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ABSTRACT 

Islamic organizations’ educational, medical, financial and charitable services benefit 

millions of Egyptians each year. Scholars and policymakers alike argue that, in the 

process of meeting Egyptians’ basic needs, this social service provision Islamizes the 

population, acclimates them to the use of religiously justified violence, and aggravates 

sectarian attitudes. Yet authors rarely provide concrete data concerning these facilities, 

their history, the scope of the services provided, and the audiences they serve. Further, 

the attitudinal change supposedly under way is neither clearly observed nor easily 

measured. These twin deficits have limited the progress of research on an area of 

growing scholarly and practitioner interest. This paper improves on both of these areas. 

It uses a variety of primary and secondary sources to sketch the history and 

organizational capacity of three Islamic organizations’ social service networks: those of 

the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, and Ansar al-Sunna al-

Mohammediyya. It also reports the results of an original survey experiment of over 

3,700 Egyptians, testing how exposure to information about these organizations’ service 

provision shapes individual attitudes on religiosity, violence, and sectarianism. While 

in many cases these primes fail to produce statistically significant shifts, results in both 

the religion battery and that regarding violence are notable. First, exposure to 

information about the Muslim Brotherhood’s social service provision produces a 

significant and conservative shift in personal and social dimensions of religion. 

However, receiving information about the Brotherhood’s social service provision makes 

respondents less likely to support a political role for religion. Second, receiving 

information about al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s service provision shifts an individual’s 

propensity to tolerate violence in retribution for perceived provocations from non-

Muslims. 
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Introduction 

Among a trove of documents recovered from an al-Qa’ida safe house in Mali was a 

letter from Nasir al-Wuhayshi, the leader of al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), 

to his counterpart in Mali. In it, al-Wuhayshi advised his comrade about the importance 

of social service provisioning:  

Try to win them [the population] over through the conveniences of life and by 

taking care of their daily needs like food, electricity and water. Providing these 

necessities will have a great effect on people, and will make them sympathize 

with us and feel that their fate is tied to ours. This is what we’ve observed during 

our short experience [in Yemen].1  

The logic underpinning al-Wuhayshi’s statement is not limited to terrorist groups; in 

fact, it motivates the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), as well as the 

more recent iteration of the U.S. military’s counterinsurgency doctrine (FM 3-24).2 Social 

service provision is particularly relevant in the developing world, where the state often 

lacks either the capacity or the will to provide for its citizens.3 In conflict settings, such 

as in Syria and Libya, the breakdown of basic services and the emergence of multiple 

nonstate groups competing for popular support can magnify the effect of this provision. 

While practitioners and academics have increasingly noted these potential 

relationships, research into when and how a nonstate actor’s provision of social services 

shifts individuals’ attitudes has only recently emerged.4 

This report relies on an original survey experiment of over 3,700 Egyptians to test how 

exposure to information about Islamic organizations’ health care provision affects 

individuals’ attitudes toward religiosity, violence and sectarianism. In particular, this 

report examines three conservative yet nonviolent Egyptian Islamic groups, al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, Ansar al-Sunna al-Mohammediyya, and the Muslim 

Brotherhood. Combined, these organizations operate a wide array of medical services 

serving millions of Egyptians per year.5 These networks are also long-standing. Al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, for instance, predates the Muslim Brotherhood’s 1928 founding 

and is now entering its second century of existence. Although these organizations are 

nonviolent, a number of authors and commentators claim that their provision 

“Islamizes” the population, and in the process exacerbates sectarian strife and 

encourages sympathy for violence and terrorism.6  
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Medical services provide a useful basis of comparison for a number of reasons. First, 

they offer a firm basis for assessing the contrast among providers—in this case, the 

Muslim Brotherhood, the Ministry of Health, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-

Sunna. Other charitable efforts such as education are not so widely comparable. Until 

late 2013, the Brotherhood operated a number of primary schools across Egypt that 

were broadly comparable with public (government) schools; they have now been 

placed under the Egyptian Ministry of Education’s control. Al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, 

on the other hand, operates specific religious schools that are not comparable with the 

Brotherhood’s facilities or with those provided by the government. As discussed later in 

this report, Islamic providers manage a diverse assortment of comparable brick-and-

mortar medical facilities, including hospitals (mustashfiyat), specialized centers and 

smaller clinics (‘iyadat or mustowsafat). Finally, authors in Egypt and elsewhere have 

focused in their own work on Islamic medical service provision. This eases comparisons 

among in-country and out-of-country cases and facilitates theory testing and building.7 

Two mutually reinforcing problems have frustrated prior attempts to explore the 

relationship between social service provision and attitudinal change. First, most studies 

on the subject lack basic empirical information. There has been extremely little English-

language research into al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-Sunna, for instance. 

Because of this deficit, many studies tend to jump directly to discussing the effect of 

these services without specifying their basic parameters: who and how many 

individuals are served, why they are served and how this provision compares with 

other groups’ efforts or the available public-sector provision.8 We do not know, for 

instance, if the quality of Islamic providers exceeds or falls below that of their 

competitors. Nor do there exist basic, reliable data about the size of these organizations’ 

provision.  

Second, most researchers tend to impute dramatic consequences to this provision: it 

supposedly changes individuals’ beliefs, radicalizes the population or fosters ethnic and 

confessional strife. Yet the process of attitudinal change is difficult to measure through 

snapshot observational methods. Take, for instance, the claim that the Islamist 

provision of social services—or Islamist civil-society activism in general—Islamizes a 

population.9 Without longitudinal data on the relationship between individual attitudes 

and social service provision, the occurrence of this process is difficult to substantiate.10 

Determining causality raises a different but no less severe set of issues: Is the growing 
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visibility of Islam in Egyptian life an effect of the proliferation of these services or a cause 

of them? While these authors’ claims are potentially plausible, there have been only 

limited attempts to test and quantify whether—and if so, how—nonstate groups’ 

service provision affects the beliefs and behaviors of populations they serve.11  

This paper is an attempt to improve in each of these areas. The first part of the paper 

traces the evolution of Islamic social service provision through the history of three 

prominent Egyptian Islamic organizations: the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya, and Ansar al-Sunna al-Mohammediyya.12 All three of these organizations 

emerged in the early 20th century, in a context where private organizations and 

religious charities, both Christian and Muslim, were responsible for significant social 

service provision to Egyptians. 13  Today, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, for its part, has 

become the largest nonstate provider of social services in Egypt. While Ansar al-Sunna 

is a relative newcomer to social service provision, it has embarked on a series of 

impressive projects around the country. Finally, the Brotherhood’s social service 

networks have not escaped repression after the 3 July 2013 military coup. 

The second part of the paper relies on an innovative survey experiment to test a series 

of hypotheses about social service provision and attitudinal change. Briefly, a survey 

experiment samples a population (in this case, over 3,700 Egyptians) and randomly 

assigns them to treatment and control groups. After exposing the treatment group to 

some stimuli (in this case, basic factual information about specific groups’ medical 

provision in Egypt), each groups’ attitudes on questions of interest can be compared. 

Because the only difference between the treatment and control groups is the exposure to 

the treatment, that is the logical source of any observed attitudinal variation.  

The next section presents hypotheses about social service provision and attitudinal 

change derived from the academic literature and public commentary. The section 

following these arguments offers an extended discussion of the history of the three 

groups’ provision of social services in modern Egypt. The point of this history is 

twofold: First, it provides context for the following statistical tests. Second, it allows an 

assessment of the posited hypotheses against qualitative evidence. The third section 

summarizes the contemporary character of these three organizations’ social service 

networks and their interaction with the current Egyptian regime. The fourth section 

introduces the research design and discusses the experimental method. The final section 
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presents the results of the experimental manipulation as well as auxiliary quantitative 

evidence of the spread of these services across Egypt. 

Section 1: Deriving Hypotheses 

Both academic literature and public commentary offer specific predictions about 

whether, and in what direction, social service provision affects a recipient’s attitudes 

and beliefs. This survey experiment tests six specific hypotheses derived from these 

works. Briefly, these hypotheses are that receiving social services from Islamic groups 

(1) increases religious conservatism; (2) increases tolerance for religiously justified 

violence; (3) decreases tolerance for the presence of Christian religious minorities; (4) 

decreases tolerance for the presence of Shi’a religious minorities; (5) increases tolerance 

for religious minorities; (6) has no effect on personal attitudes.  These hypotheses and 

the expected results were preregistered with Experiments in Government and Politics 

(EGAP) prior to conducting the survey.14  

As an aside, it is important to note that only an indirect test of these hypotheses is 

possible. These authors’ theorized mechanism depends on personal and extended 

exposure to these provisioning facilities, which is resistant to experimental 

manipulation. This report approximates the general relationship through priming with 

information, on the assumption that if this mild intervention reveals a relationship, the 

“real-life” process is even more likely to occur. 

H1: Exposure to Religious Service Providers Increases Personal Religiosity 

Over the past generation, a number of observers have pointed out that public 

expressions of religious faith have become increasingly overt in Egyptian life. This 

“triumph of Islam” is manifest along a spectrum from dress and personal grooming to 

political activism.15 For many, the social activities of the Islamic movement are the 

engine of this transition. Carrie Wickham hypothesizes that in the 1970s and 1980s, 

Islamic organizations inaugurated a massive ideological outreach project grounded in a 

“parallel Islamic sector” of associations, institutions, businesses and informal groups. 

Embedded in these institutions, Islamic activists used interactions built around daily 

life to gradually change the mind-set of individuals. This, over time, acclimated 

ordinary Egyptians to a more activist reading of Islam.16 Asef Bayat finds a similar 

dynamic at work in the operation of charitable networks. “Beyond improving material 
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conditions,” we are told, “the Islamist movement in Egypt also offered alienated 

constituencies with an alternative social, cultural, and moral community within which 

the rival secular and western culture seemed less threatening.”17  

Other authors have offered insights into the dynamics of this change at the micro level. 

In her work on everyday life in Cairo, Salwa Ismail discusses the “moral subject,” 

essentially an ideologically coercive element underlying how religious organizations 

distribute charity. As she explains, “to qualify for assistance, the subject must produce 

herself not only as supplicant but as a deserving one in both material and moral 

senses.” 18  Nachman Tal goes further in his account of Egypt when he claims that 

“acceptance into the Brotherhood’s institutions required the pupil’s mother to wear a 

veil and recite certain chapters from the Qu’ran by heart.”19  

These accounts suggest that individuals exposed to information about Islamic social 

services are more likely to report higher levels of Islamic conservatism than those not 

exposed to this information. In order to cover the personal, political and social 

dimensions of religious beliefs, all Muslim respondents in this survey were asked to 

separately rate the doctrinal importance of (1) requiring women in the family to wear 

the niqab (full face veil); (2) giving religious authorities the power to review legislation; 

and (3) inviting one’s friends and neighbors to Islam (da`wa).  

