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ABSTRACT 

 

Known in the post-9/11 context as one of the fathers of Islamic extremism, Egyptian 

author Sayyid Qutb was writing squarely in the mainstream of anti-British nationalism and 

Muslim Brotherhood-style Islamism in the early post-World War II period. Despite Qutb’s 

public antagonism in the Egyptian press against America, Great Britain, and the Cold War 

paradigm, the U.S. government allowed him to spend two years in the United States on an 

exchange from the Ministry of Education. Furthermore, it appears that the U.S. government 

secretly paid for Qutb’s 1949 treatise, Social Justice in Islam, to be translated into English and 

published in 1953. No sources in the existing literature adequately explain either the value of 

Social Justice in Islam to the U.S. government or the importance of Qutb’s works from this 

period to his own career. 

To explain this puzzle, the study combines a close reading of Social Justice and Qutb’s 

anti-American articles from 1946 to 1952 with declassified U.S. archives, especially State 

Department, National Security Council, Central Intelligence Agency, and Congress, and with 

secondary sources spanning early Cold War U.S. foreign relations and intelligence activities, late 

19
th

 and early 20
th

 century Egyptian political and social history, biographies of American and 

Egyptian figures, and accounts of Islamist organizations and intellectual developments. 

This study argues that the U.S. government likely promoted Qutb’s Social Justice 

because he was both anti-communist and an emerging religious leader in Egypt. U.S. officials 

were looking for Muslim partners who could help sway public opinion in the region against the 

Soviet Union, preventing communist takeover. They tolerated a degree of dissonance in the 

views of those they promoted, seeing it as a sign of authenticity which would make indigenous 

authors more persuasive to the target audience. However, I argue that Qutb was too independent. 

Although he wrote against communism, he also rejected the Cold War binary and, inverting the 

power relationship, subjected American propaganda to his own nationalist and Islamist agenda. 

By explaining the significance of the interaction between Sayyid Qutb and the U.S. government 

during this period, the study adds to our understanding of the impact of early Cold War 

American policy in Egypt, the evolution of Qutb’s ideas during this phase of his career, and 

nationalist-Islamist forms of anti-colonial resistance in Egypt following World War II. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Power is exercised from innumerable points, in the interplay of 

nonegalitarian and mobile relations…Power comes from 

below; that is, there is no binary and all-encompassing 

opposition between rulers and ruled at the root of power 

relations. 

Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 1978
1
 

 

 

As World War II came to an end, Egyptians faced the implications of the Allied victory 

on their political reality. Although Egypt had nominal self-rule through the monarchy and 

parliament, Britain was to maintain effective control over Egypt’s security which included 

Britain’s continued military presence in the Suez Canal Zone that exceeded the troop levels 

allowed under the Anglo-Egyptian treaty of 1936 by a factor of 10.
2
 Egyptians of different 

political and ideological backgrounds had demanded the immediate departure of British military 

forces and the establishment of authentic home rule after decades of nationalist struggle that 

included a thwarted request for independence at the Paris Peace Talks and the Egyptian 

revolution of 1919 that followed the failure of the Egyptian delegation to win greater autonomy 

for Egypt in Paris. Anti-British unrest in the form of protest, vandalism, and violence against 

soldiers was becoming common in post-World War II Egypt.  

As the war wound down across the Atlantic in Washington, D.C., U.S. government 

officials in diplomacy, intelligence, and the military were looking for opportunities in the Middle 

East to position the United States strongly against Soviet communism, which they saw as a 

growing threat despite the wartime alliance between the United States, Britain, and the Soviet 

                                                 
1
 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction, Trans. Robert Hurley, New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1978, 94. 
2
 Peter Hahn, The United States, Great Britain, and Egypt, 1945-1956: Strategy and Diplomacy in the Early Cold 

War, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991, 40. 
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Union. U.S. officials agreed with the British assessment of Egypt’s military importance to the 

West in any future conflict with the Soviets. While sympathetic to Egyptian nationalism, U.S. 

officials were cautious about encouraging groups that would destabilize the country, usually 

leading to U.S. support of the British-dominated status quo. In addition to purely military 

considerations, U.S. officials saw an opportunity to influence Egyptian society to align with the 

West against the Soviet Union due to shared religious values. Just as members of the U.S. 

government viewed religious revival in the United States as the best inoculation against 

communism, they saw bolstering Islam and religious solidarity between Islam and the West as an 

effective way to halt the spread of communism in the Middle East. 

While some of America’s intended Muslim partners in Egypt were receptive, others were 

not. Literary critic and emerging Islamist thinker Sayyid Qutb wrote harsh critiques of American 

policy in the Middle East and about what he saw as an American attempt to take advantage of 

Muslims in the struggle against communism. Not a communist himself, Qutb advocated an 

indigenous alternative along the lines of what the Muslim Brotherhood was proposing, that is, an 

independent and just society achieved by returning to the golden era of Islam. Despite Qutb’s 

antagonism in the Egyptian press against the United States during the period following World 

War II, the U.S. government allowed him to spend two years in the United States on an exchange 

from the Ministry of Education, from 1948 to 1950. Qutb came to study curriculum. Rather than 

transforming him into an ally as U.S. officials would have expected, Qutb’s experience appeared 

to increase his contempt for America and the West. When he returned to Egypt, he published a 
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scathing critique of America called “The America I Have Seen.”
3
 Strangely, three years after he 

published this diatribe, in 1953, the U.S. government appears to have covertly paid for his 1949 

treatise, Social Justice in Islam, to be translated and published in English. While excellent 

analysis exists concerning disparate pieces of this puzzle, no sources in the existing literature 

adequately explain the value of Qutb’s work from this period to the U.S. government and to 

Qutb’s own agenda. This study explores, on the one hand, the social and ideological context of 

Qutb’s anti-American articles and Social Justice in Islam, and on the other hand, the largely 

unsuccessful American attempt to build good will with Egyptians like Qutb during the early Cold 

War. 

This study is divided into three chapters. In Chapter 1, I examine a selection of Qutb’s 

writings from before and after his stay in the United States for clues to understanding his 

contempt for America. In Chapter 2, I explore the thinking behind U.S. government outreach to 

Muslims in the early Cold War and how U.S. policies were implemented in Egypt. In Chapter 3, 

I use Qutb’s 1949 work, Social Justice in Islam, as a lens through which to understand Egyptian 

nationalist sentiments at the time and Qutb’s Islamist response. I conclude that U.S. officials 

were seeking Muslim partners like Qutb to further the cause of the Cold War in Egypt and 

elsewhere in the Middle East, but they overestimated the U.S. ability to sell a pro-Western 

worldview at a time when the U.S. government had failed to support Egyptian nationalist causes, 

and they underestimated the ability of people like Qutb to counter American propaganda and 

promote a third way.  

 

                                                 
3
 Sayyid Qutb, “‘The America I Have Seen’: In the Scale of Human Values,” 1951, in Kamal Abdel-Malek, America 

in an Arab Mirror: Images of America in Arabic Travel Literature: An Anthology, 1895-1995, New York: St. 

Martin's Press, 2000. 
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Methods 

This study combines elements of political and intellectual history. Examining U.S. 

government archives for clues about ideologies and decision making in Egypt and comparing 

them with accounts of what was going on inside the British and Egyptian governments makes the 

study a political history, especially of the diplomatic and intelligence variety. However, Qutb 

was not only an object of interest to foreign governments, he was a forceful writer on subjects of 

interest to his contemporaries. Examining the development of his nationalist and Islamist rhetoric 

during this time makes the study an intellectual history as well. While not a work of social 

history, the study incorporates some of its lessons. Although I do examine the beliefs, words, and 

deeds of politically influential men, I view them not as “great men” of history, but rather as 

members and products of human networks: familial, professional, religious, and epistemic.  

Foucauldian notions of power relations and post-colonial sensitivity led to the structure of this 

study. In The History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault argues that power is multidirectional, a 

“multiplicity of force relations.” It is not “a group of institutions and mechanisms that ensure the 

subservience of the citizens of a given state,” nor “a mode of subjugation which, in contrast to 

violence, has the form of rule,” nor is it a “system of domination exerted by one group over 

another” whose effects “pervade the entire social body.”
4
 Foucault sees the reality of power as a 

complex strategical situation in a society rather than an institution, a structure, or the attribute of 

strength.
5
 This study looks at a particular historical situation in which individuals such as Qutb, 

Muslim Brotherhood members, U.S. officials in Cairo and Washington, British officials, and 

Egyptian political leaders directly or indirectly influenced each other, looking for evidence of 

                                                 
4
 Foucault, 92. 

5
 Ibid., 93. 
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power in the interactions, and not taking the power of any actor for granted. Omnia El Shakry 

offers an example of what these power relations can look like in the Egyptian context. In The 

Great Social Laboratory, she employs the term “translation” to describe how Egyptians adopted 

and changed European social sciences to suit the national context.
6
 In a similar way, this study 

demonstrates how Qutb adopted certain elements of foreign propaganda but also manipulated 

both style and specific messages to advocate his own nationalist and Islamist agenda. The study 

interrogates assumptions about power relations in several places, seeking evidence of their 

presence in the words and actions of the human and human organizational actors. The study 

deliberately devotes more than half of its focus – the first and third chapters – to an Egyptian. 

Focusing the entire study on the U.S. government and its actions in Egypt would probably have 

been easier, given the availability of archives, a vast corpus of English-language secondary 

literature on the period, and my own background knowledge from studying and working in the 

U.S. government. And indeed, there is still much to learn from studying the ideology and 

decisions of U.S. officials during this time. However, the study’s focus on Sayyid Qutb – 

primarily through his own words and social context – interrupts the potential for an purely 

American-focused historiography. The structure of the study, then, seeks to dismantle the divide 

between global hegemon (the ascendant postwar United States allied to the British Empire) and 

subaltern (Qutb as citizen of the subjugated Egyptian state); it makes this Egyptian author visible 

and uncovers his agency. 

                                                 
6
 El Shakry explains, “To formulate a nationalist project of modernity, the indigenous elite often translated (that is, 

adopted and transformed) colonial social-scientific methodologies (such as ethnographic or statistical techniques), 

while simultaneously linking their arguments to nationalist claims, such as Arabism.” Omnia El Shakry, The Great 

Social Laboratory: Subjects of Knowledge in Colonial and Postcolonial Egypt, Stanford University Press, Kindle 

Edition, 2007, 6-7. 
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Because Qutb was a prolific writer and his writing changed significantly during his 

career, it was necessary to restrict the time period and topics of study. Anticipating a 

juxtaposition between Qutb’s writings and the U.S. Muslim world outreach that included him, 

the initial periodization rationale was to examine what Qutb wrote on “American Islam” and on 

America more broadly. One of Qutb’s Arabic language biographers, Ṣalāḥ ‘Abd al-Fattāḥ 

Khālidī,
7
 compiled Qutb’s works relating to the United States into a single volume titled Amrīkā 

Min al-Dākhil bi-Minẓār Sayyid Quṭb.
8
 Examining Qutb’s articles from 1946, 1951, and 1952 in 

this volume critiquing the United States led to the realization that much of what he achieved in 

these articles he also accomplished in Social Justice in Islam (1949), even though the United 

States was not the focus of that book. Discovering this parallel led to the choice to form two 

chapters around these works. It also influenced the periodization of the study. Taking 1946 to 

1952 as the narrowest period of focus based on Qutb’s works, I looked for other Egyptian and 

American works that covered that time period and for political events that could help guide the 

periodization.  

The literature on the U.S. government would suggest a different periodization. The term 

“early Cold War” in the literature appears to coincide with the beginning of the Truman 

administration in 1945 and the end of the Eisenhower administration in early 1961. Historians of 

the United States look at the period from the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution through World War II 

as the period in which the origins of the Cold War may be found, but not as the Cold War itself. 

                                                 
7
 Author note: This study uses the IJMES transliteration system for Arabic words, except in three cases: 1) high 

frequency English spellings of well-known figures, such as “Nasser” and his advisor “Heikal,” 2) the Library of 

Congress’ transliteration for the Egyptian periodical, al-Risālah; and 3) bibliographical information for Arabic 

works translated into English with non-standard transliteration, such as Khalīd M. Khalīd and al-Ghazzālī. 
8
 Ṣalāḥ ‘Abd al-Fattāḥ Khālidī, Amrīkā Min al-Dākhil bi-Minẓār Sayyid Quṭb, Jiddah, al-Saʻūdīyyah [Saudi Arabia]: 

Dār al-Manārah, 1985. 
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In Imagining the Middle East, Matthew Jacobs sets his period of study to 1918-1967, since this 

coincides with a phase of U.S. government interest in and attitude toward the Middle East and 

Islam. In “The Spiritual-Industrial Complex,” Jonathan Herzog never specifies what period he 

considers to be the “early Cold War,” but the decade of the 1950s is his most frequent area of 

study.
9
  

Sources focused on Egypt suggest still other periodizations. Most closely relevant to U.S. 

policy in Egypt during the 1946-1952 period, Peter Hahn determines the boundaries of his “early 

Cold War” history of U.S., British, and Egyptian relations as 1945 and the Suez Crisis of 1956. 

However, from Qutb’s perspective, the 1956 Suez crisis would likely have been less significant 

than 1954 when Qutb was imprisoned. Ian Johnson’s intelligence and propaganda history of the 

Muslim Brotherhood unfortunately largely skips the period 1945 to 1954, picking the story up in 

1954 with Hasan al-Banna’s exiled son-in-law, Said Ramadan and his apparent cooperation with 

the CIA.
10

 Richard Mitchell’s seminal work, The Society of the Muslim Brothers, tracks the 

organization’s history from its founding in 1928 to the group’s suppression in 1954, when six 

Brothers were hanged.
11

 In contrast, the periodization for Barbara Zollner’s history of the 

Muslim Brotherhood begins with al-Banna’s death in 1949 and end with  al-Hudaybi’s death in  

1973.
12

 In Mohamed Heikal’s account of the Muslim Brotherhood in Autumn of Fury: The 

Assassination of Sadat, he offers a brief history of the Brothers beginning in 1928 and ending in 

1954, echoing Mitchell. Heikal suggests that intellectual leadership for the weakened group then 

                                                 
9
 The calculation behind this claim consisted of a search in the electronic book for frequency of occurrence for every 

decade from 1910 to 1980. Jonathan Herzog, The Spiritual-Industrial Complex: America’s Religious Battle Against 

Communism in the Early Cold War, New York: Oxford University Press, 2011. 
10

 Ian Johnson, A Mosque in Munich: Nazis, the CIA, and the Muslim Brotherhood in the West, Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin Harcourt, 2010. 
11

 Richard Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers, New York: Oxford University Press, 1993. 
12

 Barbara Zollner, The Muslim Brotherhood: Hasan al-Hudaybi and Ideology, New York: Routledge, 2009. 



8 

 

moved to the radicals, Qutb and Mawdudi.
13

 Focusing on how the group changed after 1954 and 

Qutb’s role has merit but does not reflect the importance of Qutb’s earlier work. William 

Shepard’s comparison of different editions of Social Justice in Islam spans the period from its 

first printing in 1949 to its seventh (posthumous) printing in 1973.
14

 While Shepard’s analysis 

informed this study, it does not align with its principal sources and aims. Looking at the archival 

primary sources incorporated in the study, nearly all fall between 1945 and 1954. Although many 

more documents of interest exist outside of this narrow period, I had to force an end to the 

exploration. The nine-year period from 1945 to 1954, then, allows us to closely examine the 

phase in Qutb’s professional life when he was a mainstream and influential nationalist and 

Islamist intellectual, and it allows us to explore U.S. government interest in Qutb, Egypt, and 

Islam. 

Dealing with Archives 

The starting point for the use of archives in this study is that they can be taken as 

evidence of the views of the U.S. officials authoring the document, with several caveats. 

Archives are incomplete evidence, for several reasons:
15

 1) just because a statement exists in an 

archive does not mean it represents the most authoritative voice at the time, given bureaucratic 

competition, personalities, and variation in authority over time; 2) the author or speaker may not 

be stating his or her private views or all that he or she knows; 3) not every document has been 

preserved; 4) one researcher cannot physically read all of the relevant public and private archival 

                                                 
13

 Mohamed Heikal, Autumn of Fury: The Assassination of Sadat, New York: Random House, 1983, 121-127. NB: 

Heikal also writes his name in English as Mohamed Hassanein Heikal, see Heikal 1973 references below. 
14

 William Shepard, “The Development of the Thought of Sayyid Quṭb as Reflected in Earlier and Later Editions of 

‘Social Justice in Islam,’” Die Welt des Islams 1992, 32 (2): 196-236. 
15

 These caveats are based on my experience so far researching in U.S. archives and working for two years in 

government. It is by no means an exhaustive list of all challenges working with government archives. 
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sources relevant to U.S. government activities, even for such a narrow time period as the one 

under consideration; 5) even declassified texts often contain sanitized portions; and 6) an 

unknown number of existing records remain classified. Furthermore, archival evidence from one 

government may be contradicted by sources outside that government, including governmental or 

non-governmental sources in another country.  

I found several of these dynamics at play in the research for this study. For example, I 

cite a letter from President Eisenhower to his confidant, the Presbyterian minister Dr. Elson.
16

 

Although an ostensibly private letter, it was not classified, and the President was undoubtedly 

aware that it might enter the public record at some point. Rather than read it as a statement of his 

authentic private views, which would be to infer too much, I see it as a statement of his views 

through a filter of awareness of potential public use. Weighing the letter with other sources, it 

seems to be a straightforward expression of how he implemented one of his policies, that is, 

outreach to Arabs on the basis of religion, in his daily work. I approached U.S. intelligence 

reports as inputs into the discussions of decision makers but not as positive proof of decisions, 

whereas I knew from secondary sources that records from certain National Security Council 

bodies constituted decision documents and therefore reflected official U.S. policy approved from 

the top. With similar circumspection, I treat the transcript of a 1952 strategy session on 

propaganda for the Arab world as a deliberative discussion, including colorful exchanges of 

ideas and reinforcing of shared understandings of threats and opportunities, but not necessarily 

                                                 
16

 Dwight D. Eisenhower, Letter to Dr. Elson, July 31, 1958, cited in Joyce Battle, U.S. Propaganda in the Middle 

East – The Early Cold War Version, National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 78, Washington, DC. 

December 13, 2002, http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/ (Accessed March 20, 2016). 

http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/
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an indication of what happened next.
17

 I also saw power relations at play in some documents, for 

example, in the record of an appropriations committee hearing in Congress, in which executive 

branch officials were required to provide testimony, answer questions, and justify their activities 

in order to continue in operation.
18

 The setting was collegial, and members of Congress clearly 

deferred to executive branch expertise in some instances, but the balance of authority rested on 

the Congressional side. In this case, I maintained awareness of the structural incentives, but as 

the topic was non-controversial, I judged the executive branch testimony to be largely factual. 

Still, sometimes officials have reasons to lie or obfuscate. In the early Cold War period, covert 

activities proliferated and Congressional oversight of the Office of Strategic Services and its 

successor, the CIA, was weak. Ian Johnson deals with the problem of CIA front organizations 

and conflicting accounts by different individuals involved in them, pointing out where one party 

appears to be lying.
19

 Proceeding with caution, then, U.S. archives remain a rich source of 

historical evidence. When corroborated by other sources, they gain credibility. Archives can 

offer a window into what privileged individuals thought, how they navigated bureaucracies, and 

ways in which they constructed and perpetuated norms. The classified nature of some documents 

can be a vehicle for a degree of frankness among colleagues within the professional culture of a 

given agency.  

