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Preface 

This book describes and interprets the major political ideas among Muslims 
in the twentieth century, particularly those expressed by the Egyptians and 
Iranians - but also a few writers and thinkers in Pakistan, India, Lebanon, 
Syria and Iraq. It is a book concerned mainly with ideas: history and 
soeiology have been called to aid only on those occasions when they help to 
illuminate the background of thoughts. But what needs more emphasis is 
that it is a book concerned not so much with ideas set forth by Muslims, 
as with those which are Islamic-that is to say, are articulated in the 
recognised terms and categories of Islamic jurisprudence, theology and 
related disciplines, however much they may sound 'unorthodox' or 
unconventional. This naturally leaves out a great many Muslim intel
lectuals who may deserve serious study in other perspectives, but it arises 
from the conviction that in any effort to understand, let alone critieise, 
Muslim contributions to the political debates of our time, the procedure by 
which a thinker has arrived at an idea should be given as much weight as 
the idea itself. It is not enough to extol a writer for his brave new ideas with
out first ascertaining the extent to which his credal, epistemological and 
methodologica1 premises have ensured the continuity of Islamic thought. 
Otherwise, one is apt to allow faseination with novelty to keep oneselffrom 
differentiating what is germane from what is extraneous to Islamic culture. 
The question of any ulterior or hidden motive that these authors may have 
harboured has been kept out of the analysis, not only because a thorough 
examination of them threatens to turn a history of ideas into histoire 
evenementielle, but also because ideas seem to have a life of their own: 
people, espeeially those of the generations subsequent to the authors', 
often tend to perceive ideas with little or no regard for the authors' 
insidious designs, unless they are endowed with a capaeity for mordant 
cynieism. 

The book starts with an introduction outlining the way in which the 
traditional heritage has impinged on the development of modem thoughts, 
or can make them co gent and appealing to religious-minded audiences. 
This is followed by a study ofthe political differences between the two main 
schools or sects in Islam - Sh'i''ism and Sunn'ism, and especially on the two
fold process of conftict and concord between them. The main intention is 
to show that the relationship between the two has been slowly changing in 
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recent times, at least in the realm of political doctrines, from confrontation 
to cross-sectarian fertilisation. This approach later re-emerges at several 
other points of the book, with more examples of the implicit or explicit 
convergence between the two. The remaining chapters are devoted to two 
basic themes and their ramifications: the concept ofthe Islamic State from 
the time it was revived after the abolition of the Caliphate in Turkey in the 
'twenties till the late 'seventies, and the Muslim response to the challenge 
of the alien, modem ideologies of nationalism, democracy and socialism. 

Contemporary Islamic political thought cannot be properly appreciated 
without a knowledge of that set of doctrinal reformulations and reinter
pretations which has now come to be known as Islamic modernism. Since a 
fair number of books have been published in various European languages 
on this once-promising movement, discussion of it in the present study has 
been kept to the minimum - with the exception of Shi'i modernism, which, 
having been neglected until recently, is treated in some detail in the 
concluding chapter. Instead, there has been some concentration on the 
lesser known but equally or potentially important authors. 

The amount of political writing and pamphleteering within strictly 
Islamic framework, and even in the few countries mentioned above, is still 
staggering, and a student looking for broad trends and patterns has no 
option but to take some individual writers as representatives of whole 
schools of thought. This inevitably opens the arena for critics who might 
point to other writers and publications presenting different standpoints in 
order to disprove or question some ofthe conclusions reached in this book. 
But such criticisms, however unfair they might be, will be welcome in so far 
as they bring to light still more facets of the mental efforts of Muslims in 
their strivings for freedom and progress. 

Hamid Enayat 
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Introduction: the relevance of the past 

Political thought has been the most active area of Muslim intellectuallife 
over the last two centuries. This can be explained primarily by the ongoing 
struggle of various Muslim peoples in this period for their domestic 
freedoms and independence from Western powers-a struggle which has 
not yet reached its avowed goals, and, therefore, ensures the continual 
politicisation ofthe Muslim mind in the future. A further stimulant may be 
found in the conjunction of substantial economic, strategie and political 
interests on the part of the outside world in the heartland of the 'abode of 
Islam', resulting in the Western obsession with the 'energy-crisis' 
syndrome. Neither of these explanations can, however, be enough to 
und erstand the primacy of politics in modem Islam without considering 
a more fundamental issue: the inherent link between Islam as a co m
prehensive scheme for ordering human life, and politics as an indispensable 
instrument to secure universal compliance with that scherne. The author
itarian connotation of this link is a point most frequently seized upon by 
the Western critics of Islam. But-as we shall try to show in this book
Muslims do not have a unified and monolithic perception of their faith, 
any more than the followers of other great religions. However much the 
orthodox dislike it, different groups of Muslims interpret the Qur'änic 
injunctions and the Prophetie sayings differently-each according to its 
historical background, and the realities encirc1ing it-and not always in 
terms conducive to a dictatorial conduct of individual and socia! affairs. 

Another misconception about the fusion of religion and politics in 
Islamic culture is to think that in historical reality too all political attitudes 
and institutions among Muslims have had religious sanctions, or have 
conformed to religious norms. Often the reverse was true: the majority of 
Muslims, for the greater part of their history, lived under regimes which 
had only the most tenuous link with those norms, and observed the 
SharT'ah only to the extent that it legitimised their power in the eyes of the 
faithful. 

With these points in mind, there can be little doubt that the Muslim 
consciousness has a certain leaning towards politics which sterns directly 
from the spirit of Islamic precepts. But it is a leaning which is often hidden 
behind an air of submissiveness, or political apathy, or both. If the essence 
of politics is the art of living and working with others, then four of the five 
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'pillars' of Islam (prayer, fasting, alms-giving, pilgrimage, the excluded 
fifth being testimony to the unity of God and messengership ofM ul).ammad) 
are perfecdy suited to promoting esprit de corps and group solidarity 
among its followers (jihäd or holy war, which is considered by some 
Muslims to be the sixth, has even greater potential for producing the same 
efIect). If, according to another viewpoint, the hallmark of politics is 
struggle for power, there can hardly be a more political world-vision: 
always conceiving of human nature in terms of both its physical and 
spiritual needs, Islam is never content with the mere exposition of its 
ideals, but constantly seeks the means to implement them - and power is an 
essential means towards this end. The Qur'än challenges believers to 
follow the example of the Prophet Mul).ammad, whom it describes as the 
'noble paradigm' (uswah lJasanah, 33: 21). Since Mul).ammad's principal 
achievement was to lay the foundations of astate based on Islamic 
teachings, the Muslims have a duty to follow his example in this respect 
as well. 

There is a simpler reason for the concern with politics as the art of 
government: the accomplishment of a number of the 'collective duties' of 
Muslims of which the most important are 'enjoining the good and for
bidding the evil' (al-amr bi'l-ma'rii! wa'n-nahy 'an al-munkar) and the 
defence of the Muslim territory possible only in astate which is, if not 
totally committed to Islam, then at least sympathetic to its goals. By this 
token, a Muslim who lives under a regime devoted, or even favourable, to 
Islam should actively work for its survival; conversely, one who lives 
under a regime hostile to Islam should struggle for its overthrow whenever 
the opportunity presents itself. Finally, ifthe dispute as to who should rule? 
and why should we obey the rulers? is the hub of politics, no conscious 
Muslim can study his history even in the most casual fashion without 
feeling the urge to ask these questions, and discuss them with his co
religionists. The impulse to do so would be much more powerful when 
Muslims are subjugated, as large numbers of them have been during the 
last four centuries, by alien rulers, or those associated with them. 

These are all merely the theoretical or potential elements of the politici
sation of the Muslim mind-the doctrinal antecedents which .should 
logically predispose a Muslim to be a political creature of the most 
assertive type. But the actualisation ofthese elements plainly depends on a 
favourable environment, of which the most essential feature is the avail
ability of the freedoms of speech, assembly and action. That is why, 
despite what we have said so far, political thought as an independent and 
distinct branch of intellectual activity is a fairly recent addition to Islamic 
culture. Most Muslims have lived, and still live, under regimes which deny 
them those essential freedoms. Sociologists would dismiss this reasoning 
as secondary, arguing that the absence of these freedoms is less important 
than the absence of the social and political conditions which should 
precede or accompany the emergence of any democratic system in its 
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broadest sense - such as the development of commerce and industry, and 
the rise of an autonomous bourgeoisie. This objection raises a host of 
issues which are not always related to the doctrinal foundations of Islam. 
Since we are concerned in the present study with ideas, we have to leave 
these issues aside, although some will be discussed in our chapter on 
'Nationalism, Democracy and Socialism'.l 

Apart from political and social factors, there has also been a method
ological reason for the absence ofindependent political thought in Islamic 
history. Traditionally, Muslims rarely studied politics in isolation from 
related disciplines. Problems such as the nature ofthe state, the varieties of 
government, the qualifications of rulers, the limitations on their power 
and the rights of the ruled were discussed as part of the comprehensive 
treatises on jurisprudence and theology - all securely within the unassail
able walls of the Shari'ah. It was only under the trauma of European 
military, political, economic and cultural encroachments since the end of 
the eighteenth century that Muslim 6lites started to write separate works on 
specifically political topics. One remarkable feature of such works from 
the viewpoint of the cultural interaction between Islam and the West in 
modem history is the language in which they were written. So long as 
Westernisation had not alienated large segments of the new educated 
groups from their traditional heritage, most reformers expressed their 
ideas in the language of Islamic sciences - using stereotyped legal phrases, 
citing Qur'änic verses and Prophetie sayings, with only occasional quota
tions from foreign sourees. But as time went on, with Westernised 
intellectuals supplanting traditionalleaders at most levels of the educa
tional system, and the growing tendency of the literate classes to hold all 
that was old responsible for Muslim backwardness, the cultural unity of 
the 6lites was shattered. While the majority of the literate and the learned 
remained loyal to Islamic ideals and values, a small but increasingly 
influential group had come to praise Western culture and civilisation as 
being superior to everything else humanity had created, and that in a 
phraseology largely unknown to most Muslims-whether literate or 
illiterate. The breakdown of the cultural integration of traditional society 
was thns reflected in a linguistic rift, which has been one of the chief 
obstacles to a coherent, sustained and fruitful debate among Muslims of 
all classes and ages over their social and political problems. One of the 
remarkable changes in the Muslim mentality since the Second World War 
has been a growing trend in the opposite direction - namely an awareness 
that no political idea, however valid and vital for the freedom and pros
perity of Muslims, can mobilise them in a successful movement to eure 
their ills, unless it is shown to conform in both form and substance to the 
dictates of their religious consciousness. 

This book deals with the ideas of those Muslim writers who have been 
mindful of the necessity of this conformity, and in whose formation the 
legacy of Islamic culture, particularly the tradition of political thinking as 
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a subsidiary element of the Sharl'ah, has played the largest part. Abrief 
survey of the basic strands of that tradition is therefore essential for the 
understanding of the main issues in modern Islamic political thought. 

* * * 
The fact that political thought among Muslims in the past was always 
subsumed under some other discipline in the spectrum of dassical Islamic 
sciences did not by itself restrict its scope, or impoverish its content. 
Indeed, a student of political ideas ·will find Muslim history in its first six or 
seven centuries a fascinating mosaic of competing schools, each with a 
different perception of the foundations of state authority and the limits of 
individual obedience to the rulers. Immediately after the Prophet's death 
dispute broke out at the SaqIfah assembly over the choice of his successor. 
It was, on the face of it, a dispute over personalities, but underlying it were 
the same fundamental themes that have preoccupied lively political minds 
the world over, and at all times. From wrangling over personalities, it was 
a short step to doctrinal and theoretical altercations. These may now be 
summarised, but only in so far as they can darify our later discussions; 
what will be of interest to us is not so much the original or the real form of 
such altercations, but the way in which they are interpreted by Muslim 
writers today, and this is often a function of not only their sectarian and 
ideological bias but the political needs of their societies as well. 

One group of Muslims, which proved to be a minority, believed that the 
Prophet had in fact designated his successor, and that was his son-in-Iaw 
and cousin, 'Ali. According to them, the designation had taken place 
during the Prophet's journey from his last pilgrimage to Mecca, on the 
eighteenth day of the month of Dhu 'l-~ijjah, in the eleventh year of his 
Hijrah (632), at a place called the Ghadlr (pool) ofKhumm, where he made 
a fateful prodamation which has been reported in different versions, the 
most popular being: 'He for whom I was the master, should hence have 
'Ali as his master.' This group came to be known as the Shl'ah (literally, 
followers) of 'All. Another party dose to them held that the succession 
should go to the Prophet's unde, 'Abbäs, on the grounds that if being a 
relative of the Prophet was to count as the decisive qualification, 'Abbäs, 
being senior to 'All, had a greater right by virtue of the Qur'anic verse 
which requires that among 'those who are akin' some must be prior to 
others (8: 75). The ShI'1 case, however, went far beyond the personal 
qualities of 'All. It asserted that it was inconceivable given God's justice 
and benevolence (lu/./) towards human beings that he should have left the 
issue of the leadership (imämah, Imämate) undecided. The same rational 
considerations which necessitate the sending of His emissaries and 
prophets also require that in their absence faultless leaders should be 
appointed for the custodianship (wiläyah) oftheir followers. Furthermore, 
the logical corollary to the acceptance of the Prophet Mu1,lammad's 
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teachings was the commitment to their implementation. Only asound and 
thorough knowledge ('ilm) of the true meaning of the Qur'än and the 
Prophetie Tradition could he1p the young Muslim community in this 
direction. That knowledge was available to those who were near and dear 
to the Prophet - especially 'All, and, through hirn, to his eleven male 
descendants: this at least was the position of the Shl'lsm of the Twelver 
school (ithnä 'asharl), whose political views will be discussed in this book. 

The Shj'Is also argued - mainly in response to the criticisms of those who 
defended the principle ofthe electiveness ofthe successors to the Prophet
that the problem ofthe leadership ofthe community was too vital to be left 
to the deliberations of ordinary individuals who might choose the wrong 
person for the position, thereby countering the purpose of the divine 
revelation. Only God is aware ofthe presence ofthe qualities ofknowledge 
and infallibility and impeccability ('i~mah) in individuals, and can therefore 
seeure the triumph of his reve1ations by making these individuals known 
through his emissaries. It is here that the issue of personalities enters into 
the debate, because the Shl'is maintain that only those individuals who 
were c1ose1y associated with, or re la ted to, the Prophet could have 
possessed such qualities, and these were none other than 'All and his male 
descendants. 2 This part of the Sh!'I argument complemented another 
thesis which is perhaps the most important element in Sill'l political 
theory - name1y the absolute and irrevocable necessity of justice as a 
condition of rulership, in accordance with the Qur'änic injunction: ' "My 
covenant,", said God, "embraceth not the evil-doers" [a-?,--?,ölimzn]" 
(2: 124). A seque1 to the Sill'I case for the Imämate is the justification ofthe 
place ofthe 'Ulamä' or mujtahids in the Muslim community after the dis
appearance of the Imäms. The word 'Ulamä' is the plural of 'älim, 
meaning a scholar, or more specifically, religious scholar; mujtahid 
literally means a person who exerts his mental faculties, but is applied to 
an 'älim qualified to derive legal norms from the sources of the law. If the 
Imäms are charged with the duty of guiding the Muslims after the end of 
the 'cyc1e of revelation', that is, after the death of the last of God's 
emissaries, the 'Ulamä' and mujtahids are charged with the duty of 
guiding the Muslims after the end of the 'cyc1e ofImämate', that is, after 
the disappearance of the Imäm - the difference being, of course, that the 
'Ulamä' do not partake of the quality of 'i~mah, or other extraordinary 
attributes of the Imäms. 

Another group, which formed the majority of Muslims, took the view 
that the Prophet had deliberately left the question of his succession open, 
leaving it to the community to decide who would be the most competent 
person to assurne its leadership. These Muslims came to be known as the 
Sunnjs, or the followers of Sunnah (tradition), an appellation which may be 
taken to symbolise their adherence to principles rather than personalities. 
Certainly they must have been helped in their conviction by the fact that 
the Prophet had left no son. Many ofthem do not deny the authenticity of 
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the Ghadlr story, but contest the construction that the Slü'i"s put on it, 
particularly their understanding of the term master (mawlii) in the 
Prophet's proc1amation. The SunnIs instead stand for the right of the 
Muslim community to choose the Prophet's successor in politicalleader
ship rather than the pre-emptive title of any particular individual to it. 
Typical of this stand is the stress laid on a saying attributed to the Prophet, 
to the effect that his followers are more knowledgeable or better informed 
(a'lam) in their worldly affairs than him-presumably after his death. 

Whatever the true intentions of the Prophet, it was the SunnI view that 
prevailed at the Saqi"fah assembly. Its proceedings, as reported by Tabari 
(d. 311/923) and other early Muslim historians, raise some doubts about 
the spontaneity of its decision. But the fact of the matter is that an 
animated, and at times stormy, debate did take place, and that the assembly 
finally did elect a successor. Abu Bakr, the man chosen and given the title 
of 'Khalljah (Caliph, successor) of God's messenger' was also a dis
tinguished member' of the community and a c10se companion of the 
Prophet. He was older than other contenders for the Caliphate, had been 
chosen by the Prophet to accompany him on his migration from Mecca to 
Medina, an event of such importance as to deserve amention in the 
Qur'än (9: 40), gave the Prophet his daughter 'Ä'ishah in marriage and 
acted as his chief adviser. All this means that in justifying the Saqi"fah 
affair, and the continuation of the basic feature of its procedure, that is, 
the consensus (ijmii') of the elite, or the 'people who loose and bind' 
(ahl al-lJall wa'l-'aqd) in the e1ection of Abu Bakr, as well as his three 
immediate successors ('Umar, 'Uthmän and 'All, who, together with 
Abu Bakr, are known as the Righdy-Guided Caliphs (Khulajä' rashidün), 
the Sunn'is also have to introduce a good deal of personalised politics 
into the controversy. Besides ijmä', the election of the Caliphs consisted 
also of bay'ah, literally c1asping of hands, but meaning the taking of the 
oath of allegiance to the Caliph by his electors, and 'ahd, or the covenant 
whereby the Caliph undertook, in the face of the Muslim community, to 
rule in accordance with the provisions of the Shartah, and the community 
promised to obey hirn. So whereas the key political terms for the Slü'i's were 
imämah, wiläyah and 'i.ymah, those for the Sunn'is were Khiläjah, ijmä' 
and bay'ah. Overlappings were, of course, inevitable: the Sunn'is used the 
tide Imiim for the Caliph, especially whenever they referred to his spiritual 
functions; and the Slü'i's accepted the validity of ijmä', provided that it 
inc1uded the opinion of 'the infallible one' (ma'$üm).3 

The third major political trend in early Islam was a rejection of both the 
SunnI and Sh'i'i" positions, and its followers came to be appropriately 
known as the Khawärij (plural of Khärijl, meaning an outsider or seceder). 
It came into existence twenty-five years after the death of the Prophet as a 
result of the first great schism in Islamic history, when a group of Muslims 
revolted against the Caliph 'Ali because he had agreed to refer his dispute 
with the rebel Mu'äwiyah to arbitration. Apparently seeing the dispute as 
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a dear-cut conflict between right and wrong, they emphatically argued 
that in such matters there could be no arbitration or judgement (hukm) 
except by God. This opinion, for which the Khawärij could find literal 
warrant in the Qur'än, typified their strict adherenee to the letter of the 
Book. Later on, upon gaining control over some Muslim territories, they 
modified their idealism-as most revolutionary groups do onee they are in 
power. Allied to their uncompromising attachment to the Qur'än was a 
democratic temper insisting on the right of all Muslims, irrespective of 
their tribai, racial and dass distinctions, to elect or depose, or to be elected 
as, rulers. This set them against the Sunnls, who for the most part confined 
the Caliphate to the Meccan aristocracy (Quraysh), and the Slü'ls, who 
restricted it to one branch of it, the House of the Prophet (Banü Häshim). 
When all this is added to the KhäriJl exaltation of action as a criterion of 
faith, and their use of violence against their opponents, the' full import of 
their radicalism, and the conscious or unconscious affinity that some 
fundamentalist groups in modem history have had with them, becomes 
apparent. The Muslim Brothers in Egypt have sometimes been accused of 
being Khawärij. They have always denied the charge, and even spoken of 
the 'errors' of the Khawärij, but have nevertheless praised their 'rectitude', 
and their 'struggle in the path ofGod'.4 So although the Khawärij never 
transcended their status as an extremist minority detested by both the 
Sunnls and Slü'fs, and have today vanished except in isolated groups in 
Aigeria, Tunisia, Oman and East Africa, they played an important, albeit 
indirect, part in the development of Islamic political thought by acting 
for a while as the incorruptible conscience ofthe Muslims, forcing them to 
keep in sight the absolute and the ideal, as opposed to the relative and the 
actual, in their efforts to construct an Islamic society. 

These were the three principal political trends in the first four decades of 
Islamic his tory, although they do not by any means exhaust all the 
divisions and the variations within them - for instance, those in terms of 
dass differences, or the rivalries between the Muhäjirün (the Meccans 
who migrated with the Prophet to Medina) and the An~är (his helpers or 
allies ofMedina). But such alignments have little or no bearing on what we 
are going to study in this book. The same largely holds true for the period 
from the end of the era of Rightly-Guided Caliphs up to the fourth/tenth 
century. There are, however, one or two features of the intellectual history 
of the period which are relevant to our study because it was in this period 
that the first stirrings of philosophical thought enlivened the Muslim mind, 
confronting it with questions about the limits of Man's 'freedom within the 
Islamic scheme of things - questions which are very much at the heart of 
the modem Islamic critique of traditionalism. They were often raised by 
inquisitive souls who were perhaps unaware ofthe political implications of 
what they asked, or if they were, philosophy for them was a convenient 
disguise to conceal their conventional ideas so as to avoid provoking both 
the wrath of the rulers and the terrifying reaction of the bigoted public. 
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Foremost among the thinkers who aroused the Muslim appetite for 
speculative investigation were the Mu'tazilah, who fiourished in the 
second/eighth century, and are often associated with the first attempts at 
reconciling reason and revelation in Islam. Now few of the Muslim 
modernists in our time would admit that they have been inspired by the 
pioneering work of the M u'tazilah, especially in giving a rationalist inter
pretation ofIslam; on the contrary, many ofthem deprecate the M u'tazilah 
either for their intellectual excesses, or their neglect of 'non-conceptual' 
dimensions of the religious experience - meaning intuition and mysticism.5 

But the similarities between some of the substantive positions of the two 
groups are so striking that one can hardly escape the conclusion that many 
of the modernists must have been secretly delighted to find such early 
precedents for their innovative ideas. Like the Mu'tazilah, the majority of 
the modernists emphasise the high place of reason in their scale of values, 
and try to show the perfect compatibility of 'true Islam' with the findings 
of a mind free from the scourge of ignorance, prejudice and superstition. 
Like the Mu'tazilah, the modernists think that Islam upholds the principle 
offree will (ikhtlyär), as opposed to that ofpredestinarianism (jahr), since 
it has been obvious to both groups that Muslims will never desist from 
meekly enduring injustice unless they become first convinced of their 
capability to determine their destiny. A favourite theme in the rare 
philosophical writings of the modernists is commenting on the Qur'anic 
verse: 'Verily God will not change (the condition 01) a folk, till they 
change what is in themselves' (13: 11). Nowadays, belief in free will is not 
obviously regarded as a heresy, but in the second/eighth century, apart 
from the Khawärij and the Sh"i'is, the only other major group of Muslims 
who were prosecuted for their unorthodox ideas were the advocates of 
ikhtryär, a notion which soon acquired the same significance in Islamic 
his tory as the concept of liberty in Western political thought. 

Attitudes towards the West provide another parallel: the Mu'tazilah 
saw no harm in adopting rationalism and logic to sharpen the tools of 
dialectic theology in order to defend Islam against Christianity, Mani
chaeism and other alien creeds; the modernists overtly or covertly apply 
categories of thought derived from Western philosophy, political theory 
and science to enrich their own reformistic or revolutionary propositions
apart from urging Muslims to emulate the West in its technological and 
scientific achievements while condemning its moral and spiritual depravity. 
Another similarity, which may be accidental, but nevertheless deserves 
attention, is the prominence afforded by both groups to the doctrine of 
tawbld, the unity of God. The Mu'tazilah did this to vindicate the oneness 
of God against not only its non-Muslim detractors, but also against those 
Muslims who, through a literal interpretation ofthe Qur'än, threatened to 
erect God's attributes into independent hypostases, which made nonsense 
of His unity. The modernists reiterate the meaning of tawb'id to denounce 
devotion to anything other than God, and this includes not only the 
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apotheosis of 'perfect man' as suggested by ~iifi teachings, but also servile 
obedience to the tyrants and räghüts ('satans', or illegitimate rulers): the 
result in both cases, however, is to turn the meaning of tawliid from a mere 
theological formula into a comprehensive system of faith and political 
action. 

Another instance of the catalytic role of intellectualism in the politics of 
early Islam can be noticed in the movement of Al-Ikhwän ~-Safä' (the 
Brethren of Purity') who probably lived in the third or fourth/ninth or 
tenth centuries. Their Rasä'jf (Epistles) constitute the first known Islamic 
encyc1opedia, an impressive compendium of the sciences of their time. 
The Ikhwän appear to have espoused the Ismä'1li school of Shl'Ism, 
which was at that time more radical than the Twelver school in challenging 
the orthodox regimes, and their agitations convulsed the lands of the 
'Abbäsld Caliphate until the Mongoi invasion in the seventh/thirteenth 
century. It may be true, as has been suggested by some scholars, that the 
Ikhwän's central teaching had no direct relevance to politics, being 
essentially concerned with matters such as the transmigration of souls or 
the doctrine of emanation. But the circumstances in which the Rasä'il were 
composed, as weH as some of their contents, tell a different story. The fact 
that their authors undertook such a momentous enterprise in secrecy and 
anonymity, evidently to protect themselves against both obscurantist 
rulers and ignorant masses, should in itselfbe of great political significance. 
More to the point, there are extensive passages in the Rasä'il which 
indicate that their authors took a serious interest in the social conditions 
of the Muslims, and endeavoured to identify some of the causes of their 
moral bankruptcy and enslavement by despotic systems of government. 
They did this chiefly through the expedient of allegory which has always 
been the favourite literary style of elitist-esoteric movements in Islam, 
whether revolutionary or conservative. Their political theses do not seem 
to be different, in essence, from those of Shl'Ism, especially in their 
emphasis on the functions of the Imäms, and their attacks on "unjust 
temporal rulers". One theme which unfailingly runs through their entire 
work is the necessity of knowledge and consciousness as the pre-condition 
of worldly and other-worldly salvation. But instead of leaving this 
enlightened teaching to wither into a sterile lesson in public morality, the 
Ikhwän made their tracts a strong proof of their dedication to the 
dissemination of knowledge among the people - knowledge not only in 
the customary sense in such texts, that is, understanding religion, but the 
combination of the 'sciences and wisdoms' in their time. What is more, 
they valued only that kind of knowledge which could be conducive to 
action, which they conceived as an effort for both the spiritual and material 
amelioration of the individual and society. Combined with their belief in 
free will, and the inevitability of change and movement in all natural and 
social phenomena, the Rasä'il contained the outlines of an indictment of 
Muslim beliefs and practices in the third and fourth centuries, plus a 
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thinly veiled call for a watertight programme of doctrinal re-education and 
revolutionary struggle.6 All this makes the Ikhwän irresistibly appealing 
to all those Muslim intellectuals today who find their co-religionists in 
the same state of moral drift and social stagnation as that prevailing in 
the third or fourth century. This statement is meant not to overstate the 
importance of the Rasei'il as such, but rather to underline the relevance of 
its genre, and of literary symbolism in general as a vehic1e of political 
expression. Modem Arab, Persian and Turkish literary works, as those of 
medieval times, contain innumerable applications of the same style, on a 
scale which is rarely matched by the legacy of those cultures in which 
freedom of expression has enjoyed a longer and more secure tradition. 

However successful the Sunru rulers were in suppressing the movements 
of Shl'ism, the Khawärij, the Mu'tazilah and AI-Ikhwän a~-Safä', they 
could not for long ensure the immobility ofthe political institutions which 
constituted the targets of such oppositions. Gradual but far-reaching 
changes in political reality worked against their conservatism. The linch
pin of all political institutions, the Caliphate, soon fell victim to the 
process of the dis integration of the 'Abbäsid state. The rise of the riyal 
Caliphates in Cordova (Spain) and Cairo, and of autonomous Persian and 
Turkish dynasties, together with the causes intrinsic to all empires held 
together by a mixture of naked force and unifying myths, deprived the 
Caliphate in Baghdad of real power, and turned it into a hollow shell of 
pontifical honours, performing the ceremonial act of endorsing the transfer 
of powers into the hands of less dignified figures. The formulation of the 
theory of the Caliphate dates back to this period-a further proof of the 
rule that it is the dec1ine of an institution that prompts deliberation on its 
structure. So far as the Sunru thinking on the Caliphate enjoyed any 
continuity and sequence, one can detect in it a pronounced sense of 
realism, an eagerness to adjust theory to practice. Three names stand out 
in the history of Sunru realism: Abu'I-I:Iasan al-Mäwardi (d. 450/1058), 
Abü I:Iämid Mul).ammad Ghazäli (d. 505/1111), and Badr ad-Din Ibn 
Jamä'ah (d. 732/1332). 

Mäwarru defined and justified the necessity of the Caliphate at a time 
when the ascendancy of the Sunru Ghaznavids had put an end to the 
humiliations suffered by its occupants under the pro-Sm'i Buyids, and had 
created a favourable atmosphere for affirming its authority. But in fact 
nothing had changed: it was the Ghaznavid and later the Saljüq dynasties 
which wielded the real power. Ostensibly, Mäwarru defended the 
supremacy and indivisibility of the Caliphate; but since in elaborating the 
qualifications, methods of investiture and duties of the Caliphs, he relied 
not only on the precepts of the Sharl'ah, but also on historical precedents 
as crystallised in the ijmä' ( consensus) of the community, his work amounted 
to an implicit admission that political authority can be as valid as religious 
norms. More significantly, by envisaging the seizure of executive power 
by local rulers as one of the conditions under which the Caliphate is 



INTRODUCTION: THE RELEVANCE OF THE PAST 11 

f orfeited - something that his predecessors had not dared to recognise in, 
for instance, the Buyid domination over the Caliphs - Mäwardi opened the 
way to the later legalisation of the transfer of power to persons other than 
Caliphs.7 

The next step in this direction was taken by Ghazäll, in whose time 
conditions had deteriorated even further: the Caliphate 'was no longer 
regarded as conferring authority, but merely as legitimating rights 
acquired by force'. Betraying a concern for expediency uncharacteristic of 
the self-examining intellectual that he was, Ghazäll declared that: 'We 
consider that the function of the caliphate is contractually assumed by 
that person of the 'Abbäsid house who is charged with it, and that the 
function of government in the various lands is carried out by means of 
sultans, who owe allegiance to the caliphate. Government in these days is a 
consequence solely of military power, and whosoever he may be to whom 
the possessor of military power gives his allegiance, that person is the 
caliph.'8 With the overthrow of the 'Abbäsid Caliphate by the Mongols 
in 1258, even casuistical pretensions were set aside. Although a nominal 
Caliphate was after a while established in Cairo to confer legitimacy on 
the Mamlük dynasty, this was not allowed in Sunru jurisprudence to 
conceal the truth about the political system. The recognition of this last 
phase in the evolution of the classical Caliphate was the main achievement 
of Ibn Jamä'ah, who declared military power pure and simple as con
stituting the essence of rulership.9 

So much readiness to revise political thought in the light of changing 
circumstances may be explained by the fact that all the three theoreticians 
mentioned hefe wefe high functionaries at one time or another in the 
administration of the 'Abbäsids, Saljüqs and Mamlüks. But it would be a 
mistake in any such analysis to ignore the special nature of the Sunni 
Caliphate which, in contrast to the Shl'i Imämate, is relieved of all meta
physical sanctions. This has made it more liable to realistic redefinitions 
at its turning-points in history. Undoubtedly, generalisations about Sunru 
realism can be as inaccurate as those concerning Shi'i idealism: both sects 
have in varying degrees permitted their followers in different periods to 
accommodate with anomalies in the political system, whenever faced with 
unscrupulous rulers. In the historical practice of both, therefore, open 
rebellion against injustice has been an exception rather than a norm. 
Dominique Sourdei has tried to show how, contrary to Corbin's portrayal 
of Shi'ism as a purely religious movement insulated almost completely 
against all extern al vicissitudes, the character of this sect has in fact under
gone changes which 'can only be explained in terms of the social and 
political circumstances of the moment'. He illustrates his thesis by 
examining the content of a treatise by Shaykh Mufid, the mentor ofa long 
line of Shi'f jurisconsults, minimising the differences between the Shl'fs 
and other Muslims on various theological and political points in response 
to the relaxed political atmosphere largely made possible by the tolerant 
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attitude of the Buyids. lO Likewise, the wide1y held notion among both 
non-Sill'l Muslims and Western scho1ars that Shi'lsm has a1ways been 
opposed to all temporal rulers as usurpers of the Imäm's power smacks of 
a diebe when one notes that in sources as old as the works of Shaykh rüSt 
(d. 4;-;1/1068) and Ibn Idrls (d. 598/1202) Muslims are recommended, ifnot 
instructed, to pay allegiance to a type of ruler who is called 'righteous, just 
ruler' (as-sul{än al-~aqq al- 'ädil), who is evidently not the same person as 
the ImämY Nevertheless, important differences separate the political 
theory of the Sill'ls from that of the Sunnts, which will be discussed in 
Chapter 1. All that needs to be mentioned here is that, compared with 
their Sill'l counterparts, the Sunm exponents ofthe theory ofthe Caliphate 
between the fifth/eleventh and eighth/1'ourteenth centuries - not to mention 
the present period-displayed much greater ftexibility in adapting their 
ideas to political realities. 

This ftexibility eventually reached a point at wh ich the supreme value in 
politics appeared to be, not justice but security -a state of mind which set 
a high premium on the ability to rule and maintain 'lawand order', rather 
than on piety. Writing at a time when the Mongoi invaders threatened his 
homeland, Syria, the great 1;Ianball jurisconsult and theologian Ibn 
Taymiyyah (d. 728/1328) gave a vivid expression to this viewpoint: 

It is obvious that the [affairs 01' the] people cannot be in asound state 
except with rulers, and even if somebody 1'rom among unjust kings 
becomes ruler, this would be better than there being none. As it is said: 
'Sixty years with an unjust ru1er are better than one night without a 
ruler'. And it is related of [the fourth Caliph] 'All, May God Be Satisfied 
With Hirn, to have said that: 'The people have no option but to have a 
rulership [imärah], whether pious or sin1'ul'. People asked hirn: 'We 
understand the pious, but why bother for the sinful?' He said: '[Because,] 
thanks to it, highways are kept secure, canonical penalties are applied, 
holy war is fought against the enemy, and spoils are collected'12 

Acknowledging the necessity 01' strong government to repulse foreign 
aggressors is one thing; justifying tyranny in the name of religion is 
another. The price ofmedieval ftexibility was to sancti1'y the latter position, 
which soon became the ruling political doctrine among the majority 01' 
Muslims 01' all sects. There 1'ollowed a long period of stagnation in political 
thought, as indeed in most 1'orms ofintellectual activity, which ended only 
with the abolition of the Ottoman Caliphate in the second decade of the 
present century. It was centred around the belief in the unquestionable 
duty of Muslims to obey their rulers, and the inherent sinfulness of any 
rebellion against the established order. The question as to why this 
rigidity pervaded the Muslim mind has been a moot point among educated 
Muslims since the end of the nineteenth century. The answers have 
unfortunately often been coloured by ethnic, racial and denominational 
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prejudices, with each group accusing others ofhaving been responsible for 
the dec1ine of the Islamic civilisation in general. As we noted at the 
beginning, there have also been intellectuals who, under the influence of 
European writers of Marxian or non-Marxian persuasion, have believed 
in a direct causal relationship between the very principles of Islam and the 
social and political plight of the Muslims. Recent Western stereotypes 
emphasising some of the exclusive features of the Eastern peoples, such as 
'oriental despotism', and theories of geo-political determinism, have also 
been bandied about. But perhaps the real explanation lies in the fact that 
stagnation is the inescapable lot of any system of thought which is wedded 
to the state, and is thereby constantly exposed to the danger of becoming 
an ideological tool of vested interests - especially those which are deter
mined to impose their own understanding of it as the indivisible creed of 
whole societies. This danger existed right from the earliest years of 
Islamic history - from the time when, with the end of the era of the Rightly
Guided Caliphs, the prestige of the rulers rested no longer on the succes
sorship to the Prophet, but largely on sheer force. And, as has always been 
the case in history, sheer force was every now and again in need of doctrinal 
legitimation. The rulers could not fulfil this need without striking at the 
roots ofindependent thinking. Whether it was the Umayyad Caliphs, who 
ordered the execution of the advocates of free will: or, conversely, the 
Caliph Ma'mun (198-218/813-33), who patronised the Mu'tazili sup
porters of free will, and instituted a mi~nah (inquisition) against their 
opponents; or the Caliph Mutawakkil (232-247/847-61), who again 
reversed the trend in favour of orthodoxy; or GhazälI, who declared war 
on all esoteric sects; Of the founder of the Safavld state, Shäh Ismä'TI 
(907-30/1502-24), who visited the most brutal punishments on those who 
refused to vilify Abu Bakr and 'Umar, the result was always the same: the 
retreat of critical thought before the encircling rigidity of the official 
dogma. Whenever the state flagged in ideological zeal, the venality of the 
'Ulamä' filled the vacuum. 

But perhaps in saying all this we are missing an aspect of tradition al 
political thought among Muslims which offers a completely different 
picture of the relationship between the rulers and the ruled. It is a picture 
contained in the type of literature which has come to be known in Persian 
as andarz-nämih ('Book of Advice') and in Arabic na!il~at 'al-muliik 
('Counsel for Kings'), written by such geniuses as GhazälI and Khäjah 
Na~Ir TusI, and statesmen like Ni~äm ul-Mulk, and developing a theory 
ofkingship cleady influenced by the pre-Islamic Iranian notions of govern
ment, though dressed in an appropriately Islamic garb. One can find 
examples of it even in the works of those same jurists who defended 
tyranny as the lesser of two evils when the alternative was anarchy. 
Here the emphasis is on justice as an indefeasible precondition of ruler
ship, on the dire consequences of injustice, and on service to the cause of 
religion and welfare of the people as the only legitimating factor of 
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occasional acts of despotism. When a politically minded Muslim who is 
eagerly seeking to discover the causes of the present backwardness of his 
people reads such pieces ofliterature and compares them with what he also 
reads of the crimes of the past dynasties, the only impression he is likely 
to form is that of acute cynicism. Where were those just rulers to be found? 
To what use were all those perorations on justice put? Did they not merely 
serve to pacify their readers and perpetuate tyranny? Ifperiods oftyranny, 
as some apologists of Muslim history might claim, were exceptional and 
short-lived, why did the Muslims fai! to prosper?Why did political thought 
stagnate among them? Scholarly attempts at evading these questions, or 
treating them as anything other than rhetorical, can only produce greater 
cynicism in those who ask them. Within this perspective, all discussions on 
justice in classieal Persian or Arab literature are relevant to current 
Muslim politieal thinking only in the negative sense - by being used as 
evidence that only radieal solutions, and not just such pious invocations of 
Qur'änic verses or Prophetie sayings, can wipe out injustice. 

* * * 
At the end of his outline of the ideas of MäwardI and his successors, 
H. A. R. Gibb warns us against overestimating the inftuence of these 
founding figures in the history of Sunrii political thought by reminding us 
that 'in the Sunrii community there was no one universally accepted 
doctrine of the caliphate'. The very basis of Sunrii thought, he goes on to 
say, 'excludes the acceptance of any one theory as definitive and final. 
What it does lay down is a principle: that the caliphate is that form of 
government which safeguards the ordinances of the Sharia and sees that 
they are put into practice. So long as that principle is applied, there may be 
infinite diversity in the manner of its application.' Gibb is referring here to 
what in the jurisprudential theory has come to be known as ikhtiläj, or 
legitimate divergency of opinions in the secondary matters of the religion. 
He finds his survey as furnishing a 'striking example of ... the truth, that 
Muslim thought refuses to be bound by the outward formulae',B The fact, 
however, remains as we shall see in Chapter 3, that when the issue of the 
Caliphate was revived after its abolition by the Turks in 1924, most of 
those who took part in the controversy had to rely on the expositions of 
MäwardI, Ghazän and other early masters. The Egyptian 'An 'Abd 
ar-Räziq, the most renowned of a few who dared to break out of this 
circle, was consequently accused of heresy.14 So much loyalty to the past 
could be excused in the name of cultural continuity; but the modernists 
saw it rightly as the sign of a static mind. 

As will be explained in subsequent chapters, one of the urgent tasks of 
Islamic modernists has been to demolish what they see as the presumed 
theological and canonieal foundations of this stagnation, and by deriva
tion, of Muslim submissiveness and quietism. To do this, they have had 
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to conduct a twofold campaign: on the one hand, to bring out ail the 
progressive tenets of Islam to prove that it is in essence a religion of 
freedom, justice and prosperity for Mankind; on the other, to subject the 
attitudes, values and modes of thought of the Muslims to a searching 
reassessment which ends up by stigmatising the whole of Islamic history, 
except the period of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs (11-40/632-61), as a 
departure from the teachings of the Qur'än and the Prophet. Historical 
critieism has thus proved to be an integral part of political revisionism. 
Although a number of Muslim authors have risen to this challenge, pre
occupation with politics has on the whole prevented the more thoughtful 
Muslims from enriching their political observations with philosophieal 
insight. The achievements of the great philosophers of the past, such as 
Färäbi, Ibn Sinä and Ibn Bäjjah, and much less those of such unorthodox 
Shl'i thinkers as Suhrawarru and Sadr ud-Din Shiräzi, could not be of 
much use, because of their unhistorical and abstract character, as weil as 
the fact that the Hellenistic or Iranian influences in them have been blamed 
as one of the sources of corrupt beliefs among Muslims. Consequently, 
although over the last half-century there have been renowned philosophers 
or teachers of Islamic philosophy such as Ibrähün Madkür and 'Abd 
ar-Ral}män Badawi in Egypt, or Mul}ammad l;Iusayn Tabä!abä'I and 
Sayyid Jaläl Äshtiyäni in Iran, keeping alive the best scholastic traditions 
of the past, and there have also been numberless political writers loyal to 
the Sharl'ah, there has nevertheless been little effort in either camp to graft 
its own discipline or interests on to the other's in a common intellectual 
exerCIse. 

Another concern of the modernists has been to offset the effects of the 
conservative realism of the earlier 'Ulamä' -if by realism is meant a 
willingness to forgo the demands of high principles in order to adjust to 
ephemeral conditions. This kind of changeability with the times is offensive 
to many Sunm Muslims, who are convinced that the Islamic ideals of social 
justice are and should be applicable in aB circumstances, however much 
the verdict of hard facts may be to the contrary. Their indignation is 
echoed in the work of writers like 'Abd al-'Azlz al-Badrl who, himself a 
vietim of official displeasure because of his fundamentalist convictions, 
has produced a different version of the behaviour of the 'Ulamä' towards 
the rulers in the formative period of Islamic jurisprudence. He describes 
how the founders of the four main legal schools or rites of Sunnlsm
Abü l;Ianlfah, Mälik, Shäfi'i and Ibn l;Ianbal-as well as the compilers of 
the Prophetie sayings (I)adith) such as Bukhärl, all endured hardship 
and imprisonment rather than submit to the irreligious demands of 
the rulers.15 His·account is largely accurate, but this does not disprove the 
realism ofa Mäwardi or an Ibn Jamä'ah: it does not diminish the overall 
impression of adaptability to the changing political scene gained from 
important Sunni treatises on government between the demise ofthe Buyids 
and the consolidation of the MongoI power. It is interesting to note that 
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the traditional realism is now being increasingly discarded in Sunni political 
literature. The converse of all realism is idealism. But the new idealism of 
Sunni writers should be distinguished from the fashionable romanticisa
tion of the lives of the Prophet Mul}.ammad and other heroes of early 
Islam, which tries paradoxically to depict them as part of present realities. 

The question of the relationship of the authority of the Caliphs to the 
power of the su1täns, amzrs, maliks and other categories of temporal rulers 
can be noteworthy for modern Muslim political writers mainly as an index 
to the changes of the political thought in the past. There have, however, 
been three other issues from tradition al debates which are of a more 
practical concern to these writers: (a) the right to elect rulers, (b) the method 
of election, and (c) the right to revolt against injustice. To the extent that 
these issues are still vital for the Muslims, the history of Islamic political 
thought is still relevant. These issues have usually been discussed in the 
context of the theories of Islamic democracy, generating a vast literature 
around the concepts of bay'ah (contract of allegiance to the Caliph), shurä 
(consultation) ijmä' (consensus), and ahl al-~all wa'l- 'aqd (the elective 
body), which mostly relate to the first two issues, and examples of which 
can be culled from the practices of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs. The third 
issue (the right to revolt) has understandably proved more intractable, 
since for the reasons already mentioned it was often overshadowed by the 
consideration of 'avoiding disorder' (ittiqä' al-fitnah). However much the 
modemists quote from classical texts to demonstrate its solid basis in 
the legal right ofthe community to dismiss a sinful ruler, there is no known 
example of this right having ever been exercised in the past with the con
sensus of the 'Ulamä'. This lacuna has reinforced a latent tendency in 
modern works which is ironically as unhistorical as the abstractions ofthe 
philosophers, since in its zeal to reach the democratic essence of Islam it 
bypasses the awkward testimony of history, which shows the majority of 
Muslims often condoning despotie regimes. Another tendency arising from 
the same historical crux about democracy has been to play down the 
importance of political institutions in favour of the economic infra
structure of the Islamic state. This has given rise to the different schools of 
'Islamic socialism', with a completely different set of symbols and 
idioms: here the stress is on the examples of the second Caliph, 'Umar 
(13-23/634-44), the fourth Caliph, 'An (35-40/656-61), some members 
of his family, especially his wife Fätimah and his son I:Iusayn; and Abü 
Dharr al-Ghifäri, the most outspoken 'anti-capitalist' companion of the 
Prophet. More important than the personal examples are the principles of 
equality, public ownership oflands, and restrietions on private ownership, 
all purportedly drawn from the Qur'än and the Prophetie Tradition. 
Again history can be pertinent only in so far as it produces rare instances 
of peasant revolts against landowning exploiters. 

To sum up, the revival of the Sunrii-and, as we shalllater see, Slü'i
political thought in our age has been focused on four basic themes: 
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breaking the speIl of the sanctity of status qua; rejecting the corrupting 
realism of medieval writers; historical criticism; and salvaging the 
democratic and socialistic elements of the past. The roots of this revival 
have been numerous, some socio-political, others psychological and moral, 
all inextricable from one another. These will be surveyed in Chapters 2 to 4. 
Before that, we have to study briefly the development of the internal 
dynamism of Islam, as represented in the dialogue between its two major 
sects, SunnIsm and Shl'lsm, since it is a development which has had far 
more momentous consequences in the evolution, and convergence, of 
both, than has so far been appreciated. 



1 Shi'ism and Sunnism: conßict and concord 

I The spirit of Shi'lsm 

The Sunni-Shl'l divergences have been studied in a variety of ways. There 
are scholars like James Darmsteter and Henri Corbin who have implicitly 
or explicitly viewed them in terms of the encounter between Iranian and 
Arab cultures: the former has singled out the Shi'l doctrine of Mahdism 
as an Islamic adaptation of the pre-Islamic Iranian belief in the Divine 
Grace (jarrih-i lzadi),l and the latter's En Islam iranien is a monumental 
testimony to the close affinity between the Iranian penchant for the 
esoteric and the mystical, and the philosophical foundations of Shl'lsm.2 

At the other end of the spectrum, Montgomery Watt has called attention 
to the social factors in the genesis of Slü'lsm by reminding us that early 
Shi'is came mostly from south Arabian tribes among whom the traditions 
of kingdoms 'with a semi-divine king' were particularly strong. So, as an 
ideology congenial to their pre-Islamic beliefs, Shi'lsm remedied the social 
and psychological problems involved in their transition from nomadism 
to integration in the military caste ofthe Islamic empire.3 Louis Massignon 
has stressed the relationship between Shl'ism and, not south Arabian 
tribes, but the political aspirations of middle-class artisans.4 A more 
forceful version of this sociological treatment can be found, predictably, 
in the works of Marxist historians. Thus Petrushevskii explains the 
success of the Zaydi sect in the areas lying south to the Caspian Sea by 
reference to the peasant rebellion against the Sunni landed aristocracy, 
and attributes the popularity of Mahdist ideas to their harmony with 'the 
hopes of artisans, peasants and the poorest strata of desert-dwellers for a 
social evolution'.s 

But such theorising, however useful it might be in throwing light on 
Shi'lsm as a social protest against Sunnism, does not detract from the 
importance of analysing the doctrinal differences between the two sects. 
Such analysis would not only widen our understanding of an important 
aspect of Muslim intellectual history, but would also show the extent to 
which each school has affected the political thinking of the other, and 
how - and this is what the present author contends - the differences 
between the two have been reduced in the process. 

These differences can be studied in one of two ways: first, by identifying 
those characteristics of Slü'ism which explicitly differentiate it from 
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Sunnism, and, secondly, by surveying some of the crucial arguments in 
the deliberate polemies between them. This is what we intend to do in this 
section and the next section. Meanwhile, since what we have designated in 
Chapter 5 as Sm'i modernism consists partly in areinterpretation of some 
of the tradition al characteristics of Sm'ism, and partly in a shift in 
emphasis on the main differences with Sunnis, our comments here can also 
serve as an introduction to that chapter. One point, however, needs to be 
emphasised at the out set. George Makdisi has rightly noted in another 
context, discussing the I:Ianbali school, that it is wrong to characterise any 
particular school or sect in Islam as belonging totally to the right or left of 
the political spectrum, or as having espoused solidly rationalistic or 
traditionalist positions: opposing trends have always existed at one and the 
same time within each and every Muslim school.6 The same remark applies 
to Sunriism and Sm'ism; any generalisation about either of them can be 
proved to be false by producing a contrary, however untypical, piece of 
evidence. Nevertheless, the concept of 'broad features' is valid in any effort 
to understand their political implications, but one which cannot possibly 
be formulated without some prejudice to the nuances and diversities within 
each school. 

* * * 

The distinguishing features of Shi'ism in relation to Sunnism should be 
sought not only in its fundamental principles, but perhaps more import
antly in its ethos, in the tone of historically developed attitudes which 
have informed and infused the Shi'! stance on the controversial issues of 
Islamic history, society and dogma. The actual disagreements between the 
Sunriis and Sm'is in certain details of theology and legal practices have 
not been as important as this ethos, or in the words of the modem Shi'i 
scholar S. Husain M. Jafri, 'as the "spirit" working behind these rather 
minor divergences'? In trying to understand this ethos, one has to deal 
with 'Historical Sm'ism', namely, a Shi'ism which has taken shape in the 
actual, living experience of specific groups of Muslims, through attitudes 
which stemmed sometimes elearly from Shi'i tenets, and sometimes 
from individual interpretations and a slowly emerging consensus, with
out necessarily being recognised as fundamental principles in the Sm 'i 
sourees. 

Considered in this light, perhaps the most outstanding feature of Sm'ism 
is an attitude of mind which refuses to admit that majority opinion is 
necessarily true or right, and - which is its converse -a rationalised defence 
of the moral excellence of an embattled minority. One can find numerous 
examples of this attitude in elassical Sm'i sourees. An anecdote, for 
instance, in the Amäll of Shaykh Tusi (d. 461/1068), unquestionably the 
prime founder of Sm'i jurisprudence, typifies it vividly: Kumayl Ibn 
Ziyäd an-Nakha'I, a elose disciple of the first Imäm, 'All, relates: 
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I was with the Prince of the Faithful at the Küfah Mosque. When we 
finished the last evening prayer, he ['Ali] took me by my hand, until 
we left the Mosque, until we left Küfah, and reached the suburb of the 
town. And all that time he had not uttered a word to me. Then he said: 
"0 Kumayl, the hearts of men are like vesse1s, the best of them is the 
most retentive of them. So keep with yourse1f what you hear from me. 
The people are of three kinds: the divine scholar, those who seek 
knowledge and tread the path of salvation, and the rabble [hamaj ra 'ä 1 
who follow every crowing creature, never partaking of the light of 
knowledge, never re1ying on a solid base."8 

This anecdote is significant in several respects: first, its adage is 
attributed to 'All, namely the only Imäm among the twelve who became 
ruler of all Muslims. Secondly, the incident reported takes place in the 
Küfan period of'Ali's career when after years of overt or covert opposition 
to 'usurping' Caliphs, he achieved political power: the reader is thus 
warned to take 'AlTs censure of popular fickleness not as the fulmination 
of an impractical, anti-social visionary but as the considered judgement of 
an experienced statesman. Thirdly, the extreme caution and discretion 
exercised by 'All in making his remark makes the bigotry, ignorance and 
unre1iability of the 'rabble' to appear all the more reprehensible. 

In his treatise al-/qii/;, to mention another example from a less important 
but earlier source, the third century jurisconsult and theologian Fa<;ll Ibn 
Shädhän NayshäbürI (d. 290/902) is at pains to discredit the SunnIs' 
constant boasting of majority support as evidence of their righteousness, 
by arguing that the Qur'än, in an overwhe1ming number ofverses, takes a 
sinister view of the majority, and only rarely accepts it as a factor of 
legitimacy; it deprecates the majority for following its whims and con
jectures (6: 116), lacking knowledge and understanding (7: 187; 49: 4; 
5: 103), being polytheists at heart (12: 106), ungrateful (7: 17; 12: 38) and 
transgressors to one another (38: 24). That is why, in the history of the 
conflict of ideas 'many a small party has triumphed over a large party' 
(2: 249).9 

The reverse of the same attitude - the inherent virtue of belonging to a 
militant minority-is illustrated by Sayyid al-Murta<;lä (d. 436/1043), the 
teacher of Shaykh rüsi. In his Kitäb al-Inti$är, enumerating in minute 
detail the legal and ritual points of difference between Shl'ism and other 
Muslim sects, he defiantly insists on the 'isolationist' character of ShI'ism 
(ma'nfarad bihi'l-imämiyyah) by arguing that the paucity of the following 
of an idea does not affect its validity, just as the immense popularity of 
another cannot be proof of its truth. lO But more relevant to the spirit of 
present-day Shl'ism is the expression of this defiance in the revolt of the 
third Imäm, I:Iusayn Ibn 'Ali, and his seventy-two companions, in 61/680. 
The memory of I:I usayn's martyrdom serves as an everlasting exhortation 
to the Shl'is of all times to brave their numerical inferiority in the face of 
firmly established majorities. 
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In sustaining both aspects of their cautious attitude towards majority 
amidst the global Muslim community, the Shl'Is have had to contend with 
powerful shibboleths. This has been partly due to the collectivist slant of 
Islamic political doctrines, greatly accentuated in the case of Sunnism 
because of its belief in the sanctity of the consensus (ijmä) of the com
munity. 'My community will never agree in error': the Prophet is thus 
c1aimed by the Sumüs to have conferred on his community the very 
infallibility·that the Shl'Is ascribe to their Imäms. The Shi'Is have tried to 
prove the Sunnis' unfitness to qualify as the community envisaged in the 
Prophet's prediction by pointing to their connivance in the misdeeds of 
their rulers during the greater part of Islamic history. An outcome of the 
Shi'Is' refusal to be intimidated, let alone bound, by false 'public opinion' 
is the restricted permissibility of consensus among them as a source of 
jurisprudential rules. Whereas the Sunnis have defined consensus as 'the 
agreement among the "people who loose and bind" , (namely, the holders 
of power and position, according to Imam Fakhr ud-DIn ar-Razi), and 
even as the agreement ofthe community in general (according to Ghazäli), 
the Shi'Is hold consensus to be valid only when it inc1udes the opinion of 
'the infallible and the impeccable' (ma'~iim), namely the Imäm. This 
doctririe has not caused the Shl'Is to abandon consensus as an element of 
their legal system, since they always justify it by invoking the convenient 
maxim that 'the earth is never empty of the ma'~iim', which means that 
whenever a consensus is formed, one has to presume that the community 
of concurring scholars must have inc1uded a ma'~iim in their midst. But 
the doctrine has been a perfect safeguard against majority impositionsY 

The Shl'I view on majority seems to be primarily a result of its legitimist 
theory of succession to the Prophet, confining rightful government in the 
first instance to members ofhis Rouse. Any political theory so exc1usive in 
its outlook tends to breed exponents who jealously guard its purity from 
diffuse notions of authority. But as time went on, Shi'I authors resorted to 
diverse philosophical, theological and mystical vehic1es to elaborate their 
principal beliefs. By their very nature, these vehic1es too were elitist, 
capable of being developed and appreciated by only tiny literate groups. 
Significantly, of all these components in the Iranian Shi'I culture, literature 
which is alone suitable for popular appreciation has fared the worst, since 
it has been allocated mainly to recounting the lives of the Imäms, often in 
stilted and morose style, and aimed merely at eliciting maximum grief 
over their sufferings. 