H2: Exposure to Religious Service Providers Increases Tolerance for Violence 

A number of scholars, policymakers and jihadists themselves have suggested that 

service provision produces specific effects on a population’s tolerance for and support 

of violence.20 In the academic literature, Pierre-Emmanuel Ly uses formal modeling to 

show that the prime reason terrorist groups use charitable activities is “to advertise 

their ideals amongst potential sympathizers.” 21  “People benefit from (consume) the 

services provided by charities,” he writes, “while at the same time being exposed to the 

terrorist group’s values. For example, a school might be named after a martyr, or strong 

ideological bias can be introduced in teaching some subjects. More generally, the 

charities’ staff can promote the cause that the terrorist group claims to fight for.”22 

Authors draw nearly all of the qualitative evidence backing this claim from case studies 

of Hamas in the Palestinian Territories and Hezbollah in Lebanon. In his study of 

Hamas, Matthew Levitt argues: 
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Inside the Palestinian territories, the battery of mosques, schools, orphanages, 

summer camps, and sports leagues sponsored by Hamas are integral parts of an 

overarching apparatus of terror. These Hamas entities engage in incitement and 

radicalize society, and undertake recruitment efforts to socialize even the 

youngest children to aspire to die as martyrs.23  

Shawn Teresa Flanigan and Mounah Abdel-Samad arrive at similar conclusions in their 

study of Hezbollah in Lebanon:  

Hezbollah’s NGOs perceive their mission as complementary and essential to 

Hezbollah’s military resistance and display pictures of martyrs and leaders of the 

party on their walls . . . Hezbollah considers that those involved in the provision 

of social services are part of the jihad. Social service provision thus opens the 

door to be part of the military or political units of the party.24  

American policymakers have echoed these sentiments. As Stuart Levey, the 

undersecretary for terrorism and financial intelligence at the U.S. Department of the 

Treasury under George W. Bush, argued, “Terrorist groups such as Hamas continue to 

exploit charities to radicalize vulnerable communities and cultivate support for their 

violent activities."25  

This proposition can be tested only indirectly in Egypt. The groups under consideration 

here are not violent. Violent groups currently active in Egypt, such as Ansar Beit al-

Maqdis/Wilayat Sinai, do not provide social services. 26  However, the asserted link 

between social service provision and violence spans both active recruiting and the 

passive conditioning of populations to accept violence. Considering that authors indict 

the Muslim Brotherhood, Ansar al-Sunna al-Mohammediyya, and al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya as “conveyor belts” to violent activism, these organizations offer an important 

sample on which to test the above hypotheses.27  

In light of potential preference falsification and social desirability biases, this question 

was repeatedly pretested and modified to capture sufficient variation and to avoid 

floor/ceiling effects. The questions that eventually satisfied these criteria relied on 

asking respondents the extent to which they thought attacks on Western diplomatic 

facilities in response to perceived slights against Islam such as the Mohammed cartoons 
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were justified. A second question captured attitudes on the extent to which violence 

against fellow Egyptians was necessary “to defend Islam.” 

H3: Exposure to Religious Service Providers Decreases Tolerance for Christian Religious 

Minorities 

H4: Exposure to Religious Service Providers Decreases Tolerance for Shi’a Religious Minorities 

Both interview subjects and academic research articulate a particular concern that 

service provision in Egypt has assumed a sectarian dynamic, fueling conflict between 

Muslims and Christians. A number of Islamic religious organizations were created, 

either totally or partially, in response to fears of Christian missionary activity in Egypt.28 

One recent study directly connects the rise of the Brotherhood to Christian missionary 

activism in Egypt.29 Another account suggests that al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya established 

“Islamic Clinics” (‘iyadat Islamiyya) “as part of their objective to snatch the Muslim from 

the claws of atheism and Christian proselytization (tabshir).”30 In December 2013, an 

Egyptian court froze the funds of Islamic nongovernmental organizations (including al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-Sunna) suspected of links to the Brotherhood. In 

response, the Brotherhood issued a statement decrying the asset freeze and lamenting 

that the ensuing vacuum would allow Christian missionaries to convert poor Muslims.31  

Similarly, after the regime began to assume control over their schools, the Brotherhood 

complained of being unfairly targeted while the regime ignored the “Christian 

schools…and the English, French, and Canadian schools which freely marginalize our 

Arab culture.”32 

Anecdotally, a number of interview subjects, both Muslim and Coptic, told me that the 

Coptic Church began to increase its own social service provision in order to lessen the 

need for Coptic Christians to visit Islamic clinics. The dynamic of Christian-Muslim 

competition and segregation also appears in the literature. According to Janine A. 

Clark, “the highest concentration of Islamic clinics can be found in areas with large 

numbers of Christians and Christian clinics.”33 If Muslim and Christian communities 

increasingly segregate themselves and systematically reduce daily interactions in this 

fashion, the potential for confessional strife increases.34 

A second facet of this hypothesis extends to relationships between the Sunni and Shi’a 

Muslim populations in Egypt. While Muslim-Christian relations in Egypt have been the 

subject of considerable debate and study, until very recently the relationship between 
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Egypt’s Sunni majority and the tiny Shi’a minority was almost completely ignored.35 Yet 

the escalation of violence in Syria, and Mohammed Morsi’s passive reaction to 

increasing anti-Shi’a incitement by some of his supporters that resulted in the horrific 

June 2013 lynching of four Shi’a men in Cairo, suggests the relevance of this 

hypothesis.36 

H5: Exposure to Religious Service Providers Decreases Sectarian Attitudes 

Yet there is also the possibility that Islamic medical facilities—which bring together 

Muslim and Christian patients—may actually be “tranquilizers to sectarian 

agitations.”37 Ashutosh Varshney studied ethnic conflict in India and found that those 

neighborhoods with crosscutting civil-society institutions (in his case, institutions 

where Muslims and Hindus interacted) were less likely to experience ethnic strife. 

These institutions, Varshney theorized, serve a number of palliative functions, 

including quashing rumors, providing venues for conflict resolution and 

communication, and policing neighborhoods.38 A 1990 investigative report in Al-Ahram 

offered anecdotal support to Varshney’s thesis. The article detailed confessional overlap 

at religious medical clinics under the headline “Stronger than Discord, Stronger than 

Sectarianism: Hundreds of Muslim Patients Visit the Virgin Mary Clinic, Christian 

Women Visit Specialists in Women’s Health in the Mosque.” 39  More anecdotally, 

hospital interview subjects would almost always emphasize how they did not 

discriminate among patients on the basis of religion, and were happy to hire Christian 

doctors and nurses.40  

In order to test hypotheses three, four and five, respondents were asked about their 

level of comfort with “a Christian family moving into a majority-Muslim 

neighborhood” and “a Shi’a family moving into a majority-Sunni neighborhood.” 

H6: Exposure to Religious Service Providers Has No Measureable Effect on Personal Attitudes 

Other scholars have questioned the narrative connecting social service provision and 

ideological change.  In particular, they argue that individuals simply do not care 

enough for the identity of a service provider for it to influence their ideological 

orientation. Simpler concerns such as price, proximity or personal ties matter much 

more.41 Summarizing her findings from a lower-class Cairene neighborhood, Mariz 

Tadros suggests:  
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A woman from Bulaq el Dakrour might have her blood pressure taken in the 

nearby pharmacy; her glasses done at the Wafd (political) Party Health Centre, 

her blood tests taken at a private clinic, dental care sought at a government 

teaching hospital while sending her daughter to the female doctor at a Muslim 

association (a registered service-providing NGO) for gynecological treatment.42  

 

In her book on Islamic civic associations in Gaza, Sara Roy argues that Hamas’s social 

activities are, by and large, dedicated to creating and developing civic communities, 

and that their potential to change religious outlooks, let along radicalize populations, 

are often overstated.43 Tarek Masoud focuses more on the potential of these facilities for 

political, and not ideological, mobilization. “Mosques, charities, and religious 

associations may create Islamist voters,” he tells us, “but they do not create Islamists.”44  

Another important point is that the doctors who work in these clinics, be they operated 

by the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya or Ansar al-Sunna, often juggle 

other jobs, including a “day job” in a government facility. For instance, one doctor I 

spoke with at a medical clinic affiliated with Hizb al-Asala (“Authenticity”), a small 

Salafi political party, worked during the day at a private hospital, had his own 

successful private practice where he worked a few days a week, and volunteered 

infrequently at the ramshackle party clinic.45 Others, particularly the younger doctors 

with whom I spoke, viewed their work as just “a way to get experience.”46 At one al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya clinic, the nurse who gave me the tour did not even wear a hijab 

(head scarf). This, naturally, raises the question of how much ideological pressure an 

unideological provider can apply to a patient, even in a nominally “ideological” setting. 

In the next section, I sketch out the history and organizational capacities of three 

Egyptian Islamic organizations: the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya and 

Ansar al-Sunna al-Mohammediyya. This serves two purposes. First, these organizations 

(especially al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-Sunna) have received only very 

limited attention in the English-language literature; their social service networks have 

received even less. Second, the information in the following section contextualizes what 

then follows. Without precise information on the actual extent and character of the 

services these organizations provide, a full evaluation of the results of the experimental 

manipulation that follows is impossible. 
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Section 2: Organized Islamic Social Activism in Modern Egypt 

For decades, scholars have focused on Egypt’s long history of confronting jihadist 

groups. 47  Similarly, after Hosni Mubarak’s February 2011 resignation and the 

subsequent electoral success of Salafist political parties such as Hizb al-Nour, 

researchers shifted their examination to politicized Salafist groups.48 Since the 3 July 

2013 military coup, attention has swung back to violent groups such as Ansar Beit al-

Maqdis/Wilayat Sinai.49 Yet there have been only limited studies of those Salafist groups 

that eschew both politics and violence, preferring instead a long-term and below-the-

radar focus on religious and social reform. 50  Researchers seeking to examine these 

organizations have confronted serious practical difficulties in addition to their lower 

profile. Although nonviolent, these organizations have for much of their existence been 

tightly monitored by the regime, subject to often arbitrary closures, detention and 

harassment of staff, and invasive reporting requirements.51 Although these strictures 

briefly receded after 2011, they returned following the July 2013 military coup.52 

The challenge of practically researching this aspect of Islamic activism has caused 

contradictory claims to proliferate. Even basic information about the size, history and 

scope of these movements is often contested. For instance, in the introduction to his 

edited volume about global Salafism, Roel Meijer claims that Salafism is “not very 

strong” in Egypt.53 Yet Will McCants estimates that there are approximately 3 to 5 

million Salafis in that country, far outstripping the estimated 200,000 Muslim Brothers.54 

The 3 to 5 million claim is, more or less, in line with an estimate from Abdul Moneim 

Abu El Foutouh, a former presidential candidate and erstwhile Muslim Brother. In an 

interview prior to the 2012 presidential elections, he claimed that Salafis outnumber 

Brotherhood members twenty to one.55  

More confusion exists over the basic date that Salafism, as a phenomenon, emerged in 

Egypt. Although some authors date it to the 1970s, the phenomenon has deeper roots in 

Egypt, stretching back to the beginning of the 20th century.56 In 1912, Sheikh Mahmoud 

Khattab El­Sobki, a graduate of al-Azhar, established al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya to train 

preachers, to build mosques and to combat the intrusion of what he saw as bid`a 

(innovation, heresy) and khirafat (superstitions) into religious practice. El-Sobki 

attributed these theological deviations to foreign and domestic causes—European 

influence on one hand, and the proliferation of Sufi orders on the other.57 Importantly, 
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al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya provided social services from its outset, including hospitals 

and clinics offering reduced prices, as part of its mission to bring “practical Islam” to 

the people.58 By demonstrating the applicability of (its interpretation of) Islam to solving 

everyday problems, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya hoped to attract Muslims to apply these 

religious principles in other aspects of their life. 