                                                 
17

 U.S. Department of State, Working Group on Special Materials for Arab and Other Moslem Countries, 

Transcript, April 1, 1952, Washington, DC, National Archives, Record Group 59, Records of the Department of 

State, Decimal Files, 1950-1954. Cited in Joyce Battle, U.S. Propaganda in the Middle East – The Early Cold War 

Version, National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 78, Washington, DC. December 13, 2002, 

http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/ (Accessed March 20, 2016). 
18

 See U.S. Congress, Supplemental appropriation bill for 1951: Department of State, Congressional Hearings, 

1950, ProQuest Congressional, http://congressional.proquest.com:80/congressional/docview/t29.d30.hrg-1950-hap-

0049?accountid=11091 (Accessed May 10, 2016). 
19

 In a discussion of Radio Liberty, Johnson demonstrates that someone must be lying about the organization’s CIA 

backing, see Johnson, 45. 

http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/
http://congressional.proquest.com/congressional/docview/t29.d30.hrg-1950-hap-0049?accountid=11091
http://congressional.proquest.com/congressional/docview/t29.d30.hrg-1950-hap-0049?accountid=11091
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I employed an inductive method to exploring U.S. government archives. The archival 

search began with a set of questions directed at a single collection, namely, Georgetown 

University’s collection of U.S. Department of State archives categorized by country (Egypt) and 

date ranges (1945-49 and 1950-54).
20

 I used an inductive approach because I wanted to discover 

what the data would tell me, rather than prejudge the data by imposing too much structure from 

above. In the Georgetown collection, I found data that both supported and challenged my 

hypotheses. I therefore updated my research questions and expanded my archival search to the 

CIA online reading room
21

 and CIA CREST collection at the Archives II location of the National 

Archives and Records Administration in College Park, Maryland.
22

 As of early 2017, the CIA 

CREST collection now exists online, which made further research more efficient. CIA online 

resources uncovered a few documents that became vital to my research. This search then led me 

to the National Security Archive at the George Washington University, in particular the Sol 

Chaneles collection focused on CIA book publishing operations throughout the Cold War. This 

collection provided information on CIA books published in Arabic in Cairo in the early 1950s, 

and reaffirmed much of what I had learned from the State Department and CIA collections. The 

weakness of the inductive approach to the archives was the length of time required. Benefits 

included tapping into sources that remain underused in the secondary literature and the freedom 

to make fresh connections and discover new insights.  

 

                                                 
20

 From this collection, I narrowed the search to microfilm holding 708, reel 5 and 672, reel 8 in U.S. Department of 

State. Confidential U.S. State Department central files. Frederick, MD: University Publications of America, 1986. 

Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis. Georgetown University. 
21

 https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/home. 
22

 The CREST archive is now available online at https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/collection/crest-25-year-

program-archive.  

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/collection/crest-25-year-program-archive
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/collection/crest-25-year-program-archive
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Literature Review 

This study addresses gaps in the literature both through original research and by putting 

diverse sources in dialogue with one another. An examination of the literature reveals that 

existing scholarship fails to explain why the U.S. government viewed Qutb and other Egyptian 

Muslims as valuable partners in the fight against communism during the period studied here, 

1945-1954. Furthermore, the existing literature does not investigate how U.S. officials 

implemented the policy to win Muslim hearts and minds in Egypt. From the perspective of 

Egyptian history and accounts of Qutb’s life and intellectual development, still more gaps 

appear. The literature does not adequately explore the development of Qutb’s nationalist and 

Islamist thought during this period with consideration to his socio-economic context and foreign 

contacts. It fails to adequately explore the reasons for Qutb’s anti-American sentiments and his 

ability to advance his own agenda by manipulating foreign propaganda and U.S. government 

support.  

Many sources in the existing literature provided critical pieces of the puzzle. National 

Security Archive analyst Joyce Battle skillfully documents bureaucratic deliberations concerning 

U.S. objectives in the Middle East during the early Cold War and the propaganda materials 

intended to win Arab and Muslim hearts and minds. She dedicates a section of her report, U.S. 

Propaganda in the Middle East – The Early Cold War Version (2002), to the use of religion in 

U.S. propaganda. Unfortunately, her case studies did not include Egypt.
23

 

Foreign relations historian Matthew Jacobs demonstrates U.S. government interest in 

Islam as a foreign policy tool in “The Perils and Promise of Islam: The United States and the 

                                                 
23

 Joyce Battle, U.S. Propaganda in the Middle East – The Early Cold War Version, National Security Archive 

Electronic Briefing Book No. 78, Washington, DC, December 13, 2002, 

http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/ (Accessed March 20, 2016).  

http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/
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Muslim Middle East in the Early Cold War” (2006). However, he only references Egypt in 

regard to the 1956 U.S.-Egypt split, which Jacobs marks as a turning point in U.S. government 

interest in Islam, since it coincided with increased U.S. government interest in Saudi Arabia.
24

 In 

Imagining the Middle East (2011), Jacobs gives more attention to what he calls the “loose 

network” of Middle East specialists in the United States, focusing on the impact of these 

individuals and organizations such as the Council on Foreign Relations and the Middle East 

Institute on U.S. foreign policy during the early Cold War. Jacobs also expands his analysis of 

orientalism and other reductionist and racialized views of Islam in U.S. policy making during 

this period. Jacobs’ work invites further exploration of where Egypt fits into the framework he 

provides.
25

 

Historian and policy analyst Jonathan Herzog examines the U.S. government’s use of 

religion in the early Cold War struggle against communism in The Spiritual-Industrial Complex 

(2011). Herzog’s study of U.S. domestic policies offers welcome context for other secondary 

sources which are limited to foreign policy. Further, unlike Johnson in A Mosque in Munich 

(2010), which largely skips the period of interest to this study,
26

 Herzog offers a detailed 

narrative of the purposes and practice of the U.S. government’s religious outreach in the anti-

communist struggle during both the Truman and Eisenhower administrations. However, 

Herzog’s work must be read along with other works that offer more insight into U.S. policies in 

Egypt during this period.  
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Journalist and academic Stephen Kinzer reveals much about the worldviews of arguably 

the two most important men in President Eisenhower’s cabinet, Secretary of State John Foster 

Dulles and his brother, CIA Director Allen Dulles. In The Brothers (2013), Kinzer sheds light on 

the origins of the anti-communist attitudes of these men, dating back to their awareness of the 

Bolshevik revolution in 1917, and their experience combating communism even before they 

came to office in 1953. Kinzer tells the story of the U.S.-Egypt split from the Dulles brothers’ 

perspective, that is, through their antagonism toward Nasser’s neutralism, a topic American 

studies academic Melani McAlister also briefly covers in Epic Encounters (2005). However, 

despite extensive treatment of John Foster Dulles’ Presbyterian religiosity, Kinzer does not take 

the opportunity, as Battle, Jacobs, and Herzog do, to discuss the broader U.S. strategy to win 

over Muslims to the West. Kinzer therefore misses the opportunity to examine the parallel 

between the reductionist Cold War mentality he documents and reductionist ideas of Islam 

among U.S. officials. Moreover, due to the organization of his book around six foreign leaders 

the Dulles brothers tried to destroy, Egypt is not one of his main case studies.
27

  

Histories of the CIA and other intelligence organizations provide much food for thought, 

but do not contain the level of detail on U.S. covert activities in Egypt that would make this 

study easier. For example, in Wild Bill Donovan (2011), journalist Douglas Waller describes the 

U.S. military’s World War II program to raise Muslim militias in North Africa as part of 

Operation Torch, but he does not elaborate on the rationale for the policy, nor does he speculate 

on why the team sent to raise these holy warriors convinced very few young Muslim men to sign 
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up.
28

 In Legacy of Ashes (2008), journalist Tim Weiner briefly recounts U.S. covert interventions 

in Syria in 1949 and 1957, in the latter case involving the arming of members of the Syrian 

Muslim Brotherhood.
29

 Even more relevant to this study, Weiner claims that the CIA built 

Nasser’s radio station and later favored subversion, but not assassination, of Nasser when he did 

not comply with Washington’s wishes.
30

 Weiner’s account contradicts Qutb’s claim shortly 

before his death that the CIA was behind the 1954 assassination attempt against Nasser. These 

pieces of information are tantalizing but require further analysis. 

In The United States, Great Britain, and Egypt, 1945-1956 (1991), historian Peter Hahn 

meticulously documents not just U.S. government decision making in Egypt during the period of 

interest for this study but also provides a comparative government approach concerning British 

and Egyptian government decision making. The level of detail in this work and its proximity to 

the topics of this study make it an extremely valuable resource. However, while the book fills 

many gaps concerning U.S. policies in Egypt, and some gaps in understanding the Egyptian 

political situation, it is by no means an account of the Muslim Brotherhood’s role in the politics 

of this era, and lacks a single reference to Sayyid Qutb.  

To understand Qutb’s social context and ideology during this period, several sources 

offer valuable pieces of information. Mitchell’s The Society of the Muslim Brothers continues to 

provide arguably the most reliable account of the organization from its founding through the 

mid-1950s, but disappointingly little on the topic of social justice. Whereas Mitchell cites Qutb 
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as the best source for Muslim Brotherhood views of social justice, this study is most interested in 

the social justice discourse in Brotherhood circles prior to Qutb’s 1949 version.
31

 

Combining accounts by Qutb’s recent English language biographers, James Toth and 

John Calvert,
32

 with Fathi Osman’s memoirs as reported by his daughter, American academic 

Ghada Osman,
33

 provides a window into Qutb’s social contacts during his adult life. His 

biographers provide some information on the evolution of his Islamist views, but historian 

Barbara Zollner provides much more extensive analysis in The Muslim Brotherhood: Hasan al-

Hudaybi and Ideology (2009) of the organization’s thought in years following al-Banna’s 

assassination, including a discussion of how Qutb’s views evolved and related to various 

factions.
34

 Zollner’s sources consist primarily of Brotherhood texts and the rich secondary 

literature on the Brotherhood, but do not include U.S. archival sources, since her history revolves 

around the Brotherhood, its members, and ideology. Historian Henri Lauzière provides a much-

needed clarification of the origins and use of the term Salafism in 20
th

 century Islamic reform 

movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood, but he does not focus on Qutb’s early Islamic 

work.
35

 

This study contributes to existing literature, then, by synthesizing information from 

academic, journalistic, and archival sources on early Cold War U.S. policy in the Middle East 

and putting them in dialogue with texts by Sayyid Qutb and his Egyptian and non-Egyptian 

Muslim contemporaries. A handful of archival sources used in this study do not appear in the 
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secondary literature at all despite their relevance to the topic at hand. Only by examining 

seemingly disconnected pockets of literature can we gain insights into the U.S. government’s 

interest in Qutb in the early Cold War and Qutb’s ability to write independently of and even 

manipulate U.S. propaganda despite apparent U.S. government support for his work during this 

period. 

 

 

  



18 

 

 

CHAPTER 1: REJECTING AMERICA AND “AMERICAN ISLAM” 

 

The reason for the Americans’ interest in Islam…is that they 

need it to fight communism for them in the Middle East. 

 

Sayyid Qutb, “American Islam,” 1952
36

 

 
 

As World War II came to an end, U.S. government officials in diplomacy, intelligence 

and the military looked for opportunities to position the United States to counter Soviet 

communism, which they perceived as a growing global threat. One of their conclusions was the 

need to engage the Islamic world against the dangers of communism. They sought to win over 

Muslims to the West. In Egypt, the United States deployed a combination of initiatives, 

including propaganda and educational exchanges, to win hearts and minds. However, some of 

America’s intended Muslim partners refused to cooperate. Literary critic and emerging Islamist 

thinker, Sayyid Qutb, was one of them.  

This chapter seeks to solve the puzzle of Qutb’s potent anti-Americanism well before the 

United States became a significant bilateral player in Egyptian security, politics, or economics. 

The first section sets the scene by investigating anti-American sentiments in Egypt in the early 

post-World War period. A second section explores three of Qutb’s anti-American works in the 

periodical al-Risālah from 1946 to 1952. A third section unpacks the logic of Qutb’s anti-

American writings and seeks to explain why they may have struck a chord with his readers. A 

fourth section elucidates the use of Qutb’s anti-American rhetoric from the perspective of his 

                                                 
36
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19 

 

advocacy of Islam as the solution for Egypt. The chapter concludes with a discussion of what 

made Qutb’s virulent anti-Americanism particularly ironic during the early Cold War period. 

 

Egyptian Views of the United States After World War II 

In Egyptian domestic politics, the most important bloc of the first half of the 20
th

 century 

was the nationalist, secularist Wafd party. The Wafd had won decisively at the polls in 1924, 

after leading the 1919 revolution that led to the British decision to officially end their 

protectorate in 1922.
37

 However, Egypt enjoyed only partial democracy under the Anglo-

Egyptian Treaty (1937-1951), as the British reserved the right to impose martial law in an 

emergency and continued to station over 100,000 troops in Egypt. 

Egyptian sentiments toward the British military occupation may be detected in statistics 

on anti-British unrest. According to one observer, there were 47 deaths of British soldiers and 

3,297 acts of theft or vandalism against British military property in the Canal Zone between 

October 1951 and June 1954.
38

 Hahn describes several instances in which the British asked for 

American diplomatic support, for example, pressuring the Egyptian government not to bring a 

complaint about British treaty violations to the United Nations. On one occasion, when U.S. 

advocacy of a British position emerged in the press, riots erupted.
39

 U.S. officials refused comply 

with the next British request on the basis that the United States needed “to avoid the impression 
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that we are putting pressure on Egypt in the negotiations and are simply playing the British 

game.”
40

 

However, U.S. policies did sometimes anger Egyptians. When the Truman administration 

voted for partition in Palestine, the U.S. ambassador to Egypt reported “widespread noisy 

demonstrations” in Cairo. Hahn writes that “a mob of four hundred people stormed the American 

consulate at Alexandria, destroying the official shield atop the iron gate barring their entry. 

Ominously, nearby police officers failed to intervene.”
41

 On another occasion, perceptions that 

the U.S. government was siding with the British occupation caused protesters to picket outside 

the embassy in Cairo, shouting “down with America.”
42

 In this period of frustrated national 

ambitions and disillusionment, then, Egyptians were suspicious of American intentions. 

 

America According to Sayyid Qutb 

Sayyid Qutb had become a recognized name in Egyptian intellectual circles by the early 

1940s for his poetry, novels, literary criticism, and increasingly for his political and social 

commentaries including Islamic issues. Qutb wrote his first article about the United States, “The 

American Conscience and the Palestinian Question” (al-Ḍamīr al-Amrīkānī wa Qaḍiyyat 

Filastīn), at a time when his nationalist and Islamic political commentaries were making trouble 

with the Palace.
43

 When Qutb returned from his two-year stay in the United States, he continued 

his strident political and religious writing. He once again criticized both the institutions of the 

monarchy and the religious scholarly class, intensifying his calls for religious revival as the 
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solution to Egypt’s political, economic, and moral decay. His three-part 1951 article titled “The 

America I Have Seen” and his 1952 article denouncing so-called “American Islam” (Islām 

Amrīkānī) should thus be interpreted as a minor theme of his political and religious activism 

during this period. As chapter 3 will explore in greater depth, Qutb’s focus on political reform 

and Islam as the solution brought him into both the Muslim Brotherhood, where he served as 

chief propagandist and member of the Guidance Bureau, and into the Free Officers network, 

allied with the Muslim Brotherhood at the time.
44

  

The three Qutb articles explored here demonstrate a progression in Qutb’s awareness of 

U.S. policies and American society. In the first article, written two years before he travelled to 

the United States, Qutb expresses rage at injustices imposed on the Palestinians, and America’s 

role in their oppression. In the second article, published in three segments, Qutb recounts his few 

positive and many more numerous negative experiences in the United States. In the final article, 

he condemns the American policy of supporting Islamic causes because of what he saw as 

American insincerity and self-interest. 

In the October 1946 article, “The American Conscience,” Qutb declared that he hated 

“those Westerners! All of them without exception! The English, the French, the Dutch, and 

finally the Americans.”
45

 Qutb warned his readers that those who believe that the American 

conscience is different than that of the British and the French have been duped (makhdū‘īn).
46

 He 

pointed to American policies toward the Palestinians as proof that the United States “gambles 
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with the destinies of peoples and with the rights of man.”
47

 His condemnation goes on: “Those 

Westerners are all the same: a rotten conscience, a counterfeit civilization, and a great deception 

called ‘democracy’ in which deceived people believe.”
48

 

Shortly after publishing the first article, Qutb spent two years in the United States. Rather 

than improving his opinion of Americans and making him an ally who would promote U.S. 

values and U.S.-Egyptian cooperation,
49

 Qutb’s experience sharpened his disdain. In keeping 

with his career as a prominent commentator, Qutb wrote about his experiences after his return to 

Cairo in 1951 in a series of articles in al-Risālah called “The America I Have Seen.”   

A few examples demonstrate the tone of the articles. Qutb found America's industrial and 

commercial production impressive, but its people shallow and primitive. He found Americans 

sensual and brutal, as seen in their mixed gender dances and sporting events. He believed that 

Americans had lost the meaning of Christianity, using places of worship for everything except 

worship.
50

 Qutb was astonished that the first generation of Americans were not inspired to 

spirituality by the untouched continent in all its natural beauty. “The Secret of the Deformed 

American Character,” he revealed, was that America had shut out “faith in religion, faith in art, 

and faith in spiritual values altogether” in favor of “applied science” and “sensual pleasure. And 

this is where America has ended up after four hundred years.”
51

 

Qutb expressed shock and disgust at various incidents he witnessed involving Americans 

and death, which he saw as emblematic of an American incapacity for common decency. Qutb 
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judged that Americans considered weakness “a crime: a crime that cannot be atoned for in any 

way, a crime that remains undeserving of compassion or care.”
52

 Dying was the ultimate crime 

of weakness, Qutb inferred. Qutb offered several examples of this presumed American indecency 

around death. He observed hospital staff members laughing at the appearance of an injured and 

dying man, and a widow of just three days talking calmly about her husband’s death and her 

good fortune to have taken out a Blue Cross life insurance policy on him, as matter-of-factly as if 

he had been her dog.
53

  

While impressed with America’s scientific genius and “virtues of production and 

organization,” Qutb concluded that “humanity makes the gravest of errors and risks losing its 

account of morals, if it makes America its example in feelings and manners.”
54

 In his later work, 

Qutb would reject Western science as well, due to the atheism he saw at its core.
55

 

Perhaps even more insidious than the immoral and primitive behavior Qutb witnessed in 

America was the policy he called “American Islam.” In his 1952 article by that name, Qutb 

denounced America’s new focus on Islam: “The reason for the Americans’ interest in Islam…is 

that they need it to fight communism for them in the Middle East.”
56

 This new American policy 

was not based on principle but political expediency. Qutb surmised that “They may go back to 

smashing [Islam] tomorrow if they can.”
57
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In the same article, Qutb ridiculed what he believed to be an American-sponsored study 

in Egypt on obligatory charity, or zakat, and social solidarity.
58

 He criticized the Egyptians – 

university law professors, Al-Azhar scholars, and government officials who participated in this 

study.
59

 For Qutb, American interest in Islam could never be more than a cynical tool for 

political and military domination. The Islam that the Americans and their allies want in the 

Middle East “is not the Islam that resists colonialism, and not the Islam that resists tyranny.”
60

 

However, Qutb took solace in the fact that Islam’s protectors, presumably enlightened scholars 

like himself, could use Islam to confront all three evils: colonialism, tyranny, and communism.
61

 

Qutb’s condemnation of Egyptians involved in the 1952 social solidarity study echoes his hatred, 

expressed in the 1946 article above, not only for all Westerners but for all Egyptians who have 

confidence in them and in the American conscience.
62

 Rejecting Muslims who had strayed from 

the true path of Islam became a major theme in Qutb’s later work and inspired the thinking of 

some of his intellectual heirs in the more violent radical groups, al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya and al-

Jihad.
63

 Qutb strongly believed that the United States was not equipped to guide Egyptians or 

anyone around the world about religion. Due to the moral depravity and primitiveness discussed 

already, Qutb assessed that “there is no one further than the American from appreciating the 

spirituality of religion and respect for its sacraments.”
64

 Qutb sought to convince misguided 
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 Khālidī, 132-133. 
60

 Ibid., 130. 
61

 Ibid., 133. 
62

 Ibid., 125. 
63

 Toth, 233-234. Note: al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya renounced violence in 1997-8. 
64

 Abdel-Malek, 18. 



25 

 

Egyptians who believed in American superiority to return to their native Egyptian and therefore 

Islamic spiritual values.  

Although Qutb based many of his conclusions about America on the scantiest of 

evidence, operating under what psychologists would term a confirmation bias, some of his 

depictions undoubtedly resonated with Egyptian readers. A few of his claims were particularly 

astute. The section that follows examines some of the reasons behind anti-American sentiments 

among some in Egypt in the 1940s and 1950s.  

