

vised to confine their social interactions to those with a religious purpose—

“Encourage your friends to come to the mosque. Don’t go out of the house

just for the sake of going out, but to learn your duties as a Muslim.”

The young woman who had invited me to the lessons mentioned that

the imam was a university graduate who was known to have an extensive

knowledge of Islam. In previous lessons, she recalled, he had emphasized

that a woman’s voice is ‘awra. Therefore a woman should avoid talking to

men and, if she must, should deepen and roughen her voice. “I find some

of his views rather extreme,” she went on, “but most of the girls, especially

those who aren’t very educated, take what he says and don’t question it.”23

“Print Islam”: Cultural Production in the
Parallel Islamic Sector

Islamic ideological outreach was typically a personal, even intimate pro

cess, rooted in facetoface human relationships. But such relationships were

reinforced by the wide range of Islamic books, pamphlets, and cassette tapes

produced in the parallel Islamic sector. Such materials were often distributed

directly in local neighborhoods. For example, one private mosque fre

quented by several of the graduates I interviewed had a lending library from

which Islamic books and cassette tapes could be borrowed for a nominal

fee.24 In addition, cassette tapes with recorded sermons of such wellknown

du‘at as Sheikh Kishk, Sheikh Mahallawi, Wagdi Ghunem, and Ahmad al

Qattan were sold outside neighborhood mosques on Friday after noon

prayers.25 The dissemination of the Islamist da‘wa through print and audio

technologies at the microlevel was intricately related to institutional devel

opments at the macrolevel. Beginning in the mid1970s and accelerating in

the 1980s, independent Islamic publishing houses and bookstores launched

new forms of cultural production and created channels through which their

output could be distributed to a mass market. Citing Benedict Anderson’s

Imagined Communities, Dale Eickelman and James Piscatori have argued

that in the contemporary Muslim world, as much as in premodern Europe,

“Print and other technologies create new forms of community.”26 Such tech

nologies permit the transmission of a common set of beliefs or ideas to a
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much larger public than would be possible through facetoface individual

contact alone. If such technologies have assisted in the formation of broad

national or communal identities, they have served equally well to dissemi

nate more specific ideological frames, including, in this case, a new, activist

conception of Muslim faith and observance.

Independent Islamic publishing houses and bookstores have proliferated

in Egypt since the mid1970s, and by the 1980s they were printing and

distributing a wide range of Islamic journals, magazines, newspapers, books,

and pamphlets. In addition to the Islamic texts published by the government

press, the output of such Islamic institutions constituted part of the cultural

reservoir that informed the graduates’ own understanding of Islam.27

In the early 1990s, Islamic newspapers and journals available on the

Egyptian market spanned a wide ideological spectrum, from the government

produced newspaper alLiwa’ alislami, to the Brotherhood journals Liwa’

alislam and alI‘tisam, to the eclectic alSha‘b, the mouthpiece of the

Islamistoriented Labor Party. Despite their different orientations visàvis the

regime (which ranged from supportive to sharply critical), it is both my own

assessment and that of other informed observers that regardless of its source,

the printed media tended to promote a socially conservative version of Islam,

in part as an outcome of Saudi influence.

The political affiliations of independent Islamic book publishers are

harder to pin down. A large share of the output of such publishers is not

overtly political. In addition to publishing works of traditional Islamic juris

prudence, as well as exegesis and commentary on the Qur’an and hadith,

the Islamic publishing houses print and distribute books on the lives of the

Prophet and his companions, on the early history of the Islamic community,

and on such spiritual matters as the soul and the afterlife. Interviews with

staff members at several independent Islamic bookstores in Greater Cairo

suggest that books on traditional religious topics sell better than those on

political or social matters. In particular, books on the Qur’an and hadith, on

the Prophet and his companions (“anything on the wives of the Prophet is

popular”), and on such matters as the Day of Judgment and the hereafter

generate the most sales. A minority of graduates coming to the bookstores

(perhaps onethird, a staff person at one bookstore estimated), ask for books

about the Islamic revival, the application of Islamic law, or the da‘wa. Ac

cording to another staff person,

A few young people, but not many, are interested in social and political

affairs; most people are interested in Islamic jurisprudence [fiqh] and
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explanations of the Qur’an. They aren’t that interested in books on

politics or the reform of society, or at least, that’s not what most people

come here to buy.28

What this suggests is that a much broader segment of Egyptian society have

been touched by the revival of private faith and observance than are com

mitted to an Islamic project of transformative social and political change.

Nevertheless, a substantial minority of graduates (those from the gama‘at,

one staff person noted) wanted to participate in the Islamic reform of society

and requested books and pamphlets on the da‘wa.

A close reading of a sample of da‘wa materials available on the Egyptian

market reveals the predominance of a Brotherhood or “reformist” perspec

tive. This is a result of both the Brotherhood’s emphasis on the printed word

and the absence of comparable output by its rivals. As of the early 1990s,

the Egyptian government had not yet begun a fullscale production of its

own printed da‘wa materials to counter the Brotherhood’s propaganda. In

stead, the regime relied primarily on the religious curriculum of staterun

schools, the sermons of stateappointed clerics, and the religious broadcasts

of governmentcontrolled radio and television to transmit official interpre

tations of Islam to the public. In addition, the Ministry of Religious Endow

ments and his staff periodically conducted religious caravans (qawafil dini

yya) through the rural provinces to “correct” popular misconceptions of

Islam.

Islamic militants recognized the importance of the printed word as much

as their reformist peers did. According to several informants, members of

underground militant cells regularly circulated books and pamphlets among

their supporters. One young militant explained that his group routinely

transferred xeroxed leaflets from one safe house to another to avoid confis

cation by the police. But the militants’ limited access to legal publishing

firms, as well as their close surveillance by the security police, made a wider

circulation of these materials difficult if not impossible.

Da‘wa pamphlets and short books were produced by Islamic publishing

houses and sold at low cost at Islamic bookstores and generalpurpose kiosks,

where they were displayed alongside newspapers and sports magazines.29

Although secondary in their impact compared with that of other forms of

Islamic ideological outreach, such as peer contact and sermons, these pub

lications are extremely valuable to the researcher whose access to private

conversations and prayers services in small independent mosques is neces

sarily more limited. Of course, we cannot automatically assume that the
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ideas contained in a given set of pamphlets are “representative” of the Islam

ist project of ideological outreach as a whole. Nevertheless, the views pre

sented in the pamphlets I read closely resemble those expressed by my Is

lamist informants. Indeed, the convergence was so great that the pamphlets

may be seen as a reasonably accurate summary of views widely shared by

activists within the movement’s reformist mainstream.

The Da‘wa in Pamphlet Form

Sold as paperbacks about thirty to sixty pages in length, da‘wa pamphlets

are generally long enough to present a sustained argument yet short enough

to be read in one sitting. In contrast to the sophisticated analysis of such

prominent Islamic thinkers as Sheikh Muhammad alGhazzali, Yusuf al

Qarada‘i, and Sayyid Qutb, the pamphlets present Islamist themes in for

mulaic or excerpted form. And in contrast to the detached style of more

scholarly Islamic works, such pamphlets read more like a sermon or lecture,

and in fact, several of them consist of the written text of Islamist speeches

from various eras and settings. In keeping with this format, the pamphlets

alternately praise, warn, reassure, advise, and cajole the reader to action, in

language ranging from the stern and lofty, to the emotionally charged, to

the intimate and conversational. References to the Qur’an and hadith, stories

of the Prophet’s companions, and the advice of medieval ‘ulama’ lend au

thority to the arguments presented and offer historical figures to be emulated.

At the same time, the authors occasionally draw on their own experience,

sharing lessons based on their own trials in the real world.

A brief review of the titles of some of these publications highlights their

concerns. One series, entitled Toward a Muslim Generation, is published

by the Islamic Publishing and Distribution House in Cairo and contains

such titles as The Call to God: The Individual Da‘wa, Faith and Its Require

ments, and False Accusations Regarding the Application of Islamic Law. A

second series, The Da‘wa’s Selection, published by the Da‘wa Publishing

House in Alexandria, includes two pamphlets by Hasan alBanna, the Mar

tyred Imam (alImam alShahid) and the founder of the Muslim Brother

hood: To Students and To Youth and Especially to Students. A third series,

Toward an Islamic Consciousness, published by the Foundation of the Mes

sage in Beirut, includes the pamphlets Youth and Change and How We Call

to Islam.

Other titles include The Duties of the Muslim Youth, Islam and Sex, The
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Prohibition on Seclusion with Foreign Women and Unrestrained Mixing of

the Sexes, and several pamphlets focusing on women’s issues, such as The

Muslim Woman, Why the Veil, My Son? (which addresses the issue from

the viewpoint of a mother whose son is selecting a bride), Islam and Its

Exalted View of Women, and Islamic Laws Concerning the Muslim Woman.

Although many of the books and pamphlets are targeted at youth (alshabab)

without reference to gender, a subset of them deal specifically with the status

and obligations of women in Islam. Also, as their titles indicate, some pam

phlets directly address the misconceptions and misconduct that pervade con

temporary Arab society, including the “false allegations” spread by Islam’s

enemies and the moral decline resulting from blind imitation of the West,

particularly in regard to sexual relations.

The following analysis of six pamphlets and books focuses on one strand

of this larger corpus of da‘wa literature, those publications concerned with

the special destiny or mission of educated youth.30

1. The Duties of the Young Muslim, by Dr. Magdi alHilali (Abu

Hazim)

2. Youth and Change, by Fathi Yakan

3. How We Call to Islam, by Fathi Yakan

4. The Call to God: The Individual Da‘wa, by Mustafa Mashhur

5. To Students, by Hasan alBanna

6. To Youth and Especially to Students, by Hasan alBanna

At least three of these six pamphlets blatantly represent the ideological

handiwork of the Muslim Brotherhood: two are reprints of speeches delivered

to university students in the 1940s by Hasan alBanna, the Brotherhood’s

founder, and a third was written by a senior Brotherhood leader, Mustafa

Mashhur. Two others in the sample were written by the prominent Lebanese

da‘i Fathi Yakan, whose views tend to parallel those of reformists in Egypt.