Further explanation of the same attitude comes from the imperative of 
survival in hostile environments. Any minority constantly harassed and 
persecuted inevitably turns inward and, distancing itself increasingly from 
the majority, gradually develops its own mental habits and attitudes. In 
this capacity, the Shl'I attitude towards majority was supplemented by 
two other idiosyncratic practices: the esoteric style of teaching religious 
truths, which is mainly cherished by the Ismä'lli school, and taqiyyah, 
which can temporarily be translated as expedient dissimulation, but will be 
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defined in some detail in Chapter 5. These two practices, which have some
times further enhanced Sh!'f particularism, can be interrelated and 
mutually complementary: Corbin has defined taqiyyah as 'the discipline 
of esoterism '. Since we will consider taqiyyah later, here abrief discussion 
on esoterism is in order. 

Esoterism is closely interwined with ShiS theosophy, which explains the 
rationale of Slü'fsm as being merely the awareness and guardianship of 
the secret truth of Islam. Slü'fsm came into being to preserve and gradually 
communicate the essence of Islam. According to one of the most funda
mental principles of Sh!'ftheosophy, the truth ofIslam, like the archetypal 
reality of all things in the sensible world, can be found only in the mundus 
imaginalis. So the worldly manifestation of Islam merely reflects part of its 
truth. Its fuH truth is only known to God, the Prophet and the members of 
his House. This doctrine has given rise to a set of dual notions, or binary 
oppositions, across the whole spectrum ofIslamic sciences. They start with 
the Qur'än, which is considered by the Shi'fs to contain two aspects: an 
inner or secret meaning (bii(in), and an outer or apparent meaning (?iihir). 
Hence the dichotomy between Sh!'f hermeneutics (ta 'wil), or allegorical 
interpretation of the Qur'än, reaching for its mystical depths, and the 
SunnI literal interpretation (tafslr) which aims at a straightforward 
clarification of the verses. Then on a higher plane comes the division of the 
entire corpus of religious teachings into the truth (I;aqlqat), and the Law 
(Sharz'ah). It would be perhaps an over-simplification, though by no 
means wrong, to say that Sh!'ism propounds the first items in these pairs 
(bä(in, ta 'wil and haqzqat), while Sunnfsm is mostly associated with their 
opposites. But the division does represent a sharp breach between those 
Muslim intellectuals who remain firmly committed to theosophy ('urajä'), 
and those well-versed in juridical sciences and formalistic casuistry 
(juqahä'). This division was responsible not only for the diverging 'spirits' 
of Shl'fsm and Sunnism, but also for the occasional rifts inside Shi'fsm 
itself as can be observed in the SafaVid period, when in the face of the. 
ascendancy of hidebound jurists Slü'fsm was forced to hide its truth from' 
itself: now it was the turn of the 'urajä' toseek shelter in taqiyyah. 
According to Corbin the distinction between ~ähir and bärin, the apparent 
and the hidden, and the exoteric and esoteric, forms the philosophical 
aspect of the ShiS case for Imämat as the heart and truth of nubuwwat 
(Prophecy). It is in view of all this that Corbin calls Shl'fsm 'the sanctuary 
of Islamic esoterism'.u 

Esoterism genera ted an educational philosophy which related accessible 
knowledge to the moral integrity as weH as the cognitive ability of its 
recipients, with the consequence of requiring the withholding of inform
ation from the uninitiated. The Platonic and neo-Platonic ancestry of this 
philosophy has been much debated, but nowhere is its essence more clearly 
adumbrated than in the introduction to the Rasii'il (Epistles) of the 
Brethren of Purity (Al-Ikhwiin a~-Safii') whose Shi'i, Ismä'lli affiliations 
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are now in little doubt. In it, the initiates are warned not to make the 
Epistles available except to those who are 'free, beneficient, of sound 
mind, having a sense of purpose, looking for the right path, from among 
the seekers of knowledge, admirers of letters, and lovers üf philosophy, 
exercising maximum care in preserving, concealing, revealing and com
municating these Epistles'. The Ikhwän then go on to justify their advice 
by explaining the contradictory effects that knowledge can produce, 
depending on the disposition of the novice: it can both remedy and make 
siek, revive and destroy. In this respect, knowledge is like food and light: 
'J ust as a small child', they write, 'needs to be fed gradually, stage by stage, 
until it reaches adolescence, so that it may not eat something detrimental 
to its constitution, and just as light is appropriate only to persons with 
open, healthy and strong eyes, so that a person whose eyes have been shut, 
or has just emerged from darkness, will be severely dazzled by daylight, 
in the same way, those who get hold ofthese Epistles should communicate 
them only one at a time to those who are in need of them.'13 

The same reasoning, writ large, is behind the gradual communication 
of religious truths to Mankind. Although Mul;1ammad, as the last of the 
prophets, was the repository of the complete treasure of religious precepts, 
he revealed only some of them, leaving the rest undeclared, either because 
of their inapplicability at the time, or because of the inexpediency of 
disseminating them in that particular period of history. This was neces
sitated by the 'wisdom of gradualness' (hikmat' at-tadrlj). Mul;1ammad, 
therefore, entrusted the undeclared precepts to his Executors, namely the 
Imäms, and through them, to the mujtahids, 'so that they would pro
gressively reveal them at appropriate junctures, according to their 
wisdom, whether by [inferring] the particular from the universal, or the 
relative from the absolute, or the concrete from the abstract' .14 

All that has been said so far in describing the general characteristics of 
Shl'Ism is seriously questioned by those Sill'I modernists of the Twelver 
School who now play down, if not totally reject, all the particularistic, 
elitist and esoteric accounts of their religion, and instead - as will be shown 
in the next seetion and Chapter 5 - try to prove Shl'Ism to be, at least 
politically, an open and democratic system of beliefs. But traditional 
attitudes still persist, and continue to shape the Shl'I world-view. This is 
clearly apparent from the statement that we just quoted on the 'wisdom of 
gradualness': it has come from a prominent contemporary Shl'i scholar, 
Mul;1ammad l;Iusayn Käshif al-Ghitä' (d. 1954). He not only enjoyed 
immense prestige among Twelver Sill'Is of all persuasions, but because 
of his efforts to bring about a SunnI-Shi'i conciliation was respected by 
many Sunnls as well. His interpretations of Shl'Ism as a whole eliminates 
or minimises many ofits features which have drawn some ofthe most bitter 
vituperatives of Sunni polemists. And yet his statement not only demon
strates the continuity of the Sill'i philosophy of education, but has also a 
typically Shl'I, historieist connotation. 
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Revelation is thus described as the process of the growing religious 
consciousness of Man, as the evolution of his knowledge from the 
universal to the particular, from the abstract to the concrete, through the 
agency of the Imams and the mujtahids. But historicism, which is another 
salient feature of Shi'Ism when compared with Sunnism, arises from a more 
fundamental principle, not directly connected with its educational 
philosophy: that of Mahdism, the conception of his tory as a trend of 
events, not so much following a predetermined course (because contrary 
to orthodox Muslims the majority of Shl'Is believe in human free will), as 
moving towards a fixed goal, the return of the hidden Imam, the MahdI, 
and the Rehabilitation of the universe. 

The Shi'Is agree with the Sunnis that Muslim history since the era of 
the four Rightly-Guided Caliphs (11-40/632-61) has been for the most 
part a tale of woe. But whereas for the Sunrus the course of his tory since 
then has been a movement away from the ideal state, for the Shl'Is it is a 
movement towards it: 

'The incidence of fortune', say the Brethren of Purity, 'among certain 
peoples and nations, the increase in the power of some rulers, the outbreak of 
rebellions, the renewal of governorship in the kingdom, and other similar 
events [are aim~d at] the betterment ofthe conditions ofthe world, and its 
elevation towards progress and wholeness. But often the factors of 
destruction prevail, such as wars, seditions and ravages, resulting in the 
ruin of the cities, the loss of the Jortunes of a people, and the demise of 
their prosperity, but ultimately they all conduce to the goOd.'lS 

True, the Sunnis too, in their fighting moments, like the militants of all 
times, produce rhetoric replete with expressions of faith in the final 
triumph of their cause-whether it is the fight against the infidels, or 
struggle for national independence, or confrontation with Israel. But there 
is nothing in their creed or theology which would make this triumph an 
inevitable occurrence in the divine scheme of things. Hence their general 
relectance to indulge in philosophising about history. The few historians 
who have overcome this reluctance among them have usually come up 
with cyclical theories, expounding the notion that history consists of 
alternating patterns of the rise and fall of nations, or even of tedious 
repetitions of past events. Thus Ibn Khaldiin explains the gradual decline 
and collapse of powerful dynasties and polities as an inexorable, and 
almost mechanical, transition from the virtuous ways of the desert life to 
the corrupting prosperity ofurban settlement.16 And Maqrizl (d. 841/1437) 
sees the internecine conflicts between the Umayyads and Hashimites, and 
indeed the whole history of the Muslim Caliphate after the death of 
Mu1).ammad, as a complete replica of the history of the IsraelitesP 

By contrast, what lends an historicist thrust to the Shl'Is' confidence in 
the ultimate victory over the 'forces of injustice' is their millenarian 
anticipation of the Return of the hidden Imam. The Qur'änic verses 
usually invoked by Shi'I commentators as evidence of the doctrine of the 



SHl'IsM AND SUNNlsM: CONFLICT AND CONCORD 25 

Return, although making no apparent mention of a future MahdI, 
promise the sovereignty of the earth to the righteous and the oppressed: 

'God hath promised to those of you who believe and do the things that 
are right, that He will cause them to succeed others in the land, as He 
gave succession to those who were before them, and that He will 
establish for them that religion which they delight in, and that after 
their fear He will give them security in exchange. They shal1 worship 
Me: nought shall they join me' (24: 55). 

2 'And we were minded to show favour to those who were brought low 
in the land, and to make them spiritual chiefs [Imäms], and to make 
them Pharaoh's* heirs' (28: 5). 

3 'My servants, the righteous shall inherit the earth' (21: 105). 
4 'the earth is God's: to such of His servants as He pleaseth doth He 

give it as a heritage' (7: 128). 

Sunm commentators interpret the promise contained in the first verse 
as addressed to Prophet Mul,lammad's followers in his own time, that in 
the second to the Israelites, and that in the third and fourth to the entire 
community ofthe faithful,l8 Shi'I commentators, however, maintain all of 
them to be referring to the Mahdl's followers at the end of time; they 
particularly substantiate their reading on the basis of a saying attributed 
to Muhammad to the effect that: 'Even ifthere remains but one single day 
ofthe world, God williengthen that day until He has designated a righteous 
man from my House to fill it with justice and equity, just as it was filled 
with injustice and oppression.'19 This link between the Return and the 
ultimate, global sovereignty of the righteous and the oppressed makes 
Shi'f historicism a potential tool of radical activism. But throughout the 
greater part of Shi'f history, it never went beyond the potential state, 
remaining in practice merely a sanctifying tenet for the submissive 
acceptance of the status quo. This is apparent from the semantic structure 
of the term for the millenarian anticipation of the Return: inti?iir, which 
denotes an essentially submissive expectation of things to come. Hence a 
tendency grew among the Shi'Is to consider just government in the strict 
sense as an ideal which is impossible to achieve before the age of the 
Return. This eventually made the ideal state in Shi'Ism to appear as a 
regime beyond the reach of ordinary human beings, and pushed it into 
the realm of meta-history: 

'It is well-established by the Tradition,' says QaQ! Sa'Id Qumi 
(d. 1103/1691) a theosophist of the Safavid period,' that the Apostle of 
God, having been offered the choice between the status of servant and 
that of kingship, chose to be a Prophet Servant ('abd nabT) rather than a 
Prophet King (malik naH/). Thus, there camlot be an exoteric kingship 
(saltanah ?ähirah) to succeed hirn, much less the kind of sovereignty 

* ltalics indicate addition by the translator (Rodwell). 
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exercised by the tyrants (imiimat' al-jabiibirah). Because, when such 
sovereignty did not belong to the Prophet himself, how could it belong 
to his successor? So if the Prophet is to have a successor, it is imperative 
that this succession should be of a religious nature (khiliifah diniyyah), 
guaranteeing to the faithful the best conditions of viaticum and the 
Return, and that this spiritual kingship (saltanah rU~liiniyyah) should fall 
on him who is of unshakeable devotion, he of whom it can be said that he 
is the very soul of the Prophet, just as the Prophet has declared it in the 
case of 'All, l;Iasan and l;Iusayn.'20 

Statements such as this rendered Shi'iviews ofthe Prophetic succession, 
and indeed of politics in general, highly idealistic. Idealism in politics 
usually means a whole-hearted commitment to lofty social and political 
goals, irrespective of their practicability or otherwise, and certainly with 
no concern for the material and spiritual costs of their realisation. But it 
can also mean conscious attachment to a utopia, and pursuance of aims 
which are admittedly impossible of achievement within normal circum
stances. Although there have been periods in Islamic history when the 
Shi'is could be said to have acted as idealists in the first sense by virtue of 
their resolute struggle to seek redress of specific political and social 
grievances (such as the Sarbidariyyah movement in the eighth century in 
Kirman, or popular uprisings in Iran in the nineteenth century against 
foreign concessions), the predominant form of their idealism has been of 
the second, utopian kind. Idealism of the latter type was not necessarily 
always a function of political conditions. Qa<;li Sa'id QUIIÜ made his 
remark about the unworthiness of 'exoteric kings hip , not in the age of the 
low fortunes of Shl'ism, but at the height of its political power, in the 
$afav!d period. 

All this does not mean that Sh!'ism never compromised with the powers 
that be. On the contrary, for the best part oftheir history, Sh!'itheologians 
and jurisconsults displayed an impressive ingenuity in devising practical 
arrangements with the rulers to ensure the safety and survival of their 
followers. But what distinguishes Shi'i pragmatism in such cases from its 
Sunn! counterpart is that these arrangements were often in the nature of 
ad hoc dispensations which never abrogated or diluted the basic Sh!'i 
doctrinal position that all temporal authority in the absence of the hidden 
Imam is illegitimate. So to the extent that the Sh!'i insistence on the 
indivisible legitimacy of the rule of the Imam has remained in force, 
Sunn!sm can be considered a realistic political ideology because of its 
greater adaptability to chan ging circumstances, and its inclusion of 
modifications and revisions carrying the stamp of the theologians' 
approval. 

Idealism has had a rather paradoxical effect on Sh!'i political behaviour: 
far from predisposing the Sh!'is to relentless activism, it tended to make 
them apathetic to prevailing political conditions. This is perhaps because 
the dividing line between idealism and political apathy can be a very thin 
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one. The belief that all temporal authorities are either illegitimate, or owe 
their legitimacy to a dubious modus vivendi, led the Shi'is often to avoid all 
involvement in politics, considering it as apreserve of unscrupulous, 
ambitious souls. It is somewhat immaterial to argue whether Shi'ism lost 
its interest in politics after l;Iusayn's martyrdom, or when the immense 
spiritual prestige of the sixth Imam, Ja'far a~-~adiq, put hirn beyond the 
need of temporal power. What is more pertinent is that by the time 
Shi'ism was ca lied to guide national life in Iran in the sixteenth century 
'its long period of existence mostly as a scholastic relic had made it 
insensitive to politics' .21 

Aloofness from politics was heightened by another implication of Shl'i 
idealism which maintained the administration of genuine justice to be 
impossible save with the return of the Imam. This implication is direct1y 
linked with the Shl'i ethical view of Man. Although the Qur'iin does not 
accept the notion ofOriginal Sin, it contains several verses describing Man 
as sinful, oppressive and ignorant. Among them, the following verse 
figures prominently in the Shl'l theosophical arguments on the necessity 
of the Imämate: 'We offered the trusteeship [al-amanah] to the heavens, 
the earth and the mountains; all refused to assurne it, and were terrified 
by it. But Man accepted to take charge of it, because he is wrongful and 
ignorant' (33: 72). It is in the interpretation of this verse that the paradox 
referred to in the preceding paragraphs becomes more apparent. Inter
preting the word trust as the esoteric mission of the Imams or the Friends 
of God (walayah ),22 the Sh!'i hermeneutics demonstrate the ambiguity and 
duality of human nature. The dark and wicked side of Man's existence is 
redeemed by the intervention 01' 'the Fourteen lmpeccables' (chahardah 
ma'~üm: Prophet Mul;1ammad, his daughter Fatimah and the Twelve 
Imams). Thus belief in the fallibility of Man, and the doctrine of the 
infallibility and impeccability of the Imams are the two sides of the 
same coin. 

The conviction that Man is inherently fallible has been behind the 
Shl'is' extreme caution in accepting responsibility for the administration 
of justice. In all the authoritative sources of Shl'l jurisprudence, the 
chapter on adjudication (kitab al-qaeJa') opens with dire warnings about 
the enormity of the task of judges, and the alm ost superhuman qualities 
demanded 01' them by religion. '0 Shurayl;1: 'All is reported to have said 
to his appointed judge, 'you have occupied a seat which nobody would 
occupy except prophets or their executors, or the wretched. The judge's 
tongue is between two flames of fire.' According to another badlth 
ascribed to l;Iusayn, 'of every four judges, three are in hellfire'.23 

From the same conviction arose a sense of humility and self-effacement 
that today would seem incredible in view of the overweening attitude of 
militant Shi'is and their confidence in Man's flawless ability to overcome 
all social and political imperfections. Indicative of that humility and self
effacement is an invocation to God, still recommended to be recited after 
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the inaugural phrase 'God is Great' (takblrat' al-iIJräm), at the beginning 
of each prayer: '0 Benefactor, verily has the sinner come to Thee. Verily 
hast Thou commanded benefactors to forgive sinners. Thou art the 
Benefactor, and I am the sinn er. By the right of M ul;ammad and the 
People of Mul;ammad, confer Thy blessing on Mul;ammad and the 
people ofMul;ammad, and forgive the evil that you know ofme.'24 

This characterisation of Man as being of a feeble and wrongful dis
position, and dependent on the Imäms' guidance to attain his salvation, 
stands in sharp opposition to that furnished by the SunnI exegetics. In the 
latter although the emphasis on the vicious desires of Man is maintained, 
one notes a marked nuance approximating his glorification. God's 
appointment of Adam as his viceregent, despite the angels' protest that 
Man would be prone to evil (Qur'än, 2: 30) certainly underlines Man's 
capability to act as the agent ofthe divine will. Likewise, God's command 
to his angels to bow in reverence to Adam, and his subsequent punishment 
of Iblis (Satan) for disobeying hirn, is further evidence of ennoblement of 
Man. It is also held by SunnI commentators to denote Man's superiority 
to angels in the hierarchy of beings, whereas the Shi'Is, in common with 
the Philosophers and indeed all the Islamic schools of Iranian and Greek 
influence, consider the angels as the intermediaries between God and 
Man, and, therefore, superior to the latter.25 Even acceptance of God's 
'trust' (Qur'än, 33: 72) which, as we saw, is explained by the Shi'is on 
grounds of human wrongfulness and ignorance, confirms for the Sunnis 
that with 'all his frail and faltering nature', Man is possessed of 'an innate 
boldness to transcend the actual towards the ideal'.26 Both Shi'I pessimism 
and SunnI optimism about Man, however, share the recognition that the 
signs of a true Muslim are the virtues of submission, humble-mindedness, 
patience, trembling fear and avoidance of ostentation, and one of the 
great sins that Man can commit in consequence ofrealisation ofhis innate 
nobility is istikbär, i.e. 'to consider one'self big', or haughtinessP 

Finally, a word on emotionalism, which perhaps more than any other 
aspect of Shi'ism has drawn comment from those Western scholars who 
find popular manifestations to be a more truthful index to the essence of 
Shi'ism than the mystical, esoteric literature. Dwight Donaldson's The 
Shi'ite Religion is a well-known example of this approach, seeing in 
Shi'Ism nothing except a framework for lamentations, self-flagellation and 
other passionate rituals in memory of the martyred Imäms.28 For 
F. Bagley, too, the vital force ofShi'Ism is its emotional quality, particularly 
when compared with latter-day Sunnism. 'The SunnI modernists,' he says, 
'stemming from the School of Mul;ammad 'Abduh, seem to lack a co m
parable emotional vitality. Having rejected Sünsm because ofthe discredit 
brought upon it by the darvish orders and also because of its anti-rational 
aspect, they sometimes give the impression of having little except a social 
reformism which is bound to lag behind the demands of purely rational 
thought and of lay opinion, and a nationalism which is bound to come up 
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against other nationalisms.' Bagley concludes that because of this, 'perhaps 
the Shl'a emotionalism carries with it a more humanistic message'. 29 

Shl'i emotionalism manifests itself most vividly in the annual mourning 
ceremonies for the Imäms, and the day-to-day scenes of the fervent 
entreaties of the pilgrims at the tombs of the Imäms and their real or 
presumed descendants. Its avowed justification is a theory of emotions 
which exalts grief and sorrow as a solvent of the 'smear of sin'. Asceticism 
and suffering, because of going counter to the appetitive and corporeal 
faculties of the soul, remove the effects of sins which emanate from Man's 
hedonistic desires, and thus act as a penance to invoke intercession with 
God.30 This is also the argument adduced to explain why the prophets and 
the Imäms subjected themselves to all manner of adversities while they had 
the power to overcome their enemies. 

But emotionalism is also a corollary to the philosophy of the Imämate. 
Any theological system which is as insistent as Shl'ism on the indispensable 
patronage of specific divinely designated men (whether called saints, or the 
Fourteen Impeccables, or Imäms, or Friends ofGod) for the preservation 
of the faith and salvation of the individual inevitably promotes the 
development of a voluminous literature devoted to the 'saga' of these men. 
Since the most significant aspect of the biographies of the Imäms is the 
account of their endurance of humiliations, persecutions and martyrdom, 
the principal genre of the literature of Imämology has been elegia 
(marthlyah). The pathos of this literature, which is the main reason for its 
great popularity, has in due course permeated the spirit of Shl'i culture, 
further enriching its emotional content. 

Every great religion has undergone in its historical development a rift 
between an entrenched hierarchy, representing the austere and aloofimage 
of the orthodoxy, and the mass appeal of the mystics, saints and pastors 
who satisfy the cravings for a warm and personal guidance. In Sunnlsm; 
the SÜll orders which performed the latter function have had a difficult 
time warding off the charges of heterodoxy. Shl'ism, as we hinted before, 
has not been entirely immune against this rift. But since Imämology has 
formed an integral part of its theology, this has furnished it with a greater 
resilience to absorb the sentimental resonances of the popular faith. An 
example of the difference between Sunnlsm and Shl'ism on this score is 
their attitude towards poetry. Although the SunlÜs acknowledge the 
works of l;Iassän Ibn Thäbit, Ka'b Ibn Mälik and Umayyat 'Ibn Abi'~
Salt as testimony to the high place of poetry in the early propagation of 
Islam despite the Qur'än's denunciation of some poets, only Shl'ism has 
admitted poetry and song into popular devotional acts.31 This is evidenced 
by the introduction of ta'zzyah (passion play) and rawtjah-khänz(recitation 
of the affiictions of the Imäms) in religious ceremonies. The occasional 
orthodox Shl'i disapproval of these innovations is by no means comparable 
in doctrinal depth and moral indignation to the orthodox Sunni con
demnations of, for instance, the dervish dances. 
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But Shi'} emotionalism has exercised a much more far-reaching influence 
on Sh'i'} political culture than Süfi tendencies have in Sunn'i societies. It has 
been a most powerful ally for despotism not only by providing convenient 
outlets for popular feelings of frustration, but also by fostering an attitude 
ofmind which derives greater satisfaction from 'oppressedness' than from 
defying established authority, and although abhors political injustice, 
prefers to repel it in the same way that it confronts other unpleasant things 
in life, whether they are diseases, obnoxious neighbours or insects - by 
supplications to God and the Imäms.32 

* * * 
It was the combination of the broad features discussed in this chapter
particularism, esoterism, historicism, idealism, a pessimistic conception 
of human nature, a paradoxical apathy in politics, and emotionalism
that constituted the basic mood of historical Shi'}sm in contradistinction 
to Sunn'ism. There is certainly a rational link between these features, so 
that not only do they all form a coherent whole, but each constituent ofthe 
whole-perhaps with the exception of historicism-can be considered as 
the logical result ofthe preceding, and the carrier ofthe following one. This 
does not mean that there was no tension between them. Tension was 
indeed inevitable not least because, as we said at the beginning of this 
chapter, while some of these features have flowed directly from Sh'i'} 
fundamental principles, others were the product of individual interpreta
tion or collective understanding, sometimes at variance with those tenets. 
Thus particularism often collided with effusive popular rituals, and 
idealism stood ill at ease with a civic apathy which was in a way its distant, 
but unwanted progeny. Most important of all, rationalism as an attribute 
of elitism, enshrined in the principle of ijtihäd was outraged by all other 
features when these were carried to immoderate limits. Sh'i'} modernism 
has been aimed as much at resolving such tensions as at adapting Sh'i'}sm 
to altered social and political conditions. 

We also noted at the beginning of our discussion that none of these 
features has been explicitly acknowledged by the Sh'i'}s among their 
fundamental principles. This has been a source of both the strength and 
weakness of these features: strength, because they have always permeated 
Sill'} political attitudes merely as intangible and implicit agents, and have 
not, therefore, been able to be pinpointed easily whether by Sunn'i 
polemists or indigenous critics; weakness, because when Sh'i'} modernists 
launched their assault on orthodox strongholds, they could not be readily 
accused of contravening any specific canon of the faith. 

11 The polemics 

Of a completely different kind are the Sunn'i-Sh'i'} polemies. These are 
concerned, not with the imponderables ofthe 'spirits' ofthe two sects, but 



SHI'ISM AND SUNNIsM: CONFLICT AND CONCORD 31 

with the concrete details oflslamic history, theology, rituals and law. Most 
ofthe pivotal issues in the polemics have remained more or less unchanged 
throughout the ages. Thus the main themes of the l;IillI - Ibn Taymiyyah 
exchanges in the eighth/fourteenth century have been reproduced during 
the last hundred years or so in the SunnI censures of Shi'ism by Rashid 
RiQä, Al)mad Amin and 'Abd Alläh al-Qa~lml, and the Sill'i responses 
by 'Abd al-l;Iusayn Amini, Mu};lammad l;Iusayn Kashif al-Ghita', Abu'l 
l;Iasan al-Khunayzi and Sharaf ad-Din al-Müsawi. But the intellectual 
level of the arguments, the reasonings of the disputants, and the foci 
of emphasis have varied considerably from one per iod to another. 
The degree of tension has also varied as a function of the sectarian 
affiliations of the polemists. The most violent Sunm opposition to Shi'ism 
has come from the l;IanbaITs, who nevertheless consider the moderate 
Twelver Shl'is as less blameworthy than the Isma'ilis, or the Bätinis in 
general. For their part the Shi'is, while reciprocating this opposition, have 
been similarly careful not to antagonise other Sunrii sects and have even 
sometimes paid compliments to the fair-mindedness of the Shäfi'is and 
l;Ianafis, for instance in praising the third Shi'i Imam, l;Iusayn. In recent 
times, the modernists in both camps have contributed their share to all 
these variations, either by introducing fresh issues into the controversy, 
or by efforts towards a reconciliation of the two sects. 

In its original form the Sunni-Sill'i dispute is not concerned with the 
fundamentals of religion. Unlike, for instance, the disagreements among 
the Christians, it does not relate to the nature ofGod, or the function ofhis 
Emissary, or the manner of achieving human salvation. Rather, it involves 
issues which, as will be shown, are decidedly marginal to these matters, 
and in any case have no bearing on the basic duties of a Muslim (praying, 
fasting, pilgrimage, alms-tax, and the holy war). But over time, it has 
degenerated from a quarrel about the Prophet's successorship into a ritual, 
theological and legal rift which can, at least obliquely, affect certain basic 
beliefs and attitudes. 

The polemics are c1early of two kinds: those dealing with historical 
personalities, especially some of the crucial figures in early Islam, and 
those dealing with concepts and doctrines. The predominance of each of 
these two sets of themes depends on which side has initiated the debate: 
the Shl'is are usually concerned with personalities, the Sunnis with con
cepts and doctrines, without, of course, this prec1uding a good deal of 
overlap. The reason for this customary 'division of labour' lies in the 
original cause of the controversy, wh ich revolved around the few indi
viduals aspiring for the succession to the Prophet. Since in the contest 
immediately after the Prophet's death, 'Aliwas defeated by his opponents, 
the initial reaction of his followers, the Shl'is, was confined to attacks on 
the particular misdeeds of the first three Caliphs as a converse vindication 
of his rightful succession. One could plausibly surmise that the later 
doctrinal altercations resulted from these early personal attacks. Before 
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explaining this, we must briefly consider the Shi'i" criticisms of the first 
three Caliphs. 

The most serious objection to Abü Bakr is his complicity in convening 
the Saqlfah assembly which appointed him as the first Caliph. That single 
act was enough in the Sm'i" eyes to throw grave doubts on his integrity as a 
just and faithful follower of Mul)ammad. But then other wrongful deeds 
followed: he deprived Fätimah ofher rightful inheritance from M ul)ammad 
-the famous 'Fadak affair', relating to an oasis in Arabia near Khaybar, 
inhabited by the Jews who had submitted to Mul)ammad after his punitive 
assault on Khaybar. Abü Bakr refused to deliver Fadak to Fätimah, 
referring her to the words of the Prophet, 'No one shall be my heir; what 
I leave behind belongs to the poor.' If these acts harmed the rights of the 
Prophet's family, his other offences damaged the community at large: for 
instance, his pardoning of his general, Khälid Ibn Walld, after the latter 
had murdered a Muslim notable, Mälik Ibn Nuwayrah, under the pretext 
that Khälid's services were indispensable for the young Islamic state; or 
his discontinuation of the practice of registering the Prophet's sayings, 
a measure which was later hardened by 'Umar, ostensibly to reinforce the 
authority of the Qur'än as the unique source of religious precepts.33 

'Umar is taken to task primarily for his conduct in the 'Thursday 
Calamity': on the day of his death, the Prophet, who was gravely ill, bid 
his companions to fetch him paper and inkpot to write his will, so that 
they 'may not err after his death', a c1ear reference, according to the 
Sm'Is, to his intention to designate 'All as his successor. But 'Umar pre
vented those present from complying with the Prophet's request, arguing 
that 'his illness had reached a critical stage, and he has become delirious'. 
Another instance of his insubordination was that he twice refrained, 
together with Abü Bakr, from carrying out the Prophet's order to execute 
I:Iurqü~ Ibn Zuhayr, whom the Prophet had found to be a renegade despite 
his pious appearances, and who later became a Khäriji" leader. But again 
like Abü Bakr, 'Umar is also censured for more fundamental reasons con
cerned with his legal and ritual innovations. His banning of temporary 
marriage (mut 'ah) is held to be in conflict with the Qur'än; so is his ruling 
that husbands could divorce their wives by 'tripie repudiation', which 
was intended to discourage divorce, but which the Shi'i"s reject as a mis
interpretation of the Qur'änic verse on the subject. His prohibition of 
tamattu' (the act of performing the 'lesser pilgrimage' to Mecca until its 
completion, and then performing the pilgrimage proper or /fall as a 
separate ceremony) and ofthe inc1usion ofthe formula 'Hasten to the best 
act' in the call to the prayer (because of his fear that this might divert 
people from the duty of waging the holy war against the infidels in a 
sensitive period) is said to have infringed Prophetic practices. Finally, his 
appointment of a counci1 of six to designate his successor is denounced 
both on grounds of its composition (which was weighted in favour of 
'Uthmän)andofitsaggravatingeffectonfactionalismamongtheMuslims.34 
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The task of Shi'i polemists is relatively easier in the case of 'Uthmän 
since even Sumii opinion is divided about his Caliphal competence. In 
SmS estimation, his gravest weakness was nepotism, shown in the 
appointment of his close relatives as provincial governors. The reverse of 
this was his oppressive attitude towards the partisans of 'All; it was in his 
time that 'Abd Allah Ibn Mas'ud, an outstanding Companion of the 
Prophet, was killed under torture, and Abu Dharr al-Ghifäri, the first 
'socialist' in Muslim history, was sent into exile at Mu'awiyah's insistence. 
There was thus widespread discontent against hirn, and his assassination 
took place by virtue ofthe consensus ofthe community, although 'Aliwas 
not party to it. The Shi'is also question 'Uthmän's record as a companion 
of the Prophet: they particularly point to his absence from the Prophet's 
campaigns at Badr and Ul;md, and from the fateful ceremony known as 
Bay'at 'ar-rirjwiin at which the companions reaffirmed their allegiance to 
hirn. But like his predecessors, he is also accused of disregarding Qur'änic 
injunctions, for instance, by abrogating the dispensation allowing 
travellers to shorten their prayer.35 

These criticisms would probably have passed as legitimate historical 
appraisals had it not been for two subsequent developments. The first was 
that they took on an increasingly scurrilous tone, and were eventually insti
tutionalised into the practices of sabb (vilification) and raf4 (repudiation 
of the legitimacy) of the first three Caliphs. But the second development 
was more important: the intrusion of Iranian nationalism into the con
troversy, particularly in the case of 'Umar, whose Caliphate coincided 
with the Arab conquest of Iran, and the destruction of Sassanian
Zoroastrian culture. This was enough to assure hirn a high place in 
Iranian folk demonology. Sh!'i sources as early as the fourth/tenth century 
attack 'Umar's discrimination against the Iranian Muslims, and his 
prohibition of Arab-Iranian intermarriage, which were considered to be 
all the more loathsome in view of a saying attributed to the eighth Imam, 
'All Ibn Müsa ar-Ri<;lä, confirming that ever since Mul).ammad's death 
the Iranians had been accorded a special status among Muslims.36 Seven 
centuries later, the great codifier of !>afavld-Shl'i jurisprudence, 
Mul).ammad Bäqir Majlisl (d. 1111/1700) added further ethnic spice to the 
debate by claiming that 'in the matter of faith, the Iranians are superior to 
the Arabs.' He quoted the sixth Imam, Ja'far a~-!>ädiq, as having said in 
justification of this superiority that: 'If the Qur'än had been revealed to 
the Iranians, the Arabs would not have believed in it. So it was revealed 
to the Arabs, and the Iranians came to believe in it.'37 Sometimes, 'Umar's 
pro-Arab policies were contrasted with 'AIrs equitable treatment of the 
Arabs and Iranians.38 Meanwhile, popular, Iranian nationalistic hatred of 
'Umar manifested itself in numerous burlesque plays, carnivals and 
festivities celebrating the anniversary ofhis assassination ('umar kushiin) on 
the twenty-sixth day of the Muslim month of Dhu'l-~i]jah, or as part ofthe 
expiation for I:;Iusayn's martyrdom on the tenth day of Mul).arram. They 
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started to fall into desuetude only from the beginning of the present 
century, out of respect for the SunnI Ottomans, but their traces in some 
folk practices and colloquial expressions die hard.39 

There are similar objections levelled against the Prophet's favourite 
wife, 'Ä'ishah (whose hatred of 'Ali knew no bounds), and many other 
Companions, such as Tall;1ah, Zubayr and Mu'äwiyah, although in terms of 
their implications for the Sunn'i-Sh'i'lbreach, these are not as important as 
the repudiation of the first three Caliphs.40 But the real issue behind such 
polemies goes far beyond mere Shi:'1 carping at the members of the Sunn'i 
'Establishment'. It concerns the choice between the na~~, or divine 
ordinance, and arbitrary, personal discretion. The common denominator 
in all the criticisms of the first three Caliphs and their followers is the 
accusation that by exercising their individual judgement, they all violated, 
ignored or tampered with clear scriptural guidelines or Prophetie 
practices.41 This accusation is all the more noteworthy because it involves 
the only case in which the notion of 'exercising one's judgement' (ijtihiid) 
is deprecated by the Shi'ls, who are otherwise its staunch exponents within 
the bounds of the Qur'iin and the Prophetie Tradition, as a device for the 
dynamic application of Islamic law to changing circumstances. So if the 
Shi'ls sometimes den ounce the Companions, it is not because the latter 
exercised their individual judgement, but because they exercised it in 
violation of the Qur'än and the Tradition. 

To the Shl'ls, the most glaring example ofthis defiance is, of course, the 
decision ofthe Saq'ifah assembly, which, in spite ofthe Prophet's previous 
designation of 'Ali at the Ghadtr (pool or ditch) of Khumm as his 
successor, elected Abü Bakr as the Caliph; all other examples are merely 
mentioned, on the margin of the dispute about the Ghadlr, as additional 
proof ofthe disposition ofthe offending Companions to violate the norms. 
The implicit reasoning is that if after the Prophet's death, those Com
panions went ahead with the election of a successor other than 'All, this 
was a misdemeanour on their behalf which fitted the general pattern of 
their behaviour. This raises another issue which is a corollary to the dispute 
about the Prophetie succession: were the Prophet's Companions endowed 
with any particular quality or virtue which placed them over and against 
the rest of the community, or were they ordinary, fallible mortals? In 
countering the Shi'f criticisms of the Companions, SunnI writers have 
often tended to assert that they all were men of unimpeachable character, 
a claim which is not easy to substantiate when one remembers that their 
number has been put at around twelve thousand. Moreover, the Shl'ls 
seize upon it as proof of the inconsistency of the Sunn'is, saying that the 
SunnIs on the one hand refute the dogma of infallibility ('i~mah) of the 
Imäms on the grounds that it confers on them superhuman status, but 
on the other themselves ascribe a similar quality to the Companions.42 

The polemics are thus gradually transposed from the domain of per
sonages to that of ideas. But to consider the ideological differences further 
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we have to shift our stand point and look at the Sumü polemies which, as 
was noted earlier, are rieher in conceptual disputation. The prime source 
for these is undoubtedly Minhäj as-sunnat' an-nabawiyyah fi naqd kaläm 
ash-shl'at 'al-qadariyyah ('The Way of the Prophetie Tradition in the 
Critique of the Theology of the Qadari ShJ:'ism ') by Ibn Taymiyyah 
(d. 728/1328). His arguments against Shl'i"sm have remained influential to 
this day, and have been forcefully revived in the works of modem Sunn1 
fundamentalists. His treatise is in reply to Minhäj as-sunnah fi ma'rifat 
al-imämah ('the Way ofthe Tradition in Understanding the Imamate') by 
I;Iasan Ibn Yiisuf Ibn Mutahhar I;Iilll, known as the 'Allamah (d. 726/ 
(1325),43 whose works gave an unprecedented scope to the practice of 
ijtihäd, and made a major contribution to the development of the Sh1'i" 
jurisprudential theory (U~ül).44 Although mainly concentrating on I;Iilll's 
exposition of Sh1'ism, Ibn Taymiyyah at times directs his attacks against 
the Ghulät and the Seveners (Isma'ills), and occasionally lampoons the 
popular manifestations of Sh1'ism -a deviee which is used in argument by 
many contemporary SunnI polemists as well, ignoring the important 
doctrinal and practical differences between various ShJ:'i sects. But Ibn 
Taymiyyah is at pains to point out that while the Twelver Shl'is are only 
misguided Muslims, the Seveners are heretics and hypocrites.45 His main 
criticisms of Sh1'ism in general can be summarised as follows: 

There is nothing in the Qur'än and the Tradition to support the Sh1'i" 
claim that the Imamate is one of the 'pillars' of religion. How can it be 
otherwise when the Imam's disappearance has in practiee reduced him to 
a useless being, unable to serve any of the worldly and other-worldly 
interests ofthe Muslims? The hidden Imam has now been absent for more 
than four hundred years. The anticipation of his return has produced 
nothing but false hopes, sedition and corrupt practices among certain 
groups of Muslims. Obeying God and the Prophet is enough to entitle 
every Muslim to Paradise (Qur'an, 4: 13, 69). By requiring obedience to 
a hidden Imam whom no one can see, hear or communicate with, Shl'i"sm 
imposes a duty on Muslims above their capacity - an impossibility in view 
of God's justness. The doctrine of the Imamate thus aims at creating a 
regime whieh it is impossible to achieve.46 

The belief that 'Ali was the rightful successor to the Prophet on the basis 
of the divine ordinance (na~~) carries absurd implications which are 
particularly damaging to the principle of divine justice. If God really did 
designate 'Ali as the Prophet's successor, He must also have known in His 
omniscience that He was thus appointing to the Caliphate a man who was 
not going to enjoy the total allegiance of the community and whose rule 
was going to lead to a civil war. If this assumption is true, it then follows 
that God and the Prophet committed a gross injustice against the Muslims, 
which is again absurd.47 

Equally untenable is the doctrine of 'ilm, in the sense of the special 
knowledge inherited by 'Ali's descendants from Mul;tammad, endowing 
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them with the unique capacity of perceiving the 'branches' or subsidiary 
rules ifurü') ofreligion. Since at the time ofMul;1ammad's death, only 'Ali 
was of an age appropriate for the acquisition of sophisticated religious 
knowledge from the Prophet (his two sons l;Iasan and l;Iusayn were still 
minors), 'Ali's descendants could inherit this knowledge only in one of 
two ways: either by receiving it from their elders, in which case any 
Muslim, whether Häshimid or non-Häshimid, could have received it from 
the same source; or through revelation, which is impossible because this 
is a privilege exclusive to the prophets. If it is claimed that 'Ali's descend
ants obtained this knowledge by diligence and hard work, the answer is 
that there were many SunnI Muslims as weIl who were equally diligent 
and hard-working, and some of them were in fact more knowledgeable 
than the 'Allds (for instance, Mälik, Awzä'I, Shäfi'f and Ibn l;Ianbal were 
more learned than their contemporary Shl'f Imäms, Musa Ibn Ja'far, 
'All Ibn Musa and Mul;1ammad Ibn 'AIT).48 

The Shl'Is, continues Ibn Taymiyyah, confuse the issue of the power 
to rule with that of the competence to rule. If the Sunnls pay allegiance 
to their rulers, this does not mean that they deny the competence or virtues 
of other claimants to rulership, it simply means that those rulers are 
capable of administering Muslim affairs by virtue of their power (shawkah), 
whereas others are not. N or does this allegiance mean that the rulers should 
be obeyed absolutely in all matters. Rather, they should be obeyed only in 
so far as they themselves obey God and the Prophet, and enforce religious 
tenets. For the Sunnls, the AmIr (prince), Imam or Caliph is the person 
who has the power to fulfil the purpose of his leadership, just as a prayer
leader is the man who says prayers for others, and is followed by them, not 
the man who says a prayer only for himself, but in theory is worthy ofbeing 
a leader.49 For this reason, SunnI realism which recognises the legitimacy 
of powerful, competent rulers is preferable to Shi'f idealism which, craving 
the ascendancy of an inaccessible leader, can only be conducive to anarchy. 

Ibn Taymiyyah does not bother to comment on the other aspect of the 
doctrine of the 'special knowledge' of the Imam, namely his supposed 
ability to predict future events. But both aspects of the doctrine can only 
be meaningfully studied within the larger notion of 'i~mah, the Imiim's 
infallibility and impeccability, about which Ibn Taymiyyah is inexplicably 
curt. All he has to say is that the Shl'Is' belief in 'i<jmah flows from their 
ignorance or whim, without adducing any reason in support of his 
assertion.50 But it is easy enough to infer the SunnI position on this issue 
from his other pronouncements, as weIl as from the arguments of other 
medieval critics of 'i<jmah, notably the Shafi'f Qä<;lI 'Abd al-Jabbar 
al-HamadanI (d. 415/1025). To make a convincing case for the 'i~mah of 
the Imams, the Sunnls justly remark, is impossible without claiming for 
them astate higher than that of ordinary men. The only individuals one 
might consider as holders of such a status are God's emissaries; but even 
the 'i~mah of this category of men is a controversial point, let alone that of 
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'All and his descendants, Besides, 'Abd al-Jabbar argues that if one admits 
the necessity of the 'i~mah for the Imams on the ground that God's 
benevolence (lu!f) towards His creatures will not be complete without the 
flawless leadership of the lmams after the Prophet's death, one should on 
the same grounds admit it for other groups of men. There are other areas 
of sociallife which would function ideally only if their agents were immune 
against error and sin. For instance, the entire structure ofthe Islamic legal 
system depends on the truthful testimony of witnesses whether for con
c1uding marriage contracts, or examining accusations of theft or adultery 
against individuals, and so on. Why not lay down the necessity of 'i~mah 
in their case toO?51 The point has been carried to its absurd extremes by a 
Sunnfpolemist ofthe twelfth century who says that 'for the ShI'fs even the 
crow should possess 'i~mah', otherwise its untimely cawing would cause 
people to wake up, and say their prayers at the wrong time! 52 

In addition to the fundamental principles, Ibn Taymiyyah denounces 
what he calls the Shi'f 'follies and superstitions', by which he means 
certain popular beliefs and practices: for instance, the ShI'fs' refusal to 
name their children after the names of the first three Caliphs and their 
reluctance even to have any dealings with men called by these names; 
their adulation of certain places as likely sites for the reappearance of the 
hidden Imam;53 and their exercise of taqiyyah which 'makes them speak 
with their tongue contrary to what is in their hearts'.54 In the same c1ass of 
practices he inc1udes the practices oflevelling the graves and hanging down 
the hands in prayer.55 

These invectives are not, of course, left unanswered by the Shl'Is. But 
it will not serve any useful purpose to carry on examining the exchanges 
between the two sides in the major polemical works of later periods, since 
they are an variations on the same themes. Any important difference 
among them is a matter of style and approach, rather than of substance. 
Thus, on the Sunm side, while 'Abd al-Jabbär's al-Mughnz('Summa') is a 
work of the highest intellectual standard, blending a rationalist outlook 
with consummate dialectical skill, Ibn Jawzl's Talbis [bus ('The Deception 
of Satan') is a dreary indictment of heterodox sects in Islam. Similarly, on 
the ShI'f side, l;IillI's scholastic Minhäj should be contrasted with 'Abd 
al-JaITl Qazvlnl's Kitäb an-Naqq ('The Book ofRebuttal'), a spirited treatise 
aimed at scoring debating points rather than formulating a creed. 

While controversy was raging at an these levels, attempts were also made 
at solving sectarian differences. One such attempt was made by the 
Kubrawiyyah, a Süfl order of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, 
shortly after the Mongoi invasion. It is to M. Mole that we owe the 
account ofthe essential teachings ofthe order in this respect.56 The founder 
of the order, Najm ud-DIn Kubra, who was killed by the Mongois in 
618/1226, and an his disciples were Sunnls-perhaps with the exception of 
Sa'd ud-DIn l;Iamüyah, who is said to have been a Shf'f. Foreshadowing 
the grand scheme of some of his disciples for the unity of Muslims of all 
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persuasions is a dream related to Najm ud-Din hirnself, in which the 
Prophet is portrayed as being flanked on his right by Abü Bakr, 'Umar, 
Uthmän and 'All, and on his left by Ibn 'Abbäs and the Qurrii', while 
behind him are seated the Süfi shaykhs, and the founders of the principal 
Sunni rites, such as Abü I:Ianifah, Mälik, Shäfi'I.57 

That Süfism was made the medium for bringing the two sects together 
was natural enough. With its theoretical aversion to bigotry and prejudice, 
its exaltation of tolerance and humility as virtues necessitated by the 
patient quest for the Truth or Right, and its inherent dislike of any 
doctrinal regimentation, Süfism has always been an ideal framework for 
such exercises. Moreover, the destruction of the Sunn1 Caliphate by the 
Mongois had created something in the nature of an ideological vacuum 
which could only work to the benefit of unorthodox movements. This may 
be one explanation for the Sm'I infiltration of the Ilkhän1d court, high
lighted by Na~1r ud-DIn Tüsl's ministry under Hülägü, and Khudä Bandih 
Uljaytü's conversion to Sm'Ism. In any case, the absence of an official 
creed appears to have brought about a favourable psychological atmos
phere for the sort of irenic campaign launched by the Kubrawiyyah. The 
method they employed for their purpose was that favoured by most con
fessional peacemakers: eclecticism. Thus 'Alä' ud-Dawlah Simnänl, a 
prominent disciple of Najm ud-Din, combined in his teachings benign 
rebukes to the quarrelling sects, with convenient gleanings from their 
principles towards the creation of a SunnI-Shl'I synthesis. While con
demning the Sh1'Is' vilification ofthe Prophet's Companions, he confirmed 
the authenticity of the Ghadir story about the Prophet's designation of 
'All as his successor, and maintained that 'All had a greater right to the 
Prophetic succession than the first three Caliphs because he combined in 
himself the three qualities of successorship (khiläfah), heirdom (wiräthah), 
and Friendship ofGod (waliiyah). He likewise expressed deep attachment 
to other members of the Prophet's 'House'. Another indication of his 
intermediary position can be noted in his frequent quotations from the 
Nahj al-baläghah, a collection of maxims attributed to 'All, not in defence 
of Shl'1 theses, but to refute Sh1'1 extremism.S8 

Adoration of 'All and 'Members of the House' has been a shared 
characteristic of many Süfi orders. What gives it a particular significance 
in the case of the Kubrawiyyah is its merging with a strong plea for 
Sunnl-Sh1'1 peace. Pro-'Alld tendencies, however, became more marked 
in the doctrines of Najm ud-DIn's followers, 'All Hamadän1, Isl)äq 
Khatläm and most important of all, Mul)ammad Nürbakhsh, under 
whom the order veered towards Sh1'Ism. By virtue ofhis supposed descent 
from the seventh Imäm of the Twelver Sh1'Is, M üsä al-Kä~im, Nürbakhsh 
received the title of al-MahdI, and was proclaimed Caliph by some of his 
followers. These pretensions alarmed the ruling monarch, the Taymürid 
Shäh-rukh, who ordered Nürbakhsh to be imprisoned on several occa
sions.59 In his formal teachings, Nürbakhsh also tried to strike a balance 
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between Sunnism and Shl'ism. For instance, on the theory ofthe Imämate, 
he differentiated between what he called the 'conditions of the Imäm, and 
his 'attributes'. The conditions are the same aposteriori prerequisites 
mentioned by the Sunmjurists with reference to the 'Abbäsid Caliphs (mas
culinity, majority, wisdom, Qurayshl descent, etc.). But the 'attributes' or 
bases (arkän) are evidently those ofthe Shi'lImäms (descent from Fätimah, 
knowledge, piety and generosity).60 Similarly, his view about the mystic 
unity of men with God purports to make it less offensive to orthodox 
taste by interpreting it in metaphorical terms, through the analogy of'iron 
in the fire': so long as the iron is in the fire, it can truthfully say, 'I am the 
fire'. Once it is withdrawn from the fire, it would be lying if it made the 
same claim.61 In the same manner, the prophets and Friends of God 
(awllyä) can assurne God's attributes while they are in astate of ecstasy, 
but this does not mean that they become identical with God. But in spite 
of the conciliatory tone of many such doctrines, it seems that with the 
death of Nürbakhsh in 869/1464, the Kubraw'i dream of Muslim unity 
also ended, perhaps because in his person, the movement had become too 
closely associated with the messianic connotations of Sh'i'ism. Besides, the 
rise of the Safavid state, which made Sh'i'ism the official creed of Iran in 
1502, intensified sectarian recrimination. The systematisation of Shi'i 
jurisprudence, theology and philosophy -a gradual, but relentless process 
which lasted till the very end of the Safavid period-elevated the Shl'is' 
sense of self-confidence and identity to a level unprecedented since Buyid 
times. Against the background ofideological rigidity, and Iran's wars with 
the Ottoman state, any suggestion of a Sunni-Shl'i dialogue, still more of a 
conciliation, could be no more than wishful thinking. Relations between 
the two communities deteriorated so much that the Sunnis now, contrary 
to Ibn Taymiyyah's differentiated judgement on the varieties of Shi'ism 
quoted earlier, considered the Shi'is as outright infidels. This is clearly 
shown by an exchange of letters between the Shl'i' 'Ulamä' of Khuräsän 
and the Sunm 'Ulamä' of Transoxiana following the Uzbek invasion of 
Mashhad at the beginning of Shäh 'Abbäs's reign. In reply to the Shi'is' 
protest at the encirclement of Mashhad, and the destruction and pillaging 
ofits surrounding fields by the Uzbek 'Abdulläh Khän, and his son 'Abdul 
Mu'min Khän, the Sunm 'Ulamä' declared that by their persistent 
vilification of the first three Caliphs the Shl'is had forfeited their status as 
Muslims; it was therefore quite legitimate for the Sunm rulers to wage 
war against them, and destroy or confiscate their belongings.62 

Little wonder, then, that the next significant step towards Sunni-Sh'i'i 
understanding was taken almost three centuries after the death of 
Nürbakhsh, in the interregnum between the Sunni Afghans' overthrow 
of the Safav'id regime, and the emergence of the Qäjär dynasty at the end 
of the eighteenth century. This time, the initiative was taken by a Sh'i''i 
monarch, Nädir Shäh, the founder ofthe short-lived Afshärid state in Iran. 
Exhaustion from more than a decade of anarchy and bloodshed caused by 
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the Sunn'i-Sh'i'i" strife which accompanied the Afghan invasion of Iran 
and the destruction of the Safav'id state, was good enough reason for this 
initiative. But as Hamid Algar has shown,63 there were possibly political 
motives behind it too: Nädir's ambitions to rule over an empire extending 
beyond Iran's frontiers, his need to maintain the loyalty ofhis troops who 
were mostly SunnIs, while offsetting the effects ofthe continued, 'religiously 
motivated loyalty' ofmany Iranians to the Safav'ids as legitimate rulers of 
Iran, and the advisability of achieving a modus vivendi with the Ottomans. 
But however lofty his political ambitions may have been, his scheme for 
Sunn'i-Sh'i'i" reconciliation, unlike that conceived by the Kubrawiyyah, 
was modest enough. It took the form of a twofold campaign, internal and 
extern al. 

Internally, Nädir strove to put an end to those Sh'i'i" practices wh ich 
perhaps more than any other aspect of Sh'i'Ism were provocative to the 
Sunn'is: sabb, public vilification of the first three Caliphs, and raIt!' 
repudiation of the legitimacy of their Caliphate. These he formally 
prohibited, condemning them as 'vain and vulgar words' which cast 
discord and enmity among Muslims. Next, he tried to turn Shl'Ism into a 
mere school oflaw, shom ofits esoteric Imamology. He therefore proposed 
that 'the separate identity and name of the Shl'I madhhab' be abandoned, 
while 'part of its substance - that relating to juru'ät (branches of the law) 
be retained and renamed after Imam Ja'far a~-Sadiq'64 the sixth Imam, 
the principal codifier of Sh'i'i" jurisprudence. In practice, this meant that 
Ja'far a~-Sadiq be treated on a par with the founders of the four Sunn'i 
legal schools, so that there could be no doctrinal obstacle in Shl'Ism being 
eventually incorporated into Sunn'i Islam. 

Externally, Nädir demanded that the Ottoman Government, as the 
representative of Sunm Islam, recognise Shl'Ism in its new garb, as the 
Ja'fan madhhab, and then give substance to this recognition by several 
practical steps: the erection at Ka'bah of a fifth maqiim (ritual place) for 
the Sh'i'Is as the outward sign of the acceptance of their school on a par 
with the four SunnI schools; the appointment of an Amlr al-~äjj (pilgrim
age leader) to accompany Iranian pilgrims trayelling to Mecca by way of 
Damascus; the release of all prisoners taken during wars with Iran; and 
the exchange of ambassadors. 

There was immediate opposition to Nädir's redefinition ofSh'i'Ism from 
those Iranian 'Ulama' who justifiably considered that it destroyed the very 
essence of Shl'Ism by reducing it to a mere corpus of legal niceties. This 
opposition was ruthlessly suppressed by measures characteristic of the 
Nädin style of government-execution of the chief Mullä, Mirza 'Abd 
al-J::Iusayn, and the confiscation of the endowments attached to the 
mosques and religious schools in I~fahan. But the whole project of a 
rapprochement with Sunnlsm foundered on the reaction of the Ottoman 
Government, which under the pressure of Sunm 'Ulama' rejected its 
principal points; the only positive element in its response was approval of 
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Nädir's prohibition of sabb and raft}! The episode ended with Nädir's 
assassination in 1747.65 

From that year until the second half of the nineteenth century, when 
Islamic modernism appeared on the scene, no other attempt was made at 
reconciliation-at least none that was comparable, either in its political 
dimensions, or in its intellectual ingenuity, with those made by the 
Kubrawiyyah or Nädir. The climate was made even more inimical, if 
anything, for such efforts by the rise ofWahhabism in Arabia towards the 
end of the eighteenth century. Superimposing on J:Ianbal1 rigorism a 
puritan militancy seeking to root out all 'innovations' in Islam, Wahhabism 
represented the greatest fundamentalist challenge to Shi'Ism since the 
beginning ofIslam. Although confined to a minority feared and denounced 
by most Sunriis, its excesses, particularly the ravaging of the Shi'I shrines, 
aroused lasting passions among the Shi'Is, rendering them even more 
diligent in jealously guarding their separate identity. 

* * * 
On the face of it, the failure of the attempts described so far at Sunni
Shi'I reconciliation was caused by the stubbom refusal of one side or the 
other, for politicalor confessional reasons, to compromise on what it held 
to be an eternal principle. But whenever not simply actuated by mundane 
political calculations, this refusal was itself the effect of a much more 
profound and damaging disability - the sclerosis of religious thinking. So 
long as the exponents of both sects treated their received prejudices as 
revealed truths, there could be no real prospect of a reconciliation. This 
sclerosis was reflected primarily in the rarity of serious dialogue between 
the controversialists. More significantly, it was reflected in the absence of 
that imperceptible outcome of any dialogue which is the interpenetration 
of ideas and the slow transformation of a hitherto immutable system of 
thought through exposure to another system. 

