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Abstract: This study analyzes the dynamics of reform in 
Egypt in the economic, socio-cultural, religious, and 
educational fields, and its implications for the formation of 
contemporary Egyptian society. Using a historical-
analytical approach, this study traces the reform process 
since the early 19th century, triggered by the 
modernization of the state, interaction with the West, and 
the response of Muslim intellectuals to the challenges of 
modernity. The results of the study show that economic 
reform has transformed the structure of production and 
social classes, while simultaneously giving rise to 
inequalities that affect social stability. In the socio-cultural 
realm, reform drives shifts in values, social relations, and 
expressions of identity, occurring through a dialectic 
between tradition and modernity. Meanwhile, religious and 
educational reform plays a significant role in shaping more 
rational, reflective, and contextual patterns of religiosity 
through the reform of Islamic thought and the 
modernization of educational institutions, including al-
Azhar. This study emphasizes that reform in Egypt is not 
a linear process, but rather a continuous negotiation 
between religion, state, and society, resulting in a typology 
of contemporary Egyptian society that is religious, 
adaptive, and critical in facing global challenges 
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Introduction  
The challenges of modernity and tradition in the Islamic world 

have given rise to various efforts to reform existing traditions. Harun 
Nasution refers to these efforts as the Islamic reform movement, rather 
than Islamic modernism. According to him, modernism has its own 
context as a movement originating in the Western world, aimed at 
replacing the teachings of the Catholic Church with modern science 
and philosophy. This movement culminated in the process of 
secularization in the West.1 

In contrast, Azyumardi Azra prefers to use the term “modern” 
rather than “reform.” He argues that the term Islamic reform does not 
always align with historical realities, as reform in the modern Islamic 
world does not necessarily lead to the reaffirmation of Islam in Muslim 
life. Instead, what often occurs is westernization and secularization, as 
seen in the case of Turkey. What Azra presents reflects modernism in 
its subjective sense, whereas Harun Nasution attempts to understand 
modernity in an objective sense. 

It must be acknowledged that the expansion of modern ideas 
by Arab societies has brought not only science and technology, but also 
value systems and lifestyles that often differ from the traditions of the 
societies affected by this expansion. Whether in its objective or 
subjective sense, modernity imported from the West has brought 
changes to Muslim societies in all aspects of life. At this point, Muslims 
are compelled to re-examine and hold on to their traditions in response 
to these changes. This response has given rise to reform movements. 
However, Islamic reform is not merely a reaction to such changes. The 
degradation of religious life within Muslim communities has also been 
a significant factor. Many Muslim scholars have called for the 
revitalization of religious life and the purification of religious practices 
from traditions considered un-Islamic. 

 
Thus, according to Nurcholish Madjid, something is 

considered modern if it is rational, scientific, and in accordance with 

 
1 Harun Nasution, Pembaharuan Islam, (Jakarta: Bulan Bintang, 1975), 11. 
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the laws of nature 2  Since modernization implies the application of 
scientific knowledge, it becomes a necessity. Modernization is also seen 
as truth and as a motivation in the pursuit of truth. Indicators of 
modernity include the emergence of colonialism in the name of 
civilization, the French Revolution, the Industrial Revolution, the rise 
of capitalism, commodification, mediation in social relations, and the 
mechanization of life.3 These characteristics have ultimately influenced 
how Islamic theology is discussed and interpreted. 

Kuntowijoyo firmly states that contemporary Islamic 
movements must articulate themselves as movements with objective 
and empirical interests. Islam is a religion that continuously engages 
with reality. It both emerges from and generates social change. For 
Kuntowijoyo, Islam should not merely serve to legitimize existing 
social systems, but must also observe and regulate their behavior..4 

In other words, Islam should function as a controller of the 
system, not the other way around. As a controlling force, Muslims must 
not only be careful in monitoring the system’s behavior, but also 
possess the ability and competence to actively engage within it. This 
implies the need for interpretative action toward the Qur’an. According 
to Kuntowijoyo, the task of Muslim intellectuals is to contribute their 
ideas to society, enabling people to develop sharp analytical tools and 
actively participate in daily life.5  

