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Translator’s Introduction ]|

“A rising mass movement attracts and holds a following not by its |
doctrine and promises but by the refuge it offers from the anxieties, i
barrenness and meaninglessness of an individual existence. It cures | |
the poignantly frustrated not by conferring on them an absolute or E
by remedying the difficulties and abuses which made their lives i
miserable, but by freeing them from their ineffectual selves—and ||
it does this by enfolding and absorbing them into a closely knit and
exultant corporate whole.” Eric Hoffer, The True Believer: Thought

on the Nature of Mass Movements (New York: Harper and Row,
1966), 44.
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“The common strain that binds together the attitudes and ideas which
I call anti-intellectual is a resentment and suspicion of the life of the ‘
mind and of those who are considered to represent it; and a disposition 3o
constantly to minimize the value of that life.” Richard Hofstadter, !

Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, li |
1963), 7. : N

Fouad Zakariyya’s Myth and Reality in the Contemporary Islamist -~
Movement offers a sustained critique of the intellectual, political, and ]
social foundations and contemporary manifestations of Islamism in the ':";"-i
Arab and Muslim worlds. This work is a genuine contribution to our "
social and political thought: it sensitizes us to the complex relationship * .
between religion and society in the post-colonial Arab world and -\
the rise of new social movements that vie for power in the name of
religion, Written in the aftermath of the assassination of former Egyptian
president Anwar Sadat in 1981 and at the height of the global debates |
about the relevance of Islamic revivalism in contemporary Muslim o
societies, especially after the triumph of the Islamic revolution 1n Iran
in 1979, this book sheds important light on the multiple voices of
current Islamism, their theological worldviews, ideological currents, +
and attempts to construct an Islamic social and political order in the
contemporary period.

In addition to treating the mainstceam Muslim Brotherhood Movement,
founded by Shaykh Hassan al-Bamia in Egypt in 1928,! Zakariyya’s
book delves into the refigious-and political formations of such militant
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Translator’s Introduction Vil

Islamist movements as the Jama‘*ah al-Islamiyyah and the Egyptian
Jihad, which have been mushrooming in Egypt and the rest of the Arab
world since the 1970s and whose impact on the world was seen in the
September 11, 2001 tragedy.?

While academic studies of Islamism abound, none comparcs
to Zakariyya’s thorough inquiry into the nature of contemporary
Islamism, its theological foundations and contemporary political and
social practices. A well-known Egyptian philosopher and a lecading
Arab intellectual, Zakariyya is in a unique position to shoulder the task
of critically analyzing contemporary Istamist movements.* Although
Zakariyya himself does not belong to the Istamist camp, 1t makes
sense to place this book in the genre of self-criticism in contemporary
Arab writing since it wrestles with many intellectual, theological, and
ideological issues that are at the heart of contemporary Arab and Muslim
intellectual history.

It is difficult to pinpoint the genesis of the genre of self-criticism in
modern Arab intellectual history. However, many consider the 1967
defeat with Israel as its starting point. The 1967 defeat forced a number
of contemporary Arab thinkers to reconsider those issues and questions
that had long been taken for granted, and some thinkers have gone as
far as to question the relevance of the Sacred to contemporary social and
political life. The Arab left, the Islamic trend, and the nationalist trend
were all negatively affected by the reasons behind defeat and sought
In their different ways to diagnose and remedy the situation. The Arab
intelligentsia was anxious to produce a new intellectual project of self-
criticism and rejuvenation. The Arab left shouldered the responsibility of
self-criticism and analysis, and defeat gave the Islamic tendency its best
historical moment in decades. In short, a mixture of critical traditions
stalked like specters across the wounded paths of Arab consciousness.
From the leftist side, Yassin al-Hafiz wrote Ideology and Defeated-
Ideology;* Sadiq Jalal al-‘Azm wrote Self-Criticism After Defear® and
Criticism of Religious Thought,® and Abdallah Laroui wrote L’idéologie
arabe contemporaine.’ Islamist thinker Yusuf al-Qaradawi wrote The
Islamic Solution® and nationalist thinker Costantine Zurayk wrote
Revisiting the Meaning of Disaster.?

In his various writings on Islamism and the need to revive rationalism
In contemporary Arab thought and culture, Zakariyya often refers to
passages from most of the above listed writings. His own Myrh and
Reality in the Contemporary Islamist Movement falls squarely within
the tradition of critical writing on the status of religious movements in
the Arab world. Here, he is not just critical of Islamism per se, but of
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viil Myth and Reality in the Contemporary Islamist Movement

the political and economic conditions that led to the rise of religious

extremism in the contemporary Arab world. In Egypt, his home country,

Zakariyya was critical of Nasserism because of its lack of respect for

public freedoms and the way it diminished the role of democracy during

+s almost two decades of power.'Y Likewise, he was critical of the Sadat
regime, particularly of the way it handled the religious question in Egypt
in the 1970s and its wholesome and uncritical embrace of the United
States. which led to the signing of the Camp David Accords between
Isracl and Egypt in 1979. Zakariyya argues that Sadat was partially to
blame for the religious crisis in Egypt in the 1970s because he led the
Islamist movements to believe that he was for the implementation of
Shari‘ah in Egypt, which the ditferent [slamist movements saw as the
beginning of the formation of the Islamic state in that country.'!

In this book, Zakariyya focuses on the post-1967 socio-political and
religious scenes in the Arab world. He devotes a great deal of time
“to treating the intellectual and religious underpinnings of Islamism 1n
Egypt in particular and in the Arab and Muslim worlds in general in
the 1970s and 1980s. Here he offers a well-constructed thesis on the
status of Islam and, in particular, of Islamism in the modern Arab and
Muslim worlds.

Zakariyya’s main arguments in this book can be summarized as
follows. First, religion in the contemporary Arab and Muslim worlds
forms a great part of the public sphere; for various reasons, both state and
society permit the public expression of religion. Second, although religion
contains positive social and ethical values, both the state and Islamism
have exploited religion to advance and/or protect certain political and
cconomic interests. Third, since the beginning of the decolonization
process almost half a century ago, the political Arab and Muslim elite
have failed to offer a coherent nationalist program Of ideology to rid
their societies of economic dependence and political stagnation. Fourth,
uthoritarianism has been the hallmark of the power elite in Arab and
Muslim societies. Democracy has not been anchored in contemporary
Arab and Muslim societies, and to take hold in the Arab and Muslim
worlds, democracy must be homegrown. Fifth, because of widespread
social, economic, and demographic changes that have taken place 1n
the past five decades, religion has gained more public prominence than
ever before. In the ensuing social and economic dislocation experienced
by a significant number of people, religion has offered hope and solace
Sixth, the relationship between state and Islamist movements in the Arab
world has been awkward at best. The state is primarily responsible for
the consolidation of authoritarianism and political repression, which

Marfat.com B —

« pm T

——
-

e
1.-'\-.-"‘:-.r'|.-|

s
.-

-
o e g - =

- o I p—




L a - - - - A= = e o =

(S 2 L0 L0 12 RAY PN |

\ e o —— = — L r———

[y

" = e slef——

-l ) . - - -

el T = - - - i

Transiatror'’s Introduction 1X

made the rise of Islamism possible if not welcome by a large number of
people. Seventh, although the Islamist movements are diverse by nature,
they exhibit common characteristics relating to their interpretation of
the Sacred Text and the role of SharT*ah in contemporary life. All agree
on the 1dea of constructing an Islamic political system and argue that
Islam 1s both “religion and state.” Eighth, SharT*ah contains general
rules that cannot be simply implemented without a thorough rational
critique and appreciation. Ninth, as opposed to the religious formulations
of the nineteenth-century Islamic reform movement spearheaded by
such thinkers and activists as Jamal al-Din al-Afghant, Sayyid Ahmad
Khan, and Muhammad *Abduh, contemporary Islamism advocates the
implementation of Shart*ah as a prelude to the foundation of the Islamic
state. Finally, Zakariyya advocates the depoliticization of religion in
contemporary Muslim societies in order to avoid political exploitation
and to keep religious ethical and normative values alive.

While not against the ethical and ritual practices of Islam in the
contemporary world, Zakariyya does object to the politicization of
religion and the implementation of Shari‘ah. After a discussion of recent
attempts to implement SharT*ah in such countries as Sudan, Saudi Arabia,
and Iran, Zakariyya advocates secularism as the only solution to the
current impasse in Arab and Muslim societies. Zakariyya calls for a strict
separation between politics and religion and proposes secularism as a
state of mind that must proliferate in the Arab world in order to catch
up with the achievements of modernity.

In this context, Zakariyya argues that secularism is an historical and
ctvilizational requirement at the present stage of Arab and Muslim
societies. His formulation represents the most subtle and serious attempt
to salvage the contemporary Arab secularist movement from its current
historical impasse. He considers the resurgence of Islamism and not
the failure of “Arab modernism” to be the most serious threat to the
integrity and viability of secularism in contemporary Arab society, and
hopes the Islamic past will jump-start the contemporary Arab secularist
movement. He argues that from Islam’s inception, secularism has been
ptvotal. Contemporary Arab secularist thinkers need not be carbon copies
of Western secularists, but must revive the secularist tradition of the
Mu‘tazilites, Ibn Rushd, al-Farabi, and others.1? This is a tempting thesis,
although a very difficult one to defend now in view of the indebtedness
of the modern Arab secularist movement to Western thought and
political hegemony.

In principle, Zakariyya does not object to borrowing from Western
civilization as long as this borrowing meets the criteria of rationalism
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and progress. Rationalism is universal and it is high time for the
Arab intelligentsia to historicize the Islamic past without paying it
blind deference.!3 In Myth and Reality in the Contemporary Islamist
Movement, Zakariyya treats the following main themes: recent attempts
at applying the Shari‘ah, the mass orientation of resurgence, “Petro-
Islam.” and science, reason, and revelation.!#

In addition to offering a critical evaluation of the relationship between
religion and society 1n the post-colonial Arab world, the current work
is also an inquiry into the roots of anti-intellectualism in contemporary
{slamist discourse, which Zakariyya considers to be a lack of respect
for the mind. Zakariyya preaches a form of critical and creative
intelligence to be used as a yardstick against which the achicvements
of contemporary Islamist movements must be measured. What is critical
intelligence? According to one American historian, “Intellect ... is the
critical, creative, and contemplative side of mind. Whereas intelligence
seeks to grasp, manipulate, re-order, adjust, intellect examines, ponders,
wonders. theorizes, criticizes, imagines.”!> Throughout Myth and Reality
in the Contemporary Islamist Movement, Zakariyya argues that religious
ovements as mass movements do not cultivate critical consciousness
in their followers; on the contrary, they encourage obedience to a leader
or doctrine without paying sufficient attention to the underlying soc10-
economic and political causes of the problems. To him, these movements
offer refuge “from the anxieties, barrenness and meaninglessness of an
‘ndividual existence” while emphasizing blind obedience to a leader or
to an incomprehensible doctrine, though Zakariyya does not think that
Islam per se encourages this type of attitude, which can best be described
as “the suspension of human reason.”

Zakariyya perceives Islamism as a broad religious and social
movement with distinct political objectives that have been boosted by
the rise of the oil states to prominence in the 1970s and 1980s. In this
sense. Islamism is a broad social movement, not clearly delineated trom
politics. Here, he does not draw a distinction between establishmentarian
Islamist movements and anti-establishmentarian movements. These
 ovements are far from interested in preparing a generation of leaders
who can navigate the ship of the movement through rough seas.

It is difficult to describe accurately the reasons behind the rise of
Islamism in the 1970s. However, one must take note of the failure of the
Arab project of modernity begun after independence and of the fact that
the Gulf States offered money and not religious leadership. The rise of

these movements was not a revolt against modernity per se but against
4 failed modernization project, the increase in the gap between poor
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Transtaror'’s Introduction A1

and rich, the increase of the power of the clite in Arab societies, and the
increase in the role of military violence against the civilian population.
The situation in the Arab and Muslim worlds has not improved with
globalization; I expect a re-resurgence of mass social movements in
the name of religion as an expression of a widespread social anger and
frustration with the status quo.

Throughout the book, Zakariyya is quite critical of certain pohtical
regimes in the Arab world, especially those 1n the Gulf States, though
he is too subtle to dismiss the “modernization achievements™ of Gulf
regimes. As a professor of philosophy at Kuwait University 1n the 1970s
and 1980s, he enjoyed some of these benefits. His quarrel ts not with the
idea of modemizing the Gulf States as much as it is with the actors behind
modernization, that is, the political elite and their spurious methods.
He is right to contend that these elite and their supporters in larger
society, the conservative ulama, are too misguided to appropriate the
Enlightenment’s intellectual premises en masse.

In critiquing the Gulf ruling elite, Zakariyya’s point of departure is
quite similar to other Istamist thinkers who are critical of the political
status quo. He argues that social justice must be the hallmark of social
and political action in the Arab world. However, contrary to many
Islamists, he thinks that the Arab political elite (especially in the Gulf),
have lent a hand to both “official Islam™ and Islamic resurgence in order
to achieve political stability. He says that many current rulers appeal to
SharT‘ah as a last attempt to preserve power. By doing so, they intend
to exploit the Islamist movement for its mass appeal. In this regard, he
forcefully argues that,

There 1s an ocean of difference between the current systems of
government in the Arab world and the values of freedom, justice,
and equality as preached by all religions, philosophers, and reformers
throughout history. Nevertheless, the proponents of the implementation
of SharT*ah in our land do not heed the astonishing failure of previous
experiments. On the contrary, their voices became extremely loud
when the implementation of Shari‘ah in the Sudan under Numairi
turned into an international scandal.1®

Zakariyya further argues that proponents of Shart‘ah use the sacred text,
the Qur’an, as a springboard for their thinking while remaining totally
oblivious to the social and cultural manifestations of Islam throughout
Islamic history. The Qur’an and, for that matter, Islamic tradition, cannot
provide adequate solutions to the many dilemmas besctting the modern
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X11 Myth and Reality in the Contemporary Islamist Movement

Arab world. To adopt this view is to become ahistorical, at best.'’ He
takes a critical position vis-a-vis the applicability of the Qur’an and the
viability of Islamic tradition 1n the modern era. A critical thinker must
subject both the Qur’an and tradition to strict historical criticism it he
or she is to learn from them. Zakarlyya basically encourages the same
critical methodology adopted by both Mohammed Arkoun and Nasr
Hamid Abfi Zayd in the analysis of Islamic religious tradition.'®

Many a ruler has practiced absolutist rule and made a mockery of the
lives, property, and freedom of Muslims. Zakariyya reminds the “Islamist
camp” of the distinction they must draw between “textual Islam” and
“historical Islam.” He argues that implementing Shar1‘ah falls in the
domain of “historical Islam.” and that as a practical issue, “invoking the
power of the texts [that is, the Qur’an and the Sunnah] is insufficient.”!”
In Zakariyya’s opinion, what is dangerous is the mass emotional appeal
exerted by Islamic movements. As a result of this mass appeal, the
discussion around the Shari‘ah 1ssue “remains generalized and elastic,
although, if it is subjected to rational analysis, it remains ambiguous and
messy.”?Y Zakarlyya, representing the secular academic community 1
contemporary Arab society, contends that the mass appeal of an 1dea or
ideology does not necessarily make it valid. He argues, along Marxist
lines, that as a result of deplorable.economic and political conditions 1n
the Arab world since 1967, the Arab masses have suffered “absence of
consciousness” (in‘idam wa'y), and that the recent resurgence of Islam
i ““a clear reflection of the lack of consciousness among the masses. The
spread of these movements becomes inevitable after more than thirty
years of oppression, the suspension of reason, and the domination of a
dictatorial political system.”!

Zakariyya further criticizes Islamism by accusing its principal leaders
of mental poverty and of lacking rational values, “In my view, their major
problem is that they do not take full advantage of their mental faculty,
which they often suspend to the point of complete paralysis.“ﬂ The
«“monolithic mind” of Islamic resurgence 1s accustomed to unquestioned
premises and to the Qelief that “doubt is a mistake, criticism is a crime,
and questioning 1s a crime.”23 In other words, these movements arc
far from embracing the central tenets of modernity as defined above.
He relishes the principle that Arab society has only one option for
modernization: the uncritical wholesale acceptance of the central
premises of secularization and modernity. What this entails 1s in effect
a total disregard of the application of religious values to the governing
and daily functioning of Arab society. In addition, he accuses Islamism
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Transiator's Introduction X1t

of being complicit with the ruling political elite in the Arab world. This
assumption is problematic.,

In the same vein, Zakartyya argues that Islamism has been on the
rise in many Gulf States, and that it has principally turned a deaf car
to the misuses of Islam in the public sphere. However, he does not
draw clear distinctions between Islamism, as a movement of religious
revivalism, and official Islam, as a body of official clergy, which supports
the status quo. Zakariyya points out the importance of the Gulf States
in the 1nternational arena, thanks to their oil resources. but notes that
trom the beginning of Islam, economic factors have been inextricably
intertwined with religious factors. For example, pilgrimage, a central
pillar in Islam, has attracted a large number of people every year to a
very impoverished region: “One of the main goals of pilgrimage was the
alleviation of poverty in this dry desert, helping its people break out of
their isolation so that their territory becomes, for a specific period of time
each year, the gathering place of Muslims from all over the world.”2?
Undoubtedly, this argument is valid.

Zakariyya hits the marks when he says that it is indeed a “civilizational
paradox” (mufaraqah hadariyyal) that this same region, which has
attracted people from diverse cultures over the centuries, has been
blessed with oil, allowing the political elite of the region to become
virtual billionaires. Because of the importance of the oil resources
to the international economy, the political elites in the Gulf had to
modernize the infrastructure of their societies, which in one sense
meant implementing sweeping changes in the educational system for
both sexes.?” Furthermore, Zakariyya argues that oil has not been a
factor in historically stable agricultural and centralized societies, such
as Egypt, but rather in desert societies, which had been under the spell
of tribal tradition. As a result, in the oil-rich Gulf States, Islam itself
has been tribalized.26

Zakaniyya spends little time assessing the impact of the modernization
program of the Gulf tribal state on society and the clash existing in
many Gulf societies between actual modernization programs and the
absence of a modernist consciousness. To camouflage the gap between
modernization and modernism, Zakariyya asserts that the political elite
are taking full advantage of Islam for their own purposes:

A specific type of Islam has been gathering momentum of late, and
the appropriate name that applies to it is “Petro-Islam.” The first
and foremost objective of this type of Islam has been to protect oil
wealth, or, more appropriately, the type of social relations underlying
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those tribal societies that possess the lion’s share of this wealth. It

-« common knowledge that the principle ot “the few dominating the |
largest portion of this wealth” permeates the social structure [of the \ '
Gulf region]. ‘1
Certainly, wise planning and distribution of this immense Arab |
oil wealth would benefit not just the local petroleum societies, but i\

the larger Arab and Muslim worlds. However, under the present
circumstances, oil wealth has not resulted in lasting solutions even I
in the societies themselves and has remained, more often than not, a
privilege in the hands of the few at the expense of the majority and n
the hands of the present generations at the expense of future ones.?’

Although Zakariyya bases his arguments on secular premises, he
appears to be concerned about the predicament of Islam and Muslims, |

+< do intellectuals of the Islamic movement. He also revives some of f
their terminology in his secularist discourse. He bemoans the fact that, 1n |
petroleum-dominated countries, “it is in the interest of the ruling elite to \

preempt Islam and reduce 't to shallow formalities so that the problems
of poverty, the unequal distribution of wealth, the predominance of the
consumption mentality, and the loss of the final opportunity for a thorough
revival of the petroleum-based sheieties, would escape the attention B

of the masses. 28 The elites’ preemption includes the deployment ot : |
selected ancient texts and commentaries that have no connection with the ;
rundamental challenges facing contemporary Muslims, but do reinforce
an Islamic behavior which is indistinguishable from Islamism. As a
result, Islam is held hostage by the Gulf regimes, and a new type of
[slam has emerged: “the Islam of the veil. the beard, and the jilbab; the o
kind of Islam that permits work to be interrupted for prayer, prohibits "
women from driving automobiles.”?d In the final analysis, Zakariyya |
~eminds us that the current state of affairs is ideal for international and .. ;

exploitative capitalism: _. b

Would a country like the United States dream of a better condition than i
the one dominating the new generations of the petroleum—producing .
countries who are in perpetual fear of the severe punishment of g
the grave and its snakes that tear to pieces anyone who dares to ;
question, criticize, OF rebel against the prevailing conditions and i
values? Would the West, including Israel, imagine to dream of a better |
condition than the one in which the most dynamic and active I[slamic
movements proclaim that the question of Jerusalem and the problem
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with Israel must be postponed until the establishment of the Islamic
political system?3¢

Zakariyya argues correctly that there is definitely a strong and an
unbreakable bond between Petro-Islam and the interests of modern
capitalism: "'In a nutshell, this Islam is placed at the service of protecting
the interests of the ruling elite and its allies of exploiting foreign
countries.”™! Zakariyya is certainly critical of the explicit alliance
between the political elite of the Gulf region and the United States. He
i1s critical of US political and economic hegemony in the arca, which he
considers to be one of the main reasons for the absence of true democracy
in the Arab world, and warns the Arab world against adopting American
ideas simply because they are American.?> The ruling elite embraces
modernity in the name of protecting the type of Islam of which Zakariyya
speaks. All of this is fair enough.

However, Zakariyya tails to mention the Islamic protest movements
in the Gulf States against the manifestations of the same. In his brilliant
essay, ““The Limits of Religious Criticism in the Middle East: Notes on
Islamic Public Argument,” Talal Asad discusses in detail the Islamic
tradition of public criticism in Saudi Arabia and the state’s intolerance,

5 especially after the stationing of US troops in the Guif in 1990, This
': tradition is represented by a group of young Saudi ulama who criticize
the prevalent corruption and nepotism made possible by the country’s
tremendous oil wealth.?3

Zakariyya 1s unwavering in his plea for a rational and progressive
Arab secularist movement. He considers the religious solution to
have exhausted its limits, at best. He sees no hope in religious ethics.
Zakariyya’'s i1deas are embedded in the secular ideal and owe their
inspiration to the historical manifestations of secularism in Arab lands at
the end of the nineteenth century. Although not nihilist in a Nietzschean
g sense, Zakariyya substitutes metaphysics for rationalism.** To him, the
project of secularism, aided by rationalism and ultimately individualism,
1s a better alternative in contemporary Arab societies than religious ethics.
Although he does not declare the “death of God” in his philosophy, he
abandons the idea that human ontology should derive its authenticity or
essence from Divine Being.?

Zakariyya 1s well aware that the modern period in the Arab world,
beginning in the early part of the nineteenth century, posed a fundamental
challenge to the classical definition of the self in traditional Muslim
societies. These societies were challenged by scientifically superior
societies and aggressive modernist views. The result of this challenge
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XV1 Mpyth and Reality in the Contemporary Islamist Movement |

has been the breakdown of the traditional expression of the Muslim
self and the emergence of multiple centers of self-definition in modern
Arab society. From the burgeoning number of modern Arab historical I\
identities, the secularist-individualist identity has commanded the respect l
of a committed minority of few intellectuals and leaders who see no virtue |
.1 the continuation of the classical “Muslim self.” Zakariyya considers i

the “Good” to fall squarely into this modern definition of the “Arab selt,” E ﬁ
which to him cannot be disengaged from the modern world. In other i
words, the modern “Arab self” cannot be nurtured by historical Islamic ‘
tradition, since this tradition has disengaged itself from the “modern ‘

I

self.” which had been developing in the West since the Enlightenment. t
However, it seems to me that Zakariyya fails to consider two additional | ‘
facts about the multiple expressions of the “self” in the modern period.
First, it is true that the nineteenth century was filled with grandiose 1deas |
about progress and human prosperity, which enabled individualism to |
transcend the boundaries of the classical Western definition of community
and self. But one of the main consequences of the modern definition of
the “self” has been the colossal destruction seen in World Wars One and
Two.36 Second, under the pressure of the “Other,” that is, the West, the
traditional Muslim expression of the “self” had to give way 10 a new
reconstruction of the Muslim self in the modern period. The idea of
revival in modern Muslim thought does not exclusively denote political
revival, but social, moral, and philanthropic revival. Zakariyya, like
many secularists in the Arab world, does not ponder the many virtues of
such a revival in times of severe social crises and change in many Arab
countries. The Islamic ethos of generosity, patience, compassion, and
kindness has been revived as a result of the encounter with the West.
Zakarlyya ends his argument on secularism as follows:

The glaring mistakes surrounding the concept of secularism are a clear
expression of the decline of Arab thou ght in the past two decades. This
decline is not confined to this concept alone but to others as well, which .
have resonated with a large number of people, especially adherents "
of the Islamist movements. These conceptual errors are rampant, o
not just among the common people but among thinkers as well. All i
approach, without real understanding, such concepts as European \
«materialistic” science and “materialistic” philosophy as ways of

thinking that make Western man mere instinct and completely dismiss

the spiritual components ... one reader to another except in the age

of intellectual decline, which 1s characterized by biased missionaries
(du‘ah) and ignorant writers who do not read. If the contemporary
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[slamist movement was truly open-minded, enlightened, and desired
achieving mdependence from foreign thought, it would expend every
effort to understand its enemics correctly, form a realistic image of
them, and plant the seeds of research and criticism in the minds of its
tfollowers instead of drowning them in the darkness of past clichés.

I have tried to dispel the most frequently held myths regarding
secularism in the contemporary Arab world and, most importantly,
raise the reader’s critical consciousness, a consciousness that is almost
absent in the discussions of contemporary Islamists. I hope that the
reader 1S now In a position to understand secularism in its current
historical phase in Arab societies. Secularism is not a “comprehensive”
project or ideology in the full sense of that word; neither is it a political
program adaptable to a political party or to a reform movement, In
our current state, secularism is an attempt to thwart a dark current of
thought sweeping through our countries, and aided by strong internal
and external forces. In a wide framework, secularism contains a variety
of 1deological and political positions. It can include conservative,
leftist, liberal, Marxist, and even religious secularists. In that sense,
secularism does not show us the path we should follow: however,
it clearly points out the path to be avoided ... In the above sense,
secularism is a civilizational requirement. When we consider present
conditions in the Muslim world, how it is submerged in the darkness
of extremism, anger, and narrow-mindedness, and hear about bloody
demonstrations against a vulgar author [Salman Rushdie] who intended
with his foolish work to expose the dominant narrow-mindedness in
the Muslim world, or when we hear threats against a man of letters
[Najib Mahfiz], the first Muslim since Tagore to receive the Nobe!
Prize in literature, we then realize that the contemporary Muslim worlc
still displays the backwardness of the Middle Ages, and that the need
for secularism and enlightenment is as urgent in our present context
as it was in Europe during its exit of the Medieval period.

Arab secular political philosophy, such as Zakariyya’s, rejects any divine
intervention in the historical and political process. Political phtlosophy, as
advanced by Arab secularists, is based on the notion that the best context
for political action is that democracy. Arab secularists argue that only
secularism and not Islamic resurgence can ensure a smooth transition
in the Arab world from “the closed society” to “the open society.” One
can find similarities between Arab secularist theory and Karl Popper’s
famous notion of what constitutes an open, progressive, and future-
oriented society. For instance, Popper claims that its organic ties, tribal

A

Marfat.com



(90 LOL0 R 1 23 B 4 PN |

XVill Myth and Reality in the Contemporary Islamist Movement

nd collectivist mentality, lack of individuality, and religious rigidity are

+he main characteristics of “closed society.” The open (secular) society,

on the other hand, is marked by individuality, freedom of expression,

Lationalism. social mobility, and a critical appraisal of social reality.?’

In other words, secularists assume that Arab society must be able to
maintain a degree of tolerance and openness to outside influences, and
that a transition from “the closed society” to an open one signals a total
breakdown of tribalism and religious rigidity. Then, to the minds ot
secularists, any reaction against liberalism in the modern Arab world,
especially in the form of Islamism or tribalism is in fact a reaction against
socio-economic progress, and the scientific culture of modernity.

The above begs, once more, the question of the so-called “Arab
enlightenment movement” (al-harakah al-tanwiriyyah), a dominant
trend in contemporary Arab thought and culture.3® According to Egyptian
thinker Galdl Amin, the contemporary Arab enlightenment movement

has lately reached its limits for two reasons: first, its move into the

orbit of gradual Israeli domination of the Middle East and, second, 1ts
propensity to attack any form of religiosity as being terrorist. That the
«tanwird trend” in modern Arab culture has been exhausted indeed is clear
from its history in the Arab world. The main “tanwirl’ representatives
in Arab thought, from Taha Hussain and Salama Mausa in the first half
of the twentieth century, to Jabir ‘Asfar and Z.aki Najib Mahmiud>? in
the second half, are united on an ambitious project of secularization,
unfettered criticism—especially of tradition and the sacred, pragmatism
-1d doubt.4® Most secularist Arab thinkers tenaciously hold to the
proposition that the «yniversalization of modernity” and its acceptance by
Arab society and the Arab mind in the nineteenth century was inevitable,
and that an appeal to traditionalism in the form of authenticity 1s just an
escape from new conditions created by modernity.*! Furthermore, this
trend has attached its fate to the survival of dictatorial regimes in the
Arab world. Its best defense line is that “modernizing elite” have failed
to modernize society. "

In addition, contgmporary Arab tanwiri thought has intensified 1ts

attack on religious thought by ascribing to it fanaticism and extremism
because of its doctrinal belief in metaphysics. Galal Amin contends that
attacking religious thought as the only source of fanaticism in society
is just plain wrong. There are many other sources of fanaticism 1n Arab
society. In addition, this trend has not been questioned, not even slightly,
by America’s gross violations of the rights of the nations of the Third

World to political and economic independence.
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The main goal of the first generation of Arab enlightenment was
to catch vp with the West, whercas the Enlightenment in the West
represented the economic and political aspirations of the bourgeoisic
to make a clean break with feudalism.** Progress and freedom in this
sense were synonymous with bourgeois progress and freedom, and this
is what thinkers of the Arab enlightenment missed.*? They followed
the West's project blindly, without considering the Arab context. Arab
enlightenment took root in the inferiority Arab intellectuals felt vis-a-vis
intellectuals of the West. Furthermore, during the Cold War, there were
two tanwiri camps 1 Arab thought. One was socialist and the other
capitalist but what bound them together were the ideas of progress,
rationalism, and hatred of religious thought.

According to Amn, with the eclipse of the socialist camp enters a
new phase, which he terms the “Israeli age.” In this phase, it is “Islamic
fundamentalism” or “fanaticism™ or “extremism,” which has been defined
as the main enemy of Israel, America, progress and enlightenment. With
the spread of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and Western-
inspired human rights organizations in the Arab world, the enemy has
been well defined: religious fanaticism and Islam.**

Secularization, which refers to broad cultural, social, and political
processes n the Arab world, has been inevitable since the advent of
colonialism. In the absence of political democracy in the Arab world,
the rise of political Islam, and the predicament of the Arab secularist
movement, what is the best alternative?

At present, 1t is important to choose a specifically Arab secular vision
in order to guide the different transformations currently under way in
the Arab world. The progress of the Arab world in the past century has
been inconsistent. However, what has been astonishing about almost
every Arab country has been the military hegemony exercised by the
ruling elite over the masses. In an important article on secularism in
contemporary Indian society, Amartya Sen identifies three challenges
to secularism: communal fascism, sectarian nationalism, and militant
obscurantism.*> These challenges present themselves to Arab secularism
as well, but we must also add a fourth: the military suffocation of civil
society. With its centralized power, the army in many Arab countries has
blocked the formation of healthy civil associations. The Arab secularist
movement has been living in crisis due to the general crisis affecting the
Arab world. A large part of the secular movement takes the side of the

ruling elite against the “religious masses.” To gather momentum, the
secularist movement must distance itself from the ruling elite and present
a critical discourse that reflects the feelings and concerns of the masses.
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Furthermore, the secularist movement must rethink. its position on h if
. . . . v |
religion, which should be accommodative rather than confrontational. TRE

It is time to move from political control to democracy and from *31 i

religious extremism to religious tolerance and pluralism. Religious Y i
tolerance should be preached with this secularist vision as one of the
major cornerstones of Arab societies. Religious tolerance 1s not new
to the Arab and Muslim world, as Bernard Lewis argues.4"5' It must be et
resurrected in the contemporary era.%” In addition, there must be a clear- 4
cut separation between Shari ah and politics to safeguard both religious |
tolerance and freedom. To leave Shari‘ah to the whims of the ruling
elite only complicates matters since some modern rulers have tended
to exploit religious feeling for their own political ends. Muslims can
practice Islam perfectly well without implementing Shari‘ah from the _
top down. To argue, as many conservative Muslim thinkers have over \
the years, that a separation between state and religion is harmful to Islam i
i< contentious at best. This separation has been a fact in Muslim history i
since the very beginning. I think 1t is crucial to develop a secularist
vision that is protective of religious belief, that is, the theistic dimension
of religion. Without such an approach, it is difficult to safeguard Islam
and protect it from political manipulation.

[t is far from true to argue that an Arab secularist vision should be
antithetical to religion. On the contrary, religious identity should be
protected as one among many in the Arab world. It is easy to argue, as did R
Charles Taylor in his magisterial work. Sources of the Self: The Making
of the Modern Identity,*® that the modern period of the Arab world has ..
been inundated with new patterns of identity. The religious identity has 3
redefined itself in the midst of the epochal transformations befalling the
Arab world in the past two centuries. However, the ruling elite and their
intellectual supporters in the Arab world cannot tolerate free expression
of the religious identity as an equal among many patterns of identities.*”
In other words, the Arab elite is ready to ascribe the word “terrorism’ to
any Islamist activity, however innocent, that falls outside of the state’s
control. Any healthy debate about secularism in the Arab world must
start with the premise of “intellectual and religious pluralism.” Because ¢
Most institutions in the Arab world are secular, a public expression of _—
the religious must not diminish this reality. A plurality of religious and
cecular voices must coexist in order to improve the status of civil society
in the contemporary Arab world. Religious people must be allowed to
express their identities n public. Increased oppression naturally leads to
religious extremism and fanaticism. Undoubtedly, this is a frightening
aspect of the current situation in the Arab world. However, one must
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acknowledge that only a minority of disgruntled religious intellectuals and
practitioners express religious fanaticism. Most who define themselves as
religious are anxious to implement change by peaceful and democratic
means. Also, In spite of the oppressive nature of the contemporary statc,
there has been a marked resurgence in religious life in Arab society.
One must admit that the public expression of religion is one of the most
central facts in contemporary Arab socicty.

FOUAD ZAKARIYYA'S BIOGRAPHY?

Fouad Zakanyya was born in Port Said in Egyptin 1927. After graduating
from high school in Cairo he went to the University of Cairo where he
obtained a BA in philosophy in 1949. In 1952, he obtained an MA degree
in philosophy from *Ayn Shams University and in 1956 he received his
PhD from the same univerity. Afterwards, Zakariyya taught philosophy
at *Ayn Shams University until 1974. Between 1974 and 1991, he taught
at the Department of Philosophy at Kuwait University. In 1998, his
students and admirers at Kuwait University published a Festschrift in
his honor.”! Currently, Zakariyya lives in retirement in Cairo.

Zakariyya was one of the few leading Arab intellectuals to stand
against the Iraqi occupation of Kuwait in the summer of 1990. He could
not fathom how most Arab thinkers applauded the Iraqi occupation event
although it overrode United Nations resolutions. He wrote critically of
such leading Arab thinkers as Muhammad Hassanayn Haykal, Muhammad
*Abid al-Jabiri and Hassan Hanafi, who more or less supported the [raqi
occupation of Kuwait. In his criticism of these thinkers, he singled out
Haykal, the most famous contemporary Arab journalist and a pillar of
Nasserism between 1952 and 1970. Zakariyya argued that Haykal’s
problem was that he never broke away from the mental atmosphere of
authoritarianism. The contemporary Arab intellectual has fallen prey to
this mentality and political victories will be achieved the moment this
dictatorial mentality is gotten rid of.>>

Throughout his academic career, Zakariyya published a great number
of books in Arabic on Western philosophy and rationalism in general.
Here 1s a summary of his main publications: 1) Nietzsche: silsalat
nawabigh al-fikr al-gharbt [Nietzsche: The Series of Western Genius
Thinkers] (Cairo: Dar al-Ma“arif, 1956): Spinoza (Cairo: Dar al-Nahdah
al-* Arabiyyah, 1963); Ara’ nagdiyyah ff mushkilar al-fikr wa’'l thagdafah
[Critical Considerations of Cultural and Intellectual Problems] (Cairo:
al-Hay’ah al-‘Ammah 1i’l Kitab, 1975); al-Tafkir al-‘ilnt [Scientific
Thinking] (Kuwait: Silsilat ‘ Alam al-Ma‘rifah, 1978); Khitab ila al- ‘agl

o
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‘Arabt [Addressing Arab Reason] (Kuwait: Kitab al-* Arabi, 1978); al-

Sahwah al-islamiyyah fr mizan al-‘aql Islamic Revivalism in the Scale
of Reason] (Beirut: Dar al-Tanwir, 1985); al-Thaqafah al-‘arabiyyah
wa azmati al-khalij [Arab Culture and the Gulf Crisis] (Cairo: Mataby’
al-Ahram, 1991); and Afaq al-falsafah {Horizons of Philosophy] (Beirut:
Dar al-Tanwir, 1983).

10.

11.

12.

13.
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The Contemporary Muslim
and the Search for Certitude

When the Iranmian Islamic Revolution erupted in 1979 and succeeded in
destroying one of the most tyrannical regimes humanity has ever known,
it established a completely Islamic political system in a country endowed
with the vital qualities needed for growth and progress: an immense
and dynamic population, tremendous natural resources, most notably
petroleum, and a noble civilization dating from time immemorial. At
that time, my own assessment of the revolution was that it would serve
as a cntical test for all contemporary Islamist movements. If the Iranian
Revolution succeeded in establishing a society based on justice, freedom,
and progress, these movements would benefit from an enormous
motivational energy, which no one in the Muslim world, complaining
as 1t does of backwardness and the burden of oppressive governments,
could stop. If the revolution failed, however, its failure would silence
for a long time those voices calling for the establishment of Islamic rule
and the implementation of Shari‘ah. The Iranian Revolution therefore
faced a critical test because it took place in a Muslim country of great
importance, one that possesses both an ancient past and a potentially
bright future.

Despite the fact that the Islamic Revolution suffered setbacks year
after year, proponents of Islamic government in the Arab and Muslim
worlds ignored the reverberations that issued from them. These Islamists
were not moved by the fact that the revolution and the state ended up
firmly in the hands of the clergy; on the contrary, they reiterated their
claim that Islamic rule does not necessarily mean that the clergy must
be in control. Furthermore, these same Islamists were silent when the
Islamic government eradicated all opposition parties so that no one
except the clergy remained in the political arena. Nor did they protest the
hasty and ostentatious trials presided over by the Iranian Justice Minister
Khilkhilt, who speedily issued orders of execution and imposed rigid
curricula on both public and university educational systems, thereby
spreading depression among the people.

Only a few years passed before another Islamist experiment was
implemented, this time in the Sudan, the Arab country closest to
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Egypt, albeit under markedly different conditions. There, one ruler,
Ja‘far Numairi, who vacillated between different political systems and
orientations, applied SharT ah. Initially, people considered Numairi a
man of the left supported by pro sressive forces; he ended up, however,
securing only the support of his country’s most ignorant and reactionary
quarters. Despite the oppressive conduct of this dictator, proponents of
Shari‘ah praised him, and asked his opponents to let him undertake his
project, while ignoring <uch issues as starvation, capital punishment,
the continuous and scandalous hemorrhage of the country’s natural
resources, and the open theft of the people’s wealth by their rulers.
They placed the latter problems on one side of a scale, and the hasty
implementation of Shari‘ah. as well as the prohibition of prostitution,
the consumption of alcohol, and theft, on the other. In their view, the
scale tipped in favor of Shari‘ah at the expense of rectifying the other
gross injustices.

Iran and the Sudan are the two countries to have most recently
experimented with the implementation of Shari‘ah, and one must
consider them in the context of a long series of past attempts in such
countries as Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, and partial attempts made 1N
indonesia and Libya. All of these 1ed to one unmistakable result: systems
of governments disconnected from freedom, justice, equality, and other
values that both religions and philosophers have always advocated. Even
so, the proponents of Shari‘ah in Muslim countries paid no attenfion to
ihe stark failure of the preceding attempis. On the contrary, they became
more vocal in their support for the implementation of Shari‘ah in the
Sudan, Egypt’s eternal neighbor and co-pariner in that vein of life, the
River Nile, and watched it become an international scandal.

What does this complete failure to take into account reality, recent
history, and concrete models of progress signify? Why does a Muslim
society agree to entrust its affairs to leaders who have turned a blind
eye to other countries’ experiments with Islamic government and who
make no effort to learn from the.lessons before them or examine their
objectives in the light of reality?

The prefabricated response the supporters of these groups oive when
defending the failure of these experiments is that they were not “Islam”
and that Numairi’s and Ziyaul Hag’s errors have been those of persons
alone, and not of Islam itself. In a sense, the supporters’ answer 1S correct:
certainly, any attempt at implementing Shari‘ah can potentially deviate
£-om the essence of SharT*ah itself. In the cases of Iran and the Sudan, 1t
‘< not fair to burden Shari*ah with the costs of its faulty implementation.

No one can argue this fact.
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Nevertheless, the supporters’ response contains grave rrors, since any
other attempt to tmplement Shart*ah, let us say in Egyptian socicty, will
be merely another fatled implementation. Are we confident that this new
implementation of Shari*ah will avoid previous mistakes and accurately
reflect the “essence of Islam™? What guarantee of this do we have?
From where do we derive certitude that this, indeed, will happen? How
do we know that this new implementation will not repeat the crrors of
the Saudis or the crimes committed by Numairi and Ziyaul Haq? Have
our Islamist movements, which advocate SharT*ah, exerted any effort
to guarantee, 1n a decisive manner, an implementation devoid of these
deficiencies? Although we hear that those two leaders deviated from the
“essence of Islam,” have we already forgotten that each of them affirmed
and sull afthrms that his experience is the true reflection of that “essence,”
and 1s able to find among the clergy, intellectuals, and media people who
will marshal the strongest proofs in his favor? Who can ensure that this
will not happen in our own [Egyptian] experience? On what basis do
we hope that we will be capable of avoiding the problems arising from
implementation and realize the “essence of Islam™?