That is why, with modemistic trends gaining ground among religious 
circles in the Muslim world from the middle of the nineteenth century 
onwards, the barriers between Sunnis and Shi'Is gradually became less 
insuperable, allowing a good many cross-sectarian currents. The new 
situation held great promise, if not for concord, then at least for the 
diminution of age-old animosities. There were several reasons for this. 
First, in the altered moulds of politicalloyalties, the idea of the nation
state was replacing religious devotion as the ruling civic virtue of the 
modem age. This in itselfhad a dampening effect on sectarian divergences. 
Secondly, Islamic unity being one of the cardinal articles of their faith, the 
leaders ofthe first generation ofIslamic modernists, notably Jamal ad-DIn 
Asad-abadI (Afghani:) (d. 1897) and MuI:tammad 'Abduh (d. 1905), made 
strong pleas by Sunni- Shi'I unity. Of the two, Asad-abadI was the more 
consitent, mainly because his own background was steeped in both Sunni 
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and Sill'l traditions and because of his 'statelessness' he could afford to 
preach supra-confessional tolerance. 'Abduh, having been brought up in a 
solidly Sunnl environment, could not conceal his dislike of heterodox 
movements, especially those instigated by the Iranians in early Islam.66 

This tendency became more pronounced in his disciple, M u1;tammad 
Rashid Ri<;lä, who, although committed to the modernists' ideal of Islamic 
unity, parted company with many of them by making anti-Shi'ism a major 
trait of his school, the Salafiyyah, after failing in his efforts to induce a 
Sunni~Shi'i conciliation.67 

Third, unity was necessitated by other principles of modernism as weIl. 
Rationalism, which governed the better part of the modernist reformula
tion of the Islamic spiritual heritage, called for release from narrow 
parochial values in the interests of the universally applicable findings of 
reason: just as the Qur'änic unitarian teachings liberated the Arabs from 
tribalism, Islamic modernism was expected to dissolve all sectarian bonds. 
The fight against Wes tern domina tion too req uired the unity of all Muslims, 
irrespective oftheir subsidiary beliefs. It was therefore expedient to tolerate 
and even support heterodox trends in so far as they contributed to the 
anti-imperialist struggle. Thus Asad-äbädI called on the Indian Muslims 
to demonstrate in favour of the Mahdi of Sudan, even if his standing as a 
real MahdIwas dubious, because this llnited them in their fight against the 
British. But in the same breath, Asad-äbädI refuted the QädlyänJ: 
reformist movement in India, because of its alliance with the British.68 

Later, in the twentieth century, politics exercised further pacifying 
influence on the relations between the two communities through another 
development. This was the creation of multi-confessional states, particu
larly Lebanon and Iraq, whose political structure depended on the Sunni~ 
Shi'i symbiosis. Preserving a minimum of mutual tolerance now became 
not so much a requirement of Islamic solidarity as a practical necessity. 
Equally restraining considerations stemmed from the diplomatie exigencies 
of maintaining normal and friendly relations between states with pre
dominantly opposing confessional majorities. Thus the Saudi Arabs who 
in the eighteenth century considered the Shi'is as miscreants, and 
desecrated their shrines in Iraq, now not only treat the Sh"i'i Iranians at 
least officiaIly, as equal Muslims, but are also tolerant of their own Sh"i'i 
subjects. 

Islamic modernism, as construed by 'Abduh's disciples, rapidly became 
identified with Sunni Islam ~and this in spite oftheir intention to make it a 
movement transcending all sectarian divergences. Its counterpart among 
the Shl'is started under different circumstances, and took a different form, 
which we shall survey in Chapter 5. But here also the modernists were 
agreed on the necessity ofunited action against the West. This was vividly 
illustrated by the attitude of the Sh"i'i 'Ulamä' of Iraq, who, during the 
First World War, exhorted their followers to wage war against the British 
under the Ottoman flag, while in principle they considered the Ottoman 
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rulers to be no more than 'usurpers' (mughta~ibün). They also led the 
national uprising in Iraq in 1920 against the British mandate, thereby 
forging doser links between the two sects.69 

But the most ironical display of Shi'i solidarity with the Sunnis took 
place over the issue of the Caliphate-namely the very issue that had 
originally set the two communities apart. When in 1922-as will be 
explained in the following chapter- Mustapha Kemal's drive to establish 
a modem state threatened the institution of the Caliphate in his country, 
the Sunni Muslims outside Turkey, particularly in India, were greatly 
alarmed. But their concern was conveyed to the Turkish Government by 
two Indian Shi'is-Sayyid Amir 'All, and the leader of the 'extremist' 
Ismä'lll sect, the Äghä Khän. After the abolition ofthe Caliphate in 1924, 
the Shi'is kept up their campaign of solidarity: they took an active part in 
the Jerusalem Congress of 1931, held to discuss matters of common 
concern to all Muslims-induding the fate ofthe Caliphate. In addition to 
the Yemeni delegate (the only ruling prince attending the Congress), the 
Shl'i 'Ulamä' of Iraq sent an accredited representative; two Iranian 
Shi'is attended, and the Mufti of the Shi'is of Syria sent a message of 
sympathy. If one excepts the abortive Sunni-Shi'i consultations under 
Nädir, Gibb's remark in Whither Islam? is an apt description of the sig
nificance of this event. 'Never before in Islamic history " he says, 'have the 
Sunni and Shiites met together to deliberate on common problems, and 
while on the one hand the fact may be taken to illustrate the weakening of 
religious inhibition in political life, it no less truly indicates a growing 
realisation of the common interest of all Moslems in the modern world.' 

Although Islamic modernism failed to realise most of its principal aims, 
its least achievement was to remove many of the inhibitions and taboos 
which prevented Muslim intellectuals from verifying the sources of con
ventional views. Owing to this factor, as weIl as the relative enlightenment 
induced by the advancement in educational standards, and growing con
tact with the outside world, Sunni-Shi'i controversy also started to be 
viewed in a different light. Some Sunni writers studied the controversy less 
in a spirit of sectarian self-righteousness than as part of a critical reassess
ment of Islamic history. In this, they were largely inftuenced by the judge
ments of Western orientalists. The comments of the Egyptian Al).mad 
Amm (d. 1954), author ofa multi-volume history ofthe Muslim civilisation 
since its earliest times, has drawn the widest response from Shi'i apologists. 
Much ofthe style and content ofthe Sunni-Shi'i controversy in the present 
century has been determined by his attacks on Shi'ism, which, contrary to 
those by such orthodox critics as Mal).müd Älüsi and Rashid Ri<;lä, signify 
heavy borrowing from Western sourees, and sometimes an uncritical 
acceptance of the views of authors such as Dozy and Wellhausen. To be 
sure, on most issues Amin follows well-trodden paths, repeating the 
arguments of the traditionists: that vilification of the first three Caliphs is 
both blasphemous and an upshot of prejudice; that adulation of the 
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members of the Prophet's house and the notion of the Imamate as an 
inherited office run counter to many Qur'anic verses teaching that only 
good deeds, and not descent, should determine the social grading of men; 
that the doctrine of 'i~mah is a replica of the Sassanian myth of kingship ;70 

a,1d that Sm'ism has served as arefuge for 'all those who wanted to destroy 
Islam out of rancour and enmity, and wanted to inject into it the teachings 
of their forefathers, from Judaism, Christianity, Zoroastrianism and 
Hinduism. '7l Oddly enough, the main difference between Amln's sweeping 
condemnations, and Ibn Taymiyyah's strictures of Shl'ism is that Arrün 
bare1y differentiates between moderate and extremist Sm'is. 

AmIn tries to simplify a complicated debate on these points by reducing 
the exclusive features of Shl'ism, as against Sunnlsm, to four major 
principles: 'i~mah, Mahdism, taqiyyah, and the Return (raj'ah) of the 
Imam. Beneath most of Amln's observations on these four issues lie the 
criteria of a modem, liberal mind. He objects to the Shl'i theory of the 
Imamate, not because he disbelieves the authenticity of the Ghadir 
tradition (which, as he admits, is accepted even by some Sunrii historians), 
but because it violates the modem conceptions of democracy. 'In Shl'i 
eyes,' he says 'the Imam is beyond any reproach. His nature and actions 
put him above the people. He is both the legislator and executor, but is 
never questioned over what he does. He is the measure of good and evil: 
what he does is good, what he forbids is evil. He is the spiritual leader, 
his spiritual authority being superior to that of the Pope in the Catholic 
Church. So, prayer, fasting, paying alms, and pilgrimage are of no avail 
without devotion to the Imam, just as the [good] deeds of an infidel are 
futile, until he be1ieves in God and his Emissary.' The most harmful result 
of such a political theory is that it stultifies Man's critical powers, killing 
in him any inclination to rise up against injustice and corruption: 'Shl'Ism 
thus paralyses reason and deadens the mind, conferring on the Caliph, or 
Imam, or the Sultan, limitless powers; so he can do whatever he wills, and 
nobody has the right to protest, let alone to rebe1, against hirn, nor claim 
having suffered injustice, because justice lies with the Imam.' The Shl'i 
doctrine, claims AmIn, is thus the antithesis of true democracy, which 
establishes the 'sovereignty for the people, in the interest of the people, 
and assesses all actions against the criterion of reason, and makes the 
Caliph, the Imam and the King the servants of the people, so that the day 
they do not serve them, they cease to deserve remaining in authority'.72 
AmIn likewise disclaims the Sm'i Mahdist ideas for their practical results, 
in 'leading people's minds astray, subjugating them to absurdities', and 
provo king successive upheavals in Islamic history, with the masses rallying 
in every age to a person claiming to be the Mahdi, causing the disintegra
tion of the Islamic state, and the demise of its power?3 

On the Sm'i practice of taqiyyah, much reviled by the Sunnls in the past 
as well as present, AmIn is surprisingly less critical, describing it mere1y as 
an expedient method used by the Imams either to ensure the survival of 
their followers under hostile regimes, or to mobilise them in secrecy for 
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revolts against the Caliphs. He also contrasts it with the Khawärij's 
vaunting of their opinions in the face of their foes because they invariably 
put their faith above everything else: most ofKhawärij held that ifa man 
saying his prayer saw another man stealing his property he should not 
disrupt his prayer to catch the thief. More significantly, he admits that the 
Sunn'is too have practised taqiyyah - though with a difference: for them, 
a Muslim who fears that his life may be in danger because of his faith 
should do all in his power to migrate to another land; only when this 
proves impossible should he practise taqiyyah, but strict1y 'to the extent 
that is necessary'?4 

As can be seen, Am'in's criticisms ofShl'Ism are in essence different from 
those made by the medieval Sunn'i polemists. This is perhaps to be expected. 
But what is more noteworthy is that-as was hinted earlier-they are also 
different from the line taken by such contemporary SunnI writers as 
Rash'id RicJä, AlUs'i, and many others who are still absorbed in ritual and 
legal squabbles. By contrast, Am'in's remarks are addressed to issues of a 
broader concern: the relationship between the rulers and the ruled, the 
rights of subjects to protest and revolt against tyrannical rulers, and 
the impact of religious beliefs on political culture. 

The Sh'i'I response to this new brand of critique is accordingly a mixture 
of theological hair-splitting and macro-politics. While some authors repeat 
the same old arguments, albeit supported by freshly culled evidence, others 
try to grapple with the larger questions raised by their creed in the relation
ship between the individual and the state. There is a fairly neat discrepancy 
between the educational background of the first group and that of the 
second: the former, which may be identified by the adjective scholastic, is 
stoutly traditionist both in its mentality and methodology, while the latter, 
the 'revisionist' or 'semi-revisionist', matches a thorough grounding in 
Islamic culture with either a formal training, or a serious interest, in one 
or other ofthe modem sciences. Among the 'scholastic' authors, the best 
known are 'Abd al-I:Jusayn Sharaf ad-Dln al-Musaw'i, the leader of the 
Sh'i'i community in the Lebanon until his death in 1958 (and succeeded in 
1961 by Müsä a~-Sadr), noted both for his scholarship and active participa
tion in the nationalist struggle against the French mandate;75 the Iraqi
born Mul)ammad I:Jusayn Käshif al-Ghitä', distinguished by his con
ciliatory views on the dispute with the Sunn'is;76 and the Iranian 'Abd 
al-I:Jusayn Am'in'i, whose thirteen-volume AI-ghadlr contains one of the 
most detailed contemporary accounts of the Shl''i case for 'AlI, and its 
related problems.77 Among the representatives of the 'revisionist' or 
'semi-revisionist' group, one must particularly mention Mul)ammad 
Jawäd Maghn'iyah, a prolific Lebanese scholar and writer,78 and two more 
Iranians: MurtaQä Mutahhari (d. 1979), an original thinker and one of 
the intellectual leaders of the Iranian Islamic Revolution of 1978-9 and 
'AII Sl)ar'i'atI (d. 1977), a French-educated sociologist whose widely read 
books now constitute the ideology of Islamic radicalism?9 

Many strands of Shl'I modernism are traceable to the response of these 
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authors to current Sunm criticisms. However, though the credit for this 
should go largely to the 'revisionists', the 'scholastics' too should have a 
share in it because of their efforts to make known the wealth of untapped 
classical material which has led to a better understanding of ShI'I his tory 
and culture. Thanks to both groups, a whole new range of the key Sm'I 
beliefs which have always been targets of SunnI attacks-on the Imäm's 
infallibility, the nature of his guardianship (wiläyah) as distinct from his 
friendship with God (waläyah), the practice of dissimulation, the doctrine 
of Mahdism, the meaning of anticipation of his Return and the significance 
of martyrdom - have been redefined or reasserted, with an eye to the 
impression they would make on the critic, the sceptic, and the uninitiated. 
These are points which will be discussed in another chapter, so here we 
content ourselves only with explaining a few important ramifications of 
ShI'I modernism in relation to Sunmsm. 

There is now a clear tendency among most Sm'I authors to tone down 
the criticisms of the first three Caliphs. Even when such criticisms are 
repeated, the vilification of these men is condemned both as a sin against 
Qur'an (6: 108), and disruptive of Islamic unity. Conventional criticisms 
are refined by separating the case of Abü Bakr and 'Umar from that of 
'Uthman, with the more severe objections levelled against the latter, on the 
grounds that, first, he was an Umayyad, and could therefore be presumed 
to have had good cause to act maliciously towards the 'AlIds, and, second, 
he pursued a 'racialist' policy by allowing his tribai preferences to 
dominate his political appointments.80 Fairness is occasionally shown 
towards Abü Bakr and 'Umar by admitting that their 'political integrity' 
could not be doubted, and 'Umar in particular is praised for his con
tributions to the expansion of the young Islamic state through military 
conquests.81 None ofthese concessions are, however, allowed to blunt the 
main accusation against all of them - that they committed a grave offence 
by denying 'Ali's right to be Mul,lammad's immediate successor. 

Conversely, the arguments in support of extolling 'All and his descend
ants have been reshaped, with the emphasis plainly shifting from their 
supernatural to the more down-to-earth qualities. The Imams are now 
more often admired for their statesmanship ('Ali),82 political realism 
(I:Iasan),83 and revolutionary foresight (I:Iusayn),84 even a~-~adiq's aloof
ness from politics is shown to have judicious political considerations 
behind it.85 As regards the Imams' supernatural qualities (infallibility, 
foreknowledge, etc.), these are said to be indicative, not oftheir social and 
political superiority over other Muslims, but merely their worthiness of a 
higher station in the hereafter; in the sensible world, all the faithful are 
equal, and any superiority is due, not to supernatural qualities, but to 
pious deeds.86 

Differences with the SunnIs are played down as secondary issues which 
arise from the legitimate diversity of opinions (ikhtiläf). The SunnIs are 
assured that if some Sm'Is, including such towering authorities as Kulaym, 
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have contradicted their creed, this should not be taken as the universal 
view of Shi'is, just as if some Sunnis are ho stile toward the members of 
the Prophet's House, the Shi'is should not take this as indicative of the 
opinion of all the Sunnis. 

Islamic unity is cherished as an ideal which at times appears to transcend 
all differences of creed, however fundamental these may be. Even if one 
dismisses the Shl'is' pro te stations ofloyalty to this ideal as empty rhetoric, 
one cannot deny their significance in view ofthe Shl'is' elitist statements in 
earlier periods, which seem to indicate a contrary desire to uphold 
doctrinal probity as a more noble value than expedient unity. Whereas 
before the Shl'is took pride in their isolation from the erring majority, 
there is now a growing wish among them to overcome their centuries-old 
aversion to "swimming with the tide", and join hands with their co
religionists in the struggle against common extern al enemies. 

If the changing attitude towards the Sunnis has acted as one of the factors 
of Shi'i modernism, with the Sunnis the reverse is very much true: here, 
modernism has stimulated are-evaluation ofthe pristine notions about all 
'heterodox' sects, including Shl'ism. For the Shl'is, any rethinking was 
bound, sooner or later, to touch upon their disagreements with the 
majority sect, disagreements which are all bound up with the raison d'etre 
of Shi'ism. For the Sunnis, rethinking implied no inescapable necessity of 
an excursus into the relationship with the 'heterodox' sects, at least not in 
the beginning, since its most pressing concern was a frontal assault on the 
problems posed by modern isa ti on. Apart from the affirmation of Islamic 
unity as an overriding objective shared with all other Muslims, Sunni 
modernism has brought about a change in two essential areas of religious 
thinking - first, on the principle of ijtihiid, or the exercise of individual 
judgement, and second, on the relevance of the past (history) to the 
problem facing Islam today. 

We saw before that ijtihäd was one ofthe causes of dispute, because the 
Shi'is hold it to be not only permissible, but also a permanent, imperative 
duty of the learned as the principal means of extracting the religious rules 
from the Qur'än, the Tradition and the consensus, while the Sunnis have 
repudiated it ever since the ninth century as an aberration leading to 
intellectual disarray and legal void. The teachings of Asad-äbädi 
(Afghäni), 'Abduh, Mul).ammad Iqbäl and other modernists on the 
necessity of reconstructing Muslim thought gradually generated an 
atmosphere in which ijtihäd could rid itself of much of the opprobrium 
formerly attached to it. Later, the advent of state ideologies requiring the 
orthodox legitimisation for public acceptance became another contributory 
factor: governments put pressure on the 'Ulamä' to justify the various 

. reforms they were carrying out in the name of nationalism or socialism, 
and the 'Ulamä' could give their blessings to such reforms, which violated 
the traditional sanctity of ownership, the standing of women, and the 
jurisdiction of religious courts, only by seeking the liberating intervention 
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of ijtihäd.87 A convergence has thus slowly taken shape between the 
positions of both sides, and, in theory, the Sm'is should now draw comfort 
from the Sunn"is' conversion to their view that ijtihäd is indispensable to 
the proper understanding of the religious rules. But this may be merely a 
superficial impression. So long as the two sects differ among themselves 
about two of the four sources of these rules, with the Sunn"is believing in 
analogy and consensus, and the Sh"i'is rejecting analogy in favour of 
reason, and making the validity of the consensus dependent on its inclusion 
ofthe Imäm, admission of the merits of ijtihäd is by itself of no consequence. 
(There is apparently no dispute about the other two sources, the Qur'än 
and the Tradition, but these too can give rise to discord, because of the 
dis agreement over the first two - i.e. analogy or reason, and consensus
as weIl as over the methods of the interpretation of the Qur'än, and 
authentification of the Tradition.) 

The second change, namely the reassessment of past history, has posed 
an equally potent challenge to the intellectual resources of Sunn"ism. The 
hallmark of all innovative thought in contemporary Sunn"is has indeed 
been a critical reviewing ofthe past, with the intention ofidentifying factual 
inaccuracies, false premises and unwarranted generalisations governing 
the Sunn"ijudgement on some ofthe outstanding figures ofIslamic history. 
This type of rewriting of Islamic history is usually associated with the name 
of the Egyptian scholar and critic Tähä lJusayn, who has always empha
sised his 'Cartesian' approach to the sources.88 Its most tangible result has 
been a fairly objective reappraisal of both the positive and negative deeds 
of men like Abü Bakr and 'Umar, whose behaviour was always supposed 
to be impeccable, but is now subjected to the incisive scrutiny of an 
increasing number of writers-religious as weIl as secular.89 It denotes a 
marked retreat from the time-honoured Sunn"i axiom that all the Prophet's 
Companions had unimpeachable characters. The other outcome of this 
revision of the past has been a romanticisation of early Islamic history, 
from which the familiar heroes of both Sunn"ism and Sh"i'ism have 
benefited, because it depicts not only personages like Abü Bakr and 'Umar 
but also l:Iasan, l:Iusayn and Fätimah as the archetypes of progressive 
Muslims. 

The revival of ijtihäd and the new school of historical revisionism among 
the Sunms have affected the Sunn"i-Sh"i'i dialogue by encouraging indi
vidual initiative for effecting some measure of reconciliation. In February 
1959, the official review of the University-Mosque of al-Azhar in Cairo 
published afatwä (opinion or responsum) by its Rector, Shaykh Mal)müd 
Shaltüt, authorising instruction in Sm'i jurisprudence. This was tanta
mount to the recognition of Sh"i'ism as on an equal footing with the four 
orthodox legal schools in Sunn"ism. When Shaltüt gave his fatwä, Sh"i'i 
studies had been absent from the curriculum of that university for over 
nine hundred years. Although al-Azhar was created in 361/972 by an 
Ismä'ili Sh"i'i, the Fätimid Caliph al-Mu'izz, two centuries later the Sunni 
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Ayyüb1ds turned it into a centre of orthodox scholarship. Thus rather 
than constituting a simple ease of curriculum reform, Shaltüt's fatwä 
indicated a major psyehological breakthrough. 

Under the title 'Islam, the religion of unity', the fatwä is prefaced by 
two arguments in its justifieation, one historical, the other pragmatic. The 
historical argument is areminder of the spirit of mutual respect and 
tolerance which permeated the relationship between the legal sehools in 
early Islam. At that time, says Shaltüt, ijtihäd was a source of plurality of 
ideas, but not discord, because the different schools were united by their 
belief in the paramount authority of the Qur'än and the Tradition. The 
motto of the founders of an schools was: 'When a ~adith is proved authentie, 
it is my opinion; 'and do not eare at an for my word' (iejribu bi-qawll 'urej 
al-~ä'it).' This enabled an groups to eo-operate with one another-the 
SunnIs among themselves, on the one hand, and the Sunn1s with the Shi'1s, 
on the other - for the development of Islamie jurisprudence as a whole. 
It is obvious that in this argument, Shältüt is using the term ijtihäd in the 
sense of the exercise of collective judgement (al-ijtihäd al- 'ämmah), 
because he goes on to say that legal plurality degenerated into antagonism 
once the individual form of ijtihäd (al-ijtihäd al-khä:j:jah) was introduced. 
Subordinated as it was to personal whims and wishes, ijtihäd then became 
a factor of dissension, to be later exploited and intensified by the imperialist 
enemies who fostered enmity among the Muslims, setting every group 
against another. 

Shaltüt's second argument is simply a denuneiation of prejudice or 
bigotry, and its harmful practical impact on the search for the best possible 
solutions to the present social problems ofMuslims. He says that the legal 
schools of all persuasions should now be ready to accept from one another 
any idea which conforms to Islamic principles, and can best ensure the 
welfare of family and society. By way of example he mentions his own 
fatwäs in favour of the Sh1'i rejection of the validity of' suspended divorce' 
and divorce by tripie repudiation in one sitting.90 

Shaltüt advanced similar arguments in a more explicitfatwä, confirming 
the 'validity ofworship according to the Imämi Sh1'i doctrine'. (The word 
sect was deleted from the official doeument on the grounds that in 'Islam 
proper there are no sects, but only schools or doctrines'.) Combined with 
other eonciliatory gestures such as the publication of 'Amili's Wasä'il 
ash-shl'ah, one of the most authoritative sources of traditional Shi'ism, 
and Tabarsi's Majma' al-bayän, a Sh1'i commentary on the Qur'än, both 
with al-Azhar's blessings, and aseries of friendly communications 
between Shaltüt and two Shi'ileaders in Iraq, M ul).ammad Khäli~i and the 
aforementioned Mul).ammad I:;Iusayn Käshif al-Ghitä', these fatwäs 
established a distinct trend towards greater Sunn1-Shl'i understanding. 
The credit for this should be largely put down to Shaltüt's generally 
temperate vision of Islam. But also instrumental in bringing about this 
trend were the activities ofthe Där at-TaqrTb al-Madhähib (the Organisa-
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tion for the Bringing Together of Schools) basOO in Cairo. CreatOO in 
1947 at the initiative of an Iranian Shi'l, Mul1ammad Taql Qummi, Där 
at-Taqr'ib soon became a forum in which, to quote Shaltüt hirnself, 'the 
I:Ianafi, the Mälild, the Shäfi'l and the I:Ianball sit next to the Imanü and 
Zaydl round one table 'discussing' literary accomplishments, Süfism and 
jurisprudence, in an atmosphere pervaded by a spirit of fraternity, a sense 
of affection, love and comradeship. '91 

Paradoxically, another devlopment which was to bring Shl'lsm close to 
the mainstream of Sunrii Islam in the years to come took place in a world 
far removed from the euphoric atmosphere of these pious, speculative 
exercises - in the conflict between J amäl 'A bd an -Näsir' s Arab nationalism, 
and Iran's pro-Western stance. In July 1960, Egypt broke off diplomatic 
relationship with Iran in retaliation for Iran's de facta recognition of 
Israel. In August, at a meeting of AI-Azhar, 150 'Vlamä' issued a procla
rnation calling on Muslims throughout the world to adopt an attitude of 
jihäd against the Shah of Iran for his pro-Israeli policy.92 Three years later, 
the Shah launchOO his 'White Revolution', purporting to carry out 
reforms requiring the expropriation of large landowners, and female 
emancipation. This provoked a popular religious opposition, 100 by the 
hitherto relatively unknown Ayatulläh Rul1ulläh Khumaynl, who con
demnOO what he regardOO to be the illegality and falsity of these reforms 
as well as the Shah's connections with Israel and the VnitOO States. 

The community of interests between this opposition in Iran, and the 
Nä~irite Arab nationalist campaign against the Shah called into being a 
'united front' between Iranian Shl'lsm and Arab Sunriism. Almost over
night, the militant Shl'l hierarchy of Iran was accordOO in the Arab-Sunnl 
circles a respectability rarely known in living memory.93 It is beyond the 
scope ofthis study to pursue the vicissitudes ofthis 'front' that lasted until 
recent times. Suffice it to say that with the triumph of Khumaynl's Islamic 
Revolution in 1978-9, Sunnl-Shl'l co-operation was placOO under severe 
strain when sectarian passions were aroused both outside and inside Iran, 
and some Sunriis displayed fears of a Shl'l revivalist threat to Islamic 
orthodoxy. This makes one doubtful about the ability of such limited 
Sunnl-Shi'l concord as has been surveyed in this chapter to survive a 
massive confrontation between Iranian and Arab nationalisms, of which 
the Iran-Iraq war of 1980-81 is but one catastrophic example. But the 
whole episode throws a revealing light on the extent to which religion can 
become a handmaid of politics, rendering any sectarian peace vulnerable 
to the unpredictability of international relations. 

If the Sunnl-Shi'l concord has thus been provOO to be dependent on 
political fortunes, Sunnl-Shi'lunity comes up against some more verifiable, 
but also more daunting obstacles. In the first place, so long as sectarianism 
is closely intertwined with nationalist idiosyncrasies (Shl'lsm with 
Iranian culture, Sunnlsm with Arab nationalism, Pakistan's Islamic 
identity, Kurdish separatism, etc.) any hope ofunity is unrealistic. But the 
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problem goes deeper than politics. It was shown in the Introduction that 
the difference between Shl'ism and Sunn'j'sm is something more substantive 
and more far-reaching than pedantic squabblings over ritual, legal and 
even theological matters: it impinges on the way in which the Qur'änic 
injunctions are applied to the nature of Man, the method of interpreting 
and conveying the divine message, the meaning of justice, and the 
philosophy of his tory. Thus as Algar points out, 'Sunnlsm and Sh'j"ism 
are two parallel orthodox perspectives of the Islamic revelation that 
cannot converge, in their exoteric aspects, for reasons inherent in the 
nature of each. No project of political motivation could alter this fact, 
although a conciliation of the two perspectives is possible, both at the level 
of action and, more importantly, at the level of the esoteric. '94 

The analysis in this chapter has shown that some progress has been 
made in the course of the present century towards this 'esoteric con
ciliation', as a result of one or two fundamental changes in the outlooks of 
both sides. The Sunn'j's have allowed a greater scope than in the past to 
individual judgement, and this has prompted a diversity of opinion which 
can take in its embrace many a Sh'j"i feature formerly discarded because of 
their real or presumed incompatibility with the dictates of orthodoxy or 
expediency. The single most important of these is a movement away from 
the wonted realism of the past towards an idealism which greatly relishes 
the elitist and historicist undertones of Sh'j"ism. The glorification of some 
members of the Prophefs family, particularly I:Iusayn, has taken its cue 
from the same idealism. For their part, the Shl'is have tempered their 
idealism by pruning it of those metaphysical and mystical elements which 
make their creed unsuitable for coping with the plight of Muslims in the 
modem world. At the same time, there has been much deprecation of the 
schismatic attitudes of the past, and appeals for conforming to majority 
norms in the performance of these rituals, like pilgrimage to Mecca (in 
October 1979 Khumayn'i issued afatwä exhorting the Sh'j"is to abandon 
their age-old reluctance to say their prayers behind Sunni leaders at the 
ceremony). Such trends are by no means universal among either Sunnls or 
Shl'is: one can still easily find Sunn'j's branding the Shl''j's as renegades,95 
or reproving ijtihäd as a back-door for heresy and latitudinarianism,96 and 
Shl'is refusing to tone down their particularism,97 with 'moderators' 
admonishing both.98 But the fact remains that 'unitarian' ideas are often 
expressed by authors who set the tone of current debates, and whose 
arguments for the moment carry great authority among the rising 
generation. What, then, differentiates the present phase of limited Sunn'j'
Sh'j"i' concord from the past is that, apart from being necessitated by the 
political expediency of maintaining a united front in the face of external 
enemies, it is accompanied by a considerable degree of intellectual 
harmony. 



2 The crisis over the Caliphate 

Sunru political thought reached a turning-point in modern times with the 
abolition ofthe Caliphate by the decision ofthe Grand National Assembly 
of Turkey in 1924. This was one of those rare symbolic events in history 
which mark, however belatedly, the demise oftime-honoured institutions. 
Coming at a time when religious modernism as initiated by Asad-abadl 
(AfghanI) and 'Abduh had lost its impetus, it nevertheless was the apogee 
of a long period of intellectual ferment among Muslims which had started 
at the end of the eighteenth century. It precipitated a vigorous debate 
between the modernists and traditionalists, and, for a time, promised the 
formation of a synthesis of their opposing views as the beginning of areal 
regeneration of Islamic political thought. But soon bitter polemics, 
coupled with reactions to the secularisation of Turkey, led to an even 
sharper confrontation which redounded to the advantage oftraditionalists, 
and eventually, by pushing the Muslim mind in the direction of an alter
native to the Caliphate, became one of the factors stimulating the call for 
the Islamic state. 

In reality, the Caliphate was something of a misnomer for the institution 
which stood at the summit of the Ottoman political hierarchy. There was 
the unconfirmed story that Sultän Sallm I had arranged in the sixteenth 
century for the Caliphate to be transferred to him by the last 'Abbasid 
Caliph MutawakkiLI But whatever the truth of the matter, Sunnl jurists 
refused to recognise the title Caliph for the Sultän either on the grounds 
that real Caliphate existed only under the Rightly-Guided (Räshidiin), 
which was the view of the I:Ianafl jurists whose school was under the 
protection of the Sultäns, or because descent from the Arabian tribe of 
Quraysh was held by others to be an essential qualification of the Caliphs. 
Hence the title Caliph was not officially used for the Sultäns until the 
eighteenth century, when, for reasons of state, the Ottoman put all 
doctrinal and legal niceties aside and declared their Sultän a Caliph. The 
definitive instrument registering this innovation was the Treaty ofKuchuk 
Kainarja concluded in 1774 between the Ottoman Turks and Russia, in 
which the Sultän undertook to recognise the complete independence ofthe 
Tartars of the Crimea and Kuchan, which had hitherto formed part of 
the Ottoman Empire. Since the Empress of Russia, so Arnold tells us, 
claimed to be the patroness of the Christians of the Orthodox church 
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dwelling in the Ottoman territory, the Ottoman plenipotentiaries called 
the Sultän - among other things - the 'sovereign Caliph of the Mahometan 
religion' in order to equip hirn with a commensurate spiritual authority 
over Muslims.2 In the course of time, religious doctors provided ample 
arguments to defend this piece ofRealpolitik, their case being strengthened 
later by the necessity of maintaining Muslim unity in the face of Western 
expanSlOlllsm. 

The circumstances leading to the abolition of the Caliphate arose from 
the Ottoman defeat in the First World War, and the efforts ofMustapha 
Kemal (Atatürk) - the founder of modern Turkey - to establish a secular 
state. He was helped in his designs by the disrepute brought upon the 
Sultanate-Caliphate as a result of its association with the foreign invaders 
of Turkey, as well as with internal reactionary forces. Here we are more 
concerned with the impact of that development on religio-political 
thought. 

The abolition of the Caliphate took place in two stages. First, in 
November 1922, the Grand National Assembly decided to separate the 
Sultänate from the Caliphate, and then to replace the Sultänate with a 
republican regime. This was inevitable in view of the Constitution accepted 
by the Assembly in January 1921, which had declared that 'sovereignty 
belongs unconditionally to the people. The administration derives from 
the principle that the people control their destiny in person and in fact. '3 

The Sultänate being a hereditary institution had no place in this system. 
Thereupon, Sultan Vahideddin was deposed, and his cousin, Abdulmecid, 
was elected by the Assembly as the Caliph of all Muslims. This was an 
even more anomalous situation, which could not be tolerated for long. 
It was areturn to the days of the Buyids and the Saljüqs, when a shadowy 
Caliphate existed in Baghdad, but the real power lay in the hands of 
potentates in Rayy and I~fahän. The new Ottoman Caliph was similarly 
'shorn of all real authority or concern in the political and administrative 
affairs ofthe country; he was invested with the mantle ofthe Prophet, just 
as his ancestors had been, but he was deprived of the power of the sword.'4 
At this stage, M ustapha Kemal was still trying to meet his M uslirn critics 
on their own ground, substantiating his retort to them by examples from 
Islamic history. Soon the contradictions inherent in the new arrangement 
started to rankle in his mind. Not the least ofthese was the fact the Caliph 
was supposed to be entitled to the obedience of Muslims throughout the 
world, but in practice only enjoyed the allegiance of the Turks. Mustapha 
Kemal must have expressed the feelings of many modernised Muslims 
when he declared just before the abolition of the Caliphate: 

Our Prophet has instructed his disciples to convert the nations of the 
world to Islam; he has not ordered them to provide for the government 
of these nations. Never did such an idea pass through his mind. Caliphate 
means government and administration. A Caliph who really wants to 



54 MODERN ISLAMIC POLITICAL THOUGHT 

play his role, to govern and administer all Muslim nations [finds hirnself 
at a loss] how to manage this. I must confess that in these conditions, if 
they appointed me as the Caliph, I would immediately have resigned. 

But let us return to history, and consider the facts. The Arabs 
founded a Caliphate in Baghdad, but they also established another one 
in Cord ova. Neither the Persians, nor the Afghans, nor the Muslims of 
Africa ever recognised the Caliph of Constantinople. The notion of a 
single Caliph, exercising supreme religious authority over all the 
Muslim people, is one which has come out of books, not reality. The 
Caliph has never exercised over the Muslims apower similar to that held 
by the Pope over the Catholics. Our religion has neither the same 
requirements, nor the same discipline as Christianity. The criticisms 
provoked by our recent reform [separating the Caliphate from the 
Sultanate] are inspired by an abstract, unreal idea: the idea of Pan
Islamism. Such an idea has never been translated into reality. We have 
held the Caliphate in high esteem according to an ancient and venerable 
tradition. We honour the Caliph; we attend to his needs, and those ofhis 
family. I add that in the whole of the Muslim world, the Turks are the 
only nation which effectively ensures the Caliph's livelihood. Those who 
advocate a universal Caliph have so far refused to make any contribution. 
What, then, do they expect? That the Turks alone should carry the burden 
of this institution, and that they alone should respect the sovereign 
authority of the Caliph? This would be expecting too much [01' usp 

Mustapha Kemal's annoyance with what he thus held to be the hypo
critical attitude ofnon-Turkish Muslims towards the Caliphate must have 
partly incited him to proceed to the second stage of its abolition. In 
November 1923, the text of the appeal by two distinguished Indian 
Muslims leaders, the Shi'i Aniir 'All and the Ismä 'ili leader Äghä Khän, 
to which we referred in the previous chapter, was published in Istanbul. 
This pointed out that the separation of the Caliphate from the Sultanate 
had increased the significance of the former for Muslims in general, and 
called upon the Turkish Government to place the Caliphate 'on a basis 
which would command the confidence and esteem ofthe Muslim nations, 
and thus impart to the Turkish state unique strength and dignity'. 
According to Bernard Lewis, it was the crisis touched off by such protests 
that ended with the abolition of the Caliphate, because they all served to 
stress the links of the Caliphate with the past and with Islam, and this 
tightened Mustapha Kemal's resolve to remove it.6 W. C. Smith alludes 
to a more emotional factor - the anger felt by some Turks at the protest of 
such 'unorthodox' figures over their action: 'It really was rather ludicrous 
to have a Shl'i ... and a Khojah (religiously ultra-heretical) telling the 
Turkish Muslims how to behave.'7 But as Nallino has noted, more 
fundamental reasons could have also contributed to the denouement. 
These arose, to put it briefly, from the incompatibility between Turkish 
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nationalism and Pan-Islamism: the conflict between the concept of a 
modern Westernised state, based on the will ofthe people, and the notion 
of a supra-national Muslim state, resting on the bonds of the religious 
community; the contradiction between the nature of a modern state 
requiring the equality of all its citizens, irrespective of their beliefs, and 
that of an Islamic state presupposing the superiority of believers to non
believers; and, finally, the absurdity of a Caliphate deprived of temporal 
authority.8 Some of these problems were not unprecedented in recent 
Islamic history : we shal1 see in chapter 5 how the issues arising from the 
conflict between the Shari'ah and man-made law had been faced before by 
the Slü'f leaders of the Iranian Constitutional Revolution in 1906. But 
most other issues, particularly the conflict between a universal Islamic 
state and a modern national state, and the relevance of the Caliphate to 
the political requirements of the age, presented a new challenge to Sunnl 
political thought. 

Some religions thinking preceded the decision ofthe National Assembly. 
This is attested by a document which it subsequently published, giving its 
main reasons for the abolition. Some of the essential arguments of the 
document have been given elsewhere,9 but here we will refer to one or two 
points that need our special attention. The most significant aspect of the 
document is its attempt to reconcile secular and religions theses on 
the nature and functions of astate. We do not know who its actual authors 
were, but as it stands its content gives cause to presume that a constructive 
discussion must have taken place prior to its redaction between some 
religionists and secularisers - an occurrence with rare parallels in the 
history of the modern Middle East, which has often been marked, 
especially in times of crisis, by complete rupture, ifnot bitter confrontation, 
between the two camps. The only other important exception which comes 
to one's mind is the Iranian Constitutional Revolution of 1906, following 
which groups of the 'Ulama' and Westernised intellectuals co-operated 
in drawing up the first Constitution ofthe country. Neither in the Turkish 
nor Iranian case, however, did this co-operation survive the strain of 
subsequent political vicissitudes. In both, the secularisers emerged 
victorious-although in the Iranian case this proved to be temporary. 

The text of the Turkish document has therefore an intriguingly hybrid 
character, drawing alternatelyon classical works of SunnI jurisprudence 
and modern concepts of national sovereignty, social contract and general 
will. While most influential writings by Westernised intellectuals on 
democracy and representative rule in Turkey, Egypt and Iran roughly from 
the twenties onwards reveal-or affect-ignorance of Islamic history and 
culture, the authors of the Turkish document have made abundant use of 
the technical terms and formulae of Islamic public and private law in an 
obvions attempt to disarm their orthodox critics. 

The document is also significant because of its pioneering value in 
modern discussions on the Caliphate: nearly al1 the outstanding critics and 
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supporters of the Caliphate after its abolition seem to have done no more 
than develop its broad propositions. Particularly the critics, as we shall 
soon see, have alm ost repeated its main points: that the Caliphate, far from 
being divinely ordained, was simply a utilitarian institution, designed for 
the most judicious administration of the Muslim community; that the 
'real Caliphate' lasted only for thirty years after the death of the Prophet; 
that what prevailed for the best part of Islamic history was a 'fictitious' 
Caliphate sustained by sheer force; and that with the Caliphate having out
lived its purpose, the Muslims were now free to choose whatever form of 
government was suitable to their present needs and conditions. Thus, 
although the immediate issue before the Turks was the separation of the 
Caliphate from the Sultanate, the Assembly realised that such adecision 
could not be rationally explained without venturing into a reappraisal of 
the Caliphate itself, exploding in the process a number of myths about the 
sanctity of traditional political institutions, and the absolute duty of the 
faithful to obey rulers. The document is, therefore, equally noteworthy as 
a critique of c1assical Sunni political theory. While the pathfinders of 
modernism, Asad-abadi (Afghani) and 'Abduh, in their effort to release 
the Muslim mind from the fetters of 'imitation', contented themselves 
with general strictures on the political submissiveness of the masses, the 
Turkish authors feIt that the moment had arrived to openly challenge some 
of the specific doctrines responsible for this quietism; hence their refutation 
of the ideas of such authorities as at-Taftazaru and Ibn Himäm on the 
legitimacy ofthe 'Abbasid Caliphate. They also displayed a keen historical 
sense by imputing the pro-Caliphate opinions of c1assical theorists to their 
unawareness of other forms and mechanisms of government, which are 
known only to the peoples of our time. A point made both implicitly and 
explicitly throughout the document is that the Assembly, embodying the 
Islamic principle of consultation (shürä), was fully authorised to make any 
decision ensuring the proper conduct ofthe nation's affairs, and that with
drawing the political functions of the Caliph was one such decision. But 
whether in disproving conventional beliefs, or suggesting nove1 ideas, the 
authors were careful to rely persistently on the resources of the Shartah, 
repeatedly quoting the ~adiths and canonical maxims prescribing justice, 
expediency, common sense and the simplicity of good religion. lO 

Next the effect of the crisis on the Islamic thought outside Turkey has 
to be considered. Leaving the Westernisers aside, the abolition of the 
Caliphate came to one distinct group as the fulfilment of an old, though not 
always consciously cherished, desire: the Arab nationalists. As the repre
sentatives of one of the subject nations of the Ottoman Empire, they had, 
ever since the end of the nineteenth century, held the Ottoman Caliphate 
to be a mere subterfuge for perpetuating the Turanian hegemony, as weH 
as the travesty of an office which by right belonged to the Arabs. This 
opinion was aH the more interesting because it was expressed by both the 
Muslim and Christian Arabs. The Syrian 'Abd ar-Ra1).man al-Kawakibt 
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(d. 1902), well-known for his authorship ofa pithy tract against (Turkish) 
despotism in 1900, enumerated the virtues ofthe Arab rulership in Is1amic 
history, and used this as a justification of his scheme for installing a 
Qurayshl Arab as Ca1iph in Mecca. Nationalist reasoning ranked as high 
as re1igious considerations in his scheme: the Arabs, he said, were the 
founders of the Islamic society, and this, combined with their innate 
qualities such as pride, group solidarity, steadfastness and resilience in the 
face of physical hardships, should pre-empt the Caliphate for themY But 
in the utopian state that he delineated, the Caliphate has purely spiritual 
authority, since he wanted it to be preoccupied solely with religious 
affairs;12 but this did not tally with his strong views in the same tract, and 
in another well-known treatise on the 'Nature of Despotism' (Tabä'i' 
al-istibdäd), which all imparted his conviction in the indissoluble link 
between religion and politics in Islam. 

The Christian Najib 'Äzüri (d. 1916) who, like many Arab nationa1ists 
at the turn of the century, had elose connections with the French designs 
on the Ottoman Empire, similarly visualised an Arab Caliphate with 
spiritual authority over all Muslims, but ruling a territory composed of 
only I:Iijäz and Medina:13 such an Islamic counterpart to the States of 
the Church was his suggested solution to the thorny problem ofthe separa
tion of the temporal and spiritual powers in Islam. If there was ever any 
chance of such innocent projects coming to fruition through Arab-Turkish 
understanding, it was destroyed by the growing hostility between the two 
nations, culminating in the Arab Revolt of 1916. By that time, Arab nation
alists had lost interest in the Caliphate, and had become concerned either 
with the grandiose ideal of Arab unity, or with the machinations for 
esta blishing separate Arab states after the First W orld War. F or this reason, 
reaction to the abolition of the Caliphate seems to have come mostly from 
non-Arab Muslims. Only a handful of 'committed' religious writers like 
Rashld Ri<;lä and some of the Azharites (whose views will be subsequently 
examined) feIt strongly enough to comment on the event. 

In the eyes of the secularists, the end of the Caliphate was a logical sequel 
to the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, and the result of an anachronism 
maintained by force. But for the religionists, the matter was more complex, 
and had to be explained within the legal categories of orthodox Islam. 
This was not the first time in history that the SunnI theorists had to face 
the ordeal of resorting to casuistry to prescribe the attitude of the faithful 
towards the collapse of religio-political authority. Eight centuries earlier, 
the overthrow of the 'Abbäsid Caliphate in Baghdad, in 656/1258, had 
placed them in an almost similar quandary. To the jurists with a flair for 
historical reminiscence, that precedent cautioned against hastily coneluding 
that the fate ofthe institution itselfhad been sealed. After the Mongoi inva
sion, in the words of Suyüti (d. 911/1533), 'the world went through three 
and a half years without a Caliph' .14 But at the end of that interregnum, a 
cousin of the last Caliph was reinstated in Cairo as the new occupant of 
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the office, which, however shadowy its reality, acted as the legitimising 
authority of the Mamlük rulers of Egypt for the next three and a half 
centuries.1S So in the present crisis too, in 1924, there were some Sunni 
jurists who argued that the decision ofthe Turkish authorities had changed 
nothing in the situation, and that the Muslims were still bound in allegiance 
to the Caliph Abdulmecid. 

The Indian Muslims, numbering about seventy millions, and forming 
numerically the most important part ofthe Muslim world at the time, had 
long taken a strong interest in the Ottoman Caliphate. In the nineteenth 
century, although the Ottoman Empire was progressively weakened by 
loss of more territories inhabited by the Muslims to non-Muslim powers, 
the Sultän's claim was consolidated because of the growing strength of 
religious movements of solidarity against Western domination. India and 
Russia, with large Muslim minorities, were among the most active centres 
of pro-Ottoman campaigns. Later on, during the mutiny of 1857 in India, 
the British further boosted the Ottoman Sultän by obtaining a proclarna
tion from hirn urging the Indian Muslims to remain loyal to the British. 
And again during the Crimean War 'the British themselves had magnified 
Turkey in the Indian eyes. In the second half of the nineteenth century, 
Sultan 'Abdul 'Aziz's claim to be the universal Khalifa of Islam was 
generally accepted by the Indo-Muslim middleclass intelligentsia. It can 
be safely assumed that he was the first Ottoman sultan in whose name the 
khu/ba was read in Indian mosques.' 16 The momentum of the pro
Ottoman movement was kept up by the rise of the nationalist fervour in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. By that time, an intellectual dimen
sion was added to the movement by the Muslim middle classes, who 
gradually overcame their dependence on the imperial system, and began 
to express their discontent against the British in sophisticated ideological 
and literary forms. It was from among them that the Muslim leaders of 
India's struggle for independence arose: Abu'l-Kalam Äzäd, Mui).ammad 
'Ali and his brother Shawkat 'All. When the First World War broke out, 
pro-Ottoman feeling had ironically become a robust anti-British vehicle. 
Britain was soon to be condemned not only for such imperialist brutalities 
as the Amritsar massacre, but also for its complicity in the disintegration 
of the Ottoman Empire, and the weakening of its CaliphateP 

In 1919, all-India 'Khiläfat (Caliphate) Conferences' were organised, 
and aroused Muslims' emotions in favour of the Ottoman Caliph. These 
were soon followed by the formation of the Khiläfat Committee which, 
under the vigorous leadership of Mui).ammad 'Ali and others, mobilised 
the whole theological weight of Indian Islam in an anti-British campaign. 
This established an organic link between Indian nationalism and 
'Khiläfatism', which ensured Muslim-Hindu co-operation in the struggle 
for India's independence until the years immediately before the Second 
World War. But the Khiläfatists were soon to face bitter frustrations. 
Already many of the nations of the Empire had achieved their indepen-
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dence from the Sublime Porte. This had not deflected the determination of 
the Khiläfatists, who strove sanguinely to re-establish the Ottoman suze
rainty over the lost territories.18 But then came the decision of the Grand 
National Assembly ofTurkey to replace the Sultanate with republicanism, 
and maintain the Caliphate only as a spiritual office. We saw that the Indian 
Muslims' expression of concern over this development only helped to ex
pedite the abolition of the Caliphate, and secularisation of Turkey. From 
then onwards, the appeal of the movement started to decline, and the 
majority of educated Indian Muslims concentrated their efforts on internal 
problems. In 1925, the Khilafat movement announced that 'it had turned 
its attention to the communal welfare of the Indian Moslems', and even 
turned down the invitation to attend the 1926 conference in Cairo to 
discuss the future of the Caliphate.19 

This waning of enthusiasm, however, did not affect the dogmatic 
position of the hard core of the movement. Its most articulate represent
ative, Abu'l-Kaläm Äzäd, was distinguished from others not only because 
of his belief in the necessity of the 'reconstruction' of Islam, but also by his 
mastery of Islamic theology. His views agreed with those of Mustapha 
Kemal so far as he too considered the Ottoman Caliphate to be different 
from the Papacy. But Äzäd's reasoning was his own: in Islam, 'spiritual 
leadership is the due of God and his Prophet alone'. So obedience to the 
Caliphate was binding on all Muslims, though not in the same degree 
as submission to God and his Prophet'.z° In all this he was reproducing, 
with only occasional alterations MäwardI's theory. It is, therefore, diffi
cult to imagine that men like him simply changed their mind overnight to 
swim with the tide of secularism, and supported the abolition of the 
Caliphate. On the other hand, we could not find conclusive evidence to 
judge with certainty the response of the Indian Muslim thinkers-as 
distinct from the masses- to the abolition. The only substantial evidence 
is provided by the work of Mul)ammad Iqbäl, the most sophisticated of 
Islamic modernists in India, who gave a clear judgement in favour of the 
Turkish move. But then Iqbal was deeply influenced by the Western modes 
of thought, and in any case could not be regarded as the representative of 
the 'orthodox' trend. 

Iqbäl also approved of the abolition of the Caliphate primarily on the 
same grounds as those we just quoted from Mustapha Kemal: the Otto
man Caliphate, he said, had long become 'a mere symbol of apower which 
departed long ago', because the Iranians always stood aloof from the 
Turks in view of their doctrinal differences; Morocco 'always looked 
askance at them, and Arabia has cherished private ambition' .21 The idea of 
a universal Caliphate was a workable idea when the empire of Islam was 
intact, but it had now become an obstacle in the way of areunion of 
independent Muslim states. But how could the abolition of the Caliphate 
be justified in terms of the Sunnl political theory? 

Iqbäl's basic answer to this question was that the Turks had merely 
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practised ijtihiid by taking the view that the Caliphate could be vested 
sometimes in a body of persons, or an elected assembly. Although 'the 
religious doctors of Egypt and India had not yet expressed themselves on 
the point', he personally found the Turkish view to be 'perfectly sound': 
'6e republican form of government is not only thoroughly consistent with 
the spirit of Islam, but has also become a necessity in view of the new forces 
that are set free in the world ofIslam'.22 He further cited two examples of 
earlier Sunnl adaptation ofthe Caliphate to political realities: first was the 
abolition of the condition of Qarashiyat (descent from the tribe of 
Quraysh) by Qä(FAbü Bakr Bäqillänl (d. 403/1013), for the candidates of 
the Caliphate, in deference to the 'facts of experience', namely the political 
fall of the Quraysh and their consequent inability to rule the world of 
Islam. The second was Ibn Khaldün's suggestion, four centuries later, 
that since the power ofthe Quraysh had vanished, there was 'no alternative 
but to accept the most powerful man as Imäm or Caliph in the country 
where he happens to be powerful'. Iqbäl concluded from all this that there 
was no difference between the position of Ibn Khaldün, who had realised 
'the hard logic offacts', and the attitude of modem Turks, who were equally 
'inspired ... by the realities of experience, and not by the scholastic reason
ings of jurists who lived and thought under different conditions of life'.23 

These were brave words at the time, expressive of an enlightened spirit 
impatient with the backwardness ofthe Muslims and the obscurantism of 
their religious leaders. But if they were meant to persuade those leaders to 
change their attitude, and come to terms with the modem world, they 
proved to be self-defeating. This was partly because they were based on the 
sanguine assumption that the abolition of the Caliphate did not necessarily 
mean the severance of Turkey's links with Islam as the state religion, and 
their persuasiveness was therefore soon sapped by events. But the more 
important reason was Iqbäl's constant resort to arguments resting on 'facts 
of experience', 'realities of experience', and 'hard logic of facts'. Now it is 
quite possible to find the equivalents of these notions in the SunnI legal 
devices of istilJsiin, evading a fixed code in the in terests of 'what is better', 
and isti~lälJ, doing the same 'for the sake of general benefit to the com
munity'. But even these genuine dispensations for occasional departures 
from established norms, let alone Iqbäl's philosophical escapades, must 
have shocked the orthodoxy, when the point at issue was not the infraction 
of minor rules of the Islamic commercial or penal law but the fate of the 
highest institution in the political structure of Sunnl Islam. Iqbäl's appeal 
for the revitalisation of political thought in Islam was further weakened by 
his attack on the 'Ulamä' as scholastic jurists bent on perpetuating legal 
anachronisms. However, if his appeal was to have had any chance of 
success beyond the tiny circle ofWestemised Muslims, it would have been 
thanks to the blessing of the same 'Ulamä', and their readiness to convey 
it to a wider audience. He was undoubtedly aware of his need for the 
traditionalists' support. This is clear from his attempt to seek legitimacy 
for his modernism in the views of two figures from the past - Bäqillänl and 
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Ibn Khaldun. These precedents were of dubious value to his case. 
Baqillänl's opinion did carry some weight with the conservatives; but it 
could not go very far in silencing their criticisms of the Turks, because 
suggesting the elimination of only one prerequisite of the Caliphate was 
different from endorsing its total demise. Ibn Khaldun was even less 
effective, since, however eminent his position as a founder of sociology, he 
occupies no place in the pantheon of SunnI theology or jurisprudence. 