Youth and Change is the text of a lecture that Yakan delivered to Muslim

students in Perugia, Italy, in 1979. The sixth work, Duties of the Muslim Youth,

was written by Magdi alHilali, an author whose background I was not able

to determine, who offers a cogent presentation of many of the same themes

voiced by other writers in the sample. Although these texts were originally

composed in different eras, they all were published or republished in the

1980s. When comparing the text of alBanna’s speeches from the 1940s with

texts written thirty or forty years later, what is most remarkable is how little

the movement’s emphases and priorities have changed.
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Obligations of the Muslim Youth: A Content Analysis of Da‘wa
Pamphlets and Books

Da‘wa pamphlets explain how a full commitment to Islam translates into

practice. According to the pamphlets surveyed,31 this commitment flows

from ‘aqida, belief in God and his revelation as transmitted by the Prophet

Muhammad in the Holy Qur’an. The most basic obligations of Muslim

youth who have embraced the ‘aqida are possessing a steadfast faith in God

(iman) and adhering to the five pillars of worship (al‘ibada): the profession

of faith (alshahada), ritual prayer (salat), fasting (sawm), the giving of charity

(zakat), and the pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj).32 Intimately related to faith in

God is the injunction to love God and fear his wrath (altaqwa ila’llah) and

to believe in the Day of Judgment when God will hold each individual to

account for his or her conduct.

Faith, worship, and acts of kindness constitute the foundation (alqa‘ida)

of the Islamic personality, but they are not enough. Islam is more than a set

of codes applicable to private conduct; it is complete and comprehensive

(kamil washamil), with a program (manhaj) for organizing society at large.

So long as the social and political affairs of the community of believers

(umma) are not based on Islamic precepts, it is incumbent on every Muslim

to help hasten the establishment of Islamic rule. As Hasan alBanna ex

plained, “The Muslim is required, by virtue of his Islam, to concern himself

with the affairs of his community. . . . I can declare quite frankly that the

Muslim can express his Islam fully only if he is political, takes into his regard

the affairs of his umma, is preoccupied with it, and guards it zealously.33

Or as Mustafa Mashhur states in The Call to God:

According to our religion, it is not enough that we are Muslims in

ourselves as individuals, observing the required forms of worship

and endowed with good morals and not harming anyone and that’s

it. Rather, our Islam is a collective religion; it is a system of life and

government and legislation and state and struggle and umma in one.

And this correct understanding of Islam fills us with public respon

sibilities and obligations that we must perform according to the

command of God in order to ensure that society is established ac

cording to Islamic principles in all spheres, political and economic

and legal and social, and so on, and we also know it is our duty

toward our religion to establish it on earth and propagate it among

all people.34
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Islam thus requires individuals to assume responsibility for the conditions

of the umma in which they live and to ensure that Islamic principles are

applied in all spheres. Yet the full application of Islam is possible only

through the establishment of an Islamic state. According to Yakan,

If submission to the authority of God’s Law [shari‘at allah] is a divine

ordinance, and if fulfillment of this ordinance depends on the exis

tence of a state, then the effort to establish the Islamic state—and

among the most important means is the call to God—is a religious

duty incumbent on every Muslim until the existence of this state is

realized.35

Under present conditions, Yakan explains, such change can best be ef

fected from the bottom up, through both the collective struggle of the Is

lamic movement and the efforts of the individual da‘i, whose outreach to

the noncommitted is needed to expand the movement’s activist core. Yakan

thus presents the da‘wa as a fard ‘ayn—a religious obligation incumbent on

every Muslim—as distinct from a fard kifaya, or a duty of the Islamic com

munity as a whole.36

While all Muslims are obligated to help advance the cause of Islam, the

leading role in the struggle is to be performed by youth (alshabab). Several

of the pamphlets explain why youth are particularly well qualified to lead

the movement for Islamic transformation. For example, in Youth and

Change, Fathi Yakan states that according to the logic of Islam, every person

has a role, and the duty to effect social change weighs most heavily on youth.

Youth is when humanity is at the height of its strength and ability, after

which both begin to decline. From this stems the need “to benefit from

youth in fulfilling the difficult tasks and surmounting the obstacles and con

fronting the challenges imposed by the logic of civilizational change.” Un

fortunately, however, most Muslim youth today are “lost, helpless, and con

fused”; they have “lost their own personality and imitate others like an ape”;

they have “lost their morals, have lost their manhood, or have been mobi

lized by the powers of evil and oppression and joined the ranks of the non

believers and the devil.” Hence in order to perform the role required of

them, the present generation of youth itself must be transformed into a

“generation characterized by a sense of Islamic belonging and adherence to

its principles.”37

The need for youth to assume their role as the vanguard of Islamic change

is particularly urgent given the deplorable state of the Muslim community
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today. Duties of the Muslim Youth describes in vivid terms the depths to

which the umma has sunk:

The frank observer of our situation sees the exile of Islam from its

dwelling place. . . . All the powers have allied against us, such as the

Crusaders [that is, Christians], the Communists, the Zionists, and the

idolaters; we have become the lowest people on earth. They have

seized our land and our wealth and our blood, to the point that the

blood of the Muslim has become, in their view, the cheapest blood.

. . . It is enough for any one of us to put a finger blindfolded on any

place on the map of the world, and he will land on a red line from

which drops the blood of Muslims. . . . How many youth have died

on the gallows . . . how many women . . . how many nursing children

. . . and all the while, the Muslims have been sleeping! That is our

situation in many countries . . . and in those countries where it is

alleged that Islam is applied, the conditions are no better; the sinful

ness and debauchery speak for themselves in these countries night and

day . . . sinfulness and perversion and nudity have become “modera

tion” while religiosity is extremism and backwardness. . . . This bitter

reality with which Muslims live everywhere imposes on each one an

individual duty [fard ‘ayn] to work for change.38

Having catalogued the many enemies of Islam, the pamphlets assert that

only by returning to the principles of Islam can the Muslim community

regain the power to confront the forces arrayed against it. This vision of a

restored umma is one not only of military and political strength but also of

moral virtue. Among the central features of life in the Islamic world today,

the pamphlets note, is the spread of all kinds of perversions (fawahish): moral

deviations (inhiraf), vice (radhila), and depravity (shudhudh), perpetrated in

the unbridled pursuit of material and sensual pleasures. The establishment

of Islamic rule would restore the health of the umma by reviving the dis

tinction between haram (what is forbidden) and halal (what is permitted),

thus replacing materialist civilization with a moral civilization in which

society’s energies are directed toward noble ends.

Rather than provide a detailed blueprint for the construction of an Islamic

state, the pamphlets hail Islam as an unqualified panacea for all the problems

of the umma and the world at large, hastening a utopia in which all human

needs will be met. As Yakan asserts,
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All changeoriented movements to date have finished in terrible hu

man tragedies and bloodshed. . . . The umma and the entire world

need an agenda of change that can guarantee it stability and well

being and rid it of the present nightmare of misery and anxiety and

fear and deprivation. And this can be achieved only through Islamic

change.39

How is Islamic change to be achieved? Consistent with the views of the

Muslim Brotherhood, the pamphlets stress that the path to Islamic reform

begins with selfreform and proceeds in ever expanding circles to embrace

the umma and eventually humanity as a whole. The young Muslim who

seeks to transform society must therefore begin with himself.

The first step for the Muslim youth is to deepen his belief and develop

a “correct” understanding of Islamic precepts.40 Girded by faith, he is next

exhorted to engage in a process of selfpurification, or struggle against oneself

(alijtihad ma‘a alnafs). As Duties of the Muslim Youth maintains,

We must realize that our greatest enemy lies within . . . the self leans

toward evil and away from good, and hence we have been commanded

to purify and straighten it and guide it with a tight leash to the worship

of its Lord and Creator and prohibit it from its longings and wean it

from its pleasures, for if we neglect it, it will go astray, and we will

never conquer it after that.

In battling his own appetites and desires, the Muslim youth is advised to

follow the example set by the companions of the Prophet and the ancestors

(alaslaf) and to put himself in an atmosphere in which he will be constantly

reminded of the rewards and punishments of the afterlife, such as through

the performance of the evening prayer and the reading of the Qur’an at

dawn. In this way, “the afterlife will influence this world and concentrate

our concerns into one united concern, and that is the fear of the Day of

Judgment.”

The rejection of material and sensual pleasures is a recurring theme. The

young adult is advised to “stay away from foolishness and those who take

part in it, who are sick in their hearts and souls.” Abstention from desired

things is bitter medicine, the pamphlet acknowledges, but it is necessary in

order to “cure the sickness of the heart.”41 The Muslim youth also is exhorted

to purify himself of sexual and material longings through immersion in Is

lamic study and prayer. Asceticism is thus presented as a defining virtue
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of the committed Islamic life. Acknowledging that the adjustment to self

denial is difficult, the pamphlets advise the young Muslim to associate only

with others equally committed, who will provide companionship and pre

vent him from lapsing back into his former ways.

Detachment from the temptations of the material and sensual world is

both an end in itself and a means to increase one’s capacity to influence

others. In order to promote Islam as a worldview and a way of life, the

pamphlets explain, the Muslim youth must set an example through his own

behavior. As Duties of the Muslim Youth points out: “We must know that

the method of the da‘wa by example [bi’lqudwa] is much stronger than by

words, as was said long ago: the action of one man has a greater effect on

one thousand men than the words of a thousand men [have] on one man.”42

The Da‘wa as Civic Obligation

Once he has applied Islamic principles to his own life, the Muslim youth

is ready to spread the message of Islam to others. That is, he is ready to

engage in the da‘wa fardiyya (the individual da‘wa) involving personto

person transmission of the call to God. By accepting the da‘wa as a personal

mission, the pamphlets explain, the Muslim youth helps expand the Islamic

movement. Beginning with family members, neighbors, and friends, he is

urged to gradually widen his mission to his peers.

He who propagates the da‘wa, or the da‘i, must prepare himself fully for

the task. Not only must he possess a comprehensive knowledge of Islam, but

he also must be skilled in outreach. Several of the pamphlets offer practical

advice to the novice da‘i; indeed, two of them consist entirely of such guid

ance.43 While they differ somewhat in their depiction of the sequence of

steps to be followed, all insist that the da‘i must be selfconscious and sys

tematic in his contact with the uninitiated in order to achieve maximum

effect. What advice is offered to the new da‘i as he embarks on this important

mission? The first point, acknowledged as critical by all the guidebooks, is

to “know your audience.” The da‘wa is directed to all Muslims, yet the style

and language in which it is presented must be tailored to each individual’s

social background, level of education, and personal circumstances. The suc

cessful da‘i is one who approaches each person in a way that accords with

his distinct mindset and personality, selecting the ideas and methods of

contact appropriate to each case.44 In addition, before broaching the sensitive

issue at hand, the da‘i must cultivate a relationship with the individual in
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question, or “addressee.” The da‘i should demonstrate his empathy and con

cern for the addressee’s problems and, when possible, help resolve them. As

Yakan advises, “Feel his pain, try to understand what ails him, get to know

his problems.”45 In this manner the da‘i can increase the person’s trust and

heighten his receptivity to the message.