Indeed, the utter neglect of history’s lessons is a distinguishing feature
of Islamist movements, not just vis-a-vis contemporary attempts to
implement Shari*ah, but also in past ones throughout Islamic history.
The portrayal of Islamic history by Islamist movements derives primarily
from religious texts. When, for example, Islamists speak about Islam’s
position on social justice, their discussion is saturated with Qur’anic
verses and Hadiths [sayings of the Prophet] that advocate social justice.
Islamist movements stop with a reading of the texts, imagining that they
have proved their case, that is, Islam calls for social justice, and that
Islam, more than any other religion, has realized social justice. Does
mere reference to religious texts, however, suffice to prove this? Let us
take an example familiar to us all: most of the Third World’s constitutions
are filled with fascinating texts that advocate the realization of justice,
equality, and the preservation of freedoms and respect of human rights.
Can we claim that in Latin America, a continent plagued by bloody
military dictatorships, justice and freedom reign because the constitution
guarantees social and economic justice and essential human rights? Isn’t
it clear that invoking texts alone does not allow us to judge accurately
conditions in a certain society or civilization?

This simple example exposes the mistake committed by proponents
of Shari‘ah implementation, especially when they posit texts alone
as the foundation for their judgment of humanity’s central problems.
By doing this, they neglect what really happened in Islamic history.
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Throughout most of Islamic history, rulers have possessed Qur’anic and 1'}
Hadith texts that could have been utilized to promote lofty principles
and high moral values. This, however, did not prevent most of these }‘
rulers from taking complete control of power, exercising absolute rule, E
committing folly with the Muslim soul, considering their wealth fair 11
gain, and confiscating people’s freedoms. Thus, looking to texts alone E
clearly cannot compensate for a critical examination of historical events. .
Undoubtedly, the picture would have been totally different had these

lofty texts been actualized throughout Islamic history.

Islamists will argue, once again, that the inadequacy of Shari‘ah
implementation has nothing to do with the “essence” of Islam. If this {
“essence” had never been implemented throughout Islamic history, !
however, doesn’t it lead us to doubt the possibility of its implementation
in modern times? Does that not lead us to suspect the ability of this
“assence” to influence Muslims generally, when the dominant pattern
of their behavior throughout history has been distant from 1it?

Briefly, proponents of Shari‘ah implementation commit a grave
error when they focus their efforts on textual Islam and neglect Islam’s

historical experience, that is to say, when they are satisfied with Islam r‘
. . b

as text but neglect Islam as reality. This error becomes even graver i

when one realizes that Islamists focus their arguments on questions of G

government, politics, and SharT'ah. All of these issues have practical
aspects that cannot be considered from the perspective of texts alone.
We must learn from experience in these matters; they are not simply
theoretical or philosophical problematics but questions intimately
connected to the kernel of humanity’s practical problems. To neglect,
therefore, historical events or contemporary attempts to realize Islamic
rule is an unforgivable error.

Proponents of Shari‘ah implementation invoke verbal expressions
that tend to have a great emotional impact on the masses. Because of
this emotional impact, no one debates the expressions themselves, and
they become stable and absolute truths in people’s minds. Under the
microscope of rational analysis, however, these expressions are full of _.
confusion and darkpess. ¢

It suffices to give two examples of these claims: first, divine rule .-
as compared to human rule and, second, the viability of Shari‘ah  «
implementation at all times and under all circumstances. As for the first f
expression, I acknowledge my failure to grasp the meaning of divine
rule, referring judgment to God’s SharT*ah, divine governorship, and such
similar expressions. My guess is that the reader will find enough evidence
in this book to prove that governance is first and foremost a human
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process, and that invoking divine texts does not preclude the possibility
of human intervention in choosing appropriate texts and interpreting,
them 1n ways that support the status quo, as has historically been the
case. Talking about “divine rule™ was only justifiable during the age of
prophecies. In historical eras, after the end of the age of messengers and
prophets, however, the task of governance became human and it remains
human, even tf the stipulations invoked are of divine origin. Let us refer
once again to the example of a constitution: the loftiest constitutional
principles will not bar the emergence of an oppressive ruler who might
persecute his subjects and spread fear and oppression among them. In
the same vein, the loftiest of heavenly injunctions do not bar and, as a
matter of fact, have not barred the emergence of oppressive rulers who
manipulate these injunctions in any way they choose, interpreting them
according to their whims.

We can only derive a simple lesson from the above—that the
implementation of Shari‘ah is not in itself a guarantee of better rule
than those governments that have repressed us throughout history. What
are more significant and essential, to my mind, are those guarantees
that stand between the ruler and deviation from justice (as understood
universally). The concept of guarantees is a human creation, one that
has evolved during the course of history and has been subject to trial and
error untit humanity was able to nurture it after many bitter experiences,
most of which ended in failure. Humans, however, are still learning and
benefiting from each experience.

What is 1mportant is that the expression “divine rule” is self-
contradictory, since humans have always ruled and have always converted
any divine rule into a human experiment, which can either succeed or
err depending on how rule is practiced.

The viability of Shari*ah at all times and under all circumstances is
the second expression that has proved controversial. I doubt that there
Is a direct religious text that denotes the eternal viability of Shart*ah! I
think that deep contemplation of this expression (that is, that Shari‘ah is
eternally viable) leads to two essential contradictions: first, the human
species changes, and therefore it is essential that the rules that organize
human life should change as well. No human who possesses any measure
of self-respect and intelligence can deny the fact of human change. This
fact stipulates that the rules governing change must change themselves.
Simple human reason contradicts the notion that rules of human affairs
can be applicable at all times and under all circumstances, especially

when humanity has faced fundamental changes from the Stone Age to
the Space Age.
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Human reason, after deep reflection and experience, has discovered
that the essence of human life is subject to change, and is not the creation
of the devil. Those who support the idea ot viability of Shar*ah, in 1ts
simplest meaning, must acknowledge another fact that stands in sharp
contradistinction to their claim: change n human life is inevitable. No
one can escape this reality.

The second contradiction, which 1s inextricably linked to the first,
stems from Islamists’ understanding of human action. They believe
that God has predetermined certain laws for humans that they must
eternally follow. The most humans can do is to interpret the religious
text anew, though the general outlines of human progress have been
predetermined.

The contradiction of this position lies in the fact that God has chosen
man as his viceregent and given him priority over all other creatures.
How could this notion of the election of man be consistent with the
idea that laws are predetermined, even 1f man were t0 change? Does
o father who cares about raising his children properly and nurturing
them emotionally and mentally resort tO establishing fixed rules and
maintaining specific orders from which the children cannot deviate?

The question of the applicability of SharT*ah to all times and places
needs a careful and comprehensive re-examination in light of the fact
that from the standpoints of science and reason, everything in the human
arena is subject to change. It is important to draw a clear-cut distinction
between Shari‘ah rules and their implementation. Some Muslim legal
scholars have pointed out that the principle of ijtihad (reasoning) must be
used in order to meet the changing conditions of the age. No doubt, this 1s
correct: however, we need to pay close attention to its results. Whenever
complexity sets 11, especially as economic, social, technological, and
scientific transformations take place, the role of ijtihad increases. Most
of our efforts to conduct our daily ~ffairs are human endeavor, SINCe We
must depend on our reason and thinking to run the affairs of our lives.
The more distant we are, both in matters of time and civilization, from the
Age of Revelation (‘asr al-waliy), the more important human intellectual
«ffort becomes. Anyone of a realistic inclination who does not blindly
follow unclear rhetorical expressions will undoubtedly recognize the
importance of stressing the ole of human beings in directing their
futures. It is only in this context of the increasing importance of human
reason that one must examine the assertion of “the viability of Shari*ah
at all times and under all circumstances.”

The call to implement Shart*ah, which is often heard nowadays, 18
undoubtedly based on great popular appeal. Many Shari‘ah proponents
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take this mass support as evidence of its correctness. To my mind, the
strength of a mass movement that calls for the implementation of a
certain principle 1s not a criterion for the success of such a movement
except 1n one case: when the masses have achieved high levels of
consciousness. Many concrete historical examples have proven that
the loss and falsification of consciousness may lead to a popular rallying
around meaningless issues. For example, the decline of the popular
artistic consciousness in Egypt, since the 1970s at least, led millions to
embrace unethical songs, toolish movies, and cheap plays. No person
of reason can claim that the popularity of these low-level artistic works
1s proof of their value.

From my personal perspective, I can say with all confidence that the
current proliferation of Islamist trends is a stark cxpression of the lack
of consciousness among the masses. The proliferation of such trends
1S mevitable, after a quarter-century of oppression, the banishment of
reason, and the hegemony of a political authority intolerant of discussion.
And, after a quarter-century of vacillating, chaotic policies toward
religious trends—that is. a complete ban on religious activism and
inhuman oppression on the one hand, and support on the other—it is

natural that millions of people begin to search for religious alternatives
:! that are least demanding in terms of thinking and mental labor.

‘,-_ The reader must pay special attention to the expression I used in the
preceding paragraph: “the current proliferation of Islamist trends.” The
basic weakness of these trends resides in their superficial understanding
of religion; therefore, the attraction of the masses to these religious trends
1s not a health sign. The Islamists focus on religious rites, sexual taboos.
and forms of dress, and imagine that the primary and most important side
of SharT*ah implementation resides in the implementation of rules about
alcohol, theft, and prostitution, thus completely overlooking the political
and economic problems of modern life and their unending complications.
3 This situation is definitely abnormal, which Egypt has known only under
1 continuous authoritarian regimes and when people are susceptible to
S the infiltration of backward thought coming from petroleum-based
societies that use religion as a tool to preserve their national interests
and propagate their deformed ideology internationally.

j If any community chooses to be truly Islamic, it must give preference
not to the return of legislations of the past, but to removing the rust
these legislations have accumulated during the dictatorial past of the
Muslim world. A Muslim society must be able to review its laws so that
it will be able to cure present problems and face future challenges with
a view toward rejecting any oppressive, unjust, and externally imposed
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rule. What, however, dominates the thinking of contemporary Islamist
movements is a backward-looking view that focuses on a return to the
past and obscures any futuristic and pragmatic perspectives.

The dangers and challenges of the future face us all, notwithstanding
the differences among Islamist, nationalist, and progressive torces.
Therefore, it is surely a huge mistake for people like us, critics of
contemporary Islamist movements, 10 consider the proponents of these
movements as our enemies. We are 111 in the same boat, but that boat
becomes less and less seaworthy by the day. It is truly unfair to consider
the tens of thousands of serious young people who show a keen desire
<o achieve reform as a deviant group or a lost community that must be
fought. To my mind, their biggest problem is that they do not take full
advantage of their minds and very often subject themselves to complete
intellectual paralysis. No form of oppression or antagonism will solve
this problem. Only dialogue leads to the clarification of concepts and
positions and the cemoval of the blind spots that result from adhering
to one position all of the time.

“To be an extreme partisan of a single religious perspective or to support
a specific trend or community within this perspective will, no doubt,
lead to dangerous mental deformities, the least of which is intellectual
closed-mindedness, wherein one feels that he possesses the whole truth
while others follow the wrong way. This feeling of exireme certainty
does indeed jeopardize the formation of human reason, especially if such
a person falls prey 1o this feeling while young. Unfortunately, this type of
position is not confined to religious questions only, but is apt to extend
to other aspects of human life. A person inclined to this position does
not believe in a plurality of ways to reach the truth, but feels comfortable
with a single opinion and a final answer that needs no further questioning.
When this position becomes an enshrined mental habit, it ultimately
leads to the disappearance of the spirit of criticism, thus destroying one’s
creative ability. As a consequence, reform is considered a disease that
must be avoided and creativity an innovation that must be resisted.

My guess is that a nation that thinks in such a manner will ultimately
face a calamitous end. ] also think that the enemies of our Arab and
Muslim people (that is, those enemies who refuse to emancipate
themselves from the shackles of the past, and who reject creativity and
constant renewal in their lives) will be happy 1o see s founder 1n our
concept of truth and certainty.

In my opinion, the most unfounded myth common in contemporary life
is the one propagated by the proponents of the Islamist movement: that
imperialism in general and the United States and Zionism in particular are
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atraid of the Islamist movement and are busy fighting against it. I Eeypt,
tor example, Sadat gave much assistance to the Islamist movement while
at the same time adopting a position overtly favorable to the US. As for
Saudi Arabia, one can clearly detect a strong alliance between Islamic
extremism, which sponsors, both morally and financially, most Islamist
movements (n the Arab and Muslim worlds, and American interests.
In the Sudan, the Muslim Brotherhood Movement (Ikhwin) allied
itself with the Numairi regime until he implemented a shallow form
of Shart*ah, Islamic in name only, while becoming an active member
of the American camp in the Arab world. In the Occupied Territories,
Israel supports the position of Islamist students in Palestinian universitics
against those students who belong to progressive and natjionalist WINZS.
One must not be surprised at these phenomena. It is my firm belicf that
the direction of contemporary Islamist movements only causcs minor
and meaningless damage to the interests of the West and those of the
United States. The programs of the Islamist movements do not touch,
not even 1n a remote sense, the real interests of the West in the Muslim
world. I am certain that the Islamist movements’ priority to fight against
what they call “communist atheism” renders a great service to the United
States. In exchange for this great service, the United States can tolerate
much yelling and cursing as long as its true interests benefit,

I repeat once again that any mental attitude that follows a limited path
and fails to understand relative truth and the plurality of ways of reaching
the truth will ultimately lead its proponents, without their knowledge,
to dangerous consequences. As a result. the followers of this path end
up formulating undisputed axioms that lead them to think that doubt is
a sin, criticism is a crime, and questioning is evil.

[t1s my sincere hope that the thousands of proponents of the Islamist
movements will exit, for however brief a time, the cages into which
their spiritual guides have squeezed them, and contemplate what would
have happened to humanity since the beginning of civilization had the
certainty of reason been the guide. The ages of “certainty” in thc life
of humanity were ages of decline. In the primitive age, myths were not
subject to suspicion. In the Middle Ages in Europe, “certainty” was the
dominant state of mind, the certainty of religious truth as understood
and practiced by the Church.

Contrary to all of this, the ages of doubt and questioning have been
those of progress, renaissance and breakthrough. This was the case with
the ancient Greek age, the golden age of Muslim scientists and thinkers.

the age of the European Renaissance, and, might add, the ages of
renaissance across the globe.
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I seek the permission of our Islamist youth to raise the following {
motto. which is necessary for our contemporary life: a little bit of -
skepticism sets reason on the path of righteousness. Skepticism 18 not :

1
)

always destructive and does not always lead to denial. On the contrary, it
is questioning that leads to new ‘ntellectual and civilizational positions.
It is truly a huge mistake to drive a wedge between skepticism and

reality and imagine that they are mutually exclusive. In truth, there 1s 3
an organic connection between them. In this case, both the negative and _
positive are tertwined. Humanity reaches a positive form of reality \
hased on conclusive proof only after experiencing precedents based on i
skepticism, questioning, and criticism. Undoubtedly, both destruction 1

and construction are two sides of the same coin. ;

The biggest problem facing those thousands of men and women i
who have sworn allegiance to the contemporaty Islamist movement |
is that they imagine that reaching complete certainty with ready-made i
answers is the beginning of one’s righteous path. To my mind, this
attitude lacks any individual or <ocial benefit. In our world marked by
constant creativity, innovation, change, and even severe competition,
the wheel of progress crushes anyone who searches prematurely tor
complete certainty and 6nal truth. Certainly, if such certainty were 0
materialize, it should do so at the end. From the beginning through the
long journey of life, the spirit of criticism and questioning is necessary
for those who desire to live their lives without self-deception or buryng
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Secularism:

A Crvilizational Requirement

The concept of “secularism” has had a powerful presence in the
contemporary Arab world, especially during the past two decades. That
1S not to say that the Arab world only became familiar with this term in
the 1970s, since 1t had a prior history going back to the beginning of the
twentieth century. However, in the last two decades, “secularism” has
become the most important current term, used not only in Arab cultural
circles but also in political circles, religious platforms, and social and
economic symposia. The term appears in almost every book dealing
with any aspect of life in the contemporary Arab and Muslim worlds.
It rarely happens that a daily or a journal does not devote a section to
“secularism.”

What is strange about the widespread use of the word “secularism” is
that most of its users are incapable of accurately defining it, to the extent
that a person may use it several times in conversation before raising
the question: ““So, what does secularism mean exactly?” I myself have
been involved in conversations with Arab intellectuals searching for an
accurate definition of the term, as its meaning has become nebulous in
their minds and disappeared behind haphazard expressions and false
presumptions. All of this may not be surprising, since this term has

-. been permeated by religious, civilizational, historical, and philosophical
. meanings. What is more dangerous is that the way people use this term
has been influenced by their ideological inclinations, to the extent that
it has ceased to be a “neutral” term, measurable by both logic and
reason. “Partiality” and actively “taking sides” as well as the desire
to defend oneself or to hurt antagonists have all influenced the various
| meanings of this term. As such, it is quite impossible to delineate one
specific meaning.

} In this chapter, I will try to eliminate some of the ambiguity surrounding
| the term. I will also point out some factors leading to the confusion in
using this term in our contemporary political and cultural lives. I am
fully aware that some readers may consider my endeavor to be partial,
since I myself am classified as a “secularist,” using the language of
s contemporary political and cultural polemics. However, [ hope that in
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the following pages I will show that this classification itself is part of
the problem I would like to clarify, and labeling as “secularist” specific
people or currents 1n our contemporary history is one of the symptoms
of the disease that we will try to diagnose.

SECULARISM: BETWEEN SCIENCE AND THE WORLD

A heated debate has arisen in our cultural lives about the meaning of
secularism. Is the term connected to “science” (‘ilm) or to the world
(‘alam)? If the Arabic term ‘ilmaniyyah was derived from the word ‘ilm,
then we would need to use a Jower diacritical mark (kasrah), and if it 18
derived from the word ‘alam, then we need to use an upper diacntical
mark (fathah). What is curious 1s that both secularist thinkers, such as
7aki Najib Mahmud, and anti-secularists, such as Anwar al-Jindt and
most theoreticians of the contemporary Islamist movements, totally
reject the derivation of the term ‘ilmaniyyah from ‘ilm (‘science’) and
affirm its derivation from ‘alam or *world".

Undoubtedly, the linkage between ‘{Imaniyyah and ‘alam 1s more
sccurate than that with the latter term ‘ilm. As a matter of fact, if we
wish to be accurate, the correct translation of secularism to Arabic 1s
zamaniyyah (“temporality” or “of time”) since the English expression
“cacular’ is derived from the Latin “cqaeculwm,” translated as “the times”
or “the spirit of the age.”

Therefore, the word “secularism” 1n European languages is linked to
temporality or temporal matters, that is. to what happens in this world and
on this earth, as compared to spiritual matters that concemn the afterworld.
However. there is a close link between the interest in the affairs of this
world and science, since science in its modern usage appeared at the
moment when the transformation to extract the affairs of this life from the
astitutions dominated by spiritual authority began to take shape. By 1ts
nature. science is temporal; it has no claim to eternality and, as a matter of
course. science is always disposed to self-correction and to overcome its
own deficiencies. Science assumes that our accurate knowledge is solely
focused on the world in which we live, and it leaves what is beyond the
world to other types of knowledge, religious or mystical.

Scientific discourse is worldly (‘alaminiyyah) by nature, focusing on
this world in order to understand 1ts laws. Also, scientific discourse 1S
temporal, in the sense that it recognizes that it 1s constantly evolving
and changing and has no place for “eternal truths.” Since science 1s the
human proclivity to understand the world. I think that the uproar over the
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derivation of the term ‘ilmdaniyyah’ from either ‘@lam or *ilm is highly
cxaggerated, since the meanings are intertwined.

The atorementioned discussion summarizes the linguistic and historical
backgrounds of this term, used in the Arabic language as a description
of the term “ilmdnivvalt’. In its origin, the expression “secularism”™ was
a reflection of a civilizational condition appearing in Europe at the
dawn of the Renaissance, and it is still what distinguishes the West’s
position on the affairs of this world and those of religion to this day. In
the contemporary Arab world, the term ‘ilmaniyyah’ has been misused
especially by 1ts opponents. Undoubtedly, the transition of the expression
to our contemporary life in the Arab world has given birth to specific
problems and added new shades of meaning to the expression.

IS SECULARISM AN INTEGRATED PROJECT?

In order to discern its salient features, we must distinguish between
two phases of secularism in the modern Arab world. The first phase
appeared during the time of the Arab world’s civilizational shock
(sadmal hadariyyal) resulting from encountering a superior entity, that
1s, the West; the second is the contemporary phase of secularism, which
occurred during the last quarter of the twentieth century.

At the end of the nineteenth century, European science had reached
its acme, and optimism in the triumph of science over the problems and
hindrances facing humanity bewildered human minds, even in Europe,
and pushed them to conclusions that were somewhat removed from
scientific precision itself. It is natural that this enchantment with science
is reflected in the thinking of our leaders in the Arab world, who assert
that salvation from the backwardness of the Middle Ages, which still
remains with us in major aspects of our lives, will take place only by
adopting the European secularist model in roro. Without embarkin g upon
a detailed analysis of the opinions of such thinkers as Salama Misa.
Shiblt Shumayl, and Isma‘il Mazhar, and without passing judgment on
them, the first and oldest movement of Arab secularism was characterized
by the following three features.

First, it was positive in the sense that it sought to realize a civilizational
objective with well-rounded features, which was the construction of Arab
society along the lines of a modern European model.,

Second, what distinguishes the preceding characteristic is that it was
an integrated project purporting to modernize all parts of life in the
Western fashion. In this sense, one may consider Muhammad “Alf (an
Albanian ruler in Egypt in the nineteenth century) the first real secularist
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in the modern Arab world and the leader of the first integrated project of k
renaissance founded on a comprehensive modernization of the European ;
example. However, *AlT’s brand of secularism can be seen in the domain i
of praxis, that is, in the realms of education, economics, and politics, b
without being supported by a conscious theoretical discourse. It took the !

|

.y

thinkers mentioned above about a century to articulate this discourse.
Third, and paradoxically, the first Arab movement of secularism was \
primarily directed against Europe. It 1s well-known that the declared .
goal of the pioneers of this current was to follow in the footsteps of
Europe in order to achieve emancipation from it. Nineteenth-century

Arab secularists advocated technological and scientific progress while L
resolving to eject European colonialism. i

early phase, we can grasp, by way of comparison and antithesis, the
distinguishing characteristics of contemporary Arab secularism, that 1s,
the second phase. The historical context in which this second secularism
appeared was to a large extent different from the first. Our countries
passed through several experiences during these two phases during which \

|

|

In discerning the specific features of the first Arab secularism in 1ts 1
|

"f

they enjoyed some victories and also suffered from cultural, economic,
military, and political defeats and setbacks. After independence, the
dominant issue was no longer that of seeking liberation from impenalism. =+
The focus shifted to the question of economic development and the
capacity of Arab societies to achieve and maintain the minimum levels
of a reasonable livelihood. As a result, nationalist, liberal, and leftist i
movements competed with each other. However, it was the Islamist .}
movement that attracted the larger number of people, excited their "
imaginations, and offered them the broadest hope. It very quickly broke
through the narrow confines into which official authorities planned to
squeeze it. Islamists’ ambitions went beyond the official line, which
subsequently forced the authorities to change course and open new doors
to them, giving them moral and financial support. Initially, the authorities e
in the Arab world planned to use the Islamists in order to silence those -
voices advocating democracy and social justice. They were voices
belonging to a variety of political trends. However, the main objective
of the Islamist current matured into a special project, that of constructing ' -
(< own state. As a result, its own mission became quite popular and !
competitive. Therefore, 1t was expected that the Islamist movement
would expand its framework from one that intended to augment the role
of religion in the life of the individual to one calling for giving religious
guidance to the institutions themselves, and the subjection of the social
system to the authority of religion. Thus, the Islamist movement showed
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more ambition, going so far as to put 1ts religious stamp on the politics of

the state. The underlying feature of this goal was to construct legislation
in the image of Shart*ah. The same call moved swiftly into the cconomic
domain, advocating the Islamization of economic institutions.

The Islamist movement wedded action to theory by establishing
Islamic banks and giant financial corporations. Afterwards, it moved to
Islamize culwral and intellectual nstitutions and filooded the markets
with books, journals, and publications with the intent of shaping the
minds of a whole generation. It also censored cultural activities. which
led to the banning of plays and dance parties, and in certain cases, asked
its followers to boycott television and to wear Islamic dress during sports
activities. As the Islamist movement became more and more active in
the various aftairs of society, focusing its efforts on framing the various
aspects of life and all social institutions in its own specific image. it
naturally had a decisive impact on the meaning of secularism in our
contemporary history.

Presently. secularism in the Arab world is on the defensive in every
sphere. That 1s to say, its major goal at present is to resist this torrential
Islamust current. It does not purport to construct its project. as was the
case with the first secularism of the early part of the twentieth century.
It 1s now a negative secularism. fully aware of the things it rejects.
Present-day Arab secularism includes nationalist. leftist. liberal. and
non-politicized intellectuals. To the extent that these people differ in
their definitions of such terms as progress, reform. and renaissance.
and 1n determining which path they want society to follow. they all
reject the general goals promoted by the Islamists and are united in the
conviction that the kind of organization advocated by the Islamist current
will never solve society’s real problems. This oreanization would lead
to the multiplication of problems in society and would, sooner or later,
lead to the dominance of bloody conflict over democratic dialogue.

Therefore, the contemporary Arab secularist movement differs from
its predecessor at the beginning of the twentieth century in the following
features. First, contemporary Arab secularism does not constitute an
Integrated project capable of competing with other projects of renaissance.
Second, far from forming a discourse supported by a homogenous group
of people or currents of thought, this secularism is made up of a variety of
groups which hold divergent ideological orientations. Third, what unites
these divergent groups is their rejection of the Islamist project. That is
to say, they cooperate in the negative features to the same extent that

they disagree over the positive orientations. This makes contemporary
Arab secularism a defensive movement from the start.

>
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We can now clearly grasp the difference between the contemporary
Islamist current and the secular one. The antithesis between both currents
is not a matter of two projects per se. On the one hand, there 1s an Islamist
project, and on the other, defensive attempts to critique and expose the
points of deficiencies in this project. Neither is it an antithesis of two
ideologies. On the one hand, there is a singular Islamist ideology (with
some differences among its subcurrents in the area of detail, but 1ts
ceneral orientation and agenda for the future are the same), and on the
other, a group of divergent ideologies united only by their rejection of
the political solution adopted by the Islamist current.

Undoubtedly, this description of secularism [n our contemporary Arab
world as more of a “reaction” than an “action” will cause many to raise
a justifiable objection, namely that secularism of this nature will accept
the current status quo and focus its etforts on arresting “the change”
promoted by the Islamist current. While the Islamist movement makes
a courageous appeal to its millions of proponents to introduce radical
change in the affairs of society (an appeal that includes, implicitly or
explicitly, a total rejection of the status quo), it seems that secularism only
advocates silencing the voice of this strong call for change; consequently,
its own thinking, implicitly or explicitly, includes the acceptance of the
current status quo.

However, this objection, as a matter of fact, rests on a superficial
understanding of the position of contemporary Arab secularism. Any
attempt to fathom such a position will necessarily unveil a radically
different image: contemporary Arab secularists of all types in fact desire
the continuation of these radical changes in the movement of society,
changes that confirm society’s vitality, its capacity to renew itself and
correct its direction. However, they ‘nsist that the conflict between the
two opposing groups leading to this change should be “human” 1n nature.
That is. the conflict should take place amongst groups of people; one
aroup should not be able to claim that it speaks in the name of the
divine and therefore gain, at the expense of the others, a place it does
not deserve. Secularists assert that invoking “heaven” or seeking an
association with the divine in order to promote one group against another
will distort the real issues by delaying solutions and placing the conflict
o false framework dominated by formalities to the extent that reason,
logic and effort will fail to produce successful and realistic solutions.
In reality, in spite of its exploitation of sacred texts, the Islamist trend
remains human, that is, guided by the perspective of human beings who
fight for specific social and historical interests. The simplest proof of
this is the great divide that separates many of the Islamist subcurrents,
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cach of which is propagating its own form of Islam. This division would
not exist had these voices been divine. What Arab secularists desire is
that both sides, religious and sccular, tace cach other as humans who can
be etther right or wrong, or that this conflict is actually “the survival of
the fittest™ 11 an intellectual sense, and “heaven™ is not supporting one
side against the other.

In other words, contemporary secularism, in its different currents,
demands that the right conditions provide structure for any social
conflict and that this conflict should take place on a human platform.
Furthermore, it demands a healthy atmosphere and correct choices
among the existing alternatives, be they conservative reactionary, liberal,
leftist, or nationalist. The reliance of one side on a “heavenly pole™ in
this conflict is but a deception that masks an implicit desire to terminate
the conditions of this dialogue in principle.

Since the 1970s, this Arab secularism has waged an unequal battle
with the Islamist current. This battle had also taken place in the preceding
decades but the features of the current battle between contemporary
secularism and the Islamist trend have taken shape since the 1970s, or
to be more precise, since the defeat of 1967.

What has made us portray this as an unequal conflict? And which side
1s more likely to tip the balance? Islamists have persistently claimed
that they have been the oppressed side in this conflict and point to the
confrontations that sometimes take place between some of them and
official authorities, which often lead to arrest, repression, torture, prison
sentences, and sometimes execution. In spite of our admission of this
fact, the lack of parity between the two sides works in the interest of
Islamists and against secularists for a number of reasons.

First, most of the conflicts between the state and Islamists have been
principally political and not doctrinal in nature, though 1t is true that
both sides attribute a doctrinal color to these conflicts. On the one hand,
the state asserts that it fights against religious extremism because such
extremism offers a false interpretation of Islamic teachings; the state
counters by recruiting its preachers to refute extremism from a normative
or theological Islamic perspective. On the other hand, Islamists criticize
the conceptual framework of the state on the premise that it is man-
made and secularist, and suggest that such terms as kafirah or Jahiliyyal
(infidel or ignorant) are perhaps applicable to the state. However, behind
this doctrinal fagade hide sharp political differences that are at the heart
of most of these conflicts. No sharp conflict would exist had the Islamist
movement not mounted a political challenge, in the widest sense, against
the state and had it not been extremist at the doctrinal level. One should
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not consider these sharp conflicts as signs that the state persistently
oppresses the Islamist current.

Second, it is possible to argue that, contrary to what is usually thought,
the state gave strong moral and material support to Islamists in the mid-
1970s. It is now taken for granted that some state organizations lent
their support, in terms of money and training, to the Islamist movements
in order to overcome democratic and leftist currents, especilally on
university campuses. That 1, secularists suffered some heavy blows
from these state organizations, whose intent and efforts were meant (o
tip the balance toward the [slamusts.

[t is possible to say that when the phase of direct official support to
these eroups came to an end (that 1s, when Islamists proved they were
not ready to be forever used as a tool with which the government could
hit its real enemies, and when they felt they had the power to chart an
independent course of action), the government still supported them,
albeit indirectly. At the height of the bloody confrontations between
the Egyptian state and the active Islamist organizations, such as al-
Takfir wa’l Hijrah, al-Jihad, and al-Najun Mina’l Nar, the state used the
mass media to promote a steadily increasing diet of religious programs.
It is possible to argue that as the tension between the state and the
[slamists heightened, so did the desire of the state to broadcast religious
programs. Whenever the intensﬁy of the conflict increased, the state
would take care to convince its citizens, through the mass media, that
it was fighting individuals who misunderstood Islam, and not Islam
itself. Naturally, the expansion in broadcasting the religious message to
millions of people, though usually implemented at low levels, ended up
serving the interests of the Islamist current. This was the case because
the published or broadcast topics attacked specific subgroups and ended
up broadening the mass base of literalist religiosity from which Islamists
recruit their members. Thus the state still unintentionally promoted the
religious current. This procession of events serves a model that has been
repeated elsewhere. ]

Third. the state has never denied its Islamic origins. Egypt and the
other Arab countries have never known any radical secular movement
even remotely connected to how the United States and Europe operate.
Therefore, the depiction of the Nasserite era 195270, for example, as an
extremist radical phase treating Islam with contempt is a myth, lacking
either historical or realist bases. In this era, new Islamic institutions
such as the Islamic Conference were established and were quite active
in the fields of Islamic mission and publication. In addition, [slamic
doctrine was highly revered in the domains of general education, media,
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and offictal addresses. Of course, what gave rise to this myth was the
confrontation taking place between the Muslim Brotherhood Movement
and the regime. This myth also {lourished among the next generation,
which did not witness the events of this period and believed what they
read 1n books and publications.

Individually, no Muslim country has known radical secularism as
it 1s practiced in most countries of the Christian world; and no critical
writings, questioning Islam’s doctrinal foundations, similar to the type
constantly appearing in the West, have ever been known in the Muslim
world. Secularist authors are otten careful in the choice of their words
betore they publish their articles, making surc to deny the accusations
of unbelief that the 1gnorant use to threaten any intellectual striving
to bring a gleam of light into darkened minds. This is undoubtedly
intellectual terrorism, conducted not so much by governments as by
public opinion 1tself. Those doubting this should analyze the content of
secularist writings and the discourse secularists use in presenting their
perspectives. They will find that secularists are careful to assert their
innocence and prove their honesty before they commit even one word to
their topic. One will also discover that the arguments of most secularists
against the interpretations of Islamists are derived from Islam itself
and are presented in a context affirming secularists’ desire to declare
themselves innocent of an accusation that they know beforehand will
be leveled against them.

Undoubtedly, the accusations of extremism leveled against secularists
in the Muslim world or of being “a secularist Jihad oreanization,”
measured against the famous Islamist organization, come from the
mouths of narrow-minded people with limited educations. If they
compare the discourse of the most extremist secularists in our country
to those 1n the West, or even to those in our country at the beginning
of the twentieth century, they will discover that our country at present
does not have any of what is called “extremist secularism,” as long as
the foundations of Islamic doctrine are protected from harm.

Fourth and finally, the most significant feature of inequality in the
current conflict between Islamists and secularists is that the former
invoke the support of deeply enshrined Islamic tradition, seek the
protection of the religious sacred and derive their arguments from it. It
s quite easy for the Islamist side to besiege secularists on the premise
that they fall outside tradition or that they challenge it. Thus, Islamists
have the complete freedom to present their arguments while accusing
their adversaries of unbelief (kifr) and forcing them to keep silent and
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thus denying the opportunity to offer constructive solutions to their
people’s problems.

The preceding point has special significance at this point in history,
which overflows with written and oral polemics between Islamists and
secularists. The former claim victory in this ongoing conflict, although
they have not waged the war with any special effort. The war has been
waged on their behalf by tradition and piety, which are deeply enshrined
 the souls of millions of people. This confrontation is akin to those we
had as little children: a child, living with his extended family, confronts
another from outside the neighborhood. With one shout the first child
can bring his whole family to his side, whereas the other child finds
himself in a state of isolation, unable to put his capacities to use since
he is not familiar with the territory. Afterward, the former child claims
victory over the latter.

The conflict in this case does not take place between two equal
discourses. but between an ambivalent secularist discourse, strongly
restraining itself, and a supercilious authority, in the perfect sense
of the word, used by the one side against the other in the absence of
rational argument. This side raises a familiar cry: “Be vigilant against
the unbeliever!” The intention is to dominate the battlefield with the help
of Islamic tradition, which is the heart and soul of the people.

Generally, the conflict between Islamists and secularists remains
unequal in spite of the myths about the suppression of Islamic thought
and the opening of doors 10 secularist thought. To convince someone
of this. it suffices to compare the number of journals devoted (from
cover to cover) to the dissemination of the points of view of the various
[slamist movements. One needs to ask: 1s there even one journal in
the Arab world devoted to the spread of secularist ideas? From time
to time, some political dailies launch an attack on the Islamist current.
However. if these dailies were devoted entirely to secularist thought
and specialized in attacking the thought of religious groups, they would

expose themselves and their staff to the gravest of dangers.
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The meaning of “secularism™ lacks clarity in the contemporary Arab
discourse. The great variety of secular currents that form this general
orientation diverge over a number of issues: however. they agree that the
solution offered by the Islamists is not feasible. Either intentionally or
unintentionally. Islamists fundamentally misunderstand the meaning of
“seculansm.” However, it is easy to conclude from reading the writings
of the different Islamist currents that in describing secularism, the authors
have distorted the whole concept to an unfortunate degree. In this chapter,
my task 1s to unveil the nature of this distortion and misunderstanding
through a sustained analysis of contemporary Islamist discourse and
a careful dissection of the reasons why contemporary Islamists and
their sympathizers claim that secularism has no place in a society that
behieves in Islam.

It 1s possible to divide the Islamists’ critiques of secularism into two
major categories. The first consists of propaganda-like criticism devoid of
any scientific basis, and the second consists of semi-scientific criticisms.
To simplify the task of analysis, I will call the first category “‘rhetorical
criticisms” (intigadat khitabiyvah) and the second “scientific criticisms”™
(intigadar ‘ilmivyah), despite the fact that many will be dissatisfied with
the use of these two expressions.

RHETORICAL CRITICISM

Undoubtedly, the use of the expression “rhetorical criticism™ inherently
reflects a measure of underestimation of this orientation and includes an
implicit judgment that it does not match the level of criticism that is used
in debate. One must not conclude. however, that the rhetorical orientation
1s less influential than the other: it is, in fact. the most widespread type of
criticism in the writings and discourses of contemporary Islamists. The
rhetorical nature of this orientation purports to nullify true criticism and
evoke an angry emotional response from among the common people.
This quality of the rhetorical orientation has become popular among
the proponents of the Islamist current because their mental upbringing,
which is under the firm control of the contemporary Islamist movements,
s based on the planting of the seeds of submission and faith and the
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elimination of any inclination to accurately research and investigate
matters before passing judgment on them. This mental upbringing is
based on a contemporary form of ‘an‘anah, that is, someone reporting on
the authority of someone else without seeking verification or accuracy.
So, for example, A conveys an idea from B, and B from C, and so on,
while making sure that the ideas forming this ‘an‘anah support their
claim. Thus, the primary error spreads and very quickly changes to a given
which is not subject to debate. I can say without any bias that this brand
of rhetorical polemic, which capitalizes more on vulgar emotionalism
than on the deliberate use of reason, determines the position of most
contemporary Islamist movements toward the question of secularism.

SECULARISM IS IRRELIGION

There is a consensus among contemporary Islamist thinkers that links
secularism with irreligion (/@ diniyyah). This is their strongest and
most influential weapon. When the secularist position is predefined as
irreligious, the whole question is resolved before any debate takes place.
[n this case, it does not matter whether the judgment passed by the
Islamists is antithetical to both logic and history, since no one exerts any
effort to think about it accurately. What is more important is to distort the
reputation of the secularists in the minds of a youth devoid of education,
maturity, and the capacity to question, and to manipulate their minds for
the purpose of winning supporters in the easiest way possibie.

Let us consider a group of definitions of secularism otfered by
contemporary Islamists that were created in order to ensure that their
audiences reached the conclusions the Islamists desired:

The Lebanese religious thinker Muhammad Mahdi Shams al-D1n
defines secularism as “A way of life, which removes any religious
orientation or influence from the organization of society, human relations
in society, and the values at the heart of these relations. Secularism
is a materialist way of life that originated as a result of the growth of
non-religious materialistic phildsophies.”! Let us examine the errors
contained within this definition, which seems innocent on the surface.

First, the preceaing definition defines the secularist method as one
that alienates religion from the organization of society, a political truism
to which secularists themselves most probably do not object, since they
call for a real separation between religion on the one hand and the
political organization of society on the other. This definition, however,
very soon moves from the political domain 10 both the ethical and the
social, and depicts secularism as removing religion from the domain of
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human relatons in society and the values contained in these relations,
The error lies here. For example, any dedicated secularist in Muslim or
Western Christian societies does not accept the notion that the political
organization of society should be based on religion: nevertheless, they
enter their marriage on the basis of a religious contract, and follow the
inspiration and guidance of religious principles and values, applying
them to most aspects of their personal and social behavior without
abandoning their “secularism.”™

The second error lies in manipulating the expression “irreligion." This
word might mean someone who “is outside the domain of religion,”
or someone who 1s “anti-religious™ or is “a religious rejectionist.™
Undoubtedly, 1f it 1s possible to describe secularism as irreligious, it
s the first definition that applies, since it purports to remove religion
from the domain of politics by stressing the human nature of politics,
where social and economic interests compete with each other without
giving one group the right to claim that it represents the perspective of
“heaven.” As for the second meaning, the rejection of religion, this is
not at all the essence of secularism. It is true that some secularists reject
religion but certainly many other secularists are religious. and many
religious people are secularist. since, in both cases, religion preserves
its sacred character by being distinct from changing religious practices,
while at the same time organizing important parts of human life. such
as the ethical and spiritual.

The third error lies in imposing the word “materialistic™ on the
definition, such as when the author claims that “Secularism is a
matertalist way of life that originated as a result of the growth of non-
religious materialistic philosophies.” Most Islamist writers link the term
“materialism” with secularism, a practice devoid of any scientific basis.
Most probably, this is an intended fallacy purporting to link secularism
to the negative connotations of materialism in the minds of the people.
This linkage performs a great role at the psychological level, since it
marshals a great discontent and subconscious hatred that is then directed
toward secularism and secularists.

If we consider the modern history of Europe, the cradle of secularism
which exported, as many say, secularism to us, we will find that its
dominant philosophers and intellectuals fell into two opposed camps:
materialism and idealism. The idealists was more prevalent and influential
than the materialists and yet, in spite of this, all were secularists. Such
philosophers as Descartes, father of modern European idealism, Kant,
proponent of critical idealism, Hegel, and many other writers and
thinkers steeped in idealism, were all secularists. They strongly opposed
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the intervention of the Church or religion in the pclitical and social
organization of the state. while at the same time being arch-enemies
of materialism. Although it is true that some secularists followed
materialist doctrines. materialism does not necessarily have an organic
connection with secularism. Can we assume that the history of secularist
Europe was materialist. while a great number of 1dealists—poets,
artists. spiritual thinkers, and philosophers —were waging fierce battles
against materialism?