 

The Logic of Rejecting America: Alienation 

This section explores the reasons why Qutb and some of his contemporaries viewed the 

United States negatively during the first half of the 20
th

 century. The first set of reasons explored 

here concern U.S. government actions, including decisions not to act, in Middle East politics. 

The second set of reasons concern the heuristic value of an essentialized America (and her 

consorts, the West and capitalism) to Egyptians who advocated Islam as the solution to the ills of 

modernity and colonial oppression. In Egyptian political and religious circles, some initially 

hoped that the United States would be an ally against European oppression, as did many others 

under colonial rule around the world.
65

 However, a series of U.S. diplomatic activities and 

interventions in the Middle East from the turn of the century to the 1950s severely disappointed 
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Egyptians, from the failure to fully endorse Egyptian independence from British, to U.S. 

recognition of the State of Israel, to the British and American coup against Mossadegh in Iran.
66

  

 

Abandoning the 14 Points 

It would be difficult to overstate the harm to America’s image in the Middle East of not 

living up to the universal principles espoused in President Wilson’s 14 Points speech, embodied 

in the League of Nations, and later the United Nations Charter. Groups of politically active 

Arabs, including the Egyptian Wafd party led by Saad Zaghlul, put their hopes in the United 

States at the end of World War I. The United States was not prepared to respond with tangible 

support for many of the nationalist movements that had emerged around the globe. Despite 

President Wilson’s advocacy for the right of self-rule for all peoples, he applied the principle 

narrowly and did not intend his message to upset European colonies around the world.
67

  

Wilson’s concerns about Bolshevism and interest in maintaining relations with the United 

Kingdom colored his view of anti-colonial movements, and he refused to meet with several of 

the nationalist delegations to Versailles, including Zaghlul’s.
68

 Kinzer argues that in addition to 

disappointing influential young leaders like Ho Chi Minh, Wilson’s double standard provoked 
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four nationalist uprisings around the world in 1919: in Egypt, Korea, India, and China.
69

 

Politically aware Egyptians would not soon forget America’s lack of anti-colonial solidarity. As 

Muhammad al-Ghazzālī phrased it, 

We cannot escape the fact that we have been greatly disappointed in the so-called 

American civilization. We were under the impression that a higher humanity had found 

its abode in America...This impression had been further confirmed by the attitude of 

President Wilson in 1919 at the end of the World War...but when the colonizing countries 

persisted in their vicious treatment of other nations, the Americans turned to 

isolationism.
70

 

This early disappointment and cynicism would prove difficult to reverse.
71

 American 

indifference and paternalism may have been particularly painful in the Egyptian case, where 

decades of political and social changes seemed to favor autonomy. Egypt had witnessed an 

intellectual revival in the late 19
th

 century, part of the larger Arab Renaissance (Nahḍa), and 

continuing in the first two decades of the 20
th

 century. Islamic modernists such as Jamal al-Din 

al-Afghani and Muhammad Abduh offered Egyptians a path to reconcile religion and modernity, 

both learning from and adapting –Islamicizing – European gains in the sciences, philosophy, and 

political systems.
72

  

In addition, the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century witnessed the beginnings of an 

independent press in Egypt, despite efforts by the British and their allies in the monarchy to 
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censor and suppress this oppositional political expression. Ziad Fahmy traces the evolution and 

explosion of vernacular mass cultural production in Egypt from 1870 through the 1919 

revolution and credits it with playing a large role in fostering Egyptian national identity.
73

 

Egyptians were also politically involved at the grassroots level during this period, most 

powerfully in the nationalist Wafd party, the labor movement and, starting in the 1930s, the 

Muslim Brotherhood. The same period also saw the growth and maturing of state institutions and 

bureaucracies and gains in public education. Moreover, Egyptians had more reason than ever to 

be dissatisfied with British colonial rule, from increased state brutality since 1882 when the 

British intervened in Egypt to put down the Urabi revolt,
74

 to being dragged into World War I on 

the British side,
75

 to widespread economic stress.
76

  

Yet although Egyptians won some concessions from Britain as a result of the 1919 

revolution,
77

 and further concessions as a result of the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty, the British 

still maintained ultimate control over Egyptian political and security affairs. The continued 

presence of British forces in the Canal Zone represented a major sore point across the Egyptian 

political spectrum. In response to unrest in the Canal Zone in 1951, President Truman gave 

Winston Churchill permission to address the U.S. Congress directly in January 1952 to ask for a 

small U.S. troop presence in the Suez. Although the U.S. government refused to send even a few 
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troops, the Egyptian parliamentary leadership was aware of Churchill’s request, strengthening 

their conviction that British troops must leave.
78

 The Americans were not much help against 

Britain. Up until the 1952 Free Officers revolution, the United States preferred to neither openly 

assist nor confront the British on what U.S. officials saw as predominantly British concerns.
79

  

 

New Colonialists? America’s Security Interests 

Some Egyptians believed that the United States was a new colonial power in Egypt. A 

more accurate interpretation is that successive U.S. administrations established and perpetuated a 

pattern of prioritizing America’s security interests over other concerns in the bilateral 

relationship, leading the United States to support the status quo of British military presence in 

times of uncertainty. Jon Alterman alludes to the futile efforts of Egyptian opposition leaders, 

immediately following World War I, to convince the U.S. Embassy in Cairo to act as a 

counterweight to British influence with the monarchy.
80

 As the United States engaged in the 

Cold War political, economic, and military (by proxy) confrontation with the Soviet Union 

around the world, U.S. foreign policy norms solidified in favor of Middle East governments that 

would cooperate with U.S. aims and enforce stability at home to forestall communist takeovers, 

which some in the U.S. government feared lurked behind every nationalist movement around the 

globe.
81

  Only when the Free Officers took over the Egyptian government in 1952 did the United 

States change course and back the Egyptians. Hahn attributes this change in American policy in 
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part to surprise: in the face of unanticipated events, America’s default position was not to react.
82

 

This did not mean that the United States did not care about British interests, as will be discussed 

below, but the U.S. government accepted the Free Officers coup as a fait accompli. The other 

exception to U.S. alignment with Britain in Egypt occurred when Nasser nationalized the Suez 

canal in 1956 and Britain, France, and Israel responded in a coordinated attack. When Britain 

and France refused to compromise, Eisenhower forced Britain to stop hostilities by refusing to 

send emergency oil.
83

 

Nasser confidant Heikal describes the Free Officers’ strategy to gain U.S. backing for 

the 1952 revolution, which was to court the United States as the up and coming power to replace 

Britain.
84

 Intelligence historian Sirrs likewise notes that when the coup was underway, coup 

leaders informed the U.S. embassy immediately via friendly channels and kept U.S. 

representatives informed in the days that followed.
85

 The Free Officers even used their 

interlocutors at the U.S. embassy to inform the British that opposition to the coup would result in 

an insurgency.
86

 In this reactive mode, the United States took a cautious, non-interventionist 

approach – in fact, inertia was the norm for U.S. decision making on Egypt. 

The U.S. government did pursue certain aims in concert with the British, however. Both 

the Truman and Eisenhower administrations saw Middle East defense pacts as the answer to 

American security interests in the region. In keeping with the Truman Doctrine of 1947, which 

stated U.S. intent to patch security gaps left by the British, the United States made multiple 
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unsuccessful attempts to establish a Middle East defense alliance that would include Egypt. For 

example, the United States supported the 1951 British proposal for a Middle East Command 

(MEC). Hahn argues that the British and American “refusal to accept Egypt as an equal power 

and their insulting censure of Egyptian restrictions on Suez Canal transit…ruined the effort to 

establish MEC in Egypt.”
87

 The United States then proposed the next iteration of the regional 

alliance, the Middle East Defense Organization (MEDO), which also failed for much the same 

reasons. The Americans and British were unwilling to agree to the Egyptian stipulation that the 

British unconditionally evacuate the Canal Zone.
88

 The United States made one more attempt to 

include Egypt in a defense alliance. Nasser was initially open to the “Northern Tier” alliance 

(later known as the Baghdad Pact), but lost interest in late 1954.
89

 To Britain’s surprise and 

dismay, the United States decided not to intervene on Britain’s behalf against Nasser in the 1956 

Suez crisis. Still, the United States continued to cooperate with Britain in other ways in Egypt.
90

 

Some Egyptians viewed America’s increasing involvement in Egypt’s security with trepidation. 

Nasser refused to allow U.S. military personnel to live in Cairo, concerned that it would look like 

he was exchanging one colonial power for another.
91

 Anwar Sadat, one of the Free Officers, 

wrote in 1953 in an open letter to the United States that America and Great Britain had a “bond 
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of blood.” He warned the Americans that following the British example in political affairs was a 

deadly choice.
92

 

 

Seeing Islam as a Geopolitical Tool 

Although it is unclear where Qutb got his ideas about “American Islam,” declassified 

U.S. archives reveal that he was in many ways correct about this concept. There is no question 

that considerations of what would benefit U.S. interests in the Middle East undergirded 

American outreach to Muslims in the 1940s and 50s, a sine qua non of international relations. To 

take just one example, U.S. intelligence archives demonstrate U.S. concern for what U.S. 

officials saw as a volatile and vulnerable Islamic world, as well as a belief in the potential – by 

means of positive engagement – for the United States to prevent Islam from going over to the 

enemy camp of communism. A Office of Secret Services (OSS) report in 1943 discussed the 

danger of foreign meddling in Egypt and other Muslim countries. It stressed the need for 

countermeasures, warning of Japan’s influence in the Islamic world and of the importance of the 

“Islamic masses” in geopolitical contests. It urgently advocated a counter-messaging campaign 

to highlight British and American religious tolerance in contrast to Japan’s “barefaced duplicity.” 

The report advocated that the U.S. program “dwell on such positive factors as the demonstrable 

respect of the British and Americans for other religions and the common ideals of democracy 

and Islam.”
93

 The reach and influence of this particular OSS report in the U.S. bureaucracy is not 

known, but the U.S. government did pursue a policy closely resembling this proposal, beginning 
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in the Truman administration and continuing into the Eisenhower administration.
94

 The rationale 

for defeating World War II adversaries reappeared in the U.S. approach to the Cold War.  

Herzog explains how Americans came to view communism as a religion requiring a 

religious response.
95

  President Eisenhower saw religion as relevant in the Cold War dimensions 

of events in Egypt. One of the reasons the British-French-Israeli attack on Egypt enraged 

Eisenhower was their apparent indifference to the impact on Muslim public opinion. He told a 

British official, “I must say that it is hard for me to see any good resulting from a scheme…that 

seems certain to antagonize the entire Moslem world…How could we possibly support Britain 

and France…if in doing so we lose the whole Arab world?”
96

 Eisenhower and Secretary of State 

Dulles believed the United States needed to establish the U.S. reputation as leader of the post-

colonial world and defender of smaller nations to ensure that the Soviet Union did not seize that 

ground in the discourse. 

 

The Palestinian Question 

Even before Qutb experienced the United States for himself, he stated publicly that he 

hated it. The reason he gave was America’s duplicity and rottenness in its dealings with the 

Palestinians.
97

 Hahn judges that events in Palestine “severely damaged U.S. interests” in Egypt, 

since Egyptian nationalists blamed the United States for the establishment of Israel.
98

 Palestine 

represented one of the unifying issues for Egyptians and for the pan-Arab cause. David Lesch 

notes that although U.S. policy on Palestine was officially evenhanded, holding that no decision 
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would be made without consulting both sides, Arab states frequently questioned this.
99

 In reality, 

the pro-Zionist
100

 camp had gained the upper hand in U.S. domestic politics even before the end 

of World War II, as seen in the 1944 presidential election campaign, when both parties adopted 

pro-Zionist positions.
101

   

The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood played a leading role in providing material support to 

the Palestinians, from the 1936-9 Palestinian revolt against the British to the 1948 war and 

beyond.
102

 Although Qutb was not a Brotherhood member at the time he wrote his 1946 article 

on Palestine, he had been passionate about the issue for many years. In 1938, before he had 

reason to link the Palestine issue to American perfidy, he wrote a poem called “Bloody 

Palestine,” in which he pledged Egyptian support to the Palestinians and encouraged them to 

keep up the fight.
103

 The vast majority of Egyptians felt similarly, both elites and non-elites of all 

political backgrounds. As one nationalist columnist wrote, “the Palestine question is not a local 

one, but is a general Arab Islamic question.”
104

 As America appeared more and more firmly on 

the side of the Zionists, Egyptians like Qutb who supported, sympathized and, on a 

psychological level, identified with the Palestinians expressed dismay at evidence of U.S. and 

international indifference to this Arab cause. President Wilson’s inaction in the face of urgent 

Egyptian nationalist demands in 1919 was now associated with President Truman’s endorsement 

of the State of Israel in 1948. 
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Not So Secret Wars 

By the mid-1950s the United States was gaining a reputation for dirty tricks carried out 

by its new covert agency, the CIA. Egyptians who were tuned into international affairs realized 

that the United States had entered global politics with a vengeance. Kinzer reports that the Dulles 

brothers, leading the U.S. Department of State and the Central Intelligence Agency in the 

Eisenhower administration, had not taken great pains to keep U.S.-backed coups in Iran and 

Guatemala covert:
105

 “overthrowing Mossadegh and Arbenz was an open secret in Washington, 

clear to anyone who could read the Saturday Evening Post.”
106

 

Egyptians therefore naturally wondered what mischief the United States could be secretly 

working in Egypt. Heikal reports that President Nasser, originally a willing partner of the United 

States after the coup, began to distrust American intentions.
107

 Qutb biographer Khālidī relates a 

conversation between Qutb and a Sudanese student which revealed Qutb’s concerns about U.S. 

power in the region and the inability of the Egyptian government to stand up to America. Qutb 

told the student: “The Americans are determined that no communist regime will arise in the Arab 

East and they are the ones with influence in the region!” Qutb believed that as an anti-

communist, Nasser was “only a tool” for the Americans.
108

 The latter opinion was hardly fair, as 

Nasser resisted several U.S. attempts to bribe and influence him
109

 and pursued policies that 

antagonized the United States though he was fully aware of the risks. Cynicism about U.S. 

foreign policy in Egypt had become common by the mid-1950s. 
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In this America-skeptic environment, it would have been difficult for Qutb’s readers to 

argue with his claims of innate American brutality and lawlessness. In “The America I Have 

Seen,” Qutb asserted that just as sporting events arouse the American’s animal instincts and 

thirst for violence, so Americans follow events around the world:  

Their lack of attention to the rules and sportsmanship to the extent that they are enthralled 

with the flowing blood and crushed limbs, crying loudly, everyone cheering for his team. 

Destroy his head. Crush his ribs. Beat him to a pulp. This spectacle leaves no room for  

doubt as to the primitiveness of the feelings of those who are enamored with muscular 

strength and desire it…And with this primitive spirit the American people follow the 

struggles of groups and parties, and the struggles of nations and peoples. I cannot fathom 

how this strange illusion that Americans love peace took root in the world, especially in 

the East.
110

 

Qutb’s angry rebuke of America encapsulates the hopes, disappointment, and disgust that groups 

of Egyptians felt toward the United States due to perceptions of American violence against 

causes they believed in. America’s errors of omission and commission from the 1910s to the 

1950s explored above help illuminate the intensity some Egyptians felt toward the United States. 

However, Qutb’s anti-Americanism also served a rhetorical purpose as he shifted the course of 

his career from secular literary and political commentary to Islamic commentaries. 

 

The Logic of Rejecting America: The Islamic Alternative 

Whether Qutb and his contemporaries based their anti-Americanism on evidence or logic 

is only part of the story. Just as important, Qutb portrayed what was wrong with America in 
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order to demonstrate what was right with Islam. Qutb was most interested not in correcting 

America’s many flaws but in restoring a unified and devout Islamic society in Egypt. This 

section explores Qutb’s use of America and western values as a polemical device. 

 

East or West? 

Taha Hussein, one of the senior and most illustrious members of Sayyid Qutb’s 

acquaintance, wrote a controversial treatise in 1938 called The Future of Culture in Egypt, in 

which he advocated that Egypt realize its national potential by identifying with its Mediterranean 

culture and learning from Europe. Hussein’s tract responded to an Easternist discussion in Egypt 

that he thought was misguided for its strong identification with the peoples of the Far East.
111

 

Qutb was one of several intellectuals who challenged Hussein on this debate.
112

 Calvert 

paraphrases Qutb’s argument that Egypt, being Islamic, is closer to East than West: “Whereas 

Westerners attempt to explain the workings of the mind in strictly physiological terms, Egyptians 

and other peoples of the East emphasize the immaterial realms of intuition, spiritual insight, and 

deep feeling. This innate spirituality has affected their individual and collective outlooks.”
113

 As 

Qutb developed his views on Islam, his portrayals of the West became harsher.
114

 Qutb met the 

Indian Islamic scholar Sayyid Abu Hasan Nadwi, whose work he admired and who inspired him 

to read Abu al-A‘la Mawdudi’s work. Calvert writes that Mawdudi’s concept of jahaliyya helped 
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Qutb clarify what was wrong with Western-style modernity,
115

 and Qutb used the concept 

extensively after that.   

In his articles critiquing America, as in Social Justice, Qutb painted a picture of what 

ailed the West – soulless capitalist materialism and the abandonment of religious identity. He 

likewise discussed what ailed the East, such as the equally materialistic and morally corrupt 

communism.  In Social Justice, the subject of chapter 3, Qutb told the story of Christianity’s 

decay: “Then God so willed it that Christianity should cross the seas to Europe, taking with it all 

its sublimity and purity and denial of the material world.” Unfortunately, the reader finds out, 

“Europe was never truly Christian,” because the nature of the Christian religion did not touch 

everyday life. The church also made the mistake of attempting to control the state and deny 

science.
116

 By discussing Christianity’s failures in both Social Justice and “The America I Have 

Seen,” Qutb presented  a cautionary tale for Muslims.  

 

Forbidding Evil and Enjoining Good 

The Qur’an commands believers on multiple occasions to “forbid evil and enjoin 

good.”
117

 To Qutb’s evident fascination and disgust, America offers a stark contrast to the 

Islamic ideals he grew up with, especially in the area of sexual morality. His descriptions of the 

song, “Baby, It’s Cold Outside,” and various situations he recounted in “The America I Have 

Seen” were calculated to shock (and perhaps titillate?) the faithful. Not only did Qutb see a 

church leader hosting a mixed gender dance party at a church in Greeley, Colorado, but the 
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minister was the one who chose the 1944 hit song for them to dance to: “Baby, It’s Cold 

Outside.” Qutb tells his Egyptian readers the plot of the song, in which “The boy took the girl to 

his home and kept her from leaving.” Inexplicably, Qutb reports with evident sarcasm, the 

minister then “left the dance floor for his home, leaving the men and women to enjoy this night 

in all its pleasure and innocence!”
118

 Qutb’s warning for Muslims lies in the perversion of sacred 

spaces and religious shepherds who lead their flocks astray. Qutb is troubled that the minister in 

the story does not appear to care that the young people under his protection were celebrating to 

the tune of implied fornication. The sensuous celebration was clear in the “tapping feet, enticing 

legs, arms wrapped around waists, lips pressed to lips, and chests pressed to chests” in an 

atmosphere that was “full of desire.”
119

 It is unclear if Qutb met any of those in American 

religious conservative circles who would have agreed heartily with the critique. The Greeley 

church incident confirmed Qutb’s notion that Americans were inherently primitive and their 

Christianity hollow. Qutb’s message for Egyptian Muslims seems to be that mixing of genders 

leads to immoral behavior, and that the mosque and its leaders should lead believers to the right 

path and not abandon religious principles and practices in order to entice the next generation.  