Therefore, there are two current agendas for the actualization 
of Islam: first, an academic-intellectual agenda; and second, a practical-
applied agenda. Furthermore, A.E. Priyono writes that Islam can 
essentially be constructed as a theoretical paradigm based on its own 
epistemic and ethical framework. At the informative level, Islam 
represents a system of values derived from divine teachings. Revelation 
is an absolute and transcendent truth, serving as an axiological 
reference. The diverse normative concepts of Islam within this value 
system can be developed through two media: ideology and religious 
science. Islam becomes an ideology because it not only constructs 
reality but also provides ethical motivation and transformative energy 
to reshape it. Thus, ideology is the translation of Islamic norms into 

 
2 Nurcholish Majid, Islam Kemoderenan dan ke-Indonesiaan, (Bandung: Mizan 1987), 172. 
3 Abdul Hamid, Pemikiran Modern dalam Islam, (Bandung: Pustaka Setia, 2019), 44.  
4  Kuntowijoyo, “Mesjid atau Budaya Pasar: Akar Ketegangan Budaya di Masa 
Pembangunan” dalam Budaya dan Masyarakat, (Yogyakarta: Tiara Wacana, 1987), 100. 
5 Kuntowijoyo, ”Industrialisasi dan Dampak Sosialnya”…72.  
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action. On the other hand, religion must also be developed into a 
science by formulating and elaborating its normative concepts at 
empirical and objective levels. In other words, normative values should 
not only be translated into ideology for action, but also formulated into 
theories for application. 

From the discussion above, a central thread of Islamic re-
actualization emerges, namely the effort to interpret Islam “from a 
system of values into ideology or science.” This study examines the 
phenomenon of reform movements in Egypt and their impact on 
contemporary society in the fields of social life, culture, education, 
thought, and Sufism. 
 
Literature review 

Egypt is a strategic region that connects Africa and Asia and 
controls global trade routes through the Suez Canal. Theoretically, this 
geographical position shapes its social, economic, and political 
character. Its dependence on the Nile River has produced a solid 
agrarian social structure, while its openness to external civilizations has 
made Egypt a meeting point for ideas, cultures, and global powers. 

From the perspective of modernization, Egypt’s 
transformation became significant starting with the expedition of 
Napoleon Bonaparte and continued through the reforms of 
Muhammad Ali Pasha, who established modern military, educational, 
and administrative systems. This modernization did not fully equate to 
westernization, but rather represented an adaptive process that 
combined Western technological progress with a preserved Islamic and 
Arab identity. 

In the context of Islamic reform (tajdīd), Egypt produced 
prominent reformist figures such as Muhammad Abduh, who 
emphasized rationality and ijtihad in responding to the challenges of 
the time. Through institutions such as Al-Azhar University, reformist 
ideas developed and influenced the broader Muslim world. Thus, 
Egypt’s dynamics reflect an ongoing dialectic between tradition, 
modernity, and Islamic identity. 
 
Research Method  

This study employs a historical-sociological approach, as it 
presents a substantial amount of historical data in its analysis. The 
historical approach is used to trace the development of religious life in 
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Egyptian society from the modern to the contemporary period. This 
research is a library-based study (library research) with a qualitative 
nature. The data sources are derived from books and scholarly articles 
closely related to the history of Egyptian civilization and modern 
Egyptian reform ideas. Data analysis in this study is conducted using 
content analysis techniques with a historical-critical approach. The 
collected data are classified based on the main themes of reform, then 
analyzed descriptively and analytically to identify patterns, conceptual 
constructions, and the relevance of reformist thought within the socio-
religious dynamics of modern and contemporary Egyptian society. 
 
Result and Discussion  
The Strategic Geographical Position and Territory of Egypt 

Egypt, which refers to itself as the mother of the world (umm al-
dunyā), has always been fascinating to observe. This country is not only 
a center of thought and movements in its region, but it also plays a 
significant role at both regional and international forums. Egypt is a 
leader in the African Union and remains one of the most influential 
countries to this day. Within the Arab League, it is a founding member 
and a key actor. Egypt’s role in the Gulf region is undeniably important. 
Therefore, developments in Egypt are believed to have a strong 
influence on Arab countries, Africa, and even the broader Muslim 
world.6   