It seems that Islamist thinkers believe that any discourse that does
not issue from a religious source must necessarily be materialistic. Our
Shaykh, from whom we quoted the preceding definition, describes the
<cientific curricula as “materialistic.” which make man "an instinct”
devoid of spirt, reason, will, and ambition. The author summarizes his
position: “This philosophy and human knowledge, influenced by its
pure materialistic consideration of man, converted itself, in its social
and political practice, into what 3s called ‘secularism.” This purely
materialistic philosophy is based on a method, which atomizes man
and condenses him into a highly' complex materialistic mass.”

Thus. the whole of Western civilization—the civilization of
Shakespeare, Goethe, Bach, Beethoven, Rembrandt, Michelangelo,
and Einstein—is reduced to matenalism, which cancels out humanity’s
sublime and spiritual aspects, as though all of these people had no
message in their lives except to assert human instinct and bestiality. I am
1ot sure whether this shameful reduction is based on 1gnorance or 1S an
intended slur directed at people who cannot call the Islamists to account.
[f we permit ourselves to refer to science, which has flourished since the
dawn of secularist European civilization, as materialistic, what do we
call other spiritual products, such as poetry, music, literature, philosophy,
and historical, social, and political thought? Even science cannot be
referred to as materialistic, except from a narrow-minded perspective
that overlooks its most important features. Scientific discovery is in fact
a spiritual process of the highest order. And it is impossible to portray
the scientist, who spends their entire life trying to clarify one ambiguous
point, to elevate and expand the authority of human reason, and who
practices the highest levels of patience and control of will, as a person
who purports to reduce human beings to an “instinct,” without a soul,
reason or will. If science targets the sphere of matter (and this is not the
case with all sciences), it aims to conquer the world of matter, overcome
it and contro} it by means of understanding its laws.

[ et us consider another fallacious case offered by Islamist thinkers. In
1 book devoted to critiquing secularism, Egyptian author Anwar Jundi
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defines the expression ‘ilmanivvah as a translation of the Latin word
“secular,” which, he states, in European languages means “irreligious.”
One notices first that the word “secular™ is not Latin but English derived
from a Latin source, and the word does not mean “irreligious™ at all,
but “temporal.” Our great thinker begins his book with a fundamental
distortion, followed by more flagrant distortions. For example:

Secularism did not confine itself to a call of separating religion from
society. In the estimation of its proponents, such a call is but the first
stage, which prepares both thought and society to a critical step, which
1s the secularization of the Arab self on the premise that permanently
leaves behind anything connecting it to its thought, tradition, religion,
and old values themselves. Instead, the Arab self turns to adopting
the scientific method.>

Here, we face a sertes of errors, the most important of which is that
the secularists’ goal is to banish thought, religion. tradition. and all
old values. The mere mention of leading Arab secularists such as Taha
Hussain, *‘Aqqad, Mazini, and Haykal, original researchers in tradition
and firm defenders of the authenticity of Arab identity, refutes such a
f claim. The second glaring fallacy places scientific method in opposition
| to tradition, religton, and ancient values. It sounds as if a person who
adopts the former, science, will discard the latter, and vice versa. This
fallacy is refuted not just by secularists but also by Islamists themselves,
who correctly assert that our original Islamic tradition abounds in
examples of scientists who followed a pioneering scientific method in
both accuracy and discipline. .

Still another Egyptian Islamist writer, Dr Muhammad Yahya.
i- €quates secularism with irreligion (/a diniyyvah). He arcues that the

| general orientation of education and culture in our Arab countries
'! rejects religion:

B The universities and schools, following in the footsteps of Western
; doctrines, were the first institutions to preach irreligion in the curricula,
| advocating the elimination of religion from them, and studying
| religion as a positivist human phenomenon. Irreligion, conveyed by
?' such Western cultural models as the realistic novel. theatre. modern
poetry, ballet, and cinema, seeped into the domains of the arts and
humanities. These purely positivist domains have not given room to

; any religious conception and, with these influences, non-religiosity
i spread to the whole social collectivity.?
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Thus. all of our teaching has become non-religious. Why? Because
“religion was separated from curricula.” With this ambiguous phrase, our
author has condemned the entire educational system. This system may
be deficient in many ways; however, these deficiencies have absolutely
nothing to do with what our author says. How can he say that religion
is separated from our curricula when all of us, and our children after us,
study religion throughout the various stages of our general education, 1n
addition to being exposed to the wide area of religious topics covered
by our mass media? Perhaps by the separation of religion from our
curricula the author means that we have yet 1o study in our colleges such
“gciences” as Islamic chemistry, Islamic cosmology, and Islamic geology.
propagated by the “Islamization of knowledge” school. The doctrine
of the “Islamization of knowledge” is strongly advocated in Islamist
circles nowadays; this is proven by the great circulation of such modes
of thinking as “Islamic medicine.” If my interpretation of “reasoning’
(ijtihad) is correct, my response to the “Islamization of knowledge”
doctrine is to refer to the simple fact which stipulates that the science
being sought should be the mOst advanced, and I doubt contemporary
science has achieved the best progress in the Muslim world.

As to the reference that religion is being taught 1n our curricula as
a positivist phenomenor, this is clearly a fallacy, since no textbook 1n
any part of the Muslim world would dare touch this area. I wish that
our esteemed author had given us even one example of a textbook that
presents religion 1n the light of positivism.

Finally, the preceding quoted text implies the notion of subverting
~1] the arts that cultivate and nurture us, since the author places on them
the stamp of non-religiosity. Dr Yahya is asking us to give up on literary
realism. He is, of course, targeting the famous Egyptian novehist Najib
Mahfaz, whose blood has recently been made permissible to spill by one
of the most famous Islamist leaders. For any artistic work to be accepted
't must be based on the Islamic conception. Since 1t 18 impossible to
envision an Islamic ballet, for example, such arts must be banned oOr
must acquire an Islamic coloring in order to become legitimate.

In light of the preceding opinion, embraced by an Islamist not known
for extremist views, one of the crimes of secularism becomes its search
for the gleam of light that the arts and literature bring to human life. Thus,
the Islamic mission (da‘wah) expands from the domain of Shari‘ah,
which should replace any positivist law. to that of the sciences, which
must be disqualified 1f incompatible with the Islamic framework, and,
finally, to the domain of arts and humanities, which must be condemned
and prohibited as long as they are based on positivistic human themes.
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In sum, anything that illuminates human spirit and reason is condemned
as secularist, and as long as it is secularist, it is irreligious.

SECULARISM DEPICTED AS A PLOT

In the 1deological and theoretical discourse of contemporary Istamist
movements, there 1s a widespread conspiratorial interpretation of cultural.
historical, and sometimes scientific phenomena. Islamists see in these
phenomena Orientalist, Masonic, Zionist, imperialist, and crusading
conspiracies, lying in wait to cause Islam and Muslims harm. More often
than not, Islamist writings imply that these quarters are preoccupied with
nothing but Islam and Muslims, and that they expend their effort, wealth.
energy, and thought convening conferences and planning activities to
confine the vindictive Islamic danger and balance their accounts with
this ancient enemy.

The logic that justifies the preceding conspiratorial outlook is that
Islam, from the Byzantine Empire to the largest crusading country
in medieval Europe, inflicted heavy losses on Western powers. They
claim the West still remembers these Islamic victories, and is the reason
why the West exerts so much effort in preventing the regrouping of
Islamic forces, so that it avoids danger to itself. In confronting this
type of logic, it is futile to point out the huge differences between the
reasons for the victory of one nation over another in the Middle Ages
and their equivalent in the modern period. These victories cannot be
realized nowadays except under conditions of extreme complexity in
which society’s doctrinal, political, social, economic, technological,
and scientific forces are marshaled. In these matters, the Mushm world
lags behind, which makes it impossible to pose the danger to the West
that it did in the past. It is also futile to respond to the proponents of
this logic and argue that the main concern of the West at the moment is
L0 consummate its control over the Muslim world, which enjoys huge
natural resources and strategic locations. All of these responses will
be considered moot, mainly because the myth of the “Golden Age”
of Islam, which might suddenly arise and renew its past power, glory,
and hegemony, occupies a strong and unshakable place in the minds of
contemporary Islamists.

These conspiracy theories appear most directly with regard to
contemporary Islamist attitudes toward secularism. There is a consensus
among Islamists that secularism is but a plot to destroy Islam, that the
source of the plot is foreign, and that the proponents of secularism in the
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Muslim world are either willing participants in this plot or naive tools
in foreign hands that conspire against Islam.

Let us look at some examples of this. Anwar al-Jundi claims,
“Gecularism is an original Talmidic Jewish product, which has had
a lasting effect on Western thought.” He also makes on a connection
between secularism and the Masons, the Talmiid, the French Revolution,
and the Age of Enlightenment. He argues that all the above forces aimed
(o take the Jews out of the ghettos and grant them citizenship as a prelude
to dominating European social and intellectual life. This conspiratorial
thesis dominates al-Jundl’s book from beginning to end. To him, the
center of this conspiracy is the “global octopus” from which world evil
emanates, and which he tries to describe by using ambiguous exXpressions
such as “Talmidic” and “Masonic,” concepts that have no purpose except
to stir fear and contempt in the minds of the youth, especially with
regard to the ramifications of such a plot, notably, secularism. People
of modest minds such as ours may show some surprise at implicating
the French Revolution in this plot or at the claim that the Talmud and
the Age of Enlightenment shared a common goal, even though the latter
aimed at liberating human minds from superstition and supernatural
beliefs, Talmidic or otherwise. We may be even more surprised when
we find that al-Jundi, whose writings are read with much piety and
reverence by thousands, considers the French Revolution and the Age
of Enlightenment to have given Jews more civil rights while turning
a blind eye to the social, educational, and scientific impact of the
Enlightenment, which was a breakthrough in liberating human reason
from superstition and myth. He also ignores the enormous influence
the French Revolution, whatever its negative points, had on liberating
human beings, both socially and politically: the replacement of a feudal
aristocratic class by a much more enlightened one and the paving of the
way to emancipate oppressed nations. All of this has no value in the eyes
of our author; all he is concerned with 1s that the Enlightenment and
French Revolution granted Jews some civil rights and therefore were
part of a global Jewish and Masonic conspiracy to dominate the destinies
of people all over the world.

In the mind of Dr Muhammad Yahya:

The secularist idea is the darling daughter of that major enterprise
we have referred to as Westernization and cultural colonialism. By
attacking religion and separating it from life, the major intention of
this enterprise 1s to create a doctrinal and conceptual vacuum to be
flled thereafter by the philosophies and theories of the West. As a
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matter ot tact, Christianity, the doctrine of the West, will §ill this
vacuum. No wonder, therefore, that secularism is the primary arm of
Crusading evangelization (tabshir salibr).?

In sum. these authors focus on secularism’s conspiratorial role, although
the conspiracy takes various forms. The case of the conspiracy to destroy
Islam seeks to create a doctrinal vacuum paving the way for Christianity
to replace Islam. This is the goal of "that huge enterprise we have referred
to as Westernization and cultural colonialism.” Let us now turn to a
logical analysis of this text. while remaining aware that our critique will
concern people whose logical reasoning has been reduced to a minimum
after joining any of these Islamist currents.
My first observation is that another colleague of the preceding author.
Anwar al-Jundi. more esteemed and established than Yahya, portrays
secularism as Talmodic Jewish, whereas Yahya portrays it as a crusading
evangelical plot aimed at replacing Islam with Christianity. Which
interpretation do we trust? Shouldn't Islamist thinkers reach a consensus
among themselves in order to understand the source of the secularist
conspiracy. whether Jewish Talmidic or evangelical Christian?
Second. Muhammad Yahya keeps referring to secularism as
: “irreligion.” If this is the case. why does he say that the intention of
secularism is to replace one religion with another? Wouldn't it be wiser
{ for him to say that the intention is to replace Islamic doctrine with a
' human one. or to remove human reason from all religious doctrines and
replace them with positivist laws?

Finally. putting logic aside for a moment and considering present
reality and historical precedent. how can one sav that secularism is the
. pnimary arm of Christian evangelization? Secularism emerged. as many
. recognize. including the author himself. as a reaction to the wvranny of
the Church. which tried to hinder social and scientific progress in the
West. Will the Church. the sponsor of evangelization, be content o
employ an arm that tries to destrov it?

The main goal of selecting and analvzing these texts is not to
critique their proponents per se. but to show the dominant mode of
thinking widespread among contemporary Islamist thinkers. The logical
contradictions inherent in this mode of thinking prove that contemporary
Islamist wniters address audiences deprived of both the critical sense and
. general education that allow them to see these deficiencies. This level
ot contemporary Islamist discourse assumes a submissive audience.
that reads Islamic books only. and does not believe the writings need
} eXposition or criticism. It is in the best interest of these writers to tame
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their audience in order to market their superficial writings. So what
we end up with is an audience with minimal critical consciousness

propagating intellectually superficial writings, which 1n turn deepen
the masses’ lack of critical consciousness.

SCIENTIFIC CRITIQUES

The critiques of secularism do not rest solely on rhetorical or propagandist
foundations such as the ones we have already highlighted. Other forms
of critique can be described as scientific and historical, and contain a
degree of integrity and cohesiveness. To our mind, secularism’s fate
depends to a large extent on the ability of secularists to tackle those
critiques that have a rational and scientific underpinning. These critiques
revolve around linking the question of the secular with the circumstances
of European societies at a particular stage in history.

IS SECULARISM A EUROPEAN REQUIREMENT ONLY?

Critics of secularism assert that it appeared in European societies
reflecting an historical requirement, which was organically linked to
the unique circumstances of Europe in the process of its transition from
the medieval to the modern age. This requirement 1S specific to these
societies, whereas other societies that did not undergo similar conditions
to those of Europe must not be forced to embrace secularism; if they
were, they would then be emulating Europe in a way that obliterates
their own authenticity and betrays their national pride. Secularism forms
an indivisible part of European history and 1s organically connected to
+ Therefore. it would be a drastic mistake to extract it from its original
ground and plant it in another, one not ready or forced to accept it.
This distinction between Europe, where secularism emerged at
the dawn of the Renaissance, and the contemporary Muslim world 18
based on an historical analysis of the conditions of these two social
formations in these different eras. During the Renaissance, Burope was
struggling to break free from the scientific and intellectual stagnation
which characterized the medieval age, Europe’s longest historical and
least creative and changing period. The Church was the single biggest
obstacle standing in the way of Europe’s transition to the modern age.
The Catholic Church was a powerful, rigidly hierarchical, institution,
exerting a huge influence with tyrannical force. Because the Church
had a say in both religious and worldly matters, the new European
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philosophers were forced to confront its authority, which was proving
to be an impediment to progress.

Scientists suffered the most at the hands of the Church: they were
victimized by the tyranny of the clergy, as a result of the Church’s desire
to secure complete hegemony for itself. Thus, the progress of Europe
depended on confronting that hegemony: curbing the authority of the
clergy was a necessary precondition for the renaissance of art, science,
and thought in Europe.

In their efforts to refute secularism, Islamists argue that, whi
secularism was necessary for European progress, the Muslim wor
did not suffer those same conditions that made secularism inevitable
in European societies. Islam never had an ecclesiastical oreanization
equivalent to that of the Catholic Church. a post equivalent to that of
the Pope or clergy forming part of a stratified hierarchy. Also, Islam.
the argument proceeds, never oppressed scholars or tried to obstruct
scientific research. The conditions that gave rise to secularism have
not existed in the past or in contemporary periods of Islamic history.
Therefore. the call to emulate the West would simply be a form of
enchantment with 1t.

_ In brief, these are the broad outlines of the arguments refuting
secularism in the contemporary Muslim world and for considering
it an exported commodity, foreign to the spirit and originality of our
socleties. This argument is quite attractive and appears decisive, which,
In addition to refuting its opponents, places them in an embarrassing
position and makes a mockery of them. Many writers seem to have taken
this argument at face value, and here [ do not just mean [slamists such
as Ghazalt, Qaradawr, Jundi, Shams al-Din. and ‘Imarah, but others

influenced by Western culture such as Hassan Hanafi, Muhammad * Abid
al-Jabirt and ‘Ismat Sayf al-Dawlah.
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The primary feature of comparison between the historical conditions In
Europe, which made secularism an inevitable phenomenon, and those
in the Muslim world is that in its medieval phase an official religious
hierarchy dominated Europe, whereas Islam did not experience such a
condition. Nor did Islam have clergy in the European sense of the word.
Islam had ulama or men of religion, but their authority did not go beyond
their own reasoning (ijtihdad) in matters of religion.

It is impossible to conduct an exhaustive comparison, especially
between medieval Europe and the contemporary Muslim world. Besides
the four centuries separating the two eras, there is a huge divergence in
the foundations of both societies. We would therefore expect to see clear
differences in the position of the religious leadership.

However, the claim that Islam has not experienced a religious
hierarchy is baseless. Islam may not have experienced a religious
institution comparable to that of the Catholic Church, but a strong
religious authority exists In almost every Muslim country, which 1s
represented by men specializing in religious matters; this authority very
often influences the executive branch of the state. For example, the
Azhar in Cairo is a religious institution, presided over by the Shaykh ot
the Azhar. who had been, until recently, the most influential religious
personality revered throughout the Mushim world. In addition, both the
Eeyptian Ifta’ Council, presided over by the mufti of the country, and the
Council of the Leading Ulama represent strong religious authority; they
consult over significant matters and no execution may take place without
its attestation. In contemporary Shi‘ism, there 1s also a hierarchical
organization beginning at the bottom with the Mullah, and going to
the Hujjat al-Islam and Ayat Allah and Ayat Allah al-‘Uzma. Since the |
Iranian Revolution, this hierarchical institution has gained immense |
power and exercises control over the different areas of life, surpassing L
even papal authority in the medieval period. \

Religious authority has had a presence throughout Islamic history
and has used its weight and prestige to defend the original principles
of religion, sometimes causing confrontation with the rulers of state.
However, under other circumstances, it has placed itself at the service
of the rulers, giving them religious and legal support and justifying their
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actions even when they were tyrannical. This is the case even today. For
example, the Azhar has the right to review books and publications and
ban them and any other literary and scientitic product if they deem the
material incompatible with their own interpretation of religion.

[f the application of Shart*ah were realized, as Islamists advocaite,
it would be inevitable that some religious institutions would surpass
In power other societal institutions. Such religious leaders in Egypt
as ‘Umar “Abd al-Rahman, Hafiz Salamch and al-Samawi and their
supporters would have authority in the new state comparable to that of
al-MakashifT in Sudan and Khilkhalt in Iran,

Contemporary critics of secularism insist on drawing a distinction
between Christianity and Islam, saying that the former accepted the
polarization of secular and religious authorities, whereas the latter did
not. What these critics overlook is that Catholicism in medieval Europe
dominated these two realms; the term “Catholicism,” etymologically
speaking, means comprehensive authority in control of this life and
the afterlife. It is only after long conflict that the division between
the temporal and divine realms took place. Therefore, the meaning of
comprehensiveness (sfumiil) is not confined to Islam alone, as these
critics seem to believe, since Christianity experienced the same issues

5. as well. The dominant belief among critics of secularism in Muslim
| countries is that Christianity is incapable of organizing life or lacks the
religious criteria for such an organization: this is quite simplistic, since
the critics try to shape history in their own image. Anyone familiar with
the history of the medieval period can clearly see the huge effort the
Catholic Church expended in order to secure its religious hegemony
over small and large matters of life. The New Testament’s expression.
. “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s,” taken by the critics of secularism
| as proof that Christianity affirms the religion/world dichotomy, was not
| Interpreted as such in the Middle Ages. Europe was able to liberate itself

fi from the Church’s hegemony only after intellectuals and scientists and
some clergy waged a bitter conflict over a period of two centuries aganst
1 the Church’s dominant authority.

. It the proclivity toward comprehensiveness was an historical fact in
| the history of Christianity, especially in its first ten centuries at least, the
ﬂ_ conditions of medieval Christianity did not differ from those of Islam.
| Naturally, the doctrines differ over many details; however, what they
had in common was the general orientation toward comprehensiveness.

As aresult, the factors leading to the emergence of secularism in Europe
can be found in the modern Muslim world as well.
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RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY AND SCIENCE

The most famous argument the critics of secularism in the Muslim world
marshal in their defense is the one stipulating that secularism was the
product of an historical requirement in Europe because of rehigion’s
open hostility toward science. In order 1o allow scientific progress to
take place, European society had to confine Church authority and it did
so by asserting the principle ot secularism. The critics go on to argue
that Muslim civilization did not witness religious persecution of science
and that there was a relationship of mutual tolerance and understanding
between the two in Islam.

That there was a conflict between religion and science in medieval
Europe is historically accurate, butl amata loss to understand how these
critics are convinced that no conflict between religion and science has
ever taken place in Islamic history. What do they have to say about the
trials and tribulations befalling such thinkers as the Mu‘tazilites, 1bn
Rushd, Suhruwardi, and al-Hallaj, to take but a few examples? Weren't
religious leaders behind such persecution? And is the picture here very
different from that in medieval Europe?

It might be said that these conditions were pre-modern and that things
have changed in the modern period. But what do we say about the
oppression perpetrated by men of religion or the Azhar to such modern
thinkers as Taha Hussain, ‘AlT ‘Abd al-Razig, Muhammad Khalaf Allah,
and many others? Isn’t this sufficient proof that the conflict between
the intellectual or the scholar and religious authority 1s still rife in the
modern Muslim world?

[t might be said as well that the preceding conflict concerned people
who challenged essential religious principles, and therefore the conflict
was inevitable. In spite of my rejection of such an argument, we still
find men of religion in Islam adopting similar attitudes toward modern
scientific and intellectual theories. Most [slamic thinkers, mainly men
of religion, remain firm in their blacklisting of Darwin and Freud,
whose works are still denouncéd by people who never actually read
them. A mere reference to either of their names, along with the name of
Karl Marx. is of course one of the major taboos in those countries that
nominally embrace Islamic teachings.

It has also been said that these theories resuit in great damage to
religious values. If this were true, what would we say about neutral
scientific discoveries that have nothing to do with religion, such as
senetic engineering and test-tube babies? In order to find a legitimate
place in contemporary Muslim societies, such discoveries must secure
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the blessing of high rehigious authoritics. We still remember that some
religious committees expressed opinions prohibiting the idea of test-tube
babies; however, these committees changed their minds after receiving
guarantees that blood relationships would be protected in the process.

What matters to us in all of this is that there is indeed a religious
authority in the Muslim world that interferes in scientific affairs. and
renders opinions on scientific and technological discoverices to the point
of prohibiting them. I am not in a position to assess this intervention
in this book: what I intend to prove is that the arcument of the critics
of secularism—that Europe resorted to secularism as a way out of the
intrusion n scientific affairs by the official Church and that Islam has no
religious institution or ever interfered in science—is a myth we embraced
in order to eliminate secularism from our midst. In reality, the reasons
that led to the emergence of secularism in Europe also exist in the
contemporary Muslim world, with one major difference. which is that
the Church was very hostile to science at the dawn of the Renaissance.
when science was still in its infancy and ignorance still rampant in
society. What is our justification for fighting science in the name of
religion after four centuries of miraculous scientific discoveries? How
do we permit ourselves to claim that religious authorities in the Muslim
world do not impede the progress of science?

[SLAM AND THE MEDIEVAL MENTALITY

The third feature of the argument that links the appearance of secularism
with the unique conditions of Europe at the end of the Middle A ges draws
a distinction between medieval Europe and Islamic history. Since the
Islamic Middle Ages represent the “golden” phase in Islamic history, this
argument goes, then adopting secularism is pure emulation of Europe
by a society that has had its own unique historical process.

This argument makes a connection between the appearance of an
intellectual doctrine and its origin, as though the doctrine must be
Interconnected with its origin indefinitely. If secularism was the product
of the Renaissance, what prohibits it, in principle, from being applied
elsewhere? Often, new doctrines making breakthroughs in human history
are linked to a specific origin but soon become universal. To confine
secularism only to Europe is equivalent to rejecting the application
of democratic principles in the Muslim world on the premise that
“democracy” is originally a Greek word belonging to the heart of
Western civilization. Undoubtedly, the injuries suffered by modern
Muslim societies as a result of tyranny and absolute rule should convince
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us that such a great principle as “democracy” must not be confined to
its point of origin, and its ability to serve the foundations of politics and
government could be successfully applied, with some modifications, to
any human society. |

The same is true of secularism. Those who imagine it to be a direct
product of the European rebellion against the Catholic Church 1n the
Middle Ages overlook the essence of secularism. European secularism
has never rejected religion; this can be easily proven by the fact that
religion has not disappeared from Europe after four centuries of complete
secularization in all realms of life. Secularism only rejected a certain
method of thinking adopted by clergy who used their immense power to
enforce it. What is the nature of this method rejected by secularism?

st and foremost, what secularism rejected was the notion of religious
authority, which was not based on scientific principles but on using
religious texts to prove a certain point. It is clear that such a notion of
authority precludes any rational or logical argument since anyone using
such a method puts forward no proof or argument, but confronts their
~udience with the authority of religious text. An audience that does not
<ubmit to this authority would be accused of heresy and blasphemy.

This discourse impedes real social, intellectual, and scientific progress.
It encourages the belief that some people who possess religious authonty
control absolute truth and that humanity is divided into those who are on
the true path and those who are living a lie. Furthermore, this discourse
presumes that reason plays a marginal role, that change 1n human life 1s
merely a myth, and that to depend on experience and practice is a form
of deficiency, since sublime realities ensue from a supreme authority.

Now, let us pose the question: was the medieval period a uniquely
European situation or is 1 applicable to other situations? Our acceptance
of secularism, indispensable to us at present, or our rejection of it
on the premise that it is not relevant, depends on the answer 1o this
vital question.

Historically speaking, one may say that the Middle Ages belong to
a specific civilization and a specific period in history. However, as a
mode of thinking, the Middle Ages can recur anywhere, and has many
equivalents at present. People who conduct their lives on the basis of
possessing the absolute truth. who are not open to debate or who keep
quoting the sacred texts poSsess the medieval mentality even though
they live at the dawn of the twenty-first century.

Every socicty, even in the contemporary period, has 1ts medieval
aspects, and every society needs to wrestle with its problems directly
by means of rational logic, concrete evidence. and experience. Any




LB

t

f.

|
S

Islam and Religions Hierarehy 39

contemporary Muslim individual who only debates issues regarding
women from the perspective of religious texts or the narratives of the
ancestors, without considering the concrete problems and conditions
of contemporary women, lives with a medieval mindset and is in need
of a comprehensive conceptual revolution. This situation does not only
apply to us but to many Third World countries as well. Even many
Soviet thinkers, unable until recently to present their views without
making reference in large and small matters to the statements of Marx
and Lenin, were living with the mentality of the medieval period. even il
the subject matter was as modern as space travel. Therefore, Gorbachev's
Perestroika represented a movement of intellectual reform, in addition
to being a social and political movement. and in this it was equivalent
to the role of secularism at the end of the medieval period.

The dominant method of contemporary Islamists measures any
new situation against a sacred text or searches for a similar case in old
legal writings; if not, they use ijtihdd. Anyone familiar with Luropean
civilization knows that Europeans first rebelled against this method of
qiyas or measurement in an attempt to shake off medieval authority.

Don’t we, in the Muslim world, need someone to say to us (as the
leading thinkers of the Renaissance said to their contemporaries); if
nature and the problems of the world and human beings face you head
on, why do you refer everything to the religious texts? Why do you
consider mherited thought an authority that is not subject to debate? And
why do you not use your minds, which cannot be weaker than those of
the ancients, to tackle new situations?

The preceding analysis results in two points. First, besides being
an historical phase, the medieval period is a state of mind and manner
of thinking that can be repeated in different times and under different
circumstances. Second, the salient features of this (medieval) mental
situation are still present in contemporary Muslim societies, at the apex
of which is the method of religious thinking and the belief that there is
one absolute truth, which belongs to Muslims alone. This means that
the conditions that led Europe to embrace secularism do currently exist
in the Muslim world, and the argument that secularism was a product
of specific European conditions which cannot be recreated elsewhere
1S baseless.

Secularism becomes necessary in any society where autonomous
thinking has been replaced by an incapacitated thinking that depends
on external sources and that cannot face problems on its own. In this
sense, secularism is not a principle imported from the West, but an
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original principle that all human societies need to consider when finding | Jif
themselves face to face with authoritarian thinking.

All of this leads to a result that may appear strange at first. We must
reverse the above relationship between secularism and the authoritanan
mentality. It is quite common for Islamists to portray secularists as
:mitators of Western civilization, whereas they refer to themselves as
authentic and independent in thinking since they reject imported ideologies

and adhere to their historical and religious tradition. To my mind, if
we think about the matter carefully, we will turn this situation upside i
down. In their inability to tackle the present from their own perspective \ [
nd their constant attempt to derive their thinking from past principles, N
traditionalists (or Islamists) reveal their failure to achieve autonomy and )
declare directly their dependency on past generations, distant from them I;
by several centuries. Itis true that these generations are not foreign tous ;

and that they are squarely located within our civilizatio

n. However, the

mental outlook of a person whore

lies on ancient texts for solutions to new

<ituations is that of a dependent person afraid

f cultivating independent

thinking. In comparison,

secularists, who advocate facing the problems

of the age with both contemporary logic and rationality, undoubtedly
portray independence of mind and dependence on the self. The biggest
myth, to my mind, s the lie uttered by the opponents of secularism and
accepted by their allies, namelgz, that secularists in the Muslim world
follow in the footsteps of Western thou oht and seek European solutions
to their problems, and that, as a result, they are imitators who depend
on the “other.” Though the secularist method of discourse may share
<imilarities with European method, there is nothing in the secularists’
discourse that forces them to imitate Europeans in their own thinking,
practices, and methods. The essence of secularist discourse 18 mental
independence rather than dependence.

In sum, the relationship between the traditionalists and the secularists,
as to the independence or dependence of each side, is presented to us
in a topsy-turvy way. One simple statement summarizes this situation:
the traditionalist thinks through someone else, whereas the secularist
thinks through him or herself.

SECULARISM AND ISLAMIC TRADITION

The opponents of secularism imagine that they alone are the guardians

of tradition and that secularists preach its destruction by deriving their
thinking from a foreign civilization. This has resulted in the traditionalists’

firm belief that it is only by rejecting secularism that we will be able to
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preserve our identity and ongins. [ hope that I have shown in the previous
discussion that secularism is but a reflection of a specific discourse of
thinking that must not be connected to the West and that secularism
reflects a constant intellectual necessity on the part of any society trying
to break from authoritarianism and move toward autonomous reason.

Some Islamists argue that the rejection of secularism is a precondition
for the preservation of Islamic tradition. In reality, such values as
rationality. criticism, logic, and mental independence are not unique
to Western civilization, but are found in Islamic civilization as well.
Contemporary secularists in the Muslim world need not be carbon
copies of modern Western thinkers, but rather an extension of the
rational tradition of the Mu‘tazilites, al-Farabi, Ibn Rushd, and Ibn
al-Haytham. Certainly, these thinkers fought many battles against the
proponents of literal submission to text and religious authority; perhaps
they waged these battles under the banner of “‘reason and imitation” or
the attempt to reconcile reason and SharT*ah. Although these expressions
are not used nowadays, the essence of the battle is the same, though the
ancient rationalists waged their battles under better conditions than do
contemporary secularists,

In reality. no contemporary secularist has ever advocated burning
bridges to the past. Though some at the beginning of the twentieth
century may have done so, at present, secularist thought does not turn
its back on Islamic tradition. Indeed, contemporary Arab secularist
writers have penned some of the most important writings on Islamic
tradition. This should not be surprising. Anyone who advocates tackling
the problems of the contemporary age should face the future with feet
deeply rooted in the past.

One example shows that secularism and interest in tradition are not
contradictory. When secularism appeared in Europe in response to the
stagnation of the Church, it was in the form of humanism, the largest
movement for the study of European tradition. Humanists republished
the most important works of Greek philosophy and literature, which
enabled Europeans to identify closely with the ancient origins of their
civilization, Therefore, in principle, secularism must not reject tradition:
the alleged rejection is a myth propagated by its opponents.

Secularism will always study tradition in its proper historical context,
and does not commit the error of preferring the past to the present.
To secularists, the best way to preserve tradition is by a process of
criticism and selection. Objectively speaking, to remove tradition from
its historical context inevitably leads to that tradition’s demise: to the
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extent that it becomes “fit to every time and place” will rob the past of
its vitality and vigor.

SECULARISM AS A SOCIAL AND POLITICAL NECESSITY

After refuting the arguments directed against secularism and concluding
that secularism cannot be confined to one particular society or age,

we still must prove that secularism is a political and social necessity

for our contemporary Muslim societies. I would like to set out the
following arguments,

First, in the past two decades, the politicization of Islam has become
a major issue. The number of people who oppose such politicization
has decreased and many people now accept the principle in general.
One common claim 1s that separating religion from society undermines
religion and narrows its scope. One of the so-called moderate Mushim
thinkers has gone so far as to coin the term “tourist Islam” (al-Isiam
al-Siyahi) when referring to the opponents of political 1slam.

Undoubtedly, the forces of political Islam have succeeded in promoting
an idea that had been hitherto rejected: the intervention of religion 1n
politics or the organization of politics according to religious principles.
Until the 1960s, most politicians, including the religious ones, took
the principle of state-religion separation for granted, without intending
to underestimate the importance of religion in society.! However, the
atmosphere of religious terrorism that has existed since the 1970s has

forced many to accept the claim that religion dominates all aspects of .

life, and that anyone who disagress is stifling religious practice.

Second, historical experience has proven that the scope of freedom is
greater in a secular rather than in a religious society. Religious rule entices
the majority to oppress the minority, rulers exploit the sacred in order
to justify their errors and make themselves infallible, and basic human
rights such as freedom of religion and expression can be held captive or
sacrificed. Some object to this, saying that Muslim civilization has shown
a high level of tolerance, especially with respect to religious minorities
in Spain and othet parts of the classical Muslim world. This does not
contradict our position: Islamic rule guaranteed these freedoms as long
as it kept its distance from extremism and literalism in interpreting the
sacred text, and resorted to reasoning and intellectual freedom in a way
comparable to that of the secularists. Arab rule of Spain was not per se
Islamic. However, most basic freedoms were compromised in those eras
when extremism and rigidity were the rule.

{
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Third, secularism docs not assert that humans are divine or infallible,
and docs acknowledge the limitation of human reason and or failure
to rcalize many of our ambitions. However, it does believe that our
greatness resides in our incessant endeavor to overcome our weaknesses
and deficiencies. Secularism realizes that human consciousness has
achieved fascinating results in this domain and is still striving to achicve
more. Human civilization can be defined as the attempt to overcome our
own deficiencies. This applies to all features of civilization, though what
concerns us here are the political and social.

No one claims that human organizations are perfect. However., our
imperfections lead us to strive for improvement. In such a process, we
acquire more experiences that enable us to mitigate our mistakes and
augment our achievements.

In contrast, the opponents of secularism harbor much contempt for the
human race, which they do not articulate, perhaps not even to themselves,
although 1t 1s at the heart of their teachings. The worst sin to their minds
is that political authority derives its legitimacy from the people in the
domains of political and social organizations. To them, whatever hails
from the people is subject to failure, uncertainty, and change. They use
the term “positivist” to refer to human rules in a pejorative way, Most
Islamist movements despise the word “democracy” for it means the rule
of the people; this attitude is often framed in a traditionalist rationale.
claiming that the term is Greek by origin and does not reflect Muslim
authenticity. This contempt for people and democracy takes another
form when the word “shiiral” is offered as an alternative to the word
“democracy”; then the discussion will be confined to whether or not
shiirah is obligatory to the ruler. In the process, people forget that the
starting point of shirah is the ruler, whereas that of democracy is the
people. They further forget that if the principle of shiirah is applied 1n
such a way that it is compatible with the conditions of the age, it will end
up as a form of democracy and will have to follow democratic criteria
and rules if 1t is to overcome the authoritarian framework.

Undoubtedly, the concept of “divine sovereignty” (hakimivat Allah),
introduced by the late Egyptian Islamist, Sayyid Qutb [d. 1966] and
embraced by many other Islamist groups, reflects a basic mistrust of
humanity and of the ability of people to properly manage their own
atfairs. As I argued previously, the principle of “divine sovereignty”
can only exist through human beings, which makes it easy for “divine
sovereignty” to become “human sovereignty.” Also, the principle of
“divine sovereignty,” which claims to contain a heavenly message, is
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far more dangerous than human rule, since the latier 15 subject to error
whereas the former grants the ruler infallibility.

Fourth, if international relations are not based on secularist principles,
it will be quite difficult for the nation to manage its external affairs. If
the principle were religious, then the allegiance of people would tollow
religious and sectarian lines. For example, the allegiance of the Philippine
Muslims would go to Indonesia and the Lebanese Christians to France,
etc. Also, the progress of history and civilization has made the adherents
of the same religion, who are dispersed In different countries, feature
different economic, social, and political characteristics. The substitution
of national allegiance with a religious one will lead to problems within
<ocieties. Therefore, in international relations, states must define their
interests according to their national, not reli gious, interests. Some Muslim
countries take the sides of the Christians in the Turkish—Greek conflict
in Cyprus or the side of India against Muslim Pakistan. It is important
to point out that any ternational alliance established on the basis of
(<]am would translate to an equivalent alliance based on Christianity,
which would lead to international conflict between nations not unlike
the Crusades and the sectarian conflicts of yesteryear.

Those countrics that base their policies on religious and not secular
principles do not apply the same-logic to their foreign policies. In fact,
the moment these countries renounce secularism, they become less
independent and more submissive to foreign influences. It suffices to
compare Sukarno’s ndonesia to Suharto’s Indonesia, Bhutto's Pakistan
to Ziyaul Haq’s Pakistan or democratic Sudan to Numairi’s Sudan. Thus,
secularism becomes a necessity in international relations, whereas the
return to religious bases would cause much harmful disruption 1n the

international arcna.

CONCLUSION

The various problems surrounding the concept of secularism in
contemporary Arab society clearly reflect the decline of Arab thought
in the past two decdides. A feature of this decline is the fact that a large
number of Arab people, including the Islamists, blindly embrace wrong
{dcas without first engaging in much contemplation or thought. This 18
the case with the common Arab understanding of European science and
civilization. For example, some Arab authors equate Western science
and philosophy with matecrialism and thus dismiss the spiritual features
of Western civilization, Others think that Europeans live in a state of
continuous cthical decline, are completely preoccupied with sex and
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lack any sense of morality. Furthermore, some believe that European
legislation is utterly preoccupied with enacting legislation to protect
homoscxuals and prostitution, etc. These myths, which reflect a false
image of contemporary Europe, constitute the only intellectual diet of
millions of people in the Arab and Muslim worlds. It would be impossible
for these myths to be conveyed from one writer to another, one preacher
to another, or one reader to another except in this age of intellectual
decline, characterized by biased missionaries (di'al) and 1gnorant
writers who do not read. If the contemporary Islamist movement were
truly open-minded, enlightened, and desirous of achieving independence
from alien thought, it would expend every effort to correctly understand
its enemies, form a realistic image of them, and plant the seeds of research
and criticism in the minds of its followers instead of drowning them 1n
the darkness of worn-out cliches.

I have tried to dispel the most frequently held myths regarding
secularism in the contemporary Arab world and, most importantly, raise
the reader’s critical consciousness, a consciousness that 1s aimost absent
in the discussions of contemporary Islamists. I hope that the reader
is now in a position to understand secularism in its current historical
phase in Arab societies. Secularism is not a “comprehensive” project
or ideology in the fullest sense of that word. and neither is it a political
program adaptable to a political party or to a reform movement. In our
current state, secularism is an attempt to thwart a dark current of thought
which is sweeping through our countries, aided by powerful internal and
external forces. In a wide framework, secularism contains a variety of
ideological and political positions. It can include conservative, leftist,
liberal, Marxist, and even religious secularists. In that sense, secularism
does not show us the path we should follow; however, it clearly points
out the path to be avoided.

Contrary to the claims of its critics, secularism is not the product
of a particular society in a specific phase of its evolution, but 1s a
necessary requirement for any society threatened by the oppression of
tyrannical and authoritarian modes of thinking, in which millions of
people are subjected to a systematic campaign to rob them of their
ability to question, criticize, and think about the future. The Middle Ages
threaten us at the foundation of contemporary life, and the danger of
the medieval mentality is not confined to Europe in the first millennium
of its Christian history, If the Islamists permit themselves to extract the
notion “Jahiliyyalr” from its pre-Islamic historical context and consider it
applicable to any contemporary society that does not apply divine law, we
can also permit ourselves, according to this logic, to extract the concepts
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of “the Middle Ages” and “secularism” from their European historical I

contexts and apply them to any society passing through similar social Ltl

and political conditions as those of Europe in the medieval period. 5\ ;
Tn the above sense, secularism is a civilizational requirement. When \

we ponder present conditions in the Muslim world, how it is submerged ’!i
- the darkness of extremism, anger, and narrow-mindedness, and hear i
about bloody demonstrations against a vulgar author (Salman Rushdie) E
who intended with his foolish work to betray the dominant narrow- o

mindedness in the Muslim world, or when we hear threats against a man t!‘-'
of letters (Najib Mahfuz), the first Muslim since Tagore to receive the fi
Nobel Prize for literature, we then realize that the contemporary Mushim ﬂ
world still displays the backwardness of the Middle Ages, and that the 3
need for secularism and enlightenment is as urgent in our present context fl\

as it was in Europe during its exit from the medieval period. ;

NOTE

1. In a meeting with Indian leader Nehru in 1954, Egyptian politician Nahhas Pasha
hoped that the newly-declared Egyptian Republic would be secular in orientation. It
was well known that Nahhias Pasha was the most religious of Egyptian politicians.
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5
Petro-Islam

When Islam appeared fourteen hundred years ago, its birthplace, the
Arabian Peninsula, was in dire poverty and the land of the Prophets was
barren and dry. As told by the sacred texts, the Prophets spent a great
deal of their lives struggling with the basic survival issues of finding
food, drink, shelter, and grazing for their animals. When the father of
the Prophets, Abraham, said, O our Lord! I have made some of my
offspring to dwell in a valley without cultivation,”! this reflected the
sttuation in which the Prophets found themselves and functioned in
order to fulfill their mission.