In a similar vein, Qutb roundly condemned pornographic advertisements in a 1948 article 

in the magazine The New Thought (al-Fikr al-Jadīd). The designated evil in this article is 

capitalism. Qutb promises that the magazine will not be giving its readers “thighs and breasts” 

(afkhādh wa nuhūd) as the capitalist magazines do in order to sell more copies. Qutb accuses his 

magazine’s unscrupulous capitalist competition of making Egyptians (and majority Muslim) 
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readers behave like opium addicts. They spend the money they sorely need for nutritious food 

feeding their lust and imagination.
120

  

Importantly, Qutb repeats an accusation in this article that he made against America in 

1946, that is, that addiction to these evils distracts the reader from combatting oppression. Qutb 

does not specify in the article whether the capitalist magazines are American, European, or 

Egyptian. Rather, he focuses on what his magazine offers by contrast: “They consider you no 

more than an animal: a dog, a pig, or a donkey! They think you are only attracted to the basest 

lusts and instincts. We respect you and believe in you...We consider you a human being who 

understands human love as a noble passion, not an unclean lust.”
121

 Qutb implies that capitalism 

by its nature degrades, whereas Islam uplifts. His readers would associate capitalism most 

strongly with the United States, Britain, and possibly the corrupt Egyptian monarchy during this 

period. 

America and associated concepts thus served as a literary foil in Qutb’s writings for Islam 

and the just society. As vehement as Qutb’s anti-Americanism could be, it served a larger 

purpose. Rather than an object of study for its own sake, in pursuit of facts and willing to 

consider contrary information, Qutb’s portraits of America showed his fellow Muslims how not 

to behave and practice religion. Qutb mused in “The America I Have Seen” that he feared “the 

wheel of life will have turned and the book of time will have closed, and America will have 

added nothing, or next to nothing, to the account of morals that distinguishes man from object, 

and indeed, mankind from animals.”
122

 This statement sends multiple messages to Muslims. By 
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referring to the end of time and the book of life, Qutb reminds his readers that Muslims are 

answerable to God; he tells the reader not to imitate the Americans and reminds Muslims to raise 

their thoughts above materialism and sensual pleasure. Qutb expands on these themes in Social 

Justice, taken up again in chapter 3.  

 

Conclusion: The Irony of Rejecting America 

The growth of anti-American sentiments in Egypt and the broader Arab world followed a 

certain logic based on perceptions of the local people toward Britain and the United States. 

However, although most U.S. officials in the 1940s and 1950s held reductionist views of Arabs 

and Muslims, and some were clearly racist against Arabs, they saw Muslims in Egypt and the 

broader Middle East as potential spiritual, not only geopolitical, allies. President Eisenhower 

epitomized this paradox. On the one hand, he thought Arabs were inferior. Weiner quotes 

Eisenhower announcing at an NSC meeting that “If you go and live with these Arabs…you will 

find that they simply cannot understand our ideas of freedom and human dignity.”
123

 On the 

other hand, we see in his letter to Dr. Elson that Eisenhower saw belief in God as a foundation 

for cooperation with Muslims. He spoke at the dedication of the mosque on Massachusetts 

Avenue in Washington, DC in 1953, and regularly stated that “Our form of government makes 

no sense unless it is founded in a deeply religious faith, and I don’t care what it is.”
124

 In seeking 

to reach the hearts and minds of Egyptian Muslims, many U.S. officials demonstrated a 

willingness to engage with different worldviews.  
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A strong current of sympathy for Arab causes continued in the U.S. government, 

including support for Palestinian refugee repatriation and statehood. Jacobs quotes a State 

Department reports from 1945 which warned that “Americans as a whole must realize ‘that these 

[Middle Eastern] countries are jealous of their political independence’ and ‘are cynical regarding 

western imperialism.’” Jacobs quotes a 1948 CIA report which told of Middle East and Asian 

nationalist objections “on the colonial issue and to US economic dominance.”
125

 

Despite the overriding trend of U.S. decisions to support British policies in Egypt, U.S. 

officials regularly rebuked Great Britain in private. Although Truman was a staunch ally of Israel 

and remained wary of Egypt and other Arab states, many members of his administration 

disagreed and influenced U.S. policy. Secretary of State Acheson sent a strongly worded letter in 

December 1951 to his British counterpart, Anthony Eden, warning that Egyptian nationalist 

sentiment could not be ignored forever: 

“We consider Egyptian nationalism…a deeply-rooted movement which will neither 

subside nor alter its course by mere passage of time. Although [the] present high pitch 

national fervor and emotion…may be partially induced artificially, we are convinced that 

in general it represents [a] substantially accurate expression of popular feeling against the 

UK.
126

  

Acheson predicted that current British policies in Egypt were bound to backfire. He advised 

them to change course.
127

 Eisenhower’s refusal to support the 1956 Suez war represented the 

most public divergence, with Eisenhower proclaiming his dissent on American television and 
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using the UN General Assembly and oil sanctions against Great Britain to end what he termed an 

act of aggression that would endanger America’s reputation in the Arab world.
128 

 

Most Egyptians were unaware of these American intentions and sentiments, since the 

U.S. government until the 1956 Suez crisis avoided publicly disagreeing with Great Britain on 

Egyptian affairs. Qutb for his part spent two years in the United States apparently without 

finding any Americans who sympathized with Egyptian nationalist politics. Rather than improve 

his views of American values and foreign policy, closer contact cemented his belief that 

Americans were primitive, materialistic, and colonialist. He told Egyptians who admired 

America that they were misguided. For Qutb, America acted without conscience around the 

world, Americans behaved ignorantly and immorally in their own environment, and America’s 

policy to reach out to the Islamic world was purely a cynical attempt to enlist Muslims to fight 

communism instead of colonial oppression.  

As chapter 2 will address in more depth, the U.S. government played into some of these 

harsh critiques through its interactions and lack of interactions with Arab political and 

intellectual elites in the first half of the 20
th

 century. When U.S. foreign policy took an 

aggressive turn in the Middle East in the 1950s, those who viewed Americans as corrupt and 

brutal were at times justified. Although America was never Qutb’s primary interest or focus, 

some of his followers in later decades, such as Ayman al-Zawahiri of al-Jihad and al-Qaeda, took 

his anti-American writings seriously and attacked Americans directly and sensationally.
129
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CHAPTER 2: WOOING EGYPTIAN MUSLIMS IN 

AMERICA’S EARLY COLD WAR 

 
 “I have met people from Egypt who have been to the United States 

during the last several years…about 75 native Egyptians who had been 

to America on one or more occasions…Some were in the Government 

service, and some served in other fields. That group had formed, 

several years ago, an association of Egyptians who have studied in this 

country. They are our best defense of the United States, from what 

they found here.”
130

 
 

State Department official to 

U.S. House of Representatives 

July 17, 1950 

 

 

This chapter sets out to discover the value of Qutb’s Social Justice in Islam to the U.S. 

government. Why did the United States apparently covertly pay for its translation in 1953? This 

study sets aside the question of whether Sayyid Qutb knew that the U.S. government was 

funding his work, for lack of conclusive evidence.
131

 Instead, the study answers a related 

question: why did U.S. officials believe that winning Muslim hearts and minds was a desirable 

and achievable goal in the early Cold War? It examines forms that this policy took and assesses, 

to the extent possible, its results. The chapter investigates the U.S. government’s interest in Qutb 

in the context of its attempt to win over Muslims, Egyptians, and Arabs in the East-West 

struggle. 

The first section sets the stage for U.S. interest in Qutb by looking at U.S. perceptions of 

the communist threat, both globally and in the Middle East. The second section demonstrates that 
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the U.S. government was following the example of other Great Power attempts to use Islam 

geopolitically. The third section looks at Orientalist aspects of U.S. officials’ views of Islam, 

Muslims, and Arabs. The fourth section demonstrates that senior U.S. officials considered Egypt 

a key battleground and tried to impact Egyptian public opinion through aid, propaganda, and 

educational exchanges. Here I examine the evidence that suggests U.S. government funding for 

Qutb’s book and look at the impact of U.S. policies on Egyptian politics. The chapter concludes 

that Qutb’s value to the United States in the early Cold War lay in the fact that he was both a 

religious and anti-communist voice in an influential Arab country.  

 

America’s Early Cold War 

Many decades removed from the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet 

Union, it may be difficult to imagine what the world looked like to Americans at the conflict’s 

beginning. Mutual suspicion characterized relations between the United States and the Soviet 

Union before the end of World War II, even during a short-lived formal alliance and limited 

cooperation against the Nazis. In fact, the seeds of the Cold War were sown three decades earlier 

with the Bolshevik Revolution which horrified several U.S. leaders such as President Woodrow 

Wilson and his Princeton protégés, the Dulles brothers: future Secretary of State John Foster and 

his brother, future Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Director, Allen.
132

 Listening to communist 

rhetoric and witnessing the bloody revolution, U.S. political and business elites began to see 

communism as a threat to free peoples and markets everywhere, and they were not alone. Other 

governments such as Nazi Germany also watched the Bolsheviks with alarm.
133

 While Presidents 
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Roosevelt and Truman allied with Stalin to beat back the army of the Third Reich, U.S. 

intelligence officials and diplomats kept a wary eye on the Soviets.
134

 Donovan told Congress in 

1942 that “In a global and totalitarian war…intelligence must be global and totalitarian.”
135

 

Thus, despite the fact that the United States emerged from World War II with 

unprecedented military, political, and economic strength, senior U.S. leaders were acutely aware 

of U.S. vulnerability in the face of enemies with few moral limits. Americans had learned from 

the experience of both World Wars that its opponents, as well as its allies,
 
could be utterly 

ruthless.
136

 Kinzer relates a chilling episode from World War I in which Allen Dulles handed 

over his girlfriend to British agents who suspected the woman was a spy. “She was never heard 

from again.”
137

 The Gestapo tortured and executed both American agents and U.S.-supported 

dissidents during World War II.
138

 When the United States opened the OSS during World War II, 

the Soviets immediately began to infiltrate it.
139

 U.S. officials faced a steep learning curve in 

their dealings with the Soviets. Weiner tells the story of intelligence officer Frank Wisner 

arriving in Romania in September 1944 to become the OSS station chief in Bucharest. Wisner, 

who would later become the chief of the clandestine service at the CIA, was thrilled to be one of 

the first American intelligence officers to socialize with Russian intelligence. But while Wisner 

had been a spy for one year, Weiner writes, “The Russians had been at the game for more than 

two centuries…they quickly infiltrated Wisner’s inner circle of Romanian allies and agents.”
140
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Wisner witnessed the Russians take over Bucharest, round up tens of thousands of ethnic 

German residents, and ship them off in twenty-seven railroad cars.
141

 U.S. officials felt, with 

reason, that the United States was lagging behind other great powers in terms of intelligence 

gathering and psychological warfare.
142

 In this world of sabotage and treachery, U.S. officials 

sought to imitate American allies and adversaries.
143

  

Foreign powers, including the Nazis, Soviets, and Western Allies, used Egypt as a 

regional diplomatic and intelligence capital during World War II. The United States set up an 

OSS office in Cairo.
144

 In one of the important political developments of World War II, 

Roosevelt, Churchill, and Chiang Kai Shek met in a hotel at the base of the Giza pyramids, 

pledging to exact unconditional surrender from Japan and divide up territories Japan held in 

Russia and China.
145

   

 

Learning from the Great Powers 

U.S. government officials were in an intense learning phase during and immediately after 

World War II,
 146

 and their primary models were other Great Powers.
147

 Declassified U.S. 
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archives and accounts by historians demonstrate that the U.S. government paid attention to how 

the British, Japanese, and Nazis employed Islam for geopolitical purposes, and hoped to do the 

same. In fact, the U.S. military attempted to use Islam to raise an army in North Africa during 

World War II. U.S. officials also looked at the success of Soviet anti-American propaganda in 

Egypt and planned to respond in kind.  

One of the enduring British messages to Egyptians throughout its occupation was the 

British commitment to freedom of religion and respect for Islam. During World War II, the 

British capitalized on Italian propaganda and battlefield losses to reinforce the contrast. One 

image in a French edition of the British propaganda newspaper shows British troops marching 

Italian POWs into Egypt in 1942. The headline mocks Mussolini’s claim to be “Le protecteur de 

l’islam” and the description accuses him of oppressing North Africans.
148

 Similarly, the British 

gleefully accused the Nazis in 1941 of using Islam for military purposes in World War II, just as 

their predecessors did in World War I.
149

 U.S. government propagandists in World War II had 

likely consumed British propaganda in World War I,
150

 and drew lessons from British 

propaganda operations, including copying British bureaucratic mistakes.
151

 

Attempts to exploit holy war occurred during World War I. In Fall of the Ottomans, 

Eugene Rogan writes about the centrality of the Kaiser’s hopes for jihad in his decision to ally 
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with the Ottomans. He expected the Sultan, as caliph and leader of the faith, to be able to inspire 

holy war around the world, including, of particular interest to Germany, in British and French 

colonies in Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. On the British side, Rogan describes nervousness 

about the potential of losing colonies, and subsequent alliances with other Islamic leaders, such 

as the Sharif of Mecca, to establish alternate sources of Islamic legitimacy in the war that could 

be called upon in the war to counteract the Ottoman jihad. In the end, Rogan explains, the only 

place in which calls for religious war were effective was in Eastern Anatolia and the Caucases, 

where Moscow and Istanbul stoked tensions between Islamic Turks and Christian Armenians in 

the bloody battles over territory. That said, Britain’s alliance with the Sharif had military value 

since the Arab Revolt of 1916 opened a new front to Istanbul’s south and reduced the Ottoman 

ability to send troops to the western front. 

The United States learned about reaching out to Muslims from its Japanese and German 

adversaries as well. According to an OSS intelligence report from 1943, the Japanese had a 

sophisticated, longstanding, and apparently successful operation to win over Muslims in Egypt 

and across the Muslim world.
152

 Japan had attacked the United States at Pearl Harbor just 18 

months prior to the writing of the OSS report. Indeed, U.S. intelligence failures at Pearl Harbor 

had inspired President Roosevelt to establish the OSS in the first place.
153

 The authors of the 

report express both outrage and admiration at Japan’s apparent ability to manipulate Islam for its 
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nefarious ends,
154

 and recommend that the United States imitate Japan. Similar to the British, 

Japan apparently drew inspiration from Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II in 1880 and his ability 

to attract Turkic and Tatar territories away from Russia by appealing to religion and ethnicity. 

The report notes glibly that Japan intended to turn “Pan-Islam” into “Japanislam.”
155

  

The U.S. intelligence report describes Japan’s comprehensive strategy for winning over 

Muslim hearts and minds, elements of which later appeared in the U.S. early Cold War approach. 

Japanese propaganda in the Islamic world told of large-scale conversions to Islam in Japan, 

featured pro-Islam statements by the Emperor, reported the opening of Islamic schools and 

cultural centers, and Qur’an distribution in Japanese. Japan’s propaganda celebrated high profile 

mosque dedications in the late 1930s involving Islamic heads of state, and exchanges between 

Japanese students and professors, including to and from Al-Azhar in Cairo in the 1930s.
156

  Of 

particular interest, the OSS report detailed Japan’s success at appealing to Islam against the 

forces of communism in Asia: the Japanese claimed to Muslims that “Japan alone can free Islam 

from western imperialist control and the contamination of Communist Russia.”
157

   

The OSS report took careful note of Japan’s tools and successes such as positive press 

coverage and increased exports to Egypt, arguing that the United States ought to beat the 

Japanese at their own game. The authors urgently advocated a counter-messaging campaign to 

highlight British and American religious tolerance, to emphasize “the common ideals of 
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democracy and Islam,”
158

  to amplify indigenous Muslim voices
159

 and to reveal Japanese 

“barefaced duplicity” by exposing ugly realities in Japan and Japanese-occupied territories.
160

 

The stakes were high. The OSS argued that “the goodwill and cooperation of the Islamic world” 

might affect not only how quickly World War II would end, but would impact the postwar world 

as well.
161

 

The United States also looked at the German example. In A Mosque in Munich, Johnson 

writes that the Nazis planned to use Islam offensively against the Soviet Union as of mid-1941. 

The Nazis viewed the Soviet minorities – Muslim Tatars, Georgians, Chechens, Kazakhs, and 

Uzbeks – as “potential ammunition in the fight against communism,” Johnson writes.
162

 The 

Nazi policy toward Muslims was undoubtedly influenced by the German experience in World 

War I, although with a Nazi emphasis on ethnic determinism.  The Nazi bureaucracy planned for 

the military usage of these groups against the Russian military, and approximately 20,000 Tatars 

from Crimea did volunteer with the Third Reich.
163

 The Nazis succeeded in convincing Muslim 

Soviet defectors that they would join in the liberation of their territories and become leaders. 

Not only did the United States observe Nazi use of Islam in World War II, Johnson 

reveals, the United States relied on former Nazi officials and networks in Germany as it set up its 

Cold War campaign to attract Soviet Muslims to defect to the West. He notes the power of the 

Nazi model: “The rationale of freeing a people from the Soviet oppressors to govern themselves 

and freely practice their faith would legitimize the entire effort and provide a blueprint for the 
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Muslims’ new friends, the Americans.”
164

 The United States adopted this approach in its Radio 

Liberty broadcasts into the Soviet Union from Eastern Europe,
165

 a station manned in part by ex-

Nazi propagandists. 

As tensions with Moscow began to escalate, U.S. leaders naturally watched the Soviet 

example of Muslim world outreach and copied several elements of Soviet strategy. In 1950, the 

Chairman of the U.S. Advisory Commission on Educational Exchange, established in January 

1948 to oversee exchanges and report periodically to Congress,
166

 told a committee of the U.S. 

House of Representatives that the United States had to follow the Soviet example of identifying 

thought leaders in other countries to participate in educational exchanges: “we are going to have 

to work with the key individuals exactly like the Communist group have done in their 

approach.”
167

  

In another hearing on the same 1950 bill in Congress, the Chairman of the U.S. Advisory 

Commission on Information discussed the Soviet Union’s propaganda successes as a strong 

model for the United States. He judged that the Soviet propaganda was “doing terrific harm to us 

with the Arabs.” The U.S.S.R. was exploiting the fact that the United States was  allied with 

governments, especially Britain and Israel, that were unpopular in the region. The State 

Department official noted the sophistication of the communists in Athens, who “kept labeling 

American magazines and papers with the monarchist Fascist label. And while they are stupid in 
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their over-all labeling, they are very clever to pin on us the monarchical Fascist label.”
168

 Soviet 

propaganda was of concern due to its ability to twist truths and fabricate lies. Congressman 

Daniel Flood from Pennsylvania expressed frustration at the uphill battle of ideas: “The thing I 

cannot understand is why the impression exists…that we are up against a colossus, up against the 

greatest propaganda machine in the world of all times, of all kinds, descriptions, and elements, 

and we are boys.”
169

 The prevailing sentiment of lagging behind an adept and ruthless enemy led 

the United States to pursue policies of covert psychological operations.
170

   

While the United States examined other models, it experimented briefly with exploiting 

religious sentiment to raise Muslim militias against the Axis. As the U.S. military prepared 

Operation Torch, the name for the assault on Vichy French capitals in North Africa that would 

open a southern front against the Nazis, military leaders sent a Harvard anthropologist to meet up 

with an American businessman who had been living in Morocco. The two men would recruit 

Muslim irregulars in Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia. In the end, they were not as successful as 

hoped – they aimed for 10,000
171

– but did produce about 400 young Muslim men who helped 

take over government buildings and infrastructure in Algiers.
172

 The disappointing results of this 

U.S. attempt at national-religious uprisings in North Africa should probably have raised 
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questions about the reliability of the tool.
173

 In adopting these policies toward Egyptians, the 

United States was following in the footsteps of other Great Powers, whose leaders tended to view 

the Muslim mind as an important locus for geopolitical competition.  