The country of Egypt, officially known as the Arab Republic of 
Egypt, holds a strategic position in the history and civilization of Islam. 
Located at the northeastern edge of the African continent, Egypt 
possesses geographical characteristics that have influenced its political, 
economic, social, and historical aspects for thousands of years. Egypt 
is a country that bridges the continents of Africa and Asia, featuring a 
remarkable and diverse geographical landscape that has shaped its 
history and culture over millennia. Situated in the northeastern corner 
of Africa, Egypt stretches from the Mediterranean coast in the north 
to the border with Sudan in the south, and from the Libyan border in 
the west to the Red Sea and the Sinai Peninsula in the east. With an 
area of approximately 1,001,450 square kilometers, Egypt is the 30th 
largest country in the world and one of the largest in the Middle East 

 
6 Ibnu Burdah, Menuju Dunia Baru Arah Revolusi Rakyat, Demokratisasi dan Kekuasaan  
(Yogyakarta: Tiara Wacana, 2013), 44-45. 
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and Arab region.7 From a geographical perspective, Egypt lies between 
22°–32° North Latitude and 25°–36° East Longitude, placing it in a 
warm region dominated by tropical desert and subtropical arid climates. 
This location determines its climate patterns, minimal rainfall, and the 
dominance of desert across most of the country. Egypt is one of the 
African countries with a uniquely strategic geographical position in the 
world.8 Egypt is bordered by the Mediterranean Sea to the north, Libya 
to the west, Sudan to the south, and the Red Sea as well as Israel and 
the Gaza Strip to the east. Its landscape consists largely of vast deserts 
in both the western and eastern regions, with the Nile Valley and Delta 
serving as the main centers of life and settlement. In addition, Egypt is 
a transcontinental country: a small part of its territory lies in the Sinai 
Peninsula, which extends into Asia. Most of Egypt’s landmass is part 
of the African continent, while the Sinai Peninsula belongs to Asia. 
These two regions are separated by the Suez Canal. 9  Egypt’s 
transcontinental position, along with its proximity to global trade 
routes such as the Suez Canal, makes it a crucial global crossroads. This 
not only impacts trade routes but also shapes geopolitical and cultural 
dynamics, connecting various surrounding regions, particularly the 
Middle East. 

The division of Egyptian society into Upper Egypt (Sa‘īd) and Lower 
Egypt (the Nile Delta) represents a geographical-historical construct that has 
existed since ancient Egyptian times and remains relevant through the Islamic 
and contemporary periods. The Nile River, as the central axis of Egyptian life, 
has not only shaped the economic and agricultural landscape but has also 
influenced the social structure, culture, and religious expressions of 
communities along its course. Therefore, understanding the differences 
between Upper and Lower Egypt is essential for comprehensively analyzing 
the typology of Egyptian society. 

Upper Egypt extends from the southern region of Cairo to 
Aswan and is sociologically known as a more traditional and 
homogeneous area. The social structure of Upper Egyptian society is 
characterized by strong kinship ties, communal solidarity, and the 
dominance of an agrarian way of life. The prevailing value system 

 
7  Sulaiman, Rusdinal, Gistituati, (2021), Sistem Pendidikan Mesir dan 
Perbandingannya dengan Indonesia, Jurnal Pendidikan Islam Ta’dibuna, 10 (3), 395 - 
413. https://doi.org/10.32832/tadibuna,v10i2.4596. 
8 Muhammad Farid Fathi, Fi> Jughra>fiyyah Mis}r  (Iskandariah: Da>r al-Ma’arifah 
al-Ja>mi’ah, 2000), 1. 
9 Muhammad Farid Fathi, Fi> Jughra>fiyyah Mis}r ….  2. 
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emphasizes family honor (sharaf), loyalty to clan or local community, 
and a high level of respect for traditional and religious leaders. 10   

In the cultural context, the people of Upper Egypt preserve 
many local traditions that have been passed down from generation to 
generation. Oral traditions, communal rituals, and local religious 
celebrations remain integral parts of social life. This culture tends to be 
more resistant to rapid changes brought by modernization, making 
socio-religious practices in this region relatively stable and continuous. 