As one of the pillars of Islam, the main objective of pilgrimage was
to improve and strengthen religious feeling by establishing bridges
among the different generations of Muslims and connecting them to
the spiritual milieu that witnessed the rise of their doctrine. Pilgrimage
further underscored the connection among Muslims by providing them
one center, which 1s the Ka‘bah in Mecca. However, it is undoubtedly
clear that economic factors played a leading role in the formation of the
Istamic doctrine itself: the most important objective of the pilgrimage
was to alleviate the poverty of the inhabitants of this barren desert and
enable them to break out of their seclusion when their territory annually
became the meeting place of Muslims from all over the world.

It 1s taken for granted that poverty was the most powerful incentive
leading to the emigration of Arabs from the Arabian Peninsula. who
carried with them nomadic, austere, and tough values. With the fervor
of their new religious message, Arabs were able to stand up to and
defeat the most ancient and tyrannical empires. They were thus able
to establish a strong and overextended state and build a young and
blooming civilization in a surprisingly short time.

However, this formula, based on rigidity, austerity, and poverty in
the birthplace of Islam, completely changed in the twentieth century.
This change is credited to an accident of nature: the birthplace of Islam
suddenly became the home of the greatest of treasures deposited in
the recesses of the barren land itself. This accident of nature has led to
civilizational paradox (mufaragah hadariyyah): from the land which gave
rise to the religions of the poor burst forth gold, in the form of oil, from the
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- side of the earth like an unstoppable torrential rain. This civilizational
paradox has radically changed many factors in the world.

The oil of the Middle East did not appear in agricultural societies like
Egypt, that had been centralized for thousands of years; nor did it appear
in dynamic, active, and mercantile societies such as those in Syria and
Lebanon. Oil appeared instead in the lands of tribal societies strongly
dominated by inherited traditions, including Islam itself. That 1S tO say,
oil appeared in those regions where conservative or traditional Islam
exerts the most influence.

In this scenario, one of two things could happen: either that oil wealth
could be used in the service of Islam, or Islam could be used in the service
of oil wealth. The contemporary reality proves the indisputable fact that
the latter probability has matenalized. Instead of preserving Islamic
purity and using the immense wealth accrued from oil to strengthen its
pillars, disseminate it, and realize a complete renaissance throughout
the huge Muslim world, contemporary Arab history has followed the
opposite direction.

A specific type of Islam has been gathering momentum of late, and
appropriately labeled “Petro-Islam.” Its first and foremost objective has
been to protect oil wealth, or, more appropriately, the type of social
relations underlying those tribal societies that possess the lion’s share
of this wealth. It is common knowledge that the principle of “the few
dominating the largest portion of this wealth” permeates the social
structure of the Gulf region.

Certainly, wise planning and distribution of this immense Arab oil
wealth would benefit not just the local petroleum-based societies, but
the larger Arab and Muslim worlds as well. However, that wealth has
not been used to resolve the main problems of these societies (such as
social and economic inequality) and has remained, more often than not,
in the hands of the few at the expense of the majority and in the hands -
of the present generation at the expense of future ones. e

To preserve this unjust state of affairs, it has been quite simple to
exploit the religious feeling of the masses in order to spread a form
of Islam previously unknown 1n the history of the Muslim people: the
Islam of the veiled woman and bearded man, of the interruption of "
work for prayer time and the ban on women drivers. In this type of .
Islam. the struggle focuses on preventing social interaction between
men and women: sexual taboos and fears play major roles, having been 1
exaggerated beyond their importance in real life. The fulfillment of ;

o
religious rites becomes an objective itself, without eiving credence (o

the implied social, ethical, and behavioral contents of such performance. !
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In essence, this “Petro-Islam™ drives a wedge between religion and active
human life or between the realm of belief and that of the problems of
the individual and society.

Has the appearance of this type of Islam in the land of petroleum and
i1ts spread to the rest of the Arab world been a mere accident? Is it a form
of intellectual retardation or are there other hidden and more permanent
factors we have to account for its spread? What exactly has been the
role of petroleum in its appearance?

As we well know, petroleum production has two sides. On one side
are the oil-producing countries. Although “oil-producing countries™ is a
common expression, it does not reflect reality, since most of the so-called
oil-producing countries do not produce oil themselves but have foreign
companies produce oil for them. On the other side are the oil-consuming
countries. It is in the interest of both sides to encourage the appearance
of “Petro-Islam.™ In those countries where 0il is produced. the dominant
regimes prefer to reduce Islam to mere formalities so that the problems of
poverty, unequal distribution of wealth, dominance of the consumption
mode of economy, and the loss of the last opportunity to completely
revive the oil societies will disappear from people’s thinking.

The o1l-consuming countries are confident that the flow of this precious
commodity will remain safe as long as the minds of the people in the
oil countries are occupied by formalities and the texts of the ancient
exegetes, interpreters, and jurists. A country like the United States
dreams of no better condition than the one prevalent in oil-producing
countries, where the new generations are in constant fear of the grave
and 1ts severe punishment, especially of those who keep raising critical
questions, or dare to rebel against the prevailing conditions and values.
Would the West, including Israel, dream of a better condition than the
one in which the most dynamic and active Islamist movements proclaim
that the question of Jerusalem and the problem with Israel must be
postponed until the establishment of the Islamic political system? Can
both producers and consumers of oil dream of a better condition in which
those Islamist movements that dominate the young generations have
never uttered a critical word against the unequal distribution of wealth
and the madness of consumption in their countries?

The connection between this “Petro-Islam”™ and the interests of the
oil-consuming countries is indisputably stark, especially when we realize
that the avarice of the Muslim oil societies to obtain the commodities
of the industrial countries increases day by day.

Thus, the threads of the conspiracy become clear: “Petro-Islam”
distracts the minds of its adherents from the external and internal
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problems of Muslim societies while at the same time deflecting them
from posing any threat whatsoever to the oil interests of the big capitalist
states. This brand of Islam invites people to be ascetic in this life and to
be mindful of their fate after death without impacting their consuming,
proclivities, which can sometimes become low. This “Petro-Islam” sees
no conflict between its encouragements to spread at all levels the rites
of Islam and its privileged possession of oil wealth. In brief, this Islam
is placed at the service of the oil interests of the ruling elite and their
exploitative foreign supporters.

In opposition to the above-described brand of Islam, we can imagine
another one that shoulders the responsibility of using oil wealth in order
to realize the lofty principles expressed by religious doctrines such
as justice, equality, and cooperation. This form of Islam does indeed
challenge contemporary Muslim minds and imaginations. Muslims face
a new situation they have not met before, namely a situation where
doctrine and wealth are intertwined. Therefore, the real challenge facing
Muslims is how to make use of wealth in order to preserve the purity
of their doctrine and bring about radical improvement in the welfare ot
the people.

However, that this challenge would be met is a mere dream. Reality
testifies that the biggest hurdles facing a real renaissance of the people
are those who own the most important wealth in the contemporary
world, which is “Petro-Islam.” Whenever we hear the preachers and
callers (dit‘@s) warn us, almost daily, of the Christian/Western conspiracy
against Islam, we must say to them that the closest thing to the West’s
heart, a West that is oppressive and exploitative before it is Christian, 1s
to make sure that “Petro-Islam”™ becomes the most dominant doctrine in
the whole contemporary Muslim world. The most obnoxious occurence
in the eyes of this West would be for the Muslim world to rebel against
“Petro-Islam” and make use of this huge wealth to elevate Muslim lives

as well as realize the purity of Islamic doctrine.

NOTE

. Qur'an, 14: 37. £




6
The Contemporary World

According to Shaykh Sha‘rawt

This chapter swims against the current. The current about which I spea:

Is both deep and erosive: it washes away all boundaries and dams in its

way. This 1s the religious current. which since the 1970s has evolved

to exert huge power in social and cultural milieus. and legislative

councils. as well as in the world of economy and finance. | have chosen

to swim agamst not just the worldview of this current, but also against

Its strongest, most popular, and widespread representative: Shavkh

Muhammad Mutawallt Sha'rawt [d. 1998]. A number of readers may

remember what happened to prominent thinker and philosopher Zaki

Najib Mahmad [d. 1989] and the famous man of letters. Yasuf Idris

[d. 1991]. when both turned their critical attention to him. albeit in the

most polite of ways. These tvwo men were severely attacked by the mass

of people who make up the Shavkh’s disciples and admirers. and both

have suffered in the most degrading fashion. This has been the case

since Shaykh Sha'rawT became the Imam of the age: the word ~“awed”

does not accurately convey the relationship between the masses and the

Shaykh. In spite of the fact that Istam does not recognize saintlv monks.

I'would say that the masses consider the Shaykh to be in this category.

Shaykh Sha’raw1 spent a great deal of his life humbly teaching with

an influence that did not go beyond the circle of his closest disciples.

He spent most of his teaching career in both Egypt and Saudi Arabia.

In the 1970s. when the Egyptian president Anwar al-Sadat defeated his

'a political enemies and took hold of power. the Shaykh returned to Ezypt.

| Sadat began to lay the groundwork for a dramatic shift in policy. which

| was predicated on many factors. However. two imponant factors stand

| out: first was Egypt’s rapprochement with the wealthy oil countries

and second was the reconstruction of the Islamist movements that had

been severely oppressed under the Nasser regime. Sadat intended to

! use these movements as pillars of support for his new policies and as a

counterweight to democratic, leftist, and progressive trends. on the one
hand. and the Nasserite irend. on the other.

Atthis crucial moment in history. Shaykh Sha'rawT returned to Egypt:

his star began to shine the moment he set foot on Egvptian soil. The
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astute television personality Ahmad Faraj, who specialized in both liberal
artistic programs and serene religious broadcasting and who held a
prominent position in the Council of the Arab Broadcasting Corporations
- Saudi Arabia in the 1980s, hosted the Shaykh in his program Light
Upon Light. This program featured a number of artists who later became
prominent ministers and others holding prominent jobs.

After being hosted by this program, Shaykh Sha‘rawi’s fame shot
through the skies like a rocket. It is true that the objective political and
social conditions we have already clarified helped a great deal to propel
him in a specific period 1n the contemporary history of Egypt and the
Arab world. but the Shaykh’s charismatic personality ensured that his
television program became the most tamous in the Arab world 1n a short
period of time. The Shaykh possesses an attractive personality and an
enormous dynamism that accompanies his words and, more importantly,
his knowledge of traditional Islamic sciences such as Qur’anic exegesis,
Hadith, and jurisprudence. He is also distinguished by sharp intelligence
and deep intuition.

Shaykh Sha‘rawi’s sermons have been printed and videotaped and
have sold tens of thousands of copies throughout the Arab world. A
huge mass of people flock to the places where he preaches in order to

listen to his attractive sermons. Because of this, it has been difficult for 7,
the Shaykh to resist the temptation of dealing with subjects in which he
has no expertise and this is exactly what he began to do after his fame ;" j
skyrocketed. More often than not, the Shaykh confines himself not just ot
to being an exegete and attractive orator, but takes on the authority of i‘g
astronomer, ethicist, politician, and economist. It becomes the right if }l

not the obligation of any sound person to challenge the Shaykh on a
deep level when he ventures beyond his field of expertise by dealing
with controversial issues about which he has no knowledge.

I will just give a number of examples taken from his television
programs broadcast during the month of Ramadan. In one of these
discussions, the Shaykh offers his thoughts on woman's morality and the Y
type of dress she must wear. He proposes that the woman must be veiled B
so that men do not suspect the legitimacy of her children. In essence, the .
Shaykh decrees that the covered or veiled woman is the only kind who .
gives birth to legitimate children, and if the woman does not conform to -
this, suspicion will hang over the legitimacy of her children. :

When Shaykh Sha‘rawt offers such unfounded ethical theories, it 1
.« difficult not to feel both pain and sadness. In this type of thinking,
what is implicit i1s that women are a Source of evil and a deviation |
from what is right, a situation that can only be corrected 1f women are ;
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hidden from the public. According to this thinking, if a woman remains
unveiled, her inherent evil and her straying from the right path would
lead her to cohabit with men other than her husband. Thus, woman is
totally reduced to body and sexuality. This view overlooks the working
and educated woman who works hard alongside men without letting
her sexuality interfere with her work. The Shaykh's image of women
appears to be a call to preserve women's safety and purity. However, in
reality, this view reduces woman to the sphere of man’s sexual desire.
The natural extension of this view from proponents of contemporary
[slamist movements prohibits men and women shaking hands, as
though this gesture is not simply a social behavior whose function is to
facilitate human and social interaction. Such a prohibition is definitely
contemptible to human nature and this view of human beings is both
bestial and barbaric.

One notices that in the field of sciences, Shaykh Sha‘rawi expresses
his opinions freely. I will cite only one example, which centers on his
personal explanation of the Qur’anic verses dealing with the cosmos.
The Shaykh gave a detailed explanation of his conception of the cosmos
in which he determined the connection between the first heaven with the
second, the third, etc., and the kind of people who inhabit the different
heavens. The Shaykh was addressing a subject matter that the science
of cosmology thoroughly covered a long time ago. However, he persists
in offering his viewers a medieval view of this science.

What 1s important about these discussions is the Shaykh’s insistence
on belittling human reason and science and his infatuation with the
perspective that scientific theories are both weak and trivial. This tragi-
comic situation reaches its apogee when the Shaykh says with utter
certainty, while his audience applauds him, that the sciences of technology
and cosmology are worthless and that the invention of Kleenex tissue
paper or the match is much more useful than the invention of a rocket
1 that reaches the moon.

, One cannot avoid raising the question: who benefits from such a
| discussion in a country that is struggling to catch up in the domains of
science and technology and to take a leading position in a world that is
._ governed daily by scientific knowledge? What can the impact of this
'} discussion be on the youth, many of whom live in families infatuated with
:‘ the Shaykh and who blindly accept whatever he says without criticism?
Doesn’t the Shaykh realize that our future is linked to science? That
we must explore alternative sources of energy before oil runs out and
invent new methods of producing food so that we can be self-sufficient
and protect our children from starvation, as well as discover affordable
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economic methods in order to facilitate constructing homes, highways,
and cities?

Accusing human reason of deficiency has been one of the most
distinguishing characteristics of contemporary Islamist movements.
Clearly, a great number of preachers believe that divine revelation can
only take its proper place in the human psyche at the expense of human
reason: they downplay reason so that people start to believe in revelation.
To my mind, this is one of the worst methods of preaching, especially in
this age when no creature of sound mind should deny the achievements
of science and human reason. Hasn’t the Shaykh achieved fame due to
scientific achievement, namely, print technology and the mass media?
Undoubtedly, human reason 1s far from omniscient and some of 1ts
discoveries are self-contradictory or proven to be wrong. However, the
areatness of human reason resides in the fact that it always strives, n
spite of its weaknesses, to go beyond 1ts limitations. Undoubtedly, it has
oreatly succeeded in this endeavor: in less than one century, it enabled
us to leap from the age of horse power to that of rockets, and from the
communication technology of carrier pigeons to that of the media. It 1s
true that human reason is still limited and that as of yet no solution has
been found to such phenomena as cancer; however, it continues to strive
and after a while it usually succeeds in finding solutions. Therefore,
who is the beneficiary of such unsound criticism of science and reason
and the derision directed at the great contributions of human reason,
contributions we must learn from in order to improve ourselves?

However, as we have read recently, the most significant venture of
the Shaykh has been into the domain of politics. On June 12, 1984, the
Kuwaiti daily al-Watan published a major article by the Shaykh entitled
“Islam Challenges Both Communism and Capitalism.” When I read
the title of this article, I was elated: finally the Shaykh was tackling x
the domains of politics and economics! Whenever he was asked in the o i
past about politics, the Shaykh refused to answer. I remember that an R
editor of one of the Egyptian weeklies asked him about his opinion on
the Camp David Agreement, signed between Israel and Egypt in 1979.

His response was that he did not delve nto politics. It is my opinion e
that refusing to deal with political 1ssues, which in the end center on the .
organization and planning of people’s lives, contradicts the Shaykh's \

- ——— - A
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mission and that of most contemporary Islamist movements that nsist
that “Islam is both religion and life” and that Islam does not recognize
the state—religion separation. It seems that politics and religion can be
separated in the mind of this great Islamic figure when he finds the
questions raised embarrassing.
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I'read the Shaykh’s article very carefully and discovered many
surprising things, which I would like to share with the reader. I think
that these reflect the real objectives of this great Islamic preacher, The
first halt of the article discusses the difference between the Persians
and the Byzantines during the Prophet’s age. At the time. the Persians
were polytheists whereas the Byzantines were monotheists, although
their doctrine was Christian. Consequently, the Byzantines were closer
to the heart of the Prophet and his companions; when the Byzantines
were defeated by the Persians [in 614]. the Prophet and his companions
felt great sadness. The reason for this was that the enmity between the
people of Islam and the Persian polytheist was insurmountable. But
when the Byzantines defeated the Persians at the same time [c. 0628]
that the Muslims defeated the polytheists in the battle of Badr. “thc
victory of the People of the Book over the polytheists was a source
of immense happiness to the [Muslim] belicvers.” In his article, the
Shaykh purports to speak about our contemporary situation by making
connections between our age and that of the Prophet and by dealing with
the Islamic position on both communism and capitalism by referring
to the Persians and Byzantines. The Persian polytheists symbolize the
communist camp and the Byzantines, the People of the Book, symbolize
the capitalist camp, or, to be more specifiic, the United States.

In order to prove to the reader that this is not an unfair assessment of
the Shayhk’s words, let us ponder the proof:

1) The first proof is in the title of the article. It is indeed unreasonable
to devote half the article to the challenge of Muslims to Persian and
Byzantines while the subject matter of the article is the challenge
confronting Islam with respect to both capitalism and communism.
There must be a strong connection between the two.

2) But the strongest proof is Shaykh Sha‘rawi’s assertion, before he
begins his discussion of the Persians and Byzantines, that “Islam
was born in a world similar to the one in which we live nowadays.
There was a camp that did not believe in God, but in materialism.
and another camp were believers in the rapprochement between
heaven and earth, and Islam faced each camp according to what it
deserved. It faced atheism and declared mighty war against it and

| faced the camp of those believers in God and embraced them with

g openness, peace, and security.” Therefore, the matter is crystal clear

| in the comparison. Islam came to a world in which two camps were

struggling, and the reader should note his use of the term “camp,”
which denotes the two camps dominating the contemporary world.

-- . — - —E——
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By speaking about the Persians and Byzantines, the Shaykh intends .
to direct us to the proper attitude we must take with respect to the
capitalist and communist camps. ‘
3) Further. the Shaykh repeatedly emphasized in a2 manner that caught
one’s attention that Islam’s enmity toward the atheist Persian camp
(that is to say, the Soviet camp today) was stronger than 1its enmity
toward the Byzantine camp. the People of the Book (that is to say, :
modern-day Americans). He says afterward. *"We must respond to the |
atheist current in our midst that claims that communism is capable
of organizing human life whereas Islam 1s incapable of doing so.”
He directly links ancient history to current conditions at the end of |
his talk, as he does at the beginning. |

Therefore, the Shaykh’s real objective emerges when he alludes to
the Persians and Byzantines. The message he wants to dehiver to his
millions of listeners and adherents throughout the Arab world is this:
your relationship to the Soviets should be open enmity and you should
vigorously fight them. As for your relationship to the Americans, the
~confrontation” should be milder than with the former since they belong
to the camp of believers and People of the Book. In any conflict between
the Soviets and the Americans in which the former have the upper hand.
Muslims should weep as the Prophet and the believers did when the
Persians defeated the Byzantines. If the opposite happens. Muslims |
should feel joy and happiness.
This noble Shaykh invites us to determine our relationship o the | L
world’s superpowers on the basis of religious doctrine alone. As long |
as the communists are atheistic. we must show constant enmity, and as \
?

;

long as the capitalists of the Western camp are believers, our enmity
toward them should be mild. Thus, international conflicts are reduced to

a mere comparison between religious doctrines, with the Shaykh tailing

to pay attention to the policies of this or that camp. So the leader of the
capitalist camp (that is. the United States). which provides Israel with
weapons that kill our children, set our homes on fire. and expropriate

our land. must remain closer to our hearts than the Soviets who. as a |
matter of principle. support us in all international organizations, have L
no diplomatic relations with Israel. and try to block Israel’s initiatives
whenever they are able. They supplied us with weapons which enabled

4s to launch our most successful war against Israel, the conflict of 1973.

The Shaykh ignores the fact that questions of belief and atheism do

not determine international relations at all. and that the call to elevate
enmity toward the Soviets and reduce that toward the Americans must
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be looked upon with utter suspicion at this critical juncture in the history
of the contemporary Arab world. These calls exploit ancient religious
traditions mn a way that belittles people’s thinking anc are unpatriotic.,
to say the least.

I would like to go a bit further by saying that anyone who invites us
to reduce our enmity toward the capitalist camp on the premise that it is
the camp of believers and to taunch a crusade against the socialist camp
consciously serves, and not naively, the interests of the West. The Shaykh
knows with certainty that imperialism, from which we have suffered
terribly for a long time, hailed from the West, and that Isracl would not
have been established and continued to persevere into the latter part of
this century had it not been for the direct support it received from the
West, especially from the United States. He also knows that the socialist
camp, after committing the mistake of recognizing Isracl before its main
traits were revealed (that is when Israel began to function as a base of
influence for American neo-imperialism), made amends by giving moral
and material support to the Arab world against its enemies. Of course.
the socialist camp does not act for the sake of the Arab world alone. but
simply aims to weaken the capitalist camp all over the world. In this
situation, our interests are the same as those of the Soviets, despite our
doctrinal differences.

Therefore, does the noble Shyakh have the right to invite his millions
of listeners throughout the Arab world to look with favor at the capitalist
camp because it is similar to that of the Byzantines? Granted. the
communist camp interfered in Afghanistan and this is an unpardonable
sin. However, does the Shaykh know how many “Afghanistans” the
capitalist West itself has instigated? Has he heard about the millions
massacred at the hands of Western imperialists, those descendants
of the Byzantines and the People of the Book, in such countries as

| Congo, Angola, Kenya, and Mozambique? Or does he support these
| massacres 1n the same way they were supported by the Christian
clergymen who accompanied the imperialist troops and justified their
i crimes on the premise of converting these atheist nations to Christianity
and including them in the People of the Book? Is it enough to say that
Carter’s or Reagan’s Sunday church attendance justifies the assertion
that our relationship to Americans should be like that of the Muslims
and the Byzantines meanwhile overlooking deadly US interference in
such regions as Latin America, the Middle East, Asia and Africa? Are
}' religions, sent down to poor prophets for the sake of poor believers,
1 empty rituals when perfomed by rulers, even as the teachings of these
, religions are contradicted by the rulers real actions? Is interest-based
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banking capitalism’s main fault, as our noble Shaykh seems to intimate? ‘;
Does he not realize that usury supports capitalism, which dominates and ;
exploits poor nations, expropriating their natural resources and planting L{ i
the seeds of constant political unrest’’ ,

I cannot forget what I once saw in Mexico, a country well endowed ;
with oil resources: a mother carrying her child, cleaning with her teeth E
watermelon rinds from the garbage in order to feed her child. What <
religion accepts what the strong American neighbor and its giant central |
secret services do to people in the wretched nations of Mexico, Chile,
Argentina, and Grenada? What do the “killing squads” do in El Salvador? :i
What religion accepts the burning of crops and the long-term destruction .l'? |
of fertile land with biological weapons in Vietnam? We do not claim
that the Soviet camp is made up of angels; they have many faults as
well. However, the Shaykh has targeted one camp at the expense of
the other and has forgotten that we live 1n a country that fights for just
causes, and that this conditions us to go beyond the perspective of seeing
matters as the People of the Book against the atheists in terms of our
international relations. | "}

The Shaykh also gets bogged down in a jong discussion that has no 1
other objective than to justify capitalism. To quote the Shaykh,

P A ¥

e

[slam did not violate wealth, since if it did, the laborer would not excel
in performing his job, and people would have lost their ambition and
sense of elevation in life. We must not envy the owner of a building
that accrues wealth. The owner of such a building did not exploxt
anyone since he spent a great amount of money for the sake of the
poorest classes. He gave salaries to the digger of the foundation and
builder of the building. That is to say that the building acquired its final
shape only after its price became food that filled the stomachs of the
poorest laborers and clothes that covered the bodies of the workers.
Society has benefited from the wealthy. Regardless of whether or not
he accepts it, the person who builds for himself (that is the beneficiary)
ultimately benefits others. ‘
¢ [
What catches the eye here is the resemblance of arguments between L
supporters of the Shaykh and those who preach capitalism: that the :
spender of money (that 1s, the capitalist) 1s the one who moves people ;
to work and enables them to make money. What is really strange is the !
idea that employment is a gain that society earns from the rich. To my ;
mind, the problem is not in the rich paying the workers, especially if the
rich cannot do the job themselves, but the problem is how much money
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the workers should be paid! Does the amount received correspond to the
effort invested by the workers, or are they being exploited? What is the
relationship between the owner of the building and the renters? What is
the rule of Islam with regard to the raising of rents, sometimes doubling
them every five years? The Shaykh appears to be a true defender of the
spirit of capitalism, applying such ornate terms to it as “permissible
wealth.” He certainly knows that the most difficult situation is to
establish the limits of what is permissible in the domains of commerce
and business.

We reach the peak of our surprise when we hear the Shaykh comment
on the following Qur’anic verse: *And We raise some of them above
others in ranks.”! The plumber. according to his explanation. is equal
to the government minister as long as the latter is in need of the former:
In some instances the poor become much more elevated than the rich:
"It we scrutinize the domains of the life of the wealthy and those of the
poor, we find out that the poor are more elevated than the wealthy in
the realms of ethics, knowledge, and wealth.” Thus, the Shaykh returns
once more to the following philosophy: “How sweet is the life of the
peasant. who has a self-contented heart and who embraces the earth
with joy while being covered by a blue tent.” In general. according to
this philosophy. the poor are elevated while the “wretched” rich own
only money.

Thus, the Shaykh delves into the domains of sociology, economics.
and politics and takes a stand in all of these against the interests of the
poor. the interests of nations and the noble cause of his land. He has
done all this in the name of Islam. Therefore. we are not surprised that
the Shaykh, in his long life. never criticized the inadequate manner in
which the Shart"ah has been implemented in Pakistan or the Sudan. We
are not told that he had raised funds from wealthy Arabs. whose lavish
spending is rejected by Islam, for Muslims who die in the thousands in
such countries as Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nigeria, and Somalia. All we
know about the Shaykh is that the wealthy host him every year and he
has nothing but praise for them.

However, the most important issue that the Shaykh raises in his writin as
is that of the general culture of religious leaders in the Muslim world. Let
me begin by giving an example. The only theoretical argument behind

the Shaykh’s understanding of communism in the above-mentioned
article is the following:

The philosophers of communism have postulated that the theory of
communism 1s based on a thesis and antithesis. And the explanation
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of that is that the owners of wealth [capitalists] have oppressed and L

exploited the workers and taken away their resources. The antithesis v
of this situation is that the workers are placed in charge, which would tt /|
lead to the humbling of the capitalists. In this case, oppression would b
be shifted from one group to another. The Communist Party is the one *I.
that defends this theory and its antithesis and is in full control. {

So the Shaykh strives to prove his cultural knowledge by advancing
his own understanding of the Marxist dialectic. However, when he
discusses the Communist Party by saying that 1t combines this call
and its antithesis, he seems to be saying that the party combines the
oppression and exploitation of the workers on the one hand and the
return of authority and humbling of the capitalists on the other. This
reveals terrible intellectual confusion. As for shifting the exploitation
from one group to another, Marxist proponents in fact argue that there 1s
no comparison between the exploited millions of workers and peasants
who find solace in religion, and the exploitative few who control the
people’s sources of income and who have traditionally been attacked
by the religious.

No one should criticize Shaykh Sha‘rawi’s or any other preacher’s
right to attack Marxism, communism, and even socialism. However, 1t
behoves one to be well acquaintéd with the enemy’s language before
attacking. As a matter of fact, understanding the enemy well can be most
effective in disproving his arguments. The Shaykh has the right to hate
communism: however, he needs a thorough understanding of Marxist
literature so that he does not attack it in 1gnorance, which, in the final
analysis, ends up helping communism 1tself.

Does the Shaykh know, for example, that one of the best sources
on Marxism was authored by a French clergyman who was bitterly
opposed to 1192 Both Christian and Jewish clergy in the West are ploneer
‘ntellectuals in their countries, and some have become internationally
recognized philosophers and thinkers (for example, Martin Buber, a Jew, |
and Richard Neibuhr and Paul Tillich. both Christians). They are not just o
pioneering religious,intellectuals but also central to intellectual activity o
internationally. Undoubtedly, the Shaykh’s knowledge of Islamic culture e
is extensive: however, if he decides to shoulder the task of attacking o
Western intellectual systems, he must at least comprehend these systems
so that his criticism will be well founded.

¥
Unfortunately, when attacking Western culture so vehemently. our E
1

t

I[slamic preachers resort to certain clichés. reach foregone conclusions,
and talk unscientifically. The youth, who put their trust in those
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preachers, memorize and reiterate their preacher’s words on every
occasion and imagine that they have a real grasp of the subject matter
at hand. That 1s why we hear immaturely conceived judgments, for
example, about the theory of evolution in which a number of authors
clamm that Darwin was Jewish, although he was a devout Christian,
and that the trio of Darwin, Freud, and Marx are at the bottom of
an international Jewish conspiracy that tirclessly works to spread
atheism and promiscuity in the world. With great confidence but little
understanding, these preachers reduce these monumental theories, which
have shaken the entire world, to a statement or two. Do criticize these
theories as you wish, dear sirs, as they have indeed been subject to much
criticism from different quarters. However, your criticism must be based
on sound understanding, knowledge. and depth, and not on ignorance,
superficiality, and insubstantialities.

But how can knowledge attain a high status under an oppressive
system that allows such religious messages to be disseminated in our
wretched age? Ponder, for a moment, the fashion in which the Shaykh
delivers his ideas! It is a one-way message. He speaks while his audience
listens 1n utter silence, and if they respond it is only with praise and
awe. Why don’t these talks take the shape of dialogue and discussion,
criticism and response? Why don’t both the Shaykh’s supporters and
opponents debate him and have him respond to their questions? If the
Shaykh were to engage his audience, he would only do so by raisin g brief
questions and expecting the audience to nod and applaud. If he were to
talk about the Sacred Book of the Muslims, he would say, “What Book?”
to which the audience would respond, “This is the Book of the Muslims.”
This style of lecturing degrades people and brainwashes them, since the
speaker demands the audience repeat his words as children do. Instead
of engaging them intellectually, he only asks them to repeat his words
ensuring that his net of control is spread both wide and deep—they have
nothing to say to him except “Amen.” If someone were even to try to
make critical comments, that person would not have much opportunity
since the Shaykh fires off his words and statements so quickly that people
have no chance to think or respond.

Profound ignorance, so widespread among the supporters of
contemporary Istamist movements, can cause irreparable damage.
Worse yet, the proponents of these movements mistake this 1gnorance
for boundless knowledge with which to respond to all questions and
dilute all suspicions. This ignorance appears in the lack of general
education, the failure to understand those systems of thought Islamists
oppose, and the handing-down of memorized statements and clichés
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from one generation to another and one level of education to another I
until they become undisputable facts. Only by following a different t-_I
method can the Islamist movement break away from the prison of this i(; ,
ignorance, when preaching ceases to be a one-way process and becomes '
a process of critical dialogue based on enlightened thinking, knowledge,
and education. i‘-
We must give careful consideration to the thought processes of these Iy
preachers, so highly regarded by their followers, who issue rulings In 5
A1l sorts of domains. We must be wary of following their honey-laced
words since great damage can come from such ideas, especially if we
are to believe Shaykh Sha‘rawi’s recommendation {0 perceive the two
contemporary competing international camps in the same way that the
Prophet and his companions perceived the Persians and Byzantines.

NOTES

1. Qur’an: 43: 32.
2. Michel Henry, Marx (Pans: Gallimard, 1976).
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In Debate with Hassan Hanafi
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The Future of Islamic
Fundamentalism: A Critical Study in
Light of Hassan Hanaf1’s Approach

A common mode of thinking, one to which many of our contemporary
generation subscribe, is to underestimate the past experiences of
the {Egyptian} people in order to defend a new experience currently
being propagated. During the time of the July 23 Revolution [1952],
intellectuals who offered their services to defend the regime, or those
who wholeheartedly supported its orientation, kept repeating a statement
that came to be accepted by the people as an uncontested premise: that
the Egyptian Liberal Party had failed, that the [Egyptian] Left does not
represent Egypt since its ideas were inspired from “outside”, and that
the Right purported to continue its exploitation by keeping the masses
In a state of ignorance. What remains therefore is the thought that the
Revolution (regardless of whether it takes the form of liberation, national
unity, or socialist endeavor) is the only viable and acceptable formula.
In the ten years of the “correction™ (tashi), new modifications were
introduced to this formula; however, its general framework, seeking
to destroy previous experiences for the sake of one viable perspective,
was still valid. This style of thinking became so dominant that even
opponents of the regime found it necessary to raze the framework
previous experiences to the ground so that the only construction
remaining standing would be theirs. That is to say, these opponents
embraced the doctrine of the “only truth,” which did not accept pluralism
or change and which erased other ideas and positions it considered false
and slanderous.

It1s against the above orientation that Dr Hassan HanafT, a prominent
professor of Arabic and Islamic philosophy at Cairo University, begins a
long series of articles on the contemporary Islamist movement, based on a
complete year of research (as the publishers say), discussing investigation
proceedings with members of the Jihad Movement, who were accused
of assassinating the former president of Egypt, Anwar al-Sadat. Hanafi's
starting point is the criticism leveled at past liberal experiences, repeating
the same arguments embraced by the propagandist authors of the July
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23 Revolution, and without attempting in a scientific or logical way to
test the accuracy of these arguments. He also leveled similar criticisms
at leftists. secularists, and liberals in order to prove that the trend, In
which he believes and which he calls “Islamic fundamentalism,” s the
only one capable of offering a viable solution.

Undoubtedly, it is possible to imagine another starting point in
assessing previous political experiences, especially from the beginning of
modern Egyptian history, by seeing them as currents that in various ways
fed the stream of popular consciousness. Over the past decades, these
experiences have resulted in multiple influences that have accumulated
and interacted in Egyptian society. A nation’s consciousness cannot be
fashioned by a process of elimination and accusation whose final goal
is to preserve only one current or orientation of thought and practice.
Consciousness consists of varying strata of enriching experiences. We
can therefore offer a vision of history based on “integration” and not
“alimination.” However, it seems that many followers of the school
of thought produced by the July 23 Revolution can only view history
through the lens of “one truth™ and have found it necessary to destroy
everything before erecting their own unique structure. Hassan Hanafi’s
articles did something similar while trying to defend what he calls
“Islamic fundamentalism.”

The danger of such articles’ lies in the general perspective they
present, which dismisses experiences that contributed both positively
and negatively to the formation of a solid popular consciousness over
the modern period of history. This narrow perspective has influenced
a whole generation and is not the sole responsibility of one author. It
was indeed the general milieu, which made the “one and only truth”
an inevitable phenomenon. But the real danger of these articles lies
in the fact that they purport to offer a treatment of the most sensitive
movement in the contemporary Arab world, the most extremist religious
movement, and imagine it to be the future of the Arab world. In addition,
these articles use modern methods of analysis In order to place the
stamp of authenticity, patriotism,: and freedom on this movement. Even
Western scholars, and Americans in particular, give credence to Islamic
fundamentalism by applying the same analytical method as Hanaff's.
As a result. these articles are important because they raise a critical
issue: have all the options in the Arab world failed to the extent that the
only one remaining is the Islamist alternative as presented by extremist
eroups? Is this alternative the only road to salvation?

It is necessary to examine these articles both critically and carefully n
order to uncover their methodological and objective errors, their radical
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and numerous inner contradictions, and their general orientation. which
in our opinton adds intellectual confusion and ambivalence to a subject
that 15 already ambiguous and complex. The taboo surrounding such a
topic makes 1t quite impossible from the beginning to conduct a free
and honest debate.

Despue the fact that the analysis and criticism we embark upon ire not
directed against the author of these articles as much as they are o their
implicit principles and ideas. it is natural to portray the negative aspects
of such articles before beginning a general discussion of the problems
they raise. Thus. the reader can detect two primary objectives behind
our discussion: first, to show the mistakes and contradictions inherent
in these articles. and second. to express our opinion on the sensitive
subjects thev raise.

I must admit at the beginning that because of the mistakes and
contradictions | discovered in these articles. my tone will sometimes
be sharp and biung. I have two primary justifications for such sharp
criticism. The first is linked to the subject matter itself. which includes
HanafT's huge volume of contradictions and erroneous analyses which
we will unravel shortly: the second concerns the general principle
that any ill-guided approach to those issues that concern the future of
whole generations. particularly in a societv that alreadv suffers from
the aggression of exploiters. oppressors. and usurpers. does not tolerate
shight criticism or flattery. We must be mature enough to confront the
person who commits errors. especiallv when he claims to cuide minds.
particularly those of the vouth. in a nation that has long suffered from
conceptual delusion disguised as calls for social reform.

JURISTS AND THE CONTEMPORARY ISLAMIST GROUPS

A good number of contemporary Islamist movements. headed by the
Jihad Movement, unabashedly declare their adoption of the opinions
defended by conservative jurists. especially Ibn Tavmiyyah and [bn
Hazm [of the medieval period]: the subject of jurists occupies much
space in Hanafi's articles, especially as he considers himself a modern-
day extension of the legacy of the jurists. However. it is difficult for one
to discover. on the basis of these articles. a specific position adopted
by the author on the jurists or a clear-cut opinion on the influence these
Jurists have exerted on contemporary Islamist movements.

The author discusses the antagonistic position jurists took toward
traditional Islamic sciences such as religion. junisprudence, wisdom. and
mystcism. In Hanafi's assessment, this antagonism was a form of
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.. defense of Islamic doctrine against innovation. The jurists upheld
the idea of authenticity as opposed to relativism, and the raw or pure
text rather than various rationalizations and interpretations. They
served as guardians of the original doctrine deflecting the attempts
of those who would modernize it in a manner that would erase its
uniqueness, origin, and effectiveness. Consequently, the jurists,
in spite of being characterized as rigid, extremist, and narrow 1n
horizon, do reflect Islamic authenticity, and this is the reason why

contemporary Islamist movements have attached themselves to this
old juristic tradition.

The author goes on to say that proponents of Islamist movements, which
are influenced by this tradition,

_shoulder the task of defending the original against the foreign,
defending Islamic doctrine against atheism and preserving the raw and
undiluted text against interpretation. Such proponents, like the Jurists,
are people of unquestioning emulation and not of reason. The religious
edicts (fatawa) of these [old] jurists do contain original Islamic
answers to the problems of the contemporary age and form religious
paradigms that reflect the ability of Islam to accept the contemporary
challenge. In this sense, the compendium of Ibn Taymiyyah’s Fatawa

is a large encyclopedic work that applies original I[slamic solutions
to the problems of the age.

These articles illustrate the author’s sympathy with and appreciation -

of the ancient jurists and offer justification for the connection between
contemporary Islamist movements and their juristic tradition; it 18
important to object to the contradictions and reactionary attitudes
contained in them. First, a glaring contradiction exists between the thesis
that the jurists are people of blind imitation and not of reason and that
they defend the raw text against diluted interpretations, and between
another which stipulates that‘they are capable of offering Islamic
answers to modern problems and prove the ability of Islam to handle
contemporary challenges. Anyone who follows a literal understanding
of the raw text and prefers imitation to reasoning will not be able to face
contemporary challenges or even want to do so. To be able to face the
challenges of the present, it 1s necessary 10 interpret and modernize the
text and, according to HanafT, this is not acceptable.

Second, the author’s expressions fall short of showing that he
understands the meaning of “Islamic fundamentalism.” In this case,
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authenticity 1s hinked to the prohibition placed on interpretation and
exegesis, and any attempt to understand the text becomes a form of
innovation—Iits modernization becomes a form of alienation from the
source. The only guiding principle would be to preserve the raw text (to
use his expression), that is, to accept its literal meaning as though it had
been sealed ina vacuum. It is quite strange that the author describes those
jurists who fulfill this task as “guardians™ of Islamic doctrine, whereas
what they are dotng in reality is safeguarding this sealed vacuum; they
are, to be more precise. “'prison guards’ who incarcerate Islamic doctrine
1n the caves of backwardness and veil it from the light of reason. Even
1t the author were presenting the attitude of Islamist movements, his
use of such terms as “the guardian of doctrine.” the preservation of
“Islamic authenticity,” or the “defense of doctrine against innovation”
would lead the reader to conclude that the author supports these positions
wholeheartedly. I am at a loss to understand why a contemporary author
hke Hassan Hanafi accepts such expressions as “*people of blind imitation
and not of reason™ and states that they “preserve the doctrine against its
rationalization and modernization,” without offering a critical analysis.
He seems to know that millions of young people are subject to the danger
of banishing their reason, a process that will undoubtedly jeopardize the
future of the Arab nations. In spite of this, he approvingly presents these
expressions as he invites youths to embrace them.