Outside India, the only authoritative religious response to the abolition 
came from Egypt - from a group of religious scholars, who held a session 
to discuss the matter, under the chairmanship of the Rector of al-Azhar, 
Shaykh Mul).ammad Abu'l-Fa<;ll al-JizäwI, and the President of the High 
Religious Court, Mul).ammad Mu~tafä al-Maräghi, and attended by the 
representatives of the principal legal schools of Sunnlsm. The gathering 
of such figures, particularly at a time when the revivalist legacy of 
Mul).ammad 'Abduh stood at a very low ebb among the Azharites, could 
hardly be suspect of harbouring any modernistic, let alone secularist, 
intentions. Nevertheless, the resolution of the scholarly gathering shows 
that even in this body, despite its orthodox pronouncements, there was a 
willingness to come to terms with the new development. This is apparent, 
first, from its refusal to be drawn into the dispute over the theoretical 
justification of the Caliphate. Whereas the traditional exponents of the 
Caliphate have mostly insisted on its canonical obligatoriness (wujüb 
sharT), the resolution merely defined the Caliph or Imäm as 'the 
representative of the Prophet in guarding the religion, and implementing 
its precepts, and administering the affairs of the people in accord with the 
religious law' -a standard definition, but one which made no claim about 
the Caliphate being necessitated by the divine revelation. This could be 
conducive to a more flexible framework to deliberate on its future. Second, 
the resolution criticised those Muslims who still feIt themselves bound by 
the oath of allegiance to the deposed Caliph and regarded obedience to hirn 
as a religious duty. It is interesting that although its authors belonged to 
Arab culture, the resolution did not base its criticism of such Muslims on 
the belief that the Turks were wrong in arrogating the Caliphate to them
selves. Instead, it merely argued that the oath of allegiance had been illegal 
in the first place, because it had been taken to a Caliph who did not deserve 
this title in so far as he lacked temporal power. Third, the resolution 
accepted the abolition of the Caliphate as a fait accompli, and although 
noting the consternation and anxiety that it had caused among Muslims, 
thought that it was now time to hold a congress to decide the future of the 
Caliphate 'on a basis which would not only conform to Islamic tenets, but 
would also fit the Islamic arrangements to which the Muslims had con
sented for their government' -a clear reference to the modem political 
systems adopted by various Muslim nations in recent times. The authors 
also conceded that this could be done only after recovering '[our] com
posure, after deliberation and awareness of different viewpoints'.24 

In view of such evident clues to the readiness for accommodation with 
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non-traditionalists, the rest of the story of the debate over the Caliphate in 
Egypt-and in Sunni Islam-is a frustrating tale of deadlocked polemics. 
Because, although the name of the next critic of the Caliphate, 'All 'Abd 
ar-Räziq (d. 1966), marked the highest point in the debate, it also marked a 
vociferous orthodox reaction which quashed all hopes for the debate being 
brought to a conc1usion, or to a synthesis of opposing views. 'Abd 
ar-Räziq was certainly the most controversial theorist thrown up by the 
crisis. He took advantage of the abolition of the Caliphate to launch a 
forceful attack on the entire traditional school ofIslamic political thought. 
On this point, he contested the views of not only the orthodox 'Ulamä', 
but also modernists like Rashid RiQä, who, despite differences, shared his 
anti-dogmatic feelings. All this was somewhat paradoxical, because he had 
a deeper immersion in traditional education: he had completed all his 
studies at al-Azhar, and acted for some time as a judge of the Religious 
Court. Having attended, at the new Egyptian University, lectures by 
Nallino on literature, and those by Santillana on philosophy, and having 
spent some time in Oxford pursuing studies in law and economy (which he 
had to leave unfinished because of the outbreak of the First World War), 
he was also familiar with Western culture. But contrary to those of Iqbäl, 
his writings did not indicate much absorption of Western thought - this, 
in fact, was his strong point in so far as his ideas were meant to influence 
moderate religious opinion. In his principal work Al-Isläm wa u~ul al-lJukm 
('Islam and the Fundamentals of Government') he also made greater use 
of the legal and historical antecedents of the Sunm political theory. So in 
presenting his ideas 'Abd ar-Räziq enjoyed avantage-point to contribute 
to a new Sunm consensus on the relations hip between Islam and the modern 
state.25 His central argument was that the Caliphate had no basis either 
in the Qur'än, or the Tradition, or the consensus. To prove each part of 
this argument, he dealt in some detail with the major pieces of evidence 
which are normally drawn from these three sources in establishing the 
'obligatoriness' ofthe Caliphate. He rightly said that the Qur'än nowhere 
makes any mention of the Caliphate in the specific sense of the political 
institution we know in history. As he says, this is all the more puzzling in 
view ofwhat God has said in it: 'We have neglected nothing in the Book' 
(6: 38). All the verses which are commonly supposed to .sanction the 
Caliphate do in fact nothing of the sort: they merely enjoin the Muslims 
to obey God, the Prophet and the 'Holders of Authority'. It is the term 
'Holders of Authority' (ulu'l-amr) which is alleged by some Sunmwriters 
to mean the Caliphs. But the great commentators of the Qur'än have 
expressed a different opinion: according to BayQäwl it means the Muslim 
contemporaries of the Prophet, and according to Zamakhshari:, the 
'Ulamä'.26 Nor can any convincing proof be extracted from the sayings 
attributed to the Prophet: 'The Imäms [should bel from the Quraysh' or 
'He who dies and has no obligation of allegiance [to the Imäm] dies the 
death ofignorance': 'even when', says 'Abd ar-Räziq, 'one assurnes these 
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hadiths to be authentic, they do not prove that the Caliphate is a religious 
doctrine, and one of the articles of faith'. Christ has said: 'Render unto 
Caesar what is Caesar's, and unto Christ what is Christ's'; but this cannot 
be taken to mean that Christ has regarded Caesar's regime to be necessary 
for his followers. Similarly, Islam has called upon the Muslims to respect 
and help the poor, or emancipate slaves, but this does not signify the 
obligatoriness of poverty and slavery.27 

To dispose of consensus as the last, conceivable sanction, 'Abd ar-Riiziq 
argued that, judging from concrete historical instances, consensus, whether 
in the sense of the agreement of the Prophet's Companions and their 
followers, or that of the 'Ulamä' or the entire Muslim community, has 
never played any role in installing the Caliphs - except in the case of the 
first four. The Caliphate has always been established by force, and main
tained by oppression: it is for this reason that political science has always 
been a barren discipline, and political writings have been so scant among 
the Muslims. If there has been any consensus serving as the legitimiser of 
the Caliphate in history, it has been ofthe kind that the Muslimjurists refer 
to as 'the consensus of silence' (ijma' suküfi). Being himself an expert on 
Islamic jurisprudence,28 'Abd ar-Riiziq feIt confident enough to declare 
that consensus in this sense can never be used to deduce 'religious proof 
and canonical rule'. To underline the perils of 'consensus of silence' he 
mentioned the example of the enthronement of Fay~al, the son of Sharif 
l;Iusayn, as the King ofIraq, after the First World War, which was justified 
by the British claim that 'the people who loose and bind' (ahl al-hall wa'l 
'aqd), namely the religious and politicalleaders, had consented to it. From 
a strict1y legal point of view, he said, the British were right: there had 
indeed been an election of sorts, in the form of consultation with the tribai 
chiefs and the 'Ulamä' - but this was as valid a form of consensus as the 
one arranged by the Umayyad ruler, Mu 'äwiyah, to receive the oath of 
allegiance to his son Yazid: in the year 55/674 he summoned aB the 
representatives of Muslims to an assembly in wh ich he obtained their 
agreement to Yazid's succession at the point of the sword.29 

Thus far, 'Abd ar-Riiziq's reasonings could be excused by many a 
traditionalist as a legitimate expression of an unconventional opinion on 
the Caliphate -especially at a time when that institution was completely 
discredited. But he then doomed his book to orthodox damnation by 
introducing an issue which, although being re la ted to the question of the 
Caliphate, was tangential to his immediate concern. This was the question 
whether Islam, as a system of religious doctrines, necessitated the creation 
of government at all. No sincere Muslim can answer this question in the 
negative without exposing himselfto serious inconsistency. 'Abd ar-Räziq 
accordingly admitted that contrary to the Caliphate, the creation of 
government has in fact been envisaged in the Qur'iin as an essential 
instrument to administer the affairs ofMuslims, and protect their interests: 
when God says that he has elevated certain individuals above others 
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(43: 32), or when He orders the Prophet to adjudicate among people 
according to the Book, and not to follow individual vagaries (5: 48), 
He is indeed proclaiming the necessity of government. But this again does 
not mean that government is a fundamental principle of religion. True the 
Prophet, during his period of messengership, also performed some 
political acts, such as conducting wars, appointing officials, collecting 
alms-tax and distributing spoils of war, but none of these acts was directly 
related to his Prophetie mission. Even jihiid cannot be considered as a 
function ofprophecy, because according to 'Abd ar-Räziq's reading ofthe 
Qur'än, God has instructed the Muslims to propagate their religion only 
through peaceful persuasion and preaching. Whenever the Prophet 
resorted to acts of war, it was not for the sake of disseminating the religious 
call, but 'for the sake of state tor kingdom, mulk], and towards con
solidating the Islamic polity. And there is no state which is not based on 
the sword, and sustained by virtue of violence and subjugation'.30 This 
should mean that an the other verses in the Qur'än enjoining, for instance, 
the Muslims to strike the infidels wherever they find them, should be 
interpreted in the same vein -although 'Abd ar-Räziq does not explicitly 
say so. What is significant is that he thus draws a distinct line between the 
Prophet's position as a responsible statesman, and his position as a 
religious or spiritual teacher. Hence, an the Prophet's political acts should 
be explained in terms of the requirements of maintaining an emerging 
state, but any attempt at relating them to the essence of his divine mission 
is totally unjustified. Ironically, a crucial reason mentioned by the author 
in support of this argument is the principle of individual responsibility in 
Islam - that is, one of the main points used by modern, radical writers to 
encourage the Muslims to take a more active part in the political life of 
their societies: had God wanted the Prophet to undertake the political as 
wen as religious leadership of the Muslims, He would not have warned the 
Prophet repeatedly against acting as the 'agent' (wakil), 'guardian' (~afi~), 
or 'holder of absolute authority (musay!ir) over the Muslims, while 
reminding him that his sole function is to communicate (al-balägh) the 
divine message through wise words, sermon and dialectics.31 

The conc1usion of all this debate was the most subtle part of 'Abd 
ar-Räziq's arguments-and one which has been most misunderstood by 
many of his critics and expositors alike, with damaging results for the 
overall impression that his work made on religious thinking. This con
clusion can be stated in two propositions : first, political authority and 
government, however indispensable for implementing Islamic ideals, do 
not belong to the essence of Islam and specifically do not constitute any of 
its cardinal principles.32 Second, Islam, if properly understood, leaves the 
Muslims free to choose whatever form of government they find suitable to 
ensure their welfare. The opposite belief that in Islam, religion and politics 
form a unified whole, is wrong so far as it associates politics primarily with 
the Caliphate, and then with the despotie regimes that have ruled the 
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Muslims throughout history. 'Abd ar-Räziq considers the currency ofthis 
belief to be the result of both the observations of well-meaning, 'realistic' 
historians like Ibn Khaldün. who have erected an existing state of affairs 
into a dogmatic axiom, and the cynical insinuation of the despots them
selves who wanted to give an appearance of sanctity to their rule.33 The 
final remark of the book summed up the author's urge to see his con
clusions turned to the service of political activism among Muslims today: 
'There is nothing in the religion which prevents Muslims from competing 
with other nations in the field of social and political sciences, and from 
demolishing that antiquated order which has subjugated and humiliated 
them, and to build up rules of their state and the organisation of their 
government on the basis of the most modem achievements of human 
reason, and on the most solid experiences of nations as to the best 
principles of government'. 34 

It is possible that if the essential ideas of the book had not been dressed 
in such a provocative language, they would have been received differently 
by the orthodox establishment-at a time when it was reeling under the 
blows of the Turkish secularisers. It is an indication of the tendentious 
spirit in which the book was treated by the orthodox' Ulama' that, in their 
most authoritative statement denouncing its contents, they singled out a 
neutral reference to Bolshevism by the author as evidence of his Com
munistic beliefs. 'Abd ar-Räziq's actual remark had been that if the 
Muslims jurists, in establishing the necessity of the Caliphate, merely 
wanted to demonstrate the necessity of government in general, then wh at 
they said was true: 'Promoting the religious symbols', he said, 'and 
ensuring the people's welfare do indeed depend on the Caliphate, in the 
sense of government - in whatever form and kind the government may be, 
absolutist or conditional, personal or republican, despotic constitu
tional or consultative, democratic, socialist or bolshevist. '35 Apparently 
seizing on this sentence, the Special Court of al-Azhar, set up to pass 
judgement on the author, declared: 'In addition to negating the religious 
foundation of the Islamic (state), and revolting against the repeated cases 
of the Muslims' consensus with regard to their form of government, he 
takes the position of licensing the Muslims to instal a Bolshevic state. '36 

The more draconian measure was taken by another court, composed of 
twenty-five prominent scholars of al-Azhar, which, invoking a law 
enacted in 1911 binding the institution to prosecute the offenders against 
the prestige of the 'Ulama', deprived 'Abd ar-Räziq of both his Azharite 
diploma and judicial appointment. 

All this was understandable in the emotionally-charged atmosphere 
prevailing in the Sunni world in 1925. But the regrettable fact was that 
when passions subsided, instead of such anathemisations giving way to a 
more sober judgement, the work itself fell into oblivion, except in the 
studies of a few Western scholars - until recent times. The orthodox 
'Ulama' were not, of course, short of arguments against the work, so far 
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as they ignored 'Abd ar-Räziq's distinction between Caliphate and govern
ment, and presumed that if they could prove the legitimacy of both on the 
basis of Muslim historical practices, that should be enough to prove the 
'obligatoriness' of both too. The special Court of al-Azhar peremptorily 
dismissed the work in these terms: 'It is evident that the bases of govern
ment, and the sources oflegislation with the Muslims are the Book ofGod, 
the Prophetic Tradition, and the consensus of the Muslims. For Muslims, 
there can be nothing better than these. Shaykh 'Ali ['Abd ar-Räziq] wants 
Muslims to demolish what is based on these foundations.' Another 
religious scholar, Shaykh Mul;1ammad Bakhit, in a voluminous rebuttal, 
overlooked all the nuances in the author's case by reducing it to a simple 
claim that 'the system on which the government of Abü Bakr, and three 
other Rightly-Guided [Räshidün] Caliphs was based is ineffective and 
antiquated because of its disconnection with the social and political 
sciences, and that the achievements of human intellect are sounder and 
better than it.' He further simplified the debate by saying that 'this amounts 
to the author's negation of the principles of Islamic government, and of 
what was set up by the Emissary of God ... compared with which nothing 
can be better and sounder, emanating as it does from the light of God. '37 

The tenor of recent criticisms of 'Abd ar-Räziq is different. Echoing 
the growing modernist urge for the integration of religious fervour with 
political action, these assail hirn less for his challenge to an institution long 
revered by the Sunnl Muslims than for his denial of the inseparability of 
religion and politics in Islam.38 This line of criticism is justified to the 
extent that its aim is to prove that Islamic ideals cannot be realised only 
through persuasion and moral example. But it still does not disprove 
'Abd ar-Räziq's central contention that neither the Caliphate nor govern
ment constitutes an article of the Muslim faith. More significantly, what 
both the traditional and modern critics fail to appreciate is that the main 
lesson which he tries to convey to his readers through the more explicit of 
his conclusions is less concerned with the depoliticisation of Islam than 
with showing the main cause of the poverty of political thought and the 
atrophying ofthe critical faculties among Muslims. He holds this cause to 
be the sacrosanct character that the Muslims have historically attributed 
to their regimes, and their resultant belief that any revolt against mlers is 
tantamount to arevolt against the fundamental principles of Islam. This 
view is certainly not invalidated by the occasional dispensations that the 
jurisconsults have made for legitimate rebellion against unjust rulers, since 
in practice the ultimate authority for ascertaining the legitimacy of any 
rebellion is itself beholden to the mlers. 

E. I. 1. Rosenthai has raised a different objection that might be similarly 
levelled against 'Abd ar-Räziq from an orthodox standpoint, which is 
inherent in any conception of Islam as an all-inclusive system of temporal 
and spiritual precepts. This is the relationship between state and law in 
Islam. The Imämate or Caliphate, he avers, 'is incomprehensible and 
meaningless without recognising the place and function of law in it. The 
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student ofIslam from the time ofthe Caliphate to the modem age is aware 
that the question of a religious or a lay state depends on the place of the 
Shari'ah in astate created by and for the Muslims. The source (divine or 
human) and the extent of the law of such astate determine its character. 
The law in force makes it a religious or a lay state .... By definition, then, 
astate whose criminal and private law is not based on the Shan'ah is not 
an Islamic state, even where Islam is the state religion and the personal 
status law is the Shari'ah-law, be it entirely traditional or modernised in 
varying degree, and whether this personal status law is administered by 
judges under religious or state authority.'39 It is true that any real or pre
sumed discretionary power vouchsafed by God and the Prophet to the 
Muslims in shaping their political institutions is limited by the imperative 
necessity of enforcing the provisions of the Sharz'ah in the penal and 
private domains. But one must not forget that despite the Sharz'ah's grasp 
of nearly all aspects of individual and sociallife, there is no such thing as 
a unified Islamic legal system, enshrined in integrated codes, and accepted 
and acknowledged unquestionably by all Muslims. There are confessional 
and sectarian divergencies over a wide spectrum of issues, ranging from the 
forbidden varieties ofwine to the rules ofthe holy war. Added to this is the 
possibility of personal interpretation of the law, a possibility wh ich, so far 
as Sunni Islam is concerned, has been enhanced ever since the birth of 
modernism in the teachings of 'Abduh. And finally, when it comes to the 
application of the la w, the willingness and readiness of the state is a deter
mining factor, and this in turn is a function of its ideological and political 
underpinnings. This is particularly borne out by the emergence of a 
number of stares in the twentieth century which have aimed at making 
Islam the sole, or the predominant, basis of their social, economic and 
political orientation. Saudi Arabia, Libya, Pakistan, and the Islamic 
Republic of Iran have all equally valid claims to be considered as Islamic 
states. But this has by no means resulted in their adoption of a uniform 
system of penal or private law. This is illustrated by the divergent ways in 
which they have treated the seemingly straightforward Qur'änic punish
ment of amputation of hands for theft. The differences in legal systems can 
be at least partly put down to the specific nature of a ruling sect 
(Wahhabism in Saudi Arabia), a certain synthesis of Islam and socialism 
(Libya), the need of a military regime for legitimacy (Pakistan), and the 
wide scope allowed to the individual judgement of religious leaders under 
Shi'Ism (Iran). In none of these cases is there a direct correlation between 
the commitment to Islam and the nature of the regime as embodied in its 
legal system. To the extent that any doctrinal or ideological element has 
been instrumental in moulding the political and juridical institutions in 
each country, it has stemmed directly from what its leaders perceive to be 
genuine Islam - a perception which is determined by a host of psychological, 
social and historical factors. 

But if the installing of the state, far from being a religious duty of 
Muslims, is merely a contingent act of political wisdom, how can the 
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attainment ofIslamic ideals be guaranteed? 'Abd ar-Räziq's reply to this 
question is implicit in his repeated descriptions of Mul)ammad's mes
sengership as a spiritual, rather than political, leaders hip : the simplicity 
of the Prophet's political arrangements for conducting the affairs of the 
Islamic state, and his refusal to leave behind any set of detailed adminis
trative directives for the future Muslim generations, testify to his wish not 
to see his ministry associated too closely with the arts of statecraft. As 
Rosenthai has noted, he thus asserted 'the purely and exclusively 
religious character of Islam'.40 If it had been allowed to develop in a 
free and honest debate, it would have eventually involved an overdue 
analysis of an area of Islamic culture which has always been vulnerable 
particularly to Western criticism - the question of the self-subsistence of 
moral values. The crux of any exaltation of the Prophet's spiritual, as 
opposed to his political or military leaders hip is that it is also an exaltation 
of individual conscience versus forcible, collective conformism. This is not 
avision alien to Islam-witness all those Qur'änic verses absolving the 
Prophet from responsibility for the salvation of individual Muslims, 
something which is essentially the fruit of their own actions. The system
atised form of this vision is a moral philosophy which va lues good deeds 
only in so far as they are anchored in the fulfilled conscience of their agents, 
and not in the fear of any external sanctions, immediate or eschatological. 

'Abd ar-Räziq did not have the opportunity to develop his views into 
such explosive conclusions. Even if he wanted to do so, violent orthodox 
reaction made sure that he would not. 

Such was the inconclusive end of the first, and perhaps the most 
important, controversy in twentieth-century Sunni political thought. The 
abolition ofthe Caliphate was outwardly a great victory for the modernists
Muslim 'revisionists' no less than secularisers - since it removed the last 
visible symbol of an outworn power structure. But the real victor at the 
end of the day was the orthodoxy which had effectively prevented a 
momentous change in the political reality from leading to a corresponding 
adjustment in the conventional notions of politicallegitimacy. Hs success 
was facilitated to a large extent by the over-confident, intemperate mood 
of some of the modernists, which made them insensitive to whatever 
potential for reform existed inside the religious community. Instead of 
developing this potential by adopting a more discriminating approach, the 
modernists launched an offensive which, simultaneous as it was with the 
secularisation of Turkey, lent plausibility to the traditionalists' charge 
that what the modernists sought was not a simple modification of religious 
attitudes, but the very eradication of Islam as an all-inclusive system of 
moral, social and political guidelines. The ideological conflict between the 
two groups was later compounded by a cultural gap: while in the twenties 
the Turkish or Egyptian opponents of the Caliphate still expressed them
selves in the conventional terms and concepts of the orthodox theory, the 
later generations of modernists increasingly tended to use terms and 
concepts borrowed from Western schools of political thought. 



3 The concept of the Islamic state 

I Mu\Iammad Rashid Ric;lä 

As was hin ted at the beginning of the last chapter, the crisis over the 
Caliphate had one subsidiary, doctrinal result: it introduced the idea ofthe 
Islamic state as an alternative to the Caliphate, which was now being 
dec1ared, either implicitly or explicitly, not only by the Turkish secularists 
but also by Muslims ofsuch diverging outlooks as 'Abd ar-Riiziq, Rashid 
Ri<;lii and the 'Ulamii' of al-Azhar to be impossible of resuscitation. But 
soon the idea moved into the centre of religio-political thinking. What 
prompted this shift was a combination of circumstances arising from the 
traditionalist response to the secularisation of Turkey, the aggressiveness 
of some Western Powers, the set backs to secular -liberal ideologies in 
Egypt, and, last but not least, the consequences of the Palestinian crisis. 
The concept was at first vague and general, but it grew in c1arity and 
hardness as these circumstances made themselves feIt, and militant 
Muslims stepped up their efforts to assert Islamic values in the face of 
Western inroads. The chiefvehic1e through which the concept was actively 
canvassed was fundamentalism, the most political manifestation of 
religious thought from the mid-twenties onwards. Fundamentalism was at 
first the meeting-ground between the puritanism ofthe Wahhäbi founders 
of Saudi Arabia, and the teachings of the Salafiyyah movement (from 
salaf, meaning forerunners), which, drawing inspiration from Mu1).ammad 
'Abduh, preached areturn to primeval Islam conceived as a religion in 
perfect harmony with the humanism and rationalism of modern Man. 
These twin wings of fundamentalism later on drifted apart, with the 
Salafiyyah being increasingly represented by activist and revolutionary 
trends, and Wahhäbism by a staunch conservatism. This chapter is 
devoted to an exposition of the ideas of M u1).ammad Rashid Ri<;lii (d. 1935), 
in many ways the founding theoretician of the Islamic state in its modern 
sense, and their continuation in the doctrines of later fundamentalists. 

As a direct disciple of 'Abduh, Rashid RiQii has exercised great influence 
in shaping the activist ideology of the Muslim Brothers in Egypt and else
where in the Sunnl-Muslim world. Besides, he was certainly the only 
Muslim thinker ofnote at his time who formulated his views on the Islamic 
state as part ofhis observations on the dissolution ofthe Caliphate c1early 
and courageously, but unlike 'Abd ar-Riiziq-with whom he shared some 
of his conc1usions - not in a way which would aggravate the tradition al ist 
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resistance to change. His thesis provides an instructive starting-point to 
gauge the degree to which the modern concept of the Islamic state has 
changed from its earlier spiritual character to its present, totally political 
nature. 

It was explained in the previous chapter how in the final days of the 
Ottoman Caliphate Arab nationalists welcomed its weakening, and 
intensified their campaign for the restoration of the Caliphate to the 
Arabs. The aftermath of the First World War, however, had a sobering 
effect on some of them. After the war, the only Arab candidate for the 
Caliphate was Shar'if I:Iusayn of Mecca, but his connections with the 
British discredited hirn in Muslim eyes. When in March 1924, after the 
abolition of the Caliphate in Turkey, he declared hirnself the Caliph of the 
Muslims, only the representatives of Iraq, I:Iijaz and east Jordan swore the 
oath of allegiance to hirn; but the Muslims of India and Egypt rejected 
hirn as a British agent. This made the Arab advocates ofthe Caliphate-as 
an institution-very cautious in making any suggestion for the future 
occupant of the office, without first finding the right candidate.1 

Rashid Ri<Jä's important treatise on the Caliphate (Al-khilafah aw'al
imiimat 'al-u?mii, the Caliphate or the Supreme Imämate, 1922-3) was 
published on the eve of the abolition of the Caliphate. Neverthe1ess, it 
gives vivid expression both to this caution, and the tension between the 
demands of Arab nationalism, and religious loyalty to the Caliphate. It is a 
work which should obviously be appreciated against the background of 
Ri<Jä's intellectual development-his change from an advocate of the 
Ottoman Caliphate in the name of Islamic universalism, to a relatively 
objective commentator on its decline-as ",eIl as in conjunction with his 
modernist ideas on the necessity of ijtihäd (independent judgement), 
legislation, and fighting ignorance and superstition among Muslims.2 He 
belonged to that generation ofSyrian emigres who made Egypt their horne 
and centre of intellectual activity at the end of the nineteenth century, and 
were therefore able to take a broader view of things.3 He condemned 
ethnic and racial prejudice, and criticised Ibn Khaldün for glorifying 
'a!jabiyyah, or group solidarity and clan partisanship, as the motivating 
force of polities, dynasties and even prophetic missions. Notwithstanding 
all this, he was an active spokesman of Syrian Arab nationalism. In 1920 
he became President of the Syrian National Congress, that elected Fay~al 
as King ofSyria. It is perhaps this oscillation between Islamic universalism 
and Arab nationalism which is behind his undogmatic, at . imes ambivalent, 
views on the Caliphate and the Islamic state -a feature which is all the more 
striking because of the unshakeable tone of conviction imparted by his 
other, innumerable articles in his periodical Al-Maniir. 

Ri<Jä brings up the subject of the Islamic state after dealing with the 
problems of the Caliphate. He does this in three stages: (1) first he traces 
the foundations ofthe Caliphate in the Islamic political theory; (2) then he 
demonstrates the cleavage between that theory and the political practice of 
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Sunni Muslims; (3) finally he advances his own idea of what an Islamic 
state should be. Each of these stages will have to be described in some 
detaiJ.4 

(1) In the first stage, his introductory resurne of the classical theory of 
the Caliphate is ostensibly aimed at establishing its 'obligatoriness' 
(wujub), which he holds to be based on the religious law (shar), and not, 
as the Mu'tazilah contended, on reason Caql). To prove his point, he relies 
heavily on the Prophetic sayings (lJadiths) and consensus (ijmä), but not 
on the Qur'än. This, and his extensive quotations from Mäwardi, Ghazäli, 
al-lji and Sa'd ad-Din at-Taftäzänl, at first create the impression that 
he has subscribed to a legalistic approach to the question. But it soon 
becomes obvious that his main objective is to show that the classical theory 
sets such high standards for the right conduct of the Caliphate that the 
institution which has come to be known under this name to Muslims in 
his tory should unhesitatingly be rejected as a monstrous deviation. In the 
light of this conclusion, his quotations from authoritative sources of the 
past transpire to be no more than precautionary lines of defence against 
possible orthodox attacks. 

He differentiates between what he calls the ideal Caliphate, which as is 
agreed by most Muslims existed only under the Räshidün (Rightly
Guided) and a few exceptional pious rulers like the Umayyad 'Umar Ibn 
'Abd al-'Azlz, and the actual Caliphate, under which the Muslims lived 
for the best part of their history. Subdividing the actual Caliphate into the 
Imämate of Necessity (al-imämat' arJ-rJarürah) and Tyranny, or conquest 
by force (at-taghallub bi'l-quwwah), he again summons the past jurists to 
his aid to demonstrate that these varieties of the Caliphate were permitted 
and tolerated only as temporary expedients, in special circumstances. The 
Imämate of Necessity was allowed in cases when all the essential pre
requisites of the Caliph, especially justice, efficiency, and descent from the 
Quraysh could not be found in one person, and the electors had therefore 
to settle for a candidate who possessed most of these qualities. The 
Imämate ofTyranny was simply installed by force, and rested on the family 
or tribaI solidarity of its founders, with no room left for the approval of the 
electors. But the jurists' permission to the Muslims to tolerate or obey 
these regimes, Ri<;lä asserts, was not supposed to be more than a dispensa
tion; by no means did it absolve the believers from the duty of striving 
towards establishing a proper Caliphate. The Imämate of Necessity had 
to be obeyed because its alternative was chaos. Less dignified was the 
obedience to the Imämate of Tyranny, because it belonged to the same 
category of actions as the eating of pork or the fiesh of animals not 
killed according to ritual requirements, and in cases of unavoidable 
necessity. Ri<;lä gives equal weight to the jurists' detailed descriptions of 
the conditions under which the Caliph forfeits his rights, and can be 
deposed. After quoting all the cases which, according to Mäwardi, give 
cause for the deposition of the Caliph (loss of moral probity, physical 
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disability, insanity, captivity, apostasy and unbelief), he dwells on the 
right to revolt against unjust rulers. He considers this problem in the case 
of a properly constituted Caliphate, because the Imamate of Tyranny 
obviously falls outside any such discussion, and is governed by the 
maxim 'the necessities make the forbidden things permissible' (aq-4arüriit 
tubi/; al-mal)4üriit).s 

In his desire to prove the soundness of the theoretical Caliphate, RiQä 
simply avers that the past authorities have imposed the obligation to res ist 
injustice and oppression on ahl al-/;all wa'l-'aqd, 'the people who loose 
and bind'. This term, which we have come across several times before, 
covers all varieties of the representatives of the community, particularly 
the 'Ulamä'. The vital condition which should be observed by this group 
in exercising its right to resist injustice 'even ifby war' is that the 'advant
ages of such an act should outweigh its disadvantages '.6 RiQä again quotes 
c1assical jurists in support of this, but what he fails to do is to examine 
questions left unanswered in the principal sources of c1assical theory. In 
the first place, the qualifications laid down for the exercise of the right to 
revolt can, in practice, evidently be more constrictive than vague phrases 
like 'advantages outweighing disadvantages' would imply. The urge to 
revolt must always be weighed against the fear that it might result in 
anarchy. This fear acts as an ever-present deterrent to rebellion by making 
the status quo, compared with probable ensuing civil strife, appear as 'the 
lesser of the two evils'. Then there is the problem of defining exact1y what 
constitutes injustice and oppression, and what is equally important, deter
mining whether they have been committed with a frequency and on a scale 
which would warrant revolt. Presumably occasional contraventions of the 
canons of justice cannot give cause for rebellion, since they fall into the 
category of ma ':jiyah, or individual sin, which, contrary to kufr (unbelief), 
is a controversial ground for disobeying the Caliph; some authorities 
maintain that in such cases he should mere1y be advised to correct his 
behaviour7 And finally, there is the procedural problem of locating the 
authority for settling the foregoing questions. This, in fact, is part of the 
larger problem ofthe accountability ofthe Caliph or ruler in general which 
we shall discuss in the following chapter. In RiQa 's analysis, the only 
people qualified to pass judgement on the conduct of the rulers are again 
those who 'loose and bind'.s In the absence of any tradition of political 
thinking outside the framework of the Shari'ah, however, these leaders 
can do no other than follow the advice of the 'Ulama', or the mujtahids. 
So ultimately everything turns on the ability and integrity ofthe 'Ulama' 
to voice their honest opinion on vital political issues. When one remembers 
that in c1assical theory the Caliph was also supposed to be a mujtahid,9 
the challenge posed to the 'Ulama' byan offending Caliph seems all the 
more daunting. 

But, like 'Abdüh,lO RiQä diagnoses the corruption of the 'Ulama', and 
their subservience to rulers, as one of the main causes of the distortion of 
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the Caliphate, from its ideal form under the Räshidün into an apparatus 
serving the basest interests of the despots and dynasts, thus making 
tyranny the normal form of government in Islamic history.u Hence the 
very people who are charged with the task of preserving the justness of the 
system prove to be the mainstay of its abuses. The vicious circle is complete 
- freedom from injustice is not possible without the 'Ulama' taking the 
lead, but the 'Ulama' themselves perpetuate injustice by giving it an air of 
divine providence. The conundrum is not exclusive to the theory of the 
Caliphate, but is inherent in any political system shielded by an ideology, 
since this is bound to produce after a while self-appointed guardians of its 
'truth', ready to huri accusations ofheresy at all potential or actual rivals. 

Interestingly enough, when it comes to mentioning specific cases from 
history ofhow the Muslims have used their legitimate right to revolt against 
unjust rulers, Ri<;la mentions only the example of the Turks overthrowing 
the Ottoman SultanateP This is strange, not only because the subsequent 
secularisation of Turkey greatly diminished the value of any argument 
that the Turkish decision to overthrow the Sultanate had been a simple 
exercise ofthe right to resist, or revolt, against injustice, but also because
as was noted before13 - the Turks had justified their decision by denying 
both the canonical obligatoriness and primacy of the Caliphate -a view 
diametrically opposed to that taken by Ri<;la in the earlier sections of his 
treatise.14 But perhaps such laconic re marks in favour of the Turkish 
decision constitute a more reliable indicator of Ri<;la's real feelings on the 
subject than the quotations from the orthodox jurists. Perhaps these 
quotations were really meant to ward off the accusations of heresy, in 
order to make his suggestion for the future of the Caliphate palatable to 
orthodox tastes. One thing certainly casts doubt on the seriousness of 
Ri<;la's debate about the right to revolt. He quotes all the principal jurists 
on the matter, except one who otherwise enjoys his unstinting admiration: 
Ibn Taymiyyah. It was, as was mentioned in the Introduction, Ibn 
Taymiyyah who, with more authority than any other orthodox jurist, 
sharpened the Muslims' consciousness ofthe excruciating choice they have 
to make between anarchy and injustice, every time they feel oppressed by a 
tyrant. It was with hirn that endurance of the status quo acquired the 
dignity of a pious act. His warning against the evils of anarchy has to be 
treated seriously because it comes not from a pseudo-intellectual 
cynically preaching doctrines favourable to the interests of the ruling 
classes but from a devoted religious thinker who had the interests of the 
Muslims at heart, and paid for his convictions with his freedom. 

But this omission might also be to Ri<;lä's credit, because it denotes his 
awareness of a major pitfall in Sunnl political theory. He undoubtedly 
knew that so long as the authority of a government, whether called 
Caliphate or otherwise, is supposedly sanctioned by religious tenets, no 
rebellion against it can be easily justified. Quoting Ibn Taymiyyah 
would have faced him with the necessity of engaging in a great deal of 
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sophistry to explain it away, or make it consonant with his other argu
ments. He therefore saw the way out of the vicious circle created by the 
'Ulamä's double role as both the defenders and monitors ofthe status quo, 
by concentrating on the familiar safeguards against the abuse of power: 
unfailing enforcement of the principle of consultation (shura) between the 
ruler and the 'people who loose and bind',15 full assumption by the latter 
group of its responsibility for the sound conduct of public affairs, and 
what for hirn seemed to be the most important of all, restoring the pristine 
standards of simplicity, humility and fmgality in the lifestyle of the mlers, 
so that those attaining high positions are not motivated by the desires of 
self-aggrandisement and hegemony. Of these suggestions, only that on the 
necessity of reactivating the 'people who loose and bind' is both cmcial 
and practical, and we shalliater consider its implications. Consultation is 
also feasible, provided it is clearly defined and, as Ri<;lä hirnself realised, 
guaranteed by solid constitutional arrangements. The last proposal, on 
the mlers' modest living, is obviously purely moral, and re lies heavily on 
the good faith of the mlers, although one shrewd way of ensuring it, which 
he advises on the Prophet's authority, is to debar from office those who 
display willingness to occupy it (tälib al-wiläyah la yuwallä).16 

(2) The second stage of Ri<;lä's advance towards the idea of the Islamic 
state is to examine a number of practical difficulties hindering the 
rehabilitation of the Caliphate-especially finding the right person to 
become the Caliph of all Muslims, as well as the right city for his capital. 
Surveying the political scene, he mIes out the most ambitious candidate 
for the Caliphate at the time, Sharif I:Iusayn of Mecca, for his despotism, 
lack of canonical knowledge, pro-British sympathies, and opposition to 
reformism. Turks are also naturally excluded, since they were at the time 
opposed to the concentration of all spiritual and political powers in the 
hands of one man anyway. He is silent on the Egyptian candidates. Only 
Imäm Yal).yä of the Yemen enjoys his approval because of his mastery of 
the religious law, moral probity, efficiency, political semi-independence, 
and Qurayshl descent. But he admits that the Imäm could become the 
Caliph of all Muslims only if, first, the people ofI:Iijäz, Tihämah and Najd 
agreed to take the oath of allegiance to hirn, and, second, if the Imäm 
hirnself undertook to observe the mIes of ijtihäd by allowing all groups of 
Muslims to follow their particular rites. In point of fact, laying such 
conditions was another way of stating the impracticality of the whole 
scheme, for the simple reason that the Imäm belonged to the ZaydI sect 
of Shl'ism. Although, as Ri<;lä rightly points out, compared with other 
Shi'is, the Zaydis are the closest to Sunni, especially I:Ianafi, Muslims in 
canonical matters, it is hard to imagine how the majority ofSunru Muslims 
could have brought themselves to obeying a Shi'i caliph, of whatever 
denomination. I? 

So he arrives at the sad conclusion that there really is no candidate to 
meet the ideal requirements of the Caliphate. For more or less the same 
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kind of reasons he finds both I:Iijäz and Istanbul unsuitable as the seat of a 
restored Caliphate. Ideally, he says, the Caliphate should be revived 
through the co-operation between the Turks and the Arabs ofthe Peninsula, 
who between themse1ves possess the essential qualities required for the 
regeneration of Islam. The Turks occupy a place between the rigidity of 
the Arabs ofthe Peninsula and the undiscriminating, Westernised outlook 
of those who seek to dispense with the re1igious and historical con
stituents of the Islamic community; the determination, tenacity and 
courage of Turkey's new leaders, and their skill in military techniques, 
ensure their success in reforming Islam by establishing a Caliphate 
equipped with both the material strength and moral virtues necessary to 
protect the Muslims from Bolshevism and anarchy. The Arabs of the 
Peninsula, on the other hand, are the 'substance' and 'root' of Islam; 
there is no traee of heresy and Westernisation in their midst, their only 
defect being 'ignorance of the ways of administering and deve10ping the 
land'.18 He also praises the Arabs because of the pivotal place of their 
language in Islam; this has nothing to do with national or racial pre
judiees, but is cleverly incorporated into his reformistic doctrines: Islamie 
revivalism depends on ijtihiid in religious law, and ijtihiid is impossible 
without proper understanding of the sources of the law, for whieh know
ledge of Arabic is an indispensable tool. Again the realist in hirn takes over; 
he confesses to his lack of confidence in both the Arabs and the Turks, 
because neither of them has reached the requisite degree of progress, and 
neither is showing any readiness to co-operate in such an enterprise.19 

He then makes a suggestion whieh, although sounding as utopian as the 
previous one, gives hirn the opportunity to set forth his principal ideas on 
the nature and future of the Caliphate: it should be installed, so he 
proposes, in an 'intermediary zone' between the Arabian Peninsula and 
Anatolia, where Arabs, Turks and Kurds live side by side; for instance in 
Mosul, which at that time was the bone of contention between Iraq, 
Turkey and Syria, and moreover he wants the adjoining territories, which 
were also being claimed by Syria, to be annexed to it. He hopes that onee 
the area is declared neutral, as the seat of the Caliphate, the parties would 
stop quarrelling over it, and Mosul would be truly 'worthy of its name (in 
Arabic, mau~il, literally, the place of re-union) ... serving as the spiritual 
link (riibitah wa~l ma'nawT)' at a geographie borderline.20 

The metaphor 'spiritual link' is in fact the key to Ri<;lä's vision of a 
regenerate Caliphate - and of an Islamic state. He elaborates this vision in 
his proposal on the organisation ofthe Caliphate. For hirn, this presented 
a simpler problem than the previous issues, not least because he could 
approach it free from the fear of offending any national susceptibilities. 
What he suggests is not in essence different from what the Turks had 
already done, namely, the transformation ofthe Caliphate into a spiritual 
office, serving mainly as a symbol of the unity of all Muslims, settling 
canonieal disputes, but also overseeing the general adherence to Islamic 
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rules among his followers. This is proved not only by the kind of re mark 
just quoted on the character of the Caliphal realm, but also by his heavy 
emphasis on the moral and scholarly qualities of the candidates. True, one 
can point to some of his remarks, requiring the acknowledgement of a 
properly elected Caliph as 'the just Imäm, representing the Prophet ... in 
upholding religion and temporal politics (slyäsat 'ad-dunyä)',21 to argue 
that what he had in mind was more than a purely spiritual pontificate. But 
the opposite testimony of other features ofhis scheme is overwhelming: his 
lengthy discursus on the virtues of 'independent knowledge' (al-'ilm 
al-istiqläli) or ijtihäd and other related juridical talents, which takes up 
almost the whole of the section on the 'institutions' of the future 
Caliphate22 leaves the reader in little doubt that these are for him the most 
essential qualifications of the Caliph. His reticence on efficiency, courage 
and other civic and political virtues which he hirnself enumerates in the 
first phase of his argument in the manner of classical theorists may not 
mean their exclusion, but does mean their relegation to a lower rank. His 
proposed procedure of electing the Caliph is also isulated against political 
considerations by confining the candidates to the graduates of a special 
university to be set up to train not only the future Caliphs but also religious 
judges and muftls. The courses which he recommends for the curriculum 
of such a university are all certainly useful to widen the trainee;;' general 
knowledge, but hardly to produce practical politicians: internationallaw, 
heresiography, universal history, sociology and study of papal, episcopal 
and patriarchal institutions. Lastly, the proposed administrative offices 
of the Caliphate were all of a consultative, supervisory and apostolic 
nature - which, even though carrying immense political weight, were not 
exact1y the same as the attributes of a fully-fledged Caliphate.23 

When these suggestions are read in the context of Ri<;iä's reformism - his 
attack on 'fossilised jurisconsults', his praise of modern sciences and 
technology, and his repeated.pleas for the revival of ijtihäd - their innovative 
import, and proximity to 'Abd ar-Räziq's conclusions, becomes more 
visible. But again unlike 'Abd ar-Räziq, he could not be accused ofhaving 
denied the canonical origins of the Caliphate, or having pleaded the 
separation ofreligion and politics in Islam. He had, after all, demonstrated 
his earnestness by paying attention to some ofthe practical obstacles to the 
restoration of the Caliphate in its traditional form -a feature missing from 
the works ofmost Muslim writers ofthe per iod, who concerned themselves 
with speculative generalisations. After identifying these obstacles, he had 
arrived at a conclusion wh ich was not very far from that reached by the 
Turks and 'Abd ar-Räziq -although, compared with the latter, from 
different premises. The conclusion was that, however much the Sunn! 
Muslims, hirnself included, piously wished otherwise, it was impossible to 
revive the traditional Caliphate, and hence it would be better to devise the 
nearest alternative to it. 

(3) It is here that Rashld Ri<;lä turns from the question of the Caliphate 
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to that ofthe Islamic state-a subtle, and almost imperceptible, transition. 
However paradoxical it may sound, the term he uses for the Islamic state 
(ad-dawlah, or al-IJukümat al-Islamiyyah) 24 is, at least in its modern sense, 
a new addition to Islamic nomenc1ature thanks mainly to the Ottomans. 
In c1assical Islam, state or government (the distinction between the two is a 
recent refinement) was known, ifnot as Caliphate or Imamate, then under 
such terms as imiirah (amirate), or wiliiyah (guardianship or governor
ship). RiQä does not give a definition of the Islamic state, all the time 
implying that it is synonymous with the Caliphate. Sometimes he uses 
compounds such as the 'Islamic Caliphate' (al-khiliifat al-lsliimiyyah), or 
the 'government of the Caliphate' (IJukümat al-khiliifah),25 which are 
rather tautological. Hence the many ambiguities in his plan, which is 
nominally offered in the name of the reorganisation of the Caliphate, but 
actually proposes a new entity, since some of its functions and institutions 
(for instance, legislation and propaganda) are unprecedented. It is another 
evidence of his pragmatic disposition that his plan for this reorganisation 
makes a direct assault on two vital issues: the principle of popular 
sovereignty, and the possibility of man-made laws. Schemes for the 
Islamic state which take no account of these two questions are empty 
expressions of utopian goals-and there have been many such schemes 
offered to Muslims even after RashId RiQä proposed his. He and his 
master 'Abduh deserve great credit for having at least initiated the debate 
over them. 

Of the two issues, the first is treated lightly. All that RiQä says on the 
subject is what most contemporary Muslim writers - whether traditionalist 
or modernist-charitably recommend: that once the government imple
ments the principle of shürii, or consultation between the rulers and the 
ruled, and the provisions laid down by the jurisconsults on the right to 
resist injustice, democracy is ensured for Muslims.26 But consultation 
depends on the good faith of the rulers, and the vicious circ1e created by 
the provisions against injustice has just been hin ted at. A further guarantee 
of democracy for RiQä is the predominance of the 'Ulama' who, in his 
view, are ideally placed to act as the natural and genuine representatives of 
Muslims. In saying this, he is manifestly inspired by the performance of 
the ShI'i" 'Ulama' of Iran, whom he admires as being the only men of their 
c1ass living up to this expectation by their leadership of the famous 
Tobacco Rebellion of 1892 and the Constitutional Revolution of 1906.27 
The second issue - on legislation - is treated more fully, and by leading up 
again to the function of the 'Ulama' links with his discussion on the first 
issue, and in a way makes up for its shortcomings. 

If political philosophers have normally understood law in terms of a 
rational requirement of orderly social life, the Salafi proponents of the 
Islamic state have more often tended to conceive of it as a testing ground 
for measuring the Muslim community's cultural and moral integration. It 
was 'Abduh who argued cogently against the Muslims' adoption of 
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foreign, mainly Western, laws and institutions. He put the blame for this 
firmly at the door of orthodoxy for its impervious juridical outlook: by 
ignoring the Shari'ah 's boundless resources for legal renovation, orthodoxy 
fostered the misconception that Islam by its very nature is incapable of 
coping with the growing complexity of modern life, and Muslims had 
therefore to have recourse to foreign laws. Pursuing the same point, 
Rashld RiQä likens the legal system of every society to its language: just as 
no language should allow the grammatical rules of another language to 
govern its syntax and mo des of expression, if it wants to keep its identity, 
no nation should adopt the laws of another nation without exercising its 
independent judgement and power of adaptation for adjusting them to its 
beliefs, mores and interests, otherwise it will fall prey to mental anarchy, 
and forfeit its solidarity and independence. The Muslims have not only 
borrowed foreign laws, worse still, they have done so without any sense of 
discrimination. They can now achieve cultural and moral redemption only 
by liberating all the latent agents of dynamism in their religion. For 'Abduh, 
the main methodological tools for bringing this about were first, the 
principle of isti~liih or ma~la~ah, the supremacy of public interest as the 
guiding norm to deduce laws from the Qur'än and Tradition, and second, 
the method of ikhäyiir (selection) or talfiq, namely comparison and 
synthesis of the good points of all the four Sunni legal schools, and even 
the opinions of independent jurists not adhering to any of them.28 

As muftt of Egypt, 'Abduh applied these principles to a number of his 
rulings and decisions on issues which were seemingly trivial, or peripheral 
to the tension between tradition and modem political ideas, such as 
whether Muslims could wear European hats or eat the flesh ofthe animals 
slaughtered by Christians and Jews, whether the painting ofhuman figures 
was permitted by religious law, whether polygamy was good or bad. 
RiQä's departures were also of the same nature, and have been criticised 
because, with the exception of his concession on credit, and his inter
pretation of ribii (usury) as a compensation for service, following 
Mul)ammad 'Abduh and Ibn Qayyim Jawziyyah, and his decision that art 
(music and painting) is canonically permissible hardly 'touch any of the 
more vital aspects of a modern state and society, such as the position of 
women' .29 But such criticisms overlook the ability of orthodox forces 
to mount a successful resistance against any innovations of a more sub
stantial scope, with devastating consequences for the further advance of 
religious modernism - witness their vociferous reaction against Tähä 
I:Iusayn's critique of pre-Islamic poetry, with its implied threat to all 
tradition al thinking,30 and 'Abd ar-Räziq's liberationist tract against the 
Caliphate. As it happened, the peripheral reforms of 'Abduh and RiQä 
played, in the long run, a more effective part in transforming the attitudes 
of ordinary Egyptians towards modernity. 

From the premise that the independence of the legal system is an 
essential bulwark for the Muslims against cultural alienation and moral 
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anarchy, RiQä not only draws the obvious conclusion that the Sharz'ah 
must be preserved or revived in its proper form, but also infers that the 
civic rule (~ukümah madaniyyah) can neither survive nor function without 
legislation. The term he uses for legislation is ishtirä', which again is a 
neologisrri in the sense he has in mind, because although it is derived from 
the root shar' (literally meaning law, but specifically, Divine Law), in his 
usage, it means both the actuallaw-making and the ability to deduce law 
(istinbiif) from the Sharl'ah. He stresses that the essence of these rules is 
their adaptability to meet the exigencies of every time and place, and fit 
the religious and political characteristics of every nation.31 The final 
criterion, however, against which such laws should be judged remains 
the Sharz'ah. 

This is by no means an original idea, since one could find its precedents 
and counterparts in the his tory of the Ottoman legal reforms,32 or in the 
controversies during the Iranian Constitutional Revolution.33 But in 
expressing it, Ri<;lä comes amazingly elose to the secularists when he states 
the canonical reasons for the Muslims' freedom of legislation in non
religious matters. The most important of these, according to hirn, is as 
always the necessity of ijtihiid. But there are also two other reasons. He 
adduces one ofthese from the well-known division in the Sharz'ah between 
the rules governing devotional or ritual acts ('ibiidät), and those governing 
social relations or mundane transactions (mu 'ämaliit). He redefines the 
nature of the latter category, which is primarily relevant to the task of 
legislator. He says that relations governed by such rules are only subject 
to certain general religious principles, such as the individuals' respect for 
one another's rights, honour, lives and properties. But outside this proviso, 
all administrative, juridical, political and military acts, in which the main 
intention is not 'nearness to God', belong to the 'branches' ifurü') of the 
Sharz'ah, provided they are performed in good faith. This means that they 
are fit to be the subject ofnovel, man-made laws.34 The other reason results 
from the distinction between religion (mn) and the law (shar'). It is true, 
Ri<Jä says, that Islam consists of both, and in traditional sources the terms 
for both are used interchangeably. But they can give rise to two separate 
sets of rules. Borrowing a term from logic, he describes their relationship 
as one of the Universal (religion) to the Particular (law).35 He does not 
pursue his analogy, and his imprecision aga in lends considerable potential 
to his argument as a defence of secular legislation. In logic, the relationship 
of the Universal to the Particular can be one of two kinds: absolute 
(Animal to Man), and particular (Man to White man). Ri<Jä does not say 
to which of these two kinds the relationship of religion to law in Islam 
belongs. If it is ofthe first kind, all provisions ofthe law, however irrelevant 
they might be to Man's spiritual needs, have to be under the aegis of 
religion. But if it belongs to thesecond category, then large areas of the 
law can be independent of religion. 

In addition to these general considerations, there are also specific legal 
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formulae which Ri<;lä cites as further licence for a modem legislator to 
make public interest his paramount aim. They all emanate from the notion 
of necessity. He mentions only two of these (we will know of more in our 
discussion on socialism in the next chapter). First is the principle of pro
tection against distress and constriction ('usr wa lJara}), which applies 
essentially to social relations or transactions, but only rarely to acts of 
devotion and worship, because in these a certain degree of discomfort and 
even painful effort is necessary to cultivate discipline and purity ofthe soul, 
whereas social relations contain the religious element only to the extent 
described before. Second is the principle of refraining from causing loss or 
harm to oneself or to others (lä q,ara wa lä q,irär).36 Hence one might say 
that even in the absence of any textual injunction in the Qur'an and 
Tradition on ijtihäd, the principle of necessity would have been enough 
to furnish a canonical basis for independent legal deductions. 

Legal dynamism thus turns out in Ri<;lä's description to be the corner
stone ofthe Islamic state in the modern world. In his mind, so long as such 
astate is able, thanks to the intellectual vitality of the 'Ulamä', to seek 
solutions to problems hitherto unforeseen in the Sharl'ah, not by going 
beyond its provisions but by making full use of its inherent mechanism 
for renovation, there is no danger of the Muslims losing faith in the 
excellence of their religion. For this reason, although Ri<;la identifies the 
Ummah or community as the locus ofnational sovereignty,37 he uses this 
democratic fiction to bolster the position ofits representatives-ahl al-lJall 
wa'l- 'aqd, 'the people who loose and bind'. It will be recalled that this term 
includes the 'Ulamä', which in the present context means the jurisconsults 
or the jurists who, according to Ri<;la, should possess, in addition to a 
thorough grounding in the tradition al sources of the Sharz'ah, a lively 
critical mind for independent judgement. But for him, what should 
distinguish them most markedly from other experts in the application of 
the Sharz'ah is their moderation: they must strike a balance between the 
Westernised elite and the hidebound, dogmatic, orthodoxy.38 As we saw, 
Ri<;la himself tried-although not always successfully-to practise this 
moderation in his observations on the state of the Muslims of his time: 
his critique of both Arabs and Turks for their faults, while recognising 
their merits; his admiration of the Iranian Shi'f 'Ulamä' as the true 
spokesmen of their people in both religious and political matters, while 
criticising some of their doctrines for apotheosing their Imams; his 
sympathies for the fundamentalism of the l;Ianbali school,39 while 
advocating flexibility in its application,40 and finally, some of his utilitarian 
legal teachings as exemplified by the counsels mentioned before. The 
negative side of moderation is his occasional unwillingness to make a 
clear-cut stand on controversial issues, or to think out the full implications 
of his reformism. This may be the result not so much of a 'tendency to 
dash off in all directions',41 as of the honest doubts afHicting areformer 
who leaves the safe corner of abstract speculation for the hectic arena of 
practical politics. 
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We can now summarise our discussion on Rashid Ri<Jä by drawing 
together the main strands of his idea of the Islamic state. The broad 
ideological orientation of such astate, contrary to what is suggested by the 
label of Ri<Jä's own brand of reformed Islam - fundamentalism - is 
not a total return to the origins of Islam. It is areturn to only those 
elements of early Islamic idealism which are untarnished by mundane, 
ethnic and sectarian prejudices. The political, social and economic affairs 
of the state are regulated by a constitution which is inspired in its general 
principles by the Qur'än, the Tradition and the historical experience of the 
Räshidün caliphs. Since ijtihäd is an imperative attribute of an legal 
thinking, these primordial sources are not likely to present many in super
able obstacles to any measure designed to promote public welfare. This is 
further ensured by the provision that the Head of State - Caliph or Imäm
should hirnself be a mujtahid, and aided in his juridical capacity by 'the 
people who loose and bind'. These people form the most powerful group 
in the state and are the guardians of its Islamic character. They share many 
of the theoretical functions of their traditional forerunners: they elect the 
Caliph and represent the community. It is in consultation with them that 
the decisions of the state acquire a religiously binding force. But what is 
new in their case is their power to legislate. It is thanks to this feature that 
law-making, as an ongoing effort to find rational and systematic solutions 
to unprecedented problems, is no Ion ger an innovation. The Shartah 
continues to have overriding authority, but there is also a body of 'positive 
law' (qänün) subordinate to it, in the sense that if there is confiict, it is the 
Sharl'ah which is valid, but otherwise positive law is accepted and with a 
binding force which derives ultimately from the principles of Islam.'42 
The Caliph is elected by the representatives of an Muslims from a group 
of highly trained jurisconsults who should also have impeccable reputa
tions; but he is not required to have any specifically political and military 
qualities. There is ambiguity about the nature of his authority and leader
ship, but whatever it is, he is not a temporal ruler. This does not mean 
that his office is apolitical, but since positive law occupies such a pivotal 
place in the state, there is an overwhelming emphasis on his status as the 
moving spirit of the legislative process. 

The Head of State or Caliph is the elected leader of an Muslims
(Twelver) Shi'is, Zaydis, Ibä<Ji (Khärijis) and the four schools of Sunnism, 
but seeks neither the abolition of their differences nor a forced integration 
of their creeds, but simply a recognition of doctrinal pluralism as a 
legitimate manifestation of free individual judgement. The Caliph should 
be.obeyed only to the extent that his decisions conform to the principles 
of Islam, and have a bearing on public interests. The community, through 
its representatives, has the right to challenge his decisions whenever these 
are seen to contravene those principles. Every individual is entitled to 
learn for hirnself an the requisite techniques of understanding the Qur'än 
and Tradition without any intermediaries, either past or present. There is 
no religious domination (as-su1tat ad-dlniyyah) in Islam;43 faith is an 
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individual matter wh ich can be the subject of only guidance and education, 
but not edict and regimentation. Nobody, whether powerful or weak, is 
authorised to spy on anyone's beliefs. Women are equal to men at all levels 
of social activity, except in the headship of household, the supreme 
Imamate, and leadership in prayer, which are exclusive to men. The 
minorities-Christians and Jews-enjoy security ofworship and business; 
they can even engage in activities which are allowed in their own religions 
but forbidden in Islam, provided that such acts do not harm others. On this 
score they are in a sense more privileged than Muslims, in whose case 
apostasy is punishable (but not by death, which has been required by the 
consensus only, and has no basis in the Qur'än). The spirituality of the 
office of the Caliph does not obviate the need for a temporal authority 
wh ich should 'complete the wisdom of law-making' by creating a 
centralised system of sanctions and punishments against law-breakers. 
The exact relationship between this temporal authority and the Caliphate 
is not known. Obviously Rashid Ri<;lä could not work out the details of 
this relationship, and remove the numerous ambiguities and incon
sistencies in his scheme, while the debate on the Caliphate was still going 
on at the time of the publication of his treatise. Even so, his outline of the 
Islamic state embodies many features which make it acceptable to a large 
cross-section of the Muslim community an over the world; especially, in 
spite of his vehement polemics against the Sh1'Is, the historical arguments 
which he adduces in support ofhis plan appear to make many concessions 
to their political theory: his criticism of the method of candidature of 
Abii Bakr on the ground that it had not been preceded by consultation 
with all the parties concerned, of 'Umar's appointment by Abii Bakr, 
because it was later misused to institute hereditary rule, and of Uthman's 
weakness which allowed the Umayyads' encroachment upon the interests 
of the community, together with his admission that the Caliphate in its 
proper form thus existed only partially under the Riishidün, and dis
appeared altogether after them, an amount to a virtual endorsement of 
the ShI'! case against the Sunn1 Caliphate. It is noteworthy that in recent 
years, about half a century after the publication of Rasrud Ri<;lä's treatise, 
when some Iranian Sh1'I leaders - the architects of the Islamic Revolution
produced their initial ideas on an Islamic state as an alternative to sub
mission to tyrannies in anticipation of the return of the hidden Imam, 
there were strong similarities between their pronouncements and those of 
their Sunn1 adversary: in both, the 'Ulama' have prime responsibility for 
leading the popular struggle for establishing the new state; ijtihiid is the 
main intellectual means of upholding and reviving the Sharl'ah; the head 
of state is distinguished more by his jurisprudential and exegetical com
petence than his political skills; sectarianism is discarded in favour of an 
irenic, 'unitarian' Islam just as nationalism is deprecated in the name of 
universalism; and perhaps most important of all, resisting the cultural 
offensive of the West is the implied objective of an political, educational 



THE CONCEPT OF THE ISLAMIC STATE 83 

and legal reforms. The only significant difference between the two is that 
while the Sunni scheme has an air of finality ab out it, the Shl'l model is, 
even if tacitly, temporary, since it is not consciously aimed to supersede 
the doctrine of the Return of the Imam. 