President Eisenhower had faith in the potential for Western-Muslim alliances against 

communism. In a planning session in 1957 for a program providing military aid and money to 

Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq, Eisenhower told his military, intelligence, and 

diplomatic team that “We should do everything possible to stress the ‘holy war’ aspect.”
174

 

 

Seeking Hearts and Minds in Egypt 

U.S. officials had a growing sense of mission and responsibility around the world and in 

the Middle East. Even as the United States fought World War II, U.S. leaders and strategists 

looked ahead to the next big threat, which they identified as the Soviet Union and its communist 

ideology. The top priority for U.S. foreign and defense policy in the late 1940s was positioning 

the United States to avert or win a future war against the Soviets. U.S. policy in the early Cold 

War included a vast sense of responsibility to contain communism and protect free peoples, but 

U.S. presidents also exercised caution, avoiding direct military confrontation with USSR around 

the world.
175

 The United States’ early Cold War involvement in the Middle East relates directly 

to the U.S.-British alliance. The British announcements in early 1947 that they intended to grant 

independence to India, end assistance to Greece and Turkey, and relinquish the Palestine 
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mandate, contributed to President Truman’s speech to Congress that came to be known as the 

Truman Doctrine.
176

 Hahn explains that the U.S. administration mistakenly believed that the 

British intended to leave Egypt, which the United States had come to view as vital to any East-

West military confrontation.
177

 In fact, Great Britain had decided to retain its military base in 

Egypt in the face of Egyptian opposition. Although the British government quickly let the United 

States know their intention to stay in Egypt,
178

 the United States continued to view the Middle 

East region and Egypt in particular as an important element of American and international 

security.  

U.S.-Egypt relations in the late 1940s cannot be understood without the context of U.S.-

Britain relations. Hahn describes three trends in U.S. policy between 1937 and 1946, namely, 

increasing U.S. commercial interests in Egypt, sympathy for Egypt’s nationalist struggle, and 

support for Britain’s military base in the Canal Zone that the United States planned to use as 

needed.
179

 At several points, the three countries became enmeshed in complicated diplomatic 

maneuvering, with both Britain and Egypt seeking to use the United States against the other at 

the United Nations, and the United States alternating between intervention and non-intervention. 

Hahn identifies a pattern: before World War II, the United States challenged British policies in 

Egypt due to a desire to make room for American business. Between 1940 and 1942, Hahn 

argues, the threat of the Nazis and Italian Fascists led the United States to close ranks with 

Britain in Egypt. When the threat to Egypt subsided in 1943, the United States once again 
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pursued its commercial interests and supported Egyptian nationalists. However, by early 1946, 

concerns about the Soviet Union led those U.S. officials who were concerned about access to the 

Suez base to dominate U.S. policy, while U.S. officials who wanted to support the Egyptians 

against the British lost favor.
180

 U.S. support for British military occupation of Egypt created 

tension in U.S.-Egypt relations.
181

  

Conflicting U.S. objectives in Egypt were consistent with the Truman administration’s 

somewhat schizophrenic approach to the broader Middle East. A 1952 “National Security 

Council Staff Study on the Arab States and Israel” outlines U.S. government objectives. The 

United States would seek to “overcome or prevent instability” that threatened Western interests; 

“prevent the extension of Soviet influence”; ensure the availability of resources (especially oil) 

“for use in strengthening the free world”; strengthen Arab states and Israel against potential 

Soviet aggression; and recognize the desire of these states for sovereignty and status.
182

  

American Cold War concerns in Egypt expanded in the late 1940s and early 1950s from 

preserving military access to preventing the spread of communist ideology. A 1947 CIA report 

underlined Egypt’s political importance to the region, its advantageous military location, and its 

potential to influence social trends such as “Nationalism and the pan-Islam movement.”
183

 The 
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indigenous Egyptian communist threat was believed minimal at the time,
184

 but U.S. officials 

nevertheless viewed Egypt as susceptible to the allure of communism due to “the great mass of 

Egyptians whose standard of living is at a bare subsistence level.”
185

 

Some U.S. government officials at the State Department and CIA were concerned about 

the potential for increased communist activity in Egypt and hoped that, by expending a little 

effort, the United States could win over Egypt to the West. U.S. intelligence documents and 

Embassy cables from Cairo in the early Cold War years suggest that Egypt was not a top priority 

for Moscow,
186

 but observed growing communist activities in Egypt with some anxiety. One 

report judges that much of the communist activity in Egypt is “of a ‘home-grown’ variety taking 

its line from Russian radio broadcasts” and other places.
187

 U.S. officials saw Egypt’s 

vulnerability in its potential for economic and political unrest.
188

 “Egypt is not ‘lost,’” 

Ambassador Caffery wrote in September 1951, “but it is in imminent danger of being so.” He 

makes an impassioned appeal for significant increases to the U.S. propaganda budget to 

counteract communism and extremism in Egypt: “It is the spirit or the mind of Egypt that is at 

stake today. It would be tragic if it were to be lost by default when it might still be won by 

energetic, whole-hearted application.”
189

 Even if outreach tools to the Muslim world turned out 

to be ineffective, U.S. leaders may have felt that it would be irresponsible not to try when the 

                                                 
184

 Hahn, 57-58. 
185

 Central Intelligence Agency 1947, 2. 
186

 Ibid.; American Embassy Cairo, “Communism in Egypt,” Telegram #479, March 17, 1950, in U.S. Department 

of State. Confidential U.S. State Department central files, Frederick, MD: University Publications of America, 1986, 

Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis, Georgetown University holding 708, Reel 5, page 3. 
187

 American Embassy Cairo 1950, 3. 
188

 Central Intelligence Agency 1947, 2. 
189

 American Embassy Cairo, “Communism and Extremism in Egypt – Proposals on How to Combat them,” 

Despatch No. 781, September 25, 1951, in U.S. Department of State. Confidential U.S. State Department central 

files, Frederick, MD: University Publications of America, 1986, Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis, 

Georgetown University holding 708, Reel 5. 



58 

 

stakes were so high: a Soviet win in Egypt would be a major blow to the cause of freedom as 

conceived by the U.S. government. 

The United States thus stepped into the influence game in Cairo. Facing nationalist anger 

for the U.S. alliance with Britain and fearing the potential for communist inroads in Egypt, 

Truman -- and Eisenhower after him
190

 -- approved a range of nonmilitary foreign policy tools in 

Egypt, including bilateral and multilateral diplomacy, economic aid, military aid, educational 

exchanges, and propaganda. The U.S. government sought to adapt propaganda to local concerns 

as it understood them.
191

 A State Department official speaking to Members of Congress at the 

1950 hearing on educational exchanges advocated the importance of exchanges to U.S. interests 

by citing the fact that a group of influential Egyptians who had studied in the United States had 

created an association in Egypt upon their return for graduates of U.S. educational exchanges: 

“They are our best defense of the United States, from what they found here. They knew what we 

were doing,” and went on to teach others what they had learned in the United States.
192

 

In a communique from Cairo, Ambassador Caffery argued that the existing U.S. 

propaganda targeting primarily the intelligentsia must be enlarged to reach more of the “urban 

masses, militant orthodox religious groups [that is, the Muslim Brothers] and the fellahin 

[peasants].” He urged the United States to translate more materials into colloquial Egyptian 

dialect to spread the values of democracy against the “Big Lie” of communism and discourage 
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communist revolutionary movements, noting that information activities are the “only effective 

short term weapon” for countering communism in Egypt.
193

   

Thwarting communist activities in Egypt fit into the larger Cold War strategy. The results 

were mixed, but the U.S. government appeared to focus on the successes which had produced 

Egyptian advocates for the United States upon their return to Egypt, becoming America’s “best 

defense” in the war of ideas. While exchanges did not always work, as in the case of the 

prominent Islamist thinker Qutb, one U.S. official put the success rate at 99%.
194

  

U.S. interest in Qutb and his contemporaries is reflected in U.S. documents about Saeed 

Ramadan, exiled Egyptian Islamist leader,
195

 and son-in-law of assassinated founder of the 

group, Hassan al-Banna.  The United States wanted to ensure that Ramadan participated in the 

September 1953 Colloquium on Islamic Culture because of his status as a Muslim Brotherhood 

leader and someone with trustworthy Islamic credentials.
196

 However, as Johnson notes, 

“Washington was not likely aware of everything Ramadan was doing.”
 197

 Ramadan was 

“stubbornly independent”
198

 and “would not be controlled by anyone.”
199

 Indeed, Ramadan acted 

independently in organizing a World Islamic Congress at Jerusalem, one of whose political 

purposes was to oppose “Western attempts to bring the Islamic world into Western alliances until 

the Palestine question had been solved,” as reported by a CIA source.
200

 Again, the United States 
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took a pragmatic approach: Ramadan’s definite anti-communist views made his actions against 

American interests tolerable. It may have proved difficult to find pro-American Egyptian Muslim 

leaders, period. In early Cold War Egypt, the United States deprioritized the objective of 

promoting America’s image among Muslims in order to amplify the anti-communist rhetoric of 

prominent Muslim leaders. 

Al-Azhar scholars, at the forefront of the religious establishment in Egypt, represented an 

obvious choice in the U.S. effort to find credible Muslims in the anti-Soviet struggle. The 

occasional anti-communist pronouncements of Al-Azhar scholars were a godsend to American 

propaganda, which re-broadcasted and re-printed them for other Muslims. In a November 1952 

cable, the U.S. ambassador enclosed a speech by then Sheikh of Al-Azhar, Mohamed Al Khodr 

Hussein in which the Sheikh criticized communism on the basis of its denial of property rights 

and the inability of communist governments to protect workers from exploitation.
201

 The speech 

also criticized capitalism, portraying it as only slightly better than communism, but the U.S. 

government promoted it anyway. Like Qutb and the Muslim Brotherhood, the Sheikh’s thesis 

was that only an Islamic system provides social and financial justice and protects the liberty of 

Muslims. Considering the material pragmatically, the U.S. ambassador recommends that 

“maximum use should certainly be made of” this type of statement. He recognizes “the anti-

British and rather generally anti-Western orientation of Egyptian nationalist feelings,” but judges 

that anti-communist statements “have at least a negative value.”
202

 The U.S. official judged that 
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although Egyptians distrusted both the West and the Soviet Union, the United States can at least 

work with “the widespread conviction that Communism is inimical to the religious and social 

tenets of Islam.”
203

 This offers an insight into U.S. government funding of the translation and 

distribution of Qutb’s Social Justice. 

 

Cold War Binaries and “Emotional” Arabs 

Reductionist intellectual frameworks concerning both geopolitics and religion help 

explain why U.S. leaders pursued Egyptian Muslim allies such as Qutb, Ramadan, and the Azhar 

sheikh as partners against communism, and why they could not accept Nasser’s neutralism. By 

adopting a Cold War rationale of inevitable conflict between communism and the West, 

American leaders ignored the existence of nuance and diversity in Egyptian domestic politics 

and the ability of anti-communists like Qutb to do the United States harm as well as good. The 

importance U.S. leaders placed on stability and their inability to grasp or accept neutralism as an 

option for other countries had significant consequences in Egypt.  

The United States borrowed heavily from British and European academic knowledge 

production on the Middle East.
204

 President Eisenhower’s reductionist views of Arabs and 

Muslims were quoted earlier. American leaders and experts tended to view Muslims as a unitary 

bloc, a conservative yet irrational group of people, resistant to modernity, whose faith dominated 

their lives and who might be susceptible to communism. These tropes about Muslims and Arabs 

colored U.S. views of Egyptians during this period and had implications for policies. The U.S. 

government unwittingly perpetuated many of the reductionist and instrumentalist views of Islam 
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that were embedded in the Middle East policies of other Great Powers of the time. U.S. 

assumptions about Islam’s cohesiveness led to unrealistic hopes about policy outcomes. This 

section also explores how the personal faith of U.S. leaders at this time (as far as observers can 

judge) led them to draw inaccurate conclusions about their Muslim target groups.  

Cold War binaries in the U.S. approach led to oversimplifications concerning Egypt’s 

domestic political scene. Although Embassy officials were occasionally wary of the Egyptian 

Government’s portrayal of domestic opponents as dangerous radicals, U.S. officials did not 

challenge the Egyptian government on this, and used the potential for communist activity to 

request funding from Washington. Despite placing Egyptian communists at the bottom of a list 

of four potential extremist threats in Egypt in a 1951 cable,
205

 the U.S. ambassador invoked the 

growing communist threat in Egypt to ask the Secretary of State for significant increases in 

resources.
206

 This contradiction suggests that U.S. biases about the threat of communism  led 

officials such as the U.S. Ambassador to intentionally or unintentionally exaggerate the 

communist threat in Egypt despite his views to the contrary.  

Hardline Cold War ideology led the United States to see Nasser’s neutralism as a threat. 

Kinzer writes that Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, one of the dominant voices in Cold War 

ideology, defined neutralism as  

…the “immoral and shortsighted” belief that countries could hold themselves apart from 

the Cold War confrontation. This put him at odds with emerging statesmen like Prime 

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India,…and the new Egyptian strongman Gamal Abdel 
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Nasser, who reasoned that there was no reason for Egypt to oppose the Soviets because 

“we’ve never had trouble with them.”
207

 

Far from being a communist sympathizer, Nasser had continued the Wafd government’s 

repression of Egyptian communists and even extended it.
208

 He sought U.S. military and 

economic assistance but approached the Soviet Union as well, as a hedge. Historian William 

Blum believes that the framers of the Eisenhower Doctrine, which emerged from the souring of 

U.S. relations with Nasser, “saw only a cold-war battlefield and, in doing so, succeeded in 

creating one.”
209

 One of the ironies of U.S. concerns about communism in Egypt is that Egyptian 

communists were few and regularly targeted by the state. The nationalist Wafd government, 

King Farouk, and the Free Officers all considered Egyptian Marxists a threat, imprisoned most of 

their leaders, and hindered communist groups’ ability to gather and disseminate ideas. Egyptians 

were already suspicious of U.S. intentions, as discussed in chapter 1, but U.S. Cold War thinking 

and decision making in Egypt exacerbated the situation. 

Reductionist thinking about communists characterized U.S. views of Muslims as well. 

U.S. government documents reproduced longstanding tropes about Islam: all Muslims were 

assumed to be united, Islam was believed to be more inherently political than other faiths, Islam 

was at once assumed to be static and vulnerable to revolution, and related to this, Islam was seen 

as incompatible with and resistant to modernity. In short, like many of their time and some still 

today, U.S. officials saw Islam and Muslims as a large demographic that was both powerful and 
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vulnerable. Jacobs points to a 1952 State Department intelligence report titled “Problems and 

Attitudes in the Arab World,” which contains one articulation of the dominant view. According 

to Jacobs, U.S. officials believed that “Despite the tremendous diversity of the Middle East, 

Islam still offered the single greatest unifying factor in the region. It provided ‘the vast majority 

of Arabs with common religious, political, social, legal, and economic symbols strong enough to 

enlist the loyalty of the majority of peasants, nomads, and artisans.’”
210

 Also of note, in a 1952 

State Department meeting to discuss U.S. propaganda for the Arab world, one employee 

described why he felt U.S. propaganda was losing to Soviet propaganda: “We express ourselves 

in cold and logical terms without the colored words that catch the attention of the Arab. He is 

emotional. He does not reason with logic…You have to cater to his prejudices.”
211

 The idea of an 

emotional Arab mind uniquely prone to prejudices was itself based on prejudice.  

U.S. officials had high expectations for a 1953 Muslim-Western dialogue held at 

Princeton University and in Washington, D.C. The planning documents for the initiative, a 

Colloquium on Islamic Culture in September 1953
212

 involving scholars from around the Muslim 

world, explain how this dialogue will serve U.S. aims:  “On the surface, this colloquium looks 

like an exercise in pure learning. This in effect is the impression that we desire to give…[W]e 

consider that this psychological approach is an important contribution at this time to both short 
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term and long term United States political objectives in the Moslem area.”
213

 The U.S. 

government sponsors aimed not only to win over Muslims, but even to influence the course of 

Islamic intellectual movements:  “Among the various results expected from the colloquium are 

the impetus and direction that may be given to the Renaissance movement within Islam itself.”
214

 

Hosting a conference to “further good will and mutual understanding between Islamic peoples 

and the United States”
215

 was a laudable objective in any case. However, the notion that the 

United States could or should help steer the course of Islamic history seems hubristic and echoes 

the 1943 OSS report about Japanese objectives in the Islamic world. 

Reductionist views were significant in the early Cold War because many U.S. officials 

believed that Islam could be harnessed through America’s powers of persuasion. President 

Eisenhower wrote to a friend that “the religious approach offers, I agree, a direct path to Arab 

interest” despite differences over Palestine.
216

 In order to counter lies on the “Cairo and Moscow 

radios” about U.S. intentions to dominate the Arabs, Eisenhower identified “the need for a better 

and more consistent operation of our information services throughout the Arab region and 

indeed, through all the Muslim countries.”
217

 A U.S. Middle East expert crystallized Islam’s 

global potential for good or ill: “If [Moslems reacting to the Palestinian question] should turn 

away from the Christian powers, the Moslem countries would seem to have two alternatives: (1) 

an alliance with the atheistic communist bloc, or (2) creation of an isolationist pan-Islamic 

union.”
218

  

                                                 
213

 U.S. Department of State 1953. 
214

 Ibid. 
215

 Ibid. 
216

 Eisenhower, 2. 
217

 Ibid. 
218

 Clifton Daniel, “The Moslem World watches Palestine: Talk of Pan-Islam is heard again, but the forces dividing 

the 221,000,000 Moslems are still strong,” New York Times, June 13, 1948, SM15. 



66 

 

Intellectual frameworks concerning Islam lead also to questions about the role of 

Christian worldviews in U.S. policy in Egypt. Understandings of Christianity held by certain 

U.S. officials lead them to hold optimistic views of interreligious compatibility with Islam. 

Despite Muslim-Christian confrontations in some segments of Egyptian society, U.S. officials 

who were practicing Christians saw a potential for fruitful interreligious relations with Muslims. 

In Eisenhower’s letter to his friend Dr. Elson – a Presbyterian minister
219

 – he points out the 

potential for U.S.-Arab cooperation in the Middle East due to “the spiritual factor in our 

relationships. I have argued that belief in God should create between them and us the common 

purpose of opposition to atheistic communism.”
220

 Eisenhower was not the only American leader 

thinking this way. Jacobs refers to a U.S. government report from the 1950s which argued 

…that Islam, Christianity, and Judaism were “variations of a single ideology which 

includes the unity of God, the brotherhood of man, and the importance of submitting to 

the will of God for the purpose of establishing order in human affairs.” Based on this 

shared system of beliefs, the Muslim world and the United States “should be natural 

allies against atheistic communism.”
221

  

U.S. officials’ views of Muslim-Christian relations impacted U.S. policies in Egypt. U.S. leaders 

believed that cooperation with Muslims was possible and that differences could be overcome.  

 

The Egyptian Battleground 

Did the U.S. government fund Social Justice in Islam as part of its policy of supporting 

Muslim allies against communism? Following the trail in U.S. government archives and 
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secondary sources, it seems that the entire series of Arabic translations published by the 

American Council of Learned Societies (ACLS) in the early 1950s was produced either at the 

direction of the government or provided by the private sector in consultation with the 

government on its needs. The series complemented another CIA-funded translation venture 

begun in 1953 called Franklin Publishing, which translated English-language books such as the 

U.S. Constitution and George Orwell’s Animal Farm into Arabic and other languages.
222

 The 

ACLS Arabic-to-English series covered a diversity of views on the topic of the future of Muslim 

societies. Capturing multiple sides in this debate, it included Khalīd M. Khalīd’s From Here We 

Start, Taha Hussein’s pro-Western Future of Culture in Egypt, Kotb’s (Qutb’s) Social Justice in 

Islam, al-Ghazzālī’s Our Beginning in Wisdom, and others.
223

  

Investigating the parent organization reveals U.S. government ties at minimum. ACLS 

was created in 1924 as a federation of 24 professional organizations largely in the humanities. It 

is not entirely clear what percentage of ACLS activities were funded by the U.S. government at 

any given time, because private money was often paired with covert government money, and 

even private funders were sometimes covert funnels for government funds. As Hugh Wilford 

explains in The Mighty Wurlitzer, “The typical CIA operation in this theater of the cultural Cold 

War, then, was a joint public-private venture.”
224

 An open source study recorded in the CIA 
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CREST archives notes that the Rockefeller Foundation gave ACLS a 3-year grant of $393,750 

starting in 1951 and more specifically, that an ARAMCO grant was funding the (also multi-year) 

Arabic, Persian, and Turkish book translation program
225

 of which Qutb’s book was a part. 