From a religious perspective, the people of Upper Egypt 
exhibit a normative-traditional form of Islam. Observance of formal 
religious rituals such as prayer, fasting, and Islamic holidays is carried 
out collectively and with discipline. Local ulama and Sufi sheikhs hold 
strong moral authority in regulating the religious life of the community. 
Sufi practices, particularly through major orders such as the 
Shadhiliyyah and Ahmadiyyah, play an important role in shaping the 
spirituality of Upper Egyptian society. Pilgrimages to the tombs of 
saints and the celebration of the Prophet’s birthday (maulid) serve as a 
means of integrating Islamic teachings with local culture.11   

Meanwhile, the people of Lower Egypt—covering the Nile Delta 
region and major cities such as Cairo and Alexandria—display a more 
heterogeneous and dynamic social character. From the classical period 
to the modern era, this region has served as a center of trade, 
administration, and international interaction. This condition has given 
rise to a more open social structure, with relatively high levels of social 
mobility and education.12   

The culture of Lower Egyptian society is cosmopolitan and 
pluralistic. Arab, Mediterranean, European, and global modern 
influences intersect and interact in this region. Local traditions continue 
to exist, but they undergo transformation alongside changes in urban 
lifestyles and the penetration of modern media. This phenomenon 
creates a society that is more adaptive to new discourses, including in 
the religious sphere. In terms of religiosity, Lower Egypt exhibits a 
broader spectrum compared to Upper Egypt. The presence of Al-

 
10 J. Spencer Trimingham, Islam in Egypt, (London: Oxford University Press, 1951), 
109. 
11 J. Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi Orders in Islam, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1971), 78. 
12 Ira M. Lapidus, A History of Islamic Societies, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), 29. 
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Azhar in Cairo makes this region a center of institutional Islam and 
Sunni Islamic intellectual discourse. In addition, Lower Egypt serves as 
a space for the growth of urban Sufism, reformist movements, and 
political Islam such as the Muslim Brotherhood. Religious patterns in 
this region tend to be more reflective, rational, and actively engaged in 
public debates regarding the relationship between Islam, the state, and 
modernity.13   

Despite significant differences between Upper and Lower Egypt, 
these two regions cannot be positioned in a strictly dichotomous 
manner. Internal migration, education, and media have created 
intensive interactions between the societies of Upper and Lower Egypt. 
Al-Azhar plays a role as a unifying symbol of national religious 
authority, bridging local differences and maintaining a framework of 
moderate Islam at the national level. 14   Thus, the differentiation 
between Upper and Lower Egypt does not indicate fragmentation 
within Egyptian Islam, but rather reflects the plurality of religious 
expressions within a unified framework of Islamic civilization. 
Understanding these differences is important for contemporary Islamic 
studies, as it demonstrates how Islam adapts to diverse socio-cultural 
contexts without losing its fundamental identity. 

One of Egypt’s most significant geo-strategic assets is the Suez 
Canal. Egypt utilizes the canal as a major source of national revenue 
through transit fees and shipping services, while also developing 
economic zones around it to attract investment and global industrial 
activities. As a global transportation route, the Suez Canal has 
positioned Egypt as a key actor in international geopolitics and 
economics. This condition provides Egypt with advantages as a center 
of trade, cross-regional diplomacy, and broad cultural connectivity 
among Africa, Asia, and Europe. 

In the context of Islamic reform and modernization, Egypt’s 
geography also plays an important role. Its openness to external 
influences through strategic ports has facilitated the entry of new ideas, 
while its unique environmental challenges have encouraged innovation 
in various fields. Efforts to balance tradition with the demands of the 

 
13 Malika Zeghal, Governing Islam: The State and Islam in Egypt, (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2019), 138. 
14 Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen, Defining Islam for the Egyptian State, (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 
94. 
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modern world often need to take into account the country’s 
geographical realities, resulting in unique and contextual solutions to 
social, economic, and environmental issues.15    
 
The History of Modern Islamic Civilization in Egypt and 
Reformist Figures 

Since the Islamic conquest in the 7th century CE, Egypt has 
developed into a center of Islamic scholarship, spirituality, and politics. 
The presence of Al-Azhar since the 10th century has made Egypt a 
primary reference for Sunni religious authority in the Islamic world. 
However, behind this image, the religious reality of Egyptian society 
reflects a complex and dynamic diversity. 