Having said all this, the fact remains that the Islamic state as perceived 
by Rashld RiQä is far from being an all-powerful system regulating every 
detail of the social, political and culturallife of Muslims. Whether because 
of some obscurities and contradictions in his scheme, or an underlying 
conviction that a religious prescription of the totality of human life is 
impossible in the modem age, the main conclusion from his outline is, as 
Rosenthai remarks, 'the parallel existence of a religious and political state, 
despite the emphasis on the former and condemnation of the latter'.44 
This dichotomy did not last very long in the subsequent evolution of the 
message of the Salafiyyah, when it was exposed to the strong under
currents of mass politicisation, from the twenties and thirties onwards in 
Egypt, Syria and Pakistan. The tensions which were slowly gathering 
momentum in that per iod soon resuIted in a sharp ideological polarisation. 
Movements seeking to use religion as an instrument of struggle in these 
circumstances have always been in danger of sliding into authoritarian 
militancy. An orderly dialogue might possibly have slowed down, if not 
stopped, such a drift. But a complex of factors made such a dialogue 
impossible: an atmosphere poisoned by the bitter political feuds of the 
'twenties and 'thirties, the cultural gap between the disputants, and the 
resultant absence of a rapport, not only between the modernist critics of 
the Caliphate and the entrenched orthodoxy, but also among the 
modernists themselves. Such were the conditions surrounding the rise and 
development of the movement of the Muslim Brothers - the continuators 
of the teachings of Asad-abam (Afghani), 'Abduh and Rashld Ric;lä in the 
field of active politics - whose ideology marks the break of fundamentalism 
with the notion of the parallel existence of religion and politics and insists 
on the subordination of the former to the latter. 

II Fundamentalism 

The movement of the Muslim Brothers, although forming so far the only 
organised Islamic trend which has had a following all over the Muslim 
world - particularly Egypt, Syria, Iran, Pakistan, Indonesia and Malaysia
by no means presents a homogeneous front. Its ideology, temper and style 
of activity in each country have been largely determined by the strategy 
and requirements of the national struggle, whether for independence, 
democracy or redeeming the vanished identity of the national cuIture. 
Accordingly, the strength of its demand for the Islamic state, and the 
motives and reasons for this demand, have varied greatly from country to 
country. Before the Islamic Revolution of 1979 in Iran, the strongest 
appeal came from Pakistan, where the idea of the Islamic state has always 
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generally exerted a compelling attraction, for the simple reason that it was 
Islam that brought Pakistan into existence as astate. The drive in Egypt 
and Iran had been no less vigorous, but it was often distracted by the 
powerful competition of secular ideologies - nationalism, liberalism, 
socialism and Communism. The degree of intellectual sophistication in 
the formulation of the demand has similarly not been uniform - with 
Pakistan again taking the lead. Here we consider some of the broad 
characteristics of the movement in Egypt, Iran and Pakistan as examples 
of modern Islamic fundamentalism - in contradistinction to the tradition al 
type exemplified by the Saudi model. 

The Brothers' movement in Egypt, founded in 1928 by l;Iasan al-Bannä' 
(d. 1949), was the product of one of the most complex phases of its modern 
history. This complexity, in the words ofBannä' hirnself, resulted from the 
'disputed control ofEgypt between the Wafd and Liberal Constitutionalist 
parties, and the vociferous political debating, with the consequence of 
"disunity", which followed in the wake of the revolution of 1919; the 
post-war "orientations to apostasy and nihilisms" which were engulfing 
the Muslim world; the attacks on tradition and orthodoxy-emboldened 
by the "Kernaiist revolf' in Turkey-which were organised into a move
ment for the intellectual and social emancipation of Egypt', and the non
Islamic, secularist and libertarian trends which had pervaded the entire 
academic and intellectual climate of Egypt.45 The significance of this 
statement by Bannä' is that, while some fundamentalists today may claim 
their creed to be a natural outgrowth of the truth and the inherent resilience 
of Islam, he thus admits to a direct correlation between the Brothers' 
movement and its surrounding social, cultural and political factors. His 
own response to this prodigious range of threats to the Islamic character 
of Egyptian society was at first moral and didactic. He merely strove for a 
time to awaken his limited audience to the dangers by preaching and 
writing. But as his Society spread and came into conflict with opposing 
forces in the country, it moved towards growing militancy and political 
action. The factors prodding it along this course were again motley, and 
often sprang from Egypt's internal political deve1opment, especially its 
struggle against British imperialism before and after the Second W orld 
War. But one factor requires special mention here because it figures with 
unfailing regularity in the his tory ofthe Brothers' movement in most other 
Muslim eountries as weIl. This was the impact of the Palestinian crisis, 
and the ensuing Arab-Israeli hostilities. The simultaneity of a number of 
turning-points in the his tory of the expansion of the Society with those 
in the drama of the Arab-Zionist conflict furnish yet another proof of the 
truism that political radicalism thrives on nothing better than the threat of 
an external enemy. This became evident on at least three occasions between 
the date of the creation of the Society, and its dissolution, once in 1948, 
and again in 1954. 

The first was the transformation of the Society from its modest 
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beginnings as a youth club into a potent political force. This coincided 
with the first phase of the open conflict between the Arabs and the 
Zionists, culminating in the Arab general strike of 1936-9, which provided 
the Society with an unprecedented opportunity to relinquish its pious 
campaign of 'propaganda, communication, and information' in favour of 
political activism. The Brothers' contribution to the Arab cause in 
Palestine must have played a decisive role in encouraging Bannä' to decide 
in 1939 on tuming the Society into a political organisation. What is of 
more interest to us is that the Brothers redefined their ideology for the 
next phase in a way which stressed the ability of Islam to become a total 
ideology, since they now declared their programme to be based on three 
principles: '(a) Islam is a comprehensive, self-evolving (mutakiimil 
bi-dhiitihl) system; it is the ultimate path oflife, in an its spheres; (b) Islam 
emanates from, and is based on, two fundamental sources, the Qur'än, 
and the Prophetie Tradition; (c) Islam is applicable to an times and 
places.'46 Bannä' then declared his movement to be the inheritor, and 
catalyst, of the most activist elements in the SunnI traditionalist and 
reformist thinking by describing it as 'a Salafiyyah message, a Sunm way, 
a Süfi truth, a political organisation, an athletie group, li scientific and 
culturallink, an economic enterprise and a social idea.'47 The programme 
of the Society consisted of two items. One was the 'intemationalisation' 
of the movement: it stressed the necessity of a struggle not only to liberate 
Egypt, but the wh oIe of 'the Islamic homeland' from foreign contro!. The 
other was the duty 'to institute in this homeland a free Islamic govemment, 
practising the principles of Islam, applying its social system, propounding 
its solid fundamentals, and transmitting its wise call to the people'. It then 
went on to add that 'so long as this govemment is not established, the 
Muslims are an of them guilty before God Almighty of having failed to 
install it'. This betrayal, in 'the bewildering circumstances' of the time, 
was a betrayal, not only of Muslims, but of all humanity.48 The Brothers 
could hardly be more explicit in their demand for an Islamic state. 

The second instance of the impact of the Palestinian crisis had an even 
more radicalising influence on the Brothers' politieal ideology and activity. 
It was precipitated by the United Nations' resolution on the partition of 
Palestine in November 1947, and the first Arab-Israeli war. Even before 
that, with the increasing bittemess of the political mood of the country, 
and the sharpening of the struggle against the British, violence had become 
a normal feature of politieallife, with various groups using it both against 
one another and the Govemment. The stresses and frustrations caused by 
the war, and the Arab defeat of 1948, incited the activists to fresh violence 
inside Egypt, but most of the blame for this was put on the Brothers, 
whose society was consequently dissolved in December 1948.49 After the 
assassination of Bannä' in 1949, the moderate wing of the Society tried to 
retrieve its legal status by electing as its leader I:Iasan Ismä'il I:Iu<;iaybi, 
a judge of more than twenty years standing, and an outspoken opponent 
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of violence and terrorism. But this was a temporary diversion, and the 
militants soon took over again. The first war with Israel affected the fate of 
the Brothers - and through them, Egyptian politics - in another way too: 
it put them in touch with the Free Officers, the nationalist group in the 
Egyptian army which overthrew the monarchy in 1952. Although marred 
at times by an ambiguity that characterised the Society's position towards 
all political groups, these links were of a special nature, forged as they were 
by the common hardships of the two groups at the Battle of Fälüjah. 
Apparently, while the Brothers helped to indoctrinate the Free Officers, 
the latter helped the Brothers with military education (Nä~ir was once 
accused of having trained the Brothers in the use of arms).50 One reason 
for such intimacy may have been the fact that while the Society's tactical 
co-operation with political circles was often planned and effected 'from 
above', its alliance with the Free Officers was made possible by the shared 
idealism, and joint action' at the bottom '. This rift between the leadership 
and the rank and file - which is perhaps an inherent disability of all political 
parties committed to ideologies -later on badly damaged the Society as 
Egypt's political crisis deepened. However, the common feelings and 
experiences ofthe past must have aroused among the Brothers an expecta
tion that, with the Free Officers establishing themselves as rulers of Egypt, 
the realisation of Islamic ideals was within easy reach. When the Officers 
proved to be much less doctrinaire than they had appeared on the battle
field, and too pragmatic for the Brothers' taste, conflict developed fast, 
and with all the intensity and violence that mark the feuds between 
erstwhile comrades. Such reversals turn out to be less puzzling when one 
notes that the rift between the leaders hip and the rank and file in the 
Society widened after 1952, as circumstances became temporarily more 
favourable to its activities. While at least some of the leaders seemed 
inclined to co-operate with the regime, and consented to a gradualist 
approach, the rank and file were becoming increasingly impatient with the 
slow pace of reforms, and suspicious of the Officers. It was thus that an 
unsuccessful attempt was made by the more militant Brothers On Nä~ir's 
life in October 1954, following which the Society was once again dissolved, 
and a number of its leaders and activists were executed, or condemned to 
long terms of imprisonment.51 It is difficult to conceive how the relation
ship between the Brothers and the Free Officers could have followed such 
a tortuous course without the Palestinian crisis having acted as a major 
catalyst in the growing radicalisation of the Brothers' political thinking. 

One can go on pointing to still more examples of the continuing link 
between the Brothers' radicalism and the Arab-Israeli conflict after 1954: 
the traumatic effects of the Arab defeat in the Six-Day War of 1967, how
ever disastrous for Nä~irism, were highly beneficial for the Brothers and 
their ideology. They dealt amortal blow to the semi-secular Arab socialism, 
and created the right collective psyche for new attempts at vindicating the 
truth of suppressed or neglected traditional beliefs. This is what happens, 



THE CONCEPT OF THE ISLAMIC STATE 87 

thundered the review of al-Azhar, when Muslims discard their glorious 
heritage, and allow themselves to be enticed by fteeting, exotic ideas - a 
rebuke which would have had greater moral force if al-Azhar itself had 
not been obediently toeing the official line during the previous decade. 52 

Although in the past al-Azhar had shared the Brothers' absolute faith in 
the unsurpasscd ability of Islam to solve the social and political problems 
of Muslims, this was the first time after a long per iod that, in addressing 
the rulers, it was restating the same faith in the annoyed tone of a guide 
who had long suffered the aberrations of his wayward disciples. Like the 
Brothers, some of the Azharites interpreted the Arab-Israeli war in terms 
of a conftict between Islam and Judaism, and appealed for intensified 
religious education of the people as the most effective way of fighting 
IsraelY Both the Brothers and al-Azhar were helped in their bid for self
assertion by the religious fervour which was aroused in response to some of 
the consequences of the Arab defeat: the decision of the Israeli Govern
ment to declare the irrevocablc annexation of Jerusalem, which is equally 
sacred for Muslims, the fire at al-Aq~ä Mosque, and the emergence of 
messianic vision and religious feelings in Israel itself. As if to concede the 
justice of the orthodox admonitions, the Egyptian Government released 
several hundred Brothers from prisons in April 1968, an act which marked 
a general relaxation of controls on the fundamentalist groups, at least for 
the time being. 

The Brothers' concept of the Islamic state is an accentuated form of 
Rashld RiQä's. But its real distinguishing mark is that, as Nadav Safran 
rightly says, it is advanced by a militant and armed movement which does 
not simply 'express pious boasting or devotional cant', but reftects a 
'messianic vision' which the Brothers seek to bring into being 'sword in 
hand'. 54 But this interpretation reveals only half the truth in so far as it 
does not take fuH account of the fact that the Brothers' political outlook 
was at least partly areaction against what thc Arab masses regarded as 
Israeli expansionism since 1948. Safran bascs part of his stimulating 
criticism ofthe Brothers' doctrines on a well-known book, Min hunii na '[am 
(From Here We Learn), published in 1948 by one of their prominent 
leaders, Mul:mmmad GhazzälI, who later defected from their ranks, but 
the ideas he expressed in that particular book and some of his other 
publications can still be treated as representative of the fundamentalist 
perception of the Islamic state. It is noteworthy that one of the arguments 
which Ghazzäli puts forward in this book to prove the case for the Islamic 
state-to wh ich Safran makes no reference-is the example set by Israel. 
The Israelis, GhazzälI muses with admiration, 'could have called their 
country the Jewish Republic, or the Jewish Socialist Union, just as 
their Arab neighbours have named their countries after the ruling families
[such as] the Mutawakkilite State ofthe Yemen, or Hashimite Jordan, or 
Saudi Arabia'. But they called it Israel 'which is the symbol of their 
attachment to their religion and reminiscences, and of their respect for 
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their sacred values. The lews who have done this are masters ofwealth and 
knowledge, and leaders of politics and economy, and there have been 
people from among them who have taken part in effecting the nuclear 
fission, and in many inventions. Nevertheless, they have feit no shame in 
ascribing themselves to their religion, and have not thought of shirking 
their obligations. '55 This tendency to taunt the Muslims for not emulating 
the Israelis in blending religion with politics must have received further 
moral stimulus from the later growth of the ludaic influences in Israel's 
political, military and educational institutions, as the new state con
solidated itself. 

At the other end ofthe spectrum, there are authors like Richard MitcheIl, 
who have tried to make the Brothers' political doctrines less distasteful to 
Western audiences by denying that they ever aimed at installing an Islamic 
state, in the sense of the Caliphate or a theocracy. MitcheIl's argument is 
that one should distinguish in the Brothers' political writings between the 
concept of the Islamic state, and that of the Islamic order (an ni?am 
al-islamz); according to him the Brothers merely sought the former and 
not the latter.56 This view cannot be reconciled with the kinds of statement 
that we quoted earlier from the Brothers' programme of 1939. But it is true 
that under Banna's leadership, so long as there was any hope of achieving 
power through constitutional means, the Society, either out of wavering 
or for purposes of camouflage or politicking, often avoided a stance which 
would indicate a revolutionary rejection of the status quo. It is with respect 
to such vacillations that one is inclined to agree with the Egyptian critic of 
the Brothers, Raf'at as-Sa'ld, in describing their ideology as 'politics with
out programme'.57 But as prospects for their imminent accession to power 
receded, both as a result of official suppression and the tremendous 
popularity of Nä~irism from the Suez crisis of 1956 onwards, their ideas 
became more and more rigid - and lucid. This process was strengthened 
by external factors as weIl: the more the West and Israel appeared to be 
aggressive the more strongly the Brothers feIt confident to fall back on the 
neglected Islamic heritage, and to delineate the state that should be 
grounded on it. So in the eyes of the new theorists of the movement, the 
silver lining to an its setbacks was the greater receptivity of the 'real' 
public to their protests and aspirations. The extent to which they perceived 
the psychological climate to have changed in their favour can be gauged 
by their attitude to the Caliphate. If in 1924, as we saw before, Rash'id Ri<;lä 
lauded the Turkish measures against the Caliphate as a timely exercise 
of the religiously sanctioned right to revolt against unjust rulers, in 1950 
GhazzälI deprecated the abolition of the Caliphate as a cowardly sub
mission to the desires of the imperialist West which was aware of the 
symbolic value ofthat institution for millions ofMuslims scattered all over 
the world.58 For hirn, the Western hostility to Islam is a continuation of 
the Crusades. Some people, he says, are misled by appearances, and believe 
that the Europeans have discarded religion altogether; they therefore doubt 
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that Europe's stand against Islam is motivated by Crusader feelings. But 
the truth is otherwise, 'the official title of the British sovereign is the 
Defender of the Faith, and the first item on the programme of the Con
servative Party is the establishment of a Christian civilisation, and the 
ruling party at the moment in Italy ... is the Christian Democratic 
Party' .59 All this amounts to a negative justification of the necessity of the 
Islamic state. Muslims should set up such astate, so Ghazzäli seems to be 
arguing, because Israel and the West are clinging to their religions, hell
bent on the destruction of Islam. True, Ghazzäll also offers positive 
justifications, although these are largely the repetitions of the arguments 
already quoted from Rashld RiQä, and the critics of 'Abd ar-Räziq. But 
even these assertions are studded with frequent references to European 
history - to the example of the French and Russian revolutionaries : just 
as they did not rest content with mere preaching of their egalitarian ideals 
but proceeded to attain political power as a necessary goal of their 
activities, so too Muslims cannot divorce their spiritual and moral values 
from politics without depriving themselves of the possibility of promoting 
those values.60 

As regards the actual principles and characteristics of the Islamic state, 
although these are not spelled out by Ghazzäll beyond the broadest 
generalities, they differ from those in Rashld RiQä's outline in a number 
of important respects. First and foremost is the absence of any serious 
debate on the necessity or permissibility of human legislation -a subject 
which had engaged Rashld RiQä's particular attention. Conversely, 
the all-pervasiveness of the Shartah in terms of judicial provisions for 
every conceivable area of social, economic and politicallife is emphasised. 
Second, whereas Rashld RiQä readily admitted the variety and complexity 
of human experience as an argument for the diversification of the sources 
oflaws, the impression produced here is one of a monochrome, monolithic 
world, governed by a uniform, indivisible law which is revealed by the 
Qur'än and the Tradition. The sole lawgiver is God; all human beings are 
equal in their subjection to his ordinances. There are numerous laws, but 
all of them enjoy a certain organic unity among themselves, with none 
having any precedence over the others. By the same token, while in 
Rashld RiQä's scheme the religious and the political coexisted happily but 
independently, here there is a total integration of both under the aegis of 
the Shartah. This is rendered inevitable because of the necessity of 
enforcing the injunctions on the holy war (jihäd), retribution (qi~ä~), and 
alms-tax (zakät), which as the highest civic functions in Islam can neither 
be left to private initiative nor carried out by individual means alone. 
Ghazzäll underlines the cardinal place of these functions by calling them 
'social worships' Cibädät ijtimä'iyyah), thereby suggesting that in terms 
of rewards they enjoy the same status as the ritual acts of prayer, fasting 
and pilgrimage.61 

The indivisibility of the legal system, however strict it may appear, has 
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at least one comforting implication for liberal opinion. Such severe 
punishments as the amputation of the thiers hands or the flogging of the 
adulterers have to wait until all the conditions of a proper Islamic state 
have been fully realised-a pre-condition which would have met Rashid 
Ri<;lä's approval too. But while Ri<;lä, at least for aperiod, admired the 
Saudis for their pure understanding of the Shari'ah, Ghazzäli lashes out 
at their formalistic application of the penal law, and their disregard of 
the total spirit ofIslam: 'When the Muslims: he says, 'recently awakened 
and resolved to return to Islam in their laws and beliefs, they started their 
search for the truth at the wrong end, see king to restore the "branches" 
before the principles. They called for the re-establishment of retribution 
and punishment before making sure that the political circumstances that 
had allowed the ruler to throw away the Sharl 'ah would not prevail 
again. '62 He pursues the same theme under the title 'Are there religious 
governments today?': 'It might be thought: he says, 'that the religious 
rule offers us clear evidence of its aims and methods by its manifestations 
in the Arabian Peninsula .... This is because only in these countries is the 
thief's hand cut off and the adulterer fiogged. That is to say, they are the 
only Muslim governments which insist on the application of these laws in 
an age which has renounced, and intensely abhorred them. We do not 
dispute that these prohibitions are part ofIslam, but we find it strange that 
they are considered to be the whole of it. We wish to see the punishments 
enforced so that the rights and the security and the virtues may be pre
served, but not that the hand of a petty thief be cut off while those 
punishments are waived ... in the case of those who embezzle fantastic 
sums from the state treasury.' Ghazzälls conclusion is that so long as the 
evils of despotism and economic disparities between the ruling rich and 
the masses persist in the Arabian Peninsula, and so long as its states are 
still struggling to assure their sheer existence, there can be no talk of the 
application of Islam as a religion and astate in these lands.63 We shall see 
presently how some Muslim fundamentalists have found it extremely 
difficult to reconcile these ideas with the hard facts of practical politics 
on ce they have achieved power. 

But nowhere in Ghazzälls account does the character of the Islamic 
state assert itself more forcefully than in the domain of female rights and 
obligations. Against the background of the brief his tory of the feminist 
movement in Egypt, Ghazzälls ideas on the subject seem to be adefinite 
retrogression. Almost half a century before hirn, Qäsim AmIn (d. 1908), 
a disciple of' Abduh, had launched a modest campaign in favour of female 
emancipation in Egypt. At first AmIn was careful to formulate his appeal 
for securing women's education, and an end to their seclusion, by reference 
to the Qur'än and the Sharl'ah. But later, when he came under attack 
from the orthodoxy, he abandoned the Islamic framework, and adopted 
modem civilisation as the warrant for transforming the life of Muslim 
women.64 About two decades later, Rashld Ri<;lä carried on the same 
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debate, but restored it to its Islamic setting. Although harping on the 
natural inequalities between men and women to justify male preponder
ance, and warning against the corrupting influences of modern life on 
family mora1ity, Ri<,iä argued on the whole in support of greater female par
ticipation in the communal life of Islam.6s But neither AmIn nor Rashid 
Ri<,iä lived amidst the kind of social and moral strains that bedevilled 
urban, and particularly metropolitan, life in Egypt, as in other 'developing' 
Muslim countries, after the Second World War. Never before had the 
congeries of attitudes, beliefs and values which give that distinct tang to the 
collective life of a Muslim people been feit to be so threatened by po pul ar 
infatuation with the trappings of Western civilisation. If the chief issue 
for AmIn was how to overcome the inertia and ignorance of the fern ale 
half of the population, for Ghazzäli and men of his formation it was how 
to prevent the fibre of family life from disintegrating under the weight of 
spreading promiscuity. To dismiss this alarm at the immoral consequences 
of female emancipation as a mark of sheer bigotry is to run the risk of 
ignoring its deeper social causes. A glimpse ofthese causes can be obtained 
from a cursory glance at the function of entertainment in any of the 
modern Muslim sta tes caught between the opposing poles of traditionalism 
and superficial modernity. If, in Ghazzälfs definition of the Islamic state, 
concern ab out the way the Muslims occupy themselves in their leisure 
time looms as large as issues of high politics, this is not necessarily owing 
to misplaced priorities. In societies which lack sufficient educational 
organisations as wen as recreational facilities for the vast majority of 
people, but the appetite for both is whetted by the direct or indirect 
contact with the countries that enjoy them, the scarce, avai1able outlets of 
entertainment - mainly the cinema, newspaper-reading, and informal 
gatherings - become doubly influential as moulders of collective outlook 
and tastes: they serve the functions of both arefuge from daily cares and 
'ersatz' educational agents. While this may hold true of some Western 
countries too, the crucial point about such Muslim countries as Egypt and 
Iran, is that in their case these popular mo des of entertainment often 
foster needs and va lues which are not even remotely connected with 
objective social and political conditions. This defect is aggravated by the 
absence of such corrective institutions as voluntary, cultural associations 
and a free press. Irrelevance to the real or concrete internal problems and 
needs at the individual or sociallevels has not, of course, detracted from 
the popularity of some ofthe most hackneyed products ofWestern culture, 
especially films, among the urban masses in the Muslim world, a popularity 
which has often tenaciously outlived vigorous spells of political hatred of 
the West. Whether in Nä~ir's Egypt, or Sukarno's Indonesia, or QadhätTs 
Libya, or Khumaynl's Iran, carefully cultivated anti-Americanism has 
hardly made a dent in the popular addiction to Hollywood films, or worse 
still, to their homespun imitations. 

More than any other social group, Muslim women have suffered-
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materially, morally and politically ~ from this combination of circum
stances. No doubt a major part of their suffering can be said to have 
resulted from some of the provisions of the Sharl'ah, particularly the laws 
of inheritance which heavily favour men. But at least in the period of 
nascent Islam this did not prevent a number of women from achieving 
prominence as politicalleaders CÄ 'ishah, the Prophet's favourite wife), 
or compelling examples of implacable idealism (Fätimah, his daughter), 
or heroines ofrevolutionary resistance (Zaynab, 'AlTs daughter). It was the 
increasingly one-sided interpretation of the Shari'ah, concomitantly with 
the rigidity of certain trends of Muslim thought, which was used by the 
ruling monopolists throughout his tory to confine women to a secluded, 
passive life of subordination to men. As victims of a twofold deprivation ~ 
sexual and social ~ women are therefore doubly vulnerable to the alienating 
effects of cultural imports. In Western democracies, anxiety about public 
morality, whether with regard to female behaviour or any other issue, is 
often associated with campaigns by right-wing fringe groups. This is not 
always the case in the Muslim East, where debates on moral issues often 
lead on to a problem non-existent, at least to the same extent, in the West: 
the side-effects of the borrowing of a foreign culture. Accordingly the 
views ofGhazzälI, and other intellectual spokesmen ofthe Brothers' move
ment, have two clear components: a cultural censuring of the blind 
imitation of Western patterns of behaviour, whether by men or women, 
and a set of moral prescriptions for tackling the problems arising from this 
imitation, or from the process of modernisation in general. While the 
moral statements give rise to disagreements with the secularists, there is a 
surprising degree of unanimity between writers of both groups on the 
cultural score. Thus some ofthe apologetics ofthe Egyptian liberal thinker 
'Abbäs MaQ.mud al-'Aqqäd against Western detractors of Islam are, in 
spirit, indistinguishable from the writings of Sayyid Qutb; similarly, the 
tirades ofthe Iranian controversialist Jaläl ÄI AQ.mad against the Western
isation of Iran have been reeast in many of the slogans of the Islamie 
'eultural revolution' in that eountry. 

After urging the removal of what he considers to be temptations to a 
dissolute life (seduetive appearanee, unehaperoned outings and journeys, 
ete.), all heightened by the Westernised way of life, GhazzälI's main 
coneern is to advise an edueational system for women geared essentially to 
family responsibilities. This is stated with some subtlety. He is at pains to 
prove Islam's insistence on an aetive social and politieallife for women.66 

But he then modifies this insistence by trying to justify the prohibition on 
women oceupying ministerial and judicial positions, not only beeause, in 
his view, female sentimentality militates against impartial judgement, but 
also on praetieal grounds: female judges or solicitors have to investigate 
all sorts of crime, including those violating every standard of deeency, and 
effeet cross-examinations whieh sometimes require them to put aside their 
sense of shame, and ask embarrassing questions ; they mayaiso have to be 
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transferred away from horne, with all the disruption this would entail for 
family life.67 He wams against concluding from all this that Islam holds 
men to be intrinsically superior to women, and admits that there are some 
women who are superior in intellectual and moral qualities just as Mary 
and 'Ä'ishah were in their times.68 The tradition that keeps women in a 
state of permanent inferiority by virtue of their physical pecularities is not 
of Islamic but of oriental ancestry, he says.69 Islam attempts to strike a 
balance between this stultifying legacy, which forces women to be used 
exclusively as an agent of animal reproduction, or an instrument of sensual 
pleasure, and the unrestrained freedom which is afforded them in the West. 
So the Islamic state releases women both from bondage to sensuous men 
and exposure to the enticements of Western civilisation, while providing 
every opportunity for them to fulfill their talents, and thus gradually 
overcome the frailties wrought in their nature by centuries of unnatural 
segregation and enslavement. There is, however, a limit to this process of 
liberation, which is revealed by Ghazzäli's plan of female education. For 
reasons already stated, he is opposed to any curriculum designed to train 
women to become secretaries, or heads of departments, or cabinet 
ministers, and instead recommends education principally as a means of 
cultivating virtues: women should be educated, not to achieve a career, 
but because education is good for its own sake. As a subsidiary benefit, 
education will also enable women to carry out their duties towards their 
families, and to assist men to perform their mission?O The philosophy 
behind this plan obviously kills any hope of an Islamic state being able 
to produce female politicalleaders: a woman's role, he says, is far greater 
than that of a man if she stays at horne. So while Rashid RiQä, as was 
mentioned before, had forbidden only three offices for women in his state 
(those ofprayer-Ieader, head offamily, and head ofstate), Ghazzällblocks 
all careers to them. 

* * * 
The Muslim Brothers have not been able so far to become the ruling party 
in Egypt, and one cannot predict the final shape of their ideas, if and 
when they accede to power. But at least a glimpse of this was furnished 
when the Iranian variant oftheir movement, called Fidä 7yän-i-Isläm (the 
Devotees of Islam), gained a share in Iran's ruling hierarchy after the 
victory of the Islamic Revolution of 1978-9. The Devotees became an 
active force on the political scene after the Second World War.7l Their 
first important public campaign was to mobilise popular support in Iran in 
favour of the Palestinians at the time of the first Arab-Israeli war. But 
the his tory of their movement has differed from that of the Brothers in 
Egypt mainly on two counts: first, they never became a mass movement, 
always remaining a coterie of zealots dedicated to violent pursuance of 
their aims, although some of their anti-imperialist slogans did at times 
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become popular; second, they have so far produced no protagonist either 
of the political perspicacity of l;Iasan al-Banna', or the intuitive gifts of 
Sayyid Qutb, or the erudition of the Pakistani Abu'l A'lä al-Maudüdl. 
The founder of the movement, Sayyid Mujtabii Navvab Safavl (d. 1956), 
ofSafavld descent on the maternal side,72 was a man of enormous personal 
charisma, capable ofinspiring immense loyalty in his immediate entourage 
and reportedly enjoying even the respect of some of the high-ranking 
'Ulama' in Iran, particularly Shaykh 'Au Akbar Ilahlyan, hirnself a 
mystical man renowned for his esoteric pursuits.73 Nonetheless, Navväb 
Safavl always remained a figure on the sidelines of the community of 
religious scholars. Until the Islamic Revolution, the Devotees claim to 
farne rested on their self-confessed part in aseries of political assassinations 
between 1945 and 1963, rather than on any contribution to religious and 
political debate. The Egyptian and Syrian .Brothers too have resorted to 
violence-or been accused ofhaving done so: but for the student ofreligio
political thought, this has to be set against their intellectual record: the 
fairly systematic teachings of Banna', or the ideological writings of 
Ghazzal1, or the socialistic theorising ofMu~tafä as-Siba'1. 

All this highlights a characteristic which distinguishes the religious 
community in Iran from that in other Muslim countries, that is, the 
plurality of the 'poles' of Shl'lleadership, and by indirection, the avail
ability of alternative patterns of religious experience, and if need be of 
alternative outlets of activism. This naturally decreases the chances of a 
single religio-political trend, even in extraordinary circumstances, to 
supersede the multiple shades of opinion on an issue or a set of issues 
which give cause for national concord-unless such a trend is epitomised 
by a figure of such commanding prestige, political or otherwise, as to 
eclipse all other religious leaders. But even in these exceptional circum
stances the fundamental multiplicity remains intact, albeit in a latent state, 
ready to re-emerge at the first opportune moment. The distinctness of the 
Iranian case is thus evident. In Egypt, with al-Azhar's standing as an 
independent political force irredeemably compromised by its commitment 
to the state, and with occasional challengers to the orthodoxy like 'Abd 
ar-Räziq and Khalid Mul}.ammad Khalid seemingly disrupting the con
sensus on the unity of religion and politics in Islam, the Brothers offered, 
over a long period, the only reliable forum for religious militancy and 
idealism. The Devotees never achieved such advantage in Iran, and when
ever they became the focus ofnational attention they had to hang on to the 
coat-tails of any national religious leader available at the time to thwart 
the suppression of officialdom, or the hostility of other political groups: 
in the forties and fifties it was the Äyatulläh Sayyid Abu'l-Qäsim Käshänl 
who acted as their patron for a time; in the seventies it was Khumayn1. 

The Devotees have always been non-intellectual, in every sense of the 
term. This has relatively immunised them against any internal dissension. 
But it has also deprived them of the opportunity to proselytise outside the 



THE CONCEPT OF THE ISLAMIC STATE 95 

centres of religious education, or traditional foci of support for religio
political movements, such as the bazaar and a few industrial complexes, 
to subject their ideas to the rejuvenating test of dialogue with their 
opponents. It has also intensified their fundamentalism whenever they 
have had to go underground - namely, for the greater part of the period 
from 1951 to 1979-or carry on their activities in the absence of a charis
matic leader, as from 1956 (after the execution of Navväb SafavI) until 
1979 (when Shaykh Sädiq Khalkhälj' became their best-known spokes
man). But avoidance of intellectualism has allotted an almost unique 
place to the Devotees in the history of secret or semi-secret oppositional 
religious groups in Iran. Whether in the form of the encyclopedist circle 
of Al-Ikhwän a~-Safa' (the Brethren of Purity) in the fourth (tenth) 
century, or the armed conclaves of the Sarbidiirj' Süfis in the eighth/ 
fourteenth century, or some of the secret societies during the Constitu
tional period, the political agitations ofthese groups were always tempered 
by one kind of intellectual, esoteric activity or another. The Devotees 
would have none of it, not out of any deliberate hostility to speculative 
thought, but simply because of their total dedication to political action. 
This uncommon feature goes some way towards explaining why, of all the 
contemporary Shj'j' religio-political groups in Iran, the Devotees have been 
the only one to establish doctrinal, and, reportedly, organisational, 
connections with their Sunm counterparts in the Arab world. During the 
last decade or so many of the works of Sayyid Qutb, Ghazzälj' and 
as-Sibä'j' have been translated into Persian, and published by the Devotees 
or their supporters. In view of the Devotees' unswerving adherence to 
Shl'Ism, and the fact that these authors have expressed strong SunnI views, 
such manifestation of a supra-sectarian spirit on the part of one ofthe most 
militant groups of contemporary Shl'j's is rather remarkable. 

The judicial philosophy of the revolutionary regime of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran can be put down in no small measure to the Devotees' 
concept of Islamic justice. This concept has materialised itself in the 
punishments meted out by the revolutionary courts, not only to the agents 
and supporters of the overthrown monarchy, but also to persons accused 
of various moraloffences. While explanation of some of these punishments 
in political terms as requirements of the survival of a young regime in the 
face of counter-revolution cannot be easily refuted in a world dominated 
by power politics, their justification on religious grounds has provoked a 
debate which, if sustained in a free atmosphere, can have great bearing on 
the identification ofthe attributes of an Islamic state in one crucial respect. 
The generic terms invariably used by the courts in describing the offences 
of the accused have been 'fighting God and his Apostle' (mu~ärabah bä 
khudä va rasül) and 'corrupting (or causing dis orders) on the earth' 
(mufsidfi'l-arrf). These terms have not so far been judicially defined, but 
have been taken from the Qur'iin: 'The recompense of those who war 
against God and his Apostle, and go about to commit disorders on the 
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earth shall be that they shall be slain or crucified, or have their alternate 
hands and feet cut off, or be banished the land' (5: 33). 'This [is] their 
disgrace in the world, and in the next a great torment shall be theirs. Except 
those who, ere you have them in your power, shall repent; for know that 
God is Forgiving, Merciful' (5: 34). 

Beyond the objections levelled against the working of the courts by 
liberal and some left-wing intellectuals, doubts have also been expressed 
on religious grounds as to the applicability of the verse to the charges in 
question. Even before the issue was raised by the establishment of the 
Islamic Republic in Iran, the verse appears to have long been the subject 
of controversy, indeed ever since the beginning of Islam. Since the offences 
mentioned in the verse are vague, Muslims must have realised early in 
their his tory that any misinterpretation can turn it into alethal instrument 
in the hands of tyrants against their opponents. Hence the attempts either 
to remove the ambiguities in the verse, or to restrict its application to 
specific crimes. This is borne out by the Qur'änic exegetics which indicate 
that difference of opinion arose over basically four issues: first, whether 
the verse in its entirety, irrespective of any other controversy resulting from 
it, applies to the crimes committed only by Muslims, or the People of the 
Book (Christians, Jews, etc.), or the infidels; second, what exact1y is meant 
by the phrases 'fighting God' and 'corrupting (or causing dis orders) on 
the earth'; third, does the fact that several punishments are enumerated 
in the verse (slaying, crucifying, etc.) denote that the judge has the power 
to choose whichever punishment he deems fit at his own discretion, or does 
it mean that the crimes themselves have different grades, and each punish
ment depends on the nature and severity of the crime? The conflicting 
answers to these questions reflect primarily the Muslims' extreme caution 
in ta king the verse at its face value. Thus, while some commentators and 
jurists think that the verse lays down a general rule about all offenders 
against the public order, whether Muslim or non-Muslim, others believe 
that it is meant to provide only against Muslim offenders; still a third 
group, relating the verse to its historical 'cause of revelation', believe that 
it refers only to those infidels and People of the Book who defaulted on 
their covenant with the Prophet Mu1).ammad. 

The most widely accepted definition of 'fighting God and his Apostle', 
and 'corrupting (or causing dis orders on) the earth' in the classical com
mentaries is highway robbery, and, more specificaIly, killing and plunder
ing people on the highways and thoroughfares, and pillaging and destroying 
the harvest. Both Sunm and Shl'I authorities agree that the two phrases 
signify two constituents of a single crime, the second supplementing the 
first. They also agree that the principal condition for the realisation of the 
crime is the use of arms. But the Shl'I commentators, in particular, have 
tended to take a restrictive view by identifying the crime with certain 
concrete acts. The sixth-jtwelfth-century commentator Fa<;!l Ibn tIasan 
TabarsI, who is respected by some SunnIs as weIl, says that the 'fighter 
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(against God) [mu~äribr is whoever 'draws the sword and terrifies the 
highways'. This, according to the eighth Shi'} Imäm, ar-RiQä, can take 
one of four forms, which, in descending order of gravity, are as folIows: 
(a) murder and plunder, (b) murder alone, (c) plunder alone, and 
(d) terrorising,74 The contemporary Iranian Shi'} thinker Sayyid 
Mul)ammad J:Iusayn Tabä!abä'} summarises these varieties as 'disrupting 
public order' which, he adds, 'both customarily and naturally, can only 
take place by the use of arms in a threat to kill'. But he admits that in its 
normal usage, the term 'fighting God' can also have a general meaning, 
which is to contravene 'any rule of the Shari'ah, and also any act of 
injustice and transgression. '75 It is the latter meaning which is stressed in 
Rashld RiQä's commentary, since he says that the verse enjoins punish
ment of 'all those who commit acts injurious to public order, against 
individual lives, properties and honour in Islamic countries, and in so 
doing, rely on their force'?6 Such acts are not obviously confined to those 
mentioned in verse 33, but, as he says, can take innumerable shapes 
according to different times and places. That is why the punishments have 
not been set out in detail, leaving the matter to the judgement of authorities 
in every age. He defends the general harshness of the punishments by 
describing them as deterrent, or, again in the favourite terminology of all 
the apologists of Islamic penal law, as a 'blocking of the means' (sadd 
dhari'ah) of transgression and corruption, comparable to the maximum 
preventive penalties prescribed by the legal systems of all states. To expose 
the unfairness of the Western criticisms of Muslims on this point, he cites 
the DinshäWi affair which in 1906 had caused acute national humiliation 
for the Egyptians. A group of British soldiers who were shooting pigeons 
in the delta fought with the villagers of Dinshawi. Several officers were 
injured, and one died of shock and sunstroke. In retaliation, the British 
soldiers killed a peasant; later on, fifty-two Egyptians were also arrested, 
and in the ensuing trials, held under the presidency of the Christian Minister 
of Justice, Bu!rus Bäshä Ghän, four were sentenced to death, and the 
rest to terms of imprisonment with hard labour or flogging. The sentences 
were executed on the following day with a certain display of ruthlessness.77 

Rashld RiQä says that although the incident did not constitute 'either a 
rebellion against the authorities or a case of causing corruption on the 
earth, the British showed particular ruthlessness in dealing with it so that 
nobody would dare in future to defy their military presence. Rashld RiQä 
compares the British Government's connivance in the affair with the 
second Caliph 'Umar's equitable treatment of the Muslims and Copts in 
Egypt,78 to provide further evidence of Islam 's unflagging sense of justice, 
and, by implication, of the correctness of his interpretation: all states 
inflict harsh punishments on those who challenge their authority, but an 
Islamic state would do so more judiciously and fairly. 

The Devotees' understanding of the verses in question seem to be nearer 
to Rashld RiQä 's than to that of Shl'} commentators of the past or present. 
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In indicting alleged offenders, they make frequent use ofthe term 'causing 
corruption on the earth' because presumably it admits more easily of facile 
application to any offence against public interest. This enables them to 
include a vast variety of misdeeds, ranging from sodomy to embezzlement 
ofpublic funds to high treason, among crimes punishable by death. It also 
involves a casuistry which avoids the necessity of proving the incidence of 
the first element of the crime of 'causing corruption on the earth', namely, 
'war against God and his Apostle', which, as we saw, requires evidence of 
the use of arms, because, for them, any accusation of causing corruption 
on the earth automatically presumes the guilt of having waged war against 
God and his Apostle, even if the accused has not committed any armed 
offence. This also so Iv es the last problem raised by commentators, that is, 
determining the punishments. Once any moral and political offence can 
be defined as causing corruption on the earth, imposition of capital 
punishment becomes unavoidable. This is again adeparture from the 
Shi'f tradition, because in the same (wdith that was quoted before the 
eighth Imäm ar-RiQä, quotes verse 33 to establish a clear link between 
the severity of the crime and severity of punishment, the implication being 
that there is no single, blanket 'recompense' for all varieties of crimes. 
Verse 34 brings up the possibility of pardoning the culprits provided they 
repent before being caught; they may be pardoned both in the sense of 
being exempted from stipulated penalties, and forgiven by God in the 
hereafter. Tabätabä'f seems inclined to stress the former meaning when he 
says that the verse represents 'one ofthe cases in which (divine) forgiveness 
pertains to worldly matters '. But perhaps the most important and the most 
decisive point about the punishments mentioned in verse 33 is that, as 
Rashid RiQii and Tabätäbä'f both emphasise, 79 the Prophet Mul;1ammad 
did not inflict these punishments on the infidels after defeating them. 
According to Rashid RiQii, the reason why 'Alf also acted likewise in the 
case of the Khawärij was that, despite their open defiance of his authority, 
he did not think that they were set upon destroying civilised life or public 
security, but knew that they were simply acting on their judgement and 
understanding of religion,l3() they were thus, in today's parlance, political 
offenders. Among the modernists too, at least one group, the Indian 
Qädiyänis, although strongly defending the harshness of punishments as 
evidence of Islam's opposition to 'false sentiments' dealing with 'dacoits, 
robbers and thieves', hold that political offenders should be forgiven, 
'ifthey repent and desist from further rebellion and other offences against 
the state' .81 

As was noted before, merciless retributive measures by states in times of 
crisis may be justified by the convenient logic of extraordinary circum
stances, or the demands of preserving a newly established regime against 
overwhelming odds. But what is of greater interest to us is that they point 
to a glaring paradox which can come to the surface when a fundamentalist 
group finds, for the first time in modem history, an opportunity for 
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attempting to translate its vision of Islam into legal and political realities. 
On the face of it, the Devotees' approach has been draconian and retro
gressive, especially with their insistence on adherence to rituals and norms 
of formal behaviour. But whenever they are criticised either on this score 
or for their deviation from the accepted interpretation of specific Qur'änic 
verses, they accuse their critics of rigid, formalistic thinking, and by so 
doing admit the virtue of adapting religious precepts to changing circum
stances; for while they do their best to extend the provisions of the verses 
beyond the 'highway robbers, dacoits and thieves' to include any and 
every offender against public interests, their opponents seem to be 
miserably shackled by the literal meaning of the verses. So they claim 
that it is they, not their critics, who are the real modemists. If one essential 
condition of modernism is a rejection of the literal interpretation of the 
Qur'än, then this claim cannot be dismissed out ofhand. But the Devotees 
and their doctrinal allies do not seem to be concerned about the fact that 
their espousal of the modernist cause at least on this score, by opening the 
way to non-literal interpretation of an sources of religious thinking, is 
bound to be harmful to the central tenet of fundamentalism - safeguarding 
the purity of Islamic teachings from the 'poison' of speculative exercises. 

The foregoing brief survey of the Iranian version of the Muslim Brothers 
confirms and elaborates the point we already made about the place of law 
in the Islamic state. It is true that astate can be Islamic only by dint of its 
enforcement ofthe Sharl'ah. But the provisions ofthe Sharl'ah do not form 
a rigid code of laws accepted by an Muslims. Apart from the laws of 
personal status and what Iqbäl calls 'socially harmless rules relating to 
eating, drinking, purity and impurity', the nature of a substantial number 
of them depends on the mentality, and therefore on the intellectual, social 
and political climate, of those who try to extract them from the sourees. 
A liberal-minded Muslim would try to deduce from the Qur'än and the 
Tradition an the necessary guarantees of individual rights and liberties, 
and a socialist would be more keen on demonstrating the collectivist ethos 
of Islam. This truism proves that, so far as modem political trends in the 
Muslim world are concerned, a plea for establishing the Islamic state can 
neither be the unique feature of the fundamentalist ideology nor a con
clusive proof of the conviction that Islam is heedless of any doctrine or 
principle outside the purview of the Shartah. 

* * * 

How Islamic fundamentalism can face different doctrinal problems in its 
effort to turn itself into astate ideology is illustrated by the case of the 
Jamä'at-i-Islämfin Pakistan.82 We saw that both the Egyptian (or Syrian) 
Muslim Brothers and the Iranian Devotees conducted their activities in 
circumstances where Islam as a political ideology relevant to the modern 
world had become marginal in national politics. This was the ascendancy 
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of secular, liberal and left-wing political parties and ideologies, following 
a long period of forced and superficial modernisation of laws and institu
tions. The situation was different in Pakistan where Islam was the raison 
d'Nre of the state. The sole justification for establishing the state of 
Pakistan was that its people belonged to Islam, to a religion different from 
that of the majority of the inhabitants of the Indian sub-continent. Islam 
has therefore always been at the very heart and centre of intellectual and 
ideological debate both among the Muslims and between them and the 
Hindus, both be fore and after the emergence of Pakistan. Whether in 
deference to Hindu revivalism, or to stand up to British imperialism, or in 
the drive for Muslim-Hindu unity, or to mobilise popular support for the 
Ottoman Caliphate, or, finally, to protect the Muslim minority against a 
Hindu-dominated state, Islam always kept its pivotal place in the political 
conscience of the Indian Muslim elite. 

It is this overriding historical fact that can largely account for a distinct 
feature ofthe Jamä'at as compared with its Egyptian and Iranian counter
parts: a greater political maturity, inspiring its contributions to the 
national debate over a wide range of issues faced by Pakistan in her long 
and arduous course of constitutional development. Whereas the Brothers 
and the Devotees had either to operate as ineffectual opposition groups, 
or conduct c1andestine campaigns, or enter into dubious alliances with 
other political factions, the Jamä'at was allowed-and challenged-to 
state its ideas openly and officially in the discussions on the structure of the 
Islamic Republic of Pakistan. It did not always live up to this challenge, 
but its performance was undoubtedly more impressive than similar groups 
in other Muslim countries. The ideas that it set forth were in many cases 
more practical and to the point. 

Side by side with these differences, however, there have been similarities 
too, otherwise the Jamä'at would have been completely cut off from the 
mainstream of fundamentalism. 

lust as the perceived menace of Zionism has been partly responsible for 
the growing rigidity of the Brothers' ideology in the Arab countries, so too 
has the threat of Indian nationalism or bellicosity been instrumental in 
nourishing fundamentalist trends in Pakistan. This can be c1early seen in 
the history of her search for political order and constitutional develop
ment.83 Since her formation in 1948, three constitutions have been adopted 
in that country-in 1956, 1962 and 1973. In addition to the problems con
cerning the distribution of powers between the centre and provinces, and 
the nature of the executive suitable for Pakistan, the relationship between 
religion and state has been a principal cause of this constitutional 
instability. It may be that as G. W. Choudhury has remarked, the Islamic 
provisions of these constitutions are merely 'high-sounding phrases'84 
which have no corresponding reality in the country's legal system or socio
political spheres. But however symbolic the value of such provisions may 
be, one cannot ignore their importance as an index to the relevance or 
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urgency of Islam, both at the official and popular levels, as the ideological 
framework of the state. Thus, while in 1956, with the history of Hindu
Muslim conflicts still fresh in memories, the first Constitution under
standably asserted the dominant place of Islam by determining the title of 
the country as the 'Islamic Republic of Pakistan' and through the famous 
Repugnancy Clause ('no law shall be repugnant to Islam'), and the pro
hibition of usury, drin king, gambling and prostitution, the Constitution 
of 1962 considerably watered down the Islamic character of the state. 
This was made possible partly by the high-handed method of government 
of Ayyüb Khän's military regime, but also partly by the changed atmos
phere of the times due to dwindling religious fervour and a dawning 
realisation of the necessity of the country's development along modem 
economic and educationallines. The war with India in 1964, and the much 
more devastating Bangladesh war of 1971, resulting in the dismemberment 
of Pakistan, revived popular religious feelings, and this was reflected in 
the Constitution of 1973 which for the first time deelared Islam to be the 
state religion.85 

The theoretical predominance of Islam in the national politics is, no 
doubt, a crucial factor in giving some substance and urgency to the 
Jamä'at's religio-political platform. But no less important has been the 
dedication of its founder and theoretician, Abu'l A'lä Maudüdf (d. 1979). 
It is an indication of his unique status in the fundamentalist movement 
that while men like Bannä' or Sayyid Qutb in Egypt or Navväb Safavf in 
Iran were treated as outsiders or extremists by the religious establishment, 
Maudüdf has had elose association with the 'Ulamä '. Given the fact that 
he hirnself was not strictly an 'älim by formation, but was self-taught in 
the Islamic sciences, and even in his twenties was semi-Westernised, this 
was no mean achievement. His views often refiected the 'Ulamä 's' 
positions, particularly on constitutional issues. His relations with them 
were by no means free of personal rivalries and frictions. Binder has 
enumerated the differences between his fundamentalism and the'Ulamä 's' 
traditionalism: these basically boil down to the fact that while he believed 
in the necessity of ijtihäd, they adhered to the age-old practice of taqlld 
(imitation of authorities).86 But Maudüdf has frequently tried to minimise 
this divergency by waming that ijtihäd cannot be exercised outside the 
norms of the Sharl'ah, and this makes stringent demands on those who 
should qualify as mujtahids.87 Much more significant has been his dis
agreement with them over women 's rights to occupy high political offices, 
as will be explained below. Perhaps one reason why he was at times 
recognised as the 'Ulamä's' spokesman has been the latter's inability 
to produce any figure who would match his intelligence, talents and inter
national standing: he is the only contemporary non-Arab Muslim 
fundamentalist whose works have been translated into Arabic. 

Outwardly, there is nothing in Maudüdi's career which would suggest a 
revolutionary temper. In 1937 MuJ:lammad Iqbäl, as the President of the 
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Muslim League, invited hirn to co-operate in the codification of Muslim 
jurisprudence; in 1938, he became Head of the Islamic Research Institute 
at Lahore. Meanwhile, he acted as the Dean of the College of Islamic 
Theology at Lahore for two years.88 His monthly review Tarjumiin 
al-Qur'iin ('Exegesis of the Qur'än', begun in 1932) bears further witness 
to a speculative disposition. In unison with the 'Ulamä', he was at first 
opposed to the movement for creating Pakistan, because he considered it 
inappropriate to use Islam89 -a universalist religion - as the ideological 
underpinning of a nation-state (a problem which, as we shall see in the next 
chapter, was faced by the Arab nationalists as well). But he later changed 
his mind, seeing in the whole Pakistan movement a promise for the rebirth 
ofIslam. It is true that after the Partition he came into conflict with govern
ment authorities, frequently being accused of fomenting trouble. He was 
arrested and imprisoned once in 1948 for his campaign against liberal 
politicians, and again in 1952 in connection with the disturbances against 
the Qädiyäni community. He was also blamed for student unrest in West 
Pakistan.90 He and his followers always denied these charges, an attitude 
which contrasts sharply with that of radical Muslims elsewhere, who often 
welcome such imputations as evidence oftheir own revolutionary identity. 
Maudüdi did not allow official animosity to deter him from constitutional 
activities. He submitted proposals and comments on the Draft Constitu
ti on of 1956, and his followers acknowledged the legitimacy of the 
parliamentary processes by taking part, and gaining limited support, in 
the electoral campaigns. 

And yet, in spite of this background, and of certain rightist traits in his 
teachings, it would be wrong to describe him as a conservative thinker. 
In fact, of all the fundamentalist authors who have achieved international 
farne, his is the only ideology which inc1udes a fairly coherent theory of 
the 'Islamic revolution '. This is because he takes an uncompromisingly 
holistic view of the issue of the Islamic state. Ghazzäli and Sayyid Qulb 
come c10se to this holism, the former in his doctrine of the indivisibility 
of the Islamic legal system, the latter on Islamic socialism; but since Islam 
has always been taken for granted in Pakistan as at least as one of the 
essential determinants ofthe country's political regime Maudüdihas been 
less hamstrung than them by the obligation to prove Islam's ability to 
supersede modern, secular ideologies. Instead, he has concentrated on 
demonstrating the rational interdependence of Islamic morality, law and 
political theory. His religious and political teachings thus offer the most 
comprehensive exposition so far of the nature of the Islamic state. 

An Islamic state, without an Islamic revolution preceding it, is bound to 
founder on the moral infirmities of its citizens: this is the gist of Maudüdi's 
theory of 'the process of the Islamic revolution '. Some of his arguments 
in support of this proposition could have been adduced by any secular 
ideologue, since they are partly based on the analogies of the French, 
Russian and Nazi German revolutionary movements. None of these 
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movements, says Maududi, would have succeeded without the backing of 
its appropriate type of social consciousness and moral atmosphere, and 
these can only be brought about through a revolution.91 In this argument, 
the revolution is prescribed mainly as a spiritual prerequisite of the 
Islamic state, but he also pursues another line of reasoning which is 
sociological, emphasising the character of the state as something which is 
formed, not by artificial means, but as the product of the 'interplay of 
certain moral, psychological, cultural and historical factors pre-existing 
it'92 -a notion which, although couched in modern or Marxian terms, can 
be traced back to Ibn Khaldun: 'Until there is a change in the social fabric, 
no permanent change can be produced by artificial means in any state', 
he says.93 Mindful of the controversy among the philosophers of history 
over the overestimation of social structure as a decisive factor of political 
change, he immediately adds that he does not thereby suggest the 'doctrine 
of determinism', denying the freedom of human will.94 The success of his 
entire scheme of revolution hinges on the firm resolve, integrity and stead
fastness of individuals in an untoward environment. To prove that such a 
suggestion is not utopian, he mentions the example of the Prophet 
M ul;1ammad and the small numbers ofhis followers: just as that tiny group 
gradually won the non-believers over to their side by their sacrifices and 
sufferings, so too there should now come forward a group of people who 
would sincerely believe in the call to the unity and sovereignty of God, 
ready to abandon the life of self-indulgence and accept the restraints of 
morality. It is this belief in the unity and sovereignty of God which is the 
ultimate protector of the revolutionaries against all deviations and dis
tractions. Combined with a 'true understanding of Islam, single-minded
ness, strong power of judgement, and complete sacrifice of personal feelings 
and selfish desires " it will give the revolutionaries the ability to withstand 
all hardships, and finally overcome public apathy or enmity.95 What is 
interesting in the whole of this argument is that although in expounding its 
premises Maududi may sound like a social determinist, he ends up a 
voluntarist by stressing the element of individ ual will and initiative. 

Is violence indispensable to an Islamic revolution? Maudüdithinks not, 
and this is consistent with his conviction in the tremendous force of moral 
example, although like all fundamentalists he does not rule out force as an 
unavoidable means of dealing with evil in the world. Again he falls back 
on the analogy of incipient Islam: 'Historians', he says, 'have given such 
prominence to the religious wars of the Prophet that people have been 
misled into believing that his revolution in Arabia was brought about by 
violence and bloodshed, whereas not more than a thousand or twelve 
hundred men were killed on both sides in the course of all the wars .... 
If you recall the his tory of revolutions in the world, you shall have to admit 
that this revolution is fit to be called a "bloodless revolution"'.96 One 
could contest this claim by pointing out that the place of violence in a 
social movement should not be judged solely by the number of people 
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killed in its process, that even one person killed is always one too many, 
and that a more plausible criterion is whether violence is accepted in the 
corporate thinking as a legitimate means of realising social ideals. On this 
score, an Islamic revolution can certainly not be free of violence for the 
simple reason that Islam itself does not negate the use of force in the 
abstract. But perhaps a more pertinent observation is that unlike al1 the 
familiar protagonists of revolution, Maudüdi is obviously reluctant to 
preach recourse to force, and instead stresses the necessity of gradual, 
spiritual transformation of the society in order to inculcate 'the true 
Islamic mentality and moral attitudes '97 in the people. 

