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as Sadat’s case shows, it had its facilitators inside the 
Army as well. One reason perhaps was that the Egyp-
tian population was not fully aware of who the control-
lers of the Brotherhood were, and considered it as an 
indigenous outfit that opposed the Western colonial 
forces. The Brotherhood’s formal opposition to the Is-
raeli occupation of Palestine could have been yet an-
other factor in its survival.

The other reason, of course, was the intensification 
of the Cold War, and the Brotherhood was considered 
by a section of anglophile Western policymakers as the 
poison that could kill the Soviet Union. This was exhib-
ited in the 1980s, when the Soviet Army invaded Af-
ghanistan, and the West and the Saudis, among other 
Sunni Persian Gulf Arabs, brought in killers waving the 
Islamic Jihad flag. These were the Brotherhood’s fol-
lowers, working under different organizational struc-
tures.

Nonetheless, what Nasser’s banning of the Brother-
hood did accomplish was the internationalization of the 
Brotherhood, bringing under its rubric various militant 
Sunni groups widely identified as the Salafis and Saudi 
Arabia’s poison pill, the Wahhabis. These forces were 
very much in the spotlight during the recent rise of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, following the disman-
tling of the Mubarak regime, which put Morsi, a U.S.-
educated Egyptian engineer, at the helm in Cairo.

Following Nasser’s banning of the outfit, most of 
the Brothers ended up in Saudi Arabia, but not all. Some 
fled to Syria, where students returning from Egypt in 
the 1930s had founded a branch. Eventually, the Syrian 
government would grind them under its heel and send 
the Brothers scurrying again, mostly to Saudi Arabia, 
but some to West Germany (where they would establish 
the cells that set the stage for Sept. 11, 2001). Others 
remained in Syria, driven underground, but not out of 
existence.7

But nobody contributed more than Her Majesty’s 
Service in Britain in bringing these scattered jihadis 
under loosely bound organizations and making them 
flourish. The British protection of Islamic terrorist lead-
ers began years ago, although it is difficult to nail down 
exactly when.

Radio Free Kabul was formed almost immediately 
after the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, by Lord 
Nicholas Bethell, a former lord-in-waiting to Queen 
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Elizabeth II. Lord Bethell had served in the Mideast and 
Soviet sections of MI6. The Committee for a Free Af-
ghanistan (CFA) was founded in 1981 in the aftermath 
of a trip by Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and 
Lord Bethell to the United States, dedicated to building 
support for the mujahideen. It provided funds for almost 
all the “Peshawar Seven” groups of mujahideen.

Osama bin Laden ran the Jihad Committee, which 
included the Egyptian Islamic group, the Jihad Organi-
zation in Yemen, the Pakistani al-Hadith group, the 
Lebanese Partisans League, the Libyan Islamic Fight-

Nasser on the 
Brotherhood
This undated video clip, with subtitles, appears at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TX4RK8bj2W0. 
The brief remarks are punctuated with laughter 
and applause from the hall—an indication of the 
cultural shift that has taken place since that time.

Nasser: In 1953, we really wanted to cooper-
ate with the Muslim Brotherhood, if they were 
willing to be reasonable, so I met with the head of 
the Brotherhood. He ate with me and made his 
requests. The first thing he asked was to make 
wearing the hijab mandatory in Egypt, and that 
every woman walking in the street wear a tarha 
[scarf]. [laughter] Every woman walking!

Male voice from the hall: Let him wear it! 
[laughter, applause]

Nasser: And I told him that if I made such a 
law, they would say that we had returned to the 
days of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah [996-1021], who 
forbade people to walk during the day and only 
allowed walking at night.

My opinion is that everyone in their own 
house decides the rules. He replied, “No, as the 
leader, you are responsible.”

I told him, “Sir, you have a daughter in the 
School of Medicine, and she does not wear the 
tarha. Why didn’t you make her wear the tarha? 
If you are unable to make one girl—who is your 
daughter—wear the tarha, how do you want me 
to put the tarha on 10 million women, by myself?”