When the da‘i broaches the subject of Islam, the pamphlets instruct, he

is advised not to be too rigid in its presentation. As Yakan reminds the reader,

“Too much harshness and rigidity can lead people to adhere even more

stubbornly to their evil behavior, a result directly opposite to what is in

tended.”46 In addition, the da‘i must anticipate questions and be prepared

to address doubts and hesitations. As the pamphlets point out, society today

is overrun by competing slogans, platforms, and agendas, each of which is

attempting to attract people through various forms and methods of propa

ganda.47 Amid all this confusion, the da‘i must be prepared to debunk the

claims of those who would distort the Islamist da‘wa, reveal the shortcomings

of other platforms, and provide a “correct understanding” of Islamic theory

and practice. To assist in this task, Yakan’s How We Call to Islam provides a

critique of capitalism and socialism, supplemented by a recommended read

ing list.

The most systematic approach to the da‘wa is elaborated by Mustafa

Mashhur in The Call to God, which presents a stepbystep plan for propel

ling the noncommitted Muslim toward a full embrace of Islam. According

to Mashhur, the first stage of the da‘wa is building a relationship with the

addressee in order to increase his receptivity to the message. The second

stage is “awakening his dormant faith.” Here Mashhur uses the metaphor of

sleep to powerful effect:

Many Muslims who are occupied by the affairs of the world and are

distracted from worshiping and obeying God are like people who are

fast asleep while a fire is coming closer to them and will devour them

if they do not wake up. Among those sleepers are some people who

are awake and watching the scene but are incapable of keeping the

fire away from the sleepers. Thus duty requires them to awaken the

sleepers so that they will realize the situation and move away from

the fire. . . .

But as often happens when you awaken a sleeper, he asks you to

leave him alone so he can continue sleeping because he is enjoying

it and doesn’t want anyone to disturb him. He asks this while he is

still asleep, because if he were truly awake and saw the fire, he would
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rush out and escape, and if he claims he is awake, don’t believe him,

unless the claim is accompanied by his efforts to move away.

The second stage of the da‘wa is deepening the nonobserver’s sense of

God’s greatness and creativity, which can be done by commenting on the

wonders of nature (for example, “how can plants grow from simple mud and

water . . . and can scientists with all the knowledge at their disposal create a

grain of wheat in their laboratories?”). Having awakened “faith in God and

his unity and his power and his perfection,” the addressee’s heart will be

come open to knowledge of the Day of Judgment.

In the third stage, the da‘i must help the addressee understand what in

practice the obligation to obey God entails. At this point,

it is best to supply him with simple books about Islamic belief and

worship and moral codes, invite him to attend some lessons and ser

mons, introduce him to good people, and keep him away from bad

people . . . and that’s how we create for him an environment in which

to complete his new Islamic personality.

The fourth stage of the da‘wa consists of instructing the addressee that

worship in its full sense goes beyond the five pillars to include all aspects of

life, such as “food, drink, clothing, knowledge, work, marriage, sports, and

raising children.” In all these areas, he must strive to turn everyday acts into

acts of worship, so that “the whole world becomes a big mihrab (prayer

niche).”

In the fifth stage, the da‘i must impress on the addressee that “in our

religion, it is not enough for us to be Muslims within ourselves.” He should

continue the conversation with the addressee in this way “until there is born

within him feelings of civic responsibility toward Islam and Muslims.” In

particular, the da‘i should point out that “the responsibility for establishing

an Islamic state is not limited to the ruler or the ‘ulama’ but is the respon

sibility of every Muslim man and woman present in this period.”

At the sixth stage, the da‘i must explain that the public obligations of the

committed Muslim cannot be fulfilled in isolation but require that he link

his efforts with those of an Islamic movement. “No individual alone can

establish the Islamic state and return the caliphate; rather, there must be a

collectivity [gama‘a] to gather together all these individual efforts in order

to fulfill this mighty task.”

In the final stage of the da‘wa, the da‘i must answer the respondent’s
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question: What movement should I join? At present, this is a critical issue,

Mashhur notes, given the wide variety of Islamic groups in Egypt today,

“each of which calls on youth to join their ranks and all of which carry the

banner of Islam, and each of which has its own slogans and methods by

which to attract youth.” The addressee must be advised to investigate each

group carefully and select the best one. Yet Mashhur anticipates the out

come, asserting that the only movement that has all the needed qualities is

the Muslim Brotherhood.48

By participating in the call to God, the readers of such pamphlets are

assured that they can help “change this bitter reality in which we live and

establish the Islamic state.”49 They are not promised rewards, material or

otherwise, in this life. On the contrary, the dangers of propagating the da‘wa,

including the risk of harassment, arrest, interrogation, or worse, are frankly

acknowledged. Those who work for the Islamic cause must know that the

path ahead will require personal sacrifice. As Duties declares,

He who wants to proceed on this path must prepare himself to have

much patience and great stamina and realize that he may die without

seeing the victory of God. . . . He should know that the path is full of

hardship and tears, that he may be imprisoned or fired from his work

or even tortured or killed. All that may be done to him to force him

to leave the path, and if he caves in, he will lose both in this world

and the world to come; but if he continues on the path to the end,

the outcome will be in paradise, God willing.50

In addition to the rewards of paradise, the looming arrival of the Day of

Judgment, in which each person is held accountable for his actions, should

impel youth to action. Duties advises,

Imagine each one of us himself in the hands of God, when God holds

him accountable and asks him what he did to raise his word and

achieve his reign and free the conquered land of the Muslims. Will

he say—“Oh Lord, I was not convinced that work on behalf of such

goals was an individual obligation for me‘” Or will he say: “Oh Lord,

I didn’t have the time to work for your sake?” Or will he say, “Oh

Lord, I was a coward and afraid because I know that work on your

behalf is arduous and full of thorns”? I warn myself and I warn you

that if we don’t work for Islam, we must expect the reckoning of God
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and his Prophet, and that is in this life; in the world to come, the

situation is even more terrible, and the punishment, even more

severe.51

Given the enormity of the task ahead of him, the Muslim youth is advised

not to work in isolation but to pursue his goals within a broader Islamic

movement. Solidarity with committed peers will provide him with psychic

and emotional support and strengthen his ability to cope with whatever

hardships lie ahead. As Hilali writes,

Experience demonstrates that the Muslim cannot continue to perform

his obligations with continued strength and balance except under one

condition, and that is the presence of a sound environment and a good

milieu in which to join together to obey God and fulfill his com

mandments. And he must seek such a milieu, even if it consists of two

people only. . . . And within the group, the love of God assumes a

tangible form; its members rise up gradually until they reach the level

of solidarity that the companions and the ancestors reached—the

point at which if one put a piece of food in the mouth of his brother,

he himself felt full, and if he needed money, he would put his hand

in his brother’s pocket without having to ask permission; and if one of

his brothers was far away, he felt as if a cherished part of himself was

missing.52

Conclusion

At the core of Islamist outreach was a massive ideological project to cap

ture the hearts and minds of educated youth. Islamists active at the neigh

borhood level disseminated a particular “frame” of Islam emphasizing the

obligation of all Muslims to participate in reforming society at large. The

promotion of a new ethic of civic obligation differs profoundly from a more

narrow appeal to the “rational” selfinterests of potential recruits. In fact,

Islamists called on graduates to struggle against the natural human inclina

tion to seek pleasure, wealth, and power. As Duties of the Muslim Youth

explains, “Human nature is intent on selfaggrandizement and vanity and

love of this world and hatred of death, on greed and lustful desires and envy.

Thus God has asked us to struggle against it.”53
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The presumption that movement participation is a form of rational, self

interested behavior has led many social movement scholars to underestimate

the extent to which ideas influence action.54 From a rationalactor perspec

tive, the interests of potential challengers are rooted in objective conditions

of exploitation. Individual interests or “preferences” are given, but rational

actors may or may not choose to pursue them through collective action.

Within this paradigm, ideological frames mediate the progression from pref

erences to behavior by shaping the perceived costs and benefits of different

paths of action. In this way, they increase the likelihood of collective action

when they raise popular expectations of success.

Islamist ideological outreach has done far more than alter the costbenefit

calculations of selfinterested recruits. Rather than simply mediate the rela

tionship between preferences and action, Islamist outreach has changed the

preferences of educated youth. By promoting new values, identities, and

commitments, the Islamists have created new motivations for action that

transcend the bounds of narrow selfinterest. They have influenced not only

how individuals pursue their goals but also what those goals will be.

In recent years, movement scholars have begun to acknowledge the role

of ideas in mobilization. Even so, much of the movement literature describes

the construction, transmission, and reception of ideological frames as psy

chological processes involving change in individual perceptions.55 The prob

lem is that when we conceive of framing as a strictly psychological process,

we fail to fully appreciate its political character. As Alison Brysk observed,

oppositional frames typically challenge established canons and call into

question the legitimacy of dominant institutions and elites. In this way,

“counterhegemonic” themes or ideas pave the way for broader instances of

social and political change. As Brysk noted, “When powerholders lose le

gitimacy, other powerholders withdraw support, institutions lose cohesion

and subordinates may directly confront authority figures. This can lead to

attempts at various types of social change, from preemptive reform to civil

disobedience to revolution.”56

Eickelman and Piscatori claim that in the Muslim world, new Islamist

intellectuals are challenging the exclusive authority of “official interlocu

tors”—the state and the clergy it appoints and approves—to define Islam to

the mass public.57 In Egypt, the new interpretations of Islam advanced by

movement activists not only have cast doubt on the legitimacy of the estab

lished order but also have paved the way for new forms of civic engagement

detached from—and opposed to—formal political institutions and elites.

This chapter discussed the content and mechanisms of Islamist ideologi
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cal outreach but did not touch directly on the reasons for its success. To

explain this success, we must shift our attention from the mobilizers to the

mobilized, from the Islamist message to its reception. Why was the Islamist

frame of civic obligation so enthusiastically embraced by so many educated,

lowermiddleclass youth? We explore this question next.