A founding principle of al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya was accommodation with the 

government and the avoidance of “foolish politics” (al-siyasa al-khurqa’a). Yet the group 

was not completely politically quietist.59 El-Sobki was politically active from the outset, 

boycotting European goods and preaching against the British occupation (for which he 

was arrested in 1914 and imprisoned for three months), advocating for trade unions and 

being active against the early stages of “the Zionist colonialist attack.”60 In conjunction 

with the boycott, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya also launched its own “homespun” 

movement, opening its own factory to produce clothes so its members would not have 

to buy and wear foreign garments.61 In 1952, following the Free Officers’ revolt, al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya sent the leaders a telegram requesting that they implement the 

sharia as a way to combat social ills.62 When I brought up this episode with al-Gam’iyya 

al-Shar’iyya members, they noted that they have continued to do this to the present 

day. As an example of this, they pointed to messages sent to Egypt’s erstwhile first lady 

Suzanne Mubarak offering the group’s advice on certain social and development 

programs.63 

Fourteen years after the founding of al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, in 1926, Sheikh 

Mohammed Hamid al-Fiqqi founded Ansar al-Sunna al-Mohammediyya with a circle of 

acquaintances, most of them fellow graduates of al-Azhar.64 Al-Fiqqi himself was a 

student of Rashid Rida, an early proponent of Salafism in Egypt who grappled with the 

relationship between Islam and the West.65 Like al-Sobki, al-Fiqqi reportedly established 

his organization after witnessing the intrusion and influence of what he saw as both 

Sufi and European norms into traditional Islamic practices and culture.66  

From its origins, Ansar al-Sunna boasted strong intellectual, personal and financial links 

to Saudi Arabia.67 Certainly there is an ideological affinity between Ansar al-Sunna and 

the dominant strands of Islam as official Saudi religious institutions interpret it. Gilles 

Kepel, for instance, describes Ansar al-Sunna as Saudi Arabia’s “religious embassy” in 

Egypt.68 Yet as Richard Gauvain notes, whether these relationships ran from Egypt to 

Saudi Arabia or the reverse is an open question. Al-Fiqqi’s successor at Ansar al-Sunna, 
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for instance, occupied a senior place on Saudi Arabia’s fatwa council and helped shape 

educational curricula in the kingdom.69 The group’s own semiofficial history repeatedly 

mentions Saudi Arabia’s intellectual influence on the organization, including trips of 

Ansar al-Sunna figures to Saudi Arabia and their roles in official Saudi institutions, and, 

vice-versa, the time that Saudi Arabia’s religious scholars have spent with Ansar al-

Sunna figures.70 King AbdelAziz Ibn Saud himself reportedly played in important role 

in opening Ansar al-Sunna’s headquarters in the Abdeen neighborhood of Cairo.71  

Charitable provision or other types of organized social work was not part of Ansar al-

Sunna’s early activities.72 In contrast to al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s more holistic focus 

on reform, Ansar al-Sunna’s approach to combating what its members saw as 

corrupting innovations was highly textual and academic, based on the Qur’an and 

hadith scholarship. This tended to create a cloistered, relatively elitist environment 

conducive to debating Islamic legal issues with fellow scholars and theologians. A 

second factor restricting the group’s social role is the lack of a space for women’s 

activism within Ansar al-Sunna.73 Both the Muslim Brotherhood and al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya created a space for women to participate in their respective movements, 

particularly in administering and working in medical facilities, schools, and day care 

centers (dawr hidana).  

As a result, Ansar al-Sunna’s conduits to the broader population have, until relatively 

recently, been limited to intellectual enterprises such as training preachers, giving 

lectures, printing literature, and distributing books.74 It was only in 1946 that the group 

began to provide medical charity, and even then such charity was a minor part of the 

group’s overall mission. 75  In interviews, Ansar al-Sunna figures would openly 

acknowledge that they lacked the experience or professionalism in service delivery that 

marked the Brotherhood or al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya.  

Two years after al-Fiqqi established Ansar al-Sunna, Hasan al-Banna established the 

Muslim Brotherhood in Ismailiyya, on the Suez Canal.76 Although the Brotherhood 

shared with the other two organizations a focus on religious reform, al-Banna also 

included a social dimension directed, at least initially, toward reforming village and 

rural life.77 Although the group began mainly through individual, small-scale projects 

(such as refurbishing or building mosques and schools), it soon expanded to larger 

projects, many centered on medicine. 78  These allowed the group to increase its 

opportunities for contact with the population and to spread its message. Some 
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observers have claimed that the purpose of such projects was not so much to change the 

beliefs of society in general, but rather to open avenues for recruitment among Egypt’s 

burgeoning professional class.79 

Social Service Provision under Nasser 

Around the time of the Free Officers’ 1952 coup, all three of these organizations were 

involved in social service provision. In 1956, Ansar al-Sunna had forty-six branches 

nationwide mostly offering “religious services and lectures” (5,750 people served), but 

also providing limited distributions (162 packages) of “monthly and seasonal aid in 

cash.”80 That same year, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya operated fifty-eight branches in Cairo 

alone, with most of its efforts focused on “religious talks and services,” “monthly and 

seasonal aid in cash” and “burial facilities” and the construction of graves. The group 

also operated two hundred dispensaries or small medical clinics around Egypt.81 The 

Brotherhood, for its part, was also a sizeable organization; one account suggests that in 

1949 the group had roughly five hundred branches and close to one million members. 82 

In terms of specific social services, the Brotherhood inaugurated a formal “Medical 

Section” in November 1944, although individual branches had been providing medical 

services for years by that point.83 Toward the end of the 1940s, the group’s facilities in 

and around Cairo alone were treating over 100,000 patients a year.84  

The emergence of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s regime would set in motion a dramatic shift in 

the structure of Egyptian nonstate service provision. At the core was an implicit bargain 

with the population: in exchange for political quiescence, Egyptian citizens would reap 

government-provided economic and social benefits, including education, health care 

and the promise of full employment in national industries. Specifically among the new 

regime’s promises to the citizens was a nationwide health care system theoretically able 

to place a medical unit within 3 kilometers of each village in Egypt.85  

In parallel with his expansion of the government’s provision of social services, Nasser 

also expanded the web of administrative and bureaucratic controls over the 

nongovernmental sector. The chief bureaucratic instrument for this effort was the 

Ministry of Social Affairs (MOSA). Egypt’s rulers had established the organization in 

August 1939 to prevent “instability” and to ensure that the monitored organizations 

would not use their initiatives for political and partisan purposes.86 Mainly through 

Law 49 of 1945 and Law 384 of 1956, the ministry supervised organized charitable and 
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social activities by requiring groups to seek the ministry’s permission and certification 

before appointing personnel and engaging in formal operations.87 The passage of Law 

32 of 1964 considerably strengthened these monitoring mechanisms.88 In particular, the 

law endowed the Ministry of Social Solidarity with extraordinary powers to catalog, 

monitor, interfere with, merge and even shutter charitable organizations.89  

In the late 1960s, Nasser relied on this law to forcefully join Ansar al-Sunna with the 

much larger al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya.90 He acted amid rising criticism over Israel’s 

decisive defeat of Egypt’s in 1967, the risk of renewed Islamic mobilization and protest 

(Sayyid Qutb had been executed in 196691) and a deteriorating relationship with Saudi 

Arabia. Nasser then assigned an army officer, Abdelrahman Amin, to head the 

combined organizations.  Despite his affiliation with the military, in histories of Ansar 

al-Sunna, Amin is generally appreciated for being a good man who helped, as much as 

he could, to preserve the religious character of the organization. He was, according to 

one Ansar al-Sunna sheikh, “a devout man, but without knowledge of Sharia.”92  

Yet Ansar al-Sunna resented Nasser for his decision “to still their pens and silence their 

tongues.” 93  They also chafed at having to sit under al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s 

leadership, a resentment that provides an instructive illustration of the theological 

differences between the two ostensibly similar groups. Particularly, Ansar al-Sunna felt 

that al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya was “contrary” to Salafism because of its “complete 

Ash’ari-ism” (Ash’ariyya bil-tamam). This, Ansar al-Sunna believed, was a back door to 

allowing innovation in religious practice.94 So immediately upon Nasser’s 1970 death 

and Anwar el-Sadat’s assumption of power, Ansar al-Sunna’s leaders began to lobby 

the new president to let the organization reestablish itself independently. In 1972 Sadat 

relented, giving the organization independent legal status under its “second founder” 

and fourth president, Rashad al-Shafa’ie.95  

The Brotherhood, on the other hand, emerged from the Nasser era in a state of disarray. 