Long before the establishment of the Arab Republic of Egypt, the 
Egyptian nation had a very long history and is considered one of the 
oldest civilizations in the world. The indigenous population of Egypt 
has existed for over 5,000 years. Egypt officially became a state under 
the rule of the Pharaohs, who governed for approximately three 
millennia starting from 3150 BCE. This Ancient Egyptian civilization 
was led by 30 dynasties, divided into three periods: the Old Kingdom, 
the Middle Kingdom, and the New Kingdom. After the Pharaonic 
period ended due to foreign invasions, Egypt fell under Greek control 
following the expansion of Alexander the Great in 332 BCE. Later, in 
31 BCE, Egypt came under Roman rule during the reign of Augustus.16   
The Islamic era in Egypt began with the expedition of Amr ibn al-As 
during the caliphate of Umar ibn al-Khattab. Egypt became part of the 
Islamic world in 641 CE. After the period of the Rightly Guided 
Caliphs, Egypt successively came under the control of various Islamic 
dynasties, including the Umayyads, Abbasids, Tulunids, Ikhshidids, and 
Fatimids. During the Fatimid era, the city of Cairo was established by 
Caliph al-Mu’izz li Dinillah along with the construction of Al-Azhar 
Mosque. Later, Salahuddin al-Ayyubi entered Egypt, marking the 
beginning of the Ayyubid dynasty. This was followed by the Mamluk 
dynasty until Sultan Selim I of the Ottoman Empire conquered Egypt 
in 1517 CE, ending Mamluk rule 17   

 
15 \Suyuthi Pulungan, Sejarah Peradaban Islam di Indonesia, (Jakarta: Amzah, 2019), 120. 
16 Ah}mad Abd. al-Ha>mid Yu>su>f, Mis}r fi> al-Qur’a>n wa al-Sunnah, (Kairo: 
Da>r al-Shuru>q, 1999), 266. 
17 Ah}mad Abd. al-Ha>mid Yu>su>f, Mis}r fi> al-Qur’a>n … 267. 
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After the Ottoman conquest, Egypt experienced economic decline, 
which led to foreign invasions by the Portuguese and the French. After 
the French were expelled in 1801, Egypt entered a modern era under 
Muhammad Ali Pasha, who initiated reforms in various sectors. 
However, Egypt could not achieve full independence due to British 
pressure. The family of Muhammad Ali continued to rule until the 
Revolution of July 23, 1952, which overthrew King Farouk I and 
transformed Egypt from a monarchy into a republic. The presidents of 
Egypt, in sequence, have been Muhammad Naguib, Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, Anwar Sadat, Hosni Mubarak, Muhammad Morsi, and Abdel 
Fattah el-Sisi. 

This long history has significantly influenced Egypt’s cultural 
diversity. The introduction of Arab identity in Egypt coincided with the 
arrival of Islam. Since then, Arab Muslims, including the Companions 
of the Prophet, began to integrate with the indigenous Egyptian 
population, who were primarily Coptic Christians. Once Islam entered 
Egypt, Islamic and Arab characteristics quickly strengthened. Egypt 
embraced Islam and Arab culture with relative ease, eventually 
becoming a leading center of both. It can be said that the prominence 
of figures such as Salahuddin al-Ayyubi, al-Mu’izz li Dinillah, and 
Muhammad Ali Pasha is closely tied to Egypt. 18   

The name “Arab Republic of Egypt” itself reflects the 
importance of preserving Arab identity. The phenomena of Islam and 
Arab identity have become deeply embedded within Egyptian society 
and are inseparable. This has profoundly shaped the character and 
identity of the Egyptian people. Whether consciously or not, the 
current generation is a continuation of previous generations, though 
today they face the powerful forces of modernization rather than 
colonial warfare. 19   

The richness of Arab culture in Egypt can be observed in various 
aspects such as language, literature, religion, arts, science, media, music, 
and cuisine. Islam, adhered to by about 75% of the population, has 
greatly influenced Arab culture in Egypt. However, foreign invasions 
following Arabization and Islamization also left lasting impacts. 
Furthermore, the fragmentation of the Arab world after the collapse of 
the Ottoman Empire weakened its global standing, particularly in 

 
18 Ah}mad Abd. al-Ha>mid Yu>su>f, Mis}r fi> al-Qur’a>n … 268. 
19 Tim penyusun, Long Journey to Egypt: Kairo Panduan ke Mesir dan Al-Azhar (Kairo: 
KMA Press, 2019), 47. 
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relation to the West. Arab identity and language, like other identities, 
are now part of global competition that cannot be avoided. 