Third, it is indeed strange that the author characterizes this reactionary
position as a patriotic position which safeguards the nation from its
cnemies. Elsewhere, he writes, “[The jurists] were foremost in
confronting the enemies of the people, both inside and outside.” He
justifies their connection to contemporary Muslims on the premise that
“Names have changed, whereas conditions and enemies have not,”
and “The jurists shared one objective throughout history, which was
to defend the interests of the people nationally and internationally and
to safeguard Muslim territories.” In the face of this torrent of praise.
one cannot help raise the following question: is sticking to the literalist
meaning of the text, rejecting reason, modernity, and science. the best
way to defend the interests of the people, nationally and internationally?
Does this rigid attitude really serve any nation or is it the fastest way
to destroy this nation, even if done in the name of authenticity and
resisting innovation?

The author’s uneven attitude is completely revealed when he writes.
“The jurists were people of reformation and change, the guardians of
the Shari‘ah, and the protectors of the ummah’s interests.” How would
they advocate change while serving as the “guardians” of the Shari‘ah,
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I
protecting its literal text against rationalization and modernization? | “ ]|
am afraid I am incapable of solving this puzzle and it is only the author v
who can do so. \{

Fourth, before we recover from our surprise at the author’s preceding

contradictory position, we come face to face with another contradiction,

{
which is much worse than the former. The author becomes a critic of E’
the jurists’ conservative position, after we have just seen him heap *i\
praise upon them in the preceding pages. In one article, he discusses the 4
failure of nineteenth-century reform movements: “The reform movement \ |
culminated in religious conservatism, liberalism culminated in individual \
|

authoritarianism, and the scientific current reverted to superstition and
a return to religion.” Here we find that religious conservatism, praised
earlier as a pedestal of Islamic doctrine and a form of protection against
innovation, becomes a vice. Also, what strikes us deeply is the author’s
assertion that “the scientific current reverted to superstition and a 4
return to religion” since it links the revival of belief with superstition |
contradicting everything the author wrote earlier. This puzzles the reader:
what is the author’s exact position on the question of conservatism and
modernization, literal reading as opposed to interpretive discourse, and
authenticity as opposed to modernity? The reader’s confusion intensifies
when the author adopts a radical critical position toward the contemporary
Muslim Brotherhood Movement, putting forth the same reasons he used
to praise Muslim jurists. According to Hanafi, the first negative aspect of
the contemporary Islamist movement is “Giving priority to belief over
reason which takes belief for granted and without any discussion. As a
result, emotionalism and extremism were on the rise, which ended up
in rigidity, narrowness of horizons and lack of dialogue.”

In his evaluation of ‘Abd al-Sallam Faraj’s book The Neglected
Duty,! the first pitfall HanafT points out s itself the first virtue the jurists
possessed, as noted by him previously. This pitfall is based on

.. the authority of the raw text, either from the Qur’an or Hadith or
the Muslim jurists, especially’ Ibn Taymiyyah. This proves that the :
contemporary Islamist movement is isolated from its present reality ¢
and is on the lookout for an alternative in the old tradition and in the w
reality of the ancients, which made them discount the factor of history ~ +
from their calculation.
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Thus. the raw texts become a sign of backwardness, even though they
were just considered a protection of the doctrine and a defense of the
ummah’s authenticity. |
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Fifth, in order to dispel the remaining ounce of intelligence in the
reader’s mind, Hanaft in his later articles praises once again the attitude
of the jurists in preserving the raw text and its role in pushing history
forward. He again discusses Faraj’s book The Neglected Duty, saying
that it contains the raw text cxemplified in the texts of the jurists,
which are

... the cream of tradition and its first yeast and the most eftective texts
in people’s lives. Philosophical texts influence only an elitist minority
of intellectuals, and doctrinal texts influence only those scholars who
are specialists in religion, whereas the jurists’ texts function nowadays
as political publications. and declaration of political parties and
press conferences of the leaders. Therefore, these texts have directly

influenced the Islamic movement and its attitude toward the conditions
of the contemporary era,

So. after establishing the links between conservatism, backwardness.
superstition, and narrow-mindedness and criticizing the book The
Neglected Duty for its immersion in the raw texts, he re-clevates the
role of conservative juristic texts to revolutionary political tracts, which
can alone inspire the masses to action, as opposed to doctrinal and
phtlosophical texts.

Finally, before I conclude this discussion, I would like to point out
the huge contradiction between Hanafi’s position in these articles and
his well-known general positions enumerated in his books and other
publications. Here 1 would like to single out his latest book, Tradition
and Renewal, in which he strongly advocates the conversion of rel; gious
text into a living contemporary reality. Also, he forcefully criticizes
freezing religious text and imprisoning it in past phases of history.
His extravagance in interpretation reaches the level of using such an
expression as “God is both freedom and land.” He also says that the
term “Allah” or “God” is self-contradictory, the term “Islam” has lost
its original meaning, and the term ‘din’ or rel; gion does not convey the
original intended meaning on the premise that “any language, even if it
was ancient, cannot be used anew if it is rejected by modernity.” He also
calls for a transition from the ancient era, which “centers around God”
to the modern age, which “centers around man.” He issucs a number of

judgments: “Islamic Tradition has a common source, the Qur’an and

Hadith. This is a mere description of a reality and does reach the level
of sanctifying them or tradition,” and “atheism in Western civilization
can be equated to belief in our tradition. In this sense. atheism means the
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desire to clarify the pragmatic consequences of 1deas and 1s a response
to self-sufficient and stagnant belief.” In another section, he writes
that “atheism is the original meaning of belief and not its opposite.
Transmitted custom detracted belief from its original meaning.” Also,
he writes, “Doctrines do not possess inner veracity; on the contrary, their
veracity is based on their influence on pragmatic life and their potential
to change reality. Doctrines solely guide and inspire behavior and do not
translate into material reality such as historical events, or personalities or
‘nstitutions in real life.” He also writes, “The main objective of revelation
is not to prove the existence of a self-sufficient and absolute being in
need of no one, but to develop reality in a certain historical period.”
Also, “secularism functions as the foundation of revelation. Revelation
'« secular in nature and religiosity is an accidental phenomenon created
by history; it appears in times of societal backwardness and loss of
evolution.” These quotations, taken from the author’s most recent
writings, offer us a perspective on his intellectual views. It 1s not my
intention here to discuss such 1deas; however, | would like to raise the .
following important question: how can an author in one book criticize
the extreme interpretation of religious concepts and doctrines while
sympathizing with conservative jurists of the raw text, who attack any
simple interpretation or exegesis? Let us suppose that a future histonan
decides to tackle Hanaft’s position on this issue; would this historian
be able to keep his mental faculties intact after dancing with our author
in his mad circle of contradictions?

THE DIRECT SOURCE: THE MUSLIM BROTHERS

The worldview of the Jihad Movement and other extremist Islamist
movements in contemporary Egypt owes its origins to the Muslim
Brotherhood Movement, founded by Hassan al-Banna [d. 1949] in 1928
and known as the Tkhwan. Because of this fact, HanafT discusses 1n detail
the Muslim Brotherhood, taking into account their positive and negative
characteristics. However, he commits a great number of historical and
methodological errors and, as usual, his discussion of the subject 1s full
of contradictory statements.

He initiates his discussion of the Mushm Brotherhood by linking
Hassan al-Banna with the modern Egyptian nationalist movement. Such
linkage does not concern me here: however, 1 would like to highlight
the reason the author offers for this linkage: “Hassan al-Banna began
his movement in the city of Isma‘iliyyah on the Suez Canal while being
cognizant of the presence of occupation troops. As a result, from the
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beginning his movement had a strong link with the nationalist movement,™
The least mature student in logic 1s able to see the breakdown of such
an argument, which links the foundation of the Muslim Brotherhood
Movement to nationalist struggle. The author forgets that besides secing
British troops. al-Banna was seeing on a daily basis merchants and
workers, some of whom worked for the British. The author fails to
mention the historical suspicions raised by some scholars about the secret
contacts between the Muslim Brotherhood and the British embuassy,
and especially the role of Mr Smart, Secrctary of Oricntal Affairs in
the embassy, in supporting the Ikhwin. and the common interest both
shared in removing their bitter enemy, the Wafd Party, from power. The
author does not discuss these matters or respond to them. All he can do
1s to link al-Banna with nationalism as long as al-Banna saw British
troops in Isma‘ihiyyah.

The author discusses the unofficial relationship between the Ikhwin
on the one hand, and the Egyptian Council of Workers and Students in
1947 (though 1946 is the actual date), on the other. He criticizes the
Ikhwin because it rejected making this relationship official. In spite
of his criticism, he concludes that “British imperialism considered the
Ikhwan as its main foe in the region.” How does the author make such
a Judgment without responding to the suspicions, mentioned previously,
which a number of famous historians raise? Undoubtedly, the Ikhwan
played a significant role in fighting against the Egyptian Council of
Workers and Students, and the proof of this is their agreement to a
truce, inside and outside the university walls, with the government of
Ismail Sidqr, which came to power in the 1940s with the intention of
eliminating the strong nationalist movement. Anybody who lived in this
era certainly remembers the speech given by the leader of the Ikhwain’s
students, Hassan Dawh, who referred to Isma‘il as “the righteous,” in
spite of the fact that Isma‘il’s dark history was enough to steer away
any patriotic person from his path. The author’s comments say nothing
about the famous enmity between the Ikhwan and the Palace, an enmity
supported only by the assassination of Hassan al-Banna. Al-Banna’s
assassination came on the heels of contradictions resulting from the
conflict in the 1940s between the Ikhwan and minority parties supported
by the Palace. As for the years before that, the relationship between the
Palace and the Tkhwan was fairly cordial, since the Ikhwan furnished
the Palace with an effective means with which to fight the Wafd Party:
this was the heartfelt wish of the King and his supporters.

HanafT commits a grave historical error by stating that “The elections
of the student councils in Egyptian universities used to give the Ikhwan
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candidates 95 percent of the votes.” The documents and testimonies
of this period prove otherwise. The Ikhwin were totally incapable of
controlling the student councils and most of the votes went to the Watd
and other democratic parties. Furthermore, the author exaggerates 1n his
assessment when he writes, “Every nationalist leader was in contact with
the Ikhwan Movement either by becoming a member or attending its
symposia and lectures.” This statement contains a false generalization
since it applies only to the Free Officers, including Nasser, and to Hanatx
himself: however, this is far from true when it comes to the Watdist and

leftist leadership, leadership that played a crucial role in the nationalist
movement before 1952,

The author heaps praise on the Ikhwan, flirting with their patriotism,
nationalism, and socialism:

For most of the 1952 Revolution years, the Ikhwan were incarcerated
in prisons, and were distant from the construction of Egypt and
the construction of the most ambitious nationalist project since
Muhammad ‘AlT’s days. They were distant from all of this in spite of
the fact that before the Revolution, they were the main proponents of
such a project and had left their indelible mark on it. In spite of fighting
against the British in the 1951 Suez war, due to their incarceration,
they did not witness the nationalization of the Suez Canal. In spite
of calling for comprehensive Arab unity, they were not in a position
to fight against the 1956 tripartite attack on Egypt; they also were
ot witness to the socialist construction of Egypt between 1961 and
1964 although they were the first proponents for social justice and
socialism. In spite of defending the independence of Egypt against
military alliances and the relationship between Egypt and the West,
they did not witness the battles waged by Egypt against the Western-
inspired Islamic pact in 1950.

On the same page where the author sings the praises of the Ikhwan and
gently admonishes those behind the Nasser Revolution for imprisonng
them and distancing them from the project of construction, he discusses
their release from prison by the Sadat regime: “Sadat released them while
knowing that they posed no threat to him because of their enshrined
enmity to Nasser. In light of their intellectual backwardness, enmity
to socialism, Arab nationalism, the Soviet Union, their traditional
pro-Western positions, and their concern about ritual Islam, there
was a common denominator between them and Sadat.”” Thus, in the
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author’s writing, the Ikhwin move swiftly from the camps ol socialism,
nationalism, and enmity of the West to its exact opposite.

THE ROLE OF NASSERISM AND
THE CONFLICT WITH THE REVOLUTION

HanaftT shares the opinion of many an historian that the oppression and
torture of the Ikhwan in Nasser’s prisons was the direct cause of some of
their extremism, violence, and thirst for revenge. This is the foundation
of the formation of extremist groups in Egypt in the 1970s. On the basis
of such analysis. one can say that the main reason for the emergence of
these extremist groups was the conflict between the Revolution, that is,

the Nasserites who carried out the 1952 Revolution, and the Ikhwian.
Before we discuss HanafT's opinion on this important subject, [ would
like to point out the way in which he uses the term “Nasserism” in his
writings. Sometimes, he considers Nasserism to be an extension of the
religious reform movement that appeared in the nineteenth century. He
also discusses Arab nationalism, of which he considers Islam to be a
component, and takes Nasserism as a continuation of Arab nationalism,
“seen by the Arab and Muslim peoples as a continuation of the religious
‘. reform movement in spite of its secularist appearance.” However,
| he exaggerates the role of Nasserism in the 1970s, making it solely
| responsible for student activism and the only movement behind the
| popular uprising of January 18 and 19, since it was “the poor Nasserite
"' masses who staged the uprising.” He must have understood that his
Judgment was far off the mark: the January rebellion was much wider in
scope than that, and he afterward expanded his definition of Nasserites to
include socialists, progressives, nationalists, and Marxists. This is quitc
an odd definition of Nasserism; no one has ever equated Nasserism with
| all of these trends, especially with Marxism and its multiple subcurrents,
X and with nationalism. However, what is more significant is that this
definition makes Nasserism a secularist current of thought, which
then makes it impossible for Arab and Muslim nations to consider it a
resumption of the [slamic reform movement of the nineteenth century, as
the author mentioned before. The author’s confusion makes a complete
; circle when he discusses in his last article what he calls “populist
Nasserism,” which he defines as the “repressed popular desire of the
last decades; it is impossible to stop the populist Nasserite current in
the near future since the Egyptian revolutionary choice of 1952 is still
its primary choice nowadays.” In spite of this, HanafT, in the first lines
of the same article, presents an opposite alternative as Egypt’s primary
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revolutionary choice, Islamic fundamentalism, which he hails as “Egypt’s
irreplaceable alternative in spite of the political and social achievements
of the secular revolutionary ideologies. Islamic fundamentalism is the
only future alternative.” '

After this long detour into the author’s contradictory and confusing
ideas, let us revisit our original topic, which is the relationship between
the Ikhwan and the 1952 Revolution, a tragic relationship that led to the
punishment of the Ikhwan by the Revolution, and to the Ikhwan and its
extremist offshoots taking revenge from the Revolution.

The author offers a detailed analysis of the conflict between the
Ikhwan and the 1952 Revolution, and how members of the Ikhwan were
severely tortured and sometimes killed by the Revolution, a situation
that deteriorated to the level of “revenge that cannot be erased except
by blood.” He also considers the Manassah event (when Sadat was
assassinated) to be the most powerful Islamist act of revenge and anger
. at the Revolution. However, this explanation completely collapses when
the author discusses the alliances that were forged between Islamists and
the Sadat regime in the 1970s against Nasserism, and other enemies of
the regime such as nationalists and progressives. He affirms that when
Sadat released the Ikhwan from prison, they expressed their (relative)
gratitude, which means that the revenge that could not be erased “except
by blood” never existed during most of Sadat’s regime. Sadat showed
them respect, revived their efforts, and adopted them as his allies.

In fact, the insinuation that there was a “revenge relationship” between
the Ikhwan and their offshoots, on the one hand, and the Revolution on
the other, would lead us to believe that there was only one line at the
heart of the relationship between both over thirty years. To my mind,
the relationship had a different form than that presented by Hanafr:
both tried to exploit the other in order to further their own interests. The
move to violence happened only when the gap betweern both interests
was huge. In the first two years of the Revolution, the Ikhwan imagined
they would exploit the Revolution to their advantage and the Revolution
thought it would exploit the Ikhwin to fight the political parties and
therefore a temporary alliance ensued. Conflict was inevitable when the
pact to withdraw British troops from the Suez Canal was signed. The
Revolution found it necessary to prove that it was the only uncontested
power in Egyptian society. The same pattern repeated itself after a
period of reconciliation in 1965. During Sadat’s reign, the period of
reconciliation between the Ikhwan and the regime was much deeper
and longer than the earlier one. This time it lasted from 1970 to 1979.

The reconciliation with the regime was still intact in spite of the popular
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movement, the students’ revolution and the January rebellion against
the regime. Most Isiamist movements were casily used as tools by the
government against any progressive or democratic trends.
Why did Islamist groups vent their anger on Sadat in particular, though
his punishment of them, compared to Nasser’s, was much lighter? The
claim that there was an old vengeance that required reprisal is a major
stimplification of the 1ssue at hand. In reality, Sadat was murdered because
he was very close to Islamists, as they had thought through all the years
of reconcihiation. The Ikhwan had pinned so much hope on the fact that
Sadat was very close to them and he himself encouraged them to believe
that he was working toward many of their objectives. He also gave
them the opportunity to expand their membership and they responded
by anticipating that their Islamist state was on the verge of realization.
However, Sadat, who had his own calculations and projects, thwartec
their hopes in the last two years of his rule. He began to distance himself
from them after taking into account his relationship with the West anc
the need to protect the millions of Christian citizens in Egypt. However,
this alienation moved to the level of violence when the power of Islamist
groups went beyond the boundaries set by the regime. Islamist groups
also began to distance themselves from the regime once they began to
realize that the possibility of the complete application of Shari‘ah was
receding. That 1s why they were more violent with Sadat than with
Nasser, who had tortured and imprisoned them. After pretending to be
close to them, they discovered that Sadat was deceiving them and was
not prepared to accede to all their demands.

Theretfore, it is impossible to speak about one straight line of
connection between the 1952 Revolution and the Ikhwan over a period
of thirty years. The relationship was far more complex than that, based
as 1t was on mutual exploitation, which usually ended up in conflict, and
repeated several times. However, what we must note is that no conflict
between the Revolution and the religion of Islam itself ever took place.
In spite of the violent conflict between the state and religious groups
(mostly Islamic and a few Christian), the Revolution from the beginning
encouraged the people’s religious feelings, even at the height of the worst
campaigns against religious groups. It is true that this encouragement
reached its apogee during Sadat’s reign; however, it had always been
there. The Revolution in Egypt did show some concern about religion:
it was never like the Atatiirk Revolution in Turkey and it was never
secularist in the Western sense of the term. The Revolution never wavered
In its commitment to religion and its rites, and it never stopped using
religion as a weapon in support of its goals. In its perspective, Islam
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was used to justify socialism and Arab nationalism; later 1t was used to 1
justify a free-market economy and making peace with Israel.

\:

1

1. *Abd al-Sallim Faraj, The Neglected Duty, tr. Johannes Jansen (New York: Macmillan, l.-.
1986). 3 |




3
Evaluating the Discourse of
Contemporary Islamist Movements

The Islamist movements [of the 1970s] are offshoots of the “Mother
Organization,” that is, the Muslim Brotherhood Movement. Hanafi's
criticism of these movements applies to the Mother Organization as well.
To him, these movements grew in size in the 1970s. As with the case of
the Muslim Brotherhood Movement, Hanafi criticized their premise that
they “focused on the priority of belief at the expense of reason, which
made these movements more religious than rational, taking belief as
an undisputed premise.” As we can see, this criticism contradicts what
HanafT wrote in previous articles, since he now considers the non-rational
underpinning of the movement to be a fundamental error, although the
principle is the foundation of this organization; this appeared clearly in
the groups spawned by the Ikhwan. Hanaft also criticizes the primacy of
the concepts of iakimiyyah (God’s sovereignty) and the belief that rulin g
regimes, regardless of their application of the Shari*ah, are infidel.

In addition, he says, the Ikhwan Movement calls for the immediate
application of the Shari‘ah, “without considering the damage that such
an application might produce in contemporary societies. To the Ikhwan.
the application of the Shari‘ah means the application of penalty rules
and the call for Muslims to fulfill their duties before they receive their
rights.” The author criticizes the Ikhwin and its offshoot organizations
for calling for social change by means of a political coup without first
waiting for the spread of their message in society, so that it would be
a popular demand. He bemoans the Ikhwan’s desire to use violence to
institute political change via paramilitary organizations: “In this case the
Egyptian nation would be the only loser, since no Islamic state would be

established, no security would be guaranteed, the Islamic message would
not be established and its members would not be righteous citizens,”
What draws our attention in the last statement is that the author uses
such terms as “stability,” “security,” “good citizenship,” etc., which
. are the same expressions used by the state in its campaign against the
i Islamist groups. In addition these terms contradict his flirtation with
j’ revolutionary Islamist discourse, described by him earlier as a solution
" and way to salvation. He also faults Islamist movements for the lack
|
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of gradualism in their practice, their refusal to cooperate with other 1 7
nationalist groups, their absolute obedience to the personality of the t
leader, and their support of the capitalist system and their hatred of the %
Soviet Union and Marxism without any appreciation of some of the }[
positive aspects of these systems. !

i

These criticisms are directed at the core worldview of the Islamist ‘
novements. One must agree with the author in his assessments,
especially since these negatives multiplied within these groups in the v
1970s. He who levels these criticisms is alleged to have a negative \
Attitude toward Islamist groups, be wary of the dangers of their discourse \
or worldview and not to be a party to them. In spite of all of this, the |
pages of the articles cited are replete with expressions of praise, support, ;
and applause, not just for the practices of the Jihad movements but for t;
their worldview, as well. i

Let us proceed to outline the negatives that one may derive from |
Hanafi’s sayings, either implicitly or explicitly, and ponder the results.

First, according to the author, one can trace the origin of contemporary
I<]lamist movements to the oppression and torture that befell members
of these groups in detention camps, especially in 1965 under the Nasser
regime. That is to say, their origin was in an unhealthy, diseased situation
that could only foster feelings of revenge. Hanafi draws nothing from
this fact, however, and does not question its negative intellectual and
psychological ramifications.

Second, after the 1967 defeat by Israel, the Egyptian state embarked %
on “a propaganda campaign exploiting religion to justify the defeat. The i
Islamist movements provided virgin territory for such propaganda. The S &
defeat is preordained by God and there is no escape from this destiny, - H

|
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|
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.nd the submission to divine destiny is the only thing that prevents
people from rebellion.” Furthermore. “A natural religious orientation
appeared in the wake of the defeat with the emergence of religious
— ovements advocating return to religion. Israel won its victory while 7
being committed to its religion and we were defeated because of our
distance from religion.” ' _

Third, when Sadat became president in 1970. he released Islamists from
the prisons in order to legitimize his rule, since “in backward nations, .
religion provides a source of legitimization. He also used them to destroy  +
the remnants of Nasserism ... Thus the Islamist movements flourished in ;
(he universities and a great number of students joined them in the absence E
of any real alternative.” This statement contains within it an admission g
that the power of the Islamist groups was acquired with state support, 1

albeit indirectly. The university walls were plastered with “articles that

W
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were oblivious to any nationalist and political consciousness.” This is
certainly a meaningful evaluation, to which we will return later.

Fourth, after the groups’ power increased, they “refused to have
a dialogue with the nationalist forces ... They also had the audacity
to threaten the professors and deans and were engaged in every form
ot violence on the university campus.™ Off campus, [slamist groups
cooperated with government candidates in defeating leftist and Nasserite
candidates on the basis of the groups’ enmity to Nasserism: *Its members
took on the role of cops and guards on the streets to apply the Shari*uh.”
In addition to bringing in exceptional laws against individual freedoms,
the government exploited religion to meet its objectives on the basis that
"“In backward societies, religion is the most effective means that can be
used by the ruler to defend the political status quo.” Thus:

the manifestations of the return to Islam began to have a strong show
in public life in defense of the status quo, as was the case after the
1967 defeat ... And Islam was used in the fight against socialism,
Marxism, and communism and the destructive atheistic theories that
supposedly posed a threat to both doctrine and belief. In actuality,
those theories were posing a serious threat to political and social
systems ... this i1s why Saudi Arabia embarked on supporting the
Mushm Brothers in Egypt, and the different sub-organizations, that

1S to say, the Islamist groups, financially and morally, and in financin a
their form of mission.

- Ly e A el

These then are the conditions that produced the Islamist movements in
the 1970s: oppression and torture, which ultimately led to a sick and
vengeful mentality; military defeat which led to a fartalistic attitude,
encouraged by the government; the new ruler’s desire to erase the
| influence of the previous one; the use of the Islamist groups to legitimize
the new ruler’s reign; allowing the groups to practice oppression,
4 gangsterism, and superstition on university campuses; a political alliance
struck between them and the government, and the financial support
. of the world’s richest reactionary Arab country, namely, Saudi Arabia.
3 Aren’t these conditions sufficient to raise doubts about the orientation
of the whole Islamist movement? Can’t an intelligent writer derive the
appropriate conclusions on the basis of these origins, which produced and
: encouraged the movement in the 1970s? Let us wait before answering

these questions and see how HanafT continues his assessment of the
discourse of the Islamist movements!
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HanafT treads lightly on the dangerous and frightening ideas expressed
in The Neglected Duty (by Egyptian Islamist ‘Abd al-Sallam Faray);
actually, he presents them without much criticism. It behoves us to
point out two examples. The author of The Neglected Duty maintains
that a country ruled by Muslims who ignore the Shart‘ah or who do not
apply divine rule is “a terntory of disbelief.” Under this category, the
author classifies “the whole history of Islam after the Rightly-Guided
Caliphate phase, when Muslim rulers, not applying Qur’anic rule, were
in power.” In effect, this means that whatever was burgeoning throughout
Islamic history, such as the sciences, philosophies, the arts, and a sublime
civilization that served to lead and teach the whole world of its time,
all appeared in the context of “the Abode of Disbelief.” Hanafi fails to
comment on this dangerous statement in order to correct the misguided
and wake from their slumber those youth leaning toward this dangerous
worldview and whose numbers increase daily.

The second example pertains to the methods of w arfare advocated by
the author of The Neglected Duty, including “the attack by night on the
infidels, even if their women and children were to suffer from such an
attack. since the rule that applies to them 1s the same as that applying
to their fathers. This is on the basis of a hadith from the Muslim author
who advocates the killing of infidel women and children.” Hanafi makes
no comment on this terrible and inhumane judgment. One senses that
in the general context of approval and support given to the movement,
the author supports these ideas.

Hanafi admits that the Islamist movements fell into the trap of
sectarianism, which was enacted by the state in order to realize 1ts own
interests. In particular, he points to the special issue of Da ‘wah magazine
of August 1981, which issued "a warning to the Copts of Egypt as though
't was a declaration of war from the Muslims against the Copts.” He
agrees that “the Jama‘ah Islamiyyah purported to ignite the flames ot
sectarian war as an excuse to rebel against the political system and to
defend Islam before the Muslim masses.” The author also points to the
fanwa that the Jama‘ah Islamiyyah issued: “The wealth of the Christians
is a permissible target as long as conflict exists between Muslims and
Christians. and that the Copts constitute a part of the Christians, and
the Christians constitute a part of the crusaders.” Of course, the last
expression is a clear mistake; the author must mean the opposite.

Also. HanafT cites the farwa issued by the leader of the Jama'ah
[slamiyyah, Shaykh Omar *Abd al-Rahman [currently imprisoned in the
United States], endorsing the fight against Christians and taking control
of their wealth. To him, present-day Muslim rulers are no different trom
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the Tatars, who “accept the obedience of the infidels without imposing
a tax on them ... They commit a huge error against Islam when they
approve of religrtous brotherhoods and that Muslims and Christians are
People of the Book.™ Hanaft does not approve of this vying over religion
and 1nstead advocates vying over allegiance to the homeland:

Scctariantsm reached the level where Jews and Christians are viewed
as infidels who must be defeated and their wealth appropriated.
Sectarianism has led to citizens’ disloyalty to each other and the
homeland. It seems as though the battle is between the citizens of
the same nation and not between the homeland and its enemics.

Thus, Hanaft agrees that igniting the flame of sectarianism is dangerous
indeed in a country like Egypt, where there is a large Coptic community
that has coexisted with the majority Muslim population for the past
fourteen centuries. Anyone following the literature of the extremist
Islamist groups will discover that this enmity to the Copts is not accidental,
and that any literal application of the teachings of these extremist
groups will render coexistence between Muslims and Christians quite
impossible. It is sufficient to point out the extreme worries expressed
by the Coptic community concerning the application of just one rule of
the Shar1*ah, namely the rule of apostasy. What would happen if all the
laws of SharT‘ah were applied?

Even more significantly, HanafT is conscious that tgniting the fire of
sectarianism would incite a national political struggle that will distract
us from facing our external, true, enemies.

The literature and speeches of leaders of the Jihad Movement i gnore
the real enemies facing us in the Arab and Muslim worlds. They are
not just silent about the major problems that affect the Muslim world.
as with their position toward the United States and Israel: they demand
the postponement of the battle with Zionism until the Islamic state has
been established. Elegance and acumen, as one of their authors says,
stipulate that Muslims should not consider the liberation of a certain
territory, such as Jerusalem, as the radical solution. since “fighting the
enemy close at hand is preferable to fighting the distant one.” Also, the
sacrifices that will be made in this battle

. would niot serve the interests of the Islamic state, which is yet
to be established, but the ‘interests of the unbel;evmg rulers and the
consolidation of the foundations of their state, which deviate from
divine legislation. Therefore the demmn ef ﬁhar” does not lie in
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liberating the Occupied Territories or Jerusalem but in replacing the 1”1
unbelieving leaderships with the Islamic system; it 1s only from here |
that we begin. | u

E
Translated into everyday language this means, simply, leave Israel to ‘:
rampage (‘arbad) through Arab lands, and let the United States spread E‘J
its influence and establish its military presence unchecked. Focus first
on establishing an Islamic state, and then we will be able to expel all
our enemies. What is implicit in this invitation is in essence a betrayal i
of nationalist aspirations. If an opportunity to fight the Zionists and
recover nationalist rights under the present rulers presented itself,
Muslims should not participate, since it would strengthen the position
of the rulers who deviate from Islamic legislation.

[t is true that this time Hanaft could not keep silent. He commented
negatively on some of these ideas, although his comments are light- .
hearted and do not match the gravity of the challenge presented by the
preceding texts. However, in his final conclusions, the author turns a i -
blind eye to these traitorous ideas, especially when he sings the praises {1
of the Jihad Movement’s patriotism and its concern for the future of the |
Muslim ummabh: R}
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The final salvation of Egypt and the termination of the rule of
collaboration and treason happen only in the name of Islam and under <]
its banner. Islam provides a protective shield for the nation and the ‘
appropriate crucible for 1ts patriotic feelings. People will commit .}
themselves more and more to Islam after seeing the concrete proot
that Islam is capable of saving them from oppression and tyranny.
Islam can set the country back on the right path of fighting against
imperialism and Zionism.

The author’s crazy contradiction needs no further comment. v

THE REASONS. BEHIND THE ASSASSINATION OF SADAT ¢

Here, we reach the height of the tragedy and the Jihad Movement’s \
baptism by fire, that is, the reasons behind the assassination of President
Sadat. For the first time in modern Egyptian history, the Movement was

able to kill an absolutist ruley at a time when that ruler was considered

to be at the apogec d_f hs power-and in-a élace he considered to be the
most secure and-fortified, among-peopl2 hz considered loyal to him.
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Betore we discuss the reasons behind the assassination in detail, we
must answer the following question, one that came to the minds of many
after this tragedy: was this assassination an individual act or was it part
of a “total revolution™?

Much of HanafT's comments imply that he believes in the doctrine
of “total revolution™ preached by the main strategist of the Movement,
"Abbud al-Zumr. HanafTt writes, “The main objective behind (his
assassination attempt was to establish the Islamic state by means of
eradicating once and for all the whole system and personnel of the
state.” In the same vein, he points to many quotations stating that the
main intention was to exploit the opportunity presented by such a large
cathering of state leaders to eliminate them as a prelude to the foundation
of the Islamic state, in addition to his repeated emphasis that “the final
salvation of Egypt™ was carried out by Islamist groups.!

However, elsewhere the author affirms that the main objective of the
Movement was to assassinate only Sadat: “Khalid and his comrades were
after the President’s head alone. Their major intention was to save the
country from the oppressor so that he would serve as an example and
a warning to the future rulers of Egypt. In that sense, the charge that
they intended to assassinate the president and all the state leaders does
not hold water.” HanafT repeats ‘Atta Tayil’s testimony: “We intended
to kill him alone.”

Here, the reader is at a loss to discern the author’s position—he does
not try to explain the contradiction between the above two positions.
However, despite others being killed or wounded., it appears that Sadat
was the primary target. This is supported by a statement attributed 1o
Khalid wherein he reportedly told HusnT Mubarak or Abti Ghazilah.
“You keep away; [ want to kill this dog.” If this statement were true, then
the Intent was not “total revolution,” the establishment of Islamic rule
or regime change. Khalid and his comrades could have easily eradicated
most of the regime’s leaders that day, but chose to focus on Sadat, their
aim being not to establish an Islamic state, but to teach the regime a
lesson.

QOur main goal in discussing this issue is not just to point out the
author’s contradictions in pinning down the party or parties responsible
for Sadat’s assassination. We also aim to shed light on the question raiscd
by HanafT about the party behind this assassination: was it the United
States, the army, or the Jama‘ah al-Islamiyyah? The author ruled out
American intervention on the premise that Sadat’s regime had offered
the United States the best of services and on the premise that “It is quite
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difficult to prove any connection between the Jama‘ah al-Islamiyyah
and the CIA.”

Those who say that the United States was behind this assassination,
while acknowledging that the Sadat regime was a strong ally of the U5,
at the same time point to a great number of examples where the US
had eliminated its most loyal collaborators, such as Syngman Rhee in
South Korea, Diem in Vietnam and the Shah of Iran, when they were
revealed as collaborators and thus rendered useless. As for establishing
the connection between the CIA and the Jama‘ah al-Islamiyyah, this
remains very difficult. In these cases, the CIA pulls the strings from
afar. so that the actual executioners believe that they act with complete
freedom and without outside interference. Undoubtedly, the intention
of the group to assassinate only Sadat and their warning to the leaders
around him does strengthen the theory that the United States was behind
this attempt.

If we were to analyze this question rationally, we would conclude that
no organization would have better served American interests, indirectly
but effectively, than the Jihad group, for the following reasons.

First, the Jihad group had the upper hand in eradicating the left in
Egyptian universities and fighting the democratic and progressive
currents in Egypt, generally speaking.

Second, investigations of the Jama‘ah al-Islamiyyah revealed that it
never took a position against Saudi Arabia, the US’s staunchest ally 1n
the area. It was somewhat odd and notable that the group was focusing
on their rulers’ deviation from divine law while keeping silent about
the dictatorial pattern of rule in Saudi Arabia. As a matter of fact, the
Jami‘ah al-Islamiyyah supported this type of rule, as we shall see later.
The relationship between the Saudi monarch and the Jama‘ah becomes
clear once we know that the latter’s authority in this respect 1s Ibn
Taymiyyah and that Saudi Arabia, in turn, considers Ibn Taymiyyah to
be its major religious figure.

Third. the Jama‘ah did not advocate a social revolution, never issuing
any declaration of discontent with respect to social oppression and class
differences in Egyptian society.

Fourth, the struggle against Israel was never one of the Jamaah's
principal goals. No doubt, the United States warmly welcomes any group
or organization that leaves Israel chipping away at Arab land, with the
excuse that the Jama‘ah is too busy establishing an Islamic state. Even
if the group succeeded in establishing such a state, it would be too late
unless a miracle were to happen and Israel was defeated with the help
of the “military strategy” of Shaykh Faraj.
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Fifth, intellectual stupefication, blind obedience, and religious fervor
arc the ideal conditions for the United States to spread its hegemony
over the entire Muslim world.

What were the reasons behind the assassination of Sadat? In Hanaft's
opimion, the guif between Islamist groups and the state began to widen
when Sadat started his peace inttiative with Israel in 1977, which led to
the Camp David Agreement of 1979. Here he establishes a link between
these groups’ increasing animosity towards the government and the
government’s renunciation of its nationalist strategy after 1977, and
Egypt’s alliance with both Israel and the United States, its legislation
for imiting individual freedoms, and its reception of the deposed Shah
of Iran 1n 1979. Thus, the Jama*ah Islamiyyah “began to move from
religious rites to general Islamic activity and, in particular, to social
and political criticism. The Jama*ah began to criticize corruption in
the state bureaucracy, which did finally lead to the termination of the
rapprochement phase between the group and the state, and a new phase
of conflict, which reached its climax with the killing of Sadat in 1981,
began to take shape.”

One must pay careful attention to this type of analysis since it discusses
the “conversion” of the Jama‘ah from rapprochement to confrontation
and links all of this to Sadat’s political initiatives vis-g-vis the state of
Israel. However, ‘Abd al-Sallam Faraj, author of the book The Neglected
Duty which was the latest manifestation of the Jamia‘ah’s discourse and
the main ideological engine behind Sadat’s assassination, refutes the
theory of “conversion” offered by Hanafi. In addition, records of the
(nvestigation of the members of the Jama‘ah indicate that the group had
complete control of their individual members’ by virtue of religious
rites and their own profound lack of healthy nationalist and political
CONSCIOUSNESS.

What is truly surprising is that Hanaft himself takes an opposite

perspective, after discussing some demonstrations staged by the Jama‘ah
after its supposed “conversion”:

The Jama‘ah decided to follow a different route after being bogged
down by traditional backwardness. It took doctrinal purity, and not
actual revolution and its realization, as the foundation of its action.
This placed it in a position to distinguish its mission and futurc
revolution from the Islamic revolution in Iran. After publishing Imam
Khomaini’s book, The Islamic Government, in Egypt, Istamist groups

refused to distribute the book because it contained doctrinal difference
with the Sunnites.
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This “traditional backwardness” returned to the Jama‘ah Islamiyyabh,
then, after the triumph of the Iranian Revolution, that 1s, after February
1979, the same year that Hanafi mentions that the Jama*ah went through
dramatic social and political changes. This contradiction does not require
comment. However, it is possible that personal factors might have been
at play in this campaign launched by Hanafr against the Jama‘ah. These
factors have something to do with the publication of Khomaini’s book,
The Islamic Government, published by Hassan HanafT himself.

He repeats this theme in his discussion of The Neglected Duty,
appearing at a time when the government declared that the October
1073 war was the last and that peace was the key to abundance and
luxury: “The idea of jihad was revived in the three years after the peace
treaty and alliance with imperialism.” Therefore, the author considers
the nationalist motive to be principal in this movement.

The author also makes a connection between the movement of

~ the Jihad group against Sadat and corruption in the state: “The Jihad
movement was capitalizing on the fact that, psychologically, Mushm
youth were torn between the dream of a “Golden Age” of Shariah
and disappointing reality. Where the books of the ancestors called for
takfir, that is, declaring a ruler an infidel for not implementing divine
legislation, the modern-day Jihad movement called for takfir in response

to state corruption and religious hypocrisy.”

In discussing the aftermath of the assassination, Hanafi’s level of
admiration reaches a high point, and the reader can sense the intoxication
of victory in his words. The assassination appears as though it was a noble
social, political, and nationalist objective, sought after by the liberation
movement in Egypt all these years, until the Jihad group realized “‘the
final salvation of Egypt and the end of the regime of collaboration,

treason. and theft.”” on October 6, 1981. He also concludes that

the absence of the Muslim Brotherhood Movement from the Egyptian
political scene over a period af a quarter of a century harmed the
prospects of the Islamist movement as a pioneer in the struggle of
the ummah and the leader of its nationalist movement. However, the
T<lamist Movement reinvents itself anew in order to challenge the

oppressive ruler after opposition groups failed to do that.

Hanafi’s glorification of the Jihiid group reaches its apex when he

claims:
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In the wake of the October 1981 explosion, Egypt’s spirit was revived
and people began to teel more secure than before and the terrible
nightmare came to an end. Furthermore, pcople began to feel an
awakened nationalist consciousness, and their feclings of commitment
and responsibility for the primary problems ot Egyptian society
were renewed. They worked to put an ¢nd to corruption, treason,
and collaboration as a legitimate policy for the country. Also, people
began to show more seriousness about and confidence in the future
of the country—the days of luxury and lavish expenditures came to
an end ... Being the main thrust of opposition in the country, the
Islamist movement paved the way for Egypt to retrieve its nationalist
unity, and Islam appeared as a primary melting pot absorbing the
diverse political orientations. It was only a matter of time before the
Islamist movement would be crowned by the masses; it had carried
on its struggle through Egypt's darkest historical period, rescuing the
nation from tyranny and from what its corrupt rulers had intended it
to become, a mere cadaver avidly devoured by wild beasts.

This sublime assessment, which turned Sadat’s assassination into the

high point of Egyptian nationalist activity and a victorious symbol

of the people’s struggle against tyranny and imperialism, and which

places the Islamist Movement at the top of the Egyptian movements

of nationalist struggle, may appear to some as passionate hyperbole on

HanafT’s part, forced upon him by the event of Sadat’s assassination and

his high hopes of maintaining public support for the Jihid Movement

after the assassination. To others, this looks like an emotional response

from someone who had been personally hurt when the Sadat regime

incarcerated hundreds of Egyptian intellectuals and opposition leaders

in September 1981. However, in my opinion, this 1s not the case. The

| author’s opinions are not mere fleeting enthusiasm, since he writes in the

| introduction to these articles that he had spent an entire year studying

_ the Jihdd Movement. Therefore, he must have at some point overcome

;'1 his mitial enthusiasm and hopes that materialized after the event, and

| subsequently expressed his opinion and judgment after a period of decp

reflection. In our view, these judgments are baseless and do not reflect
the real reasons that led the Jihad group to assassinate Sadat.

In proving my claim, I rely on what Hassan Hanaff himself wrote. I

: am happy to say that I could not find in either his articles or the court

i records, as published by the daily al-Watan, even one line proving that

the Jihad organization had planned to assassinate Sadat for reasons

relevant to social injustice, betrayal of nationalist objectives, or the
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\
loss of individual freedoms because of the discretionary new laws. The \\
author has imposed his personal worldview on the Jihad organization
and portrayed it in the image he envisioned, which reflects neither the \i
movement’s nor society’s reality. ;

The general framework for the justification of the assassination was |
to apply the far@wa issued by Ibn Taymiyyah against the Tatars to Sadat. i,
This represents a deeply inconsistent justification for making a deciston to :
assassinate a ruler living at the end of the twentieth century. Furthermore, §
this framework turns a blind eve to hundreds of years of evolution and \
change, and utterly neglects the fundamental differences between the
two situations. The mere enthusiasm of some youth, to assassinate Sadat 3
hecause of their conviction that he was a repeat of the Tatar phenomenon
and that Ibn Taymiyyah's judgment is valid in all ages, 1s by itself clear
proof of the unfortunate decline in the level of their thinking.