The regime had closed or taken over many of the group’s social service institutions.96 

Still riven by internal ideological debates over the legitimacy of violence, and 

administratively shattered, the Brotherhood tentatively began to reorganize and 

rebuild.97 As Anwar el-Sadat loosened restrictions on Islamic activism, Ansar al-Sunna 

and al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya played an important role in the Brotherhood’s 

reestablishment. In his memoirs, Abdel Moneim Abu El Fotouh, a former member of 

the Brotherhood’s guidance council, discusses how sheikhs affiliated with these 
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organizations helped correct the image of the Brotherhood he had received from 

Nasser’s propaganda.98 Mohammed Habib, another former member of the guidance 

council, calls Ansar al-Sunna a “refuge and sanctuary” during Nasser’s persecution of 

the Brotherhood in the fifties and sixties. He goes on to recount how he initially 

connected with the Muslim Brotherhood through Ansar al-Sunna. As he describes, a 

teacher from the Brotherhood was traveling among Ansar al-Sunna branches, looking 

for youth to help rebuild the Brotherhood.99 A senior member of the Brotherhood would 

later say that in times of mihna (inquisition) al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-

Sunna served as “a good incubator” for Brotherhood youth.100 

A key point in the Brotherhood’s reintegration into Egyptian politics and society came 

in 1977. In that year Dr. Ahmed al-Malt (who died in 1995), the deputy to three leaders 

of the Brotherhood (Umar Telmessani, Hamid Abu Nasr and Mustapha Mashour) and a 

crucial figure in the group’s post-Nasser reorganization, founded the Islamic Medical 

Association (IMA).101 This organization would grow to become the most significant 

aspect of the Muslim Brotherhood’s medical service provision, eventually operating 

dozens of hospitals, medical clinics and specialized centers across Egypt.102  

Mutual Interests: Service Provision under Sadat and Mubarak 

In addition to helping to construct a bulwark against leftist mobilization, Anwar el-

Sadat’s outreach to Islamists also complemented his embrace of free-market reforms, 

the infitah. Specifically, liberalizing Egypt’s economy meant dismantling the bargain 

Nasser had struck decades earlier: political quiescence for economic development and 

an extensive state-provided welfare network.103 Driving home the danger, riots followed 

an initial attempt to cut back on state social spending in early 1977. By allowing civil 

associations, including Islamic ones, to proliferate, Sadat hoped to cushion the blow 

from market-based reforms and prevent a repeat performance.104  

Subtly investing Islamic civil and social associations in the task of regime maintenance 

opened up a schism between the Brotherhood, in particular, and Egypt’s jihadist 

groups. Egypt’s jihadists charged that, by accepting the regime’s terms and submitting 

itself to state regulation (under Law 32 of 1964, for instance), the Muslim Brotherhood 

was supplementing and maintaining the regime it supposedly opposed. Abdelsalam 

Faraj, the ideological architect of Anwar el-Sadat’s assassination, wrote in his famous 

pamphlet The Neglected Duty (Al-Farida al-Gha’iba) that: 
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There are those who say that we should establish societies that are subject to the 

state and that urge people to perform their prayers and to pay their zakat tax and 

to do [other] good works . . . However when we ask ourselves: “Do these works, 

and acts of devotion, bring about the establishment of an Islamic State?” then the 

immediate answer without any further consideration must be “No.” Moreover, 

these societies would in principle be subject to the State, be registered in its files, 

and they would have to follow [the State’s] instructions. 105 

Despite Sadat’s 1981 assassination at the hands of Islamist militants, his successor, 

Hosni Mubarak, continued to use ostensibly independent civil associations to maintain 

and support the regime. 106  So long as these newly emerged civil-society groups 

submitted to the web of bureaucratic and security control that had grown since the 

1960s, they had a relatively free hand to pursue social, ostensibly nonpolitical activities. 

In practice, this meant that the Islamic associations such as al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, 

Ansar al-Sunna and the Muslim Brotherhood operated legally and in the open, 

registered with and inspected by multiple overlapping state and local bureaucracies. 

In some cases, they would come close to actually merging with the regime. Sarah Ben 

Nefissa describes al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya as a “parapublic” organization, owing to its 

close relationship with the regime during this time.107 Manal Abdel Salam Badawy 

studied a Cairene neighborhood clinic in the late 1990s and found that Ansar al-Sunna’s 

neighborhood welfare network was entwined with the state’s safety net. Even a local 

social worker drew two salaries, one from the Ministry of Social Affairs and one from 

Ansar al-Sunna.108 

This evidence complicates the narrative that these social service institutions are 

radicalizing the population and turning people against the state. First, the regime 

heavily regulated and surveilled these facilities, making it likely that any clandestine 

activity would be quickly discovered.109 On its face, this suggests that these facilities 

were not engaged in any type of overt radicalization or recruiting. Second, with some 

exceptions (such as Imbaba in the early 1990s), Egypt’s jihadist groups eschewed social 

service provision in favor of attacking both regime and civilian targets. Their focus 

remained on targeted, cadre-based violence (such as assassinations) rather than broad 

revolutionary activism or popular engagement.110  
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The strategy of relying more and more on a web of nonstate actors to supplement 

rickety public services also constrained the regime’s options. Especially as the threat 

from jihadist groups declined toward the end of the 1990s, the Brotherhood’s political 

activism became a key area of concern for the Mubarak regime. But the importance of 

the group’s social activism to Egypt’s stability limited the extent to which the regime 

could crack down on these initiatives. As an official from state security told an 

administrator of a Brotherhood hospital during a raid in the mid-1990s, “If you weren’t 

helping us carry the load, you all would be in prison right now.”111  

In the 2000s the Mubarak government began sporadically targeting the Brotherhood’s 

network of social services. In 2007, Fathi Surour, the powerful National Democratic 

Party parliamentarian from the Sayyida Zeinab neighborhood in Cairo, appropriated 

the Islamic Medical Association’s clinic in the district. The regime also picked on other 

IMA hospitals by seizing on small infractions such as uniforms on the floor, a dripping 

faucet or missing smoke alarms, and then forcing those hospitals to close for extended 

periods of time. In 2010, the regime used jackhammers and heavy machinery in an 

attempt to destroy parts of the group’s high-profile Central Charity Hospital in Nasr 

City. The demolition continued for weeks and set back the completion of the hospital 

nearly four years.  

In addition to its fraying relations with the Brotherhood, relations between the regime 

and al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya began to deteriorate in the 1990s. In particular, as 

elections emerged as sites of contestation between the regime and the opposition, both 

sides began to covet al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s wide and deep social service 

networks.112  And although the religious character of both the Brotherhood and al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya eased their cooperation, especially at the local, day-to-day levels, 

it did not always unite the organizations.113 National Democratic Party (NDP) officials 

also used al-Gam’iyya al-Shariyya’s reputation and networks to influence voters. 114  

This increasing politicization caused problems with the regime. According to Sarah Ben 

Nefissa, the government dissolved al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s board in 1990 (again 

under the authority of Law 32 of 1964) after a local branch came under the control of 

pro–Muslim Brotherhood individuals. Apparently an “old guard” in al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya who opposed the group’s politicization seized the opportunity to remake the 

group’s leadership. 115  In late 1999, a similar skirmish between an al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya branch in Tanta and the Ministry of Social Affairs over candidates for the al-
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Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya board led to a lawsuit. This conflict eventually led the Supreme 

Constitutional Court to overturn the new law on charitable organizations, Law 153 of 

1999, which was designed to update Law 32 of 1964.116 Law 32 went back into effect 

until 2002, when a new charities law was passed, Law 84 of 2002.117    

As it did with the Brotherhood, the regime also began to harass specific al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya facilities. While I found no evidence that the type of harassment included 

closures and destruction, as faced by the Brotherhood’s facilities, al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya did face numerous delays and bureaucratic harassment while building an X-

ray center in the outskirts of downtown Cairo. According to one of the board members 

of the project, Mubarak became angry that the group had chosen to erect the facility in a 

prominent spot on Salah Selim Street, a major thoroughfare connecting downtown 

Cairo to Nasr City.118  

Following the February 2011 departure of Hosni Mubarak, the three organizations 

began to cooperate more openly. During Egypt’s brief political opening, candidates 

from both the Muslim Brotherhood and the Salafist Hizb al-Nour touted their 

affiliations with Ansar al-Sunna in their biographies. 119  In the presidential and 

parliamentary elections, the press recorded incidents of collaboration between Islamist 

candidates and al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s and Ansar al-Sunna’s charitable networks. In 

one instance, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya allegedly used its vehicles to transport “fully 

veiled [female] voters” (al-nakhibat al-munaqibat) to polling stations, allegedly to support 

the Brotherhood.120 In other cases, the Brotherhood’s political party (the Freedom and 

Justice Party, FJP) cooperated with local branches of both Ansar al-Sunna and al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya to provide medical services.121 In July 2012 in Aswan, the local 

branch of Ansar al-Sunna hosted a Freedom and Justice party medical caravan.122 It 

appears that, at least for al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-Sunna, the ostensibly 

“nonpolitical” nature of charitable events (even if they were organized with a political 

party) eased cooperation with the sharply politicized Muslim Brotherhood.   

Section 3: A Snapshot of Organized Islamic Social Service 

Provision 
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The Muslim Brotherhood 

As mentioned previously, the Islamic Medical Association carries out the majority of 

the Muslim Brotherhood’s organized medical efforts.123 The association is nominally an 

independent entity from the Brotherhood, having its own board of directors and 

management structure. In practice, however, it is closely tied to the group through the 

participation of prominent members of the Brotherhood on its board and in managerial 

positions throughout the organization. 124  The Islamic Medical Association has been 

registered with the Ministry of Social Affairs since its inception in the late 1970s and 

currently operates dozens of medical facilities across Egypt. The group’s flagship 

operation is the advanced Central Charity Hospital in Nasr City, which is located beside 

the upscale City Stars mall and hotel complex.125  

In contrast to the facilities that al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-Sunna operate, 

the Islamic Medical Association’s centers benefit from tighter, more centralized and 

more professional organization. Financial matters, including paychecks, are handled 

locally but reviewed by the central administration. The central administration also 

monitors the individual hospitals and internally rates them according to the status and 

professionalism of the facilities. If a hospital falls below the organization’s own 

standards (which are different from the minimum standards set by the Ministry of 

Health), the central office can step in to shift staff around and bring in more experienced 

or qualified managers to improve the situation. Not surprisingly, this gives the 

organization a reputation for providing high-quality services and general 

professionalism. In some cases, other organizations will inaugurate medical initiatives 

and later, after struggling to manage them or losing money, will ask the Islamic Medical 

Association to assume control of the endeavor. 

The centralization creates a type of standardization across IMA facilities that is absent 

from the medical facilities the other groups operate. They generally have the same types 

of procedures available, a regular schedule specifying which high-quality doctors and 

specialists will be in at what time, and the same level of equipment and technology. 

Ansar al-Sunna’s flagship “Kuwaiti Hospital” and the Islamic Medical Association’s 

Central Hospital, for instance, are comparable facilities, both with very high quality 

equipment and a large staff of specialists. Yet there can be large differences between 

other, non-flagship facilities. This is due, in part, to the funding of these facilities. 

Because of Ansar al-Sunna and al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s decentralization, their 
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facilities tend to more closely assume the characteristics of the neighborhoods in which 

they are located: wealthy areas tend to boast better equipped, higher quality and larger 

facilities, while poorer locales make do with less-experienced (cheaper) doctors and 

specialists. 