The state born of such a revolution is not, at least in form, dissimilar 
from the totalitarian regimes of modem times. It cannot be otherwise, 
since the revolutionary movement preceding its birth aims ultimately to 
effect the utmost uniformity and harmony of souls. 'It is essential,' he 
says, 'that a particular type of movement should grow up, permeated by 
the same spirit; the same sort of mass character should be moulded; the 
same kind of communal morality should be developed; the same kind of 
workers should be trained; (and) the same type of leadership should 
emerge.'98 The responsibility for running the state will be vested in men 
who would seek to enforce, not their own will, but the divine law. They 
should then create the 'same mental attitude and moral spirit' among the 
people. Their system 'would produce Muslim scientists, Muslim philos
ophers, Muslim historians, Muslin economists and financial experts, 
Muslim jurists and politicans.99 Sustaining this monolithic culture is the 
ideological character ofthe state, based as it is 'on a definite set ofmoral 
and spiritual principles, and ruled by a group of persons ... of widely 
differing nationalities.' 100 These principles are subsumed under the formula 
'submission to the sovereignty and unity ofGod'. Far from beingdisturbed 
by the totalitarian implication of making ideology the exclusive guiding 
principle of state actions, Maudüdf finds it the most reliable defence 
against the corrupting influence of power. He sounds absolutely sure of 
this, mainly because power for him means only a specific institutionalised 
form of it - the nationalistic state. The failure of the revolutionary regimes 
in the past, he says, has been due to their preoccupation with narrow, 
nationalistic pursuits. lOl But an Islamic ideology, by protecting the minds 
from al1 family, ethnic and racial prejudices, is the antithesis to nationalism, 
and therefore forestalls decline. What is overlooked in this reasoning is 
that power, in order to be corrupting, does not need to pursue nationalistic 
or ethnic aims alone. In fact it does not need to pursue any aim at all to be 
so. In many cases rulers have been infatuated with powerfor its own sake. 
The hope, or conviction, that rulers can be kept out of mischief by 
adhering to a certain set of doctrines, or leading an ascetic way of life, is as 
old as the notion of Utopia in human history. It is a noble idea, but one 
which has so far rarely worked in practice. Maudüdi does not provide any 
evidence that his ideological state would be an exception to this depressing 
observation ofhistory. Since the case for the intrinsic power ofideology as 
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a shield against corruption is thus unsubstantiated, his suggestion for 
immunising the Islamic state against the pest of nationalism - entrusting 
its government to a group of people of 'widely differing nationalities'
exacts too much credulity: he is over-confident ofthe ability ofindividuals 
to subordinate their immediate, emotional desires to long-term, rational 
ends. 

Within the framework laid down by the Islamic revolution, no depart
ment of individual and sociallife is exonerated from the 'Islamic order'. 
No other fundamentalist advocate of the Islamic state presents as lucid a 
blueprint of it as does Maududl. His numerous writings and speeches deal 
with many of the details of the constitutional and legal features of the 
Islamic state-another reflection ofthe urgency ofhis theme in the context 
of Pakistan politics: the sources and methodology of law-making, the 
distinction between the permanent and unalterable part of the Shari'ah 
(such as the prohibition of interest and wine-drinking) and the flexible 
(made possible through the device of ta'wil or 'probing into the meaning 
of the injunctions found in the Qur'än and Tradition', ijtihäd, qiyäs, or 
analogy, and istilJsän, or 'juristic preference'), the functions of the 
legislative, judicial and executive organs of the state, and the position of 
the electorate.102 His remarks on these issues are partly meant to repel 
doubts about the feasibility of the Islamic state in general, and partly 
incidental to the particular problems of Pakistan (for instance, his 
opposition to 'joint electorates' consisting of both Muslims and non
Muslims103 becomes more comprehensible when one recalls the distinct 
significance of the Hindu community in Pakistan as India's neighbour, or 
the controversial status of the Qadlyanls, who regard themselves as 
Muslims but are described by Maududl as non-Muslims)YJ4 However, 
as he hirnself notes, the whole question of the constitutional and legal 
characteristics of the Islamic state is subsidiary to a larger issue - that of 
the Shari'ah, not as a body of laws, but as a 'complete scheme of life and 
all-embracing social order', without which Islamic laws can 'neither be 
understood nor enforced'. It is this scheme which he calls the 'Islamic 
order', and is a corollary to his theory of revolution. He finds it, not 
hidden in convoluted theological or juridical disquistions, but neatly 
encapsulated in fourteen Qur'änic verses, all from the Surah Bani Isrä71. lOs 

These have to be quoted in fuH: 

Thy lord hath ordained that ye worship none but hirn; and kindness to 
your parents whether one or both of them attain to old age with thee; 
and say not to them 'Fie' neither reproach them; but speak to them 
both with respectful speech; [17: 23] 
And to him who is of kin render his due, and also to the poor and to the 
wayfarer; yet waste not wastefuHy, 
For the wasteful are brethren of the Satans, and Satan was ungrateful 
to his Lord: 
But if thou turn away from them, while thou thyself seekest boons from 
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thy Lord for which thou hopest, at least speak to them with kindly 
speech: 
And let not thy hand be tied up to thy neck; nor yet open it with all 
openness, lest thou sit thee down in rebuke, in beggary. 
Verily, thy Lord will provide with open hand for whom he pleaseth, and 
will be sparing. His servants doth he scan, inspect. 
Kill not your children for fear of want: for them and for you will we 
provide. Verily, the killing them is a great wickedness. 
Have nought to do with adultery; for it is a foul thing and an evil way. 
Neither slay any one whom God hath forbidden you to slay, unless for a 
just cause: and whosoever shall be slain wrongfully, to his heir have we 
given powers; but let hirn not outstep bounds in putting the manslayer 
to death, for he too, in his turn, will be assisted and avenged. 
And touch not the substance of the orphan, unless in an upright way, 
till he attain his age of strength: And perform your convenant; verily 
the covenant shall be enquired of: 
And give full measure when you measure, and weigh with just balance. 
This will be better, and fairest for settlement: 
And follow not that of which thou hast no knowledge; because the 
hearing and the sight and the heart, - each of these shall be enquired of: 
And walk not proudly on the earth, for thou canst not cleave the earth, 
neither shalt thou reach to the mountain in height: 
All tbis is evil; odious to thy Lord. 
This is apart of the wisdom which thy Lord hath revealed to thee .... 
[17: 26-391 

It is noteworthy that in elaborating his idea of the 'Islamic order', 
Maudüdi mentions only these verses, with no reference to any lJadith or 
other secondary sources. This is perhaps meant not so much to minimise 
the importance of lJadiths as to lend more authority to his scheme of 
'order'. Besides, the verses he quotes have all c1ear and straightforward 
meaning, leaving little or no room for equivocation. These had to be 
quoted in full, because they not only show the exact canonical basis of the 
'order', but also illustrate Maudüdfs preference for deducing the 
principles ofhis political thought straight from the Qur'än. As he reminds 
us, the verses belong to the Medinan period of Mul)ammad's messenger
ship, namely, the period in which he received divine revelation of the 
moral, social, economic, political and cultural institutions of the new 
Islamic state and society. The underlying principles of these institutions, 
as derived from the foregoing verses, are as follows: (1) The ideology ofthe 
Islamic state is nothing but the thought that real sovereignty and lords hip 
belongs only to God, and that it is His law which lays down the rules of 
human conduct, and the principles of government throughout the world. 
(2) Parental rights occupy the highest place in the scale of all human 
relationships. Respecting, obeying and serving one's parents is a religious 
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duty. Hence the obligation of the Islamic state to establish its juridical, 
educational and administrative policies on the basis of protecting and 
strengthening family life. (3) People should not be content only with 
satisfying their minimum material needs, but ought to seek a prosperous 
life, without indulging in extravagance, and allocate a portion of their 
income towards the maintenance oftheir needy relatives and other fellow
citizens. Such is the way to promote the spirit of co-operation, self-sacrifice, 
and economic mutual help. These are not merely moral prescription, but 
ideas which can be turned into living realities through the institutions of 
obligatory alms (a~-.yadaqät al-wäjibah), supererogotary alms (a.y-~adaqät 
an-näjilah), testaments, inheritance and endowments. (4) Extremes of 
wealth and poverty should both be avoided. Poverty (or to use MaudüdI's 
euphemism, 'insufficiency of wealth') is not necessarily an unnatural 
phenomenon, because 'the inequalities which arise from natural causes, 
with no interference by artificial limitations' are not evil in themselves. 
(5) Birth control through 'killing the offspring, and miscarriage' is a crime. 
The remedy lies in constructive efforts for elevating the family's living 
standards. (6) Adultery should be prohibited, not only by outlawing the 
act itself, but also through eliminating all its 'means, causes, stimulants 
and accessories '. This is the aim of the Islamic bans on drin king, dancing, 
men's imitation of women (takhannuth), and women's imitation of men 
(istirjäl), as well as the various laws aimed at facilitating marriage, and 
preventing individual overspending and corruption. (7) No human being 
should be killed, except for a just cause, which consists of punishment for 
five kinds of crime: (a) murder, (b) hostility and war against Muslims, 
(c) attempt at overthrowing the Islamic order, (d) aduitery, whether by 
men or women, (e) apostasy or high treason. In punishing those guilty of 
such acts, no transgression, no 'overkill'. and, especially, no torture 
should be allowedYJ6 The state alone can be in charge of punishment. 
Individuals or families should not exercise the right of revenge on their 
own. (8) The rights of orphans should be protected. (9) Promises should 
be kept, and contracts implemented. (10) Business transactions must be 
conducted with complete honesty. (11) Individual and public policies 
should be based, not on doubts or presumptions, but only on solid 
evidence. Nobody should be arrested or harmed or imprisoned on mere 
suspicion. The same holds true of international relations. (12) Muslim 
behaviour should be free of all traces of arrogance and vanity.107 

As can be seen, the elements of the scheme are not of the same nature or 
importance from a political standpoint: some deal with general principles 
of sociallife, some with interpersonal relationships; some are political, 
some moral. But this combination ofthe general and particular, of political 
and moral is the distinctive feature of all the manifestos of those modern 
fundamentalists who regard the creation of an Islamic state within the 
immediate capability ofMuslims. But more particularly it serves to confirm 
the point we already made to refute the validity of any distinction between 
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an 'Islamic order' and an Islamic state, as has been suggested by some 
authors, because it is unthinkable that a sodety be run along these lines 
in the political, sodal, penal and moral fields, without its government 
being fully committed to Islam. 

When this scheme is considered in the light ofMaudüdfs other writings, 
then the following broad strands ofhis political teachings become manifest: 
first, despite the revolutionary methods recommended by him to fulfil 
the prerequisites of the Islamic state, his perception of the structure of the 
state itself is 'conservative', in the sense of running counter to any 
weakening of the institutions of family and private ownership. Maudüdr 
is more specific on this point in his later writings, making it amply c1ear 
that the kind of revolution he is seeking is far from a total overhauling of 
sodal structure. 'Islam', he says, 'does not aim at an extreme revolution 
(inqiliib muti(arrif), transforming everything from the foundations, as does 
Communism, which militates against human nature, abolishing private 
ownership and instituting state control over individual properties. Islam 
eschews such a destructive reversal of(the order of) things, consonant as it 
is with human nature.'lOB Such qualifications of the appeal for the 
revolution can only be explained by the genuine fundamentalist mis
giving, feIt in Pakistan as elsewhere and particularly in the post-Bandung 
period, that Islamic radicalism may be exploited by left-wing movements. 
Allied to this loathing of abrupt and violent change, is the second basic 
element of his ideology - an opposition to an egalitarian doctrines which 
deny the natural inequalities of human beings. Any attempt, he asserts, 
to impose equality on entities which are naturally unequal is as unjust as 
fostering inequality among the equals.109 This, of course, is a common
place proposition with which one can hardly disagree, and certainly one 
admitted to be true by most fundamentalists, in Pakistan or elsewhere. 
Controversy arises over the context in which it is stated, and the aim it 
pursues; whether it is intended to condemn disparities of wealth and social 
status, or, conversely, to counter quasi-communistic notions of absolute 
equality. While sharing with Sibä'r and Sayyid Qutb their denundation of 
unjustifiable sodal inequalities and immorally gained wealth, Maudüdr 
occasionally veers towards rightist espousal ofthe 'wisdom ofinequality', 
notably when the point at issue is the sanctity of private ownership, and 
the right of the state to confiscate and manage lands in the name of the 
community. From this non-egalitarian stand flows the second con
servative strand in his ideology-the rejection of the inevitability of c1ass 
struggle. Class differences, he says, when being the result of 'natural' 
causes, do not constitute an evil in themselves. Rather than trying to 
eradicate the 'differential inherent in human society', an Islamic state 
should therefore merely attempt to prevent them from becoming 'an 
instrument of exploitation and injustice'. These mellow thoughts make 
Maudüdi more drcumspect than his Arab or Iranian counterparts in the 
use of socialist rhetoric, while outlining his theory of revolution. 
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Third, although Maudüdi is more explicit than any other fundamentalist 
of his time in his stand for the principles of the electiveness of rulers, their 
accountability to the ruled, their obligation to consult 'the people who loose 
and bind', and the right of ordinary citizens to criticise all those in power, 
he is opposed to democracy in the sense of a particular system of govern
ment imported from the West.l1O One might explain this opposition by 
reference to the cultural puritanism of all fundamentalists who repudiate 
in principle any Western institution, or, alternatively, to the stereotyped 
notions about incompatibility ofWestern democratic values with Muslim 
attitudes. But in the case of thinkers like Maudüdi, it has more to do with 
an elitist streak in their mentality, despite the fact that their appeals for 
Islamic revivalism are often addressed to the masses. Itis, of course, in the 
nature of any idealism, set upon swimming against the tide of public 
fascination with values opposed to its principles, to be authoritarian. 
Taking pride in the fact that their version of Islam is a 'stranger' in a 
world enthralled by ungodly attitudes is a common feature of all funda
mentalists-from Mul.1ammad Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab to his direct opposite, 
the Äyatulläh KhumaynJ:: 'Islam does not regard numbers as a criterion 
of truth and rectitude', says Maudüdi, ignoring that his fellow-SunnJ: 
polemists have often used the reverse of this argument in denouncing the 
ShJ:'i minority status. He also decries many of the institutions associated 
with democracy: the multi-party system, because it 'pollutes the govern
ment with a false sense of loyalties' besides being divisive; and electoral 
campaigns by candidates, for the same reason that RashJ:d Ri<;lä had 
drawn from the Prophetic Tradition, prohibiting the rulership to all its 
aspirants. Moreover, there cannot be much scope for democracy in astate 
such as the one he champions where the most powerful organ is ajudiciary 
charged with upholding not simply the law, but God's laws: 'In Islam, 
the judiciary is independent of the executive. The task of the judge is to 
implement God's laws .... He does not sit on the seat of judgement in the 
capacity of the representative of the Caliph or the Ameer, but as the 
representative of God.' III 

We may add two other points which do not figure in the foregoing 
catalogue, but can be gathered from Maudüdl's other declarations: one is 
the severity of the punishments and penalties provided in the Shartah for 
wrongdoers, and the second is the position of women. He defends the 
former with great vigour and cogency against its Western critics: it is not, 
he contends, the religious punishments which are barbaric, but rather the 
crimes which call them into operation. What is again reassuring to 
modernists is that for hirn the whole system of these punishments is 
primarily a deterrent, and in any case intended for a society wh ich has 
already been revolutionised and reformed according to Islamic principles, 
where presumably the incidence of crime is reduced to the minimum, the 
implication being that their application before such astate of affairs 
prevails would be unjust. Islam, he says, 'does its best to save people from 
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punishment, just as it lays down the strictest conditions for the admissibility 
of testimony as evidence of crime, and fixes a certain period of time to 
conduct investigations before applying punishments, so as to check any 
error that might have been made by the witnesses, and directs the judges 
to exert all in their power to ward off the punishments from the people.' 112 

On the question of the proper behaviour and appearance of women and 
their social and political rights, there was no apparent theoretical dis
agreement between Maudüdl and other fundamentalists. He was, if any
thing, more demanding than many ofthem on the practice of bijäb (veiling), 
and on their being barred from high political offices. But in practice he 
turned out to be more liberal than any other weIl-known theoretician of 
his kind by supporting a woman candidate (Fätimah Jinnäl) in Pakistan's 
presidential election of 1965. This seems to have been largely a political 
move inspired by the Jamä'at's vehement opposition to the incumbent 
president, Ayyüb Khan, on the grounds ofhis pro-Western policies. What
ever the motive, the fact is while a gathering of the 'Ulama' produced a 
Jatwä declaring that in Islam a woman could not be head of state, MaudüdI 
announced that a woman could attain this office, although it was not 
desirable. ll3 

Islamic thinking in Pakistan is not, of course, exhausted by the theories 
of MaudüdI. Nor has the Jamä'at been the sole representative of Islamic 
activism, as evidenced by the fact that the decline in the Jamä'at's power 
after its defeat in the general elections of 1969 did not mean the dwindling 
of the force and appeal of the concept of the Islamic state. Another dis
tinguished Pakistani thinker, Mul;1ammad Asad, had his own plan of the 
Islamic state which deserves equal attention. But MaudüdI's ideas have been 
more germane to our study because of their influence beyond Pakistan, 
as weIl as their place in the nexus of fundamentalist utopianism.ll4 



4 Nationalism, democracy and socialism 

Contemporary discussions among Muslims on the Caliphate and Islamic 
state, outlined in the preceding two chapters, have in many ways been the 
continuation of Islamic political thought as known in his tory. They have 
involved issues which are immanent in Islamic culture, however much the 
rhythm and the accent of each phase of the discussions may have been 
determined by developments in the contacts between Muslims and the 
outside world. Despite the occasional venturings of some Muslim thinkers 
into unfamiliar grounds, such as the question of separation of powers or 
the theory of revolution, the basic questions they reviewed - the canonical 
foundations of the Caliphate, the deviations of the Caliph from the 
Shartah, the functions of the 'people who loose and bind', and the 
attributes of an Islamic state-remained dose to the original sources of 
Islamic law and ethics. 

Evidently these have not been the only political questions engaging the 
Muslim mind over the last two and a half centuries. There have also been 
others, of which we intend to survey some in this chapter. But in contrast 
to the issues debated so far, the ones we are going to examine have been 
forced upon the Muslim mind from outside-from the Western challenge 
to the credibility and integrity of Islam as a total ideology. We shall con
centrate only on three themes which stand out in the politics ofthe Muslim 
world toda y: nationalism, democracy and socialism. These do not repre
sent homogeneous challenges, since each requires a different set of values, 
attitudes and institutions. Nor have they all been thrown at Muslims at the 
same time. But they have all formed the multiple dimensions of a single 
urge for material welfare and technological progress. In them mesh some 
of the major strands of Muslim thinking on the most important cultural 
and political problems of the Muslim peoples. 

I N ationalism 

We start with nationalism, because, ta king the eighteenth century as our 
point of departure, the Muslims' first consequential encounter with the 
West was through its physical (military, commercial, colonial) expan
sionism. This so on awakened in them that collective emotional response 
which is the very essence of a nationalistic movement. In the history of 



112 MODERN ISLAMIC POLITICAL THOUGHT 

political thought, the term nationalism sometimes refers to a movement for 
guarding a nation's independence and freedom in the face of an external 
aggressor, and at others to an intellectual assertion of a nation"s separate
ness and identity - or, in its extreme form, of superiority over other nations. 
It can have other meanings as weIl, but they do not concern us at this 
juncture. Muslim writers in the nineteenth century, such as TahtäwI,I 
Nadim,2 Mar~afi} and 'Abduh,4 understood the term primarily in the 
first sense, identifying it with the term patriotism (in Arabic, wa(aniyyah, 
from watan, abode, and later, by extension, homeland) which although 
signifying a different concept, is related to the territorial aspect of the 
national identity.5 Since the Prophet is said to have praised the 'love of 
abode' (~ubb al-waran) as a mark of faith, these authors easily managed to 
combine their demands for reforms with an appeal to the patriotic feelings 
of Muslims in Egypt, Syria, Iran and Afghanistan. 

In the twentieth century, with the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and 
the gradual withering of the colonial system, Muslim peoples achieved 
the status of nationhood one after another. The result was that, in the new 
phase of Muslim self-assertion, concern with the criteria of nationhood 
began to prevail over the notion of patriotism, especially in the minds of 
Arab writers. This marked the beginning of an ideological controversy 
among the Muslim intellectuals which is still continuing. It centred round 
the basic contradiction between nationalism as a time-bound set of 
principles re la ted to the qualities and needs of a particular group of 
human beings, and Islam as an eternal, universal ist message, drawing no 
distinction between its adherents except on the criterion of their piety. 
The problem was particularly acute in the case of Arab nationalism after 
the First World War, when it appeared on the political scene as a distinct 
ideology-for two reasons. First, the goal of Arab unity, embracing as it 
did large numbers of people of diverse characteristics and inhabiting a 
vast expanse ofterritories, represented a larger vision than that ofthe move
ments with more limited scope, such as Turkish, Egyptian or Syrian 
nationalism. Hence it could not be easily stigmatised as being divisive. 
Second, there is the intimate, subliminal association between Arabism 
('urübah) and Islam. The Arabs cannot promote their identity without at 
the same time exalting Islam, which is the most abi ding source of their 
pride, and the most potent stimulant of that identity down the ages; 
conversely, the fact that Islam was first revealed to the Arabs, and in their 
language, emboldens some Arab nationalists to try to pre-empt Islam as a 
primordially Arab religion. Some Arab writers try at first to prove that 
there is no contradiction between Islam and Arab nationalism. But they 
often end up confirming the Arabic identity ofIslam. A typical illustration 
of this attitude can be found in the views of 'Abd ar-Ral).män al-Bazzäz 
(d. 1972), an outstanding exponent of Arab nationalism, and Iraq's Prime 
Minister in 1965-6. He starts offby criticising the misrepresentation ofthe 
notion of religion among Arabs under the impact of' cultural imperialism', 
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and the Western usage ofthe term. Islam, he says, does not admit a narrow 
view of religion by restricting it within the limits of 'worship, specific 
rituals and spiritual beliefs'. Contrary to Christianity and Buddhism, and 
'in its precise meaning, Islam is also a social order, a philosophy of life, 
(a system) of economic rules, and of government'.6 After quoting Bertrand 
Russell's definition of Islam as a 'political religion, namely, a socially
orientated religion', Bazzaz concludes that 'Islam does not necessarily 
contradict Arab nationalism unless their political aims differ, but this is 
unthinkable'7 precisely in view of the substantive links between the two. 
He then proceeds to correct another misunderstanding - this time con
nected with Arab nationalism. Some people believe that Arab nationalism 
can only be built upon racial appeal or racial prejudice, and would there
fore be contrary to the 'all-pervasive nature' of Islam. He concedes that 
the exaggerations or excesses of some Arab nationalists have been 
responsible for this misconception, and that no doubt what some Umayyad 
governors, princes and rulers committed in consequence of their tri baI 
prejudice and racial propaganda collided with the nature of Islam. 'But,' 
he assures the religious-minded critics, 'the Arab nationalism in wh ich we 
believe, and for which we call, is based, as has been stipulated in our 
[Iraqi] National Covenant, not on racial appeal, but on linguistic, 
historical, cultural and spiritual ties and fundamental interests in life.'8 
Notwithstanding these arguments, and as if sensing that no amount of 
reasoning along these lines would convince his incredulous detractors, he 
resorts to his final argument that Islam, although being 'a universal 
religion, fitting for all peoples, and having been disseminated among 
numerous nations and races, was revealed primarily, and essentially 
(b'idh-dhät) for the Arabs'. In this sense, it is their particular religion. The 
Qur'än is in their language, and the Prophet from them.' He provides some 
detailed evidence to substantiate his claim: 

The actions of early Muslims confirm the Arabic nature ofIslam. 'Umar 
greatly hesitated to conquer lands outside the Arabian Peninsula and 
the Fertile Crescent. He consented to receive a double alms-tax (zakät) 
from the well-known Arab tribe of Banü Taghlib when the latter found 
the payment of poll-tax (jizyah) to be humiliating. Many Christian Arab 
tribes participated in the conquest of foreign lands. The Muslims 
accepted the poll-tax from the adherents of other religions outside the 
Peninsula, but in the interior, they offered [to non-Muslim Arabs] the 
choice between conversion to Islam and emigration. All this proves that 
the Arabs and their land occupy a special status in Islam. That a group 
oftheJuqahä', in discussing the problem ofthe equality [ofhusband and 
wife in social status, kaJä'ah, as a condition of sound marriage] main
tained that a non-Arab is not equal to an Arab, even if they were equals 
in other respects, is proof of the privileged status [mumtäz] of the Arabs 
in Islam and Islamic civilisation. I can emphasise that many of the 
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principles that Islam has asserted, and have become part of it, are ancient 
Arab traditions which were refined by Islam, and invested with a fresh 
character. The veneration of, and paying pilgrimage to, the Ka'bah, are 
an ancient Arab tradition, and so are many of the rituals of the pilgrim
age itself. The respect for Friday, which the Arabs used to call 'the Day 
of Arabism' [yawm al- 'uriibah], and its adoption as a day of' festivity and 
adornment', as has been mentioned in the tradition, is another proof of 
the Arabic character of Islam. Arabic viewpoints abound in the rules 
of inheritance and statutory shares [farä'i4], especially in granting the 
right of inheritance to patern al relatives, and concern for relatives of the 
first degree.9 

In defining its relationship with Islam, Arab nationalism thus often ends 
where it started: with the glorification of Arabism as a commanding value 
in Islam. On this point, most theoreticians of Arab nationalism seem to be 
in agreement-whether they are Muslims or non-Muslims, religionists or 
secularists. Some of them are, of course, at pains to underscore their 
recognition of Islam as a religion for the whole of humanity and not just 
for one particular branch of it. Nevertheless, their works impart an 
unmistakable impression that the Prophet Mul).ammad almost acted as 
the first hero of Arab nationalism by uniting all Arab-speaking inhabitants 
of the Peninsula under his banner. lO This view certainly sounds blas
phemous to many devout Muslims,u Arab or non-Arab, but it bespeaks a 
sentiment deeply ingrained in the Arab consciousness, however weH 
camouflaged, or hedged in with the kind of qualifications that would make 
it palatable to dogmaticaHy severe Muslims. A logical extension of the 
same attitude is the nationalists' favourable verdict on those periods of 
Arab-Islamic history which do not normally pass muster with pious 
Muslims. For instance, while the Iranian Muslims condemn the Umayyad 
dynasty (41-132/661-750) for violating the Islamic norms ofequality by 
virtue of its discriminatory policies against non-Arab Muslims (not to 
speak of its antipathy towards the members of the Prophefs family), and 
while such fundamentalists as Rashld RiQa also hold Mu'awiyah, the 
founder of the dynasty, responsible for the degeneration of the Caliphate 
because of his role in turning it into hereditary rule (mulk) in the 'tradition 
of Caesars and Khusraws', Arab nationalists praise the Umayyad era as 
one of the 'glory of the Arab consciousness' (,izzat al-wa'y al- 'Arabi)Y 

Obviously, this attitude towards Islam is something unique to Arab 
nationalists, or more precisely, to those Arabs, whether Muslim or 
Christian, who regard themselves first and foremost as members ofa single 
and as yet unfulfilled entity ca lied the 'Arab nation'. But for an Arab who 
owes his primary allegiance to an entity smaller, and for that reason more 
immediate and more real, than the 'Arab nation', as do vast numbers of 
ordinary citizens of Arab states today, then the status oflslam can become 
problematical, and its relevance to their tangible territorial, ethnic or 
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parochial interests considerably diminished. Here the particularistic and 
often conflicting demands of individual Arab states can take precedence 
over the unifying ideals of Islam. However, it is to the non-Arab varieties 
of nationalism among Muslims that this statement applies with particular 
force, because in the case of the Turks, for instance, and as will be further 
explained below, Iranians, nationalism has no intrinsic link with Islam, 
and even sometimes implies its total negation. The cultural campaigns of 
Atatürk in Turkey and Ri<;lä Shäh in Iran were aimed at eliminating or 
weakening the Islamic components of the Turkish and Iranian person
alities. Even the liberal brands of nationalism in these countries have often 
found themselves at odds with the religionists because of promoting the 
pre-Islamic legacies of their nations. 

We now have to leave the nationalist attitude towards Islam, and resurne 
our study of the reverse side of this picture - namely, the religious attitude 
towards nationalism. In the nineteenth and earlier decades ofthe twentieth 
centuries, this attitude was easily definable because most ofthe pioneers of 
Islamic modernism unhesitatingly tended to oppose nationalism in so far 
as it was incompatible with Islamic universalism. Sometimes their 
opposition had political motives: so long as the Ottoman Empire lasted, 
many Muslims supported it as a bastion against Western expansionism 
and in the name of an illusory consensus called 'Pan-Islamism', which 
only served to perpetuate the Ottoman despotism. But by the time the 
modernists like 'Abd ar-Räziq were denouncing the nationalistic exploita
tion of Islam, the emergence of separate Muslim states, each jealously 
guarding its independence, had relegated the designs of Muslim unity to 
the realm of visionary politics. This caused important frictions inside the 
religious camp. Of those who adhered to the previous, orthodox maledic
ti on of nationalism the most outspoken were the fundamentalists both 
inside and outside the Arab world. Unmoved by eh anging political 
realities, men like Bannä', Navväb Safavl, Sayyid Qutb, Ghazzäll and 
Maudüdl have taken an unequivoeal stand against all varieties of 
nationalism: linguistic, ethnic and liberal. For them, resistance against 
foreign domination, whieh can be the only legitimate ground for such 
partieularistic ereeds, does not have to be formulated in the language of 
nationalism: Islam possesses enough ideologieal and emotional resourees 
to galvanise the masses in the cause of independenee. Even patriotism of 
the vaunted nineteenth-century type is discarded from the lexieon of these 
leaders, because the only homeland they recognise is not the familiar one 
assoeiated with specifie ethnic groups, but the global 'abode of Islam'
though this time ca lied, not by the traditional term där al-Isläm (the 'abode 
of Islam'), but by the newly-coined al-watan al-Isläml (the Islamic 
homeland). 

Other religious factions have been less consistent, because they have 
been foreed to take aeeount of new political circumstances. In our 
particular area of study there have been two groups of the 'Ulamä' whose 
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attitudes indicate a mentality which is not only different from that of the 
fundamentalists, but is also ready to contradict itself in response to the 
changing political scene. The first are the 'Ulamä' of al-Azhar who, on 
several occasions in Egypt's recent history, openly supported the nationalist 
ideology, and the second, the Shi'f leaders and writers in Iran. Before 
surveying the position of each of these two groups separately, we have 
to make a caveat on the way in which the divergence between the 
nationalists and their Muslim detractors has found expression in, or (as 
Marxian authors would put it) has been caused by, a c1ear division in 
the social structure of their countries. Nationalism has rarely been the 
conscious credo of the Muslim masses, whether urban or rural, except in 
its vaguest and most general anti-imperialist or anti-Zionist slogans. As in 
the West, the most articulate spokesmen and heroes of nationalism in 
Muslim countries have arisen from the ranks of the bourgeoisie and the 
aristocratic establishment. Accordingly their constituency has normally 
been found among civil servants, teachers, middle-rank army officers, and 
relatively well-to-do tradesmen and shopkeepers. The bazaar merchants 
have often played an ambiguous role, with affiliations in both camps, 
maintaining family and business ties with both the 'U1amä' and liberal 
nationa1ists. But whenever the lower strata of urban peop1e have rallied 
in great numbers to the nationalist platforms it has been, first of all on 
issues of extreme national concern, giving rise to an unusual degree of 
harmony between social c1asses - such as the oi1 nationalisation movement 
in Iran in 1951-3, the Suez crisis in Egypt in 1956, and the Bang1adesh 
war in 1971; and second, their support for the nationalist cause has been 
on sufferance of the 'Ulamä' - by virtue of either their explicit approval 
or their equanimity. This pattern of the a1ignment of social forces has had 
another consequence not exc1usively related to the nationalist movement: 
whereas an orderly, gradual increase in politicalliberties, such as in Egypt 
from 1923 to 1939, or in Iran from 1945 to 1949, created favourable con
ditions for more or less all political groups alike, a sudden relaxation of 
official controls, allowing the release of long-suppressed, popular frustra
tions, benefited the religionists more than other factions (examples are: 
Iran after 1941, 1949, 1961 and 1978; Pakistan after 1971, Egypt after 
1967 and 1971, and-with essential qualifications- Turkey after 1950). 
This has been particularly true of the urban areas, where the meahs of 
political communication, organisation and activity have been more avail
able. That is why economic development and urbanisation have often 
paradoxically contributed in the long run to Islamic revivalist movements. 
This state of affairs is by no means eternal, or endowed with any sacro
sanct character: there is no doubt that the spread of literacy and political 
education, accompanied by the responsible enjoyment of guaranteed 
rights of expression and assembly, would eventually reverse the situation, 
assuring the liberal nationalists of greater infiuence among the 'disin
herited', urban masses, leaving only the traditional-minded, illiterate 
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strata as the preserve of the religionists. This is precisely what differentiates 
the case of Turkey from that of other Muslim countries, despite the 
relative failure of her attempt at complete secularisation, and the uneven 
record of her democratic experience: a higher rate of literacy, and the 
existence of certain institutionalised liberties in that country since 1950 
have visibly strengthened the position of secular political groupings, 
enabling them to make inroads into the same social classes wh ich, in a 
country like Iran or Pakistan, would normally be considered as the 
breeding ground of Muslim fundamentalism - the unskilled workers, and 
the 'lumpen' proletariat. 

The combination of the factors underlying these issues - the doctrinal 
irreconcilability between Islam and nationalism, the simplicity of Islamic 
tenets for the masses, versus the relative sophistication of the nationalist 
ideals (in contradistinction to the facile appeal of anti-imperialist, anti
Israeli slogans), the rough correspondence between the nationalist
religionist rift, and the 'patrician-plebian' dichotomy in the social struc
ture, has had one definite result: in any real trial of strength between the 
nationalists and the religionists, the latter enjoy a potential tactical advant
age in terms of popular support, which can be turned into aetual superiority 
through shrewd leadership and manipulation of the masses. 

* * * 
The Azharites' initial attitude towards both Egyptian and Arab nation
alisms after the First World War was, in concert with that of funda
mentalists, one of outright condemnation. No less an authority than the 
Rector of al-Azhar, Mubammad Abu'l-Fa<;ll al-Jizäwi, and the Mufti of 
Egypt, "Abd ar-Rabmän Qurrah, led the attack on the nationalist "heresy' 
as late as 1928, when Arab nationalists were only starting their campaign 
across national borders,13 and the earlier amorphous movements were 
evolving into more determinate political ideologies and trends such as 
Wafdism and Kemalism. Arabs and non-Arabs, they declared, are unified 
in a single brotherhood under Islam, in which nationality can only rest on 
the bonds offaith. Later, in 1938, another eminent religious figure, Shaykh 
Mubammad Ghunayml, stressed Islam's opposition to all fonns of 
geographic or ethnic particularism (iqlTmiyyah). Even by 1938, namely at 
the height of the Arab revolt against Jewish immigration into Palestine, 
when nationalism had clearly become the most powerful creed in the East 
as much as in the West, the new Rector of AI-Azhar, Shaykh MuHafä 
al-Maräghi, reiterated Islam's hostility to racialism, and called upon Arab 
Muslims to strive 'towards Islamic unity, rather than allowing themselves 
to be preoccupied with Arab unity.'14 

The watershed in the transformation of al-Azhar from a champion of 
Islamic internationalism into one of the spiritual citadel of Arab 
nationalism came several years after the Second World War, in 1952, 
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when the Egyptian monarchy was overthrown by the Free Officers' coup
the 'July Revolution'. Ignoring decades of condemnation of nationalism, 
the Azharites threw their full weight behind its newest and most ardent 
protagonist in the whole region. How could this change of heart be 
explained? The easy answer would be that al-Azhar was simply cowed into 
submission. Although this explanation would apply particularly to the 
period after Jamäl 'Abd an-Nä~ir's accession to power in 1954, its general 
validity does not detract from the importance of other, less apparent, 
reasons for the Egyptian 'Ulamä 's conversion to nationalism. One such 
reason is that if they had any illusions about their own ability to compete 
with secular nationalists of the Wafdist type before, and for some time 
after, the Second World War, such illusions evaporated in the face of the 
Officers' regime, whose record was unsullied by any corruption or associa
tion with the West, and was therefore a more formidable riyal. Moreover, 
what was formerly a creeping Zionist threat - one of the essential pro
moters of Arab nationalism - had now crystallised in the state of Israel 
after inflicting a most grievous blow to Arab pride, and this plainly called 
for the kind of militant response that could not possibly be provided by 
al-Azhar's hitherto sober catholicity. Although during the first Arab
Israeli war of 1948-9 al-Azhar had appropriately adoped a vociferously 
patriotic attitude, it had now been forced to carry that posture to its logical 
conclusion by taking a conspicuous stand in favour of Arab unity. Its own 
expedient calculation also pointed in the same direction: by joining the 
Arab nationalist movement, it would not only immunise itself against 
charges of disloyalty, but also gain a leverage over aleadership wh ich, if 
abandoned to its own devices, might degenerate, at best into a secular 
Kemalist, and at worst into an atheistic, Communist state. This was 
necessitated all the more by a phenomenon which had existed since the 
twenties, in Egypt as well as in many other Muslim countries, but had now 
assumed alarming proportions: Islam's diminishing prestige with the 
rising generation of' progressive " Westernised youth whose main charac
teristic was a readiness to identify Arab backwardness with adherence to 
Islam, and, in general, to regard religion as an ally of reaction. It was 
indeed from this same generation that the new rulers had emerged. Hence 
it was essential for the Azharites to take advantage of the change of regime, 
and demonstrate Islam's real revolutionary spirit by supporting the policies 
of the new regime, including its campaign for Arab unity. What lightened 
the Azharites' heart-searchings was that it was not, of course, they alone 
who needed the Free Officers' goodwill to enhance their own, and Islam's, 
image among the people; the Free Officers themselves also needed the 
'Ulamä's blessings to consolidate their power, and-as we shall soon see
to thwart their left-wing challengers. Be that as it may, al-Azhar welcomed 
the Revolution of July 1952 with an effusiveness that served, among other 
things, to suggest its own vulnerability in the new political climate. Its 
ostensible justification at the outset for doing so was the Revolution's role 
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in liberating the 'Ulamä' from a deadening and un-Islamic quietism. 
It poured scorn on the overthrown monarchy for having done its best to 
'confine Islam to the mosque, so that its principles may not extend to the 
social field, popular institutions, and cultural organisations', while in the 
same breath giving generous praise to the new regime: 'God has blessed 
humanity with this Revolution,' wrote Mul)ibb ud-Din al-Khat"ib, Editor
in-Chief ofthe review of al-Azhar, '[an event] which has united the "heirs 
ofthe Prophet" [i.e. the 'Ulamä'] in their stand on Islam. The Revolution 
has refuted an the excuses to which some of the 'U lamä' resorted in the 
past to justify their [passive] attitude to the implementation ofthe Islamic 
mission, whenever their conscience reminded them ofthe obligations with 
which God has entrusted them.'15 This was at one and the same time a 
reaffirmation of their status as the 'heirs of the Prophet' and arbiters of all 
areas ofnationallife-moral, cultural and social-a dutiful acknowledge
ment of the blissful turn of events, and a warning to the Free Officers 
against any secularising intentions. As it happened, the regime went ahead 
with its wide-ranging reforms without much heeding such pious enuncia
tions. Nevertheless, the Azharites continued to display their trust in the 
Officers as 'the followers in the footsteps of 'Umar and 'Amr ibn al-Ä~', 
i.e. the earlier heroes ofIslamic militarism, and put an Islamic construction 
on an their social and economic schemes for the new Egypt - including the 
controversial land reform. But, more relevant to the topic at hand, they 
were drawn ever more deeply into the rising chorus of Arabism under 
Nä~ir's conductorship. This could not be done lightly, not only in view of 
the contradiction between Islam and nationalism, but also because of 
al-Azhar's past record. 

However, the solution that the Azharites eventually found to their 
dilemma was none other than the one we noticed in the case of Bazzäz: 
the complete identification of Islam with Arab nationalism. This could be 
observed in many of their statements from 1956 onwards: that is from 
the time that Nä~irism began to overshadow an other ideological trends in 
the Arab world. In an editorial entitled 'Has the Giant Woken up?', 
marking the breakthrough in al-Azhar's search for an identifiable political 
stance, Khatib depicted the many vicissitudes of Islam and Arabism in 
history to prove that they have always stood and fallen together. By 'Giant' 
('imlaq) was meant the Arab nation, and even more specifically, the 
corporate personality of the inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula, who, 
under the Rightly-Guided Caliphs, had carried the 'banner of justice' to 
the three known continents ofthat age-Asia (North), Africa and Europe
simultaneously establishing the existence of Arabism (kiyän al- 'urübah) 
and humane Islam (al-Islam al-insan/). Khatib's diagnosis of the decline 
of Islam, though merely repeating 'Abduh's and Ri<Jä's analysis, under
lined his nationalistic approach to history. Islam started to decline, he 
said, when its system of government was Persianised, and when the 'Giant' 
was benumbed, among other things, by the 'absurdities of Greek 
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phi10sophy, and the hallucinations ofBrahmanist Süfism'. Consequently, 
the 'Gianr went into a slumber that lasted many centuries, during which 
time foreigners, from Mongois and Crusaders to the Portuguese, Dutch, 
British and French colonialists, occupied many territories in the eastern 
and western parts ofthe Muslim world. 'Buthas the Giantnowwoken up?', 
asked the author, 'Are we now passing through a new phase in the history 
of Arabism and Islam, in which the history of Mankind expects us to resurne 
our mission so as to perform on the arena of life another chapter in the 
story of justice and good deeds?' His answer was that the 'Giant' was now 
in astate midway between sleep and awakening. It had just recovered from 
'the benumbing effect of colonialism in its military and political aspects'. 
Although there were still many other soporifics keeping it from resuming 
its mission, the Egyptian Revolution had firmly set the trend in the direction 
of a fuB renaissance of the entire Islamic community.16 

As was noted, the significance of Kha!lb's article is that it typifies the 
official, religious rhetodc ofthe time, in support of Arab nationalism. Such 
rhetoric, by postulating a complete equation between Islam and Arabism 
on the one hand, and between Arabism and humanity on the other, left no 
room for any doctrinal contradiction to mar the case for an alliance 
between Islam and Arab nationalism. But the whole situation contained 
an irony which made itself felt outside the re alm of speculative politics: the 
Azharites were making these sanguine statements about the revival of 
Islam under Nä~ir's leadership at a time when his regime was launehing a 
devastating campaign against an organisation in Egypt which laid claim 
to representing the real Islam - the Muslim Brothers, who, as we mentioned 
in the previous chapter, after their unsuccessful attempt on Nä~ir's life, 
had become the butt of a fierce repression, occasioning strident protests 
from their sympathisers in Syria, Jordan, Iran and Indonesia. 

* * * 

The case of the Iranian Shl'i 'Ulama: is more complex. This is primarily 
because of the different significance of nationalism both as an idea and a 
movement in Iran's modern history. Arab nationalism is a quest for the 
unity of aB Arabic-speaking peoples who lost their independence and 
identity as a political force after the overthrow ofthe 'Abbäsid dynasty by 
the Mongois in 1258. The prime concern of the political leaders and 
theoreticians of Arab nationalism during the last two centuries has, 
therefore, been to vindicate the essential unity of Arabic-speaking peoples 
despite their geographie, ethnic, confessional, social and economic 
differences, and to arouse them to a sustained struggle for recovering this 
unity. Their task has been rendered particularly onerous because of the 
divisive effects of Arab subjugation by a variety of foreign rulers - Üttoman, 
British, French and Italian. Polemical discussions on the concept of nation
hood, attempts at an exact definition of the Arab nation, romanticisation 
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of early his tory and appraisa1 of the role of religion and language in 
promoting Arabism have been some of the more important themes of 
modem Arab political literature. By contrast, what is called Iranian 
nationalism has been concerned less with the problem of nationhood than 
with that of freedom. We find scant or only marginal references in the 
relevant writings of nineteenth-century Iranian intellectuals to such 
questions as the oneness of the Iranian nation, the constituents of its 
identity, and the conflict between Iran's pre-Islamic culture and her 
IslamisationP In their place we find persistent demands for democracy, 
parliamentarism, and the rule of law; criticism of the existing state of 
affairs; and wistful comparisons of modernisation with backwardness. 
This is simply because, since at least 1502, Iran had been an independent 
state, and the unity and identity of her people had been an accomplished 
fact. True, the loss of some territories to the Ottomans, Russians and 
Afghans prompted calls for national vigilance in the face of foreign 
predators, and even occasional spells of xenophobia; so did the growing 
rivalries between the Russians and the British to secure financial and 
commercial concessions in the country. But these never developed into 
intellectual arguments over the distinct place of the Iranians in history, 
or into efforts to reach for the past in search of the antecedents of Iranian 
culture and personality. Hence the Shi'i religious writers scarcely feit the 
necessity to pronounce their views on nationalism. Whenever they did, 
they had no hesitation in denouncing it as an imported heresy undermining 
Muslim unity. This fact has often been obscured by the objective or 
practical association between the 'Ulamä' and Iranian nationalism, 
whether it be against the Ottomans in the Safavld period, or against the 
Russians after the wars of 1813 and 1828, or against the British in the 
Tobacco Rebellion in 1890-2, or perhaps most important of all, against 
internal despotism in the Constitutional Revolution of 1906. It has been 
this association, plus the Iranian historical contributions to the flowering 
of Shl'i theology, jurisprudence and philosophy, which accounts for a 
widely held notion in the West about an inherent, mutual dependence 
between Shi'ism and Iranian nationalism. But the truth is that there is 
nothing in the theoretical principles of Shi'ism to make it more amenable 
to ethnic or racial particularism than Sunnlsm. In point of fact, so far as 
Arab particularism is concerned, Shi'ism may be considered to be, if any
thing, more Arabist than Sunnism, because of insisting on the existence 
of a set of virtues in one particular group of the Arabs, the House of the 
Prophet Mul;1ammad, to the exclusion of all other human groups. There 
are indeed some Shi'i traditions which ascribe certain superiority to the 
Iranians over Arabs in terms of their allegiance to the members of the 
Prophet's family, but even these make the virtue of being an Iranian seem 
to be relative to Arab excellence: Iranians are praiseworthy only to the 
extent that they are loyal to the family of the Prophet. And in any case, such 
traditions have never been allowed to attain the status of even an implicit 
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article of faith for the Sh"i'is. No wonder then that those few Iranian Sh"i'i 
writers who have discussed nationalism within a deliberate religious 
framework have condemned it or expressed their preference for Pan
Islamic trends. Even in the nineteenth century when Pan-Islamism was a 
transparent Ottoman policy of rallying support from Muslims outside 
the empire, as well as inside, there were authors like the Qäjär Prince, 
Abu'l I:Iasan MIrza, known as Shaykh ar-Ra'Is, who, in a tract entitled 
IttilJäd-i Islam ('Islamic Unity, 1894), feIt no qualms in arguing that the 
best hope for Muslims to save themselves from decline was for them to 
submit to the leadership of Abdulham"id, 'this enlightened, wise Sultän, 
intent on unifying the Muslim world.18 Shaykh ar-Ra'is had certainly 
unorthodox views on many subjects, but his position on nationalism was 
shared by the 'Ulama', as was shown later, about ten years after the 
publication of his tract, during the Constitutional Revolution, when one 
of the main worries of the religious opponents of constitutionalism was its 
deleterious effects on the purity of Islamic beliefs. But it was in the 
twentieth century, after Ri<;lä Shah embarked on his systematic policy of 
cultural nationalism, glorifying Iran's pre-Islamic civilisation at the 
expense of Islamic values and symbols, that opposition to nationalism 
became a criterion of doctrinal rectitude. Naturally this opposition could 
not be made public so long as official suppression continued. Even the 
removal of the suppressive machinery after Ri<;lä Shah's abdication in 
1941 did not lead to an immediate expression of Islamic internationalism, 
since it coincided with a swelling tide of revulsion against the Allies' 
occupation of Iran, culminating in the short-lived, nationalist-religious 
coalition during the oil nationalisation movement of 1951. The bitter 
memo ries left by the collapse of that coalition made a lasting impact on 
the political stance of religious groups in the course of following decades. 
The collapse was caused both by personal rivalries between the two 
principalleaders ofthe popular.movement against the British, Mul)ammad 
Mu~addiq and the Ayatulläh Sayyid Abu'l-Qäsim KashanI, and certain 
fundamental differences between them over the methods of reorganising 
Iranian society after the immediate aim of the movement, namely 
nationalising the oll industry and expelling the British, had been achieved. 
The two leaders' outlooks mirrored their class and cultural backgrounds: 
Mu~addiq opted for a Western-type democracy, while KäshänI, although 
being equally a champion of political liberties, naturally showed more 
concern for the observance of Islamic precepts. The nationalists, deeply 
hurt by what they saw as a cynical co-operation between their religious 
opponents and the royalist or pro-British elements, launched a campaign 
during the closing months of the Mu~addiq era, making full use of all the 
familiar clicbes common to the Westernised political elites of most Muslim 
countries, portraying the religionists as the natural allies of British 
imperialism. The mutual recriminations continued after the overthrow of 
Mu~addiq, even when most ofhis religious foes, including Kashanihimself, 
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became victims of royalist suppression. But the religionists now enjoyed 
a clear advantage: they could still substantially influence public opinion 
through the mosques at a time when the nationalist parties and press had 
no such possibility. The urge to eliminate the vestiges of the nationalist 
campaign of 1952-3 was later compounded by another necessity: the 
royalists, having weathered the popular upheavals of the fifties and the 
early sixties, slowly resumed the promotion of Iran's pre-Islamic culture 
in an attempt to secure the historical legitimacy of the prerogatives of 
kingship. It was against this backdrop that religious writers, from the mid
sixties onwards, resorted for the first time in Iran's modern history to 
an explicit condemnation of her pre-Islamic civilisation. The earliest 
example of a similar campaign which comes to mind is the reaction of 
some of the Iranian Muslim grammarians and historians, such as Tha 'älibI 
(d. 429/1038) and Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144) against the protagonists of 
the Shü'ubiyyah movement, which claimed racial superiority for the 
Iranians over the Arabs. 

Among modern religious polemists against Iranian cultural nationalism, 
the most influential has been Murta<;lä Mutahhan (d. 1979), Professor of 
Islamic Philosophy at Tehran University, and one of the leaders of the 
Islamic Revolution in Iran. Together with that most popular exponent of 
ShI'f modernism, 'An SharI'atI, and a number of religious teachers and 
preachers, he founded the lfusayniyyah-i Irshiid in Tehran, a centre of 
religious education and propagation dedicated to disseminate 'true Islam' 
among the youth. Eventually the Centre was closed down because of both 
the government fear of the oppositional implications of its activities, and 
the hostility it aroused among the more traditionalist 'Ulamii'. The first 
major publication of the lfusayniyyah was a scholarly volume on the 
Prophet M ubammad wh ich purported, among other things, to oppose 
the current official and intellectual belief about the virtues of Iran's pre
Islamic civilisation by demonstrating the social injustice and moral 
depravity ofthe Sassanian state. Mutahhari follows the same line in many 
of his writings. It consists essentially of two arguments against those 
nationalist writers as weIl as Western Iranologists who claim that the 
Islamisation of Iran was never genuine because Islam was imposed on her 
by force, and that it has always been an alien culture for the majority of 
Iranians. First, he says, 'those who speak of the military conquest of Iran 
by the Arab armies as being synonymous with the Islamisation of the 
country can perhaps present in support of their thesis arguments claiming 
that the newly-converted Persian performed public prayer because of 
what might be termed 'public pressure'. But they find it difficult to explain 
why the Persians produced so many great Islamic scholars. It might be 
thought that a people, if forced, could submit outwardly to another pattern 
of life, but not that a people could be forced to contribute creatively and 
profoundly to this pattern unless it were transformed inwardly by the new 
way of life.' 19 Second, he argues that if Islam is alien to the Iranians 
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because of having originated outside their geographic borders, then so 
should Christianity be to the Europeans, Buddhism to the Chinese, and 
Communism to the Russians. But none of these people have ever 
expressed a sense of specifically cultural alienation towards their religion 
or ideology.20 The fact is that Islam, contrary to the contention of Arab 
nationalists, is not bound by any ethnic predilection; it treats an human 
individuals as equally capable of grasping its truths. The Islamisation of 
Iran, concludes Mutahhari:, took plaee not at onee but gradually.21 In the 
meantime, the Iranians were free under the Muslim rule to practise their 
pre-Islamic beliefs, and had therefore no need to fabricate Sh1'Ism to 
camouflage their ancient traditions. They converted to Islam because they 
were discontented with the Sassanian autocracy and corruption, and 
thirsty for a new message of justice and equality. They developed a deep 
affection for the members of the Prophet's family because they found 
them the most sincere and most fearless champions of Islamic idealsP 
There are indeed some Sh1'I traditions which give weight to the contention 
that the Iranian admiration for the Imäms is connected with the marriage 
between the third Imäm, l;Iusayn, and Shahrbänü, the daughter of 
Yazdigird, the last Sassanian king. These traditions should be treated with 
the greatest caution, because, according to Mutahhari:, some of their 
narrators have been proved, by the standards of the 'scienee of tradition', 
to be unreliable. He indulges in further polemics against European and 
Iranian exponents of the family link between Sh1'Ism and Iranian 
nationalism, and says that if inter-marriage were to give rise to sectarian 
preferences, the Iranians had an equally valid reason for loving the 
Umayyads, because the Caliph WalId Ibn 'Abd al-Malik is also reported to 
have married Shäh-äfar1d, another descendant of Yazdigird.23 

We are not concerned here with the historical accuracy of some of 
MutahharI's arguments. He hirnself tends to be cautious in the best 
scholarly tradition whenever dealing with specific historical details. What 
should be of greater interest to us is his attitude towards the whole 
phenomenon of cultural nationalism in modern Iran, an attitude which is 
shared by an those thinkers who insist on the authenticity and primacy of 
the Islamic components of her historical conscience, and so willy-nilly 
collides with the nationalists. Any upsurge of nationalism inevitably leads 
to a renewal of this conflict, as long as Iran does not, or cannot, part with 
her pre-Islamic heritage, a heritage which is to a considerable extent 
embedded in her language and culture. There are other Muslim nations 
which have had varying degrees of attachment to their pre-Islamic legacies
the Egyptians to the Pharaonic, the Lebanese to the Phoenician, the 
Tunisians to the Carthagian, and the Iraqis to the Babylonian. But the 
temptations of these pristine glories have so far been offset by the counter
vailing pun of the Arabic language and culture, which, in their turn, can 
secure some kind of symbiosis between Arab nationalism and Islam. Many 
Arab nationalists have managed to profess to be good Muslims at the same 
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time by putting an Islamic construction on their pride in Arabism. Iranian 
nationalists, by contrast, have often found themselves driven to und er
lining the purely Iranian elements of their culture, mostly reminiscent of 
pre-Islamic times, or of the resistance to the Arab invasion during the first 
two centuries of Islam. In their eyes, the real renaissance of the national 
self-consciousness starts with the great epic poet FirdawsI (d. 411/1020), 
whose account of the Arab conquest remains to this day the most poignant 
epitaph on the destruction of the Sassanian state.24 Some 'Pan-Iranist' 
enthusiasts have even joined the campaign for 'pure Persian', eliminating 
foreign, mostly Arabic, words, from the national language, something 
which deeply offends not only the guardians of the Islamic heritage, but 
also many classicists. Hence, although any nationalism is fundamentally 
irreconcilable with Islam, Iranian nationalism is more so than its Arab 
counterpart, and by the same token its conflict with Islam is much more 
difficult to resolve. 

* * * 

Although since the Second World War Muslim peoples have gained their 
independence from Western powers, and have even, in some cases, 
succeeded in achieving some degree of national integration, few of their 
politicalor intellectual leaders can honestly claim that this by itself has 
solved any of their major political, social and economic problems. In many 
cases, independence has been vitia ted by economic backwardness and 
continuing dependence on Western powers. National unity has also been 
placed under severe strain as cultural self-consciousness and political 
separatism have gained in strength among infinitely diverse ethnic groups, 
often artificially under external pressures. Nourishing the sense of 
frustration have been the persistence of autocratic forms of government, 
and the apathy ofvast masses after briefperiods of outbreak ofnationalistic 
fervour. The struggle for democracy has been one way of overcoming this 
frustration. 

11 Democracy 

Historically speaking, democratic ideals of free opinion, free speech, free 
assembly and representative government impressed themselves on the 
Muslim mind as corollaries to the goals of national independence and 
unity. When large sections of a population are aroused and mobilised in the 
name of a common aim, it is only natural that wider popular participation 
in determining the affairs of the state should be either demanded or 
promised as necessary instruments or rewards in the national struggle. The 
problems raised by this development for Muslim thinkers were far more 
complicated than those posed by nationalism. It is fairly simple to shelve 
or play down the theoretical and doctrinal issues which are likely to divide 
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anation when it faces a foreign aggressor or usurper. It is far more difficu1t, 
especially in times of sober stock-taking and decision-making, to agree 
on a set of principles and mechanisms to ensure equal possibilities of self
expression and access to the levers of power for the citizens of astate which 
needs strong, centralised leadership in the solution of its urgent problems. 

The irreconcilability between Islam and nationalism is due to the 
former's specijic quality as a religion opposed to all ethnic and racial 
differentia which would justify the superiority of one group over others. 
Not every religion by itself, and necessarily, contradicts nationalism. On 
the contrary, there are religions like Judaism, Zoroastrianism and 
Hinduism wh ich, apposite as they are to ethnic division, have been 
smoothly integrated into the nationalist ethos of the Israelis, Iranians and 
Indians. To say the least, the use of these religions for cultivating nation
alistic symbols and values among their followers has not aroused the same 
degree of doctrinal squabbles and moral indignation as has the use of 
Islam by some Arab or Pakistani nationalists among advocates of Islamic 
universalism. 

