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Abstract:

The Muslim brotherhood's conception of civilization was framed by the Muslim
encounter with the modern West. Inheriting the Salafi-Modernist ambivalence, it
has acknowledged the technological-scientific achievements of Western dvilization,
but denounced its spiritual-moral decadence and called for the return of world
leadership to Islam. Within this general framework. the Brothers' understanding
of civilization has evolved throughout its existence in different directions according
to international and domestic political circumstances. In the Interwar period. Hasan
al-Banna. the Society s founder, declared that greed and tyranny brought Western
civilization — in its limited materialist sense — to bankruptcy and decline. After
independence the Syrian leaders announced their project of reconstructing the
Islamic civilization in its comprehensive sense. Under military oppression Sayyid
Qutb asserted that pure Islam is the only civilization. Conceptualizations of civilization
have continued to diversify among the Muslim Brothers and among their moderate
and radical splinter groups in the age of globalization, covering the whole range
between inter-civilizational dialogue and clash of civilizations.
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Introduction

The idea of civilization has long engaged modern Islamic reformers. Impressed by
the achievements of the West, they tried to sort out the causes of its success and
find ways to emulate it without losing their religion and identity. In the second half
of the nineteenth century Islamic Modernists Ahmad Khan. Jamal al-Din al-Afghani
and Muhammad 'Abduh embraced the notions of reason, progress and unity as
part of the Muslim faith. At the turn of the twentieth century, Qasim Amin advocated
the liberation of Muslim women in line with the ideals of freedom, progress and
civilization.! The Salafi Rashid Rida attributed the supremacy of the West to its
education and associational life and called for study of the historical, political and
sodial developments underlying its industrial, scientific and technological progress.?
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to the more comprehensive term hadara. The changing perceptions of civilization
reflected circumstances of time and space, and more specifically the relevant political
exigencies. The article analyzed three major conceptualizations of civilization
elaborated within the Society of the Muslim Brothers from its founding in the late
1920s to its repression by post-colonial authoritarian Arab regimes in the 1950s and
1960s. These are the conceptualizations of Hasan al-Banna, the founder of the
organization in the interwar period; of Mustafa al-Siba'i's Syrian circle in the early
days of the Syrian republic; and of Sayyid Qutb, the prophet of Islamic radicalism
in Nasserist Egypt.

For Hasan al-Banna, dvilization was still basically Western divilization. Consolidating
his views in the 1930s, during the Great Depression and the subsequent rise of
Fascism and Nazism in Europe, he declared that materialism and tyranny brought
the West to bankruptcy and decline, and that world leadership should return to
the banner of Islam. His comrades who referred to Western civilization after the
Allied victory in World War Il, returned to a more balanced view. Distinguishing the
capitalist from the communist world, they praised the freedoms and social spiri
of the former and the quest for equality and care for the poor of the latter, whil
criticizing their respective licentiousness and exploitation, atheism and tyranny.
The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood embarked on its civilizational project in the late
1950s. in the wake of independence and the initial democratic period in Syria. Overly
optimistic about the prospects of an Arab-Islamic revival, Mustafa al-Siba'i. Muhamma
al-Mubarak and their colleagues turned their energies to the reconstruction of
their own Islamic civilization that would connect the Muslims. and espedcially the
Arabs, to the great chain of world civilization. In a truly Modernist vein, the task
they took upon themselves was to "prove’ the greatness of the Islamic civilization
in the past and the importance of its spiritual-moral mission to all humanity alsc
in modern times.

At that very time, Sayyid Qutb was formulating his radical view of the Islamic
civilization in the prison of Nasser's authoritarian regime in Egypt. In contrast t
his Syrian comrades, the embattled Qutb distanced Islamic society entirely from al
other sodieties, denied any privilege to the Arabs. and ultimately dedlared that Islan
was the only divilization. In a strictly Salafi mode, he urged young Muslims to follow
the example of the Qur'anic generation and form an Islamic vanguard to wage jihat
against the surrounding forces of jahiliyya and establish God's sovereignty on earth

Muslim Brotherhood thought in general, and its conceptions of civilization in
particular have continued to develop and diversify after the 1970s. In the early 1980s
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Sa'id Hawwa, the principal ideologue of the Syrian Brothers under the Ba'th, followed
a middle way between the radicals and the moderates. Deploring the present
weakness of the Muslims, he charted for them a new world civilization based on
the Islamic principles of reason and experience, the government and the people.#?
With the advent of globalization In the 1990s moderates and radicals drifted further
apart. While the Wasatiyyva party of Yusuf al-Qaradawi has called for creative
interaction with the world through a new combination between Western achievement
and the Islamic heritage,” al-Qaeda adopted the dash of divilizations mentality and
anchored it in the Qur'an and sunna.* The initial democratic promise of the "Arab
spring” at the beginning of the second decade of the new millennium might have
reinforced the moderate inclusive camp; its appalling failure seems to again encourage
the radical exclusivist ane.
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