Like al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s and Ansar al-Sunna’s facilities, the Islamic Medical 

Association’s facilities do not make a profit. Any surplus is funneled back into the 

facility, often to expand it physically or to upgrade equipment. According to the IMA’s 

own balance sheets, from 2005 to 2011 the number of “poor” patients never exceeded 5 

percent of the total number of treated patients.126 When an individual is too poor to pay 

for treatment (and the organization can identify if this person truly needs the help 

through local contacts), he or she is directly subsidized with profits. In other cases, the 

doctors will waive a portion of their fees (particularly for a surgery) to reduce the costs. 

The July 2013 military coup hit the Brotherhood’s social sector hard. The regime froze 

the Islamic Medical Association’s funds, forcing a number of hospitals to curtail 

operations, especially dialysis and neonatal care. Shortly after the freeze, the IMA 

published a letter on the front page of the national daily Al-Ahram. In it, the group 

petitioned the prime minister, as well as the ministers of social solidarity, justice and 

health, to unfreeze the funds, “in the name of 2 million sick and tens of thousands of 

those who receive kidney dialysis on a continuing basis, and premature infants, and 

those unable to pay for their treatment, as well as those who visit the hospitals.”127 The 

facilities remain in operation as of early 2015, although they have seemingly been 

placed in a type of receivership, in which the government has taken over the 

management of their assets.128 

The regime also seized or closed other types of social services connected to the 

Brotherhood, and an administrative court in Cairo also recommended dissolving the 

Brotherhood. While the ruling has wound its way through Egypt’s judicial system, early 

in 2015 the regime began to dissolve swathes of these NGOs: in late February the 

Ministry shuttered 169 institutions, and on March 1st they dissolved 112 more.129  The 

regime dissolved a further 99 in mid-March.130  The regime also singled out the group’s 

schools for seizure or closure.131 As of the publication of this paper, the schools are 

operating under the custody of the Ministry of Education.132  
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Al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya 

Al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s footprint includes around 3,000 branches nationwide. 133 

Sarah Ben Nefissa refers to it as “the most important Islamic charity organization in 

terms of social and political power, and in geographic spread. It has come to win the 

largest ‘market share’ of Islamic social services in Egypt.”134 Mohamed Fahmy Menza 

characterizes the group as “Egypt’s largest and most powerful Islamic Social 

Institution.”135 Official statistics on the group’s reach, however, are more difficult to 

come by. For instance, the official handbook (dalil) of the organization lists 332 mosques. 

But in a 2005 interview, the organization’s leader claimed that the group controlled 

twenty times that, over 6,000 mosques. 136  The association also claims to own 43 

institutes to train preachers and 1,154 Qur’an memorization centers nationwide, serving 

approximately 70,000 boys and girls.137 The group also provides corpse preparation and 

burial services, for which it is particularly well known in the rural, poorer areas of 

Egypt.138 

It is in the medical field where al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya truly makes its weight felt. 

Across Egypt, the group operates specialized eye, GI/endoscopy, dialysis, burn center 

and cancer care hospitals, including a dedicated chemotherapy center. It also provides a 

number of specialized centers for premature infants in the Beheira, Cairo, Giza, 

Menufiyya, Qalubiyya, Fayum, Kafr al-Sheikh, Sohag, and Suez governorates. The 

Almaza Hospital near Cairo, the “jewel” of al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s network of 

premature birth centers, boasts 150 incubators.139 In addition to these specific advanced 

medical facilities there are likely hundreds of smaller al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya clinics 

that exist throughout Egypt (usually just one- or two-room clinics with a few, usually 

part-time, staff).140 

Al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya relies extensively on donations to fund its operations. 141 

According to officials in al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, many of its donations come from 

wealthy Egyptians who want to donate money but are unsure of how to maximize their 

contributions. Because they have either heard of al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya or 

encountered its work in passing, they trust the organization to handle their donation 

professionally and see it disbursed correctly.142  

In terms of staffing, while support personnel (nurses, technicians, administrative 

assistants) may have full-time jobs at the facility, doctors and specialists juggle multiple 
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jobs and move in and out of the individual facilities frequently. This caused 

consternation among the managers of some clinics. The manager of one al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya clinic lamented how many of the doctors at the clinic took quite a utilitarian 

perspective on their work, and they would leave the clinic once they had amassed 

enough of a following to support a private practice. He felt compelled to offer higher 

and higher salaries to keep doctors at his clinic, because he felt that bringing in new 

doctors would compromise the trust that the neighborhood residents had placed in his 

clinic, and more broadly in al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya. Further, he had worked with 

these doctors in his clinic for over two decades as they had grown from young doctors 

to prominent specialists, and so they were quite familiar with the maladies and medical 

histories of patients of the area. Bringing in new doctors would, essentially, have meant 

starting from scratch.143  

In addition to the brick-and-mortar facilities, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya operates 

“medical convoys” (Qawafel Tibiyya) to underserved areas, which began in January 

2004. 144  According to statistics that al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya published, the group 

dispatches roughly two caravans a week and averages roughly 43,000 cases per year. 

Difficult cases are sent to more specialized facilities, including the group’s Mustapha 

hospital in Nasr City, for surgery or more in-depth care.145  

Post-coup, al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya came under pressure for suspected links to the 

Brotherhood.146 The regime closed some al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya institutes because of 

links (either real or suspected) to the Brotherhood.147 In response, both al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya and Ansar al-Sunna have kept a low public profile and pursued 

accommodation with Egypt’s military government.148 For al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, the 

strategy has seemingly paid off, and in June 2014 the group was apparently cleared of 

all charges of collaboration with the Brotherhood and was allowed to resume its 

operations.149  

Yet the government has erected a sturdy regulatory apparatus to monitor and maintain 

control over charitable organizations. Over the summer of 2014, the government 

tightened its control over mosques, forcing all preachers to reapply for licenses from the 

state. Around 12,000 applications were reportedly rejected, including Mokhtar al-

Mahdi’s, the head of al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya. As one government figure put it, “The 

aim is to prevent mosques from serving agendas of political parties or being used as 

propaganda machine for any ideology either those with the government or not.”150 
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In a similar strategy, the regime has also taken steps to implement a new monitoring 

law for civil-society groups. The new law would, according to Human Rights Watch, 

“give the government and security agencies veto power over all activities of 

associations in Egypt and would sound the death knell for the independence these 

groups have fought to maintain.”151 The most recent step came on 18 July 2014, when 

the Ministry of Social Solidarity published an announcement in the state-owned daily 

Al-Ahram directing all NGOs to dissolve and reapply to the ministry within 45 days.152 

The deadline was extended, and it expired on 10 November. The following day, 

however, the minister of social solidarity reportedly told the press that she was 

delaying enforcement of the decision pending further investigations.153 

Ansar al-Sunna 

For its part, Ansar al-Sunna generally kept a much lower profile during the Mubarak 

years as the views of the Saudi quietist figure Rabi al-Madkhali rose to prominence in 

the group. 154  Occasionally the state security services would arrest members and 

implicate them in militant activities, but generally the group’s leaders refused to 

countenance anti-regime activism.155 The group’s president, Abdullah Shakir, had even 

gone on the record in 2010 supporting the hereditary secession of Gamal Mubarak to 

the presidency (tawreeth).156 

As the protest movement gained steam throughout 2010, Ansar al-Sunna’s sheikhs 

issued fatwas (legal opinions) opposing participation in the demonstrations against 

Hosni Mubarak.157 Some figures affiliated with Ansar al-Sunna attacked the opposition 

directly. In December, Mahmud Amir, an Ansar al-Sunna figure in Damanhour, issued 

a fatwa authorizing the killing of Mohammed el-Baradei, then the head of the National 

Front For Change, for advocating protests against Mubarak. Ansar al-Sunna officially 

rejected the statement and promised to discipline Amir.158  

Somewhat surprisingly, given their support for the prior regime and refusal to join the 

anti-Mubarak protests, Ansar al-Sunna found themselves in the midst of a controversy 

with the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), which led Egypt following 

Mubarak’s ouster. A leaked judiciary report soon after Mubarak’s resignation indicated 

that Qatar has given EGP 181 million (approximately USD $28 million) to Ansar al-

Sunna. A spokesman for Ansar al-Sunna challenged the allegations in Al-Ahram.159 In 

another statement, which the group posted on its website, Ansar al-Sunna’s president 
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stated that the group received “only” $800,000 in foreign contributions, the largest 

portion of which came from Kuwait.160 Reportedly, members of Ansar al-Sunna are still 

awaiting trial in the case.161  

On the eve of the 3 July 2013 military coup, Ansar al-Sunna had 152 branches and 

controlled around 2,000 mosques in 15 governorates.162 Most of the group’s emphasis 

remains on intellectual and scholastic outreach; the group has twenty-five two-year 

training institutes, three three-year institutes, and two four-year training institutes for 

preachers. In addition, Ansar al-Sunna boasts 203 Qur’an memorization centers and 

freely distributes multiple books and pamphlets, many of which are printed by the 

Kuwait-based Islamic Heritage Society.163 The group’s website claims that Ansar al-

Sunna runs 27 hospitals across Egypt.164  

The group’s largest and newest hospital, the al-mustashfa al-Kuwaiti al-takhassus 

(Kuwaiti specialized hospital) is located in Banha, north of Cairo in Qalubiyya 

governorate.165 The fourteen-story, eighty-bed hospital is so named because the majority 

of its financing came from donations collected in Kuwait. The hospital, which took five 

years to complete, is Ansar al-Sunna’s first health initiative in Banha. Like the other 

Ansar al-Sunna facilities, the Kuwaiti hospital is financially self-contained, receiving no 

financial assistance from the organization’s Cairo headquarters. The hospital is able to 

fund itself because only a minority of its patients are poor—in the estimate of one of the 

board members, around 20 percent of them. “This is a charity hospital,” he explained, 

“but it is run according to investment principles.” In practice, this means that the 

hospital charges fees and pays its personnel as a private hospital would, but funnels its 

profits back into the hospital to either fund expansion or, more frequently, to subsidize 

the minority of its patients who qualify for either lower prices or free care.166 

According to Ansar al-Sunna officials, the group hires doctors and medical staff 

through a competitive process. There are no attempts to actively discriminate against 

those outside the movement, although they conceded that preexisting social ties 

between individuals in the Ansar al-Sunna network likely increase the probability of 

hiring someone intellectually predisposed to the organization. More anecdotally, 

however, my interview with a board member at an Ansar al-Sunna hospital was 

interrupted when two Christian doctors arrived to interview for jobs at the facility.167 
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Section 4: Service Provision and Attitudinal Change: An 

Empirical Test 

The next section describes and justifies the use of a survey experiment that allows 

statistical tests of the hypotheses described earlier. To briefly review, various authors 

have suggested six distinct effects of Islamic social service provision on sociopolitical 

attitudes. They argue that exposure to Islamic social services either (1) increases 

personal religiosity; (2) increases tolerance for violence; (3) decreases tolerance for the 

presence of Christian religious minorities; (4) decreases tolerance for the presence of 

Shi’a religious minorities; (5) increases tolerance for religious minorities; and (6) has no 

effect on personal attitudes.  