The case of democracy is different. If Islam comes into conflict with 
certain postulates of democracy, it is because of its general character as a 
religion. Every and any religion is bound to come into a similar conflict 
by virtue of being a religion - that is to say, a system of beliefs based on a 
minimum of immutable and unquestionable tenets, or held on the strength 
of received conventions and traditional authority. But an intrinsic con
comitant of democracy, whatever its definition, is ceaseless debate and 
questioning, which unavoidably involves achallenge to many a sacred 
aXIOm. 

But since there is no consensus on the exact meaning of democracy as a 
political system, we cannot adopt a single definition as our reference point, 
although we shall later have the opportunity to delve into some of the 
current Muslim perceptions ofthe term. However, what we shou1d note at 
this point is that no form of government, whatever its ideological under
pinning or its social and economic configuration, can be entitled to the 
epithet democratic, as the term is generally understood in our times, without 
being predicated on a number of principles which would be either implicit 
in the attitudes and social values of its subjects, or explicitly formalised 
in its laws. The most important of these principles are a recognition of the 
worth of every human being, irrespective of any of his or her qualities, the 
acceptance ofthe necessity oflaw, that is a set of definite or rational norms, 
to regulate all social relationships, the equality of all citizens be fore the 
law, regardless oftheir racial, ethnic and class distinctions, the justifiability 
of state decisions on the basis of popular consent, and a high degree of 
tolerance of unconventional and unorthodox opinions. 

Islam contains many basic principles which would make it highly 
responsive towards some of these moral and legal, as distinct from socio
logical, prerequisites of democracy. To start with, any Muslim intellectual 
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seeking to construct a modem theory of Islamic democracy is particularly 
heartened by a comparison of the concepts of equality in Islam and 
classical Western political thought. The equality recognised by Islam, 
contrary to that among the Greeks, for instance, is not subordinate to any 
prior condition. Equality for the Greeks had meaning only within the 
range oflaw. Their isonomy guaranteed equality, in the words ofHannah 
Arendt, 'not because all men were born equal, but, on the contrary, 
because men by nature were not equal, and needed an artificial institution, 
the polis, which by virtue of its nomos would make them equal. Equality 
existed only in this specifically political realm, where men met one another 
as citizens and not as private persons. The difference between this ancient 
concept of equality and our notion that men are born and created equal 
and become unequal by virtue of social and political, that is man-made 
institutions, can hardly be over-emphasised. The equality of the Greek 
polis, its isonomy, was an attribute of the polis and not of men, who 
received their equality by virtue of citizenship, not by virtue of birth. '25 
It may be argued that the equality envisaged in Islam also depends on a 
political pre-condition, which is the membership of the Ummah, the com
munity of the faithful. But while this pre-condition could be achieved by 
any person through the simple act of conversion to Islam, for the Greeks 
the access to the political realm, which was the precondition of equality, 
was possible only to those who owned property and slaves-a privilege 
which could not certainly be enjoyed by the majority of the people. 
Medieval Muslim thinkers, such as Khäjah Na~Ir Tust (d. 672/1273), who 
were obviously aware ofthe explosive consequences ofthe Islamic concept 
of equality, took care to emphasise the basic inequality of men. 'If men 
were equals, they would have all perished,'26 he said, quoting an Arabic 
aphorism of unknown origin in support of his thesis. And TusI was an 
Aristotelian par excellence. 

The difference between the Islamic and classical Western concepts of 
equality is refiected partly in the political terminology of the two cultures. 
The Qur'än recognises Man (insän), irrespective ofhis beliefs and political 
standing, but has no word for citizen. That is why Muslims in modern 
times have had to invent new terms for the concept: muwä(in in Arabic, 
shahr-vand in Persian, and vatandilf in Turkish, are all neologisms. How
ever much the political rights of the individual may be considered to be 
undefined or ill-defined in the traditional sources of Islamic political 
thought, the position of Man himself, in his pre-social state, is ennobled 
in the Qur'än as God's 'vicegerent on the earth' (2: 30). Conversely for 
the Romans, the Latin word homo, the equivalent of Man, 'suggested 
originally somebody who was nothing but a man, a rightless person, 
therefore, and a slave'P 

To go back to the doctrine of equality, if Islam is antithetical to nation
alism, it is because of its negation of all racial, ethnic and hereditary 
criteria of distinction among human beings, and of its belief that all of 
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them form one community. The only valid Islamic ground on which an 
individual may be superior to another is his fear of God, or piety (taqwä). 
It might be objected that what Islam grants with one hand by positing the 
basic equality of al1 human beings, it takes away with another by ruling 
that non-Muslims living in an Islamic state should be inferior to Muslims 
by incurring heavier financial liabilities and civic deprivations. The 
answer to this objection is that no egalitarian school of political thought 
provides for absolute equality - unless it is hopelessly utopian, or has no 
intention of achieving political power. In our times, any democratic 
system of government inevitably imposes certain implicit or explicit dis
criminations in favour of all those who pay allegiance to a set of ideals, 
norms and symbols, forming the subject of a presumed consensus, whether 
it be the 'American way of life', or 'scientific socialism', or a liberal
monarchical democracy. Moreover, the exercise of all civic liberties is 
limited by that commonplace and oft-abused proviso that freedom of any 
individual should end whenever it interferes with the freedom of another 
individual. But none of these limitations per se disqualifies any of these 
political systems from being called democratic by its beneficiaries. Islam's 
treatment of the 'People of the Book', or its denial of political rights to 
atheists, can be similarly justified in terms of the constrictions necessitated 
by the nature of any political regime. But what ultimately decides whether 
a regime is or is not genuinely dedicated to the principle of equality 
despite these limitations should be whether the ostensible factor giving 
rise to them is permanent and unremovable, such as the membership of a 
race or caste, or conversely accidental and temporary, such as the member
ship of a party, or the status of foreign residents of astate. And the 
decisive fact is that the limitations placed by the Sharl'ah on the rights of 
non-Muslims are not permanent and unremovable, because non-Muslims 
always have the option to convert to Islam, and thereby overcome their 
political incapacity. 

Likewise, if by democracy is meant a system of government which is the 
opposite of dictatorship, Islam can be compatible with democracy 
because there is no place in it for arbitrary rule by one man or a group of 
men. The basis of all the decisions and actions of an Islamic state should be, 
not individual whim and caprice, but the Sharl'ah, which is a body of regu
lations drawn from the Qur'än and the Tradition. The Sharl'ah is but one 
of the several manifestations of the divine wisdom, regulating .all pheno
mena in the universe, material or spiritual, natural or social. The use of 
multiple words in the Qur'än to define this normative character of God's 
wisdom -sunnat allah (the way or tradition of God), mlzan (scale), 
shir'ah (another term for the sharl'ah), qis{ and 'adl (both meaningjustice)
is perhaps one way by which Islam has tried to impress its significance 
on the minds of the faithful. Again, at a purely abstract level, all this 
satisfies another pre-requisite of democracy which is the rule of law. Some 
authors maintain for the same reason that a proper Islamic state should be 
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called, not a theocracy, but a nomocracy. The distinction may not be of 
much value when one considers that what is sacred and binding in Islam is 
not law in general, but only the Law, which is of divine inspiration. But 
what is pertinent to our discussion is that by upholding the Sharl'ah 
Islam affirms the necessity of government on the basis of norms and well
defined guidelines, rather than personal preferences. This alone should 
establish considerable common ground with all the opponents of personal 
rule, so that the dispute as to whether the norms and principles should be 
determined by reason or revelation, or both, or what kind of authority is 
to decide whether a particular policy or attitude is sanctioned by the 
Sharl'ah or not, and how controversies over the correct interpretations of 
the Qur'än and Tradition can be settled to the satisfaction of all those 
concerned, may be put off until a later stage. The derivation of the concept 
of man-made law from the notion of the Shari'ah may seem to any 
Westerner and Westernised Muslims to be an unsatisfactory way of 
deducing so vital an element of social engineering. But remaining within 
the frame of reference of the same critics, one cannot in all fairness find 
much fault with this method, except in its being rather archaic, because 
in the history of Western political thought also the modern concept of law 
was a by-product ofthe development ofthe medieval debates on the divine 
wisdom. The idea of law as 'a rational ordering of things which concern 
the common good; promulgated by whoever is charged with care of the 
community' was extracted by men like St Thomas Aquinas28 from the 
perception of the reason of God as the source from which all the levels of 
the cosmic order emanate. 

Islam can pass yet another moral test of democracy, which although 
being of a formal nature is indispensable to its functioning, namely, the 
requirement that a government should not only rule by law, but also 
reckon in all its decisions with the wishes of the ruled. This requirement is 
met by the principles of shürä (consultation) and ijmä' (consensus), which 
are drawn from both the Qur'än and the Tadition. In enumerating the 
qualities ofa good Muslim, the Qur'än mentions consultation on the same 
footing as compliance with God's order, saying the prayers and payment 
of the alms-tax. The Prophet and the first four Rightly-Guided Caliphs 
(Räshidün) are known to have accordingly made consultation with, and 
in some ca ses deference to, the opinions of their critics, an abiding 
characteristic of their rule. According to MaudüdI, they took counsel not 
from a bunch of 'hand-picked men', but only from those who enjoyed the 
confidence of the masses. These practices were admittedly discontinued 
after the assassination of 'All, except for brief, exceptional periods of the 
rule of just and pious rulers. But Muslims were henceforth generally less 
tolerant of disaffection within their own ranks, than of non-Muslim 
groups, or the 'People of the Book'. The Muslims' record, over the whole 
span of history, on this rare civic virtue in inter-cultural relationships is 
decidedly superior to that of Westemers. Anti-Semitism, in the form 
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prevalent in European history, was unknown among Muslims, and in any 
case there were no Islamic equivalents of the mass expulsions of the Jews 
such as those which took place in Germany, Spain, France, England, 
Rumania and Poland. The Muslim tolerance of other great religions may 
not be directly connected with the moral prerequisites of democracy, but 
as a concrete historical precedent, especially when added to the practices 
of the Prophet and the Rightly-Guided Caliphs, it provides a persuasive 
subsidiary argument in favour of Muslim democrats against advocates of 
intolerance. 

To the extent that there are such theoretical affinities between Islam and 
democracy, the exertions of some Muslim writers either in devising a 
theory of Islamic democracy or in demonstrating the democratic temper 
of Islam cannot be dismissed as an unfounded and desperate presentation 
of Islam in a form palatable to the rising generation of unbelieving, 
politicised youth. Some of these writers adopt a philosophical standpoint, 
concerning themselves not with the social and political history ofMuslims, 
nor even with the formal principles of the faith, but rather with its under
lying concepts. Thus the Indian Muslim Humäyiin Zahlruddin Kabir 
tries to show the common grounds between Islam, democracy and science. 
He starts off by describing the three basic concepts governing the growth 
of science in human history.29 These are, according to hirn, the uniformity 
of the universe, the universality of the laws of nature, and the value of the 
individual instance. He then goes on to prove that democracy is but 
the application of these three concepts to the sociallife of human beings. 
'From the homogeneity and unity of the world,' he says, 'follows the 
universal application of moral and politicallaws. From the uniformity of 
the laws of nature follows the equality of all before the law. From the 
emphasis on the particular instance follows the recognition of the dignity 
of the individual human being.' 30 After explaining these principles, he 
observes 'the remarkable similarity'31 between them and the fundamental 
teachings oflslam. The first presupposition ofboth science and democracy 
is the existence of a unitary world, in which Islam declares its belief by 
emphasising the unity of Godhead in a 'manner which has been rarely 
equalled by any other religion.' Islam accedes to the second principle of 
science and democracy, namely, the universality of the law, by holding 
that 'as a religion valid for all times, it must reveal the eternal nature of 
truth', and that 'since God is one, and reason seeks to express his nature, 
the Laws ofreason cannot but be the same for all'. Finally, Kab'ir deduces 
the third principle, the reverence for the individual, from Islam's denial 
of any distinction between the phenomenal and the transcendent, and its 
appreciation of nature not as a symbol of something hidden, but for its 
own sake. 'When the reality of the empirical is recognised, the particular 
comes to its own, for the empirical is always revealed in the particular as 
the human personality. On this basis, many theosophical schools in Islam, 
including the wujüdi (existential) and the shuhüdi (intuitive) have empha-
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sised that the individual cannot be regarded as a mere element in a 
universal system, because it has an independent status of its own. 'The 
overriding unity of God,' conc1udes KabIr,' seems to be challenged (in 
Islam) by the uniqueness of the individual.' 32 

The question as to why the very reverse has happened in Islamic history, 
with the personality of the individual crushed under the weight of an over
awing collectivity, lies outside the scope ofKablr's philosophical discourse. 
Living in independent India, a country where at least elementary political 
rights and liberties have been ensured, despite the tragic history of com
munal strife, to a degree unequalled by any Muslim state, KabIr could 
afford to indulge in abstract thinking on democracy. But Muslim writers 
living in more difficult times, and under much harsher regimes, have had 
to pay attention to more tangible issues bearing on the concrete safeguards 
against unscrupulous tyrannies. Hence one favourite exercise of successive 
generations of Muslim proponents of democracy since the middle of the 
nineteenth century has been to scour religious literature in search of 
prescriptions for the rights of the individual, and checks on state power. 
Their writings, from the Iranian MIrza Yüsuf Mustashar ud-Dawlah's 
Yak kalimah ('One Word', ?1870) to the Egyptian 'Abbäs Mal,lmüd 
al-'Aqqad's Ad-dimuqräliyahji'l Isläm ('Democracy in Islam', 1952) are 
certainly impressive examples of ingenious political pamphleteering. The 
Qur'an admittedly contains few specifically political verses, and the 
Tradition, although richer in this respect, can be the subject ofviolent dis
agreements. Historical precedents are even less helpful because aga in, 
except for the per iod of the Prophetic mission and of the Rightly-Guided 
Caliphs, they indeed give more weight to the cynics' taunting that, for the 
better part oftheir history, Muslims have known no political system other 
than the most arbitrary. As regards the Shartah, it was never implemented 
as an integral system, and the bulk of its provisions remained as legal 
fictions. Nevertheless, it is neither inordinately difficult nor illegitimate to 
derive a list of democratic rights and liberties from all these sources, given 
a fair degree of exegetical talent. 

The Egyptian writer Al)mad ShawqI al-Fanjari has compiled perhaps 
the most comprehensive catalogue. He allows hirnself considerable latitude 
by following the example of TahtäwI, the famous pioneer of cultural 
Westernisation in Egypt, who maintained that 'what is called freedom in 
Europe, is exactly what is defined in our religion as justice ('ad!), right 
(I;aqq), consultation (shürä), and equality (musäwät) .... This is because 
the rule of freedom and democracy consists of imparting justice and right 
to the people, and the nation's participation in determining its destiny.'33 
Pursuing the same point, Fanjari says that every age adopts a different 
terminology to convey the concept of democracy and freedom. In his 
opiniol1 'the equivalent of freedom in Islam is kindness or mercy (ral;mah), 
and that of democracy is mutual kindness (taräl;um)'. In the Qur'an, he 
reminds us, M ul,lammad is instructed to show leniency and forgiveness in 
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the same verse as he is ordered to consult the believers in the affairs of the 
community. Mul;1ammad is reported to have said that God 'has laid 
down consultation as a mercy for His community.' 'AR is also quoted as 
having prescribed to Mälik Ashtar, whom he appointed as Governor of 
Egypt, to adopt as his motto kindness towards the people under his rule.34 

Thanks to these terminological and conceptual idiosyncracies, Fanjari is 
able, on a much larger scale than that of his predecessors, to deduce every 
conceivable democratic right and liberty from the Qur'än, the Tradition 
and the practiee of the first four Caliphs. A few examples will suffice to 
show his method as weIl as the scriptual basis of the whole genre of 
theoretical expositions of Islamic democracy. 

The sanctity of human life, as the most fundamental principle of any 
civilised community, is inferred from the verse: ' ... he who slayeth any 
one, unless it be a person guilty of manslaughter, or of spreading disorders 
in the land, shaIl be as though he had slain aIl mankind; but that he who 
saveth a life, shaIl be as though he had saved aIl mankind alive' (5: 32), 
and from the Prophetic saying: '[Three things of] a Muslim are prohibited 
for another Muslim: his blood, his property, and his reputation', which is 
the most concise textual authority for respecting the tripie individual rights 
oflife, ownership and freedom?5 In the same category, the inviolability of 
domicile is expressly declared in the verse: 'Enter not into other houses 
than yours, until you have asked leave, and have saluted the inmates. This 
will be best for you .... And if ye find no one therein, then enter it not till 
leave be given you' (24: 27-8).36 

Equal rights for women are said to be ensured by two verses in par
ticular: 'And it is for the women to act as they [the husbands] act by them 
in aIl fairness' (2: 228), 'And their Lord answereth them, "I will not suffer 
the work of hirn among you that worketh, whether of male or female, to 
be lost'" (3: 195), as weIl as by the Prophefs encouragement to his 
favourite wife 'Ä 'ishah, to take an active part in the political, legal and 
scholastic activities of the young Muslim community.37 The right to elect 
rulers is easily found in the institution of bay'ah, or the contract of the 
appointment of Caliph - but no reference is made to the endless theoretical 
and practical problems that Muslims have faced in history to make it work. 
Apparently the practice of the first four Caliphs is considered to be con
vincing proof of its practicability.38 As regards freedom of opinion, the 
matter cannot be settled simply by quoting any particular Qur'änic verse 
or Prophetie saying. So the concept is subtly examined in its negative 
sense-namely, in the sense ofthe absence ofrestrictions on the freedom 
of expression, and then this is deduced from such provisions as the 
necessity of removing aIl barriers between the rulers and the ruled 
(suhiilat 'al-/:lijab), the absence of the practice of imprisonment, the pro
hibition on presuming the bad faith of others, and the obligation of every 
Muslim to 'adjudicate justly' (4: 58).39 The right to criticise rulers is 
inferred from two Qur'änic verses- 'Clothe not the truth with falsehood, 



NATIONALISM, DEMOCRACY AND SOCIALISM 133 

and hide not the truth when ye know it' (2: 42), and 'God loveth not that 
evil be matter ofpublic talk, unless any one hath been wronged' (4: 148)
and from the general obligation of the believers to 'enjoin the good and 
forbid the evil'.40 The licence to form political parties is thought to be 
granted by the verse (9: 122), declaring that the believers should not all go 
out to the wars, but of every band of them only a party should go forth, 
so that those who are left behind may gain sound knowledge in religion, 
and warn the other people when they come back from the battlefieIds to 
bewareY (Incidentally, it is the same verse which is cited by some com
mentators, particularly the ShI'Is, to prove the legitimacy of the function 
ofthe' Ulamä' and the mujtahids in the social structure ofislam.) Personal 
immunity against intimidation and torture is asserted on the basis of the 
Prophetie saying: 'My community is exonerated in three matters: error, 
forgetfulness, and that into which it has been coerced', and a saying by 
the Caliph 'Umar: 'A man is not secure in his person when he is starved, 
or degraded, or imprisoned to make a confession against himself.'42 

It may be easy to find fault with such deductions on both methodologie al 
and substantive grounds. They may weIl prove to be questionable on the 
touchs tone of traditional exegetics, since they sometimes treat the 
Qur'änic verses out of context, with no regard for their 'cause of revela
tion' (sha'n nuzül) or context. The citation on the equal rights for women 
also fails to mention the remainder of the verse: ' ... and men are a step 
above them' (2: 228). More seriously, such quotations may be censured 
in terms of an integral theory of democracy. Safran rebukes 'Aqqäd for 
tending 'to view democracy, which he understood to mean as essentially 
the right to vote, as a primary natural right rather than as a system 
expressing and applying certain fundamental ideals', and for his intention 
'to interpret the general bay 'ah of Islam as the equivalent of the right to 
vote, and hence as evidence that Islam is democratic'.43 Since in all the 
accepted Islamic definitions of the term sovereignty belongs only to God, 
and without sovereignty the popular vote is but a hollow sheIl, Safran's 
objection is hard to refute. He also disagrees that ijmä' can be made-as it 
has been made by 'Aqqäd and many exponents of Islamic democracy
a political as weIl as ajudicial concept, and that its validity can be extended 
to 'the thing which comes nearest to it (that is, majority)', because Safran 
rightly regards ijmii' as 'the traditional ex-post-Jacto sanction of change 
already established, resting on the divine assurance that the community 
would never agree on what is wrong. '44 Similarly, when he attacks 'Aqqäd 
for his disdain of 'questions of expediency and practicality',45 he is 
referring to a flaw in the political thinking of numerous modern Muslim 
writers whose total attachment to lofty ideals has prevented them from 
making due allowance for practical matters - although we tried to show in 
the previous chapter how men like Rashld RiQä and Maudüdi are free of 
this flaw by reason of their honest concern for the feasibility of most of their 
suggestions. 
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But strictures on the modern theories of Islamic democracy have not 
come only from non-Muslim scholars. An Iranian Muslim political 
scientist, 'Abdul-HädI l:;Iairi, has similarly criticised Mul)ammad l:;Iusayn 
Na'InI, an eminent Iranian ShI'Itheologian ofthe era ofthe Constitutional 
Revolution of 1906, and the author of the only known systematic treatise 
in defence of parliamentary democracy by a religious figure at the time. 
He finds Na'InTs understanding offreedom to be 'completely traditional', 
not going beyond the Islamic interpretation of the freedom of expression. 
This is because, says l:;Iairi, Na'In. 'did not know the meaning offreedom 
as it was interpreted in the West. Being mi sIed by the Muslim modernists, 
Iranian or otherwise, Na'In. had simply learnt that the principles of 
democracy were similar to those of Islam without paying much attention 
to the sharp distinctions found in their meanings.'46 

But these criticisms risk missing the main point about most ofthe con
temporary Muslim writings on democracy. First of all, what is conspic
uously omitted or not sufficiently conceded by the critics is that there is 
no universally accepted definition either of democracy in general, or ofits 
Western version in particular. Any formulation of democracy, therefore, 
stressing one or the other of the known attributes of a democratic system
whether it be the right to vote, or ofself-expression, or ofassembly-can 
be valid, provided it enjoys a reasonable degree of internal coherence. 
'Aqqäd may be wrong in equating democracy with the right to vote, but 
by doing so he is expressing a view over which controversy is still raging 
among Western scholars themselves. Hence his opinion cannot be 
summarily rejected by asserting that voting is not what democracy is all 
about. There is a respectable school ofthought in thc West, acknowledging 
its debt to Rousseau and Mill, which holds a high conception of voting, 
not as act by itself, but, in the words of Stephen Lukes, as 'the culminator 
of long, thoughtful, and fair consideration of the relevant issues.'47 In 
Schumpeter's theory also, ofthe two strands ofthe 'democratic method', 
one is voting. He has defined the 'democratic method' as 'that institutional 
arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which individuals acquire 
the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle far the people's 
vote.' 48 Comparative politics apart, in most 'Third World' countries, 
where despotism has always been the dominant norm of rulership, often 
revered as part of a divinely sanctioned, pre-destined scheme of things, 
and where the majarity of people are illiterate and apathetic, appeals for 
the right to choose the rulers, or to participate in political decision-making 
through voting, is the shrewdest, the most direct and popularly the most 
comprehensible method of creating an urge for democracy. Second, even 
if there existed a single definition of democracy in Western political 
theory, Muslim writers are not rationally bound to adhere to it rigidly, 
especially if thei'f primary concern is not to devise a theory of Islamic 
democracy, but to explain democracy in Islamic terms. At best, their 
writings should be treated-and this brings us back to what we held to be 
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the main point about them - as nothing more than an attempt to live down 
the legacy of generations of intellectual inertia by trying to show that 
submission to stultifying political practices and institutions has no sanction 
in religious dogma. This is demonstrably the case in the ideas of earlier 
Muslim modernists. Asad-äbädi (Afghäni) and 'Abd uh, for instance, both 
coupled their enumeration ofthe virtues of government by popular consent 
with persistent and vigorous attacks on the popular belief in divine pre
destination, arguing that Islam is a religion of free wil1.-l9 But it would be 
patently wrong to conc1ude from this that in their definition of popular 
participation the doctrine of free will figures as the central element. To 
mention another example, many of them attach great importance to the 
necessity of reviving the practice of ijtihäd as a sine qua non ofbreaking the 
spell of all irrational forms of authority, whether political or religious. 
However, although the actualisation of democratic ideals is thus made 
dependent on the permissibility of ijtihiid, there is no suggestion of an 
inherent, necessary link between the two. For this reason, scholarly fault
finding with the innovations in the nomenc1ature of Islamic institutions 
similarly fall wide of the mark. Redefinition of terms like ijmii' and bay'ah 
as equivalents of 'public opinion' and 'social contract', by a whole 
generation ofM uslims, from 'Abduh, through the authors ofthe resolution 
ofthe Turkish National Assembly on the Caliphate in 1924, to 'Aqqäd and 
recent Azharites, do indeed deviate from their traditional usage, but they 
are no more removed from their original meanings than modern European 
models of democracy are from the ancient Greek demes. 

What is blatantly missing from contemporary Muslim writings on 
democracy, in spite of all the claims to the contrary, is an adaptation of 
either the ethical and legal precepts of Islam, or the attitudes and institu
tions oftraditional society, to democracy. This is obviously a much more 
complex and challenging task than the mere reformulation of democratic 
principles in Islamic idioms. It is because ofthis neglect that the hopes of 
evolving a coherent theory of democracy appropriate to an Islamic context 
have remained.largely unfulfilled. Perhaps the neglect is deliberate or 
unavoidable, because - as we mentioned at the beginning of our dis
cussion-all efforts to synthesise Islam and democracy are bound to 
founder on the bedrock of that body of eternal and unchangeable 
doctrines which form the quintessence of every religion. Those Muslim 
thinkers who face this issue boldly, and free of any compulsion to keep 
their faith abreast of ephemeral political fashions, normally come up with 
the open admission that Islam and democracy are irreconcilable. The 
contemporary Iranian ShI'i philosopher Sayyid Mul,tammad l;Iusayn 
Tabätabä'i, author of an authoritative. multi-volume commentary on the 
Qur'än, Al-miziin. makes the same point. After arguing that no other great 
religion, or even worldly ideology, can rivallslam in its concern for social 
problems, he takes issue with those Westernised intellectuals in the Muslim 
countries who claim that the social norms of Islam are no longer applicable 
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to the conditions ofthe modern world, in which it is the will ofmajorities 
which is expected to determine the nature of sociallaws and relations. He 
rejects this claim by recalling that in history usually the reverse has been 
the case: at their inception, all great religions conflicted with, rather than 
pandered to, the wishes of the majority. Human beings often dislike what 
is right and just. The Qur'än confirms this repeatedly: 'Or do they not 
recognise their apostle ; and therefore disavow hirn? Or they say, " A Djinn 
is in hirn?"; but the truth most ofthem abhoL But ifthe truth had followed 
in the train oftheir desires, the heavens and the earth, and all that therein 
is, had surely come to ruin' (23 : 70-1). It is therefore wrong, says he, to treat 
the demands of the majority always as just and binding. 50 Elaboration of 
the hazards of acceding to popular wishes leads Tabätabä'I to a critique of 
libertarian interpretations ofthe Qur'än. 51 He finds such interpretations 
to be false so far as they give the impression that Islam subscribes to 
freedom in the same sense that is cherished by the modern, materialistic 
civilisation - that is, abolition of all manner of moral restrictions on human 
behaviour, and total subordination of matters lying outside the penumbra 
of law to unfettered individual will. He takes particular exception to the 
claim that Islam sanctions the freedom of opinion. He admits that Islam 
has gran ted the Man the licence to enjoy all pleasant and beautiful things 
in life, provided that He does this in moderation (Qur'än, 7: 32, 2: 29, 
45: 13). But it would be absurd to conclude from such verses, especially 
the one on the absence of' compulsion in religion' (2: 256), that opinions 
are free in Islam. How can Islam lay down the freedom of opinion while 
belief in the unity of God, the prophecy of M ul)ammad, and the certainty 
of Hereafter, constitutes its unquestionable premises? However, this 
should not deter Muslims from collective reflection and debate on 
reiigion,S2 in order to become profoundly convinced of the truth of its 
injunctions, and avoid disagreement and disunity among themselves-an 
enterprise to which they are expressly instructed by the Qur'än (4: 59,82,83 ; 
16: 43-4; 29: 43; 39: 18).53 Under no circumstances should force or 
coercive measures be used to impose an opinion. This is the meaning of 
the 'absence of compulsion in religion', and not the permissibility of 
adhering to any idea at will. Tabätabä '1 expatiates on the same point from 
a more general, philosophical stand point as weil, when he tries to answer 
the criticism of 'some dialectical materialists' that, by attempting to 
eliminate all contrariness in ideas, Islam aims to contravene the 'principle 
of contradiction', which is the driving force of all evolution in human 
history, thus dooming the community of its followers to be static, and 
insulated against the in vi go rating effects of conflicting opinions. 
Tabätäbä'I could have retorted simply by saying that dialectical materialism 
also seeks the same aim since in the ideal society of Communism too all 
contradictions are dissolved or 'sublimated'. But instead he prefers to 
answer the charge through an excursus into epistemology. All valid pro
positions, he says, are of two categories: some are relative, capable of 



NA TIONALISM, DEMOCRACY AND SOCIALISM 137 

infinite permutations, others are absolute and eternal, needless of any 
adaptation. Science and technology belong to the former category, and 
the more frequent their change the greater their contribution to human 
welfare. Universal religious truthsare ofthe latter kind, but, in Tabätabä Ts 
view, their constancy cannot arrest, or accelerate, social change for the 
simple reason that they cannot affect sociallife. Indeed, how can doctrines 
such as 'the universe has a creator', or 'God has transmitted his laws for 
the happiness of Mankind through his prophets', or 'God will one day 
bring together all human beings in one place to give them full recompense 
of their actions' be held responsible for the stagnancy of a society? So the 
democrats have nothing to fear from the eternal truths ofIslam which are 
concerned with matters unrelated to their political convictions. When all 
such arguments in the direction of assuaging the fears of 'progressive' 
Muslims are exhausted, Taba!abä'i appropriately resorts to the final 
reasoning of all those conservative schools, whether in Western or Islamic 
political philosophy, whose ancestry can be traced back to that arch-critic 
of democracy - Plato. Why should right-minded people, he asks, be 
infatuated with change, which is after all the hallmark of imperfect 
societies? A proper Islamic state does not need change because it is perfecL 54 

Inasmuch as Taba!abä'i meets the problematic of freedom of opinion 
in Islam head-on, his stand is much more sincere and courageous than 
that of all the theoreticians bent on an artificial integration of democracy 
in Islam. But the problematic is not so simple as he describes it, and his 
reluctance, as a philosopher, to speil it out in more concrete examples, 
makes his theses appear much more opposed to democracy than they 
actually are, and likewise of much value to all the not-so-philosophical 
factions who try to suppress their rivals in the struggle for political 
supremacy. Certainly reconciliation between Islam and democracy would 
have been much easier ifthe topics on which free opinion is not allowed in 
Islam were confined to the three basic principles that he mentions (unity 
of God, prophecy of Mui)ammad, and certainty of Hereafter). But the 
fact is that, as all experiments in the Islamic state have shown in our time, 
the taboo subjects do not remain limited to these sublime axioms, but 
involve much lower, pedestrian problems whose number and nature are 
both determined by the rulers. In these conditions even minor disagree
ments with the state, let alone the right to criticise major policies and resist 
injustice, can be alleged to ultimately impinge on any of those principles, 
or run counter to a holy consensus. 

Taba!abä'i stands for a tradition in Islamic thought which thrives on 
philosophical speculation. But the type of objections he raises against 
democracy can be found in the pronouncements of many writers, some of 
whomhave an outlookdiametrically opposed to his. 'Abdal-'Azlz al-Badri, 
for instance, has set forth some of the same ideas, although from the 
austere perspective of the jurists, in a litde book, lJukm al-Isläm .fi'l 
ishtiräkiyyah ('The Ruling ofIslam on Socialism', 1965), which has been 
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endorsed by Shaykh Amjad az-Zahäwl (d. 1967), one ofthe most respected 
Sunn! scholars ofIraq, and the Mufti ofBaghdad. The book has an added 
interest for us, because it is one ofthe few publications from Saudi Arabia 
on a topical ideological theme. Badrl is not only opposed to democracy, 
but also strongly disapproves of even the use of such modern political 
terms. He admits that in the history of Islamic sciences there has never 
been any interdiction on newly coined terms (/a mushälJlJah fi'/ i.ytiläh, 
'there should be no dispute over terminology", says an old scholarly 
maxirn). But, wams Badri", when the concept behind a term is un-Islamic 
the term itself also becomes exceptionable. This is evident, according to 
hirn, from that Qur'änic verse (2: 104) which forbids the Muslims to use 
the verb rä'inä (look at us), instead of un?urnä (regard us), because the 
Jews used rä'inä in Hebrew, by a slight mispronounciation, as an insult, 
meaning 'our bad one'.;; Even the epithet Islamic cannot expurgate the 
term democracy, because in his opinion Islam recognises only rights 
(~uqüq) and limitations on them (~udüd), or penalties, but never liberties 
(~urriyyät).56 He is semantically right when he says that in Islam ~urr can 
mean free only as the opposite of slave ('abd), but what he fails to mention 
is that since the early days of Islam some Muslims, not all of them 
heterdox, also advocated the doctrine of ikhtiyär (literally, to choose the 
good, hence option or free will), which is at least a substantive pre
condition for the acceptance of the concept of freedom as understood in 
Western political philosophy. 

* * * 
If the periods of liberalism, mainly in the form of parliamentary rule (in 
Egypt from 1923 to 1952, with some interruptions ; in Iran from 1941 to 
1953; in Turkey from 1950 to 1960; in Pakistan, between 1959 and 1976), 
ended in failure, it was not, of course, solely because of the ftaws in some 
of the Muslim ideas of democracy as studied in this section. In fact, with 
all their protestation of loyalty to national cultures, the protagonists of 
liberalism in these countries (the Wafd in Egypt, the National Front in 
Iran, the Democrats in Turkey, and so on) often espoused a totally 
Western notion of democracy, thus avoiding the problems faced by those 
who wanted to incorporate democracy into Islam. But this still did not 
save them from failure.;7 

The failure has certainly been caused not so much by conceptual 
incoherence as by the absence of specific social and economic formations, 
including an autonomous, conscious, and articulate middle dass. 
Aggravating the effects of all these factors have been phenomena of a 
more general character, such as educational backwardness, widespread 
illiteracy, and the prevalence of servile habits of thinking and blind sub
mission to authority. Perhaps no less important are the periodic crises of 
Western democracies themselves - in the thirties, with the rise of Nazism 
and Fascism, and in the sixties, with the reluctance of the United States 
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and some West European powers to adjust themselves to the realities ofthe 
post-colonial era. The result in each ca se has been the further discrediting 
ofliberal trends in the Muslimcountries, and thecommensurate strengthen
ing of the groups seeking radical, violent, sweeping and elitist solutions to 
their political and economic problems-a process which gained further 
impetus with the growing world-wide prestige of the Soviet Union, the 
People's Republic of China and other socialist states, particularly their 
popularity among Muslim peoples because of their anti-imperialist 
posture, as weil as with the rise ofthe Third World as the embodiment of 
new hopes and visions in international politics. It was in deference to this 
complex situation that some Muslim thinkers turned their facuIties to a 
new ideological en terprise - Islamic socialism. 

111 Socialism 

Of all the ideological challenges to Islam in the twentieth century, 
Socialism has been the most congenial to its overriding temper. It comes 
closer than nationalism and democracy to Islam's central summons for 
brotherhood, social harmony and egalitarianism. On a more specific plane, 
as two systems of socio-political engineering, Islam and socialism are 
united in their high regard for collectivism, or a balance between corporate 
and individual interests, state control, and an equitable distribution of 
wealth. So while Islam is at variance with nationalism over the latter's 
basic belief in ethnic specificity as the only valid criterion of group in terests, 
and with democracy over the permissibility ofabsolute freedom of opinion, 
it finds itself in no contradiction with the broad principles of socialism. 
Tension no doubt arises between the two either when socialism is inter
twined with the Hegelian promotion of European ethnocentricity and 
Marxian atheism, or when Islam is presented as the guardian of the 
sanctity ofprivate ownership. But then again neither are Hege1ianism and 
Marxism integral constituents of socialism, nor is private ownership a 
cardinal tenet of Islam. 

In modem Islamic political thought, socialism has been conceived as a 
set of fairly coherent ideas in essentiall)l one of two forms: either as an 
officially sponsored ideology justifying state policies of social and 
economic reforms, or as a popularly inspired system of critical thought in 
protest against prevailing conditions. The most influential example of the 
former during the sixties was the Egyptian version ofIslamic socialism as 
expounded under Nä~ir, and of the latter the work of the Egyptian 
fundamentalist Sayyid Qutb (who was executed by Nä~ir's regime in 1966), 
and the current 'radical' Muslin literature in Iran. So there are three 
varieties of Islamic socialism that we should study: (a) official, (b) flmda
mentalist, and (c) radical. 

a The ojJicial version 
As a theory, Islamic socialism was for the first time formulated in Egypt as 
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part of the 'U1amä's' response to the demotion of Islam in the official 
ideology from a position of centrality to that of only one element of a 
complex synthesis. The circumstances of its inception may induce some 
critics to dismiss it as yet another piece of casuistry, and one which has 
been concocted not voluntarily but through blatant official intimidation. 
However, the imprint of official approval does not seem to have debased 
this brand of socialism at least as a conceptual model for many Muslims 
elsewhere-mlers and intellectuals alike. Hs birth dates back to the dis
solution ofEgypt's union with Syria (the United Arab Republic) in 1961, 
and President Nä~ir's decision to shift the emphasis in his policies from the 
ideal of Arab unity to internal problems and to socialism as the most 
effective means of turning Egypt into a modem industrialised state ensuring 
justice and equality for all its citizens. Such a strongly doctrinaire posture 
stood in sharp contrast with his previous attitude.58 From the time of 
Nä~ir's accession to power in 1954 up to 1961, Egypfs idea of social 
revolution, as one of the aims of the regime that had replaced monarchy, 
was based on the assumption that the interests ofallclasses ofthe Egyptian 
(and later Syrian) people were reconcilable within the framework ofbroad 
national goals. This assumption found its institutional expression in the 
National Union, a political mass organisation, charged with materialising 
the revolutionary aims, embracing 'both the reactionary elements of 
capitalism and feudalism, as weIl as the progressive working powers ofthe 
people'. With the collapse of the union with Syria, which Egyptian leaders 
put down to the machinations of the 'exploiting classes' in Syria, this 
illusion of'class alliance' was thrown overboard, and national unity, in the 
·sense of an overarching consensus eradicating all class differences, was 
admitted to be an impossibility. Class alliance was then considered to be 
feasible only among 'the working forces of the people', who according to 
the 1964 Constitution, consisted of 'the farmers, workers, soldiers, 
intellectuals and national capital'. But it was stressed that there could be 
no 'peaceful coexistence' between 'the working forces of the people' and 
the exploitative classes whose affiliations with imperialism as weIl as 
inherited privileges were to be liquidated. In conformity with these ideas, 
the National Union was replaced by the Socialist Union, a tighter 
organisation which was closed to the 'reactionary elements'. 59 One could 
say, in view ofthis onset of class mentality, that the most salient doctrinal 
feature which differentiated the statements ofthe Egyptian mlers on their 
internal policies after 1961 from those uttered before that year was 
some notion of social determinism, i.e. a belief in the decisive influence 
of class interests and status on the socio-political outlook of individuals, 
whereas all the other declared principles of their socialism, such as 
planning, justice and freedom, figured in one way or another in their 
pre-1961 blueprints too. 

Nevertheless, the new socialism in the official ideology was decidedly 
Fabian: the mlers always accompanied their statements ofthe belief in the 
primacy of class interests with a firm denial of the inevitability of class 
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struggle or warfare, or the necessity of proletarian dictatorship. They 
daimed that the aim oftheir socialism was merely to remove dass distinc
tions, emancipate the exploited, and safeguard their rights without 
'inflicting retribution on former exploiters or taking revenge on past 
oppressors'. The purpose was to create, not a dassless society, but 'con
ditions in which diverse dasses, each performing a valid function, and all 
free from domination and exploitation' could peacefully live together. 
Stemming directly from this evolutionist, conciliatory view of sociallife 
was respect for religion - not Islam alone, but all great religions. It is here 
that we can locate the point of both tension and fusion between the 
Nä~irite school of Arab socialism and Islam. On the one hand, the 
intention to emancipate the exploited masses necessitated extensive acts 
of sequestration, nationalisation and other forms of encroachmen ton the 
right of private ownership - acts which are held by a considerable body of 
orthodox opinion to be against Islamic sanctions of private property. On 
the other hand, the reverse side of this task, namely avoidance of dass 
hatred and warfare, which was held to be an equally important pillar of 
Arab socialism, stood in need of appeals to the moral precepts of Islam. 
In between the two sets ofissues lay the broad desiderata shared by Islam 
and socialism tout court: securing social justice by fostering the spirit of 
fellowship and mutual help among individuals, discouraging or prohibiting 
the accumulation of wealth, and an idealised respect for the poor and 
disinherited. 

While it was thus conceivably possible to weid together some Islamic 
and socialistic concepts into a wholly new synthesis, matters were further 
complicated by the ambivalent attitude of the Egyptian leaders and their 
intellectual sympathisers towards Islam in their new ideological orienta
tion. This ambivalence was epitomised by Nä~ir hirnself: while in private 
life he was a staunch practising Muslim- a fact which must have been 
decisive in bringing the Free Officers dose to the Muslim Brothers before 
1952-in public he often acknowledged the role of Islam only as a sub
sidiary or contributory element of Arab nationalism - just as before hirn 
that other great Egyptian patriot, Mu~tafä Kämil (d. 1908), also prized 
Islam only in so far as it buttressed the Egyptian sense of self-identity. On 
many occasions Nä~ir certainly did pay tribute to Islam on account ofits 
predominant share in Arab glory, particularly whenever he faced the 
challenge of an alien ideology. When, for instance, the relations between 
Egypt and the Soviet Union became strained in 1959 as a result of the 
Soviet support for a new claimant to the leadership of Arab nationalism, 
Iraq's President 'Abd al-KarIm al-Qäsim (d. 1963), Nä~ir launched a 
fierce, though short-lived campaign against his Communist critics in which 
he invoked manifestly religious terms and themes in denunciation of 
Communism.60 But more typical of his assessment of Islam was the oft
quoted statement in his manifesto The Philosophy of Revolution identifying 
Islam as only one ofthe three circles centred on Egypt (the other two being 
Africanism and Arabism).61 This stance received further emphasis after 
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1961, when the uplifting of socialism, added to the already highly cherished 
symbols of Arab nationalism, left little room for even lip-service to Islam. 
All the authoritative Egyptian sources for the study of Arab socialism in 
thesixties testified to this diminished stature ofIslam in the official thinking. 
The maximum compliment that their authors were ready to pay to Islam 
was to acknowledge its contribution to Egypfs greatness in the past, and 
its continuing relevance as merely one ofthe numerous bases ofher foreign 
policy. They also declared respect for all the 'divine missions in the world 
and their moral teachings '.62 

Such casual treatment oflslammust have aroused grave fears in religious 
circles regarding the place of Islam in the future scheme of things. Even if 
such fears were allayed occasionally by the pious assurances of officials on 
i ts con tin uing role as the sta te religion, they were undo ubtedly strengthened 
by the declarations of many Egyptian theorists of Arab socialism who, in 
conditions of strict censorship, freely published their views. Some ofthese 
theorists openly remarked that attachment to Islam, although potentially 
a motive for political dynamism, and an indispensable elemen tin the fabric 
ofthe Arab nationallife, had now become incapable on its own oftackling 
the problems ofthe' Arab homeland' - the ultimate foctts ofthe loyalty and 
concern of the Arab progressives. In the opinion of one of them,63 Islam 
had proved a failure, togetherwith the other two solutions to the 'problems 
of the Arab destiny' suggested by some intellectuals, i.e. pragmatism (' trial 
and error') or negation of ideological commitment, and its opposite, 
Marxism, because Islam is a universal religion, unbounded by time and 
space, and not intended to meet the particttlar requirements of different 
ethnic groups. To make Islam an effective solution, it was imperative to 
derive from the comprehensive body of its doctrinal and legal precepts 
'a system or programme (minhaj), consonant with the living conditions of 
the Arab homeland in the Twentieth Century'. But, lamented the writer, 
the religionists did not meet this challenge and tried 'to identify Islam 
with either capitalism or socialism, instead of substituting it for both of 
them; consequently, the problem remained unsolved .... The Arabs had 
therefore to start their search for a solution from the most difficult point
from scratch. '64 EIsewhere the same author identified the causes of Islam's 
incapacity to solve this problem, not only in such well-known causes as 
the multi-religious character ofthe Arab peoples, but also in the vanishing 
role of religion as a valid denominator of divisions within the human com
munity: 'The religious associateships have dissolved, and it is incumbent 
on the Arab progressives to break free from religious prejudice.'65 What 
was then to be done? The official reply to thisquestion was a philosophical 
blend of materialism and idealism: the evolution of human society is 
governed by not only spiritual and intellectual values, but also Man's 
material and economic needs,66 a point which the religious leaders often 
ignore until they find their message rendered obsolete by the onrush of 
materially superior cultures. Two Egyptian authors, in a joint book 
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devoted to a defence ofthe ideas ofthe young Marx, as the epistemologieal 
foundation of the ruling ideology, tried to show, rather over-confidently, 
that of all the existing systems ofthought only Arab socialism attained the 
Excellent Mean between capitalism and Communism: 'Arab socialism', 
they wrote, 'is based on a completely new balance [of thought]. If we 
describe its position as the Excellent Mean between two extremes, this 
should not be understood to mean that our socialism stands midway 
between Capitalism and Marxism [sic], because we are not talking of an 
arithmetie or geometrical average. What we mean is that while Arab 
socialism stands midway between Capitalism and Marxism, it represents 
a jump forward wüh regard to these opposite poles .... This balance 
between the two poles has asserted itself as a result of the development of 
universal thought which, according to dialectical logic, has proceeded 
from thesis to anti-thesis, and then to state [the synthesis], in which the 
opposites are reconciled. Thus Capitalism gave rise to Marxism, and then 
these opposites gave rise to Arab socialism. '67 

It was one thing to downgrade Islam to the position of a secondary 
source of official thinking; quite another thing was to legitimise the 
thoughts ofMarx, whether young or old, as an ingredient of Arab socialism. 
And from 1961 onwards, while official publications took good care not to 
mention Marx except in dissociating Arab socialism from his atheism, 
officially sponsored political literature showed a distinct drift in the 
direction of Marxism. A number of Egyptian intellectuals openly 
acknowledged their debt to Marxism, and even indulged in an 'historieal' 
criticism of Islam (a criticism, that is, whieh concerned itself, not with the 
theologieal or metaphysical principles of Islam, but rather with the false 
representations of its ideals in conventionalliterature).68 üthers, taking 
advantage of the recognition and respectability enjoyed by the New Left 
as a result of the de-Stalinising campaign throughout the European parts 
of the 'Socialist Camp', unabashedly preached the ideas of Sartre, 
Gurevitch, Brecht and others. True, thevast majority ofthese intellectuals, 
no less than the official pamphleteers, favoured a modus vivendiwith Islam; 
but the net result of all their efforts, official and unofficial, was an uninte
grated conglomerate of doctrines to which Islam contributed only a crust 
of moral values and a belief in God, while at the bottom the bulk of the 
epistemological and ideological propositions were borrowed from a 
cohort of Western thinkers ranging from Marx to the most avant-garde, 
'committed' writers and poets. A situation had thus arisen by the mid
sixties in which, while Egypt was constitutionally regarded as a Muslim 
state, and the regime assiduously respected all the observances and 
symbols of Islam, the emerging socialist mentality considered Islam to be, 
at best, providing only half of the solution to the problem of the country 
or the Arab homeland. 

The response ofthe' Ulamä' to the combination ofthese challenges was 
inspired partly by the govemment press ure on al-Azhar to reform itself, 
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and partly by the realism (or opportunism?) ofa number ofastute shaykhs 
and Western-educated professors, such as Mul).ammad l;Iasan al-BahI, 
who were anxious to prove that Islam by itself contained all the provisions 
of socialism, thus rendering any resort to an alien ideology unnecessary. 
An Egyptian academic summarised the situation at the time to this author 
in these terms: 'While the crypto-secularists [in the Government and the 
intelligentsia] strive to vindicate socialism through Islam, the Shaykhs are 
trying to prove Islam .through socialism. ' 

The spokesmen of Islamic socialism in Egypt during the early sixties 
mostly acknowledged their debt to the pioneering work of a Syrian, 
Mu~tafä as-Sibä'I, sometime the Dean of the Faculty of Islamic Juris
prudence and School of Law in the University of Damascus. His book 
entitled Ishtiräkiyyat 'al-Isläm ('The Socialism of Islam ') was for a long 
time recommended to any inquirer both inside and outside al-Azhar as 
the most acceptable exposition of the congeniality of Egyptian socialism 
with Islam. The fact that it had been produced by the official publishing 
house was also evidence of the government approval of its contents. All 
this was rather ironical, since Sibä'I was also the leader of the Syrian 
organisation of the Muslim Brothers (called the Islamic Socialist Front). 
So while, as we sa w before, their comrades were being persecuted in Egypt, 
the work of their leader was promoted in the same country as an authentic 
Islamic confirmation of the state ideology. 

A number of reasons can be adduced in partial explanation of this 
apparent paradox. First of all , that aleader ofthe Muslim Brothers should 
commit himself to a socialism of s0rts should by no means be surprising, 
since the ideas of social justice and reform, which are identified by some 
Brothers with the whole of socialism, have always constituted one oftheir 
cardinal principles. Since the Brothers have always contended that Islam 
itself contains all the elements of a socialistic regeneration, it is also natural 
that they should translate socialism as they understand it into a purely 
Islamic body of dogmas. The second reason should be sought in the tactical 
divergence between the Egyptian and Syrian Brothers in the late fifties. 69 

At that time-contrary to what is happening at the moment this book is 
beingwritten, when they are locked in a deadly struggle against the Ba'thist 
regime of l;Iäfi~ Asad, and contrary to their Egyptian comrades, who have 
often adhered to militant if not terroristic activities - the Syrian Brothers 
preferred peaceful struggle under the leadership oftheir 'mild and devout 
shaykhs',7° It was presumably because of this difference in attitude that the 
Brothers and their sympathisers in Syria, who until 1955 had actively 
taken part in, and in fact fostered, an anti-Nä~ircampaign, were gradually 
divided after the revelation of the terroristic activities of their Egyptian 
counterparts, and particularly following Nä~ir's successive exploits on the 
international scene. The 'idealists' stuck to their previous ideas and 
categorically opposed the union of their country with Egypt; the 'realists' 
either chose to be silent, or were won over to the Free Officers' cause. The 
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fact that Sibä''i's book was written in 1959, i,e, when the union between 
Syria and Egypt was still in existence, and that its few references to the 
Uni ted Arab Republic are innocuous, shows that its author must have 
belonged to the 'realist' wing, although one could not assess how much this 
weakened his leadership of the Brothers' movement as a whole. The year 
1959 also marked the height of the Nä~irite-Communist conflict which 
had started with the Iraqi coup of July 1958. A side-effect of that conflict 
was the spontaneous raIlying of all the traditionalist forces, including the 
Brothers', on the side of Nä~ir. This can account for the pronounced anti
Communism ofSibä'i's book, which manifests itselfthrough his frequent 
contrasting of Communism with Islam.71 

One may not find anything particularly novel or original in Sibä'fs 
arguments. Most of these could be found, in one form or another, in 
numerous books and publications which appeared before 1959 in various 
Muslim countries. But the main value ofhis book lies in its comprehensive 
collection and lucid presentation of all these arguments, although through
out the book Sibä'i relies unfailingly on firsthand sourees. 

Siba'I is basically concerned in his book with the anticipations, or 
elements, of socialism in Islam. He sets out to adumbrate all the Islamic 
rules of 'state control over the social uses of wealth', realisation of state 
provision for all members of society, and state assurance to them of a life 
öf dignity. Nowhere in his book does he attempt a serious discussion ofthe 
principles and ideas ofsocialism in any ofits known versions. In the intro
duction of his book he admits that socialism has multiple varieties, 
resembling 'a creature with twenty heads', but he says that all these 
varieties share' a belief in the necessity of state control over the use of 
wealth in the society and in the realisation of"mutual social responsibility" 
(to be defined later) for all its members, so that they can partake ofa life 
in which human dignity and human confidence in his present as weIl as 
future are guaranteed'.72 Elsewhere, he also offers, as we just said, aseries 
of contradistinctions between Islam and Communism. These are focused 
on such specific points as 'freedom of constructive competition [which, 
according to hirn, is promoted by Islam, but destroyed by Communism], 
class conflict [which Islam denounces but Communism fosters], and 
religious and moral values [which, he emphasises, form the corners tone 
ofIslam, but have no place in Communism)'. He also contrasts Islam with 
capitalism in an endeavour to underline the independence of Islamic 
socialism of Eastern and Western extremes. 

But Sibä'i's major concern in writing his book, as stated in its intro
duction, is to refute 'the misconception ofsome people that Islam is alien 
to socialism because it has asserted [the right of) private ownership and 
approved of the institution of inheritance, and of big landlordism, giving 
the rich absolute freedom in disposing of their wealth',73 

In Sibä'l's view 'the socialism ofIslam' is compcsed of four elements: 
(1) natural rights for all citizens (muwä{in-sic), (2) laws for guaranteeing 
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these rights and regulating them, (3) laws of mutual social responsibility 
(at-takäJul al-ijtimä'l), and, finally, what Sibä'iterms as (4) 'supports' or 
sanctions (mu'ayyidät) for ensuring the implementation of the previous 
three sets of laws. 

Of these, the first and the third elements are particularly relevant to 
Sibä'rs purpose and therefore claim his greater attention. The right of 
ownership, among the natural rights of individuals, repeatedly comes up 
for discussion in the various chapters of the books, and is studied in some 
detail. The author's overwhelmingconcern for this right is shared by nearly 
all those Egyptian exponents ofsocialism, whether Islamic or secular, who 
try to establish the compatibility of socialism with Islam. This has been in 
response to the attitude ofthe majority ofthe orthodox detractors who, in 
castigating socialism, identify it, next to materialistic heresy, with the 
expropriation of individuals. 

Under the heading 'The Origins of Ownership', the author opens his 
discussion by saying that in Islam the real owner ofthings i.s God (Qur'än 
2: 284). This fundamental belief, says the author, has two benefits: first, 
it dispels vanity and arrogance from the heart of the property-owning 
mortals; second, it obliges hirn to abide by the Shari' ah mIes on ownership. 
But God, though being the original and ultima te owner, has liberally and 
freely put all his worldly possessions at the disposal of human beings 
(Qur'än 22: 65). Sibä'i derives two conclusions from this Qur'änic state
ment: first, there is nothing in the material world which cannot be 
possessed by Man given determination, intelligence and effort. Second, all 
groups ofpeople are equally entitled to make use of'the good things ofthe 
earth '. Once a person has taken possession ofa thing through honest means, 
he is recognised by Islam as its rightful owner. And no means is more honest 
in attaining ownership than work. Consequently ownership based on 
begging, injustice, deceit and harm is forbidden. But possession of a thing 
is not an end in itself: just as its origin should be honest work, its aim 
should also be honest and useful, both individually and socially: in Islam 
individual ownership is a social duty.74 

The most interesting and important part in Sibä'i's discussion on 
ownership is his justification of the nationalisation (ta 'mim) of certain 
ca te go ries of property. He recognises multiple mIes and institutions in 
Islam which make nationalisation an essential feature of its soeialism. 
Foremost among these is a prophetie tradition, reported by Al)mad and 
Abu Dawüd, to the effect that 'People own three things in common: water, 
grass and fire'; another tradition mentions salt too. Sibä'i says that sinee 
these things were the basic necessities of desert li fe at the time of the 
Prophet their enumeration should on no aceount be regarded as exhaustive 
or exclusive. Thus, in a modern context, 'water' ean be taken to stand for 
the entire installations of water-supply, 'fire' for electrieity, and 'grass' 
and 'sah' for all the indispensable requirements of contemporary life. In a 
word, the Prophet's saying should be interpreted as warranting the eom-
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munisation of any resource and material which, if allowed to remain in 
private hands, might lead to monopolised exploitation of public need. 
This tradition, together with its interpretation as suggested by Sibä'l, 
figures prominently in the apologetics of Egyptian socialists at the time 
against orthodox attacks?5 On the institution al side, the writer mentions 
waq[ and ~imä. 'According to the legists', he says, 'waq[ consists of 
removing the object of an endowment from the possession of its owner, so 
that it ceases to be the property of only one person, and its unsufruct 
becomes confined to those for whom the endowment is intended-and this 
is nationalisation'. /fimä is to reserve a piece of land as a grazing ground 
for public use. The Prophet M uQammad and the Caliph 'Umar are known 
to have appropriated land for creating ~imä. Underlying this institution 
is a regard for the needs of the poorer classes, and the necessity of assigning 
them priority in enjoying the protection of the State. Sibä 'I therefore feels 
justified in widening its scope to include the principle of land nationalisa
tion in cases of necessity. The provisions for nationalisation are supple
mented by three other Islamic rules: the first deprives the foolish (sufahä') 
of the right of ownership, requiring that their properties should be given 
over to the community (Qur'än 4: 5); the second prescribes that the 
properties of persons dying without heirs should also revert to the public 
treasury, and the third disapproves of(yakruh) concentration ofproperty 
in a few hands. This last principle is borne out, according to the author, by 
both the Qur'änic injunctions on the division ofthe spoils ofwar (inter alia, 
59: 7), and by the famous ruling of the second Caliph 'Umar (13-23/ 
634-44) that the Muslim conquerors of Iraq and Syria should leave the 
occupied lands in the possession of their previous owners in return for 
land tax (kharäj) because he feared that this division among Muslim con
querors should lead, through inheritance, to concentration in the hands 
of one or two owners. 