ARAMCO was at least informally tied to the CIA during this period, since one of its top 

officials, former intelligence officer William Eddy, reported regularly to the CIA from the time 

he joined ARAMCO in 1947 and throughout the 1950s.
226

 Whether ARAMCO was funneling 

government funds to ACLS or merely funding the project out of a shared public-private interest 

in Arab-American relations, further documentation suggests that ACLS had also established a 

cooperative relationship with U.S. intelligence agencies in 1950 and continued its intelligence 

contacts at least until 1956. A 1950 CIA memorandum conveys the CIA Director’s order for one 

of his staff to talk to ACLS about their recent offer to support U.S. intelligence efforts.
227

 A 1956 

document from the same archive contains a contract for Russian translation services between 

“the Government” – here one may probably insert “CIA” where the authors were too bashful – 

acting through the State Department, on the one hand, and the Social Science Research Council 

and ACLS on the other.
228

 Lacking direct documentation of U.S. government funding of Qutb’s 

book, then, the archives nevertheless strongly suggest that this was the case. They point to 

ongoing communication and financial transactions between ACLS and government agencies.  
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It appears, then, that the U.S. government hoped to win hearts and minds in Egypt by 

promoting thought leaders like Qutb. However, despite some successes in the U.S. information 

struggle in Egypt, U.S. policies in the region often undermined the U.S. objective to win Muslim 

hearts and minds. Although many in the U.S. government believed that all that was needed to 

win friends in the third world was to properly present the “truth” about America, others 

understood the risks to the U.S. image in Egypt of pursuing certain policies in the region.  

Many U.S. officials were aware that U.S.-support of the colonial British presence in 

Egypt created problems for the United States. State Department propagandists, believing that 

America’s reputation was enhanced by putting pressure on colonial regimes
229

 and promoting 

democratic values, were frustrated with military arguments to support the British. One official in 

a 1952 meeting summarized what works with the Arabs: “Lincoln’s Gettysburg address—they 

swallow that hook, line and sinker—United Nations, freedom, away with slavery, and that sort of 

thing.”
230

 However, U.S. policies and rhetoric promoting universal values came into competition 

with other U.S. policies that thwarted some aspect of these values. 

President Truman’s prompt U.S. recognition of the Israeli state in 1948 did not represent 

the views of U.S. officials as a whole, though it provoked outrage in Egypt. U.S. government 

archives contain much ambivalence about Israel and its relative benefit and harm to U.S. 

interests. State Department propagandists for the Arab world lamented in a 1952 meeting how 

many points the United States lost in the eyes of the Arabs by allying with Israel and “dying 
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empires” like Great Britain.
231

 In a 1950 hearing on funding U.S. information operations, Ohio 

Congressman Cliff Cleverger asks the witness: “The Palestine action lost us the friendship of a 

couple of hundred million; did it not?” The witness, Mr. Ethridge, replies: “It did not help it.”
232

 

There were other objections to the new U.S. policy in Palestine as well. In service of the U.S. 

objective to “reduce tensions and fears between Israel and the Arab States,” one policy document 

reveals U.S. intentions to “(e) show the Israelis the…moral necessity, of repatriating a certain 

number of Arab refugees; (f) urge Israel to compensate Arab refugees for their properties,” and - 

following a redacted bullet (g) - “(h) strengthen the influence of the moderate elements in world 

Jewry and in Israel….”
233

 That said, the United States never wavered in its commitment to 

Israel’s existence. A 1954 National Security Council document indicated that the United States 

would “Make clear to the Arabs that we cannot accept their negative attitude toward proposals 

involving recognition of the existence of Israel.”
234

  

U.S. sabotage of Nasser in the late 1950s and 1960s also backfired. At first, the 

relationship between the United States and the RCC was cooperative. According Weiner, when 

Nasser came to power, the CIA paid him millions of dollars, built him a “powerful state radio 

station,” and promised military and economic assistance.
235

 Nasser cooperated with U.S. 

objectives, both in crackdowns of Egyptian communists, as referenced above, and by 

disseminating U.S. propaganda on Egyptian radio. In September 1954, the Army Attaché 
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reported that the Egyptian government had given the “green light” to “hard-hitting anti-

Communist material” from the U.S. Information Service, “for use domestically and on Voice of 

Arabs beamed abroad.”
236

 The arrangement couldn’t have been better for American propaganda 

objectives. Nasser’s “Sawt al-Arab” quickly gained a wide following across the Arab world. The 

United States would have benefited from Nasser’s popularity had the cooperative relationship 

continued.  

However, when Secretary of State Dulles began to see Nasser’s neutralism and Arab 

nationalism as threatening the regional and global balance in the U.S.S.R.’s favor,
237

 the United 

States attacked Nasser and the Egyptian economy through Project Omega. The retaliation for 

Nasser’s ambivalence toward the Soviet Union appears to have harmed the United States far 

more than Nasser himself, as Nasser responded to U.S. rejection by establishing military and 

economic ties with the Soviet Union and becoming a vocal critic of the United States. By 

sabotaging a regional hero, the United States lost a significant opportunity to impact Arab public 

opinion. U.S. leaders had made a choice to abandon one aim in favor of another. 

 

Conclusion 

The successes, and more often, frustrations of U.S. initiatives in Egypt provide insights 

into the broader American experience in the early Cold War Middle East. One of the driving 

intellectual frameworks of the Cold War, reflected across U.S. government documents surveyed 

for this study, was the assumption that instability anywhere around the world could lead to 
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Soviet exploitation and control, regardless of the country-specific context. U.S. officials were 

correct to anticipate domestic unrest in Egypt due to unemployment, urbanization, low standards 

of living, and a wealth gap. The first half of the 20
th

 century witnessed several dramatic political 

transitions, including the 1919 nationalist revolution and the 1952 Free Officers coup, as well as 

periodic violent clashes among political factions. However, the belief that instability would make 

Egypt “easy picking for the communists”
238

 was wrong. On the contrary, communists in Egypt 

had many powerful enemies, chief among them the head of government, despite changes in 

leadership, and the security services.
239

 

The problem was and still is that not all Muslims act or think alike. Had U.S. officials 

known to look for nuance, postwar Egypt alone could have demonstrated that being Muslim 

would not prevent Egyptians from acting according to a variety of political orientations, schools 

of thought, social pressures, and economic interests. Such a realization may have freed the 

United States to engage Egyptian partners in different ways. In the process, it is possible that the 

United States would have gained useful insights about Arab, Muslim, and regional politics. 

However, under the existing ideological frameworks, U.S. officials blamed setbacks in the Arab 

world on Soviet disinformation and Arab anti-Americanism. U.S. optimism about its ability to 

influence Islamic religious sentiments and attract Muslims to ally with the West was misplaced. 

The United States did not control the output of the Islamic leaders it promoted, which on the 

positive side allowed for more authentic voices to be heard, and on the negative side, 

occasionally became embarrassing. A U.S. official in Cairo reported in 1954 that Qutb was 
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writing anti-American material.
240

 To their credit, U.S. officials acknowledged that some U.S. 

policies were to blame as well.
241

 Yet they did not question the premise concerning monolithic 

Islam. 

Moreover, the United States learned lessons from other governments that did not always 

serve U.S. interests well. Oversimplified understandings of Islam played a large role in the 

frustration of U.S. goals. Some U.S. government initiatives were undoubtedly worthwhile in 

their own right and generated some good will toward the United States. However, U.S. officials 

exhibited an unrealistic set of expectations about capturing the hearts and minds of the world’s 

Muslims and influencing the course of Islamic history toward a harmonious path with the 

Western powers. U.S. efforts to build a cohort of pro-American Egyptian Muslims through 

exchanges with young leaders – seen as America’s “best defense” when they returned home to 

Egypt – faltered in the face of U.S. policies that alienated the Egyptian population. U.S. officials’ 

understandings of a unitary, global, and implacably hostile communist adversary obscured actual 

domestic trends in Egypt and led the United States to support a succession of repressive leaders. 

Efforts to control political outcomes backfired in Egypt, provoking Nasser into relying on the 

Soviet Union for financial support and military equipment. The United States had by its own 

actions lost hope of a powerful pro-American ally.  
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CHAPTER 3: QUTB'S SOCIAL JUSTICE AS NATIONALIST-ISLAMIST PROPAGANDA 

 

We may go the Islamic way, or we may go the 

communist way; one of these two we must inevitably 

follow in the end. Or there are also Europe and 

America to whose social systems we adhere in 

preference to our own Islamic social system. But 

finally these systems also run out into communism, 

over a short or a long period. 

 

Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 1949
242

 

 

 

In the first chapter, I argued that Qutb had made up his mind about America before living 

there for two years and that he used America as a foil for the just and moral Egyptian society he 

was promoting. In Social Justice, the topic for chapter 3, we see further evidence that Qutb was 

depicting Europe, England, America, Christianity, capitalism, and communism not as serious 

objects of study but for the sake of his nationalist-Islamist polemics. In Chapter 2, I argued that 

Sayyid Qutb’s value to the U.S. government in the early Cold War lay in his potential to be a 

semi-independent ally against communism, and that U.S. officials were willing to tolerate a 

degree of independent thought for the sake of an authentic local anti-communist struggle. 

However, by examining Social Justice in greater detail, we begin to understand the value of 

Qutb’s work during this period to his own career. The purpose of chapter 3 is to demonstrate 

what we can learn from Social Justice about Qutb’s political acumen and his talent as a 

propagandist for Islamist reform in Egypt. I make the case first by examining how Qutb 

positioned himself socially and intellectually next to rising nationalist and Islamist leaders in 

Egypt. I then examine the propagandistic elements of Social Justice to demonstrate that as early 
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as 1949, Qutb was already skillfully promoting an alternative agenda that put him beyond the 

reach of American Cold War rhetoric.  

By nationalism I do not mean a disembodied force with a life of its own. Rather, I refer to 

the pattern of demands by Egyptians during this period for an end to foreign occupation, the 

establishment of authentic self-rule, and the need for reform, however differently defined. Nearly 

all political actors in Egypt were nationalist in the early post-World War II period.
243

 Thus 

Colonel Nasser’s nationalism, born of his experience as a child during the 1919 revolution
244

 and 

his sense of humiliation at British colonial rule,
245

 shares some attributes with Qutb’s 

nationalism, as expressed in Qutb’s anti-colonial writing and condemnation of inequality in 

Egyptian society. Other prominent Egyptians had similar experiences and interests. Muslim 

Brotherhood founder Hasan al-Banna had participated in protests during the 1919 revolution, 

which undoubtedly factored into the enduring nationalist component of the Muslim Brotherhood 

platform.
246

 Nationalist conviction, political strategy, and the simple fact of overlapping 

networks brought the Free Officers movement together with the Muslim Brothers in the months 

prior to the 1952 revolution. The Muslim Brotherhood was both nationalist and Islamist, 

promoting independence from Britain and Islamic reforms for Egypt, though they also aspired to 

the eventual transcendence of national borders in favor of an Islamic nation.
247

 I propose that 

Qutb was well aware both of the Muslim Brotherhood platform and nationalist politics in Cairo 

and wrote Social Justice to straddle these prominent themes in the discourse.  
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The term propaganda often connotes deception, but it has a larger meaning as well, that 

is, the practice of persuasive rhetoric leading to particular political outcomes. According to 

Anthony Rhodes, Americans are comfortable with commercial advertising but not with “any 

attempt to influence them politically, particularly in foreign affairs.”
248

 The U.S. government 

conducted propaganda both during the two World Wars, but not in between.
249

 There are 

multiple types of propaganda, broadly characterized for the purposes of this discussion as 

positive (to highlight the desirability of one’s own cause), negative (to highlight the 

undesirability of another cause), and in U.S. and British government terminology, “black” 

(covert authorship, usually by a state) as contrasted with “white” (overt state information 

campaigns). The term “propaganda” applies to Qutb’s Social Justice in Islam for three reasons: 

first, several scholars translate Qutb’s official role with the Muslim Brotherhood as “Chief 

Propagandist,”
250

 and although the Arabic term can also mean “proselytizer” or “evangelist,” 

both senses of the word fit the role he played when he joined the organization; second, Qutb 

borrows both style and content from Muhammad Asad’s Islam at the Crossroads, which I argue 

is itself a brilliant piece of Islamist propaganda; and third, I refer to Social Justice as propaganda 

to highlight the irony in the fact that translating Social Justice in 1953 was an apparent act of 

American black propaganda, yet it more concretely served Qutb’s own political and intellectual 

agenda. Comparing propaganda to proselytizing makes sense historically, as well. Herzog points 

out that origin of the term “propaganda” was in religious war. The Catholic Church distributed 
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“Congregatio de Propaganda Fide,” or “Sacred Congregation for the Spreading of the Faith,” 

during the Thirty Years War.
251

  

The first task of this chapter is to establish how Social Justice positioned Qutb socially 

and intellectually in the company of rising nationalist and Islamist leaders in Egypt. Three 

related lines of inquiry address this question: near to which other authors did Qutb position 

himself, against which authors did he position himself, and where did he fit in the Muslim 

Brotherhood-Free Officers alliance in the months leading up to and following the July 1952 

revolution.  

 

Social Justice as Entry to Islamist and Nationalist Networks 

Qutb’s Social Justice is far from an original work, but it served as an effective business 

card or portfolio for him. Writing Social Justice was possible given the context of decades of 

intellectual ferment in Egypt and in the broader Middle East, and discussions about Islamic 

social justice in particular in Muslim Brotherhood circles in the late 1940s. Qutb’s version is the 

best known,
252

 but he owed much to the people he interacted with and whose work he read. A 

full accounting of Qutb’s intellectual debts would take volumes; what follows represents a brief 

cross-section. Scholars often point to the influence of the Islamic modernists Muhammad Abduh, 

Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, and Rashid Rida on Islamists of Sayyid Qutb’s generation. Albeit with 

different areas of emphasis, these men sought to reconcile Islam and modernity, and were the 

first Salafists in the sense that they advocated modeling personal and social life on the example 

of the Prophet Muhammad and his companions, al-Salaf al-Salih. Lauzière clarifies that the term 
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Salafist came into use only in the 20
th

 century and evolved into two principal trends, modernists 

and purists. Lauzière counts Qutb among the radical purist Salafists of the 1950s and 60s.
253

 This 

is a fair characterization of Qutb’s later work, especially as he developed his use of the term 

jahiliyya against other Muslims, but using Lauzière’s taxonomy, the first edition of Social 

Justice in Islam belongs in the purist Salafist mainstream, with traces of modernist Salafist 

influences. This put Qutb in intellectual proximity to the Muslim Brotherhood. If he was angling 

for a job with the Brothers, which it appears he was, Social Justice served as an excellent writing 

sample.  

One of the purist Salafist influences detectable in Social Justice is the work of the 

Austrian Jewish convert to Islam, Muhammad Asad. Qutb’s English language biographers 

consulted for this study are oddly silent on the influence of Asad on Qutb’s worldview. Asad, 

born Leopold Weiss, six years prior to Hasan al-Banna and Sayyid Qutb, traveled the Middle 

East as a journalist in 1922-26, including two trips to Egypt. He converted to Islam in 1926 and 

married in Cairo in 1927. It is unclear whether Asad had any contact with either al-Banna or 

Qutb during his stays in Egypt, but his 1934 work Islam at the Crossroads was published in 

Arabic a few years later
254

 and its impact can be felt in the writings of both al-Banna and Qutb. 

Asad’s prescription for fixing the problems of societal decay and colonial oppression resembles 

that of other purist Salafiyya thinkers and movements, that is, that Muslims must rid their faith of 

foreign influences and return to the pure Islam found in the Qur’an and the Sunna. In addition to 

echoing major themes and terminology of Islam at the Crossroads, Qutb republishes multiple 
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pages of Asad’s work in Social Justice, with no commentary other than to state his agreement.
255

 

This study argues, then, that Social Justice would not have been possible without Asad’s popular 

polemical work and its currency among members of Qutb’s social network, including the 

Muslim Brothers. In an apparent reference to Islam at the Crossroads, al-Banna adopted the 

“crossroads” rhetoric in a speech advocating Islamic reform in Egypt.
 256

 Islam at the Crossroads 

was a model of anti-Western Islamist propaganda that resonated with Egyptian Islamists. 

However, Asad’s work does not link to a particular modern state, whereas al-Banna and Qutb 

framed their reformist agenda in terms of the ills of Egyptian society. 

At the time he wrote Social Justice, Qutb had known about the Muslim Brotherhood 

platform for two decades. Sayyid Qutb and Hasan al-Banna were born in 1906 in different towns 

and came into contact with each other as young adults. Both chose to attend teacher’s college at 

Dar al-‘Ulum rather than Al-Azhar. Al-Banna graduated in 1927, one year before Qutb started 

and one year before al-Banna founded the Society of the Muslim Brothers.
257

 Qutb remained in 

secular literary circles for another decade, and although he shifted his focus to Islamic topics and 

Islamism around 1940,
258

 he did not officially join the Brothers until 1953. But Qutb could not 

help a degree of familiarity with the organization, since student groups of Brothers were 

beginning to associate at Dar al-‘Ulum the year he began his studies there. Qutb for his part 

attracted the Brothers’ attention when he began to write on Islamic topics, and the Muslim 
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Brotherhood gained Qutb’s permission to reprint Social Justice in Islam when it came out, in the 

official Muslim Brotherhood periodical at the time.  

Members of the Muslim Brotherhood were discussing Islamic social justice as a 

counterpoint to communism for at least three years before Qutb published on the topic. One of 

the leading voices on the topic was young Brotherhood preacher Fathi Osman. Fathi joined the 

Muslim Brotherhood in 1942 at age 14,
259

 quickly became a preacher and evangelist (same term 

used for propagandist or proselytizer), and in 1946 at age 18, wrote a book on social justice titled 

“Islam Fights Poverty.”
260

 The Brotherhood chapter in Minya published 1000 copies.
261

 Fathi 

had first encountered the idea of social justice in Islam through the Brotherhood’s morality plays. 

As stage manager at the Minya chapter’s play operations, he had occasion to internalize the 

message of equality. His biographer reports, “The notion that a religion-centered society could 

guarantee rights for everyone, rich or poor, was very appealing.”
262

 He wrote a weekly, then 

daily, column on social justice in 1946, culminating in his book.
263

 Supreme Guide al-Banna also 

preached on social justice in 1946,
264

 three years before Qutb’s Social Justice. Osman writes that 

“Islam Fights Poverty” adopted an anti-communist approach that was current among the 

Brothers at that time: “Marxist propaganda was rampant in the streets, particularly among 

workers in the big cities…To counter the growing Communist trend, many in the Society had 

focused on socialist themes within Islam, with social justice being the prime one.”
265

 As Qutb 

would do three years later, al-Banna argued that neither socialism nor capitalism was the 
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solution.
266

 As his daughter tells it, Fathi’s social justice treatise was well-researched and 

included quotes from H.A.R. Gibb and Louis Massignon. Probably not a coincidence, Qutb 

quoted H.A.R. Gibb and other foreign authors in Social Justice. As a well-read and well-

published author active in Egyptian nationalist discourse who was beginning to write about 

Islamic topics, it is likely that Qutb had either read Osman’s 1946 work, read Osman’s column, 

or attended an al-Banna lecture on social justice. In other words, when writing Social Justice, he 

was entering a discussion he knew was important to the Brotherhood. 

Examining al-Banna’s economic platform, it seems probable that Qutb had al-Banna in 

mind when writing the legislative reform section of Social Justice. Al-Banna viewed social 

justice as part of a larger framework of moral economic behavior.
267

 Mitchell explains al-

Banna’s views: “economics without reference to ‘social justice and the principles of morality’ 

violated the fundamental teachings of God…His concern with ‘unity’ in the nation led to a 

strong affirmation of Islam’s revulsion from ‘economic class conflict’.”
268

 Al-Banna was 

concerned not just about the Egyptian economy but also about “foreign economic control.” 