I tested these six hypotheses through a telephone-based survey of 3,707 adult Egyptians 

conducted in May 2014. 168  The survey also included a randomized experimental 

component, modulating a specific informational prime across the control and two 

treatment groups. The size of each subgroup (~1,200) has the added benefit of 

furnishing basic information on how Egyptians use and think about different types of 

social services. The English- and Arabic-language survey forms, as well as a 

methodological appendix on the sampling strategy, are available online.169 

Despite their frequent use in American politics, survey experiments remain quite rare in 

Middle Eastern contexts. However, three recent examples stand out. In their survey 

experiment, Daniel Corstange and Nikolay Marinov varied information about Iranian 

and American interest in Lebanese elections to explore how foreign actors did, and did 

not, polarize Middle Eastern electorates.170 Amaney Jamal, Tarek Masoud and Elizabeth 

Nugent explored how modulating information about Western hegemony in the Muslim 

world influences support for Islamism.171 And Jason Lyall, Graeme Blair and Kosuke 

Imai studied how wartime violence affects civilian attitudes toward combatants.172 

Briefly, a survey experiment randomly assigns respondents into control and treatment 

groups, exposes the treatment group to some stimuli and then infers causality through 

comparing the results of the treatment group with the control control. This technique 

improves on both traditional survey research and lab-based experimental 

methodologies. The random, representative sample of the population under 

consideration improves applicability (external validity) over laboratory experiments, 

where the tested population may differ significantly from the population of interest. 
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Secondly, random assignment and manipulation of the independent variable increases 

internal validity by controlling for potentially confounding and hidden variables.173 

Because exposure to the treatment condition is the only factor that distinguishes the two 

groups, any difference in outcomes must logically be the result of the experimental 

manipulation.  

In contrast to traditional surveys, the survey experiment’s ability to uncover causality—

and not just correlation—is particularly important for understanding the relationship 

between social service provision and attitudinal change.  Consider if a traditional 

survey uncovered a strong correlation between intensity of religious belief and use of 

an Islamic medical facility. While interesting, the direction of this relationship would 

actually remain unclear. We would not know if someone’s use of an Islamic medical 

facility intensified his or her Islamic belief, or if one’s intense Islamic beliefs caused him 

or her to seek out Islamic facilities in the first place.  

This survey uses a “mere mention” design, as Paul M. Sniderman and Thomas Piazza 

crafted in their study of race and affirmative action in American politics. This approach 

is designed, as the authors put it: 

To simulate the kinds of conversations that ordinary people undoubtedly have 

about affirmative action and the characteristics of blacks. The basic idea is . . . to 

determine whether references to affirmative action can, in and of themselves, 

excite negative reactions to blacks. 174 

In my version of the survey, enumerators read all survey respondents a short paragraph 

about medical provision in Egypt. However, the content of the information the 

respondents heard subtly differed according to the survey form to which the 

respondent had been randomly assigned. Specifically, the control version contained 

information about the Ministry of Health’s medical services. In one treatment group this 

was changed to the Muslim Brotherhood’s medical services, and in the other treatment 

group this was changed to al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s medical services. The prompt, 

with the modulated text appearing in italics, is as follows: 

Now I would like to ask you some questions about organization and their 

activities in the field of medical provision in Egypt. Organization operates many 

hospitals and clinics in all parts of the country, and these facilities provide a wide 
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range of medical services to millions of Egyptians every year, among them the 

poor and destitute. Have you heard about these facilities before? 

In order to gather additional information, the respondent received further questions 

about their experience with these brick-and-mortar facilities. Then, following the 

treatment battery, all respondents received the same series of questions assessing their 

attitudes about various facets of religious belief, the legitimacy of various forms of 

violence, and relationships toward religious minorities.175  

The relationship under consideration here approximates, but does not directly test, the 

relationship between social service provision and behavioral change. Most obviously, 

this survey experiment is based on a fleeting “mere mention,” while the “real-life” 

relationship it is designed to simulate is more concentrated or prolonged (consider 

visiting the same hospital multiple times, or being saved from a potentially life-

threatening malady).  

On the one hand, this cautions against overinterpretation of the results. On the other, 

any short-term attitudinal response to the survey hints at the capacity of social service 

provision to permanently shift attitudes and behaviors. If—as Sniderman and Piazza 

note in their own context—a “mere mention” is enough to excite a strong negative (or 

positive) reaction, then it seems reasonable to assume that a more intense, extended 

exposure to that service provision may indeed produce stronger versions of the effects 

measured here. 

The survey experiment is also somewhat unusual in that it assesses effects across two 

treatment groups rather than utilizing a traditional treatment-control setup. One benefit 

of this design is that it helps isolate the effect of the specific organization, to determine 

whether the response prompted by the Muslim Brotherhood prime is less than, equal to 

or greater than the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya prime, or vice-versa. For instance, while 

the first part of this paper demonstrated the on-the-ground ways that the Muslim 

Brotherhood and al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya differ, the two organizations may be 

essentially indistinguishable for Egyptian citizens. Yet it is also possible that the 

relatively more political Muslim Brotherhood and the relatively less political al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya would generate differential reactions in survey respondents.  

Further, the varied audiences of these groups suggest the utility of testing for 

differential effects. A number of authors have made the point that Islamists, and the 
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Muslim Brotherhood in particular, generate the bulk of their support among middle-

class audiences.176 Further, Jannie Clark studied Islamic clinics in Cairo and found a 

distinct middle-class bias in this provision.177 On the other hand, authors who have 

examined al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya have noted that organization’s emphasis on the 

poor. 178  For this reason, I also consider differential effects of provision based on 

socioeconomic class, which I divide into poor and nonpoor groups.  

A number of assumptions must also be kept in mind when interpreting the results of 

the experimental manipulation, and when comparing the organizations’ effects against 

one another specifically. One is that respondents are as knowledgeable about one group 

as they are about the other. This experiment, for instance, is designed to prompt 

respondents to think not just generally about the Islamic organizations (the Muslim 

Brotherhood and al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, respectively) but specifically about these 

organizations’ activism in the realm of social service provision. If respondents do not 

make this association upon hearing the prompt, then the causal mechanism becomes 

difficult to test.  

In fact, the results of a manipulation check at the end of the survey form show that 

respondents may not have reacted to both prompts in the same fashion: Priming 

respondents with information about the Muslim Brotherhood’s social services does 

provoke respondents to think about these efforts more positively. The al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya prime, however, does not produce a statistically significant difference in how 

respondents view that organization.179 Although the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya prime 

does produce measurable effects in how respondents respond to substantive questions, 

particularly on the legitimacy of religiously justified violence, the fact that the 

manipulation check failed to detect a result suggests caution must be used in 

interpreting these results.180 

Before presenting the results of tests of these hypotheses, this paper will first discusses 

the possibility that respondents are intentionally altering their answers to avoid official 

sanction and retaliation.  
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Uncovering Response Bias 

Both the descriptive statistics and the results of the survey experiment require a caveat. 

As noted previously, since the July 2013 military coup the Egyptian government and 

Islamic organizations, especially the Muslim Brotherhood, have been engaged in an 

often-violent confrontation, resulting in hundreds, if not thousands of Muslim Brothers 

killed and imprisoned. In the background, both state and private media have engaged 

in an extensive campaign of demonization against the group. This, naturally, raises the 

possibility that respondents underreport both their knowledge of and interaction with 

Islamic organizations to avoid an expected sanction from the regime. And this effect is 

likely not distributed evenly across both Islamic groups; people are potentially more 

circumspect about revealing their interaction with the Muslim Brotherhood than their 

interaction with al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya, which is a lower-profile and a less overtly 

political group. If respondents modulate their answers based on fears of security service 

retribution, they may strategically deflate responses to certain questions while inflating 

responses to others. 

A list experiment allows a test for this possibility. These instruments are particularly 

valuable for their ability to ascertain potentially hidden biases or attitudes. Because of 

this, they appear frequently (as the mere mention construction discussed earlier) in the 

study of racial attitudes.181 In a list experiment, individual respondents are granted 

anonymity to more freely express their opinions and ostensibly escape either social 

opprobrium or official sanction. Yet while the individuals retain anonymity, the 

aggregate results reveal whether, when granted anonymity, the population is more 

likely to express hidden attitudes. James H. Kuklinski et al. describe the technique, 

which they used in a study of affirmative action: 

Imagine a representative sample of the general population divided randomly 

into two. One half is presented with a list of three items, and asked to say how 

many of the three make them angry—not which items, just how many. The other 

half is presented with the same list with one item added—a race item—and is 

also asked to say how many of the items make them angry—not which ones, just 

how many. Suppose, for the sake of argument, some respondents in the second 

half take exception to two of the items, and one of the two that angers them is the 

race item. Asked how many items make them angry, they respond “two.” It will 

seem to these respondents quite impossible for the interviewer to figure out that 
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one of the items upsetting them is racial in content. . . . Although the interviewer 

cannot tell in the course of the interview if the race item has angered a particular 

respondent, the analyst can determine afterwards the level of anger in the 

population as a whole and in strategic subsets of it.182 

Recently, scholars have begun to adopt Kuklinski et al.’s technique in countries where 

the fear of government retaliation potentially causes respondents to modify their 

answers.183 The same possibility motivates the use of a list experiment in the Egyptian 

context. Rather than race-related, the fourth item that may have potentially angered 

respondents was “the military alone controlling the government.” While it is not 

feasible to completely protect respondents from their fear of reprisal, this offers some 

way to test for the possibility that respondents’ fears are severe enough to cause them to 

falsify their preferences. Specifically, if the prospect of security service retribution was 

indeed frightening Egyptians, we should expect that when granted anonymity, the 

percentage of respondents whom this item “bothered or upset” would rise significantly. 

If, on the other hand, respondents were unconcerned with the role of the security 

services in Egyptian life, the mean number of items that “bothered or upset” 

individuals would not change when the fourth item was added to the list. 

The table below presents the difference-in-means tests across all groups. The “four-item 

list” includes “the military alone controlling the government” whereas the “three-item 

list” does not. 

The results reveal that adding a fourth item to the list (an item concerning the military’s 

control over the government) significantly increases the mean number of total items on 

the list that anger respondents. Put differently, “the military controlling the 

government” apparently angered 34.9 percent (which is the four-item mean minus 

three-item mean, multiplied by 100) of all respondents.184 The effect is quite noticeable 

across all four groups, although it decreases in strength (while retaining significance) 

when limited to the respondents who received the forms asking about the Muslim 

Brotherhood (29.8 percent) and al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya (23.3 percent), respectively.  
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Figure 1: Average Number of Items per List that “Bother or Upset” Respondents 
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This provides a fairly solid indication that, when granted anonymity, respondents were 

more likely to criticize the military’s control of the government than when asked 

directly.  One implication of these results is that respondents do take into account 

potential regime sanctions when answering sensitive questions, and thus they may be 

expected to modify their response to some or all of the questions considered here. This 

provides important context for interpreting the following results. 