7 Explaining the Success of

Islamist Outreach

The rise of Islamic activism among urban, educated youth

in Egypt in the 1980s and early 1990s poses something of a puzzle for

students of collective action. Under the shadow of Egypt’s authoritarian state,

even nonviolent, reformist Islamist groups like the Muslim Brotherhood

remained technically illegal and subject to surveillance and harassment by

the security police. An open affiliation with the Islamist cause entailed real

risks, whereas the prospects of effecting change—at least in the immediate

term—were remote. Under these seemingly unpropitious conditions, we

might expect Egyptian graduates to reject the Islamist message. Why, then,

did so many embrace it and ultimately act on it?

To explain the success of Islamist outreach, we need to look more closely

at the “micromechanisms of mobilization,” that is, at how movement leaders

forge and sustain linkages with potential recruits.1 The mobilization litera

ture contains at least two major theories of recruitment that draw on different

assumptions about the motives behind collective action. Informed by a “ra

tional actor” model of human behavior, one strand of the literature contends

that movements attract new members by appealing to their individual self

interests. Movements do this by providing “selective incentives”—a range

of material, psychological, and/or emotional benefits that are contingent on

participation. From this viewpoint, access to benefits motivates potential par

ticipants to join a group or movement, and these benefits explain their con

tinued involvement over time. Another strand of the literature contends that

individuals often join groups or movements to express deeply held commit

ments, values, and beliefs. A movement may thus elicit participation as a
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response to a perceived moral duty or obligation, irrespective of the costs

and benefits incurred by those involved.2

I argue here that both interests and ideas often motivate collective action

but that their relative causal weight may shift over time as participants be

come increasingly integrated into movement networks. A close investigation

of Islamic patterns of recruitment in three sha‘bi neighborhoods of Cairo

revealed that it was selfinterest that induced many graduates to join the

Islamic movement but that it was their integration into Islamist networks

and subsequent absorption of new ideological commitments that paved the

way for their participation in Islamist opposition politics.

The entry of graduates into the Islamic movement was typically a gradual

process in which lowerrisk forms of activism preceded higherrisk ones.

Many graduates initially joined Islamic networks because of the various so

cial, psychological, and emotional benefits conferred by participation, much

as “rational actor” models of mobilization would predict. But while such

benefits help explain the graduates’ initial participation in the movement,

they alone cannot explain their eventual progression to higherrisk, more

overtly political forms of Islamic activism. What facilitated this progression

was the graduates’ embrace of an ideology that framed activism as a “moral

obligation” demanding selfsacrifice and unflinching commitment to the

cause of religious transformation. The positive reception of the Islamist mes

sage by Egypt’s educated youth, however, was not a function of its intrinsic

appeal. Rather, it hinged on a set of conditions external to the message itself,

including (1) its close “fit” with the life experiences and beliefs of those

graduates targeted for recruitment, (2) the credibility and effectiveness of its

agents and modes of transmission, and (3) its reinforcement through inten

sive, smallgroup solidarity at the grassroots level.

Networks and Selective Incentives

The entry of Egyptian graduates into the Islamic movement often began

with participation in neighborhoodlevel Islamic networks and progressed

(in some, but certainly not all, cases) to opposition activities associated with

the movement’s bid for political power. Interestingly, this progression con

forms to patterns of recruitment observed elsewhere. For example, in his

classic study of participation in the American civil rights movement, Doug

McAdam noted that “extremely risky, timeconsuming involvements . . . are

almost always preceded by a series of safer, less demanding instances of
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activism.”3 The Islamist recruit typically followed just such a trajectory, pro

ceeding from “safe, less demanding” forms of activism to more costly and

potentially more dangerous ones.

Many graduates first got involved in the Islamic movement by partici

pating in social or cultural activities sponsored by a neighborhood mosque

or Islamic student association. For example, they began by attending reli

gious lessons at a nearby mosque, joining an informal study group, or ac

companying a friend or neighbor to special prayer services in observance of

an Islamic holy day. Several factors diminished the perceived risks and en

hanced the perceived advantages of such initial forms of participation. First,

with few channels outside home and school for peer interaction, Islamic

lessons, seminars, and prayer meetings offered some of the few socially sanc

tioned venues for graduates of both sexes to congregate outside the home.

In addition, the religious character of such activities elevated their respect

ability and prestige. When asked to describe people active in local Islamic

networks, the residents of sha‘bi areas typically replied that they were simply

“strongly attached to religion.” The small activist mosques and those in

volved in them were referred to as sunniyyin, meaning those who follow the

Sunna (path, way) of the Prophet and his companions. The term thus had

the positive connotation of exemplary behavior and closeness to God.

Islamic patterns of recruitment drew on preexisting ties among relatives,

friends, and neighbors.4 This enabled Islamists to absorb the graduates into

their circle on the basis of preestablished familiarity and trust and to deflect

any suspicion that a dependence on strangers might have aroused. The ini

tial costs of Islamist participation were lowered by the fact that they did not

necessarily require breaking prior social ties. On the contrary, close social

relationships between activist and nonactivist peers often continued. For

example, my interview with one young woman who wore the niqab (the full

veil covering the face and body) and gloves was interrupted by the unex

pected arrival of a close female friend from the university, dressed in a

Tshirt and jeans. In sum, the presence of Islamist networks at the local level

where people lived, studied, and worked made them highly accessible and

minimized the social distance between participants and nonparticipants.

The result was that neighborhood residents viewed graduates’ involvement

in Islamist circles—and the heightened religiosity it was presumed to re

flect—as a normal and unremarkable feature of local community life.

The social embeddedness of Islamic networks permitted a certain amount

of flexibility and experimentation, enabling the graduates to “try out” differ

ent levels and forms of participation.5 Furthermore, such networks provided
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opportunities for participation detached from the realm of alsiyasa, or high

politics. It was well known in sha‘bi neighborhoods that young people sus

pected of involvement in militant Islamic groups were vulnerable to the

threat of arrest, detention, interrogation, and even torture or death. More

over, state authorities were seen as often failing to discriminate between

reformist and militant Islamist groups, lumping together those active in the

Brotherhood, say, with those in Jihad. With their emphasis on incremental

change at the local level rather than direct confrontation with the regime,

Islamic communal networks were thus perceived by potential recruits and

their families as less risky venues for social activity.

Islamic networks not only provided opportunities for comparatively low

risk forms of participation that were sanctioned by the local community but

also offered graduates a range of “selective incentives.”6 For instance, such

networks served as channels for the distribution of goods and services and

the exchange of favors and protection. Some of the Islamists I interviewed

mentioned that they could turn to peers in the movement for help in se

curing a job or a visa to work abroad. An individual’s participation in Islamist

networks also might increase his or her chances of securing work in the

Islamic parallel sector or enhance his or her family’s access to the funds

distributed by mosques or to subsidized daycare and health services.7 In

volvement in Islamist circles could even improve one’s marriage opportu

nities. Islamist peers could vouch for the morals of unmarried men and

women and expand their range of eligible mates by using family contacts

beyond the neighborhood or even beyond Cairo. Indeed, several of the

graduates I interviewed indicated that they had met, or planned to meet, a

spouse through the mediation of their Islamist circle.

In addition to these tangible benefits, participation in Islamic networks

conferred a range of psychological and emotional rewards that social move

ment scholars refer to as “solidary incentives.”8 Participation gave the gradu

ates a feeling of belonging and an intimacy with peers based on shared

commitments and routines. Indeed, the graduates commonly referred to

others in their Islamic circle as ikhwa, “brothers and sisters,” and the close

bonds were evident in the warm hugs and embraces between members (of

the same sex), the exchange of personal secrets and confidences, and the

readiness to assist one another in times of need. In addition, participation

offered recruits a sense of psychic empowerment, transforming poorly skilled

graduates with bleak economic prospects into fellow soldiers in the noble

task of Islamic reform.

Besides linking participation in Islamist networks with tangible and in
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tangible benefits, Islamist outreach on the periphery created powerful pres

sures for social conformity, increasing the social and psychological costs of

nonparticipation. This raises the question of whether Islamic outreach had

a coercive aspect. Most Islamists insisted that they sought to bring about

change through persuasion (aliqna‘) rather than by force. But the conditions

under which persuasion acquires a coercive dimension are a subject of vig

orous debate.

The role of coercion has been emphasized by critics of the Islamic move

ment, who maintain that young people in many sha‘bi communities face

intense peer pressure to conform to Islamic moral and social codes. The

critics have also noted the marginalization of competing viewpoints and

pointed to the fact that the Islamists had begun indoctrinating ever younger

students, shifting from the university and secondary (grades 9 through 12)

levels to the preparatory schools (grades 7 through 9). Several leftists I in

terviewed in one sha‘bi neighborhood had witnessed this early indoctrina

tion firsthand. As one observed: “The Islamic groups get to the students now

when they are young—in preparatory school and in high school. They get

them when they are young and impressionable, telling them this is haram

[forbidden] and that is halal [permitted].”

Among the signs that Islamists were moving into the lower levels of the

school system was the conflict that erupted in the Ministry of Education in

1994, when thousands of teachers were punitively transferred for allegedly

disseminating “extremist” Islamic views in the classroom (for details, see

chapter 5).

We must also determine whether there is a coercive dimension to ideo

logical outreach in general. For example, we need to ask at what point

forceful efforts at persuasion blur into “brainwashing,” especially in situa

tions in which conflicting views are absent or underrepresented. The claim

that Islamists were “trapping” innocent youth through indoctrination was

forcefully asserted by the Egyptian weekly Akhir sa‘a:

The private mosques have become the biggest snare of the youth, who

comes originally to pray, but who, upon being ready to leave, is seized

by an extremist as his next victim, who sits him down and whispers at

him, and his nicesounding, honeyed words have an effect, who prom

ises him a straight path to heaven if he obeys the rulings of God (and

the extremist takes it upon himself to interpret what they are), and

warning of the suffering in hell if he disobeys. Then he suggests that

the youth start attending daily religious lessons, and listen to the Friday
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sermons, and invites him to eat dinner at his home, where the other

members of the extremist group are waiting for him in order to com

plete his mobilization.9

In this way, the article concludes, the “unsuspecting youth, who started out

just wanting to pray, ends up a member of a Shawqiyya or Ikhwaniyya or

Gihadiyya or Salafiyya extremist group which are enemies of the state.”