Sadat’s refusal to apply the Shart‘ah, according to the understanding
of the members of the Islamist organization, was directly responsible for -
his assassination. This is the opinion of ‘Atta Tayil, its most important
member: “I have carried out this task, which is to fight all those rulers
who do not apply God’s commands, and Khalid told me that he had been
preparing a plan to eradicate this ruler who does not rule according to
divine commands.” On the other hand, Karam Zuhdt (another defendant
in the case) says: “The primari’ question here is revenge for God’s
religion.” A third defendant, al-Ashitih says: “The reason for killing -
the president is that he does not apply divine rule and texts (o society.” Sy
Faraj’s book The Neglected Duty contains detailed examples of cases -
i1 which the ruler does not apply divine legislation; these apply to all
rulers in the contemporary age, and not just Sadat.

This worldview, confining religion to Shari‘ah rules and penal codes
and ignoring the religious message to bring about justice among all
people and to liberate them from tyranny and oppression, has made the
Jama'‘ah stipulate very odd criteria according to which a ruler is declared
an apostate or forgiven. One of the pillars of the Jama‘ah, Karam Zuhdr,
says: “It is not permissible to rébel against a ruler, however evil, as _
long as he promotes Shart"ah. Ultimately, he alone will be accountable [
‘o God for his own actions.” Following on from this, Zuhdt ofiers two L
hadiths. the first to “the rulers who apply the penal codes of the SharT ah
irrespective of the vices they commit. The second stipulates that the
believer must “offer resistance to the the ruler who oppresses and mocks
[slam, abandons divine rules for positivist ones, and prevents the spread
of the Islamic mission; that is, the ruler who stands against Islam and

the Shari‘ah.”
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What draws our attention (though not Hanafi’s) is the odd case where
the defendant cites the “ruler who docs not fight against Islam irrespective
of the vices he comnuts.” According to Islamic teachings, wouldn't any
ruler who commits such vices indeed shame Islam? Isn’t Islam action
informed by doctrine, or 1s it just the empty rituals of fasting and prayin g’
Clearly the criterion used by the defendant has no relevance, since it is
not permissible tor a ruler to lead a sinful life but remain a Muslim. The
second 1ssue where we must disagree with the Jami*ah is its contention
that believers must not wage jilidd against a ruler who upholds Islam ¢ven
while filling the land with vices. The Jama‘ah believes this acceptable
because the ruler will be held responsible for any reprehensible acts
when he meets God on the Day of Judgment. On the other hand, the
Jama“ah believes that it is legitimate to rebel against the ruler who does
not apply the Shartah, even if he brings justice to the land.

A third point results from this type of thinking. A ruler like Ziyaul
Haq of Pakistan who applies the Shari*ah and Islamic penal codes is,
according to these criteria and irrespective of the vices he has committed,
more righteous and closer to religion than someone like Sa*d Zaghliil
or Mustafa al-Nahhas, because they have chosen to apply secular and
not Islamic rules. Are we then surprised when the author points out that
“Saudi Arabia embarked on supporting the Muslim Brothers in Egypt,
and the different sub-organizations, that is to say, the Islamist groups.
financially and morally, and in financing their form of mission.”” The
staunch Saudi support given to these groups and that determines their
notions of jihad and restricts the concept to the arena of rites and not
action is somewhat understandable. However, what is not understandable
is that HanafT turns a blind eye to these clear orientations and does
not derive the necessary lessons from such a religiosity and the forces
behind these groups.

When members of the organization cite corruption as a reason for
killing, none of them raises the issue of the immense wealth the “Fat
Cats” sucked from the people’s blood, or the enormous gap between
shameless, vulgar luxury and degrading poverty, or the systematic and
intentional pillaging of Egyptian economic resources. All they talk
about 1s “moral corruption.” HanafT reiterates ‘ Abd al-Hamid *Abd al-
Salam’s words, a man who has been described as “the person most
conscious of the reasons behind the assassination™: “The state is corrupt
In its encouragement of tourism, alcohol consumption and usury; it
tavors the evil-doers to the righteous, making mockery of the Muslim
ulama, and harassing the bearded ones.” Hussain *Abbas confirms that
he harbored malice against Sadat because the latter fought against the
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ulama, arresting and cursing them in the mosques, and giving bearded
men a bad image.

It is interesting that Sadat’s policies toward Israel were not among
the reasons the Jama‘ah give for his assassination and were mentioned
only a few times by the leaders of the organization. As discussed above,
the author of The Neglected Duty considers the fight against an external
enemy a postponed affair that must not distract Muslims from their
primary purpose, which is to defeat the enemy within. In the few times
they spoke about this, they raised the issues ot “Jews” and the non-
permissibility of striking a peaceful deal with them. The focus of this
discussion was on the treacherous behavior of the Jews with regard to
the Prophet and the non-permissibility of leaving the holy places (that 1s,
Jerusalem) in their hands. That is to say, this question assumes a religious
dimension while its political features are erased. In spite of this, Faraj
concludes on the basis of these slight references that Islamist groups
possess “a political consciousness coupled with religious consciousness,”
a conclusion not supported by the evidence we have presented.

The assassination team said nothing about Sadat’s undermining of
democracy, but instead attacked Sadat’s democratic claims, not because
these claims were untrue, but because the Movement views the tenets of
democracy as antithetical to Islam. ‘Atta Tayil says in this regard:

Even if Sadat claimed to follow democracy, this concept has no
[<lamic basis at all. Democracy is defined as people’s rule, and
in this case, the People’s Assembly in Egypt can 1ssue rules with
which the majority agrees without consulting the Book of God. The
areatest example of democracy is in Britain where their Parliament
legalized homosexuality. This is their 1dea of democracy. In Sweden,
for example, the parliament legalized polygamy, this time for women,
in the name of democracy. Here in Egypt, the People’s Assembly
legalized dancing, vulgar movies, and alcohol consumption, and
is well aware of prostitution and other vices in society. Muslims
reject this expression of democracy, and the Book of God is the only
guidance we have, “There is no authority but God’s.”

The preceding statement unveils a number of important issues. First,
the Islamist Movement’s objection to democracy 1s not merely the
disapproval of a concept not recognized by Islam, as the expressions of
the text imply; it is primarily an objection to the essence and content of
democracy. As a concept and principle, democracy is rejected, based on
the belief that democracy is people’s rule by and for themselves, whereas
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what 1s required 1s for authority to be governed by the Qur'an. If the will
of the majornty 1s at odds with a passage in God’s Book, then we must
still give precedence to the authority of the texts. As for the principle of
people’s will, this concept does not carry any weight in Islam. Certainly,
no one has ever raised the question: *Why does the Book of God contain
something that 1s at odds with people’s will or interests?”

Second, Islamists have only considered the ethical dimension of the
areat democratic experiences, which achieved major historical success
and became role models for most nations on earth, such as the British
experience, which has lasted a millennium, and the Swedish experiment.
which elevated its society to the highest level in the world. They have
not considered the social and political features of such democratic
expeniences, and their actual knowledge of these experiences is almost
nil. Even in their ethical considerations, they choose false examples,
such as the legalization of polygamy in Sweden, and marginal examples,
such as the legalization of homosexuality in Britain, as well as some
unconnected with democracy, such as alcohol consumption, dancing,
and prostitution. The examples chosen reflect the brand of consciousness
raising offered to the youth in these Islamist groups in order to tarnish
the image of these great historical experiences. They choose provocative
moral examples to disgust the youth and encourage their rejection of
democracy. They even choose false or distorted examples—what is
inportant is the end result, which is to alienate youth from the democratic
experience, leaving them with the Islamic model as understood by such
groups as the Jama‘ah. Certainly, no one has ever raised the issue of
the spread of homosexuality in those countries that function under the
banner of this particular Islamic mission, or the dominance of sexual
and ethical deviations in the heart of the lands that claim to apply the
Shari‘ah. For them, it is enough that these phenomena appear in Western
democratic societies, which is, to their minds, a radical justification to
reject all the achievements of these societies, including the principles
of democracy themselves.

Third, since the Islamists’ major goal has been the full application of
SharT ah, their main reason for assassinating Sadat was that he led them
very close to actually applying Shari‘ah but then retreated from that
goal at the last minute. Many of them had expressed high hopes, which
were primarily revived thanks to the promises of Dr Stfi Aba Talib,
chairman of the People’s Assembly; then demoralization set in when
these hopes failed to materialize. As an example of this, let us see what
"Abd al-Hamid ‘Abd al-Salam had to say: “Our hope lay with SGff Abi
Talib when he became chairman of the People’s Assembly, and when




94 Myth and Reality in the Contemporary Islamist Movement |

the decisions were issued to codify the Shari‘ah; however nothing has
happened as of yet.”

Consider with me the level of consciousness of these youths,
especially when their hopes are linked to Suti Abn Talib, chosen by
the July Revolution to be, and it is a mockery indeed, an expression as
well as a symbol of the people. Look carefully at the bitter reality of the

; Revolution choosing, over a gradual period of time, men disowned by the
people, such as Hafiz Badaw1 or Saff Abti Talib or even Anwar al-Sadat at
one time. in order to install them as presidents of the Assembly, which 1s
supposed to reflect the free will of the people. Look with me at the extent
to which the people are disdained and despised in these choices.

Also. consider the low level of consciousness of the youth belonging
to this organization when they ignore the vileness of these leaders and
instead place all their hopes in them. If SUiT AbQ Talib made some
progress in the codification of the Sharr"ah with the same method ot
religious hypocrisy that was dominant in that era, he would have in their
view become an historical hero.

Finally, consider for a minute the naivety of an author who reads
such expressions without drawing the necessary conclusions from
them. Also lament with me the lack of depth of analysis when HanafT
writes: “The investigations show the deep level of religious and political
consciousness that members of the movement possess. Their first and
primary commitment has been to Islam and Egypt.”

Members of the Islamist Movement continually raised the question
of religion—state separation when discussing the reasons for Sadat’s
assassination. It is sufficient to point to Hussain ‘Abbas’ words: “He
deviated from the religion of God in one sentence he uttered: ‘Religion
and politics do not mix.”” The same appears in the words of ‘Atta Tayil:
“He even went so far as to request the separation of politics from religion.
[slam is nothing like that. When politics are secluded from religion, what
method does the leader follow?”

In reality, the claim that “Islam is both religion and state,” advocated
by these groups and which is at’the heart of their conflict with the
ruling regimes in the Arab world, 1s at sharp odds with the practices of
these groups themselves. When these practices reached maturity and
took their final shape, they were not above assassinating a ruler for
superficial reasons, or engaging members of other religious communities
in heated battles for the sake of mosques or churches, or creating unrest
on university campuses in order to ban male—female mixing and music.
Those who advocate the principle that Islam is both religion and state,
and that Isiam should be a role model to others, should offer concrete
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cxamples that prove the integrity of their mission, that is, they should
express their clear Islamic opinion about the affairs of the state. the
phenomena of tyranny, and domestic and foreign policies. Their current
practices prove that Islam. as understood by them, is quite distant from
the managing of the state’s complex affairs. If the state they call {or were
established, the most they would achieve would be to build mosques and
legislate prayer everywhere, and to protect women from “the wolves’
eyes,” who are "Muslim wolves,” in reality. They would also freely
promote the ideas of wearing the Jiijab and jilbab and men growing
beards, while leaving other issues without solution. This is what is going
on tn those Islamic states that claim to have applied the Shari*ah. The
scenario 1s even worse in the oil-producing countries because their wealth
Is a factor that encourages corruption. In other words, the proponents of
the slogan “Islam is both religion and state™ cannot give this motto real
meaning unless they develop the capability to manage affairs of state,
in the modern meaning of the term, and take an interest in all aspects of
life. However, in their present situation, the real meaning of their slogan
1s that Islam is both religion and state, and the state has no other function
except to practice the rites of religion.

Having said this, it is important to point out that the principle of
state—religion separation followed by Egypt since the beginning of our
modern renaissance in the nineteenth century and strongly defended by
religious leaders such as Mustafa al-Nahhas, was in the Islamists’ view
Sadat’s gravest crime. Sadat deserved to be killed because he followed
the same route trod by progressive humanity since it left behind the
darkness of the medieval period and the tyranny and domination of
men of religion. This raises a fundamental question: “Why was Sadat
specifically chosen to be killed for this reason, when most world
rulers, including those of the Muslim world, adopt the principle of the
separation of state and religion?” I think that Sadat was killed because
he intentionally toyed with the hopes of these groups. He teased the
groups with the idea of the imminent realization of their goals. He then
retreated due to the pressures of reality, a reality of which he had been
aware from the beginning: the increasing power of the Islamist groups.
That is to say, he was assassinated because he was the only one among
the leaders separating religion from state who dared to play the risky
game of offering huge promises to Islamist groups. He imagined that he
could safely withdraw from this game, and this was his fatal error.

Finally, a fundamental reason behind the assassination, and reiterated
by the Jama‘ah’s leaders, related to the position of women in society,
that is, Sadat’s position on the issue of the veil and his modification of
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family laws. ‘Abd al-Hamid ‘ Abd al-Salam spoke disapprovingly about \
Sadat’s mockery of the veil, imposed by God on Muslim women. Also, v
‘Atta Tayil disapproved of the opposition shown by the president of EE
the republic “to the orders of God that women stay in their homes and :
leave only when it becomes necessary, and his mockery of the veil rule, l
which is a divine rule stipulated in a legislative textin the Qur’an.” Also, i
Hussain ‘ Abbas mentioned that the president “made fun of some verses !
of the Qur’an, as in his saying that the veil for women resembled a tent.” i
As for ‘Atta Tayil, he says, “He should stop his fight against Islam. He \
described the attire of the Prophet’s wives as tents, and described the \
commitment of women to stay in their homes, according to God’s rule, L
‘And do stay in your homes,’ as a form of backwardness.” f
As for the issuing of the family law, it deeply angered the organization, "'?;
and this Hanafl admits: “The issuing of family law, which deeply i
offended the Jama‘ah Islamiyyah since it was considered a deviation 1
from the Shart‘ah, happened in the twinkling ot an eye because the First
Lady was behind it. Meanwhile, the codification of the Shar1 ah was

never completed after years of debate.” ﬁ *
The above delineates the main factors behind Sadat’s assassination, \\ *
as discussed by the most important members of the Jama“ah Islamiyyah. '1

[ et us consider the following: first, the important role morality and sex
played in their thinking, and the focus of most of their efforts on the
subject of secluding women from society and their sickly fear of having
relationships with women as equal partners and peers. This attitude o
attributes a basic immorality 1n human nature, wherein men’s eyes are .i
likened to those of wolves and are seen as a means of violating a woman's
honor and chastity. Sexual desire seems to play a dominant role 1n every
encounter between a man and a womar, a view that contains within 1t
many psychological problematics.

The second point is the superficiality of their thinking, to the extent
that if a woman was president then that would be reason enough to
assassinate her.

The third point applies to their total disregard of historical process
and social change. These groups cling to the description of attire that
suited the Prophet"'s wife in a specific age and environment. Generally .
speaking, how people dress '« not one of the foundations of doctrine but  «
changes according to living conditions and the times. Most importantly,
the modifications introduced to family law, which deeply offended the
Jama‘ah, were not in fact onerous and still fall within the pure context of
Islam. These modifications concern the interpretation of some Qur’anic
texts that relate to divorce, polygamy, and the “compliance” of woman
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in the case of tamily problems. The intention was to grant women more
rights than they had before. However, the Jama‘ah saw this as a deviation
from God's law. Their estimation of women seeking employment outside
of the home is much lower than of those religious Ieaders that Qasim
Amin opposed over eighty years ago. Sceking employment and going
out of the house are seen as behaviors of true unbelief.

On the basis of this backward framework of thinking. the Jami'ah
[slamiyyah condemned Sadat’s practices and spilled his blood. When
one thinks about these reasons. one is utterly surprised at the positive
images permeating HanafT's descriptions of the Jami‘ah patriotism.
sublime goals, and noble objectives. He should compare the sayings of
the pillars of the Jamia*ah we have provided with the poetic descriptions
heaped upon them. which do not have any basis in reality. HanafT writes,
“Everything came to an end at the hands of Egypt’s army, as well as at
the hands of Egypt’s spirit and legacy. This was an expression of Egypt's
collective will.” He discusses Khalid with the following words: “He
fought in order to save Egypt from corruption and tyranny. With the
light of belief radiating on his face, he addressed his mother. *We are
free while you are imprisoned.” It is to his credit that Egypt presently
enjoys a relative measure of freedom and democratic good tidings. Life
has returned to the media. university, and one's honor.” The reader must

also compare the real reasons for the assassination, as discussed above.
with what HanafT writes:

In reality, Egypt’s spirit changed its image positively. The officer
Khalid. his comrades. the Jihad Movement and Islamic fundamentalism
in general were the executing parties only. They all express a collective
consensus 1n Egyptian society and were the ones to execute this
consensus. In this appeared the collective spirit of Egypt. which

combines Islam, patriotism, the purity of the youth. and a useful
knowledge guided by action.

How can one understand the author’s references to “Egypt’s soul™ and
“the complete nationalist consensus”™ and compare them to the real
actions of the Jama‘ah, which is evidenced in their refusal of any slight
mod:fication of family laws, insistence on locking women in their homes.
rejection of state-religion separation and the principle of democracy.
which 1s the rule of the people?

Both integrity and intellectual objectivity force us to reach a painful
conclusion, which is that those who killed Sadat for these superficial
reasons did not emotionally connect with or become angry at the abject
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poverty from which millions of Egyptian people suffer and the corrupt

luxury enjoyed by the thieves of the Open Door policy era (‘asr al-

infitah). They were perturbed by the /ijab 1ssue but not moved by the

sight of one million people living among the dead in the cemeteries of
Cairo. Some of those enraged by the granting of some insignificant rights

for women fajl to show the same feeling when it comes to oppression,
repression, terrorism, falsification of election results, and the incarceration
of nationalists with the help of emergency laws. These are the people
who become so angry that they resort to murder because of the principle
of religion—state separation, but who say nothing whatsoever against
American military bases and Egypt’s pacts with the West. Furthermore,
they defer the struggle with Zionism., These people cannot under any
conditions express and represent the spirit or patriotism of Egypt.

Both integrity and intellectual objectivity also force us to a more
painful conclu sion than before. Sadat’s record as ruler was full of flaws;
however, in some few instances, as with many other rulers, he followed
the flow of the modern era. The real tragedy 1s that Sadat was not killed
because of his many vices but because of these lesser sides of his rule
and practice, which I count from my perspective as positive features. The
Jama‘ah paid no attention to Sadat’s big crimes and showed no desire to
rescue the country from his deleterious deeds. However, it was moved
to action only after becoming ‘angry at finding that Sadat had some
inclination to grant women their human rights, separate religion from
politics, and criticize religious arrogance and doctrinal vacillation. These
positions taken by Sadat had more to do with the fact that no ruler can
deny the experiences of two centuries of progress and evolution in his
country and little to do with his implicit or explicit moral excellence.

Finally, one must admit in all honesty and objectivity that the most
painful result of this assassination is that it was also an assassination of
modernity, which has played a significant role in our lives, particularly
in the lives of enlightened intellectuals; it was also an assassination of
the modern age, its progress, and the liberation humanity has thus far
attained. The Islamists wanted not only to kill Sadat; with him they were
killing Newton, Galileo, Voltaire, Qasim Amin, Taha Hussain, and even
Hassan Hanafl himself, as he is allowed to freely express himself in
these articles. The will behind the assassination 1s also directed toward
the pioneers of modernizing society and those who work to remove the
curtain of darkness from their sight, or anyone daring to think critically
nd refuse blind and absolute submission. Their real desire was to kill
those principles humanity has struggled to achieve, achievements that

stood in contrast to the beliefs of the oppressors, false prophets of any
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color and hue. However, the fact is that they turned a blind eye to Sadat’s
real crimes and treasons.

THE IMAGE OF THE FUTURE

Hanaft has no doubt about his conviction that the future of our country
belongs to what he calls Islamic fundamentalism. Contrary to the thesis
that these groups are attracted to the past and the Golden Age so as 10
avold the present, Hanafi thinks that ““the new call of Islamism is future-
oriented and grants immense hope to Muslims worldwide. The future
has more potential than the past and the true Muslim orients his heart
toward the future and not the past.” He goes on to say that these groups
have liberated themselves from the shackles of the past:

The third dimension of time follows, which is the past and the need to
liberate oneself from the past for the sake of taking off to the future.
In this regard, the Salafiyyah movement offers a futurist global vision.
and not a return to the past as is prophesized in the Western COIPUS
of social sciences and in the minds of those scholars who have fallen
under the influence of the West and its prior judgments. Islam goes
forward and does not regress and the future is richer than the past.

However, soon afterward, in many of his writings, HanafT is quick to
answer the questions he raises, albeit in a contradictory manner. For
example, he discusses the five stages or phases of Islamic history, as
detailed by Faraj in The Neglected Dury. Here Hanaft argues that the
fifth stage, futurism, is about “the return to the early caliphate of the first
Islamic century and the rule by the traditions of the Prophet, that is to say,
a return to the second stage mentioned by Faraj.” The author opines that
the fifth stage is a symbol of “renaissance and the future of the ummah.”
which is “the process of the new beginning and return to the first phase,
the phase of the beginning.” It is clear that this so-called futuristic vision
1s simply a repeat of a past phase, and in fact is an imitation of it. I find
1t odd that Hanafi’s futuristic outlook invokes the past when the future
1s full of possibilities of which the past never dreamed.

However, the author himself refutes what he wrote carlier. He
comments on the thought of the movement saying: “In reality, the
past 1imposed itself on the present because of the crisis of the present
and the seclusion of Islamic thought. Very quickly, the present threw
its burden on the past and found sufficient Justification to carry the
banner of rebellion against the state without taking into consideration
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the historical differences between the present and past.” The first thing
Hanafl mentions when he presents his comments on The Neglected
Duty is: “The mastery of the raw text in its theoretical treatment or in
the description of the present Muslim reality reflects the seclusion of the
Jama‘ah from its reality and its persistent search to find an alternative
in the old tradition. This has led the Jama‘ah to eliminate history and
time from their calculations.” He further advocates “"The mastery of the
past over the present and living in the early phase when the Islamic state
was successful.” Thus, the author provides the connection between the
Jama‘ah and the Islamic Golden Age of the past and the elimination of
historical factors from this which has made it impossible for members of
the Jama‘ah to ponder the true reality of the present, since they evaluate
the present only through the lens of the past. If they are incapable of
seeing the present and have secluded themselves from it, wouldn’t the
futurist vision be impossible for them?

if we put aside theoretical reflection on the possibility of a futuristic
outlook on the part of the Jama‘ah and move to the futurist image as
seen by HanafT, we see that he emphasizes in many places that Islamic
fundamentalism is the future, since the “final salvation of Egypt”
happened at its hand. And since other oppositional forces have proved
their impotence, people will not waver in joining the organized Islamic
movement after it has proved its worthiness and capability: “The masses
will join any newly-established Islamic movement the moment the call
goes out.” Later on he says, “The balance of the Islamic movement will
increase in the people’s consciences after the disappearance of leftist
organizations.” Islamic fundamentalism has proved that it is the only
movement “capable of leading the masses and standing up to a tyrannical
ruler.” He expresses his position clearly:

If the Islamic movement infiltrates present-day life and if its popular
balance increases due to the confidence of the people in its capability
to achieve, and its legitimacy in both present and past, it will be
capable of presenting itself as the unparalleled future of Egypt despite
the social and political achievements carried out by secular ideologies.
it is the only future alternative.

It is only here, after reading these clear statements, that we see that
the author has anchored his ship and that of the whole country in one
secure and stable port: Islamic fundamentalism. However, the reader
is quickly disappointed when he then takes an opposite position and
refutes those he took earlier. Here, he criticizes the Islamist movements
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because “The psychological conditions in which they grew made them
pretty secluded and remote from the masses. In addition, their own
psychological and historical conditions made them stumble in fulfilling
their role. To this day, God’s sovereignty (fiakimivvah) in Egypt has not
been translated politically and socially or in any accurate quantitative
measure or clear nationalist program.” It therefore becomes clear that the
group, described earlier as the only alternative for the future and which
realized the masses’ hopes and aspirations, is actually secluded from
them, closed upon itself, and incapable of offering a clear program. The
reader’s hopes descend to a final opinion and to the satisfaction that at
last HanafT offers a clear perspective when he subjects this movement.
praised by him earlier and offered as a last hope for the masses. to the
harshest of criticisms.

In all of this, the reader’s perplexity increases while he ponders the
author’s request, which is to translate the hakimivyah into an accurate
statistical count and a clear nationalist program. Certainly, the rcader
recognizes that rakimiyvah leaves authority in the hands of God rather
than in human authority or rule. How is it possible to translate this
concept statistically and quantitatively? And how does it translate into
a clear nationalist program? Does it mean, among other things, that
translating divine rule into a human one is the principle that the Jama‘ah
principally rejects?

The reader must surely have noticed in the passages quoted above
the conflation in Hanafi’s articles, especially the later ones, of Islam in
general and an Islamic organization with a specific worldview, such as
the Jihad Movement, or of this Movement and Islamic fundamentalism
in general. This conflation has produced dangerous results with respect to
the author’s assessment of the Movement and his future outlook. These
dangerous results are also reflected in the minds of readers as confusion
and radical intellectual mayhem.

The author was quite correct to point out the negative influences of the
historical and psychological conditions on the Movement. The Movement
evolved in the prisons under the influence of torture and terrorism: that
is, It appeared under abnormal circumstances that inevitably resulted in
a large portion of its thought being of a sickly nature. One member of
the group (Mamdiah Muharram) described the group In his testimony
as a product of “sick thought.” How does Hanafi come to accept this
brand of thought as the path of the future? Does he wish his country
has as its dominant future ideology the product of the sadism of prison

officers or deviant rulers in some of the more unenlightened phases in
our history?

Martfat.com
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Let us follow, in any case, the author’s vision of the future and the
position of the Jama‘ah Islamiyyah in it. After saying that it 1s the only
future alternative, he levels criticisms against it on the same page,
making this alternative a dark one indeed. In a third step, he offers a
new formula, which is that “Nasserism is the near future of Egypt and
Islam is its distant future.” As for the fourth step, another new formula
is offered, where leftist, liberal, and Islamist currents together adopt
“populist Nasserism,” which becomes the future program for Egypt. It
is clear here that in Hanafi’s words, Islamic fundamentalism retreated
from the position of being the only expression of Egypt’s future (and
the future of the whole Arab world, most probably) to a mere current
of thought represented in a large alliance, where all currents of thought
are placed under the wing of Nasserism.

The new solution uses a concrete formula of rapprochement between
the July Revolution and the Muslim Brotherhood Movement. A reader
considering this rapprochement may become puzzled. The Ikhwan no
longer control the Islamist groups that are active nowadays, and the
revolution is not Nasser’s or Sadat’s. It is controlled by a ruler who did
not have any direct connection to it in the first twenty-five years of its
life. So what kind of revolution does the author mean?

HanafT tries to satisfy everyone: the old parties, the left, Nasserism,
and the old and new Islamist groups, that is all the currents that suftered
from a history of non-cooperation with each other. Regardless, Hassan
Hanafi invites all of these currents to join in the context of “a mutual
respect for the opposite current of thought.” The Islamist movement
becomes a “wing” and the left becomes another “wing” and the revolution
exemplifies the “heart of Egypt.” (Notice that Islam was always the
heart of Egypt.) Liberal history functions as the head, that 1s to say,
party pluralism in pre-revolution Egypt. This accommodative formula
takes the shape of the end of a happy and vulgar Arab movie, where
all the heroes marry all the heroines. Finally, “after labor, the mountain
produces a mouse”: the method of realizing the project of the future
shrinks to a request that the Egyptian Revolution offer the Ikhwan an
apology and return to them their headquarters in al-Darb al-Ahmar 1n
Cairo. The author’s long and broad analyses end up in an accommodative
and vulgar formula of reconciliation, which no one is sure how to execute
after the long history of bloody confrontation.

Taking extra precaution so that no harm will ocur, Hanaft disavows the
[ranian Revolution, calling for revolution in Egypt without “following
in the footsteps of other contemporary Islamic revolutions.” With these
cautious words, which make his unclear position more ambiguous than
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ever, and which signal another retreat by an author who prefers the
language of reconcihiation and self-help, after all the efforts he exerted
to spread the Iranian revolution in Egypt, Hassan HanafT ’s epic about
Islamic fundamentalism comes to a close.

NOTE

I. Translator’s note: Veteran Egyptian journalist Mohamed Heikel had this to say
about Sadat’s assassination during the annual military parade of 1981: “On the stand
everybody was either dead, wounded, taking cover or starting up into frenzied activity.
Mamduh Salem, the former Prime Minister and ex-policeman, threw chairs in the
direction of the President in an attempt to give him some protection, A former deputy
Prime Minister was seen by all television viewers sneaking out of the stand to matke
his getaway. The Vice-President, Husni Mubarak, [currently Egypt’s president] was
unhurt, as was the Sheikh of al-Azhar, but the President’s principal atde-de-camp,
General Hassan Allam, his personal photographer, and [Coptic] Bishop Samweel were
among those who died™ (Mohamed Heikal, Autternn of Fury: The Assassination of
Sadar (New York: Random House, 1983). 259-60).
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I had no choice but to write critically about this set of Hanafr’s articles, ’r
which tackle a subject of great importance. Taking vacillating positions
characterized by both emotion and passion, these articies do not pay ;
sufficient attention to the danger underpinning this extremist Islamist f
thought and fail to tackle with either honesty or courage the deficiencies "
of such thought which is discussed by many thousands of Arab youths.
From the start, Hanafl announces that he will refrain from condemning
his subject outright, but instead will adopt an open-minded approach, |
to learn about the Islamist phenomenon from the vantage of personal |
experience and interaction with the Islamists. This approach commands |
respect, especially if applied objectively. d |
However. to be favorably disposed to such a phenomenon as the b
Islamists inevitably means turning a blind eye to their errors; the result =~ |
of ignoring these errors is that the masses remain misinformed abbot
this dangerous movement. Certainly, real sympathy with those youths
who have believed in this worldview and blindly followed its path sl
occurs only by enlightening them, raising their consciousnesses, and .
drawing attention to their mistakes. This is a responsible and mature
sympathy. Turning a blind eye to the Islamists’ dangerous and awesome . i
negativities is a form of intellectual blindness that is at odds with the ;
responsibility of the ‘ntellectual to his audience and, specifically, to ‘
the younger generations. However, Hanafl was incapable of existing
outside his own cocoon. He cloaked the group he studied in his own
ideas and expectations, while in those situations where he succeeded in
conveying the group’s ideas with some degree of objectivity, deficiencies
were revealed in the form of glaring contradictions between the group’s
ideology and the ideal example Hanafi envisioned for them. An author .-
who cannot maintain a certain detachment from his subject willendup .
with this result. Far from being a sympathetic yet somewhat objective
approach (in any interpretation of these terms), Hanaft’s treatment of
the Islamist Movement is dangerously subjective. That is to say, his
rreatment is indicative of the absolute egoism of a mind incapable of
self-refiection.
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What is required 1s objectivity, which scems a simple demand.
However, objectivity 1s a very difficult position to maintain, involving
not only the subject matter under scrutiny, but also the conscience,
ethics, and emotional maturity of the author, as well as his scnse of
responstbility toward both subject and audience. there is a hefty price
tor this objectivity.

First, when someone strongly criticizes the intellectual orientation of
the groups to which the Jihad Movement belongs, one initiates a battle
with oneself. One criticizes them while at the same time being fascinated
by them. This 1s one of the rare occasions in which Arab youths found
a cause to which they felt they could sacrifice their lives, and many
have indeed realized this sacrifice. Those who know me testify to how
fascinated I am by these youths, especially on those occasions when they
place themselves in grave danger by confronting a tyrannical ruler. This
1s a rare phenomenon in the midst of the total moral collapse of the Arab
people of late. From this angle, a man must wage a battle with his own
soul in order to question: in the interest of what cause did these youths
carry out these heroic acts and with this rare degree of sacrifice? In the
mudst of the fear and trembling liable to take hold of one while reading
the naming by each member of the “assassination team”™ of each other
as martyr, while still alive, it is necessary to exert tremendous effort
to control one’s automatic and direct emotional response so that one
can overcome the fascination and consider what happened in a neutral
fashion. We also must criticize those swept away by their emotionality,
such as Hassan Hanaf1, who turned a blind eye to the real reasons
leading the Jihad organization to assassinate Sadat. Instead, Hanafi
put forward the misguided idea that the superficial reasons for Sadat’s
assassination were just as important {and given more emphasis) than
the true, underlying reasons of state oppression and social inequality.
Such reasons as Sadat’s modification of family law, and his ridiculing
of the veil and some prayer leaders in mosques were, in the eyes of the
people, on a par with the fateful factors facing Egyptian society. Despite
their superficial nature, these reasons completely took hold in the minds
of the youth.

Second, when one forces oneself to objectively consider this dangerous
topic, one not only initiates an internal battle, but also a bitter battle
with the feelings of the masses themselves. When one passes judgment
on the killers of a tyrannical ruler, one is going against the grain of a
strong popular emotional wave, which is inclined to glorify without
reservation and ascribe to them purely nationalistic motives. The average
person sees them as heroes and martyrs for one reason; the ruler they
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killed symbolized every vice hated by the masses and which was, 1n
their eyes, an embodiment of their wretchedness, suffering, defeat, and
frustration.

However, the masses should have glorified Sadat’s killers for another
important and profound reason. During the last years of Sadat’s rule, the
people were completely paralyzed and incapable of rebellion. The last
attempt at starting a popular movement was the January 1977 uprising
which almost toppled the thrones of Egypt’s oppressive rulers; however,
this rebellion occurred during a transitional point in the method of rule
‘tself. From that time, the Egyptian power elite took measures to bar any
possibility of such an uprising happening again. Emergency rules were
introduced, oppressive measures taken, and many foreign governments
were consulted, which in turn were generous in offering their technical
and financial advice and help. All of this was done 1n order to prevent
the possibility of a mass rebellion against the regime. Since that tume, the
people have been hammered time and again without finding someone to
effectively lead the confrontation against oppression. Sometimes popular
opposition heroically and courageously takes place, as was the case
with the professional labor unions. However, the impact was somewhat
limited and had only meager effect on political authority. Thus, the
dominant general feeling was that nothing or no one could stand up to
the evil authority and shake it at its foundations, while at the same time
the oppressive measures of the political elite were recharging resentment
on a daily basis. The feeling of deficiency reached its height with the
September 1981 arrest campaigns, in which Sadat posed a challenge to
every unit, group, and sect in Egypt. The masses were in a state then to
respond to such a condition.

In the midst of these general feelings of bitterness and resentment,
which were accompanied by feelings of paralysis, assassination happened
suddenly, and in a place and time remote from people’s expectations.
The indignant people found in this event an opportunity to eXpress their
resentment toward the oppressive policies of the regime and portrayed
the assassins as a group of people fulfilling their work in the interest
of revolution against the Sadat regime’s nationalist retreat, social
and economic oppression, and political repression. People wanted to
convince themselves that they could do something, that they were not
submissive and helpless in the face of repeated blows from the regime.
As a result, the people adopted the group of killers that executed this
operation, embraced their goals and ignored the real reasons behind the
assassination. Furthermore, the people drew comfort from identifying
with these heroes; it was as if the people themselves had carried out the
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operation, and the assassination thus became the achievement of a whole
nation rather than merely an operation exccuted by an isolated group,
which had never considered embracing the people’s hopes or staging
revolution to ameliorate their suffering,

This 1s in itself what made an author like Hassan Hanafi unable to see
the real reasons behind the assassination. Instead, he imputed motives (o
the group that reflected his own hopes. He wished to unity the group’s
and the people’s wishes (or the group’s and his own wishes), so that he
could overcome his feelings of frustration and hopelessness, as though
he himself had participated in this radical and positive act. Therefore, it
was necessary that the true motivattons for the assassination be ignored
1n spite of the fact that every word uttered by members of the agroup
cried out the real reason.

Third, however, any objective examination of the Jihad organization
would lead someone to disagree with the nationalist Egyptian opposition
to the Sadat regime, even if this person is usually sympathetic to this
opposition. The nationalist and progressive opposition adopted the
cause of the Jihad organization to a large extent, strove to achieve
some level of alliance with it, and was sympathetic to the assassins.
! However, the opposition failed to comprehend the real reasons behind the
assassination. To my mind, Sadat was assassinated for daring to defend
some soclal and economic programs—secularism, modernization, and
; religion—state separation-—which the opposition supported, sometimes
3 even more so than Sadat. Thus, the opposition strove to ally itself with
the Jihad organization, turning a deaf ear to the clear declarations of
the group’s members who proclaimed that the proponents of secularism
were their historical enemies.

The opposition sympathized with the Jihad organization because it
opposed the ruling regime. In the eyes of the opposition, this was “an
| objective alliance.” Furthermore, the opposition imagined that it could
Y soften the group’s rigid stands and encourage it to be open to its point
. of view and mitigate its antagonism. Who knows, perhaps 1n the final
N analysis, the two might form a unified front adopting a common program,.
In this way, the opposition would guarantee the participation of a broad
_ mass foundation on which Islamist groups have depended in order to
1 achieve change.

) However, to my mind the most fundamental reason for this alliance
was pragmatic. The opposition thought, without expressing itself
openly, the following: “The masses considered that the assassination
of Sadat was an heroic act executed for social and nationalist reasons
that were in conformity with their hopes and suffering. Let us give up
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our philosophizing and theoretical search for the real reasons behind the
assassination. since one of the principles of political activism necessitates I
exploiting the people’s strength of feeling in order to give them hope that %
they can accomplish something. Therefore, we should not pay attention
‘o the real intentions and reasons for the assassination, but instead go
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along with the popular opinion that it is the people who carried out ?‘,
. . L , . j
this heroic act because of their difficulty and pain. But if we search for *
the intellectual rationale behind this act, we run the risk of alienating
the masses, which is unacceptable to any organized political activism. ‘
The people wanted the killing of Sadat to have been carried out for [

patriotic reasons, because he was engaged 1n oppression, repression, |
and in the sale of their resources to foreigners, thus depriving them of
their livelihood. After all this, how can we disillusion people by telling
them the true reasons? What value does this truth have if it chills their
burning passion, extinguishing their hopes and making the assassinated
oppressor seem as though he had possessed wider horizons than the
martyred and heroic assassins? Isn’t turning a blind eye to this reality
the preferred position so that people are not demoralized?”

The opposition’s position rests on a strong logic, similar to the N
Platonic notion of the “royal lie.” Under some circumstances, reality *
can be injurious and white lies can be beneficial. Therefore, it becomes
inevitable in the course of political action that politicians adopt an
attitude capable of boosting the morale of the people.

In spite of the power of the preceding logic, reality cannot so easily be
defeated, mainly because the principles of political action should not be
dictated by the wishes of the opposition. This is premised on the glaring
contradiction between the opposition’s discourse and that of the Islamist
groups. When these groups have had opportunities to clearly express
hemselves. we see that their enemy is the secularist and progressive Ay
discourse centered on changing society according to modern concepts. .
An admission to this effect was made by their strategic planner, Khalid -
al-Zumur; he pointed out that the group had planned to kill Khahd '
MuhyT al-Din, chairman of the Arab nationalist or Nasserite Tajamu’ ,
Party and that the djscussion imphcitly evolved when they spoke of the
high hopes they had initially had for Sadat when he was fighting the
left. Many have admitted their enmity to democracy and the principle
of the people’s rule.

It behoves us to raise the following question from a pragmatic political
perspective: is it possible to secure a constructive mass movement by
deluding it and promoting the false hope that the killing of a tyrannical
ruler was done on its behalf, and not for a narrow-minded group that
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considers its main concern to be the superficial rites of religion and that
does not take into account the daily suffering and worries of the masses?
Would that count, from a purely political perspective, as the correct
foundation for a movement striving to achieve change for the better or,
at least, a conscious opposttional movement? Is it in the interest of the
masses to embrace this group's motives and methods of thinking? Can
the masses then guarantee that this group will walk the path that will
realize the people’s hopes? Does the group’s intellectual discourse and
program exert a positive mfluence in realizing the masses’ wishes on
the concrete level? Don’t we cause such a mass movement to fall into a
bottomless pit if we let it embrace this discourse or even ally itself with
accommodative programs or half-baked solutions?

Let us compare the opposition’s attitude in Egypt to that in Pakistan,
led by the widow of Dhu Faqgar Ali Bhutto, as reported by the mass
media. Nusrat Bhutto 1ssued a warning to the world and her people in
Pakistan about the continuation of Ziyaul Haq’s dictatorial regime. She
said that the regime’s exploitation of Islam for political purposes would
ultimately lead to religious extremism with the religious right in the
power seat. 1o my mind, this warning by Mrs Bhutto is an example of
a mature opposition endowed with discernment, compared to the naive
attitude of accommodating extremist Islamist discourse as embraced by
the Egyptian opposition specifically and the proponent of progressive
thought in the Arab world, generally. It would have been easy for Mrs
Bhutto to ally herself with those extremists for the purpose of removing
the tyrannical authority of Ziyaul Haq from power, taking into account
that she harbored personal reasons, in addition to general political reasons,
to take revenge on the ruling regime. However, she refrained from doin g
s0. On the contrary, she remained in opposition to the dictator while
resolutely distancing herself from religious extremism, and by doing
50 she snapped the diabolical cord that inevitably leads dictatorships
Into the dominion of religious extremism. Farsighted people exhibit
this brand of thinking, whereas the naive opposition does not shy away
from flirting with dangerous trends that are on the verge of exploding:
In fact, when a naive opposition calls for an alliance with these trends
it usually becomes their first victim.