The next section presents findings from the survey experiment in two parts. First are 

simple descriptive statistics charting respondents’ knowledge of and experience with 

facilities from the Ministry of Health, the Muslim Brotherhood and al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya, as well as their familiarity with those entities’ medical caravans. The second 

section presents the results of t-tests comparing responses across control and treatment 

groups. The conclusion offers an interpretation of the results and specifies extensions 

and future directions of study. 

Descriptive Statistics 

As mentioned previously, one difficulty in the study of Islamic groups’ provision of 

social services is the lack of basic empirical data about the extent of these groups’ 

networks across the Egyptian population. To highlight this question, figure 2 presents 

responses to the questions assessing familiarity with and usage of medical facilities 
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operated by the Ministry of Health, the Muslim Brotherhood and al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya, respectively. 

Figure 2: Familiarity with and Usage of Medical Services 
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Al-Gam’iyya al-
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With the earlier caveat about preference falsification kept in mind, the most notable 

finding concerns the scope of each group’s provision. Specifically, a higher percentage 

of Egyptians are familiar with al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s medical provision than the 

Muslim Brotherhood’s. Notably, this includes those both having heard about the 

organization and those having used it. This finding offers some support to the earlier 

anecdotal and historical evidence that al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s provision of medical 

services is more widespread than the Brotherhood’s own efforts.  

With this data in mind, I present the results of the experimental manipulation in the 

next section. I first discuss the hypotheses connecting social service provision to 

religiosity. I then examine the two questions concerning violence. The last section 

presents the results of questions designed to test sectarian attitudes. Finally, recall that 

the null hypothesis is that service provision simply does not affect personal attitudes on 

these issues in a meaningful way. 
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Results: Religiosity 

The battery measuring religiosity contained three questions. All Muslim respondents 

were presented with three behaviors that “some people believe it is important for 

Muslims to do” and were asked their opinion of these behaviors’ importance on a four-

point scale, from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (4). To measure personal 

dimensions of religiosity, respondents were queried about women in their family 

wearing the niqab (the full face veil). To measure a social dimension, respondents were 

asked about discussing Islam with their friends and neighbors (da`wa). To capture 

political dimensions, respondents were asked about giving religious authorities the 

power to review legislation. The results are presented separately as a principal 

component factor analysis revealed a low α (.3881). 

 

Figure 3: Religion Battery, Aggregate Statistics 
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Figure 3 displays the results of the experimental manipulation across the three religion 

questions, including the results of t-tests comparing the group means. Note that in all 

the following tables the answer scales have been zeroed (they read 0–3 rather than 1–4). 

Figure 4 reproduces these results disaggregated by economic class of the respondents. 

 

Figure 4: Religion Battery, Disaggregated by Economic Class 
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receiving the Muslim Brotherhood treatment did shift respondents’ attitudes about the 

personal and social aspects of religion in a conservative direction. As a baseline, the 

control groups registered mild agreement with the statements that “it is important for 

women in your family to wear the niqab” and “it is important to call your friends and 

neighbors to Islam.” In comparison, the treatment group receiving information about 

the Muslim Brotherhood’s provision of health services registered a higher level of 

support for both propositions. While slight in absolute terms, the shifts on both the 

personal and social questions were statistically significant at the .01 level.  

However, the shift disappeared when disaggregating by socioeconomic class. While 

both the poor and middle-classes experienced a shift when measured independently, 

the shift was only very weakly significant at p ≤ .10. 

The aggregate effect did not appear in the results for the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya 

group. While those respondents who received information about al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya’s social service provision seemingly evinced more religiously conservative 

attitudes than the control group, the effect was not strong enough to reject the null 

hypothesis (p ≤ .05). The null finding remained when disaggregating on the basis of 

social class, as neither the poor nor the nonpoor respondents demonstrated a detectable 

shift in attitudes. 

The question assessing attitudes toward a political role for religion revealed a 

significant but unexpected shift in attitudes. Egyptian Muslims’ baseline attitude is in 

fairly strong agreement with the proposition that religious figures should have a role in 

reviewing legislation. Yet those who received information about the Muslim 

Brotherhood’s health care provision were less likely than the control group to support a 

political role for religious figures. Further, this shift appears to be driven 

disproportionately by the middle-class respondents. When eliminating the middle-class 

respondents from both the treatment and control, the effect was not statistically 

detectable. Taken together, these results are not supportive for H1. In fact, they directly 

contradict it; mentioning the Brotherhood’s social service provision does not attract 

respondents to the group’s ideology, it repels them from it. 

Again, those in the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya group seemed to display a similar reaction, 

although the shift did not approach statistical significance. This remained constant even 

when disaggregated into social class.  
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The earlier findings regarding preference falsification, coupled with the ongoing 

conflict between the government and Egyptian Islamic movements discussed in the 

qualitative section earlier, may better contextualize the results. It may be that those 

individuals queried directly about religious groups purposefully deflate their support 

in order to avoid appearance of siding with the government’s opponents in questions of 

political authority. In the personal and social realms, seemingly more divorced from 

political conflicts, respondents may feel freer to express their opinions without filtering 

them. It could also be the case that these facilities do increase an individual’s religiosity 

in the personal and social sphere, but this increase simply does not carry over into the 

political sphere. Perhaps one consequence of the Muslim Brotherhood’s two-plus-year 

domination of Egyptian politics was to heighten the importance of the segregation of 

religion and politics. 

The results of this intervention complicate broader theories about the interplay of social 

service provision and personal attitudes. In isolation, the attitudinal change of those 

exposed to the Muslim Brotherhood treatment should provide evidence that social 

service provision can potentially shift religious attitudes. However, were this true more 

broadly, those individuals exposed to the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya treatment would 

also register a shift in religiosity.  

As to why the Muslim Brotherhood would provoke this shift but al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya would not, it is possible only to speculate. On the one hand, this result may 

simply be a reflection of the Muslim Brotherhood’s being more well-known generally. 

On the other hand, as noted in figure 2, more Egyptians are familiar with al-Gam’iyya 

al-Shar’iyya’s medical provision than the Muslim Brotherhood’s efforts in this realm. At 

any rate, the inability of the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya prompt to shift respondents 

compared with the Muslim Brotherhood prompt strongly suggests that the identity of 

the provider matters. The precise reasons why this is the case appear to be a ripe area 

for future research, yet even at this stage the differential reactions, or, rather, the ability 

of one group to provoke a reaction and the inability of another, suggests the importance 

of disaggregation.  

Results: Violence 

Before I present the questions designed to chart Egyptians’ attitudes toward violence, it 

is important to note at the outset that this battery required extensive pretesting and 
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modification because of pervasive floor/ceiling effects: Egyptian respondents were 

nearly unanimous in refusing to countenance religiously motivated violence no matter 

how the question was phrased. 

In order to measure tolerance for violence against Western targets, respondents were 

told: “A few years ago some privately owned European newspapers published cartoons 

of the Prophet Muhammed. Some people said that this was insulting and some 

demonstrators attacked Western embassies in response.“ On a five-point scale, 

respondents were asked their opinion as to whether such attacks were justified, from 

“never justified” (1) to “always justified” (5).185 

To measure violence directed internally (that is, against Egyptian targets), respondents 

were then asked the extent to which they agreed with the statement that “sometimes, it 

is legitimate to target Egyptian citizens in order to defend Islam.” Again, they were 

asked their response on a five-point scale, stretching from “never justified” (1) to 

“always justified” (5).186 

Figure 5: Violence Battery, Aggregate Statistics 
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Figure 5 displays the results of the experimental manipulation across the question, 

including the result of t-tests. Responses here are zeroed (they read 0–4 rather than 1–5). 

Figure 6 displays the results disaggregated by economic class. 

Figure 6: Violence Battery, Disaggregated by Economic Class 
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Discussion 

Egyptian Muslims in the control group were generally reluctant to justify either 

externally or internally directed violence. As a baseline condition, however, 

respondents were generally more likely to justify attacks on Western embassies in 

response to private papers publishing cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed than attacks 

against their fellow Egyptians “in order to defend Islam.”  

The mean response of those receiving the Brotherhood treatment seemingly shifted 

toward this violence being justified, although the difference was not enough to rule out 

the null hypothesis. In other words, it is possible that this was the shift was the product 

of random chance rather than the experimental manipulation. Disaggregating the 

respondents based on socioeconomic class also fails to produce a statistically significant 

result. 

Those who received treatment at al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya facilities, however, were 

more likely to see attacks against Western embassies as justified, and this was 

statistically significant. On the one hand, this is counterintuitive and puzzling, given the 

Brotherhood’s more politically activist interpretation of Islam. On the other hand, it 

may be that al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s more conservative (although less activist) 

conception exercises an effect on individual’s predilections to defend the religion 

against perceived provocations like the Mohammed cartoons. However, it seems 

unlikely that this more violent interpretation of Islam would manifest its effects in such 

a roundabout way here yet not appear in the explicitly religious questions discussed in 

the previous section. 
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It may also potentially be the case that the finding is an outlier, based on some 

stochastic factor rather than the manipulation. Notably, this finding seems entirely 

driven by the nonpoor respondents. The poor moved in the same direction, yet not 

enough to generate a statistical effect. Further, the inability of the al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya treatment to budge respondents’ opinions on internally directed violence 

looms particularly large, for if this manipulation caused respondents to become more 

supportive of violence, we might expect it to be consistent across type. In fact, receiving 

the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya treatment made individuals more resistant to using violence 

against their fellow Egyptians.  

In line with the earlier findings related to religiosity, respondents to this battery reacted 

dissimilarly based on the specific identity of the provider. Again, the findings suggest 

analytical disaggregation.  

It is also difficult to extrapolate this finding in terms of social service provision and 

radicalization. First, the particular context likely matters a great deal; in Egypt there 

exists a potentially comparable public alternative, the Ministry of Health’s network. Yet 

in situations of extreme conflict or poorly institutionalized states, the proper 

comparison may be between the nonstate provider and no provider at all.  

Secondly, the attitudes toward violence may be a subset of broader attitudes of general 

support for the provider organization. This survey experiment did not test how social 

service provision affects general attitudes of support for the provider organization. For 

instance, a future iteration of the experiment might refine the attitudinal question by 

not asking about support for violence in general, but about specific acts of violence in 

which the provider organization engaged, or about a specific organization known for 

engaging in violent acts. 