One need not take the appraisals of critics at face value to recognize that

under certain conditions, Islamist ideology can be difficult to resist. In a

social context in which a majority of the population are devout Muslims

and other interpretations of Islam are not authoritatively presented, it may

be difficult for a young man or woman to withstand the argument that “God

requires you to pray or veil or fast” or “God requires you not to drink or

smoke or interact with members of the opposite sex or socialize with non

Muslims.”

Islamist outreach, therefore, generated significant pressures for social con

formity. One example is the case of Salma, who was pressured to give up

acting by female peers in her secondary school. Even the ostensibly generous

act of presenting the khimar and several longsleeved, anklelength “Islamic”

dresses to a young woman facing the momentous decision of whether or not

to wear a veil can easily be viewed as a form of peer pressure. As one young

woman in a neighborhood Islamic circle explained, “We buy the khimar for

those who can’t afford it, or one of us gets the material and another one

sews it. When a woman is ready to make the decision, we try to get things

ready very quickly, before she changes her mind.”

Although less common, sometimes Islamists attempted to prohibit osten

sibly nonIslamic behavior by force. The majority of Islamists active at the

grassroots level rejected the use of physical force, emphasizing that true

religious conduct must stem from inner conviction rather than external pres

sure. But more militant Islamist groups and factions were less hesitant about

using force to achieve their goals.

Cases of physical coercion by Islamists were, not surprisingly, reported in

detail in the official Egyptian press. For example, Akhir sa‘a published the

names of several mosques in Greater Cairo and Upper Egypt where Islamic

militants had allegedly issued fatwas (religious rulings) banning the enjoy

ment of photography, music, films, and television.10 During the 1980s and

early 1990s, both the bombing of video stores, nightclubs, and other leisure

establishments viewed as promoting moral decadence and the assassination

of critics of the movement, including the wellknown secular intellectual
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Farag Fawda, leave no doubt that some Islamists were ready to brutally pun

ish those seen as deviating from their version of Islamic belief and practice.

The social practice of parallel Islamic institutions could be seen as co

ercive as well. For example, Sami Zubaida argued that such institutions

functioned as new vehicles of social control. “If the quest for civil society is

one which seeks a framework for the exercise of human rights and social

autonomies,” he declared, “then the model presented by the Islamic sector

falls short.” Rather, the Islamist sector “reproduces under modern conditions

the authoritarian and patriarchal framework of the associations of kinship,

village and religious community” at a time when such communities have

been weakened by socioeconomic change.11 By enforcing a particular ver

sion of Islamic belief and conduct, Zubaida alleged, the institutions of the

parallel Islamic sector simply substituted one form of social and ideological

domination for another.

In sum, a range of positive and negative inducements facilitated the entry

of graduates into Islamic communal networks on the periphery. While easing

their initial entry into the movement, such interestbased appeals cannot

explain the graduates’ progression from lowerrisk to higherrisk and more

overtly political forms of Islamic activity. As a graduate proceeded from at

tending a collective prayer session or religious study group in his dorm or

neighborhood to campaigning for an Islamist candidate or participating in

sitin strikes or demonstrations, the risks associated with participation in

creased. In such instances, in which the costs of participating could be ab

solute, a strictly “rational” or instrumental explanation for involvement does

not suffice. Moreover, a focus on individual costs and benefits does not

capture the ways in which participation in Islamic networks was subjectively

experienced. In interviews, graduates in the movement repeatedly under

scored the normative basis for their own actions, explaining that, selfinterest

aside, they were obligated to participate in the task of Islamic reform.

How can we come to terms with the causal role of ideological conviction?

Whether conceived of as the duty to enlighten one’s neighbors and friends

or, more broadly, as the duty to participate in elections, peaceful demon

strations, and other forms of direct political action, the new Islamist ethic of

civic obligation cannot simply be discounted as a “screen” behind which

individual interests functioned. Rather, as Emirbayer and Goodwin have

contended, we must take seriously the possibility that “it is historical actors’

specifically normative commitments, rather than (or in addition to) their

pursuit of material goals, that effectively drives their social movement

participation.”12
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Acknowledging that “ideas matter” is only a starting point, for we still

must determine how and why a certain set of ideas becomes the basis for

collective action. Indeed, in mainstream social movement theory, the con

ditions for the successful construction, transmission, and reception of mo

bilizing beliefs and ideas have not yet been fully explored. For example, in

Freedom Summer, his classic study of the American civil rights movement,

Doug McAdam noted that an important process of identity conversion pre

pared recruits to participate in highrisk forms of activism, but he did not

fully explain how and why young civil rights activists acquired their ideo

logical affinities, or exactly how their integration into activist networks served

to reinforce them.13

The question of why individuals find persuasive a particular call to action

was raised by David Snow and Robert Benford:

Why are potential constituents mobilized on some occasions while

at other times framing efforts fall on deaf ears and may even be

counterproductive? Under what conditions do framing efforts strike

a responsive chord or resonate within the targets of mobilization? . . .

What, in short, accounts for what might be termed frame reso

nance?14

To understand how certain frames acquire resonance in a given context,

we need to shift our attention from the mobilizers to the mobilized. Building

on Snow and Benford’s ideas, we need to examine how a given ideology

resonates with the life experience and broader belief system of potential

recruits.

The Resonance of the Islamist Message

A central goal of Islamist outreach was to promote a new ethic of civic

obligation, emphasizing the duty of every Muslim to participate in the task

of Islamic reform, regardless of the benefits and costs incurred by those

involved. Why were so many graduates ready to embrace—and act on—an

ideology that stressed the primacy of the public good over the pursuit of

private selfinterest? First, Islamic mobilizers on the periphery adapted a

respected cultural repertoire to new purposes. By framing their outreach as

engaging in the da‘wa, the Islamists endowed it with a cultural legitimacy

that it otherwise would have lacked. Furthermore, the Islamist message res
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onated powerfully with the life experiences of recent graduates, as well as

with prevailing themes in Egyptian popular culture. Finally, the graduates’

reception of the Islamist message was enhanced by the credibility and effi

cacy of its agents and methods of transmission.

Many graduates from urban, lowermiddleclass communities had pro

found grievances concerning their own limited prospects for advancement

as well as what they perceived as the breakdown of fairness and account

ability in society at large. Their search for solutions took different forms.

Some graduates decided to emigrate, temporarily or permanently; others

tried to develop the personal or social connections (wasta) needed to obtain

a better job. Thus some (and perhaps even most) graduates confronted their

circumstances with a hardknocks pragmatism, not inclined to explore the

causes of their diminished prospects or the policy changes needed to im

prove them.

The graduates’ dissatisfaction could also, however, trigger a broader ex

istential search for meaning that, in some instances, culminated in the em

brace of Islam. Gamal, a graduate in a militant Islamic group explained,

“Most people have problems and are looking for a solution. In the end,

many find the solution in Islam.” Or as Muhammad, another young Islamist,

ventured, Islamist books and tapes “spoke to me.” He recalled the period

after he graduated from college:

I felt lost at that period. After graduating, I had no goals, no direction.

Actually, I felt it even during my years at the university. I didn’t know

my purpose in life. Before I became committed [multazim], I read

Naguib Mahfuz, Taha Hussein, Tawfiq alHakim, and they all in

creased my confusion. They didn’t speak from an Islamic point of view

but from a Western conception of things.

Muhammad began to read Islamic books and listen to cassette tapes on

the da‘wa and started attending lessons at the Gam‘iyya Shar‘iyya mosque

on Gala’ Street in Ramses, which he referred to as the “mother” of that

association’s national network of mosques:

I began to attend services at the mosque and to listen and read, and

there were doubts and questions inside me. I looked for answers to

them. Questions about God—why worship him, for example; he

doesn’t need us. The beginning and the end, my aim and my purpose

in life—what was it?
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Muhammad found in Islam the answers he was seeking. “There is a major

difference between the committed and the uncommitted youth,” he said.

“The committed youth has a goal and a purpose; he wants to be a servant

of God.” In sum, the decision to commit one’s life to the spread of Islam

relieved the graduates’ angst over their marginalized status and gave them a

sense of higher purpose and significance. The appeal of Islamic ideology

was thus magnified under socioeconomic conditions in which conventional

routes of selfadvancement were blocked.

Islamic ideology also built on, and responded to, the “culture of alien

ation” that prevailed among educated, lowermiddleclass youth. To the

many graduates struck by the juxtaposition of acute poverty and great wealth,

who had read about drug dealers in parliament and allegations of corruption

implicating senior government officials and their family members, who had

themselves or knew someone who had been passed over for a job despite

their qualifications because they did not have the right social connections,

who had witnessed a highschool teacher distribute an exam in advance to

students who had paid for it, who had seen a wealthy motorist violate traffic

laws with impunity, or who had been arrested without having committed

any crime, the single greatest problem facing Egyptian society was its

normlessness.

According to many lowermiddleclass graduates—including those with

no political affiliations whatsoever—this crisis of morals (azmat alakhlaq)

was at the root of the country’s current malaise. Unfettered by conscience,

wealthy and powerful elites manipulated the system to their own advantage,

with little concern for the less fortunate. As one graduate put it, “Here the

rich eat the poor; the strong eat the weak.” For graduates who had been

socialized to view themselves as a meritocratic elite, perhaps the greatest

source of bitterness was what they perceived as an erosion of the link between

merit and reward. As noted earlier, the exhaustion of Egypt’s statist economic

model and the introduction of market reforms had diminished the value of

graduate entitlements and augmented the importance of marketable skills

and social connections linked to class background. To graduates without

social connections or sufficient resources to acquire foreignlanguage and

computer skills, the distribution of jobs and incomes in the liberalized econ

omy appeared strikingly unfair. At the same time, many graduates saw the

political system as dominated by Westernized politicians and military offi

cials who were indifferent to popular suffering and—in the absence of ef

fective mechanisms of oversight—both able and willing to exploit their of

fices for private gain.
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The Islamist da‘wa tapped into these grievances and portrayed Islam as

the means to fundamentally transform the conditions in which they were

rooted. Indeed, with its emphasis on collective adherence to a Godgiven

moral code and collective responsibility for the public welfare, the da‘wa

projected a vision of Islamic rule that stood out as a striking reverse image

of the status quo. Against the perceived reality of state elites preoccupied

with selfenrichment and removed from popular needs and concerns, the

da‘wa conveyed the image of a leadership animated by its religious duty to

safeguard the wellbeing of the Islamic umma. Against the perceived reality

of a society of atomized individuals pursuing selfish aims, it offered the

image of a moral community living in accordance with God’s precepts.

