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Victor J. Willi’s monograph “The Fourth Ordeal” appears on the heels of one of most tumultuous periods in the history of modern Egypt and the Muslim Brotherhood (MB). Its considerable achievement is to provide a well-researched and analytically coherent, but also immensely vivid and captivating historical account of the last five decades in the life of the Egyptian MB.
Starting his research right after the 2011 revolution, Willi had unprecedentedly ample access to interviews with Muslim Brotherhood members from all walks of life and from different steps of on the organiszational pyramid. Seizing the opportunity to be “at the right place at the right time” (p. 12), he chose to foreground an primarily oral history approach, with the aim of “telling the history as narrated and remembered by those who were both its subjects and its protagonists” (p. 11). Overall, this was a felicitous decision because it allows allowed Willi to fill inmap the familiar contours of MB history with additional colour and depth, producing an engaging and gripping narrative that will catches capture the imagination of the reader more than many similar publications. In spite of the his declared proximity to the perspective of the protagonists, the author never abandons the critical distance essential to any scientific effortendeavour.	Comment by John Peate: To avoid a mixed metaphor
After a general introduction on basic aspects of origin, organiszation, and ideology of the BrotherhoodMB, Willi dedicates roughly one chapter to each decade of MB its history since 1968. The “Second second Foundingfounding” of the organiszation (Chapter 2) after the its dissolution of the Brotherhood by the Free Officers’ regime in 1954 starts with the student protests of 1968, a somewhat unorthodox but plausible choice, as these protests were the first harbingers of the growing discontent of the younger generation with the Nasser regime, which would later fuel the rise of the Islamic student movement in the 1970s. The decisive element of the second founding was, according to Willi, the ability of ʿUmar atal-Tilmisānī, the MB’s “gGeneral eneral Guide guide” since from November 1973, to convince a large part number of the IslamicMuslim student activists of the conservative, non-violent approach of the MB to Islamic change and to absorb them into the MB organisation. Willi stresses the important personal contribution atal-Tilmisānī in fostering a reformist current within the movement, which, however, would never gain predominance over other tendencies.
Chapter 3, “The Rise of the Vanguard (1981-–1991)”, focuses on the MB’s internal power struggles within the Brotherhood in the 1980s, which are were so important because since they set it on its later path of development. Willi does not re-invent the wheel when it comes to the analytical distinction between different camps within the MB and their struggles over leadership and ideological orientation within the movement. His distinction between the advocates of the open society model and the advocates of the vanguard model corresponds to the familiar ‘“reformers vs.ersus old guard’ guard” dichotomy that has been almost a matter of consensus in academic literature since the early 2000s. What makes Willi’s contribution interesting is that, aided by a the greater readiness of people to talk to him, he is able to advance a much thicker more substantial narrative of on the ‘“vanguard’ vanguard” – a coalition of previous members of the secret apparatus and the secret circles around Sayyid Quṭb in the 1960s – and their coherence as an informal power group within the MB’s formal structures with the MB organization. He also provides intriguing glimpses into the closed world of the cadre organiszation, with anecdotes from Shura council Council meetings and important evidence concerning the rotation of leadership personnel through key positions.
In the 1990s, according to Willi the “increasingly acrimonious internal conflict gradually morphed into the formalization of distinct political coalitions, each of which advocated for conflicting visions of the Brotherhood’s political future” (p. 143). The failed Wasat party Party initiative, which led to the ejection of a number of ‘“open society’ society” reformers, was a visible sign of these divisions. However, the MB continued to thrive under conditions of increasing economic liberalizationliberalisation, as some of its business-minded members rose into the emerging, internationally connected nouveau -riche bourgeoisie (Chapter 4, “Brotherhood Incorporated”). In this context, Willi does an excellent job in tracing the career of Khayrat ashal-ShaṭirShāṭir, the vanguardist apparatchik and successful businessman, who arguably became the most powerful person within the Brotherhood in the late 2000s.
On Against this background, Willi offers a critical re-evaluation of the MB’s reform initiatives and political overtures of the MB in the 2000s (Chapter 5, “Struggle for Leadership”). He argues that, rather than leading the way towards a metamorphosis of the MB into a more open and politically more politically centrist movement, these debates exacerbated the identity crisis within Brotherhood. While youth-led and bottom-up criticism was intensifying and increasingly visible in the new media, especially the blogging scene, the vanguardists pushed back successfully against any “fundamental alteration of the Brotherhood’s underlying power structures” (p. 200). In 2008-–09, they tightened their control over the guidance Guidance council Council and side-lined the most popular reformist, ʿAbd al-Munʿim Abū l-Futūḥ. 
Then, the Egyptian revolution happened (Chapter 6, “Revolution, Rise and Fall”). In seventy70-odd breathless pages, Willi gives a detailed account of all incidents and circumstances that involved the MB in a significant way, from street clashes to elections to closed-door political negotiations. Probably Few few other publications on the MB’s chronicles in this period can probably boast a similar density of well-researched information. Sometimes, the author’s focus on maintaining a chronological narrative comes at the cost of describing complex events in a rather summary way. To give one example, the constitution drafted by the MB and its allies in the Constituent Assembly in autumn 2012 and adopted by a referendum in December is dismissed as “riddled with inconsistencies and contradictions” (p. 286) and criticised from the perspective of the opposition for its anti-democratic traits. True enough, but, seen from the perspective of Islamist constitutional thought and MB ideology, it might also be described as an achievement of sorts: It was a rather quite consistent step towards (further ) re-modelling the liberal constitutional order in an Islamic-conservative fashion, for example by establishing a council of religious scholars that would be consulted in during the legislative process. Egyptian liberals objected to that, but the MB was at the time confident to be able toit could overpower them with popular support from its own basis base and from the Salafis, who were allowed to play a significant role in the drafting process. The attempt to ‘“buy off’ off” the army by enlarging its supra-constitutional privileges was also consistent with the MB’s previous appeasement policy towards this powerful institution.
In describing the crisis-ridden final months of MB rule, Willi does not spare with his criticism of its increasingly clumsy and irrational moves, ; nor does he minimisze the role that the army and the bureaucracy, as well as powerful foreign actors such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE, had in facilitating the protest movements against MB rule. The account of the military coup and the Rabi’a Rābiʿa massacre leads directly into the final chapter: “The Beginning of the Fourth Ordeal” (2013-–118). It is a well-known story of dogged, but increasingly futile resistance, brutal repression, and terrorist counter-violence. Willi faithfully traces the subsequent splits within the MB along ideological, geographical, and organiszational lines. He concurs with other researchers on the observation that the unprecedented wave of repression in Egypt and the Arab world did not trigger major processes of radicalisation within the Brotherhood’s constituency, at least not when it came to actual armed violence. However, he detects a flow of anger and aggression in a different, equally problematic direction: “Whereas the number of members overtly embracing violent jihadi and takfiri methods was marginal compared to the whole membership of the MB, a far larger number became overtly sectarian.” Finally, he suggests that conciliation talks held in 2016 under the auspices of the respected scholar and ‘“spiritual guide’ guide” Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī (1926-–2022) might have stopped the disintegration process and could be considered a “third founding” of the Brotherhood.
Whether this third and latest instalment of the Brotherhood will be anything like the two previous ones in terms of organisational coherence and political influence is an open question that future researchers will have to answer. In any case, Willi’s book will serve them as an exceptionally rich sourcebook and inspiring companion into the history of the Muslim Brotherhood and its many faces and contradictions.
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