On June 2, 1798, Napoleon Bonaparte arrived in Alexandria after 
defeating the Mamluks and gaining control of Cairo. At that time, 
Egypt’s political situation was unstable, marked by chaos, economic 
decline, and territorial conflicts among powerful states, leaving the 
population in fear. After Napoleon’s departure, he was replaced by 
General Kléber, who was later defeated by the British. Meanwhile, 
forces from the Ottoman Sultan Selim III (r. 1789–1807) arrived to 
expel the French. Among the Ottoman troops was Muhammad Ali, 
who later became the governor of Egypt under Ottoman authority.20   

Although Napoleon’s occupation lasted only about three years, 
its impact on Egypt was profound. His arrival marked a turning point 
in Islamic history, especially in Egypt, as it awakened awareness of 
backwardness and weakness. Napoleon not only brought a strong 
military force but also scientists equipped with advanced instruments 
for research.21   

According to Harun Nasution, Napoleon brought not only 
soldiers but also around 500 civilians, including 167 experts in various 
scientific fields, as well as two printing presses using Latin, Arabic, and 
Greek scripts. These were intended for scientific purposes, leading to 
the establishment of the Institut d’Égypte, which focused on 
mathematics, natural sciences, political economy, and arts and 
literature. This institution was open, particularly to scholars (‘ulama), 
fostering direct contact with European civilization, which was then 
unfamiliar to Egyptians. 

The printing press introduced by Napoleon later developed into 
the Bulaq Press, which continues to exist today. Modern instruments 
such as microscopes, telescopes, and experimental tools, along with the 
diligence of the French scientists, were astonishing and unfamiliar to 
Egyptians at that time. 

Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, a scholar of Al-Azhar and historian, 
visited the Institut d’Égypte in 1799. Upon returning, he remarked, “I 
saw there things and experiments so strange that they produce results 
beyond what our minds can grasp.” His statement reflects the 

 
20 Ris’an Rusli, Pembaharuan Pemikiran Modern dalam Islam, (Jakarta: PT Raja Grafindo 
Persada, 2013), 19. 
21 Ris’an Rusli, Pembaharuan Pemikiran Modern …  24. 
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intellectual gap between the Islamic world and the West at the time and 
indicates a decline in scientific activity among Muslims. 22 
In addition to technological advancements, Napoleon introduced ideas 
from the French Revolution, including: 

1. A republican system of government in which the head of state 
is elected for a specific term, subject to a constitution, and 
accountable to parliament—contrasting with the prevailing 
absolute monarchy.  

2. The idea of equality (egalitarianism), emphasizing equal status 
and public participation in governance, including the formation 
of councils consisting of Al-Azhar scholars and merchants.  

3. The concept of nationalism, identifying the French as a nation 
and the Mamluks as foreign rulers, contrasting with the prior 
emphasis solely on religious identity.  
According to Philip K. Hitti, Napoleon landed in Alexandria in 

July 1798 with the aim of punishing the Mamluks, whom he accused of 
being poor Muslims, while presenting himself and the French as 
restorers of legitimate authority. His main objective was to strike a blow 
against Britain by cutting its communication routes to the East. 
However, his ambitions failed due to the destruction of the French fleet 
at the Battle of Aboukir Bay (August 1, 1798), the failed siege of Acre 
(1799), and defeat at Alexandria (March 21, 1801). 

Among the achievements of the French civilians in Egypt were 
irrigation improvements along the Nile, which increased agricultural 
productivity, and the discovery of the Rosetta Stone. In governance, 
they introduced ideas of constitutional rule and elected leadership. 

These developments opened the eyes of Muslim thinkers to the 
need for reform and modernization, particularly in education. Egypt 
came to be seen as a model balancing wathaniyyah (patriotism) and 
qaumiyyah (Arab nationalism). Emphasis on national identity did not 
contradict broader Arab unity. Reform efforts were initiated by 
Muhammad Ali Pasha and continued by prominent thinkers such as al-
Tahtawi, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Muhammad Abduh, and Rashid 
Rida, followed by figures like Muhammad Farid Wajdi, Tantawi 
Jawhari, Qasim Amin, Saad Zaghlul, Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid, Ali Abd 
al-Raziq, and Taha Hussein. 

 
22 Abd. al-Rah}ma>n ibn H{asan al-Jabarti>, ‘Aja>ib al-A<tha>r fi> al-Tara>jum wa 
al-Akhba>r, (Mesir: Da>r al-Kutub al-Mas}riyyah,1997), 209. 
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The Impact of Reform Efforts and Ideas on Contemporary 
Egyptian Society 
 
1. Economic Sector 

Economic reforms in Egypt have clearly shaped the class 
structure of contemporary society. Today, Egyptian society consists 
of an economic-political elite, a fragile urban middle class, and 
working-class and peasant groups facing economic uncertainty. 
Education and employment no longer guarantee social mobility as 
they did during the era of Arab socialism. 