Results: Sectarianism 

The sectarianism battery included two questions. The first asked respondents on a four-

point scale the extent to which they “strongly supported” (1) or “strongly opposed” (4) 

a Christian family buying a house in a majority-Muslim neighborhood. The second 

question substituted “Shi’a family” for “Christian family” and “majority–Sunni Muslim 

neighborhood” for “majority-Muslim neighborhood.”  
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Figure 7: Sectarianism Battery, Aggregate Statistics 

 

 

Muslim 

Brotherhood 
Control 

Al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya 

To what extent do you 

agree with a Christian 

family buying a home in a 

majority-Muslim 

neighborhood? 

0= Strongly Agree 

4= Strongly Disagree 

.991 (.042) 

n= 466 

.908 (.039) 

n=446 

.931 (.039) 

n=433 

To what extent do you 

agree with a Shia Muslim 

family buying a home in a 

majority- Sunni Muslim 

neighborhood? 

0= Strongly Agree 

4= Strongly Disagree 

2.368 (.044) 

n=416 

2.443 (.041) 

n=415 

2.408 (.041) 

n=402 

*** = p ≤ .001; ** = p ≤ .01; * = p ≤ .05.  Std. Error in parenthesis. 

Figure 7 displays the results of the experimental manipulation across the two questions, 

including the results of t-tests. The relatively lower response rates are due to isolating a 

portion of the respondents to this question for a separate study. Figure 8 presents the 

disaggregated statistics. Note that the scales here are zeroed (they read 0–3 rather than 

1–4). 
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Figure 8: Sectarianism Battery, Disaggregated by Economic Class 

Discussion 

Neither the Brotherhood nor the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya treatments produced a 

statistically significant shift in attitudes on either question. Disaggregating based on 

social class likewise reveals no significant effects. Yet the baseline results (the results of 

the control group) are instructive in and of themselves. Muslim Egyptians are 

significantly more likely to accept a Christian moving into a majority-Muslim 

neighborhood than a Shi’a Muslim moving into a majority Sunni Muslim 

neighborhood. As to the dynamic behind the animosity, the extremely small number of 

Shi’a in Egypt suggests the possibility that the polarization is a reflection of broader 

regional trends and geopolitical rivalries. 

Especially in the context of the qualitative evidence introduced earlier, these results 

provide no evidence for theories linking social service provision to increasing sectarian 

conflict. 
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To what extent do you 
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Muslim neighborhood? 

0= Strongly Agree 

4= Strongly Disagree 

Non-

Poor 

2.27 (.062) 

n=219 

2.42 (.055) 

n=243 

2.4 (.054) 

n=240 

Poor 
2.47 (.061) 

n=197 

2.48 (.063) 

n=172 

2.42 (.064) 

n=162 

*** = p ≤ .001; ** = p ≤ .01; * = p ≤ .05.  Std. Error in parenthesis. 
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Null Hypothesis 

As discussed in the review of the literature, a number of authors have taken exception 

to the general assumption that motivates this study: that the use of social service 

provision can, over time, shift the beliefs and behaviors of recipients on questions of 

religiosity, violence and sectarianism. Many of the results from this experiment support 

these authors’ skepticism.  

The results of the religion battery were most notable for their ability to produce a shift, 

but this shift was apparent only in the case of the Brotherhood and disappeared when 

the results were disaggregated based on economic class. The other clusters tested here 

(violence and sectarianism) seemed relatively unaffected by either treatment group. 

One conclusion is that the ability of social services to stimulate attitudinal change on 

these questions is not as large as many have suspected, although again these tests are 

also relatively (and necessarily) weak approximations of any “real-world” effect. 

Nonetheless, these results provide the most extensive test of these hypotheses to date, 

and they should be taken seriously when crafting and assessing theories linking social 

service provision to these specific attitudinal outcomes. 

Also, as mentioned earlier, the manipulation check showed that the ability of the al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya treatment to move respondents was potentially limited. While 

there was evidence that the Muslim Brotherhood prime increased respondents’ opinion 

of the group’s social service efforts, the ability of the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya prime to 

prompt a shift in underlying knowledge was not detected in the manipulation check. In 

light of this, it is somewhat unsurprising that the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya prime did 

not produce an effect on many of the questions (save the question of religiously 

motivated violence against Western targets). At least according to the manipulation 

check, receiving the informational prime about al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya neither 

increased respondents’ knowledge about the organization nor changed their opinion of 

it.187 Yet this conclusion, that the Brotherhood’s provision of social services is somehow 

unique vis-à-vis other Islamic groups’ provision of these services, is still instructive and 

points a direction for future research.  
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Conclusion 

Although authors have advanced a number of intriguing theories about Islamic social 

service provision, the production of historical and empirical information to 

contextualize and fully evaluate these theories has lagged. This paper attempts to 

improve on these deficiencies. It first provides a case study of the evolution and spread 

of organized Islamic health care provision in Egypt, based on the Muslim Brotherhood, 

al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya and Ansar al-Sunna al-Mohammediyya. The second section 

uses an original survey experiment to test theories linking service provision to changes 

in individual religiosity, tolerance for violence and sectarian attitudes.  

A number of findings are notable. First, these three organizations oversee largely 

distinct social service networks, although there are episodes of cooperation between all 

three. These episodes accelerated after 2011, although episodes of earlier collaboration 

and overlap also exist. In part, the differentiation stems from each organization’s 

conceptualization of how charitable provision supports—or does not support—its 

broader strategies of religious and social transformation. While the Brotherhood and al-

Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya integrated charitable provision into their outreach strategies 

from their founding, Ansar al-Sunna is a relative latecomer. Although its general 

provision lags behind the Brotherhood’s and al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s networks, 

ambitious new projects such as the Kuwaiti hospital in Qaloubiyya speak to the Ansar 

al-Sunna’s potential to mobilize resources in this arena. 

The first particularly relevant conclusion that emerges from the qualitative sections of 

this study is that these social service networks seem to be facing different fates after the 

3 July military coup.  Whereas the Muslim Brotherhood’s network has seen schools and 

medical facilities confiscated and community associations shuttered, al-Gam’iyya al-

Shar’iyya seems to have escaped the post-Morsi crackdown with much of its network 

intact. All organizations, however, are finding their conduct increasingly subject to 

aggressive efforts by the regime to police civil-society activism. 

Second, the expanding Islamic social service provision helped successive Egyptian 

governments manage biting economic reforms while maintaining their hold on power. 

By shifting social service provision to nonstate groups, including Islamic organizations, 

the state alleviated some of privatization’s most pernicious effects. When this strategy 

began to backfire as Islamic groups became more and more politically assertive, the 
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regime responded by passing more and more management responsibilities to the 

security services. The evidence accumulating during the post-Morsi period suggests 

that President Abdelfattah el-Sisi may be changing this logic. Despite an increasingly 

severe fiscal crisis, the Egyptian government has acted to aggressively shutter Islamic 

social service providers, especially those linked to the Brotherhood.  One notable recent 

development is the decision to simply expropriate the group’s facilities and run them as 

arms of the government, rather than allow them to continue to operate under much 

tighter surveillance.  At this stage the regime seems willing to tolerate the risk of 

general social instability so long as they are able to uproot the Brotherhood’s network of 

support.  The longer this confrontation drags out, however, the more precarious the 

balancing act becomes.   

Third, the survey experiment provides only limited support for theories linking social 

service provision to attitudinal change on questions of religiosity, tolerance for violence 

and sectarianism. Evidence for an attitudinal effect was strongest in the religious 

battery among the group receiving the Muslim Brotherhood treatment. In these cases, 

individuals receiving information about the Muslim Brotherhood’s social service 

provision reported more religiously conservative attitudes along personal and social 

dimensions, but more liberal attitudes regarding the role of religion in politics. Other 

hypotheses tested reveal no statistically significant shifts. While the survey method here 

uses only a “mere mention” to approximate a much more complex real-world 

interaction, this survey goes further than any prior effort to test theories linking Islamic 

social service provision and attitudinal change. 

At the same time, the possibility that preference falsification is significantly distorting 

the results cannot be ruled out. Indeed, the list experiment showed that a notable 

portion of respondents apparently modulated their responses to questions about the 

security services based on a fear of reprisal. While this does not prove that respondents 

modulated their responses to other questions in the survey for fear of reprisal or 

sanction, these results suggest that some portion indeed did so.188  

Examining the degree of preference falsification triggered by the respective treatments 

(Muslim Brotherhood versus al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya) is instructive. Comparing those 

in the Muslim Brotherhood group who answered the four-item list, with those in the 

control group who answered the three-item list, revealed that 39.8 percent of those 

queried potentially modulated their responses. Comparing those in the al-Gam’iyya al-
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Shar’iyya group who answered the four-item list with those in the control group who 

answered the three-item list showed that 41.9 percent of that group potentially 

modified their response. Curiously, however, Egyptian’s baseline condition was an 

even higher degree of preference falsification—comparing the three- and four-item 

means inside the control group suggested that 51.3 percent of the sample modulated 

their concerns. In other words, asking Egyptians about Islamic groups seems to have 

decreased the degree to which they modulated their answers.  

For policymakers struggling with broad theoretical approaches to Islamic groups, one 

important implication of this paper is the way that it shows, with both qualitative and 

quantitative information, precisely how superficially similar “Islamic” organizations 

produce different on-the-ground effects. In light of this, it seems unwise to speak of 

“Islamic” social service provision when, in fact, different Islamic groups produce varied 

outcomes. This, in turn, is relevant to understanding broader approaches to the analysis 

of Islamic groups. As Marc Lynch summarizes: 

In trying to understand Islamism, two approaches are possible. The first sees 

Islamism as essentially a single project with multiple variants, in which the 

similarities are more important than the differences. . . . The second approach 

sees consequential distinctions in the ideology and behavior of various Islamist 

strands.189  

 

While both the Muslim Brotherhood and the al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya treatment groups 

seem to move in the same direction on most of the questions studied here, they do so 

with different statistical strengths. This suggests that that there is something unique 

about the Brotherhood’s social services able to shift individual attitudes in a way that 

mention of al-Gam’iyya al-Shar’iyya’s services cannot. While more investigation is 

necessary to theorize the underlying dynamics, the finding that provider identity 

“matters” is notable both for theories of social service provision and an overall 

understanding of the varieties of Islamic sociopolitical activism.  

Finally, it is important to note what this study does not examine. While this article 

explores the relation of Islamic groups’ provision to religiosity, attitudes toward 

violence and sectarian attitudes, it does not study the counterfactual. A full appraisal 

would also consider the effects of visiting an Islamic organization’s hospital versus the 
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potentially far more radicalizing effects not being able to receive health care at all. In 

other words, the types of provision under examination here may, in practice, render the 

population less susceptible to radicalization than the alternative. 
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