Perhaps most important—and here we must remember the selfimage of the

muthaqqafin (cultured ones)—against the perceived reality of a society in

which power and circumstance determined life chances, Islamist ideology

projected the image of a society in which merit—both moral/spiritual and

practical/professional—would be justly acknowledged and rewarded.

The diagnostic and prescriptive power of Islamic ideology, capable of

revealing the causes of society’s malaise and pointing the way to a solution,

cannot be underestimated. This cognitive dimension helps explain why the

Islamist message appealed to some of the more intellectually minded gradu

ates, contrary to the stereotype of the typical Islamist as relatively unsophis

ticated.

One example of this intellectual cadre was Gamal, a graduate of middle

class background whose parents were committed Nasserists. Gamal grew up

familiar with leftist thought, earned diplomas in several European languages,

and, as a journalist for Misr alfatat—a new, smallcirculation Islamist news

paper—regularly reviewed excerpts from the foreign press, including Le

Monde, Newsweek, and Der Spiegel. Gamal explained that he rejected Nas

serism because it “lacked a coherent philosophical foundation.” He found

the answers he was seeking through an extensive reading of primary Islamic

texts. “For every issue,” he noted, “Islam offers a coherent analysis and set

of principles. Take, for example, the issue of social justice.” Gamal rejected

the versions of Islam offered by the Muslim Brotherhood and other estab

lished groups and, with a small group of similarly minded peers, was working

to formulate a “new trend” closer to the more radical distributive model of

Islam found in Iran.

The emotive power of an ideology that appears capable of explicating

and resolving society’s most intractable problems calls to mind the resonance

of Marxist ideas among young, lowermiddleclass youth in interwar Europe.
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Consider, for example, this passage from an autobiographical essay by Arthur

Koestler:

Tired of electrons and wavemechanics, I began for the first time to

read Marx, Engels and Lenin in earnest. By the time I had finished

with Feuerbach and State and Revolution, something had clicked in

my brain which shook me like a mental explosion. To say that one

had “seen the light” is a poor description of the mental rapture which

only the convert knows (regardless of what faith he has been converted

to). The new light seems to pour from all directions across the skull;

the whole universe falls into pattern by magic at one stroke. There is

now an answer to every question, doubts and conflicts are a matter of

the tortured past—a past already remote, when one had lived in dismal

ignorance in the tasteless, colorless world of those who don’t know.

Nothing henceforth can disrupt the convert’s inner peace and seren

ity—except the occasional fear of losing faith again, losing therefore

what alone makes life worth living, and falling back into the outer

darkness.15

With its emphasis on fairness and social justice, Islamic ideology gave voice

to the moral outrage felt by those graduates who regarded themselves as

unjustly deprived of their due rewards as an educated (that is, meritocratic,

as opposed to class) elite. At the same time, it offered them a new conceptual

language for understanding the predicament of contemporary Egyptian so

ciety, the vision of a better alternative, and an agenda for change—all in a

single package.16

In concluding our discussion of Islamist ideology, let us examine the

argument that it was actually “rational” for graduates to support the Islamic

movement, as they believed it would promote their interests in the long run.

That is, one could assert that it was not the Islamist ethic of civic obligation

so much as the prospect of jobs and status in an Islamic order that motivated

graduates to participate in the Islamic movement. In fact, it is impossible to

determine precisely what share of graduate participation can be attributed

to “duty” versus “interest.” And yet, I would argue, this dichotomy misses

the point, for in either case, the motivations for participation were created

by Islamist ideological outreach. That is, in either case, it was Islamist ide

ology that motivated the graduates to shift from abstention to participation,

whether by persuading them that their interests would be served by Islamic

reform or by inducing them to act on the basis of normative commitments
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rather than selfinterest. As noted earlier, however, when asked why they had

become active in the Islamic movement, the graduates emphasized that they

did so to fulfill a religious duty. A strictly interestbased account of Islamic

activism would be forced to discount such responses as an expression of

“false consciousness,” that is, to claim that the graduates were not aware of

the “real,” interestbased motivations guiding their behavior. Yet if we accept

the graduates’ responses as a valid indicator of (at least some share of ) their

actual motivations, we must conclude that both ideas and interests played a

causal role.

Communicating the Islamist Message: Its Agents and
Methods of Transmission

The success of Islamist mobilization was due not only to the resonance

of the Islamist message but also to the efficacy of its agents and methods of

transmission. First, let us consider the agents, or social carriers, of the Islamist

call to God: what qualities contributed to their success? As Brysk has argued,

“Since the credibility of information is judged in part by the credibility of

the source, we would expect speakers with greater social legitimacy to suc

ceed more often at persuading others.”17 Brysk contends that legitimacy is

particularly strong for those “to whom society has already allocated a special

protective or interpretive role,” such as mothers, priests, warriors, and

doctors.

In Egypt, the Islamists’ successful appropriation of the authority to inter

pret sacred texts—an authority formerly monopolized by the stateappointed

‘ulama’—paved the way for the graduates’ acceptance of their message. Sev

eral other factors enhanced the credibility and prestige of Islamist activists

on the periphery. As noted earlier, those activists who had gained political

skills and sophistication as Islamist student leaders in the 1970s became

active in broader arenas of Egyptian public life in the 1980s and early 1990s.

By then in their thirties and early forties, this “middle generation” of Islamic

activists included several charismatic leaders who offered compelling role

models for younger activists and provided intellectual, logistical, and moral

support to outreach efforts on the periphery. Furthermore, while the coun

try’s senior military and technocratic elites were generally of upper or

middleclass origin, this emerging “Islamic counterelite” had its roots in the

neighborhoods of Egypt’s cities and provincial towns. Drawn from the same

class and cultural background as those of the potential recruits, this middle
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generation of Islamists helped bridge the divide between elite and mass

political culture, speaking the same language and having experienced the

same deprivations as the audience to whom they appealed.

The graduates’ internalization of Islamist values was further reinforced

by their integration into local Islamist networks. According to McAdam,

Tilly, and Tarrow, “the cultural construction of collective action is invariably

a network—that is to say, a structural—process.”18 The Islamic networks of

Egypt’s sha‘bi neighborhoods constituted the structural pathways for the

transmission of Islamist ideas. At the same time, they facilitated the rise of

new forms of intensive, smallgroup solidarity that reinforced the graduates’

new Islamist commitments while simultaneously detaching them from the

conventional socializing influences of family, neighbors, and peers. Islamic

communal networks thus constituted a crucible for both the transmission of

Islamist ideology and the development of new kinds of collective practice

through which it was reinforced.

In sum, Islamist mobilization promoted ideological frames as much as,

if not more than, appealing to graduates’ selfinterests. But the mobilizing

power of Islamist frames was informed and constrained by the social and

cultural environment in which they were propagated. Graduates became

Islamists not because of the intrinsic appeal of the da‘wa but because the

networks for its transmission were deeply embedded in urban, lowermiddle

class communities; its social carriers were familiar and respected; and its

content resonated with the life experience and belief system of potential

recruits.

The Impact of Islamic Mobilization

The Islamist project of ideological outreach created new motivations and

venues for opposition activism under conditions of authoritarian rule. To

what extent did this contribute to broader processes of social and political

change?

When we talk about Islamic activism, we are actually referring to a wide

range of activities with different political implications. As noted earlier, Is

lamic outreach was not the outcome of a unified campaign by a single group

or movement but was a decentralized process involving discrete groups of

Islamic actors with different goals and tactics. While all Islamist activists

sought to promote Islamic change, they differed in their conception of the

end point toward which society should be headed and the manner in which
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it should be pursued. Just as the goals and tactics of Islamists varied, so did

the impact of their outreach. In some instances, the main result of Islamic

outreach was to prompt new forms of social interaction at the local level.

For Salma and her friends, for example, participation in Islamist networks

meant higher levels of religious observance, such as the observance of extra

fast days, the addition of extra rak‘as (prayer sequences) to one’s daily prayers,

and the wearing of the niqab and other nawafil (ritual observances that

exceed regular religious obligations and find favor in the sight of God). But

even when such new commitments radically transformed a graduate’s social

relationships, they did not necessarily push him or her toward overt political

engagement.

The graduates’ involvement in local Islamic networks often instilled

greater sympathy or identification with Islamist groups in the national po

litical arena without leading to direct participation in politics. Indeed, many

graduates active in Islamist networks, like their nonactive peers, continued

to regard the realm of alsiyasa, or high politics, as dangerous and remote

from the concerns of their daily lives. In such instances, Islamic outreach

on the periphery fostered the development of a “supportive public” broadly

sympathetic to the aims of the Islamic movement but not directly challeng

ing the regime.

By contrast, exposure to the message of the Muslim Brotherhood or a

militant Islamic opposition group more often led graduates into direct po

litical involvement. We have no way to gauge what proportion of Egyptian

graduates in Islamic networks in the 1980s and early 1990s identified with

the Brotherhood, Jihad, or any other group aspiring to a more extensive

transformation of society and state. My own impression is that the majority

of graduates involved in Islamist networks in Greater Cairo were politically

unaffiliated, while among those who were affiliated, the vast majority iden

tified with the Muslim Brotherhood.

As noted earlier, the da‘wa of the Brotherhood stressed that every Muslim

had a personal responsibility for the state of the Islamic umma and the world

at large. How did this Islamic ethic of civic obligation translate into practice?

As Tarrow, Tilly, and other social movement scholars have noted, the forms

that civic engagement assumes depend on the “repertoires of contention”

available at a given place and time.19 In Egypt in the 1980s and early 1990s,

the activities of young Islamists affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood in

cluded (but were not limited to) attending (or helping organize) Islamic sem

inars, plays, and public prayer sessions; voting for (or running as) Brother

hood candidates in student union, faculty club, professional association,
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or parliamentary elections; distributing campaign literature and running er

rands during the leadup to electoral campaigns; and participating in peace

ful marches, sitins, and demonstrations. In addition, Brotherhoodaffiliated

youth worked in Islamic bookstores, publishing houses, health clinics,

schools, banks, investment houses, and manufacturing companies.20

Islamist outreach on the periphery helped give rise to a new Islamic

community, encompassing a committed core of Islamist activists and a

broader base that I have termed a “supportive public.” Despite differences

in their levels of political involvement, all the members of this community

were part of a new Islamic political discourse and culture. Indeed, the

impact of Islamist outreach on Egyptian culture and values was deeper and

more extensive than its impact on existing relations of domination and

power.