Nevertheless, economic reform has also fostered new 
awareness of entrepreneurship, the informal economy, and 
community-based social solidarity. Many Egyptians have developed 
adaptive economic strategies through small businesses, family 
networks, and socio-religious organizations. This phenomenon 
reflects the resilience of Egyptian society in responding to structural 
economic pressures. 

An important aspect in the Egyptian context is the interaction 
between economic reform and religious values. Amid economic 
inequality, religion often functions as a source of ethics, solidarity, and 
social critique. 23   Practices such as zakat, waqf, and Islamic 
philanthropy serve as alternative mechanisms for redistributing 
welfare, especially when the state fails to meet basic societal needs. 
Social Islamic movements and religious institutions have utilized this 
space to provide social services, thereby increasing their influence 
within society. Thus, economic reform affects not only material 
welfare but also the configuration of social and political power. 

The impact of these policies on Egyptian society has been 
highly significant. Agrarian reform reduced the power of large 
landowners and provided land access to small farmers. Education and 
employment opportunities in the public sector expanded, accelerating 
the emergence of a new middle class. To this day, the collective 
memory of Egyptian society still views this period as a symbol of 
social justice and economic independence, despite the structural 
inefficiencies these policies produced. 

Since the era of Anwar Sadat in the 1970s, through the infitah 
(economic openness) policy, Egypt has gradually shifted its economic 
orientation toward a market economy and global integration. This 

 
23 Timur Kuran, Islam and Mammon, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 19. 
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policy was continued and deepened during the rule of Hosni Mubarak 
and in the contemporary period. The main ideas of economic reform 
in this phase include privatization, foreign investment, and reducing 
the role of the state in the economy.24 

The impact of these reforms has been ambivalent. On the one 
hand, liberalization has created new economic opportunities, growth 
in the service sector, and integration into the global economy. On the 
other hand, social inequality has increased sharply, unemployment 
among educated youth has expanded, and social safety nets have 
weakened. These inequalities became one of the underlying factors 
behind the social and political tensions that culminated in the 2011 
Arab Spring. 

Today, Egypt faces major challenges such as population 
growth, inflation, debt dependency, and global economic instability. 
The long legacy of economic reform has produced a society that is 
increasingly aware of issues of economic justice, yet also more 
skeptical of state reform promises. 

At the same time, Egypt’s younger generation demonstrates a 
new economic orientation that is more pragmatic, digital, and global. 
The creative economy, technology, and labor migration have become 
key survival strategies. All of these are cumulative impacts of 
economic reform ideas that have developed over more than two 
centuries. 

 
2. Socio-Cultural Sector 

One of the most significant impacts of socio-cultural reform is 
the transformation of gender relations. Women’s education, 
participation in the public sphere, and discourse on women’s rights 
have become part of the reform agenda since the late nineteenth 
century. Figures such as Qasim Amin advocated cultural reforms 
regarding the position of women in society.25 

Although still facing resistance, these changes have shaped 
contemporary Egyptian society to become more open to women’s 
roles in education, the economy, and culture. Gender relations have 
become an important arena for negotiating between traditional and 
modern values. Socio-cultural reform has not eliminated the role of 

 
24 Robert Springborg, Mubarak’s Egypt: Fragmentation of the Political Order, (Boulder: 
Westview Press, 1989), 16. 
25 Qa>sim Amin, Tah}ri>r al-Mar’ah , Vol. 1 (Kairo: Dār al-Ma‘ārif, 1992), 98. 
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religion in Egyptian society; rather, it has reconfigured it. Religion has 
transformed from a merely inherited tradition into a consciously 
chosen identity. The religious practices of contemporary Egyptians 
demonstrate diverse expressions, ranging from traditional Islam and 
Sufism to modern da‘wah movements.26 

In this context, religious culture becomes a dynamic arena that 
reflects the dialectic between reform and tradition. Egyptian society 
has developed forms of religiosity that are adaptive to modernity 
without entirely abandoning their cultural and spiritual roots. 