After all of this, let us ponder the example that these extremist
currents offer to our youth, to the thousands of youths in this country
who unconsciously but passionately embrace this discourse. Do we really
accept that the average image of our youth will become that of a person
who keeps their eyes closed or stares at the heavens, who neither smiles
nor Jaughs, who shuns the arts, and who refuses to watch television
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(as Khialid did)? Do we accept the notion of a girl who considers a
man looking at her, or talking with her, prohibited (haram), who veils
herself because she assumes that her femininity is shametul, that men
will look at her with desire, and thus she must pay the price for these
desires, whereas men do not? Do we want the model for our children to
be the submissive youths who suspend all critical thought and who vie
in pelting each other with sacred texts instead of engaging in critical
and inventive discourse? Isn’t the task of the responsible thinker to draw
attention to this disease which spreads day by day, even if he knows that
by doing this he subjects himself to danger from a group intolerant of

logical debate, that resorts to solving problems with the fist whenever
it is cornered in debate?

THE ROOTS OF VIOLENCE

Violence is a central, not accidental, phenomenon in extremist groups,
it forms an indelible part of their psychological and mental formation
and is often their only means of realizing their objectives in society.
Certainly, sometimes violence takes the form of heroic sacrifice and for
reasons that are not convincing to those who think critically. What 1S
the type of mentality of a young man who carries out these heroic acts
for purely nominal reasons and who sacrifices himself for the sake of a
fatwa from Ibn Taymiyyah about the Tatars dating to an age which is both
distant and different from ours? The foundation of such a mentality S
blind obedience, as opposed to an analytical one which makes CONSCIOUS
choices. Belief reaches the level of semi stupefaction: the group adopts
a pyramid-like hierarchy where the word of the leader at the apex is
followed blindly by those at the bottom, not because the latter fear the
former, but because they have been trained to listen and obey, and take
orders without discussion.

It is necessary to point to the fact that excessive analysis and criticism
often lead to abstention from sacrifice, and behavior which resembles,
on the surface at least, cowardice. Because of their inclination toward
thinking, discussion, and reflection, rational people often exhibit cautious
behavior, avoiding both risk and impetuosity. However, this is a general
rule. During the Spanish Civil War, for example, a significant number of
American and European intellectuals valiantly fought against the Fascist
regime in Spain; many sacrificed their lives out of complete conviction
to the cause for which they fought.

The same phenomenon was repeated 1 the resistance movements
in the countries occupied by Nazi troops during World War Two, and
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we sce many examples of intellectuals engaging in armed struggles
in Latin America. However, it is possible to say in general that the
readiness to sacrifice oneself according to blind opinion devoid of
conscious analysis or criticism is much greater in shallow thinkers
than 1n those with deliberate and decp thinking. This was the case with
Hitler’s soldiers and officers, who exhibited high levels of courage,
impetuosity, and “heroism,” in the absolute meaning of those terms,
because of their belief in a cause they followed blindly and never
thought to debate or analyze.

I can say that Egypt has been amenable to the spread of this mentality
over the thirty years of military rule in the country. In my opinion,
an organic connection exists between the political system installed
by the July 23 Revolution and the spread of religious extremism and
violence. The political system was inclined by its very nature to apply
to the people the same behavioral values applied to the military and
to establish a relationship between ruler and ruled identical to one
between an officer and his troops, and not between equal and rational
citizens. The 1952 Revolution opted to create “submissive citizens”
who refrained from analyzing, debating, and pondering the future,
instead allowing the leader think on behalf of the people. They were
only expected to obey orders.

In reality, a thin line separates military rule from religious extremism.
In both cases, we find tyrannical thinking, blind opinion, the belief that
they possess the absolute truth, and the rejection of others’ opinions, to
the point of regarding such opinions as both treasonous and a sign of
unbelief. In both cases, authority dominates logic, battles or conflicts
are resolved by liquidation not dialogue, the right of reason to raise
objections and take an autonomous path is expropriated, and the media
platforms that cultivate people’s critical faculties disappear.

In our perspective, violence is a common denominator of the military
regime and extremist Islamist groups. For both, violence is not an
accidental phenomenon, but an essential part of their foundations. This
fact does not require proof in the case of the military, since direct physical
power constitutes an acknowledged principle of the army. As for the
extremist religious groups, however, exposing their roots in violence
does require some discussion.

A discourse like that of the Jihad organization may lead to a civil
war between Christians and Muslims in Egypt; as a matter of fact, this
occurred when Jihad members killed the Coptic owners of jewelry stores
and expropriated their wealth. They considered this operation to be a
religious duty and their possession of the money as booty permissible




WOI Jeldb A

e et W
Pa—

112 Myth and Reality in the Contemporary Islamist Movement '-1

——— -
e
]
1

for Muslims. If the Islamists succeeded in their plan to seize power, 1&
the country would be drowning in a sea of blood, with the blood of it
those democrats and progressives who ally themselves with these groups i
flowing profusely. But this does not shed light on the phenomenon of E|;

violence and its role in the formation of these groups. What is more ‘;
important in this regard is the spread of the concept of takfir, that 1S, ﬁl
declaring somebody an apostate or an infidel, and the ease with which 4
this condemnation is uttered. So the state is unbelieving (kafirah), I
and anyone who does not rule by and apply Shari‘ah is a kafir, and ‘
anyone, even a Muslim, who does not follow the Islamist framework \

\

of thinking is also a kdjir. The expression kafir or kufr was often used
by the defendants in the J ihad case.

Here, we must be conscious of the fact that the characteristic of kufr, ‘i .
according to the intellectual framework of these organizations, 1s not easy |
to define. It not only expresses a form of opposition, condemnation, Or '11
rational criticism, it is a total ‘ncrimination, making the spilling of blood :
and confiscation of wealth permissible, as well as the total “erasure” of an
- dividual from existence. Anyone labeled with this characteristic must i
therefore be exterminated, cancelled out and removed from the domain : 11
of thinking and reality. Takfir, or declaring someone an unbeliever, 18 |
equivalent to a judgment of capital punishment, with a moral obligation i
on the part of the believer to continually bear in mind the punishment
until it is possible to act upon it. When the opportunity presents itself, o
the execution of the judgment is imperative, and is carried out inan .7y
atmosphere of certainty: religious duty has been fulfilled which will -
bring recompense in this life and entry to paradise in the next. ‘* [

In other words, tfakfir is the religious equivalent of the acts of a
imprisonment, oppression, torture, and execution which are controlled i
by worldly authority. If the government can isolate its opponents, silence, L
and kill them, that is, “erase” its opponents from existence in one form |
or another, religious groups can do the same {0 their opponents, using
their own methods. However, with the latter, “erasing” someone {rom
existence does not take a concrete physical form, mainly because these |
groups do not rule or possess pOwer. If they were to rule, they would :
apply the formula “orasure from existence” to a much wider domain L.
than has been done by secular governments, however sanguine they -
may be.

Therefore just as violence constitutes an indelible component of
military rule, it is also at the heart of the extremist groups’ mental and
psychological formation. The extremists’ mere use of the expression
“someone is an unbeliever” or “this state Or institution is an unbeliever”
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1s equivalent to Sadat’s *I will grind anyone who dares to oppose me.”
But the extremists’ crushing of their enemies is more violent, because
it 1s done with such unquestioning peace of mind that it docs not stand
up to the level of consciousness a secular ruler has with respect to the
oppression and destruction of his people.

Violence underlies both the discourse and behavior of the military in
Egypt and the extremist groups. One must add this factor to the historical
environment that produced this type of discourse, that is, the failure of
the July 1952 Revolution, which was characterized by military defeats,
the predominance of superstition, the slavish flattery of religious fervor,
the adoption of the principle of “only one truth,” and the climination of
any ideology or individual who would oppose this way of thinking.

It 1s time now to ask a fundamental question: if the appearance of these
extremist organizations is referred to as an “Islamic revival” in cultura
and political circles, and if the conditions under which this revival
appeared are like the ones we have already described, would this reviva
be considered a feature of progress in Muslim consciousness, as its
proponents and those writers who champion them claim, both nationally
and internationally, and who flatter them for different reasons? In reality,
the Islamic revival in its contemporary form appears to be dominated
by the regression and backwardness that pervaded the Arab and Muslim
worlds 1n the 1970s. In that sense, this revival is a direct reflection of
the defeats and frustrations affecting people’s consciousness, and is far
from being an attempt to overcome these problems. The escape 1nto
formalistic rites and blind obedience, ignoring the concrete problems of
life, paralysis of critical reason, the return to the past, and overlooking
the dramatic changes and transformations produced by many centuries,
all of this is but “the discourse of defeat” itself and produces general
paralysis in people’s consciousnesses. This phenomenon is not the
product of the anger of new generations and the failure of the youth
to unite with the current regimes, as some scholars such as Saad Eddin
Ibrahim argue. All these factors were there up until the mid-1970s, and
instead incited the youth to turn to the left. The *“discourse of defeat™
s a direct expression of the highest form of mental deterioration, and
the fruition of the tyrannical tendency or orientation after thirty years
of falsifying consciousness. The same mental environment that made
Tharwat Abaza Egypt’s official man of letters, Anis Manstir and Mustafa
Mahmud the most important thinkers and philosophers, and Ahmad
"Adawiyyah the most popular artist, has made religious extremism the
most widespread current among the new generations of youth.
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After all of this, one essential point remains for which we must forgive
any author sympathizing with these trends. The youths committed to
these extremist groups were the only ones able to “achieve” something,
regardless of the motives behind this “achievement.” These youths were
able to put an end to the stagnating conditions that seemed set to continue
for many years to come. They threw a huge stone in the muddy lake
of Egypt, creating new waves and whirlpools that may one day change
‘1o ferocious winds and waves. Compared to this, the democrats,
progressives, and secularists did not play any role whatsoever 1in this
sudden turn of events, and it appeared they reached a dead end when
this shocking assassination was carried out.

Thus, a real problem with no clear solution appears before the political
thinker. It seems as though our country currently has two choices, each
worse than the other. We either satisfy ourselves with a progressive and
enlightened discourse capable of comprehension, criticism, and analysis
but incapable of movement, or we follow in the footsteps of a backward
discourse, deficient in comprehension, criticism, and analysis, but the
only one with any dynamism! In yearning for a better future, Egypt
is facing a real crisis: it is forced to choose between thought without
action or action without thought. I think that our salvation will come the
day that those who think reach a level in which they are able to apply
their thought to the domain of effective and influential action, or when
those who act finally understand the value ot open-minded thought and
enlightened reason.
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Part Three

On the Implementation of Shari‘ah
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An Invitation to Dialogue

Contrary to what others think, I do believe that engaging in dialogue with
the currents of thought that call for the implementation of Shari*ah is a
vital task 1n the light of contemporary conditions. I think that a responsible
media should open the widest door possible for all sides to express
their thoughts freely, so that those Egyptians who are undecided can
tamiliarize themselves with the different positions, compare the different
arguments of the supporters and opponents of SharT*ah implementation.
and derive their own conclusions from such a dialogue. The following
reasons justify such a call to dialogue. The first is the utter importance
of the subject matter. The implementation of Shari*ah is not a simple
endeavor and is not merely a step taken by the People’s Assembly in
Egypt to satisty certain forces on the ground, which have persistently
pushed toward this direction. There are other wider forces within society
that 1nsist on such an approach. although they have vague ideas about
such a possibility, assuming that both private and social problems will
be automatically solved the moment SharT*ah is implemented. Such
an implementation would mean a radical lifestyle change for both the
individual and society, leaving an indelible mark on every member of
society in their style of personal behavior, their cultural habits, the media
to which they are exposed and the education they receive. Furthermore,
this implementation would impact the governing style, legal systems,
the dispensation of state resources, and the form of the state's forei an
policy. In view of the potential for comprehensive change in people’s
lives, why has our intelligentsia neglected to delve into this dangerously
important topic while others have paid only lip service to it?

The second rationale for such dialogue is that there are indeed
masses of people who believe in the appropriateness of such an idea
and request that it be implemented with both passion and sincerity.
Most of these citizens are well-intentioned people who strive to reform
themselves and their societies. The familiar image of the man devoted
to the 1dea of implementing Shari‘ah is that of a straightforward and
pious individual who belongs to a religious group and regularly attends
talks and discussions in mosques frequented by at least one of the
Important preachers. More often than not, this young man unhesitantly
embraces the monolithic view, since he has been not exposed to different
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perspectives and his general education has usually been meager. Even
if we suppose that his profession is in the field of science, such as
medicine and engineering, he does not allow his area of specialization to
influence his general outlook on life, and remains a prisoner of his narrow
worldview. Although we find exceptions, this is a typical portrayal of
these people.

Those, like myself, who oppose these masses of well-intentioned albeit
misinformed men and women, must deal with them with sensitivity.
Many of their critics find it sufficient to describe them as reactionary
and rigid; people who want to turn back the clock and who place little
value on the facts and the conditions of the modern age. Even if these
descriptions were accurate, they fall short in dealing with people who
aspire toward reform and who believe that they alone possess the means
of salvation for both individual and society.

As mentioned above, the youths’ biggest problem is that they have
been exposed to one perspective only and are in dire need of exposure
to other perspectives, which should be presented to them calmly and
without coercion so that they are exposed to new horizons of thinking.
What they truly need is dialogue that would take into consideration their
good intentions and their desire to achieve reform while drawing their
attention to the grave errors their spiritual and intellectual guides have
committed. Any other approach would just strengthen their position and
lead to more defensive behavior.

This leads to the third rationale for the needed dialogue, since the
essential difference among the proponents and opponents of Shari'ah
implementation resides not just 1n their differences of opinion, but 1n
the difference of their styles of thinking as well. Proponents of Shari‘ah
do not justify their arguments on the basis of reason and logic but on
ahsolute belief and obedience. If some use reason in their arguments,
they do so in a limited way only. Islamist youths have grown used to
servile obedience to the extent that their leaders exercise an 1mmense
and indisputable power over them. Thus, their debate, from beginning to
end, depends on textual quotation’é, not just from established texts, but
also from the propopents of individual ijithad, such as Ibn Taymiyyah
and Sayyid Qutb, whose ideas become more established as they are
repeated on every occasion.

The main benefit of dialogue would be to release these youths from
the prison of texts to the wider domain of rational thought and 1ts
magnanimity. Such dialogue opens new horizons, which are not visible
while they remain entrenched in their own groups. Dialogue enables

them to use their faculty of reason, portrayed by some as a product of
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Satan and not the greatest gift from God. Undoubtedly, the discovery of
the world of systematic thinking that uses reason and logic does work
to save thesc youths from committing drastic errors, or at least opens
the door for them to independent thinking in matters they have never
before subjected to the power of logic.

As for the last rationale for dialogue, it is simply that the dialogue has
never taken place tn our society. Over the past four decades, in which the
degree of polarization has intensified between the religious and secular
groups in Egyptian society, no real dialogue has emerged. Each trod its
independent path while addressing its supporters with its own internal
discourse. If one side levels a critique against its antagonist, it does so
from 1ts parochial position without making any effort to understand the
other or give them an equal opportunity to freely express their ideas.

For all the above reasons, the mass media should do a favor to
the people of Egypt by initiating a genuine and principled dialogue
dominated by reason and quiet logic and driven by the desire to attain
mutual understanding between the two sides. To my mind, this is the
most appropriate time to conduct such dialogue, since many voices
are calling for an immediate implementation of Shart*ah, as though
this were the final solution to our problems. Also, we must critically
examine at this time the various attempts to implement the Shart*ah in
other Arab countries and judge whether the results have been positive
Or negative; we must be aware of the extent to which such a result
would reflect on society.

The question in dispute concerns the future of the whole Arab ummab.,
and administrative decisions or legal rulings are far from sufficient in
finding a solution to this issue. First and foremost, people have to grapple
rationally with the issue; if they fail to produce rational solutions, the
1ssue will reignite, which would be dangerous indeed.

At this juncture, we must raise the question: why has this dialogue
not yet taken place? What are the reasons that led to the polarization of
the Egyptian nation in some of its most important dimensions, and why
Is 1t that every group avoids and undermines the others or fails to see
any benefit in engaging the other side in dialogue? The essential factor
seems to be fear and lack of trust.

There is a real fear, in our Arab societies in general and in Egypt in
particular, of debating the nature of religious dogma. If we ponder for a
minute the level of the debates about these issues that took place in the
first half of the twentieth century, we will discover that they were morc
courageous and honest than what has been written and said about these
1ssues in more recent decades. There is a lot of evasion when it comes
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to debating these issues, and many authors try to disguise the meanings
they are presumably conveying to their readers. This time, the fear 1s
not of the authority of the state, but of public opinion, which, according
to some, ring-fences some issues as not to be challenged.

In many discussions taking place in the last four decades, some
individuals have used public sensitivity to their advantage by accusing,
on any occasion or without an occasion at all, their ideological enemies
of atheism and heresy, as though there were a human authority that
judges (takfir) people and denies them paradise. This type of person is
easily satisfied with slandering their opponent, knowing full well that
the result will be to effectively silence their rival, even in the area of
non-religious issues. The same applies to some secularist groups, who
hypocritically adopt the same tactics against their religious rivals.

However, these secularist attempts have completely failed, as
members of the religious movements exhibit an impermeable logic.
If you accept their premises, 1t will be difficult to reach conclusions
different from theirs. Their theory is well integrated, the parts seamlessly
interconnected, and the only way to critique it is by debating its premises
and intellectual foundations. Half-hearted solutions do not sit well with
them: on the contrary, they lead to counterproductive results. They know
their supporters and opponents well. If their opponents were to hide
ander the mask of a meek lamb, their wakeful shepherds would be quick
to detect their deception.

So it is fear that has made things so complicated and prevented real
opportunities for dialogue. No real dialogue can take place unless the
barriers of fear collapse. I do not mean to say that a new cycle of violent
confrontation between the two sides must begin, but that each side must
have equal opportunity for expression so that each can understand the
other’s position and evaluate it on the basis of enlightened knowledge
and not on the basis of arrogance, extremism, superficial courtesy, and
hypocrisy. [ do hope that the subjects I am going to present in the next
pages will provide a good beginning for fertile dialogue that does not
base itself on mutual accusations and fake smiles, but on the quiet
contemplation and correct logic which would benefit our society in 1ts

current Crisis.
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The July Revolution
and the Islamist Groups

The most widespread thesis promoted by the writings of contemporary
Islamist movements is that the history of the July 1952 Revolution
with regard to these movements has been that of repression, and that
religious extremism arose during the long period of incarceration and
oppression the members of these groups were subjected to in 1954, 1965,
or afterwards. These movements take this thesis for granted and do not
subject 1t to criticism. I do not intend to absolutely deny this claim here
but to express certain reservations about it and shed some light on some
of the misunderstandings surrounding it.

Proponents of this thesis conclude, on the basis of the violent
confrontation in most of the history of the July Revolution between
the regime and various Islamist groups, that the Revolution adopted an
antagonistic position vis-a-vis Islam. Islamist groups, with their strong
identifiction with Islam, consider that the violence meted out ta them
by the regime is evidence of a direct attack on Islam itself,

The preceding conclusion is far from the truth. We cannot confine
Islam to this or that group and its destiny cannot be determined on the
basis of this or that group languishing in prison or roaming freely 1n
society. Undoubtedly, one of the gravest errors committed by a certain
group 1s to consider itself the sole guardian of Islam, and to induce in
people the belief that any attack on it is an attack on Islam itself.

To my mind, the radical proof that abrogates such a conclusion is the
fact that the confrontations between the July Revolution and the Islamist
groups were political in nature, and were far from being religious or
doctrinal. Usually, a confrontation takes place when the regime thinks
that a specific religious group begins to pose a danger to the political
system and the state, or security and the status quo. It is possible that this
thinking was not always right and may have led to grave errors. However,
We are not In a position to assess what exactly happened or pass Jjudgment
upon it. We limit our task here to evaluating the phenomenon itself and

expressing the essential idea that the conflict was in principle political
and not doctrinal.
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As a matter of fact, no battle over any dimension of Islamic doctrine
ever took place during the reign of the July Revolution. In this, the July
Revolution differs from many other revolutions, for example, the Atatiirk
Revolution in Turkey which adopted a clear-cut secularist approach and
severely diminished religious institutions, or, on the other hand, the
Iranian Revolution, which elevated the status of religious institutions
at the expense of other institutions. The July Revolution never did
this. It is possible to argue that there was more interest in religious
questions during the time of the July Revolution than during the liberal
~ule which extended from 1919 to 1952. As proof, it suffices to mention
the establishment of the Higher Council of Islamic Affairs, which
systematically published a large number of books and periodicals and
was active in proselytizing (da ‘wah), especially in Africa and South East
Asia. Furthermore, the domain of the religious mass media expanded and
religious movements were permitted to express themselves with more
freedom than that permitted to the secular trends, which had experienced
little repression in the preceding era. The religious curriculum expanded
in both private and state schools, and a noticeable increase in the number
of mosques constructed.

In summary, the claim that the July Revolution, especially in the 1950s
and 1960s, oppressed Islam itself because it dealt with some religious
movements in a certain way is certainly unfounded since the competifion
took place on the political plane only. Since politics often takes warped
paths, the relationship between the July Revolution and the religious
movements was extremely complex. Very often, bloody confrontation
would take place after a period of deep rapprochement, as was the case
in 1954. when the Muslim Brotherhood Movement (the Ikhwan) was
close to the Free Officers in their first two years of power.

On the scale of any objective assessment, this relationship between
the sides is steeped in many errors, and the only way to exit this impasse
is to try and fathom the depth of the relationship between the Islamist
movements and the July Revolution.

In those periods of power dominated by an absolute ruler, in which
real democracy was blocked, the proponents of this rule followed a
style of behavior not too dissimilar from that followed by extremist
religious groups in both their thinking and organization. An authonty
that tolerated no criticism made political decisions, and those controlling
the mass media censured their opponents, labeling their ideas as forms of
atheism and unbelief. Instead of applying the methods of dialogue and
understanding, most political ditferences were resolved by recourse o
violence and power. Servile submission was the greatest “righteousness”
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a citizen, or any person close to the pyramid of power, was expected 1o
express. Political authority propounded its spectal genre of “absolule
truth,” which considered any opposing position as atheistic and false.

But haven’t the above been characteristic of the extremist religious
movements, as well? Once we remember that whole generations grew
up in the context of this special relationship between the ruler and
ruled (a relationship that only lacks divine imprimatur), why should
we be surpnised to discover that a huge number of youth follow, both
individually and collectively, in the footsteps of these extremist religious
groups, especially after all the oppression to which these groups are
subjected? (Indeed, we would be surprised if we encountered a young
person growing up in this atmosphere who was unafraid to express
their own individual belief or opinion.) The youth join those religious
movements that operate on the same principles as the powers-that-be
with the difference that the Creator of the Universe and not the ruler is
the one to be obeyed.

The confrontation between the July Revolution and religious groups,
until the 1970s, appears in a new light: it is based on close proximity
and violent tension. What caused this violent outcome was the similarity
between the two opposing systems of thought and the almost identical
style of behavior of the rulers and ruled in both instances. Also, let us
suppose that a certain religious group, that is, the Muslim Brotherhood
Movement, had gained the upper hand in the confrontations of 1954
and 1965; its own treatment of the defeated party would have been even
bloodier and would in essence have assumed the mantle of a dictatorshi D,
repressing any opposition.

Of course, no one can deny the fact that the differences in the actual
programs of both sides are great. Here | am addressing the style of
behavior and the pattern of the relationship between the different
levels of organization, and the relationship between the top level of the
power pyramid and its base. In all of this, the undemocratic direction
of the 1950s and 1960s provided fertile ground from which all sorts of
oppressive currents, including religious extremism, emerged.

In a nutshell, both sides’ use of violence in this period seemed to be
the only way to sort out their differences. Certainly, this was a grave
error that led to many more errors, from which we still suffer. What is
important is that both sides were mistaken, though we must admit that
the religious movements endured repression for a lengthy period before
resorting to violence, which explains why these movements still say that
the pre-1970s era in Egypt was one of oppression and violence. However,
the only thing that prevented these movements from achieving their goal
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of religious domination was violent state repression. When both sides
play the language of violence, the defeated have no right to complain
about the oppression of the victor.

We now reach the 1970s, which were preceded by an important
transitional period following on the heels of the Arab civilizational,
social, and military defeat of 1967. In this period of Egyptian history,
the emergence of religious movements was generally characterized by
scholars as a response to the 1967 defeat and the consequent feeling
of public humiliation. This was eenerally perceived as the response of
hopeless and desperate people who found no way out of their situations
except by seeking succor from the heavens or the distant past. They
envisaged that the darkness and failure of the present could only be
ameliorated by a renaissance that would re-embody anew the carliest
olories of Islam. Undoubtedly, what promoted this type of thinking was
the emergence of a strong current in which religious fervor and mass
delusion were intertwined. For example, after the tragic June defeat 1n
1967, wave after wave of people, for many long nights, sought to catch
a glimpse of an apparition of the Virgin Mary in a church in Cairo. Many
returned home convinced they had actually seen Mary.

I would like to explain my reasons for rejecting this theory that the
emergence of religious groups in Egypt in the 1970s was in response to
the defeat. First of all, one will notice that the Egyptian nation’s response
did not take a religious direction in the years following the 1967 defeat.
Even the popularity of the story of the Virgin Mary’s apparition was
somewhat temporary and was invented by those who wanted to lessen the
impact of the defeat on the people. In 1968, the Egyptian nation staged
demonstrations requesting the leaders assess their responsibility for the
defeat. In 1970 and 1973, demonstrations called for leaders to intensify
the war of attrition against Israel. In all of these cases, the masses were
demanding the implementation of democracy and the improvement
of their standard of living. The religious movements did not play a
significant role in these demonstrations. Instead, various secular groups
dominated the streets, especially among university students. Therefore,
the first and automatic response to the defeat did not come from the
religious movements. It is only after the 1973 war that these movements
began to spread their influence widely among students, 1n the halls of
the mosques and at the popular level aenerally. The 1973 war was able
to only partially diminish the impact of the 1967 deteat.

On the other hand, if the emergence of religious movements had been
a counter-response to the defeat, its emergence would have been linked to
programs and plans by these movements to help us overcome that defeat.
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However, nothing like this ever took place; the programs of the religious
movements, spreading widely in thosc years, focused on superficial
issues, for example, the beard, the veil, segregation, and raising the
volume of microphones in the mosques through the use of technology,
a practice that was seen as unlslamic. Issues of sexuality and sexual
purity, with the resultant calls for separation of the sexes and men's
sequestering of women, all played exaggerated roles in public discourse.
Men were attracted to the religious movements by appealing to the desire
to protect the honor of their women, while women were reminded that
their sexual purity and good behavior were essential for a happy life.
However, these had nothing to do with the actual life of the people or
the major problems from which society suffered. Has even one reader
heard of one program sponsored by a religious movement that would
ameliorate our economic crisis, or take responsibility for our natural
resources, our balance of payment, the relationship between the private
and public sectors, our commitment to international banks, and our
heavy financial debt? Have the booklets published by these movements
contained any clear perspective, amenable to implementation, on the
subjects of economic growth, independence and dependence, and the
problems of university education, and that of private and public schools?
More 1mportantly, has any religious movement envisioned actual plans
with the objective of confronting Israel and the powers supporting it
by providing weapons to the army and utilizing our national resources
for the sake of the war of revenge we all waited for so impatiently after
the defeat? Nothing happened with the exception of the utterance of
some general statements about the enmity of the Jews to Islam and the
rallying of Muslim power.

How can we claim that the spread of religious movements was a counter-
response to the 1967 defeat when the programs of these movements
lacked any plan that could be implemented in the age of electronic war
and the threat of nuclear bombs? No doubt, those from whom we want
revenge use the most advanced scientific and technological methods
when organizing their societies and planning their daily affairs.

I would like to defend the idea that the mass appeal of the Islamist
movements, occurring only in the third part of the 1970s and not
immediately following the 1967 defeat, is a clear expression of the
totality of the defeat and its psychological impact; the rise of the Islamist
movements was never a counter-response to the defeat or an attempt to
ameliorate its effects. Rather, the movements’ followers clearly were
suffering from the internalization of the defeat. Although not conscious of
this internalization, every atom of their thought and behavior, especially
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after they join the movement, testifies to this. They do not use their tpl
mind or thought processes, but instead accept simplistic answers from
their leaders, answers that are then disseminated to other malcontents. t
Their lives revolve around repeated, memorized, deeply believed clichés, \
taught by people perceived as infallible. The follower does not seek |
innovation or exert any form of analysis or autonomy ot opinion; any 1
critical faculty is non-existent. In a nutshell, the follower does not use {
nine-tenths of the greatest and most sublime faculty with which God
has endowed humanity: reason. Is it possible to say that such a person tl |
who cancels out their mind in such a way has the means to respond to |

the defeat? Or are we dealing with someone whose very behavior makes !

defeat a certainty, gives support to its foundation and proves that the 1‘
defeat has seeped deeply into the recesses of their personality? g

However, in order to be fair-minded, we must point out that the |
foundations for this negative behavior were established long before |
the defeat itself. In the authoritarian era, people grew accustomed to
obedience and passive listening, giving others the opportunity to think
for them and make all the critical decisions on their behalf. Over the l
years, people’s minds became fertile ground for utter obedience, and it \!
became natural for them to think that there was always an external source h"i
that contained the solutions to all of their questions and problems. There E
is only a minor difference between this position and that adopted by i
the religious movements. If the individual is not expected to contribute | 1*
. terms of critical thinking, but simply receive and obey orders from ]
superior sources, isn’t it more appropriate that these orders are perceived ;t
‘0 emanate from those who ascribe their authority to divine sources, rather b
ithan from a ruler who, in the final analysis, is a finite human being? 1

Thus, the long years of authoritarian and oppressive rule prepared
the ground for such behavior; the 1967 defeat exacerbated people’s |
sense of vulnerability and weakness to the point where the simplest of
preachers could mesmerize tens of thousands of people with passionate
but vacuous phrases.

However, our discussion of the’spread of religious movements cannot
be complete unless we address other factors of support, especially
financial. that the movements received from internal and external .
sources. Undoubtedly, the state turned a blind eye to the activities of
religious movements and some even argue that the state trained some
members of these movements. This position, either of turning a blind
eye or giving material support, was the second major error that the
July Revolution committed in its treatment of the religious movement.
After the violence of the 1960s came the flirtation of the 1970s. State
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policy was founded on the philosophy that the youths’ joining of these
movements was far less dangerous than their joining leftist groups, which
seemed to have gamed some strength between 1968 and 1973, In other
words, the official state policy was to seek the religious movements'
assistance to the extent that it would benefit the state and enable it to
realize 1ts domestic and foreign objectives. This error was the straw
that broke the camel’s back. Experience has repeatedly shown that it is
impossible to contain these groups in a specific box or use them to meet
the objectives of others. Very swiftly, these groups move to realize their
own objectives and break away from the limitations within which they
were expected to operate. This happened repeatedly in the 1970s, and its
bloody consequences were seen in the attack on the Military Academy,
the murder of Shaykh al-Dahabi (Minister of Islamic Endowments),
and the sectarian conflict, until the situation exploded in the 1980s. The
main mistake of official policy in the 1970s was its attempt to balance
contradictions that were quite impossible to reconcile: the religious
current 1s simultaneously useful but dangerous: it must be encouraged
while being confined to boundaries from which it must not overstep, or
it must be given the freedom to operate while remaining under constant
surveillance. As we all know, the price paid for failing to follow these
guidelines was high indeed.

The second source of support for the religious movements was
external. It is not accidental that they began to gather momentum
exactly around the same time that the influence of oil began to appear
in Egypt, that s, in the early 1970s. If we ponder the form of the Islamic
mission adopted by the extremists of these groups, we will find a strong
resemblance to that adopted in some Arab countries that raise the banner
of Islam, where great effort is expended to ignore the teachings of [slam
about social justice, equality, the criticism of usury, and the care and
righteousness that must be shown to the poor and weak in society. Most
of these movements focus on the superficial aspects of life, such as the
outer appearance of a person and their apparel, and the exaggerated
segregation of men and women. What is notable is that many of these
extremust Islamist movements, although attacking the Jahiliyyah (pre-
Islamic) nature of those societies that do not implement God’s law, refrain
completely from showing any criticism with regard to the way Shar7*ah
has been implemented in petroleum-producing countries. Furthermore,
these movements do not expose the great gap between the teachings of
Islam and the squandering of oil-derived wealth on extreme luxury and
over-consumption. Meanwhile, the transfer of some of this wealth to
these movements has made them popular, cspecially among students.
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Major errors were committed by the state in dealing with the problem
of religious groups. The state’s handling of these groups vacillated K

between extreme repression, which in the long run made the problem 1‘
worse, and extreme support, which encouraged these groups to transcend \
their boundaries and increase in strength. These errors led to what we [
call the “sectarian conflict,” which reached its apogee in the event of the ;
Manassah (when Sadat was assassinated) and in the Muslim Brotherhood .Ih,\l
uprising in Asytt in Upper Egypt. The natural extension of all of this
has been the demand to implement Shari‘ah, a demand that 1s still very “
popular nowadays.
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The Implementation of Shart‘ah:
An Attempt at Comprehension

The accumulated mistakes of the past thirty years in Egypt, some of
which were committed by the Islamist movement itself and others by
the government in dealing with the movement, have culminated in the
present explosive situation, in which active Islamist groups declarce that
the only exit from our problems is an immediate implementation of
SharT*ah. These groups attempt to move their work from the theoretical
stage to that of actual implementation.

The responses to such a critical situation have vacillated from one
position to its opposite. On the one hand, some have downplayed the
importance of the situation, claiming it was exaggerated in order to

'. cover up other social and economic problems in society. On the other
! hand, others have blown the situation out of proportion and warned us
of a dreadful danger on the verge of destroying us. In either case, no
rational discussion of the roots of the problems facing us in Egypt and
| the larger Arab world has taken place. To my mind, the danger is real
and to make light of its intensity is misleading.

The claim that the character of the Egyptian nation does not admit that
violence and terrorism feature in matters of religion is not a sound thesis,
but an intentional act of emotional denial. For many years, the Iranian
nation had suffered from the horrors of (the Iranian secret services)
the Savak, which killed thousands and left even more physically and
mentally scarred. Once the revolution took place in 1979, capital
! punishment and automatic trials went into effect, and a dark curtain
: of extremism, dejection, and sullenness fell upon people who had just
won their freedom from the dictatorship of an oppressive ruler. I doubt
that the Sudanese nation has the temperament to gather in public spaces
‘. In order to “enjoy” the sight of hands being cut off or backs being
flogged. This did happen, not during the reign of a full-fledged Islamist
? revolution, but in the wake of a sudden turning to Islam, which was
the final cycle in a series of dramatic changes the previous Sudanese
regime went through.

One must not underestimate this issue, However, the automatic and
hasty counter-responses to the demands for Sharr*ah and the attacks on
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the proponents of Shari‘ah implementation are useless unless they offer
1 well-researched and convincing perspective. Therefore, the question

|
calls for a meditative rational discussion on the dimensions of this it
demand, the possibilities of its implementation and the consequences y
it may have. !
Therefore, what faces us in this analytical discussion that I intend to %
offer are two questions: first, why? And, second, how? J
THE FIRST QUESTION: ‘
WHY THE CALL TO IMPLEMENT SHARI‘AH? g

Proponents of Shari‘ah implementation are quick to point out that the

wadi‘yyah) are of human origin. The simple logic behind the penetration

i

F

rules of Shari‘ah are divinely ordained, whereas positivist laws (gawanin E
L

|

of such a thesis into the hearts and minds of millions is that divine rule
+nd human rule are not comparable. The human species is fragile and
weak: its age, compared to that of the eternal universe, is no more than
2 moment, and their being is just a small atom 1n a boundless universe
whose dimensions are measured by millions of light years. Proponents
of Shari‘ah tend to raise the following argument: while we possess both
divinely ordained and human-made Jegislation, it is inappropriate {0
hesitate for a moment in our choice of which is “correct.”

As T have already mentioned, this straightforward logic cannot be
contested in the mind of any average person; on the contrary, the force
of its conviction is clearer than the simplest mathematical formulations.
The fact that people live in a state of regression and crisis increases the
appeal of this conviction. The more that political, economic, and social
crises tighten the noose around their necks, the more the people will
come to accept such logic, which asks them: haven’t you discovered yet
the results of human-made rule? Distancing yourselves from the divine
path has caused your tragedies. Why do you not tread this path, if you
really desire to save yourselves from the precipice?

Naturally, if the choice had really been between a divine rule and a ‘

human one, then the solution would have been immediately apparent.

However. the fundamental question is: are we really in a position to .-
choose between divine jurisdiction and human law? In my opinion,

the case is far from this; the alternatives offered by the proponents of
Shari‘ah exist only in the minds of those who do not deeply ponder
matters. My opinion is based on essential foundations: first, Shart"ah
rules. as all admit, mostly reflect very general principles and require the
exertion of tremendous effort in order to fill the many gaps these rules
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possess. The more complicated life becomes, the more significant it is
to examine the details of these rules. Undoubtedly, our contemporary
age 18 the most complex since the inception of human history as a resull
of dramatic technological and scientific progress and the concomitant
changes in how we live our lives. These changes created new situations
humans had not hitherto known. Therefore, it is imperative for any
soclety to exert immense human effort to translate general religious
principles into attainable realities in such a world.

We shall give two examples in this regard. The principle of charity
(hsan) is well recognized in Islam. Many Qur’anic verses extrapolate
this principle with the objective of reminding the wealthy that the
deprived have a right to some of that wealth. The main intention is to
ensure a minimum standard of living for the poor. Thus the principle
of charity is an essential element that purports to realize some form of
social justice. Amidst the increasing complication and urbanization of
modern societies, it becomes imperative that we grasp the general spirit
of the principle of charity and strive to narrow the gap between rich and
poor. Also, we must exert great effort in identifying the methods that wil]
realize for certain some form of social justice in this complex society.
The methods of realizing social justice can extend from the rich giving
charity directly to the poor (a useless formula in most contemporary
societies), to barring the wealthy from owning the means that enable
them to exploit the poor and weak. There are many differences of opinion
(which are man-made), about the solutions to this problem, although
these differences can be classified under the general religious principle
of charity.

The second example is that of Qur’anic principle of shirah, or
consultation among the people, which is divinely ordained. As we all
know, there is still wide disagreement about this principle and whether
or not it 1s binding on the ruler. What is even more important is that the
principle of shitrah has been subject to widely divergent interpretations:
it can be defined as the murmur of the ruler in the ears of his ministers
and close confidants, or the carrying-out of honest and free elections
that will lead to the choice of real people’s representatives, who form
an authoritative body to keep an eye on the conduct of the ruler and
establish checks and balances that cannot be overstepped. The divine
principle is one; however, the interpretations, which are human-inspired,
are quite numerous,

In this regard, I would like to point out the interpretation offered by
the Egyptian thinker Khalid Muhammad Khalid [d. 1996] in a recent
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article of his in al-Ahram (June 6, 1985). In this article, the eminent ]\
Islamic writer defines the principle of shiirah as follows: v

|

1} The nation is the source of authority. El
2) TItis essential that there be separation between the different branches *;:‘
of power. l;\

3) The nation must have the absolute right to choose its president. -

4) The nation must have the absolute right to elect its representatives. '--r'[
5) There must be a courageous and free parliamentary opposition that \‘5
can topple the government in instances of transgression. ‘*
6) There must be party pluralism. %
7) There must be a free press, which must be always honored and ]
defended. {
8) “Oh brother, this is the Islamic system of power, without any l
falsification or reduction.” :

Needless to say, this last line of Khalid Muhammad Khalid’s statement
will be vehemently opposed by many Islamist groups as well as by those
regimes that vociferously claim that they follow the path of Shari ah.
Mr Khalid’s definition represents the extreme democratic position,;
however, the principle of shiirgh can be, {from a theoretical perspective
at least, interpreted in a much narrower sense. Therefore, what Mr Khalid
perceives as the Islamic system of governance is in fact his personal
view of this system. We must be grateful for such an enlightened and
expansive perspective; however, we must admit that this is not the only
perspective that the religious texts contain.

In this regard, the important question 1s: would Mr Khalid have .
ceached such a definition of authority had he pondered only the general o
principles contained in the religious texts? Would he have been able to '
define the principle of shiirah as the separation between the different
authorities, free parliamentarian election, a strong opposition capable
of toppling the government, party pluralism and freedom of the press,
had he not been influenced by such weak and mortal human beings as
John Locke, Montesquieu, Rousseau and Thomas Jefferson and had ¢ .
not the experiences of the countries that applied democracy before us |
supported these philosophers’ ideas 1n real life? Would Mr Khalid have
been able to interpret the principle of shizral n such an enlightened way
had he not acquired democratic proclivities throu gh his reading, general
education, and acquaintance with the experiences of modern nations? It
someone were to say that he arrived at this definition of the principle of
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shitrah as a result of his deep knowledge of Islamic tradition (trerari.
why weren't these principles tathomed and implemented in the whole
history of this tradition?

Here, we discover that the general principle, subject to various and
contradictory interpretations, does need an indispensable human effort
in order to be translated into a living human reality. Whenever the
conditions of life become more complex, the role of human effort takes
primary importance and. to a large extent, general principles depend on
such human effort.

The second reason that compels me to argue that it is not a matter of
a choice between a divine rule and a human one is that the divine text is
not self-explanatory or self-applicable. Human beings interpret and apply
divine text. In the process of interpretation and implementation, human
desires, interests, and partialities intervene. Only during the Prophet’s
age were the legislation, and its interpretation and implementation of
divine nature: the person in charge of interpretation and implementation
was God’s messenger. It is only during this Prophetic Age that one can
compare divine and human rules. After this time, human beings, with
their desires and weaknesses, intervened; it was only through humans
that divine legislation was actualized. This is the only explanation for
the huge gap among political systems, each of which swears that it
implements Shari‘ah in the most appropriate fashion.