But Gramsci’s insight holds: cultural and ideological change can pave

the way for change in relations of power by undermining the legitimacy of

ruling institutions and elites and justifying collective resistance to them. It

is not wholly accurate to describe the new Islamic subculture as “counter

hegemonic,” since it was not uniformly oppositional in its content or impact.

Nevertheless, it contained several elements that reinforced the disengage

ment of educated youth from the symbols and structures of Egypt’s formal

political institutions and elites.

Inside the Islamist Worldview

The integration of graduates into Islamist social networks enhanced their

receptivity to an Islamist perspective on everything from the nature of the

political system to such issues as veiling, education, marriage, sex, and death.

Hence the most fundamental change produced by Islamic mobilization on

the periphery is what we might call a “transvaluation of values,” that is, a

reordering of the priorities that guide individual action.

This culture shift had numerous manifestations. For example, in a social

milieu in which a secular university degree (shahada) had long been coveted

as both a status symbol and an instrument of career advancement, the Islam

ist subculture diminished the relative value attached to secular knowledge

gained through formal education and increased that of religious knowledge

gained informally through selfstudy and group lessons at private mosques.

My conversations with a group of young veiled women in one sha‘bi neigh

borhood typified this trend. As one young woman told me, “Knowledge for
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us is knowledge of religion. Religion includes and encompasses all other

kinds of knowledge.”

In agreement, another young woman added, “That’s right—did you know

that all of modern scientific knowledge was already known and can be found

in the Qur’an?”

When asked what kind of books they read, several of the women replied

that they read only religious books; two sisters were especially proud of their

extensive Islamic book collection. As one of them told me,

We read what we respect—religion only. It is a question of priorities.

Rather than waste time reading novels or other books, we read religious

books. Novels and other nonreligious books can be read too, so long

as they don’t contain anything against religion—stories about sex are

forbidden, for example. If there was time after religion, we’d read other

books, but there’s never enough time for religion, is there?

Or as another woman later commented: “Why waste time going to a film,

when we can go the mosque and take religious lessons?”

A parallel change can be seen in the devaluation of a university education

and whitecollar employment as appropriate goals, for either oneself or one’s

marriage partner. Young women in particular began to question the pursuit

of a university degree that would equip them only for jobs that, by strict

Islamist standards, were inappropriate. The young veiled women just cited

shared the view that a woman’s first priority was at home. As one of them

declared, a woman should work only if four conditions were met: she wasn’t

needed at home, her work had an inherent value, her husband approved,

and the job did not require mixing with members of the opposite sex. Two

examples of “appropriate work” for women were jobs in health and teaching

that provided services to women and children only.

The devaluation of secular university degrees enabled lowermiddleclass

graduates to rationalize their decision to opt out of a system that relegated

them to the lower rungs anyway. Reflecting the debilitated state of public

schooling in urban, lowermiddleclass neighborhoods, many of the veiled

young women I interviewed had received low scores on their college

entrance exams, thus limiting their career options. As Amina recalled,

I originally intended to go to university but when I received my

magmu‘ [total exam score], the only thing it allowed me to enter was

commerce. So I refused. Why go into commerce—a field for which
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there is no need? Only in medicine and teaching, where women can

teach girls, is there a need for women to work. So I gave it up.

Similarly, young women began adjusting their expectations regarding the

education level and jobs of potential marriage partners. For decades, urban,

lowermiddleclass women and their parents favored suitors with a white

collar job, which they associated with job security and a higher social status.

From an Islamist perspective, the women I interviewed stressed, the great

value placed on whitecollar work was unwarranted. As one young woman

said,

Why does the ordinary youth want to wait for a government job? For

the social status. But now even he is forced to find work elsewhere. In

Islam, work is obligatory. But it can be any work, as long as it is honest.

My cousin is a law graduate, but he sells perfume at a kiosk on the

street. There’s no shame in that. The important thing is not how much

prestige is involved or how much he earns. The important things is to

earn a living legitimately, not earn it through stealing, drugs, or other

illegal activities.

Among the positions some Islamists did not consider religiously permis

sible were jobs in banks that charged interest and jobs in the tourism

industry.

In all three of the sha‘bi neighborhoods where I conducted my fieldwork,

graduates active in Islamic networks spoke of adjusting their expectations.

For example, Mona, who wears the khimar, explained that five years ago she

had hoped to go to university. Now that she had finally completed secondary

school (it took her several extra years because she left school and later re

turned), she wanted to continue learning, “but not necessarily for a degree.

Degrees aren’t what matters. What counts is learning. I could study at home,

and Ahmad [her fiancé] could bring me books.”

What about her fiancé? Mona responded:

Ahmad, who never even finished i‘dadi [junior high school], knows

so much about Islam! I am constantly amazed—I ask him, how did

you learn so much? He learned from the mosque, from lessons, from

other people who are committed. I respect that more than people who

have degrees. I’d rather have someone like Ahmad than an engineer

or doctor who didn’t know anything about Islam.
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In addition, graduates in Islamic networks asserted their selfconscious

rejection of the materialist values pervading the surrounding secularized

Egyptian society. As Amina explained, “The ordinary Muslim needs to earn

more money than the committed Muslim, because his needs for material

things [istilzamatu] are greater.” Frequently cited was the contrast between

the lavish dowries, furniture, and consumer durables expected by ordinary

brides and grooms and the far more modest requirements of partners com

mitted to Islam. As Muhammad observed,

For us to get married, we need only the simplest things—for example,

a little room in our parent’s apartment is enough. The pressure to get

everything at once is not present in a multazim family. The truly Mus

lim woman knows she is like a queen in the house; she doesn’t need

material things. If a woman sets a fixed amount of money for the

engagement gift as a condition of marriage, how can that be love?

As their expectations regarding higher education, career advancement,

and material wealth diminished, so too did the graduates’ feelings of disap

pointment and frustration. When asked what problems they faced as young

adults at the start of their lives, most of the graduates active in Islamic net

works responded that they did not have any problems. As one young veiled

woman told me, “We don’t consider ourselves to have any problems. You

should talk to the ordinary youth if you want to know about problems.”

Several young women nodded in agreement. One expressed a different view.

Acknowledging the difficulties of daily life, she noted: “We struggle, but we

regard it as a test of our faith.”

Leaders in the Islamic movement echoed the idea that society’s main

problems were not a matter of resources but of values. In the spring of 1990,

I interviewed Kamal Habib, an Islamic militant who had been imprisoned

for his leadership role in the Jihad organization,21 which, he proudly re

minded me, “was the one that assassinated Anwar Sadat.” His comments in

this regard were striking:

As a graduate, I don’t have any problems. We need very little, live life

simply, don’t need fancy cars and apartments and all that. I married a

woman from the university. We live very simply, but we don’t feel

poor. Society imposes shackles on people; it pressures them to worry

about clothes and apartments and money. . . .

We in the organization do not need to have dowries or expensive
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parties or anything like that to get married. I found an apartment in

[a sha‘bi neighborhood]. From the organization, I had twentyone vol

unteers helping me find a cheap apartment. That’s the meaning of

Islamic solidarity [altakaful alislami].

The problem is that we are not living an Islamic reality. The defi

nition of a society’s problems depends on the nature of that society.

It’s not just a question of resources. In the 1970s, many private luxury

apartments remained vacant while other people could not find hous

ing. That was during Sadat’s time, may God destroy him. People’s

values got all shaken up [zalzilit qiyam innas].

In their deliberate rejection of values widely held in their own commu

nities, young Islamists often faced intense opposition from their parents.

Several graduates mentioned that their parents initially balked at their de

cision to adhere to a strict Islamic way of life. For example, several young

women noted that their parents had opposed their decision to cover their

face with the niqab or to wear gloves; others mentioned their parents’ stren

uous resistance to the idea of marriage without a generous dowry. In order

to proceed with their plans, the graduates were often forced to defy their

parents’ authority. Nevertheless, the graduates I interviewed emphasized that

respect for one’s parents was important. As one female graduate explained,

“We can’t blame them for thinking as they do, because they grew up in a

different environment.” Or as Muhammad noted, “If my parents told me to

do something that went against God’s laws, I wouldn’t do it. But I wouldn’t

curse them for it.” One solution to parental resistance was to encourage

parents to come to the mosque and talk things over with the imam. Salma,

who wears the niqab, noted that her mother objected to the idea at first. But

she agreed to attend the prayer services led by the charismatic young imam

at the “Sunni” mosque in her neighborhood. After hearing the imam’s ser

mons, Salma said, her mother became reconciled to her decision. The Is

lamist subculture thus produced a subtle reversal of authority relations in

the family, encouraging adolescents—backed by local, selftrained Islamist

authorities—to challenge their parents’ dictates and “correct” their faulty

understanding of Islam.

The Islamist rejection of values dominant in Egyptian popular culture

occurred under a distinct set of circumstances. It took place at a time when

many students failed to receive the scores they needed to enter the academic

field of their choice, when formal education no longer guaranteed perma

nent employment, and when “respectable” jobs were in increasingly short
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supply. Furthermore, it occurred at a time when the lifestyle that many

residents in sha‘bi communities sought for themselves or their children—a

lifestyle associated with the possession of expensive consumer goods—was

increasingly out of reach. Rather than promising the satisfaction of material

needs, the Islamist movement promoted detachment from them as an em

blem of moral superiority.

In sum, the Islamist reordering or “transvaluation” of values lessened the

graduates’ frustration not by providing the means to satisfy their aspirations

for middleclass status, jobs, and lifestyles but by promoting life goals more

readily fulfilled within existing resource constraints. By redefining what

should be valued, the Islamist movement offered many young Egyptians a

“solution” to the problems they faced in everyday life. This “solution” ex

tended to the most basic of human needs. For example, Muhammad ex

plained that for men who wanted to get married but had no resources, Islam

offered a cure for sexual frustration: fasting and prayer were advised as a

means to “decrease the longing.” Here, too, Islam offered a way out of psy

chic distress that took into account existing structural constraints, in this

instance, the limited opportunities for sexual expression outside marriage.