In the long term, socio-cultural reform has shaped an 
ambivalent mentality within Egyptian society: open to change, yet still 
attached to tradition. Contemporary Egyptians demonstrate a high 
capacity to adapt to social changes while maintaining social solidarity 
based on family, religion, and local communities.27 

This mentality explains why social change in Egypt often 
occurs gradually and through negotiation, rather than through total 
revolutionary transformation. Socio-cultural reform does not break 
historical continuity, but rather reinterprets it in accordance with the 
context of the times.  

 
3. Religious and Educational Sectors 

Religious and educational reforms have brought significant 
changes to the patterns of religiosity in Egyptian society. Religious life 
is no longer merely inherited through tradition, but has become the 
result of education, reflection, and personal choice. Various 
typologies of religiosity have emerged, including traditional Islam, 
reformist Islam, Sufistic Islam, and activist Islam. 

Modern media, educational institutions, and contemporary 
da‘wah have expanded the space for religious discourse. This has 
increased religious literacy within society, but has also led to the 
fragmentation of religious authority. Modern education in Egypt 
plays an important role in shaping social and political awareness. 
Curricula that emphasize national history, citizenship, and science 
contribute to the formation of national identity and critical 
consciousness. Education also functions as a means of social mobility 
and the development of an educated middle class. 

 
26 Malika Zeghal, Governing Islam …49. 
27 Asef Bayat, Life as Politics,,, 28. 
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However, contemporary challenges such as the quality of 
education, unequal access, and the politicization of educational 
institutions remain serious issues. Nevertheless, education continues 
to be a primary instrument of social reform in Egypt. 

Religious and educational reforms have also reshaped the 
relationship between religion, the state, and society. The state seeks 
to manage religious and educational institutions as tools for social 
stability, while society develops a more critical attitude toward official 
religious authority. This relationship creates a complex dynamic: 
religion remains a source of moral legitimacy, but it is no longer the 
sole determinant of the direction of social life. Contemporary 
Egyptian society demonstrates the ability to negotiate its religious 
identity within the modern public sphere. 

The impact of these reforms can be seen in the emergence of 
scholar-intellectuals who actively participate in public discourse and 
state policy. Educational reform in Egypt has produced a dual system: 
religious education (al-Azhar) and modern national education. 
Although often criticized for creating intellectual dualism, this system 
also allows for differentiation in social and intellectual roles. Modern 
education produces technocrats and professionals, while religious 
education maintains moral and spiritual authority. In contemporary 
Egyptian society, these two systems interact and shape a unique 
pattern of religiosity—religious yet pragmatic, normative yet 
adaptive.28   

 
Conclusion 

This study shows that reform in Egypt in the fields of economy, 
socio-culture, as well as religion and education constitutes an 
interconnected historical process that has comprehensively shaped the 
character of contemporary Egyptian society. In the economic sphere, 
reforms that have taken place since the era of Muhammad ‘Ali Pasha 
up to the contemporary period have transformed Egypt’s economic 
structure from a traditional agrarian system into a modern economy 
integrated with the global system. These changes have generated new 
dynamics, including the growth of the middle class, increased economic 
awareness, and at the same time widening social inequality that affects 
social and political stability. 

 
28 Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought …26. 
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In the socio-cultural sphere, reform has led to shifts in values, 
patterns of social relations, and expressions of identity within Egyptian 
society. The modernization of education, urbanization, and the 
development of popular culture have made Egyptian society more 
adaptive to change, while still maintaining strong ties to tradition, 
religion, and communal solidarity. The dialectic between tradition and 
modernity remains a defining feature of Egypt’s socio-cultural life to 
this day. 

Meanwhile, in the fields of religion and education, reform has 
played a crucial role in shaping patterns of religiosity that are more 
rational, reflective, and contextual. The reform of religious thought and 
educational systems—including the modernization of al-Azhar and 
national education—has expanded religious literacy and fostered the 
social and intellectual awareness of society. Although it has led to a 
certain fragmentation of religious authority, these reforms have 
ensured that religion remains relevant as a source of ethics and identity 
in modern society. 

Overall, reform in Egypt cannot be understood as a linear or 
homogeneous process, but rather as a complex dynamic involving 
continuous negotiation between religion, tradition, and modernity. It is 
this process that has shaped the typology of contemporary Egyptian 
society as religious, adaptive, and critical in responding to the  
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