Mitchell notes that al-Banna’s followers such as Qutb, ‘Awdi, and al-Ghazzālī built on the basic 

framework al-Banna established. Though we do not know for certain that Qutb was a disciple of 

al-Banna’s as early as November 1948, when he submitted Social Justice for publication,
 269

 a 

side-by-side analysis with a text from al-Banna from this period suggests that Qutb was using al-

Banna’s platform as a point of departure. For example, in an open letter to King Farouk over a 

year before Qutb wrote Social Justice, al-Banna expressed the urgency of making zakat 
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mandatory.
270

 In Social Justice, Qutb argued for mandatory zakat and went further, specifying 

the suitable range of percentages for the tax, his hopes for a broad tax base to raise armies, and 

what other sources of revenue must be considered if the zakat were insufficient to cover state 

expenses. As depicted in the table below, Both al-Banna and Qutb covered issues of wealth 

redistribution, excessive luxury, public health improvements, ending usury, prostitution, 

gambling, and the consumption of alcohol.
271

   

Although Qutb offered more detail than al-Banna in his reform proposals concerning 

social justice, he did not use the work to promote all aspects of the Muslim Brotherhood’s social 

and political program.  

 

Al-Banna, Letter to King Farouk (1947)
272

 Qutb, Social Justice (1949)
273

 

Organizing the zakat from income for use in 

benevolent projects and strengthening the 

military 

Legislating the zakat as a compulsory tax; 

Taxing the rich to replenish the state treasury 

or fund the army, in the tradition of Imam 

Malik 

Making better use of natural resources, such as 

uncultivated land, neglected mines, etc. 

Legislating mutual responsibility in the form of 

wealth redistribution, allowing the poor to use 

public land, and fixing wages sufficient for 

living costs 

Transfer of economic projects from foreign to 

national sectors and giving work to 

unemployed citizens in them; “protection of 

the masses from the oppression of 

monopolistic companies” 

Nationalization of natural resources according 

to the shari’a so that the poorest can afford 

them, because private individuals or companies 

should not have a monopoly on public goods  

Use of luxury items for “necessary projects,” 

Reducing the number of government posts, 

distributing work equitably among civil 

servants, and narrowing the gap between junior 

Prohibiting disproportionate luxury and 

removing extreme poverty by providing work 

for all, adequate wages, social security, and 

relief; free medical care and education for all 
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and senior civil servant salaries 

A restoration of Islamic legislation in every 

branch of the law 

Enforcing shari’a in estate law 

Prohibition of usury, and organization of banks 

to this end 

Forbidding usury, permitting Islamic banking 

and insurance only 

“An end to gambling in all its forms” Prohibiting gambling 

“An end to prostitution, both clandestine and 

overt” 

Prohibiting prostitution while simultaneously 

addressing the root problems of “excessive 

wealth and humiliating necessity” 

“A campaign against drinking, as there is one 

against drugs: its prohibition, and the salvation 

of the nation from its effects” 

Prohibiting alcohol 

 

The similarities between this section of Social Justice and al-Banna’s economic platform 

are too numerous to be accidental. Since Qutb was in the process of entering the public 

conversation in Egypt on Islamic topics and al-Banna was arguably the most prominent Egyptian 

Islamist at the time, it is safe to assume that Qutb was borrowing from al-Banna rather than the 

reverse.  

It is also notable that both works, while Islamist, propose reforms in the context of Egypt. 

Al-Banna had addressed his letter to the Egyptian monarch; he wanted the Egyptian military to 

be stronger and proposed increasing revenue through the religious tax; he proposed 

nationalization to boost native Egyptian employment; and he wanted the benefits of service in 

the Egyptian government to be shared with more Egyptians. Qutb echoed all of these points. 

Although “Islam” is the main protagonist in Social Justice in Islam, Qutb regularly seems to 

conflate Islam with his experience of life in Egypt. He aspires to speaks to and for the Islamic 

world as a whole but condemns Egyptian social and political problems, such as monopolies. 

Although he proposes “Islamic” solutions, he advocates changes such as jobs, education, and 
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distributing resources to the poor, that have particular meaning in the Egyptian context.
274

 

Looking back on the Muslim Brotherhood’s rise, Nasser confidant Heikal writes that the 

organization filled a void in nationalist leadership in the 1930s.
275

 

Al-Banna and Qutb condemned foreign influence in Egypt, especially European but also 

Soviet political philosophy. Neither al-Banna nor Qutb believed that communism could fix 

Egypt’s (or Islam’s) problems. As Islamists they believed that proper understanding and practice 

of Islam was the only solution for the problems of poverty and inequality. Had al-Banna lived 

longer, the U.S. government would no doubt have viewed him as a useful Islamic partner, as they 

did with Qutb and later with al-Banna’s son-in-law, Said Ramadan.
276

 

By writing Social Justice, Qutb aligned himself with the Free Officers movement as well 

as the Brotherhood. The themes of nationalizing critical natural resources and industries and 

alleviating poverty, inequality, and corruption placed Qutb in proximity to the socialist aspects of 

the officers’ movement. Like Qutb and the Muslim Brotherhood, the Free Officers movement 

sought to right economic wrongs in Egypt, but did not accept communism as the means to 

achieve it. The way Heikal tells it, President Nasser was “attracted to the ideas of Communism 

but finally rejected it as a way of life on two grounds: nationalism and religion.”
277

 In fact, 

several of the younger generation of Egyptian officers had joined the Muslim Brotherhood in the 

mid-1940s, including Nasser.
278

 Nasser was a member of, or personally acquainted with 
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members of, the militant Secret Apparatus.
279

 Still, Joel Gordon argues that “Too much may be 

made of such affiliations. To a great extent these young men followed the flow of the crowd in a 

turbulent period.”
280

 The Free Officers and Brothers shared nationalism and a “generic sense of 

social justice that entailed narrowing the gap between social classes,” but Gordon points out that 

this was a common theme among all reformist forces in Egypt at the time.
281

  

However broad their common values, Qutb interacted socially with the Free Officers in 

1952. Hamid Algar, editor of the revised 1953 English translation of Social Justice, repeats a 

claim by Khālidī that Qutb had a greater status among the officers than other Brothers:  

Sayyid Qutb was prominent among the members and associates of the Brethren who 

collaborated with the Free Officers. According to [Khālidī], leaders of the coup including 

‘Abd al-Nasir, visited Sayyid Qutb in his home a mere four days before the coup…About 

one month after the coup, Sayyid Qutb delivered a lecture on “Intellectual and Spiritual 

Liberation in Islam” at the Officers’ Club in Cairo, and ‘Abd al-Nasir was in attendance. 

More significantly, Sayyid Qutb was appointed cultural advisor to the Revolutionary 

Council, established by the Free Officers, and was the only civilian to attend its 

meetings.
282

 

Although the closeness of the connection is reported differently by different authors, there is no 

doubt that by the time of the revolution, Qutb had established himself in the overlapping 
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networks of the Brothers and the Free Officers. All parties shared a commitment to nationalism, 

Islam, and social justice, and antipathy for communism. 

By the end of 1953, despite years of membership and interaction, President Nasser came 

to see the Muslim Brotherhood as a major obstacle to his political agenda. During the same year, 

Qutb cemented his ties with the Brotherhood by joining and becoming Chief Propagandist. His 

timing was inauspicious from the point of view of obtaining a high ranking government job. 

When someone associated with the Brothers attempted to assassinate Nasser in 1954, the 

government threw nearly all Brotherhood leaders, secret apparatus members, and hundreds of 

rank and file members and suspected members in prison, including Qutb.
283

 By this time, Qutb 

had moved solidly into the Brotherhood’s camp. During his 12-year imprisonment at the hands 

of Nasser’s government, Qutb became an outspoken critic of Nasser. When he suggested in 

Milestones that the Egyptian government was an apostate regime liable to removal by force by 

an Islamic vanguard, Nasser’s government charged him of treason and executed him.  

This chapter began with an overview of how Qutb successfully joined the Muslim 

Brotherhood and revolutionary officers networks after returning from the United States, thanks 

in part to his status as the author of Social Justice in Islam. The next task is to investigate the 

mechanics of Social Justice, that is, how it functioned as nationalist-Islamist propaganda. 

 

Social Justice and the Triumph of Qutb’s Propaganda 

I argue that reading Social Justice as nationalist-Islamist propaganda demonstrates that 

Qutb was able to write in a way that not only advanced his career in the near term but advanced 
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his brand of Islamist ideology over the long term. He was so effective at this endeavor that I 

argue he benefited far more from Social Justice than the U.S. government did, even though the 

work was anti-communist. To appreciate Qutb’s genius as a propagandist, we now explore how 

he appealed to Egyptian nationalist causes through an Islamist lens, subverted foreign 

propaganda, and inspired his readers with hope and confidence. Qutb’s condemnations of 

communism in Social Justice must have appealed to U.S. officials, but he also broke free of the 

U.S. anti-communist narrative.  

Social Justice served as effective propaganda first because Qutb spoke directly to 

Egyptian concerns of poverty and inequality. Qutb writes that inequality in Egypt and among 

Muslims has reached immoral dimensions: “when millions of a nation cannot find a mouthful of 

pure water to drink, it is undeniably luxury that some few people should be able to drink Vichy 

and Evian, imported from overseas.” Millions cannot afford shelter other than “tin cans and reed 

huts,” and some lack even rags to cover themselves. Qutb condemns symbols of decadence in 

matters of religion, such as the gold-embroidered Ka‘ba coverings in Mecca, when fellow 

Muslims live in such poverty.
284

 Qutb refers to America favorably here to shame Muslims. That 

is, even Americans, condemned elsewhere in Social Justice for their materialism and support for 

the Jews in Palestine, do not have such extreme gaps between rich and poor. Since Qutb had not 

yet visited the United States at the time he wrote Social Justice, it is notable that he was 

confident of this fact.
285

 Whatever the case in America, Qutb believed that wealth disparity in 

Egypt was a sign that Egyptian society had abandoned Islamic ideals. Modern Islamic society, by 

which he meant primarily Egyptian society, is “not Islamic in any sense of the word.” He quotes 
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the Qur’an: “'Whoever does not judge by what Allah has revealed is an unbeliever.' (5: 48)”
286

 

Qutb’s evidence for modern Islamic society’s fall from grace is evidently drawn from the 

Egyptian legal system: 

[O]ur laws permit rather than punish oppression; the zakat is not obligatory and is not 

spent in the requisite ways. We permit the extravagance and the luxury that Islam 

prohibits; we allow the starvation and the destitution of which the Messenger once said: 

“Whenever people anywhere allow a man to go hungry, they are outside the protection of 

Allah, the Blessed and the Exalted."
287

 

By not providing for the destitute, then, Egyptian authorities and other rich Muslims sin against 

God. The correct social order, in contrast, balances individual responsibility with mutual 

responsibility. Qutb quotes the Qur’an again: “‘We have given nobility to the sons of man…We 

have given them provision of good things, and have given them great preference over many of 

the things, which We have created.’ (17: 72)” He clarifies that while every man must strive to 

earn a living by his own hand, he must also “receive his share from the public monies when for 

any reason he is unable to work.”
288

 Qutb speaks, then, to matters of concern to his Egyptian 

readers, linking material deprivations of his countrymen to a spiritual imbalance.  

Qutb writes in Social Justice about the British occupation in a manner intended to 

undermine British propaganda. He warns Egyptians to be on their guard against Britain’s subtler 

forms of control, especially the spread of British education. Instead of directly confronting 

Muslim ideas, as France did in its North African colonies, Qutb notes, “England took a more 

devious and tortuous road to the same end in Egypt, that of education. Her aim was to encourage 
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the growth of a general frame of mind that would despise the bases of Islamic life, and even of 

Eastern life.”
 
A new generation of teachers would then spread new manners and customs “and 

would banish all elements of an Islamic education from the policies of the Education 

Ministry.”
289

 As a longtime Ministry of Education official and participant in debates over the 

future of Egyptian education, Qutb was highly sensitive to British influence in Egyptian 

education and wished to eradicate it and replace it with Islamic education that he saw as 

authentically Egyptian.  

Qutb also demonstrates his skill as a propagandist by inverting Orientalist language. 

Timothy Mitchell indicates that well-educated Egyptians of the early 20
th

 century had access in 

Arabic to the works of prominent European Orientalists such as Gustave Le Bon, who wrote La 

Civilisation des Arabes (1884) and other works that were highly influential among the emerging 

bourgeoisie.
290

 Mitchell demonstrates the presence of European Orientalism in Egyptian 

government schools,
291

 where Qutb himself was educated. In an act of rhetorical force, writers 

like Qutb and Muhammad Asad recognized and rejected Oriental themes in Egyptian education 

as a tool of foreign domination. Taking on the paternalistic tone of some Orientalists toward the 

“Orientals” they studied, Qutb inverts the power relationship in Social Justice by using the term 

“Occidentals” to comment on Western ignorance and duplicity. Such inversions recall Foucault’s 

notion of “power from below.” 
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Examining Le Bon’s La Civilisation des Arabes highlights an element of Orientalist 

rhetoric that Qutb successfully inverted in “The America I Have Seen,” as discussed in chapter 1: 

the term “primitive.” In a description of the Arab’s inborn tendency to war and pillage, Le Bon 

writes that “their primitive instincts remained unvarying, for the character of a people hardly 

changes but manifests itself in new forms.”
292

 As cited above, Qutb uses the term “primitive” to 

describe the brutality of Americans both in their sporting events and in their foreign policy.
293

 

Similarly, in Social Justice, Qutb inverts the rhetoric of “civilized” and “humane” people versus 

“barbarians.” In Qutb’s alternate historiography, the barbarity of the Crusaders is exemplified in 

the fall of Jerusalem in 1099. The Crusaders committed atrocities in the al-Aqsa mosque, 

including “the raping of women, mutilation of the living, and torture of the old women and the 

children.” However, when the tide turned against the Crusader “barbarians,” Muslims did not 

respond in kind. On the contrary, “their treatment at the hands of the Muslims was imbued with 

the Islamic spirit, which was strong enough to check the desire for vengeance in Muslim hearts 

and to keep them within the bounds of humanity and religion."
294

 Qutb explains with no little 

condescension that Islam advocates defensive war only, not aggression.
295

 

Like Le Bon but in reverse, Qutb argues that the violent European mentality can never 

change. Europeans cannot overcome the corrupting legacy of the Crusades. Qutb quotes Asad: 

“the ancient antipathy itself still remains as a vital element within the European mind.” Although 

Qutb quotes Asad’s caveat that there may be some variation in the intensity of hatred for 

Muslims, “that it exists is indisputable.” Indeed, Europe’s dealings with the Islamic world bear 
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“clear traces of that genocidal force” exhibited in the Crusader era.
296

 As proof that the Crusades 

are ongoing, Qutb writes that “General Allenby was no more than typical of the mind of all 

Europe, when, entering Jerusalem during the First World War, he said: ‘Only now have the 

Crusades come to an end.’”
297

 Social Justice succeeds as propaganda, then, because Qutb 

skillfully manipulates Orientalist rhetoric to suggest that Egypt and more broadly, “Islam,” will 

never be safe as long as Europeans are in charge. 

Moreover, Social Justice serves to some extent as counter-propaganda, especially against 

the British occupation. Given the European record of unabated hostility toward Islam 

demonstrated in the Crusades and the modern colonial period, Qutb warns his compatriots not to 

be fooled by their “pretended respect for freedom of religion."
298

 He argues that British duplicity 

on the issue of Islam was clear from their policies in the Sudan, where “the supposedly tolerant 

English empowered Christian missionaries in the Sudan and would not let Muslims travel 

through the country.” Qutb shares an anecdote in which a Muslim official finds he is stuck in 

Sudan, but solves his predicament by chanting the Muslim call to prayer, prompting the British 

authorities to kick him out.
299

 Social Justice makes clear that Egyptians should be very 

suspicious of British professions to respect and protect Islam. In chapter 1, Qutb mocked 

American Christianity in “The America I Have Seen,”
300

 and warned against American use of 

Islam to fight communism in “American Islam.” In Social Justice, it becomes imperative to ask 

whose religious propaganda is more effective? Chapter 2 demonstrated that the 1953 translation 
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of Social Justice was very likely a work of American black propaganda as part of a broader 

effort to boost religion to inoculate populations against communism. Yet the text of Social 

Justice demonstrates Qutb’s ability to portray British rhetoric about defending religious freedom 

as a wolf in sheep’s clothing. That is, in Social Justice, Qutb is also inoculating his readers 

against believing in British (and by extension American) professions of friendship based on 

common religious values. 

Qutb does not merely reject the notion of a common religious cause against communism; 

he rejects the notion that an East-West conflict exists. Like the political neutralism that Nasser 

would later develop, Qutb refuses in Social Justice to accept the Cold War binary. Qutb 

acknowledges that people say and think that the world is divided into two blocs, communist and 

capitalist, but this is false:
301

 “We need not be deceived by the apparently hard and bitter struggle 

between the Eastern and Western camps. Neither of them have anything but a materialistic 

philosophy of life and in their thinking they are closely akin.”
302

 He restates this assertion three 

more times in Chapter 9.
303

 By refusing to accept the American narrative of East v. West, with 

implications for Egypt, Qutb establishes an independent path. This stance clarifies that the U.S. 

government faced an uphill battle in winning Qutb over as a Muslim ally in the Cold War.  

Lauzière points out the incomplete nature of the type of empowered Islamist rhetoric 

Qutb uses in Social Justice. Referring to purist Salafists, the term he uses for the Muslim 

Brotherhood and which fits Qutb’s Islamism in 1949, he writes that “Ironically, their efforts to 

expose the aberration of colonialism—often by using the Europeans’ own intellectual weapons—
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prevented them from rejecting Western philosophical modernity altogether.”
304

 There is truth to 

this. Qutb contradicts himself in several ways in Social Justice: he calls for the rejection of all 

foreign influences,
305

 yet he borrows European and American rhetoric in service of his 

triumphalist Islamist rhetoric. He also quotes European and American authors’ positive 

statements on Islam as proof that Islam is superior, betraying a belief that foreign voices carry 

some weight. Qutb is thus guilty of the same offense for which he attacks other authors in Social 

Justice, namely defining Islam’s and Egypt’s greatness in alien terminology. However, the 

propaganda value of Social Justice rests in part on the visibility of Qutb’s rhetorical inversions. 

Had Qutb completely eschewed Western rhetoric in Social Justice, the work likely would not 

have become so popular. This is because skewering the British, Europeans, America, 

materialism, and communism could best be done by, so to speak, hoisting them with their own 

petard. 

Qutb uses Social Justice, then, to address Egyptian grievances that may be solved by a 

return to Islam; he neutralizes foreign propaganda in Egypt by appropriating the rhetoric of 

powerful actors, portraying them as both hostile and inferior, and by warning his compatriots 

against foreign attempts to corrupt and coopt them. Finally, Qutb shows his brilliance as a 

propagandist by offering his readers hope and confidence in themselves and the future that is 

possible for them by means of Islamist reform.  

That is, Qutb does not simply condemn the wrongs of history; he casts a positive vision 

of the independent Islamic state that will succeed where West and East have failed. Qutb argues 

that the comprehensive and practical nature of Islam offers a better defense against the 
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materialism of both West and East to which all “spiritual religions – and Christianity most of all 

– are opposed.”
306

 It is important to note that this type of statement would have been palatable to 

U.S. officials at the time, if indeed they read it. As discussed in chapter 2, American thought 

leaders, encouraged by the federal government, were likewise condemning materialism and 

secularism and promoting “true” religions during this period in an effort to counter communist 

influence.
307

 Qutb continues addressing his fellow Muslims: “we possess a universal theory of 

life far higher than any held in Europe or America or Russia. We can offer to mankind this 

theory whose aims are a complete mutual help among all men and a true mutual responsibility in 

society.”
308

 In contrast to Christianity, which Qutb believes “has no essential philosophy of 

actual, practical life,” he points out that “Islam is a perfectly practicable social system in 

itself.”
309

 For this reason, Islam is the only hope for the world. In the context of American 

officials’ promotion of other religions against communism, even these statements would be seen 

as serving that purpose. 