What do we conclude from the above? Anyone with a minimum level of
reasoning reaches the obvious conclusion that the fundamental objective
of the proponents of the implementation of Shari*ah is impossible to
realize. The proponents of this call to Shari‘ah are overcome by an
honest desire to reform their societies, and they attempt to dispel human
weakness and confusion by resorting to a divine rule that is much more
sublime than anything human beings can offer, However, the fragility
and partiality of human beings, and their corruption and moral laxity,
still accompany them even when they resort to divine legislation. The
moment we throw desires and prejudices out the window, they return
through the back door.

Rule or governance is first and foremost an essentially human process.
As long as those who practice it are human beings, they will impose
their feelings and opinions on any text that guides them in their rule.
even if that text is divine. Anyone suspicious of this must take a look
at all the experiments of implementing the Islamic Shari‘ah, not just in

the contemporary Muslim world, but also throughout Islamic history
since the age of the Prophet.
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The answer of the Islamist movements to our first question, “Why I
the call to implement the Islamic Shar1’ah?” has been that this
implementation simply means the return to the divine rule (the term |
used by some Islamist thinker 1s hakimiyyah), and that divine rules are E,I
superior to human ones. However, our preceding analysis has resulted 1{1
in one significant conclusion, which is that a comparison between divine E
and human rules is not possible since any rule controlled by humans, <
even if of divine origin, reflects the desires of human beings, their . |
prejudices, greediness, and their weaknesses. What this means is that the \Ei
real choice is not between divine and human rules but between a human {
rule that claims that it speaks in the name of divine revelation and another \
which admits its human foundation. The danger of the former, which 1s f
always accompanied by human errors, 1s that it paints these errors and E
desires with the tincture of the sacred, and intentionally mixes the divine |
oot of these rules with their human interpretations. In this sense, this f
combination insinuates that the whims and faults of the ruler are but a
form of obedience to divine revelation, and it endows the weakness of
the ruler with an infallibility that is completely undeserved. The second |
type of rule, that admits its human origins, its partiality and error 1s less X
dangerous, since we acknowledge beforehand that this type of rule 1s Z
made by mortal, fallible beings. “l

Humanity does repeatedly commit errors in the different experiences \
of rule it practices and learns from its own mistakes. However, the aE
gravest of errors is the one committed by a ruler who imagines that *
their desires and narrow interests are but an embodiment of divine 1) k
and gives the false impression that whatever they do is inspired by g
divine legislation. The bitter experiences of our long Islamic history ]
have proven that such rulers have been, very often, the bloodiest and k
the least concerned about the destiny of their people. |

THE SECOND QUESTION: X
HOW CAN WE IMPLEMENT SHART‘AH? T

Nowadays, a debate rages about how to implement SharT*ah. Is it enough
to say that Shari‘ah is implemented the moment we impose its penalty .
codes (hudid), that is, must we implement the penalty for theft, which
is the chopping off of hands, and the penalty for drinking alcohol, which

is to flog the drunkard, or the penalty for prostitution, which is to stone

the one who commits this sin? Many reasonable people, even in the heart

of the Islamist movement itself, emphasize that the implementation of
Sharf*ah is much wider than just the subject of huditd. Penalties are the
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negative side of Sharf ah. Does that mean that SharT ah will not aficct and
organize the lives of righteous people, that is, those who do not commit
theft, prostitute themselves or drink alcohol (and I assume they are the
majority)? Undoubtedly, SharT'ah must be implemented in the positive
realms of human life and not in the negative realms alone.

To ponder the question from another perspective: are the problems of
society confined to these sins alone? Let us suppose that we applicd the
hudtdlaws on the thief, the drunkard, and the prostitute and let us suppose
that through this we thought that we might be able to extinguish societys
ills, would this be sufficient to reform society? Would applying the
penalty for theft, instead of increasing productivity and achieving equality
of distribution and guiding consumption, solve the economic problem?
The same question applies to social and ethical problems. It suffices to
look around us at those societies that have applied these penalties with
so much intent and energy, the Sudan in the past and Pakistan currently,
In order to realize that the implementation of penalties is not sufficient
at all 1n solving ethical, social, and economic problems.

Many have realized the above fact and demanded that efforts to
Improve society not be confined to the implementation of Shari*ah alone.
Some of those requesting Shari‘ah’s immediate implementation went
along with this faction in order to promote the idea that Shari‘ah has
more positive aspects than just the imposition of penalties. However, ]
do suspect the latter’s position and believe their real efforts are focused
on implementing the harsher aspects of Shari‘ah.

Any comprehensive implementation of Shart‘ah is time-consuming
and must be gradual in nature. To keep demanding its immediate
implementation is unrealistic and the same is true of those meetings
or proceedings that call for immediate implementation. What can be
decided overnight is whether or not to simply issue an order to institute
the legal penalties.

It 1s likely that most of the proponents of immediate implementation
believe that the imposition of the penalty rules is the most critical step
In the implementation of SharT*ah, and that everything else will follow.
To my mind, this opinion is far from sound: any political system can
distract people for years on end with the sight of chopped-off hands and
flogged backs, with the stoning to death of sinners. These would never
lead to constructive reform in society, and this is what has happened in
contemporary experiences of implementing Shart‘ah,

That the current call nowadays is essentially a demand to implement
the penalty rules at the expense of other aspects of Shart*ah was evident
when proponents of Shari‘ah passionately applauded the former Sudanese
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president when he issued his famous edicts, which were confined to
the issues of flogging, amputation, stoning, and other penalties. Many
declarations of support for what was happening in the Sudan were printed
in newspapers published by Islamist movements throughout the Arab
world, without any one of their thinkers asking: “Is what 1s happening
in this society truly identical to divine law?” Some Islamic newspapers
were even embarrassed when the Numairi regime collapsed after they
had praised this regime only a few days before; they attacked the methods
Numairi used to implement SharT‘ah, knowing that they had claimed he
was following the right path when he was in power.

Two schools of thought exist within the Islamist current in the
contemporary Muslim world. The first advocates the automatic
implementation of Shari‘ah, and by this it actually means the issuance
of the penalty laws, which it asserts 1s an essential step before later
ones. The second school of thought argues that the implementation of
penalties should be the final and not the first step, and that what must
first take place is the realization of a minimum level of social, economic,
and political justice. When this is accomplished, then society can apply
penalties, while making sure that no one is unjustly treated.

Undoubtedly, the latter position 1s based on an admirable logic. A
hasty implementation of the penalty rules without first preparing the
appropriate social milieu may lead to tragic consequences. How can
our consciences accept the chopping off of a person’s hands in an era
dominated by distress and penury and where the rich plunder the poor?
Once implemented, the judgment of amputation cannot be reversed.
What would happen if we cut off the hands of a man who steals because
he is starving and who later shows repentance? Doesn’t God accept
repentance from all? This stigma, clear to everyone, w ill haunt this man
and his descendants after him.

Do our consciences accept that we identity the money, stolen out
of need, which is in the final analysis an impermanent commodity,
with an essential part of man’s life and a fundamental factor in his
humanity and nobility? For these reasons, proponents of patience in the
implementation of penalties have hit the right mark when they declare:
secure for people the minimum level of justice and human living before
you apply penalty laws.

Let us look at another example. As we all know, the crime of prostitution
is to a large extent difficult to prove, and Shari‘ah has stipulated complex
criteria for proof, given the harshness of the penalty of stoning. Are we
able to equate committing the crime of prostitution in a society that
suffers from a housing crisis in which the majority of youth cannot
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mary since they cannot obtain appropriate housing with those injuries
committed mn a wealthy society by those who lead lives of opulence? [t
Is true that prostitution is a crime in cither case. However, do we blame
a person who 1s forced to remain unmarried indefinitely in the same way
that we blame a wealthy person who knowingly commits adultery?

The crimes and evils to which Shart*ah rules are intended to apply
are not absolute evils and cannot be isolated from their social contexts.
On the contrary, we can understand their meaning only in the context
of change in society and in people’s lives. There are many signs that
prove that an automatic implementation of the penalty rules before a
nunimum of social justice has been achieved will in all probability lead
to grave oppression against the people. In the Sudan, where people still
suffer from starvation, the museum display of amputated hands is the
best proof of this oppression.

Having said all of that. the proponents of patient implementation
of the penalties have not yet raised the following question: what does
securing a minimum level of standard of living mean in a country like
Egypt? This simply means finding solutions to the problems of agrowth,
unemployment, starvation, poverty, housing, and education, in addition
to most of the problems we have been facing for the past several decades.
In light of our constant population growth and continuous national and
international crises, there is no proof at the moment that a solution is
going to be found soon.

Thus the parameters of the impasse resulting from the call for a hasty
implementation of Shari*ah come to the fore: if we were to initiate the
process of implementing Shart*ah at this time without preparing the
appropriate social ground for it, we would commit grave errors and do
wrong to people. If we waited until social conditions are ripe, then our
problems would be taken care of without resort to the implementation
of Shari‘ah.

This brand of analysis, and another which I presented in these pages,
Is not an invitation to hopelessness but to using one's reason. I would
like to convey the following message to our tens of thousands of youths
who have pure intentions and a sincere desire to reform themselves
and their societies: do not accept everything that is being said to you
uncritically. Once you use your minds critically, you will realize, like
many did after so many bitter experiences in the Sudan, Pakistan, and
the Gulf, that the notion that reform will follow on the heels of an
automatic implementation of Shari‘ah is an exaggerated fiction; and a
person in charge of implementing Shart‘ah would always remain partial,
prejudiced, oppressive and ignorant, like any other human being (you
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should consult history about this). The solution we all dream of will
not follow on the heels of hasty decisions but will come after a long
struggle against poverty, ignorance, disease, underdevelopment, and
dependency on outside forces, and most importantly, after a long battle
with the human self that becomes comfortable with easy solutions,
simple formulas, and noisy slogans.

The message I would like to convey to official decision makers 1S
that in dealing with the Islamist movement, neither extreme violence
nor extreme flirtation is useful. The encounter should be based on
an extended democratic dialogue, and the solution to this problem
should not be placed in the hands of the ministries of the interior or the
security forces.

All T hope for is that the ideas I have presented will pave the way for
a quiet and rational contemplation based on the language of logic and
not on that of the sword, since resorting to the sword in these matters
is the refuge of the weak.
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The Implementation of Shari‘ah:
A New Dialogue

The journalistic debates in which L have recently participated (both inside
and outside of Egypt) and which have taken the form of either dialogue
or heated intellectual debate have taught me that supporters of an opinion
defended by a certain author do not usually send written comments. Only
the opponents write letters. The supporter may express their appreciation
over the phone or in a personal meeting but the opponent possesses a
strong incentive that drives them to shoulder the burden of writing and
responding to the author.

I must express my own happiness at the wide response I personally
received to the three articles I published in the daily al-Afiram on “The
Religious Question in Contemporary Egypt.” The written responses I
have received express an opposing position. Since this brand of critical
opposition does help in the continuation of dialogue and the expression
of 1ts various dimensions, I have found it useful to discuss the ideas of
my opponents, not for the sake of engaging in a formalistic debate with
them, but so as to discover novel dimensions for the dialogue taking
place nowadays around the contemporary call to implement Shari‘ah.

Some responses I have received express ideas that open new avenues of
dialogue, while others do not add anything to the subject matter at hand,
since they misrepresent what I wrote, I will begin with an example of the
latter responses since they deal with an erroneous methodology that has
lately become widespread in our intellectual life. This methodological
pitfall appears because many critics or commentators discuss not what
is written but what they imagine is written. They also interpret what is
written in a way that has no relevance to the source, in order that they
give themselves the opportunity to carry their criticism in the way they
wish. To my mind, this type of dialogue is a waste of time since the
objective of the original writer would be then confined to shedding a
new light on his meanings and objectives, although they had been clear
before. In this, dialogue does not advance a bit, However, drawin gone’s
attention to these intellectual pitfalls is always useful.

For example, Dr ‘Abd al-Rahman "Ayyad, vice president of the
Supreme Court, devoted a large section of his article in the daily al-
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Ahram entitled “The Rational Discourse and Shar1 ah Implementation,” 1;\
to defending the general principles of Shari‘ah, as though my previous
article placed these principles in doubt. What | have asserted and still }{
assert 1s that the increasing complexity of life brings us face to face with \l
new situations that cannot be gauged on the basis of general principles, 1[
but need great attention to the minute details. This kind of effort has to be 1
“human.” Whenever a society preserves a general principle, such as the L
principle of shiirah or consultation, this society must also add to it human
effort, which becomes more significant the more complex our lives |
become. There is no doubt that the civilizational space that separates |
the conditions of our contemporary life from the historical conditions
in which Shari‘ah was revealed has become so huge that we must admit
to the increasing importance of human effort that must be expended in
order to convert the general principle into a series of 1deas and detailed
measures that can be implemented in a very complex society.

The above applies to Dr ‘Ayyad’s objection, which states that human
desires do not intervene in the implementation of Shar1ah alone, but
in any other legislation or civilization. This 1s exactly what 1 meant
and I do not see any difference of opinion between the author and me. *ﬂ

i
lil
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The partiality and weakness of human beings will always accompany _
us, even in the process of implementing Shari‘ah, since 1t 1s humans N
who will convert the letters and words of Shari‘ah into a dynamic and
concrete reality. This person, like you and me, does err and take positions
in conformity with their desires and whims, as history has proven. And h
naturally, those who implement human legislation err and take sides, as .
well. Dr ‘Ayyad could have saved himself the immense effort he exerted C
in order to prove a reality that no reasonable person denies. -
Dr Fawqiyyah Hussein Mahmiid, Professor of Philosophy at the . E
College of Women in Cairo University, strongly objects to what she |
calls, “His [Zakariyya’s] own narrow presentation of the person who
approaches religious texts, since to him this person has abandoned the '
faculty of his reason 1n order to be an automatic executor of the texts.”
This is an objection to an opinion the writer imagined, since I never  *
talked about the person-who “approached religious texts” but about -
those youths who are moved by passion and energy to join relicious -
sroups which demand absolute obedience, not just to religious texts
but also to the leaders of the group. The reader is well aware that the
category of the “readers of religious texts” is much wider than the one
of which the professor speaks, since the former includes people who
study religious texts with a highly rational methodology. Theretore,
distorting my words to include all of those who study religious texts
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falsifies my true objectives; she has created a fictitious enemy who is
not amenable to criticism,

A third example of this arbitrary reading is that of Mr Ahmad *Abd
al-Rahmain Ibrahtm, an Egyptian teacher who was working in Saudi
Arabia and who 1s currently employed in Algeria. He objects to my stated
opitiion that the conflict between the Nasser regime and the Muslim
Brotherhood Movement was political in nature, and that it had nothing to
do with Islam. He argues that the Muslim Brotherhood were advocating
a “totalistic vision™ of Islam, an Islam to be implemented in all walks of
hfe, whereas Nasser, described by the writer as a secular ruler, advocated
a “partial vision™ of Islam. On the basis of this. the author concludes that
the conflict centered on Islamic doctrine (‘aqidalt). Here. I would like
to raise the following question in the mind of our esteemed writer: did
the conflict arise when Nasser began to debate the doctrinal ideas of the
[khwin on “totalistic Islam,” similar to the debates in the court of the
'Abbasid caliph al-Ma’man. who when not buying their ideas placed
them under arrest and executed some of their leaders, or was it primaril y
a conflict over political authority? Has our esteemed writer forgotten that
the “totalistic Islam™ the Ikhwan advocated also included the legal and
political systems and that such advocacy was based on the stripping of
political authority and governing from the Nasserite system?

I take the last example from a witty letter written by Mr Nabih Nasr
Rizq of Alexandria who objects to my lack of conviction about the
apparition of the Virgin Mary after the June 1967 war, saying: “The
apparition of the blessed Virgin and Saint Mary in the Church of Zaytin
in Cairo on April 2, 1968 was a true reality not subject to dispute. And
I have only one word to say to the esteemed Professor: Come yourself
and take a glance at the reality of the apparition of the pure Virgin so
that you will discover the light and smell the odor of incense.”

It 1s clear that my opinion hurt his religious feelings and [ think
that such sensitivity is unnecessary, since the number of Muslims who
participated in such a belief and who came to the church by the thousands
every day exceeded that of Christians. The primary goal was to criticize
one of the non-rational patterns of thought that became widespread
among many 1n one of the most difficult times in contemporary Arab
history. As for the content of the apparition itself and whether or not it
took place, he has the right to believe in whatever he wishes. The same
right must apply for those convinced that the era of miracles is over and
that the miracles of our era are those of the transistor, the satellite. and
the computer. We must understand that the difference between the 1wo
groups 1s over methodological reasoning and not over religious issues.
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These few examples of objection do not add, I am afraid, to the dialogue I\
we are advocating. However, these responses have raised other serious
problems, whose discussion sheds new light on our subject matter.

TOTALISTIC ISLAM

Professor Fawgiyyah Hussein Mahmiid objects to my thesis that the
implementation of Shari’ah requires a radical change in every aspect 4
of our lives and draws our attention to the fact that “we are already |
Muslim and we do already follow the essence of SharT‘ah. What the |
esteemed Professor advocates will only effect the heedless. Far from !
being comprehensive, change is about the adaptation of the forms, since [
we already follow the contents of Shart"ah.” ‘i

l

|

Clearly, the person advocating such an opinion has never taken 1nto
account the presence of those groups whose extremism reaches the
level of accusing an entire society of unbelief, and that groups which 1'
believe in Sayyid Qutb’s thesis that our societies live in the jahiliyyah
of the twentieth century advocate changes far more comprehensive than
mere formalities. However, let us put this point aside and give the task
of responding to Professor Mahmud’s opinion to Dr Ahmad ‘Abd al-
Rahman, a colleague of hers who takes an oppositional view of my 1deas.
[n his assessment of the position‘of the Muslim Brotherhood Movement,
the mother organization of most contemporary Islamist movements in
Egypt, he argues: “The Islamist groups have sprung up in order to realize
2 central doctrine. which is the doctrine of ‘total Islam’—an Islam that
covers thought, worship, ethics, economics, politics, art, literature and
every aspect of human life in order to stamp it with its distinguished
mark.” He goes on to argue that, “In the view of the Isiamists, the
oppression of Islam itself and its totalistic conception of life 1s one
oppression and any partial application of Islam is equal to apostasy.”
What this means in essence in the view of the main representatives of the
[khwin is that the current Muslim regimes’ partial application of Islam
is a form of apostasy, and what 1§ required to ameliorate the situation 1s
a complete application of Islam.

[ have left the response to Professor Mahmud's objection to someone ..
who shares her position in opposing my views and who represents the
largest contemporary Islamist movement. Can the members of such
1 movement and other movements that are more exireme than the
Ikhwin be classified under the category the esteemed Professor calls
“the heedless”? This is an internal question, which I leave for her to
take care of.
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What faces us in essence is to debate that call or invitation that is
attractive on the surface, that is, the invitation to a complete form of
Islam. My main objection to this discourse is that it opens wide the
door to conceptual seclusion and civilizational stagnation. In their quest
for realizing “total Islam,” the proponents of such a position will have
an opportunity to advocate shutting the gate to external civilizational
influences, with the excuse that such influences represent an alien
and intellectual crusade, and that “total Islam” contains everything
that we need. It is possible then for rigid totalitarianism to arise in the
context of this call, that will freeze history in one era, refusing to admit
progress and evolution while burying its head in the sands of “the past
Golden Age™ and denying the brilliant achievements OCCUITING In our
contemporary age.

The proponents of “total Islam” (Islam shamil) advocate the
implementation of one perspective in the domains of philosophy,
economics, politics, the arts, and literature. Therefore, what do we do
with those systems of thought appearing in the world independently of
Islam? Do we take a similar position to that of famous men of religion
who asserted that the gravest error committed by the  Abbasid cal; ph al-
Ma’miin was to pave the way for Greek philosophy to enter the world of
Islam? What do we do with the currents of art and literature appearing in
society that did not know Islam? Wouldn’t a strict and ri g1d application
of the principle of “total Islam” lead to the rejection of all the above and
the drawing of a heavy curtain between us and the currents of thought,
literature, and art so widespread in the contemporary world?

- Let me give a simple example of an opinion I have recently discussec
with some of my students about an artistic topic. As the reader wel
knows, some Muslim countries (Egypt is not one of them) ban the art of
sculpture completely on the premise that sculpture is a statue and statues
are banned in Islam. The question I raised was as follows: if sculpture
was banned in an age when reverting to polythetsm was still possible,
why is there still fear that people would look at a statue in a public place
as an object of worship? Is the possibility of reverting to polytheism
viable in our contemporary Muslim soclety, even one in a million? If the
possibility is not likely, then why do we deny ourselves the appreciation
of a sublime art that cultivates our tastes and adds beauty and harmony
to our lives? Undoubtedly, we thought this in Egypt, which is why our
public squares are adorned with sculptural works, some of which DOSSESS
a sublime artistic value. But wouldn’t it be possible that some among
us would advocate applying “total Islam,” destroying idols and banning
statues, as some Muslim countries have done? Wouldn’t it be possible
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for such censorship to be repeated in the domains of thought and creative
literature and lead us to gloomy and melancholic lives where such things |
as music, dance, sublime art, sculpture, universal systems of thought,
television programs, and theater are prohibited? These are not distant
possibilities: this has already taken place, either partially or completely,
‘1 some Muslim countries. Those who live in some Arab countries know
how the schools of music, from example, suffer at the hands of women
students who belong to some Islamist groups which declare that music
promotes shamelessness, moral laxity, and polytheism. The same applies
to the other domains of the arts, intellectual and scientific trends, and |
technological innovations. I

I do not argue that these results would be inevitable if “total Islam”
were to be implemented, but affirm that such a call would open the
floodgates to the proponents of these ideas; it will be difficult for others
to withstand their strong current.

In their assertion of the capability of Shari‘ah to reflect the changes of
the age, a good number of the respondents have pointed out the famous
hadith, “You are cognizant of the affairs of your life.” What has escaped
the attention of those people is that this particular hadith absolutely
<tands in contradiction to the principle of “total Islam.” If running the
affairs of this life is left to the effort of human beings and the nature of
their age and conditions, the principle of “total Islam” leads, according
to the quoted hadith, to limiting someone’s ability to run the affairs
of their life in a manner that they know best. If the hadith implicitly
contains a separation between the affairs of this life, whose organization
is left to humans, and the affairs of religion as stipulated by Shari"ah,
the call to “total Islam” would be in danger of removing this separation
and subjecting all aspects of life to one religious perspective. In his
fascinating summary published in the daily al-Ahram by Mr Muhammad
Ahmad Farghali, he has not strayed from the spirit of the hadith quoted |
above when he asserts that religion represents only one of the many N3

sides of an individual’s life. -
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" READING THE PRESENT FROM “
THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE PAST .

The words of the esteemed thinker Khalid Muhammad Khalid inspired
me to delve into this topic when he offered a definition of the concept
of shiirah, which I pointed out in preceding chapters. He maintains that
this principle contains the idea of separation of the spheres of power,
freedom of establishing political parties, freedom of the press and the
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opposition, etc. What attracted my attention was that when Mr Khalid
discussed my ideas in the pages of another newspaper, he did not tackle
the central points of my discussion of his ideas, which were as follows:
would he have been able to offer such a definition of the principle of
shiiral had he not been a proponent of democracy and had he not been
influenced by human intellectual and philosophical currents that came
before him?

To my mind, the above issue is fundamental and pondering it deeply
will reveal to us that traditional debates surrounding the question
ot Shari*ah implementation are futile. Mr Khilid, as an enlightened
contemporary thinker, asserts that he has discovered the full meaning of
democracy and its different dimensions in the Islamic heritage. However,
to my mind this is quite impossible since the principle of separation
between spheres of power is a modern concept. In the same vein, the
media and political parties had no presence in the era Mr Khalid is
talking about. What our esteemed teacher Khalid Muhammad Khalid
has in mind i1s that we can discover in Islamic tradition certain principles;

iIf we exert some effort in interpreting them from the perspective of
contemporary concepts, we would see in them what we can measure
against the democratic principles of the present era. As for finding these
principles literally, without any form of ambiguity, in tradition, as Mr
Khalid seems to suggest, it would be impossible to be convinced of
such a position.

Let us suppose that a good number of the experts in religious affairs
have read the same texts, which unambiguously contain, accordin g to Mr
Khalid’s assertion, all the principles of modern democracy—would they
reach similar results to those of Khilid’s? Do these texts by themselves
express these principles regardless of their intellectual formation,
political orientation, and the economic and social interests of those who
read them? Are those principles found in such a way that it is impossible
for two people to differ over their interpretation in the way that healthy
eyes will never differ over the green color of grass?

Both logic and reality point to a different position. If these texts
were shown to Shaykh Ibn Baz of Saudi Arabia, he would not have
discovered any democratic principle or he would have avoided those
texts and focused on entirely different ones, which also belong to
Islamic tradition, texts that would allow him to substantiate his ideas
and preferred interpretations.

Many a reader and interpreter of Shari‘ah texts engages in a reductionist
approach, which no one can deny. For example, such a reader Imposes
their own ideas on what they read and selects what is more fittin g to their
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point of view. Someone could construct a whole system of thought on
the basis of the hadith, “There is no preference between an Arab and a
non-Arab except by piety.” Another would assert the Qur’anic principle,
“ And We have raised some of them above others in rank™! or “And God
gives sustenance to whom He pleases without re:f::loonling.""2 In every case, 3
the reader would choose, from the flexible [slamic principles, that which t
fits his objectives; the reader would turn a blind eye to the principles :
that contradict his objectives and keep affirming to others and himself
that he receives his inspiration from tradition and SharT*ah. |

What is the actual result of all of this? The fundamental result is that
human beings, with all of their desires and self-interests, are the ones
who guide the texts, whereas the texts do not guide them. The second
result is that the call to implement Shari*ah, a call that is so attractive to
millions of well-intentioned people, will not lead to our salvation from
our aimlessness, since its impact will be determined by the people who 1
carry out the implementation. |

If the implementation of Shari‘ah were placed in the hands of reactionary |
people, who control huge wealth and flourish by exploiting others, they
would use Shari‘ah to realize their abusive objectives and find texts :
to justify this. On the other hand, if someone like Khalid Muhammad
Khalid were charged with the task of implementing Shart"ah, we would o
certainly see a democratic implementation in the modern meaning of the
term. Therefore, it is the type of people and not Shari‘ah itself that will
suarantee the type of implementation, and this point has been sufficiently
proven by all the contemporary implementations of Shart‘ah.

This reductionist attitude is similar to the methods of proponents
of a scientific interpretation of the Qur’an. As we all know, there 18
a community of scholars that specializes 1n interpreting the Qur’an |
scientifically and in discovering the most novel scientific theories 1n i
t< text. If we leave aside the fundamental result of such an approach, -
as noted by Dr Ahmad ‘Ukashah in his important article in the daily
al-Ahram, stipulated that the established texts of the Qur’an would be
subject to the changes and transformations of accompanying science |
day after day. If we set aside this observation, we will discover that
what these scholars are doing is a human imposition: a scientific theory
is discovered in the Qur’an only after it has already been attained by
virtue of human reason. If any of these exegetes were able to discover a
scientific theory, on the basis of his interpretation of the Qur’an, before
it is discovered by science, we could believe 1n the usefulness of such
exegesis. In reality, the exegetes always begin to search for the Qur’anic
verses that support scientific discoveries only after these discoveries have
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been made by human reason. This Kind of excgetic effort is uscless: it
would never change people’s lives or science one bit.

In this context, a famous example comes to mind. In our childhood.
the verse “God knows what every female bears, and that of which the
wombs fall short of completion, and that in which they increase. And
there 1s @ measure with Him of everything™ was interpreted by our
teacher as meaning that the gender of the unborn fetus was unknowable
to humans. Many books in Qur’anic exegesis tock this perspective until
a few years ago. However, with the progress of science, it is possible for
humans to know the gender of the fetus before birth; afterward. some
exegetes began to offer new interpretations saying that this verse does
not actually discuss the fetus but the future destiny of the fetus. Why
this confusion, which shakes people’s confidence in the works of these
exegetes? Undoubtedly, this is due to the imposition of the religious text
on the scientific domain.

It 1s certainly a grave mistake to impose one’s views on the text instead
of letting the text serve as one’s guide. Plenty of such convoluted and
mistaken examples appear in and affect our lives, especially when we
agree with the call for implementation of Shari‘ah, which looks simple
on the surface.

BETWEEN PRINCIPLE AND APPLICATION

I would like to begin this section by quoting from a letter [ received
from Mr Ayman Ahmad Yunus, an Egyptian working in Saudi Arabia,
in which he says: “Praise be to God that all sorts of political systems
have been tried in the history of modern Egypt, and praise be to God
that all have failed to fulfill their commitments in advance of the cause
of people. Why do not we, therefore, try to apply Shari‘ah? Shari*ah
has not had a chance yet to be implemented like other systems.” This
opinion is quite widespread and assumes that other systems have been
tried but that Shari‘ah has not yet been tried.

Is 1t true that other systems have been tried and that they have failed?
This opinion is not defended by Islamists alone, but also by a great
number of leftists and Nasserites. However, in principle, I do not accept
this opinton, since these other systems were in power for such limited
times. Take the example of the liberal period in modern Egypt. It lasted
only thirty years, from 1923 to 1952. In this pertod, it faced thousands of
hurdles, at the fore of which was the British occupation and the resistance
of the Palace and other political parties to the British. In addition, the level
of social and economic growth was 0o low to successfull y apply the new
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political system since such an implementation requires a high level of 1\
capitalist development. As for socialism, the period of its implementation W
did not last more than five years, from 1961 to 1965, and was followed ‘t
by a decade in which its meager achievements were erased one after the |
other, until it completely disappeared in the mid-1970s. In this period of !.\
five years, its application was half-hearted. Most of the people chosen
to guide and protect the new experiment were chosen on the basis of .
their personal loyalty to the ruler and not on the basis of their political .
conviction or their readiness to sacrifice for the sake of principle. Then “
how do we claim that other systems have been tried? ‘1

As for the second issue, that stipulates that SharT"ah has not been I
applied before and that now is the time to apply it, this sounds like 1t ;__
would be a new experience and that Egyptian society should try this new ‘t"
process. However, Shar1'ah has been tried, more so than any other system, |
if we carefully consider Islamic history. Even in the contemporary €ra,
four Muslim countries have applied Shart‘ah: first, the earliest, Saudi
Arabia: second, Pakistan, one of the Jargest Muslim countries in the
world: the Sudan, the largest Arab country, and Iran, the pioneer of the [
largest Islamic revolution 1n the contemporary period. |

Therefore, the question of the application of Shari‘ah is not really
new: before us stand several experiments from both the past and present.
However, proponents of the Islamist movement would have us believe
that the application has not yet taken place and our salvation lies in such
implementation.

What surprises me is the fact that the calls to implement Shart“ah
have increased since the failure of the Sudanese experiment. How can
we deny the lessons of history? Had I been in a leading position in the
most extremist of Islamist groups, I would have gathered my people
upon hearing of the failure of the Sudanese experiment and told them:
let us be patient in our call to implement Shari‘ah, study our steps and
the causes behind the failure of the Sudanese experience sO that we do
not repeat its mistakes in the future. And let us analyze the mistakes of
the Iranian experiment after carrying out the most fascinating revolution,
which attracted the sympathies of even the opponents of the Islamic
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movement. And let us review the factors that led to the application of ..

Shart‘ah in Pakistan, which resulted in the assassination of opponents, the
flogging of journalists and the rise of a dictatorial regime in the country.
Also. let us study the reasons behind placing Islam, in the process of
applying Shari‘ah in the rich Gulf countries, in the service ot protecting

the wealthy of the political elite instead of putting that immense wealth

in the service of Islam.
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Contemporary experiments in applying Shari‘ah have all been failures
and have produced systems of rule that oppose the message of justice
and righteousness preached by the heavenly revelations and not just
by Islam. Weren't these failures enough to convince the proponents of
Shart*ah to pause and reflect, to prepare a written plan of action that
would prevent the repetition of the tragedies and follies that have been
linked to the recent applications of Shart‘ah?

Some are trying to wash their hands of the Sudanese and other
experiments, as did Dr Ahmad *Abd al-Rahmin lbrahim in a letter in
which he wntes, “To take Numairi as an example has no scientific value.”
However, another writer who belongs to the same camp, Mr Wahbt
Ahmad Dahab, a member of the Sudanese Legislative Council, responds
to Dr *Abd al-Rahman by saying: “As for the application of the Islamic
SharT’ah in the Sudan, that is to say, the penalty rules, I would like to
say that the Sudanese people have responded well since the application
of the penalty rules protected their souls and property.” To this clear
position, we must add what is known about the Muslim Brotherhood
Movement, which hailed the Numairi experiment of applying Shari‘ah,
as Dr Faraj Fida proves in his important book, Before the Fall.* So the
same groups that blessed the Sudanese experiment during the Numairi
regime are trying to wash their hands of this experiment after its fall
and discover, like Dr ‘Abd al-Rahman, that the experiment failed
because the government that carried out the process of application was
essentially secular.

In the preceding, I have discussed contemporary experiments of
SharT"ah implementation. As for the experiments of past history, they form
a long series of failures. Despotism was the rule and oppression formed
the foundation of the relationship between rulers and ruled. Furthermore,
such SharT“ah principles as justice, righteousness, and shiirah were mere
words of propaganda used to justify the actions of rulers who often
disregarded anything connected to these sublime principles.

Undoubtedly, the practices of the proponents of SharT*ah implementation
(however they differ on the details of such implementation), to constantly
Invoke the experience of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs, and especially
that of Caliph ‘Umar b. Khatab, is proof that they have found nothing
to invoke from the long period in which Shari‘ah was implemented.
This implementation, lasting around thirteen centuries, was in reality a
negation of Shari‘ah principles and a deviation from its path.

As mentioned above, the proponents of Shari‘ah application invoke
the age of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs, and especially that of Caliph
"Umar b. Khattab. Do these esteemed preachers realize that Caliph
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‘Umar was a unique and exceptional personality? 1f the experiments
of past centuries and the present time have failed to produce a unique
ruler like ‘Umar, why do Islamists toy with the impossible hope of
returning to ‘Umar’s age? If the template of righteousness, justice, and
soodness has declined over the centuries and reached rock-bottom in
contemporary experiments of SharT‘ah implementation, on what basis
do the proponents of application hope that the next experiment they

advocate applying in Egypt would be the one to succeed where others
have failed throughout Islamic history?

Some of those who object to my writings accuse me of commingling
the poor implementation of Shart‘ah with the principle of application
or “the legitimacy of application,” according to Professor Fawgiyyah
Hussein Mahmud. However, what do we do when all cases of application
known throughout Islamic history, except the very first whose uniqueness
cannot be easily repeated, failed to realize justice, remove oppression,
and establish a society in which human exploitation of each other
totally disappears? Do we cling to the fiction that the ‘next’ application
will succeed without offering any program that will make sure that
this next time will not be marred by the grave mistakes committed in
past experiments’?

In order to justify this call, its proponents otter us cloudy and floating
expressions that can be interpreted in any number of ways. Let us read
what Professor Mahmiid says: “‘What is required is the ethical elevation
of the human self, and the basis of such elevation is the fulfillment of
actions with the fear of God.” What if a person in a position of authority
puts forward the claim that he fears God, while hiding other intentions?
How can we enable millions of people to achieve a high ethical status,
how many years will that take, and what methods do we use to achieve all
of this? Dr Ahmad ‘ Abd al-Rahman forwards the following claim: “Islam
absolutely prohibits tyranny, and the Qur’an presents definitions of both
justice and tyranny that bar any leaning towards injustice and corruption.
Justice is defined as the right of every human being to obtain the fruit of
his work and bear the consequence of his mistakes.” It is true that the
Qur’an has absolutely forbidden tyranny. However, has this prevented
tyranny from takiné place throughout Islamic history and reaching 1ts
climax in the contemporary experiments of Shari*ah application? Have
the accurate definitions of tyranny and justice prevented rulers from
offering their own definitions to suit their own whims and interests? Do
the proponents of SharT*ah in the oil-producing countries agree with the
principle that justice means that a human being receives the fruit of his
work (thamarat ‘amaluh)’?
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Dr "Abd al-Rahman *Ayyad admits that “The phenomenon of
partisanship and whimsical behavior in applying SharT*ah was
exacerbated when the first Umayyad Caliph Mu‘awiyah deviated from
the preceding rule and established a dictatorial political system, which
was at odds with the general principles of Islam.” Do take note of the
expression “exacerbated when Mu‘dwiyah deviated from the preceding
rule.” How much time has elapsed since Mu*awiyah deviated. and how
much oppression and tyranny has taken place ever since at the hands
of rulers, each of whom asserts that he completely applied Shariah,
without any oppression or deviation?

[ do hope that the authors of such general judgments and COMpOosers
of these statements will take the time to offer honest answers to these
questions without, I hope, supporting their claims by pointing to someone
like the Caliph ‘Umar, who was an exception. If they are self-reflective,
they will discover that humans often impose their whims and biases
on any rule or legislation. That is why in the modern era. the effort of
human legislation has been focused on offering guarantees to the Process
of power, and democratic systems have moved to affirm the principle of
checks and balances between the different institutions and power spheres
of society. The main objective of all of this is to reduce the influence
of human whim and bias to the minimum and establish boundaries that
would limit the deviant behavior of a ruler.

DREAM AND REALITY

The proponents of the application of Shari‘ah have a rosy dream;
however, they suffer from the problem of not exerting sufficient effort
to translate this dream into the language of reality. In the process of such
translation, it is essential to absorb the lessons of the past and present and
understand their implications. Thousands of details and accurate checks
must be established so that deviant rulers do not have a chance to exploit
the flexibility of generalities in realizing their own objectives. Also, it
1s important to carefully ponder the possibility of such a call to apply
SharT*ah and its viability in the contemporary era, and to understand the
reasons why the efforts to apply Shart*ah have no connection whatsoever
to the grinding problems from which the Egyptian citizens suffer every
minute of their lives.

One of the main components of this rosy dream is the thought that
our problems would automatically disappear the moment Shari*ah was
applied. How? No one has the answer, It is most ltkely that the proponents
of SharT*ah believe in the depth of their hearts that divine care will protect
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|
us the moment Shari‘ah is applied. Thus, heavenly forces will interfere 1
to solve our problems without us having to exert any effort to do this. i
In the midst of the elation produced by these enchanting and attractive |
expressions, doesn’t it occur to someone o raise the question: did this E
ever happen in the Sudan or Pakistan when Shart"ah was applied? Didn’t li
the problems of these countries increase in the context of those systems *
that claimed to only apply the rules of Islam? h

Another component of this dream is that no one seems to have cared .
about raising a question about the party that will initiate and protect \
such application. Would that party be the men of religion? Would we {
create a new priestly class and a new papacy? Would it be specialized !
men of religion? Would we find a new group of people who combine
specialization in religion and knowledge of contemporary sciences? Then,
would we have the right to question the source of these unbelievable
capabilities that enable the members of such a group to carry their heavy
burden of responsibility for the affairs of rule and the running of a
complex and problem-laden society?

One of the main characteristics of this rosy dream, as in any other
dream. is that it tends to exaggerate things. Such dreamers imagine that
the prohibition of alcohol, for example, will guarantee societal reform,
while forgetting that the ruling classes in those Muslim countries applying i
Shari‘ah still consumed alcohol. Those dreamers forget that Muslim ‘
societies suffer from problems much worse than alcohol consumption s
or women’s veiling or lack thereof. In any crisis-laden society such as
ours, we must give priority to the problems from which we suffer 1n }
terms of resources, economy, finance, education, and health, and not
to the segregation of the sexes or the sequestering of women behind
closed doors.

Finally, this rosy dream leads its followers to exaggerate the ability N
of the rulers in the utopian society they want to establish, to develop -
the teachings of religion so that that society will be capable of facing
the challenges of the twenty-first century. Is there justification for
such hope? _"

In order to answer this ‘question, let us give one example only. For
many years, the Muslim world was unable to determine the start of the % :
lunar calendar and Muslims still differ on the start ot the day of fasting
or the beginning of festivities. The basis of such disagreement was the
insistence of interpreting the word “sighting” ( rie’yal) in the famous
hadith, “Begin your fasting after sighting it and end it after sighting
it.” based on seeing the moon with one’s own €yes. This position does
not admit that new technological systems can do a better and more
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accurate accounting of the beginning of the lunar calendar. Every year
the question of sighting™ comes to the fore, and religious institutions
and organizations, official and non-official, reject any interpretation not
based on sighting the moon with the human eye.

We have not heard over the past decades that the Islamic groups
requesting the application of Shart*ah have shown any flexibility on
this simple question of determining the lunar calendar. Next year.
the beginning of the month of Ramadan will probably be determined
by Shaykhs who will strain their weak eyes during sunset; and it is
likely that many Arab countries in the coming years will fail to reach a
consensus on the precise beginning of Ramadan. If we face such great
rigidity over this simple question, will we be content with the ability
of these religious institutions and groups to adapt their doctrine so as
to face the challenges of the computer age and travels in the cosmos?
Doesn’t this clear example make us suspicious of the aspirations they
offer in the name of their rosy dream?

A large number of the people who have objected to my articles have
used the pretext that there is a wide mass appeal to apply Shari‘ah. I
cannot but agree with this. However, all I can say is that we have lived
in a Muslim country and have always known balanced religious citizens
who fulfill their obligation of worship through their constant and tireless
efforts to advance themselves and their soclety; the scream (sayhah) to
apply Shari*ah was uttered in soft voices without affecting the daily
affairs of the people. This is the image of religion our nation has known
over many generations. The present tendency of applying Shari‘ah, in
spite of its speedy dissemination, is a new and alien phenomenon in the
area of rational and quiet religiosity of the Egyptian people. Like any
alien phenomenon, we must trace its origins to accidental factors. such
as oppression, political and intellectual tyranny, and the absence of viable
opposition and criticism. Also, we must trace it to external factors. such as
the effort exerted by the controllers of 0il wealth to safeguard their riches,
and the effort made by those forces standing in opposition to our progress
to find ways to numb our minds, to destroy our unity, and to divert our
attentron from our real enemies, both nationally and internationally.

NOTES

Qur’an: 43; 32.
Ibid., 2; 212.
Ibid., 13: 8.

Faraj Fuda, Qabla al-Sugat (Cairo, 1985).
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