Islamic outreach also enhanced the graduates’ relative position in existing

social and political hierarchies of power. First, their embrace of Islamic

commitments augmented the graduates’ sense of their own moral authority

visàvis nonIslamist parents, neighbors, and peers. Paradoxically, by adopt

ing the strict behavioral code of the “committed Muslim,” the graduates

were freer to flout the strictures of traditional sha‘bi social conventions that

limited their choice and autonomy in other ways. This type of empowerment

was particularly important to young lowermiddleclass women, whose free

dom of movement and control over education, career, and marriage deci

sions were often sharply restricted by conservative sha‘bi social codes. By

adopting “correct” Islamic behavior, young women gained an aura of re

spectability that enabled them to move more freely in public spaces without

fear of social sanction. In addition, they were able to invoke their “rights in

Islam” as a means to mobilize social pressure against parents or spouses who

mistreated them.22

Further, Islamic outreach reshaped popular political culture by altering

the graduates’ relationship to the authoritarian state. Islamist ideology chal

lenged the prevailing climate of fear and passivity by exhorting graduates to

obey a higher authority, regardless of the sanctions they would incur as a result.

The embrace of Islamist commitments was thus a form of psychic empow

erment. “The committed Muslim is not afraid of anything except God,”
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Muhammad noted. “He doesn’t fear death.” Moreover, struggles in this life

were viewed as a test of faith to be welcomed by the believer. The point to

be made here is not that all graduates active in the Islamic movement were

ready to sacrifice their lives for the cause but that a firm belief in the righ

teousness of their mission and its backing by God enabled many of them to

overcome the paralyzing fear that inhibits protest in authoritarian settings. By

stressing the fleeting and ephemeral nature of life on earth in comparison

with eternal life in the world to come, the Islamist message—more, perhaps,

than leftist and other secular ideologies—reduced the potency of the regime’s

threats to citizens’ physical and material comfort and wellbeing.

In addition to helping graduates overcome fear, the da‘wa (particularly

in the version propagated by the Muslim Brotherhood) challenged the

dominant trend of noninvolvement in public life. Against the “rational” idea

that voting and other forms of political action were a waste of time, the

Brotherhood da‘wa asserted that every Muslim must contribute to the task

of Islamic social and political reform. As one young activist said, “The young

person who is religious is the one who is interested in the affairs of society—

Islam requires it.” Or as another put it: “An observant Muslim will not be

quiet when she sees oppression or wrongdoing going on around her.” By

promoting a new ethic of civic obligation, the da‘wa helped convert a passive

political stance to an active one.

Islamic outreach also generated a widespread sense of optimism about

the future. As a young Islamist working in an Islamic bookstore told me: “If

you talk to ordinary youth, you will find that they are negativists “salbiyyin”;

they are miserable and they complain a lot and they feel that nothing can

be done. But Muslim youths are positive thinking.”

In interview after interview, graduates in the Islamic movement stressed

that the committed Muslim is positive thinking (igabi), a term connoting

optimism and faith in the future: “Others despair and complain, but we are

positive thinkers.” Notwithstanding the hardships and difficulties Islamists

faced during this period, the influence of Islam as a global force was destined

to expand. As Kamal Habib predicted, “The future is with us. The sha‘bi

neighborhoods are our base, because they didn’t change when the upper

classes began to imitate the West. . . . American society is in decline. All

societies pass through phases, they rise and fall. Now is a period of transition.

Soon Islam will be resurgent.”

I asked, “You mean those who are now in prison will one day be the ones

in power?” and he responded, “Yes, exactly. When I get out, we can talk

about it some more.”23
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Other Islamic activists, whether militant or reformist, expressed the same

faith in Islam’s inevitable advance. Western societies were in a state of decay,

as demonstrated by their high rates of crime, teen pregnancy, and drug use;

the breakdown of the family; and the presence of homelessness and poverty

amid great wealth. Only Islam could offer humankind the moral and spiri

tual framework it needed, and in time this would be obvious to all. As one

young Islamist journalist predicted,

First Islam will spread through the neighborhoods, and then to Egyp

tian society as a whole, and then to the Egyptian state, and then to

other Muslim countries, and then to countries in which Muslims were

formerly the rulers, and then to other parts of the world, including

Europe and the United States.

I had already moved to another question when I realized he had not finished.

“And then it will spread to other planets in the solar system, and eventually

it will spread to the entire universe.”

The idea that the future belongs to Islam was forcefully expressed in a

play performed at the Engineers’ Association Sporting Club in the spring of

1991. As an indication of the larger cultural change that Islamic outreach

has engendered, the play and the circumstances surrounding it are worth

describing in some detail.

Situated along the banks of the Nile in the wealthy neighborhood of

Zamalek, the Engineers’ Association Sporting Club, equipped with a play

ground, sports grounds, and café, has historically offered a site of leisure

for affluent, Westernized engineers and their families. But when the as

sociation came under Islamist leadership in the mid1980s, the Sporting

Club acquired a different hue. One Friday evening in the spring of 1991,

the club became the venue for the performance of an Islamic play. An

audience of about 300 attended, with women seated on the right of the

central aisle and men seated on the left. All the women in attendance were

veiled, whether in the simple higab or the more “religiously correct” khi

mar or niqab.

Performed by young male engineers, the play was loosely based on reli

gious stories set before the advent of Islam.24 In the first story, a young man

refuses to renounce his faith in the one God and declare his obeisance to

the pharaoh. Enraged, the pharaoh tries to kill him in a variety of ways, from

burning him to burying him to drowning him, but each time the young

man manages to survive. In the end, he says to the pharaoh, “If you want to
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kill me, you can, but you must say ‘In the name of God.’” Exasperated, the

pharaoh repeats the words, and only this time does he manage to kill him.

At this point, however, the pharaoh’s own guards become believers and revolt

against him.

The second story is about a confrontation across a crevice, or dry riverbed

between a king and his ministers and the believers in one God. When the

believers refuse to renounce their beliefs, the king’s officials throw them into

the crevice where a fire burns. Hence the believers are martyred by a king

who refuses to acknowledge the sovereignty of a higher power.

Both stories tellingly focused on the oppression of righteous believers by

an arrogant ruler and his obsequious advisers. Even though they were

dressed in togastyle costumes suggestive of ancient times, the actors took

pains to demonstrate the relevance of the drama to the present day. In his

mannerisms, body language, and verbal expressions, one of the pharaoh’s

advisers bore an unmistakable resemblance to the then minister of educa

tion, Fathi Surur, and other actors similarly aped wellknown political fig

ures, to the delighted guffaws and snickers of the crowd.

The most memorable moment of the evening occurred after the play had

ended. After taking their bows, the actors joined hands on stage and sum

moned the audience to join them in song. “The Islamic awakening, it is

coming, it is coming,” the crowd sang in unison. The lead actor, standing

in the middle of the stage, reached out for a small child seated in the front

row and placed him on his shoulders. A Qur’an was placed in one of the

child’s hands and a sword in the other. The actor crossed the child’s hands

over his head, and the singing reached a peak: “The Islamic awakening, it

is nearly here, it is around the corner.” Outside the walls of the club, on the

wide boulevards that curve along the Nile, affluent Egyptians in Western

clothes strolled in the twilight, oblivious to what was going on inside.

Ideologized Islam provided Egyptians with a radically different vantage

point from which to view the political system and their role within it. This

break in consciousness was one of the Islamist movement’s main goals and,

to the extent that it succeeded at the collective level, one of its greatest

achievements. Zenab, a female Islamic activist, made the point quite clearly:

The government keeps people running after a morsel of bread. There

fore they aren’t free to think, to question, to challenge anything. Most

people never escape from that circle. They are too busy running after

money or lurching from one crisis to another. But we [Islamists] stand

outside the circle and are trying to bring other people out of it as well.
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In a second interview, Zenab returned to this theme, noting that “most

people lack the means to think critically” and that “the Muslim Brotherhood

gives them those tools.”

Zenab’s idea of “breaking out of the circle” exhibits some striking parallels

with Vaclav Havel’s notion of “living within the truth.”25 To both Zenab and

Havel, ruling elites implicate citizens in their own domination by sapping

them of the ability to challenge dominant beliefs and norms. Both held the

view that a change in consciousness—in how individuals perceive and relate

to the world—was necessary before they could aid in their own liberation

from oppression. Before conditions were ripe for broader social change, both

Zenab and Havel stressed, the individual must live in accordance with his

or her own inner convictions. “At a minimum, a Muslim must be honest,”

Zenab stated, just as Havel called on individuals to live as close to the truth

as possible.

Here the similarity ends. Whereas Havel wrote of “truth” with a small “t”

and viewed liberation as freedom from the constraints of all ideologies,

Zenab and other Islamists in Egypt retained their belief in the existence of

a transcendent Truth with redeeming power. While Havel and the other

“antipoliticians” of eastern Europe aimed to liberate the individual from the

noose of a suffocating orthodoxy, the Islamists promised relief from moral

anarchy by establishing a community united in adherence to God’s laws.

The graduates in Islamic networks consciously tried to separate them

selves from secularizing and Westernizing influences in society. As one re

marked, “We isolate ourselves from bad people.” Other graduates active in

the movement told me they had been advised not to associate with Egyptian

Copts; others had been warned against contact with foreigners. Moreover,

several graduates emphasized that all of Egypt’s leaders, laws, and social

customs had been shaped by imported ideas and institutions that were not

suitable for a Muslim society. Muhammad pointed out that many of Egypt’s

laws were borrowed from France and the United States; Zenab noted that

most of the country’s leaders were trained in foreign schools. The solution,

they maintained, was to achieve greater selfsufficiency within the Islamic

community. As one veiled young woman noted, “If I had a disagreement

with a friend, I wouldn’t consult the French laws used in this country; in

stead, I would consult with someone from our circle.”

Islamist mobilization on the periphery has created nothing less than a

“countersociety” detached from the mainstream social and political order.

To reduce the spirit of this community to one of opposition would be to

understate its creative, experimental, and comprehensive character. What
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defined the Islamic movement was less its opposition to a given regime or

set of policies than its efforts to construct, from the bottom up and over time,

a new kind of society inspired by Islamist ideals.

One of the reasons that Islamist outreach on the periphery was tolerated

in the 1980s and early 1990s was that the Mubarak regime failed to fully

appreciate its political significance. Indeed, activism in ostensibly nonpolit

ical settings on the periphery can, under certain conditions, challenge in

cumbent elites closer to the center of national politics. The next chapter

explains how the Muslim Brotherhood tapped into a “premobilized” support

base to win control of several of Egypt’s national professional associations.