Qutb goes further still. He suggests that the West cannot fight communism without the 

help of Islam. He rejects the notion that Western civilization is alone capable of defending 

freedom of religion, including Islam, against atheistic communism. Qutb posits instead that 

Islam is the only hope for mankind: 

The capitalists and the profiteers realize what communism means, and they shrink from 

its very name as a superstitious man shrinks from genii and demons. Let them 
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understand, then, that neither they nor humanity as a whole can have any defense against 

communism except Islam; the true, real Islam, the principles of which we have outlined 

here.
310

 

That is, Qutb informs his Muslim readers  that they are the protectors of everything that matters 

to human civilization, rather than the recipients of protection as the British colonial government 

would have them believe. In Social Justice, Qutb suggests a kind of special providence often 

associated with the United States as beacon on a hill. “The import of these words is not that we 

should adopt a position of isolationism in regard to thought, education, and science; all these are 

a common heritage of all the peoples of the world, in which we already have a fundamental 

part.”
311

 In effect, Qutb is arguing that Muslims should be confident of their positive impact on 

mankind. Because of this, Qutb believes that Muslims ought to be leaders, not followers, in 

every aspect of human progress. “[O]ur true place is not at the tail of the caravan,” he writes, 

“but where we may grasp the leading rein.”
312

 By the end of his treatise, then, Qutb has built up 

his Egyptian Muslim reader. By offering a positive vision of Muslims helping and protecting the 

world, Qutb completely inverts the reader’s standing, from colonized subject into proud citizen 

of a new indispensable nation: Islam. 

This triumphalist vision of Islam and assertion of the native capacity of Muslims to lead 

the world likely contributed to the popularity of Qutb’s book with Egyptian nationalists and 

Islamists. Qutb’s mastery of the tools of propaganda ought to have given American officials 

pause. Beyond destroying the European character, establishing Muslim moral and physical 

superiority, and suggesting an Islamic global destiny reminiscent of American rhetoric, in a final 
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tour de force, Qutb writes America and Britain right out of the narrative. Both East and West are 

irrevocably set against Islam, he writes: “This is the common factor that links together 

communist Russia and capitalist America.”
313

 However, Qutb predicts capitalism’s fall. Echoing 

both Karl Marx
314

 and Muhammad Asad’s variation on Marx,
315

 Qutb argues that capitalism will 

inevitably lead to communism, specifically among American workers, since they lack a spiritual 

philosophy of life and will become prey to communism as the solution for their oppression by 

capitalists.
316

 Whereas Asad referred to his treatise as “the case of Islam versus Western 

civilization,”
317

 Qutb declares that the real struggle will be between Islam and communism. By 

identifying communism as the ultimate adversary for Islam, Qutb has made the West completely 

irrelevant.  

 

Conclusion 

Although Sayyid Qutb seemed to be a good candidate for the role of anti-communist 

Muslim partner for the United States, I argue that he was too good a propagandist in his own 

right to reliably serve this American objective. The “strategical situation” between Qutb, the 

British and American governments, and other players demonstrates power in multiple directions, 

with Qutb doing his best to invert the colonial status quo. Upon closer examination, Social 
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Justice in Islam appears to have benefited Qutb even more than covert support of the book 

helped the U.S. government’s Cold War struggle. Qutb was certainly anticommunist, but so were 

the majority of Egypt’s dominant political groups at the time, making Social Justice’s value to 

the U.S. cause less certain. The work raised Qutb’s status as a nationalist-Islamist spokesman in 

Egypt upon his return from the United States, and facilitated his entry into the overlapping 

networks that were the Muslim Brotherhood and Free Officers movement. This was no small 

accomplishment for someone who was a prolific author but neither the best known nor most 

highly regarded in literary circles. While Qutb foreclosed further advancement in Egyptian 

politics when he joined the Brotherhood in 1953 and went to prison in 1954, I argue that Social 

Justice helped him get as far as he did. As counter-propaganda, Social Justice, Qutb gained the 

upper hand against America’s Cold War rhetoric. He proselytized for the nationalist-Islamist 

cause by telling fellow Muslims that they had the capacity to govern themselves through an 

Islamic system. Rather than giving the West status as an adversary to Islam as Muhammad Asad 

had done over a decade earlier, in Social Justice Qutb eliminated Europe and the United States 

entirely from his triumphalist Islamist future. 

Qutb was neither the first nor the last Islamist to write about social justice. Muhammad 

al-Ghazzālī, also a mid-career convert to the Brotherhood and who unlike most Brothers had 

been trained at Al-Azhar, wrote about social justice in al-Islam wa’l-manahij al-ishtirakiyya 

(Islam and the Socialist Curricula, 1951) and al-Islam al-muftara ‘alayh bayn al-shuyu’iyin wa’l-

ra’smaliyin (Islam slandered between communists and capitalists, 1953).
318

 However, Qutb’s 

Social Justice continues to be more widely read than Ghazzali’s, Osman’s, or al-Banna’s work 
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on the subject.
319

 Qutb’s success can partly be explained by the fact that he became even better 

known through his later works and execution. Many of his religious works are well regarded by a 

cross-section of contemporary Islamic groups. Some of his more extremist admirers include Al 

Qaeda, which brought Qutb increased attention in the late 1990s and following the 2001 attacks. 

Still, Social Justice deserves scholarly attention in its own right. Although the work was not 

particularly original, Qutb synthesized the subjects well and emerged as a mature, passionate 

political rhetorician, easily the equal of the most skilled propagandists in the Eastern or Western 

camps in the early post-World War II period.  

In prison, Qutb continued to employ the polemical skills he had honed in Social Justice to 

further the Muslim Brotherhood cause, and when he diverged from Supreme Guide al-Hudaybi 

later on,
320

 he continued to write as “radical purist” Islamist in the Lauzière taxonomy. However, 

in focusing on Qutb’s later works, such as Milestones, the book that the Nasser government cited 

as cause for his execution, scholars may miss the relevance of Social Justice as an anti-colonial, 

anti-Western, Islamist manifesto during a period of nationalist political upheaval. This 

nationalist-Islamist quality played an important role both in Qutb’s popularity among Egyptian 

Muslim readers and in his ability to evade American attempts to win him over to the Western 

anti-communist cause. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

I argue that in many ways, Sayyid Qutb was exactly the sort of Muslim leader that the 

U.S. government was looking for during the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, but by 

rejecting the Cold War paradigm and ably advancing his own nationalist-Islamist agenda, he 

partially obstructed U.S. aims in Egypt. Why did the U.S. government take an interest in people 

like Qutb and what did Qutb get out of his writings on America and Social Justice? In order to 

understand the value of Qutb’s work to the U.S. government and the value of Qutb’s own works 

during this period, I broke the discussion into multiple sections. In the first chapter, I discovered 

that Egyptians in the late 1940s and early 1950s had multiple grievances against the United 

States in the form of the frustrated nationalist movement after World War I, the U.S. 

government’s ultimate acquiescence to the British military occupation in Egypt, and U.S. support 

for the cause of Israel. I found that Qutb’s anti-American writings from this period both 

expressed these frustrations and began to serve an additional purpose, namely, nationalist 

polemics and the demonstration of proper society by means of its American opposite. I suggested 

that Qutb’s description of “American Islam,” the notion that Americans needed Muslims to fight 

the Cold War for them, was close to realty.  

In chapter 2, I argued that the U.S. government’s interest in people like Qutb was not so 

strange as it first appeared. As World War II came to an end, the United States faced what 

officials felt was a global mission to halt the spread of communism. Studying what other 

countries had attempted in the Middle East, the U.S. government sought to win Muslim hearts 

and minds over to the Western cause.  Officials in the Truman and Eisenhower administrations 

saw communism as a phenomenon that could be defeated in part by strengthening religious 
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forces around the world, hence the interest in Qutb and Social Justice. Qutb fit the U.S. profile of 

a potential Muslim partner in the early Cold War period: he was an established thought leader, 

Egyptian, anti-communist, religious, with an independent and authentic voice, and had spent two 

years in the United States. Where U.S. officials went wrong was in believing that Muslims would 

behave a certain way politically as a group due to innate characteristics or sensitivities, or due to 

instructions from Islamic leaders. They also erred in believing that Nasser’s neutralism was 

necessarily a sign of incompatibility with U.S. interests. There is no doubt that Qutb was anti-

communist, a trait the U.S. government valued, but concerns about communism ignored the 

intense pressure communists were already under in Egypt and the continued weakness of the 

movement. From this perspective, investing in local Egyptian leaders who could help inoculate 

the population against communism may have been a waste of American resources. In chapter 3, I 

argued that Social Justice helped advance Qutb’s career and established him as a talented 

propagandist. He was more than a match for pro-Western propagandists and used Social Justice 

to advance his nationalist-Islamist vision for Egypt. For Qutb, America was a useful foil, but 

reforming Egyptian politics and society through Islam remained the dominant feature of his 

narrative during this period.  

This study has brought two divergent histories of the post-World War II moment into 

dialogue. It is thanks to this intersection between two vantage points that a fuller picture of the 

motives, capabilities, interests, relationships, and efforts of individuals and groups emerge. 

Seven decades removed, historians have the luxury of making connections that were not visible 

at the end of World War II, during Egypt’s nationalist struggle and the early days of America’s 

Cold War. Qutb’s Social Justice and anti-American articles become even more vivid when 
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juxtaposed to the stated intentions of U.S. government officials to reach out to Muslims through 

anti-communist propaganda and through educational exchanges with young thought leaders from 

Muslim countries. The irony is unmistakable.  

Despite the fact that America was only of secondary importance to Qutb, his writing on 

the United States gained prominence with some of his more extremist admirers, including 

eventually Al Qaeda, whose anti-American ideology echoed themes from “The America I Have 

Seen” and whose antipathy toward apostate Muslim regimes echoed Qutb’s later work, 

Milestones.
321

 Since Qutb was known to have spent two years in the United States, his writing on 

American moral depravity had credibility for his followers. Qutb’s claim that the CIA tried to 

recruit him and that he refused
322

 no doubt added to his stature. Further research is required to 

determine if Qutb understood that the American Council of Learned Societies was cooperating 

with U.S. intelligence at the time that it translated and published Social Justice in Islam.  

The case of Sayyid Qutb and U.S. government outreach to Muslims in the early Cold 

War has significance for historians of U.S. foreign relations, Egyptian Islamism, and anti-

colonial resistance. Many questions remain. Much could be learned from a more comprehensive 

study of Qutb’s social networks during this period, from his family connections to his 

professional contacts at the Ministry of Education to his evolving relationships with the Free 

Officers and Muslim Brotherhood. In terms of intellectual influences, a study of Qutb’s other 

writing and sources during this period would further illuminate how his nationalist and Islamist 

views came together. More detailed exploration of foreign propaganda in Egypt in the early Cold 

War era would also be both beneficial and possible, given the accessibility of government 
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archives for this period. This much is certain, however. Despite the U.S. government’s interest in 

winning hearts and minds against communism in Egypt, and despite the fact that Qutb skewered 

communism in his post-World War II writings, he was too adept at promoting an alternative 

narrative that best advanced his own causes. He was not America’s “best defense” in Egypt. 
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Al-Ghazzālī, Muḥammad. 1953. Our Beginning in Wisdom. Vol. no. 5. Trans. Isma’il el Faruqi. 

Washington: American Council of Learned Societies. 

 

Alterman, Jon. 2002. Egypt and American Foreign Assistance, 1952-1956: Hopes Dashed. New 

York: Palgrave. 

 

Al-Zawahiri, Ayman. No date. “Knights Under the Prophet’s Banner.” No longer available. 

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1954a. Weekly report of U.S. Army Attaché to G2. September 4, 

1954. In U.S. Department of State. Confidential U.S. State Department central files. 

Frederick, MD: University Publications of America, 1986. Microfilm Collection, ed. 

Michael Davis. Georgetown University holding 708, Reel 5.  

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1954b. Weekly report of U.S. Army Attaché to G2. May 21, 1954. In 

U.S. Department of State. Confidential U.S. State Department central files. Frederick, 

MD: University Publications of America, 1986. Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis. 

Georgetown University holding 708, Reel 5.  

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1953a. “Colloquium on Islamic Culture and Saeed Ramadan.” 

Despatch No. 237. July 27, 1953. National Archives. Record Group 59. Records of the 

Department of State. Decimal Files, 1950-1954. 

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1953b. Telegram dated July 9, 1953. No. 31. In U.S. Department of 

State. Confidential U.S. State Department central files. Frederick, MD: University 

Publications of America, 1986. Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis. Georgetown 

University holding 708, Reel 5. 

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1953c. "Police Chief of Anti-Communist Section Discusses 

Communist Activities." Despatch No. 2308. April 30, 1953. In U.S. Department of State. 

Confidential U.S. State Department central files. Frederick, MD: University Publications 

of America, 1986. Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis. Georgetown University 

holding 708, Reel 5. 

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1952. “Statement by Rector of Al Azhar University Regarding 

Communism.” Despatch No. 1008. November 28, 1952. In U.S. Department of State. 

Confidential U.S. State Department central files. Frederick, MD: University Publications 



104 

 

of America, 1986. Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis. Georgetown University 

holding 708, Reel 5. 

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1951. “Communism and Extremism in Egypt – Proposals on How to 

Combat them.” Despatch No. 781. September 25, 1951. In U.S. Department of State. 

Confidential U.S. State Department central files. Frederick, MD: University Publications 

of America, 1986. Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis. Georgetown University 

holding 708, Reel 5. 

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1950. "Communism in Egypt." Telegram #479. March 17, 1950. In 

U.S. Department of State. Confidential U.S. State Department central files. Frederick, 

MD: University Publications of America, 1986. Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis. 

Georgetown University holding 708, Reel 5. 

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1948. Airgram A-786. October 29, 1948. In U.S. Department of State. 

Confidential U.S. State Department central files. Frederick, MD: University Publications 

of America, 1986. Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis. Georgetown University 

holding 672, Reel 8. 

 

American Embassy Cairo. 1947. Airgram A-190. April 8, 1947. In U.S. Department of State. 

Confidential U.S. State Department central files. Frederick, MD: University Publications 

of America, 1986. Microfilm Collection, ed. Michael Davis. Georgetown University 

holding 672, Reel 8. 

 

Asad, Muhammad. 1982. Islam at the Crossroads. Second edition. Gibralter: Dar al-Andalus. 

 

Baron, Beth. 2014. The Orphan Scandal: Christian Missionaries and the Rise of the Muslim 

Brotherhood. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press. 

 

Battle, Joyce. 2002. U.S. Propaganda in the Middle East – The Early Cold War Version. 

National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 78. Washington, DC. December 

13, 2002. http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/ (Accessed March 20, 2016) 

 

Bisgaard-Church, Elliana. 2011 “Egyptians campaign for independence, 1919-1922.” October 

23, 2011. Global Nonviolent Action Database. Swarthmore College. 

https://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/egyptians-campaign-independence-1919-1922 

(Accessed April 30, 2016) 

 

Blum, William. 1986. The CIA: A Forgotten History, US Global Interventions since World War 

2. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Zed Books. 

 

Calvert, John. 2013. Sayyid Qutb and the Origins of Radical Islamism. Oxford University Press. 

Kindle Edition.  

 

http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/


105 

 

Central Intelligence Agency. 1956. “Agreement between the Government of the United States 

and the Social Science Research Council and the American Council of Learned 

Societies.” Memorandum of Agreement. December 6, 1956. CIA Library Electronic 

Reading Room. CREST. CIA-RDP78-03130A000100040031-7. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/document/cia-rdp78-03130a000100040031-7 

(Accessed April 8, 2017) 

 

Central Intelligence Agency. 1955. “Current Attitudes and Possible Plans of the ex-Grand Mufti 

of Jerusalem.” Report: CS-56375. February 11, 1955. CIA Library Electronic Reading 

Room. 

http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/1705143/HUSSEINI,%

20AMIN%20EL%20%20%20VOL.5_0209.pdf (Accessed May 10, 2016) 

 

Central Intelligence Agency. [1953]. “Foundation Support for Research in the Fields of the 

Behavioral Sciences, Communications and Industrial Organization.” No date, date 

inferred from page 5. CIA Library Electronic Reading Room. CREST. CIA-RDP78-

02771R000100190002-6. https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/document/cia-rdp78-

02771r000100190002-6 (Accessed April 8, 2017) 

 

Central Intelligence Agency. 1950. “American Council of Learned Society.” Memorandum 

[from DCI] for AD/00. August 31, 1950. CIA Library Electronic Reading Room. 

CREST. CIA-RDP80R01731R003100120038-8. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/document/cia-rdp80r01731r003100120038-8 

(Accessed April 8, 2017) 

 

Central Intelligence Agency. 1947. The Current Situation in Egypt. Report: ORE 54. October 16, 

1947. CIA Library Electronic Reading Room. 

http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_00002566

27.pdf (Accessed May 10, 2016) 

 

Daniel, Clifton. 1948. "The Moslem World Watches Palestine: Talk of Pan-Islam is heard again, 

but the forces dividing the 221,000,000 Moslems are still strong." New York Times. June 

13, 1948, SM15. 

 

Department EH (Great Britain). 1941. “Luftpost, No. 3, 9 June 1941.” Leaflet disseminated by 

aircraft June 11-30, 1941. PsyWar Leaflet Archive by Lee Richards. 

https://www.psywar.org/product_1941EH51003.php (Accessed March 14, 2017) 

 

 

Eisenhower, Dwight D. 1958. Letter to Dr. Elson. July 31. Cited in Battle, Joyce. 2002. U.S. 

Propaganda in the Middle East – The Early Cold War Version. National Security 

Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 78. Washington, DC. December 13, 2002. 

http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/ (Accessed March 20, 2016) 

 

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/document/cia-rdp78-03130a000100040031-7
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/1705143/HUSSEINI,%20AMIN%20EL%20%20%20VOL.5_0209.pdf
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/1705143/HUSSEINI,%20AMIN%20EL%20%20%20VOL.5_0209.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/document/cia-rdp78-02771r000100190002-6
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/document/cia-rdp78-02771r000100190002-6
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/document/cia-rdp80r01731r003100120038-8
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_0000256627.pdf
http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_0000256627.pdf
https://www.psywar.org/product_1941EH51003.php
http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB78/


106 

 

El Shakry, Omnia. 2007. The Great Social Laboratory: Subjects of Knowledge in Colonial and 

Postcolonial Egypt. Stanford University Press. Kindle Edition. 

 

Euben, Roxanne L. and Muhammad Qasim Zaman, eds. 2009. Princeton Readings in Islamist 

Thought: Texts and Contexts from al-Banna to Bin Laden. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press. 

 

Fahmy, Ziad. 2011. Ordinary Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular Culture. 

Stanford, California: Stanford University Press. 

 

Foucault, Michel. 1978. The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction. Trans. Robert 

Hurley. New York: Pantheon Books. 
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Giddens, Anthony. 1971. Capitalism and Modern Social Theory: An Analysis of the Writings of 

Marx, Durkheim and Max Weber. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press.  

 

Gordon, Joel. 2006. Nasser: Hero of the Arab Nation. Oxford: Oneworld. 

 

Gordon, Joel. 1992. Nasser’s Blessed Movement: Egypt's Free Officers and the July Revolution. 

New York: Oxford University Press. 

 

Hahn, Peter. 1991. The United States, Great Britain, and Egypt, 1945-1956: Strategy and 

Diplomacy in the Early Cold War. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 

 

Halliday, Fred. 2005. The Middle East in International Relations. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press. 

 

Heikal, Mohamed. 1983. Autumn of Fury: The Assassination of Sadat. New York: Random 

House. 

 

Heikal, Mohamed Hassanein. 1973. The Cairo Documents: The Inside Story of Nasser and his 

Relationship with World Leaders, Rebels, and Statesmen. Garden City, NY: Doubleday. 

 

Herzog, Jonathan. 2011. The Spiritual-Industrial Complex: America’s Religious Battle Against 

Communism in the Early Cold War. New York: Oxford University Press. 

 

Husayn, Taha. See Hussein, Taha. 

 

Hussein, Taha. 1954. The Future of Culture in Egypt. Trans. Sidney Glazer. Washington: 

American Council of Learned Societies. 

 



107 

 

Jacobs, Matthew. 2011. Imagining the Middle East: The Building of an American Foreign Policy 

1918-1967. Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press. 

 

Jacobs, Matthew. 2006. “The Perils and Promise of Islam: The United States and the Muslim 

Middle East in the Early Cold War.” Diplomatic History, September 2006. Volume 30, 

Issue 4: 705-739. 

 

Johnson, Ian. 2010. A Mosque in Munich: Nazis, the CIA, and the Muslim Brotherhood in the 

West. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 
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