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President Trump’s Politically Motivated Decision to Designate Branches of the Muslim
Brotherhood as a Terrorist Organization

This week, President Trump signed an executive order to initiate the formal process for the U.S.
government to consider designating chapters of the Muslim Brotherhood as foreign terrorist
organizations (FTOs). The order directs certain Trump administration officials to submit a joint
designation report within 30 days, after which relevant entities are called on to “take
appropriate designation and sanction actions within 45 days after the aforementioned report is
delivered.” Critics of the move have outlined how it is politically motivated and revives a
several-year-old effort by Trump and his allies to seek the designations — which dates back to
the president’s first term in office. Shortly after taking office, the first Trump administration
considered designating the Muslim Brotherhood as a single, blanket FTO following a meeting
with Egyptian President Abdel Fatah EI-Sisi. The effort ultimately faced internal resistance and
was stalled by officials within the State Department and other agencies, who argued that not all
branches of the decentralized movement met the legal threshold for a blanket FTO designation.
Now, the current administration is looking to target specific branches of the Muslim
Brotherhood as a way to try and circumvent previous legal obstacles and justifiable pushback.

The attempts to pursue an FTO designation against the Muslim Brotherhood have been
criticized as a blatant longstanding politically charged effort which has been fueled by some
Republicans and right-wing voices. This is highlighted by the fact that almost all of those behind
the attempts are Republican lawmakers on the far right of the political spectrum, including
figures such as U.S. Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX) and U.S. Representative Elise Stefanik (R-NY). Cruz
introduced the latest version of the Muslim Brotherhood Terrorist Designation Act (S. 2293) in
the Senate back in mid-July of this year and has introduced similar bills in multiple previous
sessions of Congress. Meanwhile, Stefanik has co-sponsored the companion legislation in the
House of Representatives and has been a vocal leader in these efforts. The respective Senate
and House resolutions are expected to be voted on next week in early December, either on
December 3rd or December 4th. The endorsements that these initiatives have received from
various pro-Israeli organizations and figures has also been telling and has included entities like
The Foundation for Defense of Democracies (FDD), Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu,
and billionaire investor Bill Ackman. To many observers, the enthusiastic praise from groups
and individuals like these has been useful in exposing who is really behind these politically



motivated efforts and demonstrates how it has also been largely propelled by attempts to
secure continued backing and support from right-wing donors.

Analysts have also pointed to how the latest Trump move to try to designate branches of the
Muslim Brotherhood is clearly a coordinated effort aimed at appeasing autocratic regimes in
the Middle East, particularly those in Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia. The
governments in these countries view the Muslim Brotherhood as a significant political threat to
their grip on power, and as such, the designations would empower these repressive regimes to
continue suppression of political opposition and dissent. This damages the United States’ image
as a promoter of democracy and human rights. Additionally, it sheds light on the troubling
influence of foreign lobbying networks that strive to insert their own domestic political
endeavors into U.S. government decisions. Critics of the Trump-led designation attempts have
also raised legitimate concerns that it blurs the line between nonviolent political movements —
such as the Muslim Brotherhood chapters in many countries across the Middle East and North
Africa — and actual violent terrorist groups like ISIS and Al-Qaeda. Ironically enough, while the
Muslim Brotherhood designations are being pushed under the guise of “rooting out violent
extremism,” experts contend that they are actually likely to instead counterproductively fuel
radicalization and extremism by marginalizing mainstream political groups and providing
recruitment propaganda for real terrorist organizations. Furthermore, the Muslim Brotherhood
has legitimate political wings that participate in the governments of several U.S. allies including
Turkey and Tunisia, and therefore an FTO designation could also severely strain diplomatic
relations and complicate cooperation with these countries.

Lastly, the designation efforts have been labeled as a dangerous and troubling move for civil
liberties and freedoms within the United States. This is due to the concern that they could lead
to the increased targeting of reputable and legitimate U.S.-based Muslim organizations.
Recently, this has already been seen in places like Texas where Governor Greg Abbott has
drawn heavy criticism from rights groups for designating the Council on American-Islamic
Relations (CAIR) — the country’s largest Muslim civil rights and advocacy organization —as an
FTO, with CAIR suing the Texas governor over the unconstitutional designation. Civil liberties
organizations like CAIR and others have rightfully pointed out that the Muslim Brotherhood
designations at the national level could fuel Islamophobia in the United States, as it seeks to
conflate a transnational political/social movement like the Muslim Brotherhood with actual
violent extremist groups and be used to try to target, harass, suppress, and delegitimize
mainstream Muslim-American entities within the United States.