The state can thus interfere in numerous ways with the right of owner
ship -not to speak of its authority to collect zakät and other taxes from 
property-owners. All this proves that in Islam the right of ownership-as 
indeed the rest of the natural rights - is subordinate to the collective 
interests ofthe Muslim community.76 

As regards the laws of 'mutual social responsibility' (at-takäful 
al-ijtimä7), although this responsibility is to be shared by all the members 
of the Muslim community, yet it appears from SibäTs analysis that he re 
also it is the state which should carry the heaviest responsibility of all. He 
enumerates twenty-nine laws, all deduced from the Qur'än, Tradition and 
authoritative books of jurisprudence, which are aimed at protecting the 
individual as weil as the society against poverty and injustice, but at the 
same time underline the great scope allowed in Islam for state interference 
in the affairs ofthe community.77 The application ofthe term 'law' (qänün) 
for all the arrangements connected with 'mutual social responsibility' is 
Sibä'i's own invention, and the question is whether all of them possess 
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enough ob1igatory character to qualify for this designation. An obvious 
example is the institution of 41yäfah (hospitality) according to which every 
Muslim is expected to provide accommodation for his guest at least tor one 
night. As Sibä'I hirnself admits, this is regarded by the majority ofjuris
consults to be merely a sunnah or tradition. But this example illustrates his 
ubiquitous method of placing every act of altruism in the category of wäjib 
(obligatory) when sometimes mustalJabb (recommended) seems to be the 
correct classification. The Qur'änic prescription of these acts is based on 
the condition thanhey should emanate from their author's true love for 
God (2: 177), otherwise they may be followed by his 'taunt and injury' 
towards his beneficiary, and this will completely nullify the merits ofhis 
acts (2 : 264). 

Finally, Sibä'I analyses the 'supports' or sanctions which Islam has 
provided for materialising its socialist aims. These are divided into the 
credal, moral, material and legal sanctions. His account of the material 
sanctions purports to substantiate further the case for state control, 
especially his description of lJisbah, or the office of mulJtasib (censor) whose 
business it is to see that the religious and moral instructions of Islam are 
obeyed. Because of the all-pervading character of the Islamic state, the 
functions of mulJtasib cover a wide range of financial, administrative, 
political, social and moral matters. 

Sibä'I's discussion ofthe legal sanctions is also significant because ofthe 
emphasis it lays on the built-in mechanism in the Islamic legal system for 
its adaptation to social changes. This adaptation is mainly ensured by the 
permissibility of discretionary treatment of new social problems. The 
necessity of ijtih4d is thus demonstrated. He recognises three sources of 
Islamic legislation to be particularly germane to Islamic socialism : 
1 istilJsän (literally, 'to consider something good') which was initiated by 

Imäm Abü I:IanIfah, and aims at settling the problems of legislation in 
conformity with the requirements of everyday 1ife. It consists of dis
regarding the results of qiyäs (analogy) when it is considered harmful or 
undesirable to meet the strict demands of theory. 

2 isti:jlälJ (literally 'to consider something appropriate or expedient') 
which is devised to ensure the interests of the Muslim community. These 
interests are ofthree kinds: those recognised by the Shartah, those not 
recognised by the Sharl'ah, and those which are new, without any 
precedents at the time of the Prophet. According to the consensus of 
'Ulamä', interests ofthe first kind, such as the protection ofthe beliefs, 
lives, inteHect, properties and honour of Muslims, as weH as the 
guarantees of their five natural rights, should be respected and upheld. 
The interests of the second kind, such as those of a profiteering wine
seHer, or of a usurer, and the other harmful groups should in no way 
receive recognition. But the interests of the third category, which are 
unprecedented, should be recognised and protected in so far as they can 
be justified on grounds of expediency (rrza.rlalJah); and the simplest 
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definition ofexpediency is given by Ghazäli: 'the aim ofthe shar " , he 
says, 'is to protect the religion, the life, the intellect, the generation and 
the properties of the people; whatever involves the protection of these 
five principles is ma:jlahah, and whatever destroys them is mafsadah 
[opposite of mWjlahah, inexpediency r. 

3 'urf, which is the general practice or usage governing the three above
mentioned categories ofhuman interests. Accordingly, it can be ofthree 
kinds: practices created by the Islamic lawgiver, those rejected by hirn, 
and those without precedent. The rules concerning these practices are 
exactly like those relating to the corresponding interests involved in 
them. Thus all practices based on the third kind ofinterests which do not 
contradict the stipulations of the Islamic law are valid and can form a 
basis oflegislation. The tendency ofthe people to recognise only those 
social practices which would contribute to their welfare, facilitate their 
transactions and protect their legitimate rights and interests, is the best 
safeguard against possible abuses of this dispensation. 

In addition to these legal sources, Sibä'i claims his Islamic socialism to 
be also vindicated by what he calls the 'legal formulae'. These are in fact a 
set of both common-sense axioms and jural postulates either taken from 
the Qur'än and Tradition, or inferred from the whole body of Muslim 
law, which have gained currency among the legists, and can serve as 
further justification for any new measure of socialisation. Below are given 
some of these rules by way of ex am pie : 

'And nothing shall be reckoned to a man but that for which he hath made 
efforts' (Qur'än 53: 39). 'God will not burden any soul beyond its power' 
(Qur'än 2: 286). 'Repelling the harmful should be prior to obtaining the 
useful' (legal formula). 'Necessities remove prohibitions' (legal formula). 
'Individuallosses should be borne for the sake of preventing collective 
losses' (legal formula). '[Statel interference in the affairs of individuals 
should depend on expediency' (legal formula)?8 

As it was said before, the apologetics of the 'progressive 'Ulamä" in 
Egypt in defence of their pro-Revolution stance were mostly either a 
repetition of, or an elaboration on the above disquisition. Evidence ofthis 
can be found in the report of the proceedings of the First Congress of the 
Association for Islamic Research which was convened in Cairo, under the 
auspices of al-Azhar, in March 1964. The primary aim of the Congress, 
which represented the Muslims of forty-one countries of the world, was 
avowedly to call the attention ofMuslim scholars to the most urgent legal, 
social and political problems of our age, and to help find enlightened 
solutions to them within the framework ofIslamic doctrine. The report of 
the proceedings, as published by al-Azhar, contains a score of papers, all 
from the Egyptian participants, dealing with such topics as the limits of 
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private ownership in Islam, the share of the poor in the properties of the 
rich, and the institution of ~isbah.79 The common denominator of an the 
papers is an attempt, along the lines of Sibä'l's thoughts, to find Islamic 
regulatives and precedents for state contra I over the individual in the 
interest of Muslim community.80 

Thefinal Declaration and Resolution ofthe Congress, however, indicates 
that their 'progressive' sponsors have had to make certain concessions to 
the demands of the conservative opposition, whether inside or outside 
Egypt. Contrary to the expectation raised by a perusal of the papers read 
at the Congress, the Declaration and Resolution make no reterence to any 
topic connected with socialism, except a new recommendation that the 
subject of zakät and other sources of state income in Islam should be 
carefully studied by the next Congress. Besides, the sponsors seem to have 
gone out of their way to stress in article 3 of the Resolution the basic 
sanctity of the right of ownership, and to restrict the sphere of state inter
terencewith thisright to extremecases ofnecessity. 81 The sole revolutionary 
feature of the Resolution - apart from its familiar denunciation of 
imperialism and Zionism - is a blunt assertion of the right of ijtihäd. The 
documents ofthe Second Congress pay greater attention to the problems 
raised by the expansion of state activities; tür instance, they declare the 
permissibility ofmeasures ofsocial security, re-emphasise the prohibition 
of usury, fix the minimum value für the liability of commercial goods, cash 
money and other assets to zakät, and stress the necessity of payment of 
zakät in addition to official taxes of recent origin.82 But like those of the 
First Congress they also carefully avoid any issue connected with the 
socialistic blueprint or achievement of the Egyptian Government, and 
even indicate intensified restiveness on the part ofthe orthodox participants 
by calling upon an Muslim states to adopt the Islamic jurisprudence as the 
basis oftheir legislations, and by openly condemning any state legislation 
tür birth control. In spite of the declarations of some of the Azharites in 
support ofthe Government policy on birthcontrol, the religiousopposition 
on this score remained strong, even in the mosques controlled by the 
Ministry ofEndowments, under the Nä~irite regime. 

b The fundamentalist version 
Such opposition to official socialism, and indeed to an imported ideologies 
that existed inside al-Azhar did not find any outlet to express itse1f openly 
until after the Arab defeat in the 1967 war with Israel, when the regime 
allowed the release ofpent-up frustrations. But there was another form of 
religious opposition which did manage to express itself, because its 
authors feIt under no obligation to avoid giving offence to the rulers at any 
price. This came chiefty from Sayyid Qu!b, .the chief spokesman of the 
Egyptian Muslim Brothers after the dissolution of their Society in 1954. 
Basically his teachings were no different from those of Sibä'L He also 
professed to be striving towards a transtürmation ofIslam from 'a religion 
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seeking an irrelevant, static, purely transcendent ideal' to 'an operative 
forceactively at work on modern problems'.83 In Sayyid Qutb's works too 
'mutual social responsibility' (at-takaful al-ijtamal) was offered as 
Islam's solution to the problems of social injustice and poverty. Contrary 
to the conservative 'Ulamä', nowhere did he regard the individual right of 
ownership to be absolute and sacrosanct, and therefore an obstacle to the 
communisation of the basic necessities of life (he, too, mentions the lJadith 
on the collective ownership of 'water, grass and fire' to substantiate his 
point). Where he parted company with Sibä'i' is in refusing to use the alien 
symbols which the latter employs to describe Islamic ideals. He did not 
approve of such terms as Islamic socialism and Islamic democracy which 
as he said could only result from the confusion of a divine order with man
made systems.84 Perhaps for the same reason he did not even use such novel 
Arabic words as ta'mim (nationalisation) in describing the Islamic 
provision for state ownership. 

But his fundamentalism revealed greater differences from Sibä'l. The 
most outstanding points in this fundamentalism which were obliquely 
tantamount to an implicit criticism of Egyptian socialism, can be sum
marised as follows: 

Islam and socialism are two separate, comprehensive, and indivisible 
systems of thought and living. No reconciliation, or synthesis, is there
fore possible between them. If there are occasional similarities between 
them, this does not warrant their identification with each other, just as 
the similarities between Islam and Communism cannot be taken as proof 
that they are congenial or based on the same principles.85 

2 Genuine belief in Islam starts with absolute submission to the will and 
sovereignty of God alone. The reader was left to draw two conclusions 
from this: first, the cult of personality which had developed under 
Egyptian socialism was un-Islamic. Second, ifthe Egyptian leaders were 
genuine in their professions of faith in Islam they should have rejected 
mundane creeds such as socialism. 

3 In the realm of ideas, the real choice today lies between Islam and 
jahiliyyah86 (i.e., pre-Islamic ignorance). The latter now pervades the 
whole human community, including the societies which call themselves 
Muslim but in practice violate the Sharl'ah.87 

4 Socialism, like Communism and capitalism, is an excrescence ofjahill 
thought, and therefore carries all the vestiges of its corrupt origin. It 
stresses such notions as social welfare and material prosperity at the 
expense of moral salvation.88 Islam never neglects the material aspect 
ofhuman life, and this can be particularly demonstrated by its detailed 
scheme of 'socialjustice'. But Islam considers the first step towards the 
realisation ofthis scheme to be the liberation and purification ofthe soul. 
Without this moral catharsis no attempt at improving human life can 
be successful.89 
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5 Egyptian socialism is c10sely bound up with nationalism - another jähifi 
creed which is repugnant to the spirit ofIslam.90 

6 Although because 01' the interruption in the growth of Islamic juris
prudence, some of the Islamic tenets stand in need of reinterpretation, 
the means 01' achieving this aim is not in having recourse to any of the 
brands ofWestern political philosophy, or to materialistic ideas. Islamie 
jurisprudenee itself possesses adequate resourees for adaptation to 
unforeseen circumstances.91 The Islamic socialists admit this, but in 
their easuistical arguments sllecumb to foreign ideological influences. 

c The radical version 
The crisis ofNä~irism from the mid-sixties onwards resulted, among other 
things, in weakening the appeal of Arab soeialism in Egypt and of its Islamie 
enerllstment to baffied Arab-MlIslim masses. The frustrations bred ofthe 
Arab defeat in the Six Day War of 1967 had naturally created a fresh 
hankering among the militant YOllth in the Arab cOllntries as well as else
where in the Muslim world, tor a more vigorous political doctrine. This 
was the background to the appearance ofa new variantofIslamic socialism. 
It differed from the model presented by Sibä'i and his Egyptian or Syrian 
imitators by virtue not only of its independence of the political exigencies 
ofofficialdom, but also ofan innovation hitherto lInthinkable in an Islamic 
context-reconciliation with Marxism. This was, as mentioned before, 
undoubtedly the result of the growing popularity and influence of the 
Soviet Union and other countries 01' the 'Socialist Camp' in the Third 
World as a whole, a process which had started with the death ofStalin in 
1953, and had momentous implications at both theoretical and practical 
levels. A by-product ofthe campaign 01' de-Stalinisation was to rehabilitate 
the 'independen t roads to socialism ' and the ' Third Worldist' ideologies in 
general, and this in its turn had enabled the Soviet leaders to overcome 
some of their old doubts about the nature of national bourgeois move
ments in the Third World. I t was such doubts that had callsed a paralysing 
ambiguity in thc Soviet policy towards the nationalist regime 01' 
Mu\:1ammad Mu~addiq in Iran between 1951 and 1953. By contrast, the 
Soviet policy towards Na~ir from 1954 onwards was one ofactive support 
and involvemcnt in neutralising the Western challenges to his status as 
the hero of Arab nationalism. In partieular, the attitude of the Soviet 
Union during the Suez crisis of 1956 greatly enhanced its prestige with the 
masses throllghout the Muslim world. This trend was later strengthened 
by the Iraqi Revolution 01' 1958, the heightening of the Algerian War of 
Independence, and the prevalence of a general mood of anti-Westernism 
everywhere in the Middle East. So by the time the humiliation of the 
Six-Day War was inflicted on the Muslim eonscience, the ground had been 
prepared tor an ideological synthesis which wOllld satisfy both the urge 
for a more tightly knit plan of political action, and the reqllirement of 
apparent loyalty to Islamic tenets. The blossoming-out of an assortment 
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of Marxist or Marxian schools of thought-revisionism, the New Left, 
and the motley streams arising from the critique of Marxism-Leninism 
by Sartre, Lefebvre and others-meant that in the post-Stalin thaw such a 
synthesis be10nged no longer to the realm 01' intellectual day-dreaming. 

Roughly the same process repeated itse11' in Iran, although it started at 
least a decade earlier, with the Anglo-American-engineered overthrow 01' 
Mul)ammad Mu~addiq's government in 1953. Whereas during the oil 
nationalisation movement of 1951 nationalism of liberal orientation 
commanded immense loyal ty among the middlec1asses, even those attached 
to religious leaders, this was not the case in the period after 1953. As the 
Iranian national consciousness gradually absorbed the traumatic effects 01' 
the failure 01' Mu~addiq's 'middle-of-the-road' experience in democratic 
politics, a conviction gained ground among politicised youth that his 
fiasco was caused as much by liberalism as by the CIA conspiracies. It was 
the dispute over this interpretation ofthe events of 1951-3 that caused 
deep divisions inside the nationalist groups in the early sixties, and pre
vented them from taking advantage of the respite gained by them as a 
result ofthe internal crisis ofthe Shäh 's regime in 1962-4, and the resultant 
popular uprisings which were ruthlessly suppressed. Symptomatic 01' the 
radically changed political atmosphere of the times was the attitude 
towards the United States: if in the period prior to 1953 there were many 
nationalist liberals, and even socialists, who regarded the Uni ted States 
as a 'friendly' or' harmless' power w hich could at leas t be played off against 
British imperialism, or Soviet threat, there were extremely few leaders who 
nursed such illusions in the aftermath ofMu~addiq's fall. Thus by the mid
sixties one could already detect a marked leftward tendency among 
oppositional, and some religious groups, and this was mirrored in their 
updated political rhetoric, which could not now be easily differentiated, 
especially in its anti-imperialistic, anti-capitalistic propositions, from that 
of the left. But the impact of this gradual conversion had again been some
what impaired by the newly won recognition and respectability 01' the 
'independent left' in a de-Stalinised world. 

Exercises in reconciling Islam with Marxism have never been explicit: 
their initiators have been wiser than that, making sure that the synthesis 
they seek always takes an implicit, piecemeal and abstruse form. The label 
'Islamic Marxism' which is sometimes used in designating this synthesis is 
in fact a ploy used by its adversaries to discredit it in the eyes oftraditionist 
Muslims. One could say that the outcome of this reconciliation is, i1' any
thing, potentially a serious challenge to orthodox Marxist-Leninist parties 
in the Muslim countries, since it can act as an alternative carrier oftheir 
ideals of social and economic justice without incurring the blemish of 
irreligiosity or atheism. Its most force1'ul representative in the Muslim 
countries to the east of Egypt has been perhaps Sazman-i Mujiihidin-i 
Khalq (the Organisation ofthe Fighters ofthe People), a guerrilla organi
sation created in the early seventies in Iran. In addition to the denunciation 
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of imperialism and despotism - an invariable plank of the platform 01' all 
revolutionary groupings - the most outstanding teatures ofthe M ujahidi"n' s 
outlook are indeed persistent attacks on the institution of private owner
ship as the root cause of all social evils, and an unfailing emphasis on dass 
struggle as an ever-present process in history. Both result predictably in a 
plea tor public ownership of all means of production. But their ingenuity 
in ideological synthesising suggests itsel1'most strongly in their application 
of'dialectical materialism' to the Qur'anic exegesis and some o1'the most 
memorable vicissitudes of the lives of Prophet MuJ:lammad, 'AlT and 
I;Iusayn. Again what they do is to use this concept and its subsidiary 
categories as an analytical tool, without actually naming it. Thus they 
employ the notion of sunnat allah (the tradition or path of God) inter
changeably with the ideaofthe 'law ofevolution' as 'one ofthe substantial 
and basic ('umdah va asasi) laws of the world of creation' .92 Any phenom
enon, they aver, which is incapable of adjusting itself to this sunnah is 
doomed to vanish, 'for instance, the capitalistic system and the world of 
imperialism, being no longer in harmony with the vital and historical 
realities of [human] society, nurture in their side their own enemy and 
antithesis, namely the working and toiling dass, which adopts a novel and 
progressive posture. The contradiction between the means of production 
andrelations ofproduction intensifiesdailywith the increasein production, 
and the advancemen t of technology, placing the capitalistic system under 
the pressure of the toiling class. At the end, with the revolution of the 
oppressed masses, the gigantic power of capitalism will be destroyed, and 
the working cl~ss will inherit the power, and the means of production, 
and above all, will become God's successors on the earth: 93 As the 
illustration, as weil as divine testimony, ofthis vision ofhistory, a Qur'anic 
verse is quoted: 'And we were minded to shew favour to those who were 
brought low in the land, and to make them spiritual chiefs, and to make 
them heirs' (28: 5). In Shl'i" theology, this verse is usually invoked as 
evidence of the certainty ofthe return ofthe Mahdi"; but radical Muslim 
opinion ofwhatever denomination now interprets it more in the direction 
01' a historicist conviction that human life moves inexorably towards the 
final triumph of the 'disinherited' and the weak (mustatJ'qfün) over their 
exploiters. Similarly, metaphysical concepts such as 'divine assistance' 
(na$r min alläh) and revelation (wa~y), and the tunction of angels are 
perceived as a manifestation of the same 'tradition of evolution' in the 
universe : what is called God's help is nothing but conformity with this 
tradition, which always assists all thosewho pursue its direction ; revelation 
is but the exertion of the power that is an essential characteristic of every 
object, whether animate or inanimate (such as honey-producing tor the 
bee, magnetism tor the lodestone, etc.); and, finally, angels are merely a 
metaphor for the 'natural torces' which operate generally on the basis of 
the laws of causality. 

This kind of desacralisation ofQur'anic terms is certainly not exdusive 
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to latter-day Muslim radicals, One could find examples of it in, tor 
instance, some ofthe modernistic interpretations ofthe Qur'än by Indian 
and Pakistani Muslims of an entirely different outlook.94 What is new in 
the radicalliterature is, however, the subordination of such a 'scientific' 
understanding 01' the scripture to the demands of an activist political 
ideology. One should also point out that every instance of desacralisation 
is accompanied by strong affirmation of the supremacy of God and His 
will to dispel any accusation of blasphemy or heresy against its authors. 
The indispensability ofhuman will and struggle is also stressed to under
line the essential difference between this new philosophy of Islamic 
socialism and all the fatalistic but secularist ideologies which preach faith 
in a blind historical necessity, in a determinism guaranteeing the ultimate 
victory of the oppressed. But the overall impression is one of a syncretism 
ofreligionand politics, witha visible slanttowardsthelatter, and predicated 
on a set of principles which are no different from those of dialectical or 
historical materialism except on account of the religious idioms and 
scriptural citations used in their embellishment. 

Most of the adherents of this outlook have been profoundly inspired by 
the idealism of 'An Shad'afi (1933-77), the most popular mentor of 
Islamic radicalism in modern Iran. As a teacher, orator and theorist, 
Shari'atI has exercised an influence which is rarely matched by any other 
contemporary Muslim thinker anywhere in the Muslim world, not only 
in the developmen t of the conceptual foundations of Islamic socialism as 
espoused by the educated youth, but also in the dissemination of the 
characteristics of militant Islam. His writings may be open to criticism by 
the scholastic criteria of traditional religionists, and they do indeed fall 
outside the penumbra of strictly religious literature because of their 
inclusion of alien terms or concepts, as well as reinterpretation of orthodox 
doctrines. His heavily sociological understanding of Islam is also bound 
to be bitterly re sen ted by spirits akin to Henri Corbin' s mystical perception 
of Islam, and especially Shl'fsm. True, Shad'atl too perceives religion as 
idealism, but an idealism which constantly calls for struggle. The ubiquitous 
motto in his writings is the saying attributed to the third Imäm, l;Iusayn: 
'Life is verily faith ('aqidah) and fight (jihäd)', or its variations. All facets 
of Islamic culture (mythology, history, theology and even some elements 
of jurisprudence) are subordinated in his teachings to the compelling 
necessity of this fusion between 'theory' and 'praxis', which is but one 
manifestation of the principle of taw~id (oneness of God). He is the first 
Iranian writer on religion to have turned this hitherto theological doctrine 
into a 'world-view' (jahän-bini), a term coined originally by Iranian 
Marxists in the early forties as an equivalent for a secular, political system 
ofbeliefs, or Weltanschauung, since in classical Persian the compound is 
more suggestive of a mind which is preoccupied with the material world 
(jahän) rather than spirit or soul (jän). In this sense, taw~id means some
thing much more than the 'oneness of God', which is, of course, accepted 
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by all monotheists. 'But" says Shad'ati, 'what I have in mind (when I use 
this term) is a world-view. So what I intend by "the world-view of tawl}ld" 
is perceiving the entire universe as a unity, instead of dividing it into this 
world and the thereafter, the physical and metaphysical, substance and 
meaning, matter and spirit. It means perceiving the whole ofexistence as a 
single form, a single, living and conscious organism, possessing one will, 
intelligence, feeling and aim .... There are many people who believe in 
tawl}ld, but only as a "religious-philosophical" theory: God is one, not 
more than one - that is all! But I understand tawhid as a world-view, just 
as I see shirk (polytheism) also from the same standpoint, that is, a world
view that regards the universe as an incoherent combination, fuH of 
division, contradiction and incongruity, possessing conflicting and 
independent poles, diverging movements, and disparate and disconnected 
essences, desires, calculations, criteria, aims and wills. Tawhld sees the 
world as an empire; shirk as a feudal system.'95 The social a~d political 
implications of tawl}ld are further spelled out by declaring that such a 
unitarian outlook involves the negation of all contradictions hampering 
the development of Man, whether these are 'legal, class, social, political, 
racial, ethnic, territorial, cognatic, genetic, intrinsic and even economic'. 
Sucha world-view, accompanied as it is by therejection ofmaterialismand 
empiricism, by no means reflects on Sharl'atf s standingas a deeply religious 
thiriker, although his strong emphasis on the essential compatibility of 
matter and spirit does clash with the Qur'anic denigrationof the worldly 
life (6: 32; 47: 36; 57: 20). But it goes a long way towards disarming, or 
gratifying, the partisans of dialectical materialism by showing Islam to be 
also preaching that human salvation, whether material or spiritual, is but 
the summation of a dialectic - an inner, ceaseless struggle which goes on at 
all levels ofindividual and sociallife until the final triumph ofthe principle of 
tawhld, which reunites the conflicting, separated parts ofMan's existence, 
brings nature and society within an integrating sketch ofthe universe, and 
restores absolute equality as the primeval state of sociallife. Shari'ati uses 
the term dialectic freely; contrary to some of his Arab counterparts, he 
does not deern it necessary even to find an Islamic (Persian or Arabic) 
equivalent for the term (such asjadall, or jidäli, orjidäliyyah, which are of 
medieval origin). For hirn, the two crucial applications ofthe principle of 
dialectic are the philosophy ofhistory, and sociology. Using the story of 
Abel and Cain as a metaphorical framework, he depicts history as a conflict 
between two opposing forces represented by these two characters. The 
Qur'an refers to the story in a most laconic manner, without mentioning 
Abel and Cain. It is only in the commentaries that their names appear. This 
enables Shari'ati to interpret the story in terms which have never figured in 
classical exegetics, without appearing to advance any heterodox position. 
The story has an obvious moral import, and has always been treated as 
such by religious commentators, Muslim or otherwise, who have seen in it 
nothing other than a condemnation of greed and murder, especially 
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fratricide. Sharf'atl too takes cognisance 01' this moral dimension, laying 
stress on the contradiction between the two types - Abel, 'the man oftaith, 
peaceable and self-sacrificing', and Cain, 'the voluptuous, the transgressor 
and the fratricide '. But Shari'atl does not restcontent with the moralaspect 
ofthe story; he tries to delve into its deeper meaning by means ofwhat he 
calls 'psychologicalanalysis, and on the basis ora scientificand sociological 
examination o1'their environment, their occupations and theirclass. '96 The 
outcome of this examination is that the real cause 01' the conftict between 
Abel and Cain lay in their contradictory types ofwork, infrastructures of 
production and economic systems - in one word, in their differing class 
status: Abel being a pastoralist, representing the age of common ownership 
ofthe means ofproduction, and Cain being a landowner, representing the 
age ofagriculture and the establishment ofthe system ofprivate ownership. 
His reasoning in support of this claim consists mainly 9f eliminating most 
of the conceivable tactors ofthe diverging characters of the two brothers. 
Their difference, he says, could not be put down to their tamily background 
or environment, because they both had the same father and mother, 
belonged to the same race, and were brought up in identical circumstances. 
Educational and cultural tactors could not be held responsible either, 
because social life at that primitive stage had not yet developed to the 
extent that differences on this score could be of much consequence. So 
there remains, in Sharl'atl's examination, only the economic life and class 
status to account for the cleavage.97 lt is noteworthy that his analysis 
makes no reference to a factor that in a typically religious explanation 
would normally rank as the most decisive: the innate nature (fi(rah) of 
every individual, in the sense üf a pattern of behaviour which, either 
through the divine will or human initiative, or a combination of both, is 
preordained to lead to perdition or salvation. The same viewpoint is given 
sharper 1'ocus in the survey of the 'dialectic of sociology' and the stages of 
history. He quotes Marx's classification of history into five stages 
(primitive communism, slavery and serfdom, feudalism, capitalism, and 
the 'triumph of the proletariat'), but criticises it on the ground that it 
confuses the criteria 01' the form 01' the ownership, the form 01' class 
relations, and the form of the tools of production, whereas Shari'atl finds 
the first four stages to share basically the same infrastructure, that is, 
private ownership 01' the tools and the resources of production; only the 
last stage is characterised by common ownership of both. Throughout 
history, then, 'only two infrastructures have existed, and there cannot be 
more than two '.98 What differentiates feudalism, for instance, from 
capitalism is not infrastructure but the tools of production, the form of 
production, and consequently the outward form 01' the relations of pro
duction : just as the reverse of this may sometimes take place, namely the 
tools, form and relations 01' production can remain the same, but the 
infrastructure may substantially change; for example, an agrarian society 
may attain socialism through revolution, or war, or coup d'hat, without 
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undergoing the capitalistic transformation ofthe tools of production. The 
conc1usion that SharI'atI draws from this exercise in sociological critique 
is the reaffirmation ofhis previous thesis: in his tory ,just as in society, there 
are only two poles: (1) the pole of Abel, consisting of milk (ownership), 
mälik (owner) and mala' (or mutraf, plutocracy), and their ally rähib 
(priesthood); (2) the pole of Cain, consisting of Alläh (God), and näs 
(people), the two terms that the Qur'än uses interchangeably whenever it 
speaks ofthe rights ofthe society as a whole.99 In predicting the outcome 
of the conflict between these two poles. SharI'atI replaces Marxian 
determinism with the ShI'I millenarian rehabilitation of the universe : the 
conflict will end, according to hirn, only with an 'inevitable revolution' 
which will restore 'the system of Abel' in the world-the system of 
unitarianism as opposed to that of polytheism; religion of consciousness, 
movement and revolution, as opposed to the religion of deceit, stupefica
tion and justification of the status quo; the system of human justice and 
unity, as opposed to that of c1ass and racial discrimination.1OO 

Such fearless bien ding of religious lore with modern, alien concepts can 
by itself be already highly provocative to the religious thinkers and 
scholars of conventional formation. But when it is compounded by a 
'progressive' ideology presented in the name of a reinvigorated Islam, and 
accompanied by severe strictures on adeviant, hieratic c1ass masquerading 
as defenders of the faith, then the hostile reaction of large segments of 
Iranian Shl'I orthodoxy to Shan"'atI's views becomes understandable. 
Some of this hostility evidently correlates with the misgivings of the 
religious allies of the wealthy c1asses over the radical implications of his 
teachings. But some of it also arises from the genuine concern of those 
religionists who are committed to the safeguarding of the timeless truths 
of ShI'I spiritualism against the 'perils of socialisation'. The fact that 
SharI'atIhimselfwas not an 'älim has also made hirn an easy target for all 
the authentic or self-appointed advocates of the necessity of immunising 
the religious leadership against the intrusion ofthe uninitiated. Much of 
this variegated hostility was submerged in the wave of pro-SharI'atI 
feelings that swept all over Iran after his death, and particularly during 
the Islamic Revolution ofI978-9. But itdoes not lie far below the surface, 
and re-emerges in periodic campaigns against 'eclectic trends in Islam' .101 

Whatever reservations one might have about the legitimacy of this kind 
of eclecticism, one can have scant doubt that SharI'atI's potent mixture of 
dialectic and Islamic, especially Shi'I, ideals of social justice, have done 
more than any other form of religious indoctrination to make Islam the 
sole ideology of struggle in contemporary Iran tor vast numbers of 
militant young people, who would have been otherwise attracted to 
secularist, left-wing doctrines. 

Most revivalist movements in the history of great religions have had 
ramifications in the form of egalitarian and anti-authoritarian doctrines 
which have sometimes provoked popular uprisings. The peasant revolts of 
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thethirteenth to sixteenth centuries (in France in 1251, in Englandin 1381, 
etc.) were no doubt caused primarily by social and economic discontent. 
But the influence ofthe teachings of John Wyclif, John Huss, and Martin 
Luther in precipitating them can by no means be gainsaid. Islamic 
revivalism has similarly produced its corollary of proletarian ideologies. 
Nevertheless, the difference with European history lies in the fact that 
radical Islamic ideas have often been expressed in a vocabulary unfamiliar 
for the overwhelming majority ofthe population to which they have been 
addressed. That is why, although they have sometimes inspired heroic, 
revolutionary acts on the part of the radical youth in the face of seemingly 
invincible tyrannies, they have often stopped short of attaining the status of 
mass movements in the Muslim countries, and have even touched off a 
popular backlash at the behest ofan alarmed orthodoxy. 



5 Aspects of Shi'i modernism 

Background 

During the last two centuries Twelver ShI'!sm in Iran, Iraq and the 
Lebanon has displayed a political vitality, both in theory and practice. 
unprecedented in its long his tory. Some examples of this vitality, which 
have been connected with global Islamic trends, were noticed in the 
previous chapter. In the present chapter, we are going to review three 
further examples that relate specifically to the development of ShI'!sm in 
modem times, and are apt to alter its relationship not only with other 
Islamic trends, but also with the non-Muslim world. One central point 
which has to be dealt with at the outset is the background to the apparently 
sudden advent of this phenomenon. 

ShIT vitality can be explained primarily by some of its potentialities for 
adaptation to social and political change. The most essential of these are 
the principle of ijtihäd, or independent judgement. as a device supple
menting the sources of the jurisprudence, and a potentially revolutionary 
posture in the face oftemporal power. A belief-system which thus sanctions 
the exercise of free opinion even if in matters of secondary importance has 
manifestly a greater ability for accommodation with circumstances 
unforeseen in the sources than one which prohibits or severely restricts all 
forms of doctrinal flexibility, whether on fundamental or secondary 
matters. Although in contradistinction to the absolute form of ijtihäd 
(known by the adjective mu(laq), which was supposedly the exclusive 
prerogative of the founders of the principallegal schools, the relative and 
the more accessible form (muqayyad) has never in practice been 
totally abandoned among Muslims of whatever description, there is no 
doubt that, as was mentioned previously, only in ShI'!sm is ijtihäd the 
logical and imperative concomitant of the creed.1 The fact that the ShI'! 
jurisconsults down the ages did not use this device as thoroughly and 
frequently as they should have done, at least on buming socio-political 
matters, and the ShI'! mind was consequently hemmed in with the same 
unbending dogmas that characterised all other Muslim sects, does not 
invalidate our observation. In the ShI'! case, the failure to practise ijtihäd 
was not an ordinary lapse, but a serious dereliction of a cardinal duty, and 
therefore more damaging to the credibility of its authors. To these 
theoretical pecularities must be added the psychological tensions and 
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heart-searchings of a religious community which, even in societies where 
it formed the majority or could nominally rely on official support, often 
found the existing state of affairs falling short of its ideals, either because 
those ideals were formulated in such a way as to become unattainable until 
the apocalyptic end of the universe, or because the rulers betrayed their 
mission. These points will be further elaborated, and we will familiarise 
ourselves with other theoretical roots of political dynamism, when we 
discuss its more concrete aspects in the coming pages. 

The wider social, political and economic matrix which may have been 
instrumental in turning these potentialities into doctrinal reformulations 
and occasional mass movements should certainly not be overlooked. An 
impressionistic account ofthis can be obtained from the history ofthe one 
country which has been both the birthplace and testing-ground of Sh!'! 
modernism: Iran. As far as the genesis of new ideas is concerned, her 
history is not dissimilar from that of the Ottoman Empire or Egypt: 
increasing contacts with the West since the SafavId period (1502-1736), 
disastrous consequences of the wars with Russia (in 1813 and 1828), 
inconc1usive attempts at modernisation by two enlightened statesmen 
(Mlrzä TaqI Khän AmIr KabIr and M!rzä I:Iusayn Khän MushIr 
ud-Dawlah known as Sipahsälär), introduction of the printing press, the 
despatch of students abroad, and, finally, the influence of cultural and 
intellectual notions from the West, all contributed to a general trend in 
the direction of questioning the tradition al modes of thought. The 
religious community could not be immune from this trend. The triumph, 
for instance, of the so-called U~ülT school of jurisprudence, insisting on the 
legitimacy of reasoning, and practising ijtihäd on the basis of u~ül 
(principles) in the face of the Akhbärls (Traditionists) could not be 
unrelated to the pervading awareness of the inadequacy of rigidified legal 
formulae to cope with such changes. There is now a growing appreciation, 
among both Iranian and Western students ofShI'Ism, ofthe impact ofthis 
triumph on the development of the ShI'] social and political thought.2 To 
the chagrin of partisans of social determinism, one cannot define the exact 
relationship between specific social and economic processes, on the one 
hand, and the transformation of the religious mind, on the other. We do 
not know, for instance, whether the U~üli-Akhbiirl division corresponded 
to any particular polarisation of socio-economic forces, although - as will 
be explained below - the expected alliance of the U~ülT 'Ulamä' with the 
'freedom-seekers' at the time of the Constitutional Revolution of 1906 
served the interests of the bourgeoisie. Again, the ever-widening interest of 
the 'Ulamä' in political matters from the mid-nineteenth century onwards 
may be accoun ted for by their re action to consecutive imperialist ventures: 
the Reuter Concession of 1872, the opening of the Kärün River in 1888, 
the Imperial Bank of Persia, the Tobacco Regie of 1890-2, and the 
manoeuvres ofthe Russian Banque des Prels from 1900 onwards. (We must 
add, however, that imperialistic threats in all forms seem to have played a 
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much less important role in the emergence of Shi'i modernism in the 
nineteenth century than in the case of its SunnI equivalent, and this was 
mainly because of the relative aloofness of Iran, as compared with the 
Ottoman Empire and Egypt, from the maelstrom of European politics.) 

The revival of Sill'f thought since the Second W orld War has also been 
stimulated by social causes. We leave aside the general causes affecting all 
social groups and classes, and mention only one, which is confined to the 
leadership of the religious community. Even religious or religious-minded 
writers have identified one of the principal factors of the immutability of 
ShJ:'ithought to lie in the dependency ofthe 'Ulama' for their livelihood on 
the individual donations of the faithful, known as the 'Imäm's share' 
(sahmi-i Imäm), and hence their inclination to steer clear of any idea that 
might offend popular predilections.3 If this diagnosis is correct, then the 
gradual radicalisation of certain areas of ShJ:'i thought since the Second 
World War must have been brought about at least in part by a converse 
phenomenon: the rise of a small, but highly influential group of religious 
intellectuals who were less in need of such donations, because they could 
earn their living through teaching, preaching, writing and publishing, 
thanks to the increase in literacy, the growth of student population and 
the coming of mass media. This category of religionists could thus address 
some of their 'unorthodox' ideas to large social groups inaccessible to 
their predecessors, without much fearing the dire consequences of 
alienating obscurantist circles. 

Finally, the power and prestige of the office of Marja'-i taqlid (the 
'Source of Imitation', the highest religious authority whose rulings and 
opinions should supposedly be accepted by all Shi'is), presents another 
example of the working of mundane forces in religious affairs. This office 
did not exist in Twelver ShJ:'ism until the middle ofthe nineteenth century, 
when the peerless jurisprudential genius of Shaykh Murta<;lä An~ar1 
(d. 1864) introduced a centralised leadership in the hitherto pluralistic 
system of Sh!'i scholarship and pastoral guidance. A climate of opinion 
was thereby reached to acknowledge henceforth the 'most learned' (a'lam) 
of the 'Ulama' as worthy of being 'imitated' by all ShJ:'is in his pronounce
ments. Spiritual centralisation soon entailed financial centralisation: 
a growing proportion of the payments made previously to local and 
provincial 'clergy' were now redirected towards the Marja'.lt was certainly 
the resultant concentration of both spiritual and material powers which 
made it possible for the Marja' at the end of the nineteenth century, I:Iäjj 
Mirzä M uhammad Hasan Shiräzi, to lead the first mass movement in 
Iranian history again~t European encroachments, in the famous 'Tobacco 
crisis' of 1890-2. In the same way, the controversy which broke out 
seventy years later over the wisdom of such concentration had visible 
political and social reasons. The watershed was the death of the Marja', 
the Äyatulläh I:Iusayn Burüjirdl in 1961. By then the immense influence of 
the position had exposed it to the intolerable press ures and expectations 
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ofthe officialdom, particularly when the latter's authority was injeopardy. 
In due course the M arja 's had come to the. conclusion that the safest policy 
for them was to keep out of active politics. Their quietism manifestly 
favoured the rulers, as was demonstrated by BUfÜjirdI's refusal to condemn 
the coup against the Mu~addiq's government in 1953. The unsavoury 
memo ries of that neutrality in the eyes of the militants, against the back
ground of political upheavals accompanying the rise of the Äyatulläh 
Ruhulläh Khumaynl in the early sixties, fostered grave doubts over the 
viability of the position of the M arja'. Meanwhile the growing complexity 
ofsocial and economic life threatened to place the 'Ulamä' in the awkward 
position of having to answer an infinite variety of questions from their 
followers on issues which required expert, specialised knowledge. In such 
circumstances, no 'älim of upright character could lay claim to being the 
'most learned' ofhis peers. An intriguing debate was thus engaged on the 
wisdom and feasibility of the institution itself, with most participants 
expressing preference for decentralising it, or giving it a collegiate form and 
most importantly, for lessening its paralysing dependency on the populace.4 

This, in its turn, led to a critical examination of other related issues, such 
as the function of the 'älim in the modern world, the relevance of his 
education to the social and political problems facing the Muslims today, 
the justification, and limits, of taq/Td (imitation), the definition of ijtihäd, 
the chasm between ideals and reality in Shl'lsm and the attitude towards 
Sunni Muslims.' 

However, no amount of socio-political analysis of facts can account for 
the subtleties of thought processes. The historical background briefly 
described here can explain only the timing, but not the nature, of the new 
phase of Shi'l dynamism. And it is against this background that we now 
study three revised notions in modem Shi'lsm which are important not 
only because of their character as determinants of political behaviour, but 
also owing to their implications in the total system of Shi'l culture: 
(1) constitutionalism, (2) taqiyyah, and (3) martyrdom. These do not 
represent three disjointed, random categories of thought. Chronologically, 
it was constitutionalism wh ich brought the Shl'ls, for the first time in their 
history, face to face with the democratic demands of the modem age. But 
the Shi'ls soon realised that they could not rise to this challenge without 
first overcoming the inertia wrought in the popular conscience by an 
officially sponsored ideology which exonerated the distance between the 
political ideals and realities as an inevitable fact, and exalted self-sacrifice 
for lofty principles as the unique virtue of an infallible and divinely 
designated elite. A heightened political atmosphere in Iran since the end 
ofthe nineteenth century, combined with the pressure ofhaving to answer 
Sunm criticisms of Shl'lsm-as described in Chapter l-as well as the 
rivalry of growing popular secular ideologies, both forced and helped a 
number of Shi'ls to rethink the tradition al attitudes on the second and 
third themes. The outcome of this rethinking has undoubtedly changed 
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some ofthe political features ofShi'ism which we enumerated in Chapter I 
- turning it from an elitist, esoteric and passive sect into a mass movement 
animated by democratic ideals, and contempt for innate privilege. It is a 
rethinking which has greatly diminished Shi'i differences with the Sunnis, 
and is as much entitled to the epithet modernist as similar stirrings of 
religio-political thought among the Sunnls during the last century. 

I Constitutionalism 

As was mentioned before, the patterns of the development of new political 
ideas among the Ottomans, Egyptians and Iranians in the nineteenth 
century and at the beginning of the twentieth display significant similarities, 
despite many differences in their social and historical backgrounds. 
National awakening among all these peoples resulted in a more or less 
uniform critique of the existing political order, and pleas for the establish
ment of a constitutional system of government and modernisation of the 
state apparatus, especially its administrative and military institutions. 

The similarities could make the comparative study ofOttoman, Egyptian 
and lranian intellectual. trends in that period rather tedious tor the 
specialists of any of these three countries. But political thought in Iran, 
during the last three decades of the Qäjär period (1779-1925) has one 
characteristic which is undoubtedly missing, at least on the same scale, in 
the Ottoman or Egyptian case. This is the strong and unequivocal stand 
by the lranian Shi'i 'Ulamä' in support of the Constitutional movement 
which led to the Revolution of 1906. Advocacy of constitutionalism was 
not confined to the so-called 'freedom-seeking' 'Ulamä'-Sayyid 
Mubammad Tabätaba'i, Sayyid 'Abdulläh ~ihbihani, Mulla Mubammad 
Ka?im Khurasani, Mubammad I:Iusayn Na'lni and many others. Even a 
number of 'reactionary' divines, above all Shaykh Fa<;llullah Nüri, never 
doubted the basic virtues of legal restraints on the kingly powers. On the 
other hand, very few enlightened souls inside the religious communities of 
Ottoman Turkey or Egypt ever attained the same commanding position in 
the national struggle for freedom and the rule of law - a point which, as we 
saw before, has been admittcd by even such a fervent critic of Shi'ism as 
M ul)ammad Rashid Ri<;lä. 

The special place of the 'Ulamä' in Iran, the power and prestige con
ferred on them by a combination of spiritual, social, political and financial 
functions, and their active participation in the Constitutional Revolution, 
are well-known.6 What is less widely known and much less appreciated is 
the way in which the 'U lamä' conceived the ideas of constitutionalism, 
and interpreted them in terms compatible with Islamic tenets. This lacuna, 
which has so far been caused partly by thc non-availability of sources and 
partly by an 'anti-c1erical' prejudice, has been responsible for several 
generalisations, of which only two are mentioned here by way of example: 

First is a view whose most aggressive exponent was Al)mad Kasravi 
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(d. 1946), one of the most controversial of Iranian historians, and author 
of the most popular existing account of the Revolution. According to hirn, 
the ShI'f 'Ulamä', by virtue of their belief in the exc1usive legitimacy of 
the rule of the Imäms, have always been opposed to the very notion of 
state and political order7 - a view which is curiously at variance with 
Kasravf's own detailed descriptions ofthe efforts ofmany ofthe 'Ulamä' 
towards creating the Constitutional regime. It is interesting to note that 
starting from diametrically opposed premises, Hamid Algar, who is deeply 
sympathetic to the 'Ulamä', has also arrived at more or less the same con
c1usion in his study of religion and politics in the Qäjär period: 'In the 
new situation [that is, after the establishment of Qäjär rule]', he says, 
'a political theory to accommodate the state within the system of belief was 
still not developed. Such a theory was probably impossible: The 'Ulamä', 
having established their position as defacto regents ofthe Imäm, could not 
then have allotted the monarchy a similar position. Without such a position, 
the monarchy was bound to be regarded as illegitimate. '8 

Second is the opinion of intellectuals who, despite their occasional 
appreciation of the positive part played by the 'Ulamä', on the whole 
regard the 'Ulamä' as a negative, retrogressive factor in the national 
struggle-with at best confused and contradictory ideas about the aims 
of the Revolution. Typical of this opinion is the statement by the con
temporary historian, Firaydun Ädamiyyat, to the effect that 'the only 
group which had a c1ear concept of Constitutionalism were the progressive, 
educated individuals committed to the (Western) type democracy'. He says 
this in connection with his critical survey of the ideas of two religious 
exponents of constitutionalism.9 

Although such statements hold good for the attitudes of many of the 
'Ulamä' during the eighteenth and greater part ofthe nineteenth centuries, 
they do not reflect the views of all of them certainly not during the 
Revolution. Ädamiyyat hirnself refers in another context to a number of 
'progressive' 'Ulamä' during the Sipahsälär period who supported 
reforms; one ofthem, Mlrzä Ja'far I:IakIm IlähI, even advocated changing 
the script.lO In the absence of more specific information, we can only 
surmise that the political outlook of such men could not be the same as 
their predecessors '. Whatever the case, the fact that during the Revolution 
the urban masses, who were surely not less religious-minded then than they 
are now, responded so enthusiastically to the call for a constitutional 
government, should be proof enough that the opinion of the 'freedom
seeking' 'Ulamä' held great sway over them. There was one other possible 
centre for the dissemination of democratic ideals among the people: the 
writings of such Westernised thinkers of the period as Äkhündzädih, 
Mlrzä I:Iusayn Khän MushIr ud-Dawlah, known as Sipahsälär, MIrzä 
Malkam Khän, and Tälibov. But what should make us cautious in 
estimating the influence of such modernists is not only their exotic ideology, 
but also their style of prose. Containing numerous Persianised forms of 
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European poliiical terms, as well as newly coined words and phrases 
belying unassimilated Western notions, their work could not possibly 
produce the same effect as the tracts ofthe 'Ulama', whose style, however 
equally stilted, was at least familiar to the indigenous bourgeoisie, and 
comprised many symbols which could not fail to galvanise popular feelings, 
and many arguments which afforded evidence of greater originality of 
mind, and powers of synthesis. It is necessary to take a cursory glance at 
these arguments to see whether ShJ:'I political thought at the turn of the 
century accords with the picture painted of it by its critics. 

* * * 
The Constitutional Revolution represents the first direct encounter in 
modem Iran between tradition al Islamic culture and the West. All the 
earlier attempts at modernisation, although involving important changes 
in the legal, governmental and administrative systems, were conducted in 
areas tangential to underlying traditional values. None ofthem openly and 
radically challenged any of these values. The great modernising minister, 
MIrza TaqI Khan, known as Amlr KabJ:r, certainly took vital measures for 
centralising the judicial system, such as his curbs on the powers of the 
Imam Jum'ah (leader ofthe Friday Prayer), or abolition of bast (sanctuary 
from secular oppression offered by mosques, residences of the 'Ulama', 
etc.),ll in the teeth of the 'clerical' prerogatives, but they did not aim at 
undermining any specific Islamic institution and principle. Such measures, 
just as the modernising campaign of men such as MIrza Malkam Khan, 
the advocate of the 'total Westernisation ofIran', were individual enter
prises whose repercussions never went beyond a small elite. By contrast, 
Constitutional Revolution was a movement of unprecedented dimension 
in Iran 's modern history which embraced vast groups of people from every 
social quarter, thus generating a heated debate between diverse ideologies, 
old and new. The implication of many a constitutionalist idea challenged 
the very foundation of the religio-political consensus as weIl as the relative 
cultural harmony of the traditional order, thereby causing a deep rift 
amont the elites. Perhaps the significance of this rift can be better under
stood if a comparison is drawn with the constitutional his tory of Ottoman 
Turkey. When similar controversies broke out in Turkey during the famous 
Me~rutiet period from 1908 to 1918, that country had long passed 
through the travails of the Tan~J:mat period (a half-century of reforms 
from 1826 onwards), and the Young Ottoman movement (formed in the 
mid-1860s)Y By that time both sides in the debate had accumulated con
siderable eristic ability and sharpened their polemical tools, particularly 
over the thorny issues of the legal codification and judicial reforms, and 
modernisation of the educational system. 

Neither side in the constitutional debate in Iran had such precedents to 
fall back on. Even the duality of the judicial system (between the religious 
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and non-religious courts) had lasted so long (since the SafavId times) that 
it had become part of the traditional structure, and lost its potential for 
initiating ideas of change. So discussions on the uses and abuses of man
made laws inevitably provoked in its train dissensions over the virtues and 
vices of modernisation. The novelty of the controversy and the complexity 
of the issues involved could hardly be helpful to mutual understanding 
between the two sides of the debate. But there was one precedent which 
gave the religious proponents of the constitution an edge over all other 
groups in terms of argumentative skills. This was the development of the 
science of U~l-i fiqh, the 'roots' or theory of jurisprudence, which had 
achIeved great subtlety among the ShI'Is, but reached new peaks in the 
nineteenth century. Tension between the U!jüfis and their opponents, the 
Akhbiirls (Traditionists), to which we referred be fore, had grown sharply 
since the middle of the eighteenth century. The Akhbiirls dominated the 
centres of religious teachings until the beginning of the Zand period, but 
with the emergence of MuJ:lammad Baqir WaJ:lId Bihbihani (1704-91) 
they were decisively routed. The ground was then prepared for men like 
MIrza-yi QumI, Shaykh Murta<;la An~arI, Mulla MuJ:lammad Kä.?:im 
Khurasani and MuJ:lammad J:::lusayn Nä"lnI to aflord philosophical 
depth and methodological precision to this most stimulating oftraditional 
Islamic sciences. Now there were of course some distinguished 'alims who 
opposed constitutionalism: Shaykh Fa<;llulläh was a faqlh of the highest 
rank. But it is noteworthy that while the opponents resorted to simple 
canonical strictures on the Constitution (such as the conflict between the 
~uperiority of Islam, and the recognition of all Iranian citizens as equals 
before the law, irrespective of their religion; the dangers of a free press 
which could open the way to atheistic foreign ideas; and the unacceptability 
of compulsory education for girls),13 the proponents countered by using 
concepts drawn from the science of U!jÜ!. The presence of Khuräsäni and 
Na'InI among the foremost champions of constitutionalism, and the 
fact that Na'Im was the author of the only well-known and fairly 
coherent treatise in defence of its principles can, of course, be no more 
than circumstantial evidence of the link between their jurisprudential 
theory and their political outlook. But when one examines the prin
ciples of the U!jüli school, one can hardly escape the conc1usion that 
they were more likely to produce a pre-constitutionalist mentality than 
its opposite. 

The chief doctrine of the U !jüfi school is the competence of reason (after 
the guidance of the Qur' an, the Tradition and consensus) to discem the rules 
of the Sharl'ah. This faith in reason brings forth other essential teachings: 
the necessity of ijtihiid, the refusal to accept uncritically the contents of the 
four principal codices of Shi'I traditions (by KulaynI, Shaykh Sadüq and 
Shaykh lüsI), adoption of more precise criteria for ascertaining the 
reliability of sayings attributed to the Prophet and Imams, and prohibition 
ofthe imitation of deceased authorities to ensure the abiding dynamism of 
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ijtihäd. The Akhbäris contradict the U~iilis on an these points: they reject 
reason and consensus, and find an individuals to be of the same level of 
mediocrity, and hence worthy of being only muqallid (imitators). They 
forbid ijtihäd, and believe in the imitation of deceased authorities, saying 
that the truth of a proposition is not affected by the death of its expositor : 
the rulings of the past 'Ulamä' should be rejected if they are the products 
of their own arbitrary, probable knowledge or conjecture (,?ann), and 
accepted if they prove to be based on definite knowledge ('ilm-i-qatl), 
but this can only be communicated by the Imäm. Instead of ijtihäd, they 
regard the collection of sayings or narratives of the lmäms to be an 
obligatory duty, and reckon that every Muslim, even the uninitiated and 
the ordinary ('amml), is capable of performing this. Meanwhile, the U$ülis 
allow wide scope for juridical innovations through their belief in the 
validity of 'probable knowledge' to deduce canonical rules, whenever 
access to 'definite knowledge' proves impossible. They also maintain that 
any act should be presumed to be permissible (a$älat al-ibä~ah), except 
when explicitly forbidden by the Shartah. The Akhbäris again disagree 
with them, saying that an knowledge is untrustworthy, except that con
veyed by the lmäm, and that whenever an act is not explicitly permitted 
by the Shafi'ah one should refrain from performing it by way ofprecaution 
(i~tiyä() against committing a sin.14 

The political implications of these principles can hardly be overstated. 
By upholding the authority of reason and the right of ijtihäd, the U~iili 
doctrines could not fail to render the Shi'f mind susceptible to social 
changes, and inspire confidence in the human ability to regltlate social 
atl"airs. The reassertion of the status of the mujtahids and particularly the 
emphasis on the necessity of following a living authority certainly could 
help to mitigate the effects of the sclerosis of legal thought, and remove, 
at least partially, the stigma attached to intellectual dynamism. Moreover, 
pr in ci pies such as those of the validity of probable knowledge and the 
permissibility of actions not specifically forbidden by the sources, 
encouraged a more flexible approach to the application of jurisprudence 
to emerging social and political problems. Before elaborating on the 
political significance of these conclusions, a word of caution is in order. 
It would be patently simplistic to portray the U$ülis as outright 'pro
gressives', and their traditionalist opponents as 'reactionaries'. As can be 
gathered from the above summary, there were in fact many features in 
the Akhbäri doctrines too which could have made them equally receptive 
to certain democratic notions, for instance their stance against the 
mujtahids had strong anti-elitist, and consequently populist, implications, 
just as their distrust of reason could develop into a Lockian belief that 
ideas come from the senses. Indeed, some recent Shi'f scholars have hinted 
at a possible impact of the European school of sensationalism on the 
genesis of the Akhbäri ideas.15 Nevertheless, by proscribing rationalism, 
and urging imitation (taqlid) as the only permissible way of learning the 
canonical rules, the Akhbäris placed an interdiction on all the mental 



ASPECTS OF SHI'I MODERNISM 169 

processes which could be turned to integrating new rules and institutions 
in the traditional political structure. 

* * * 
Surveying the difference between the SunnI and ShI'l concepts of law, and 
the relations hip ofthe political authority therewith, N. J. COltlson believes 
that 'politically the difference is between a constitutional and an absolute 
form of government; legally it is between a system which is basically 
immutable and represents the attempt by human reason to discern the 
divine command and one which purports to be the direct and living 
expression of that command. It follows that consensus (ijmä), whether as 
a spontaneous source of law or as a criterion regulating the authority of 
human reasoning, has no place in such a scheme of jurisprudence, where 
the authority of the Imam supersedes that of agreed practice and his 
infallibility is diametrically opposed to the concept of probable rules of 
law (;;ann) andequally authoritativevariants (ikhtiläf): However, he admits 
later that despite these restrictions, during the 'protracted interregnum' 
resulting from the disappearance of the Imam, 'the exposition of the law 
has been the task of qualified scholars (mujtahids), and however much they 
may have been regarded as the agents of the Imam and working under his 
influence, their use of human reason ('aqf), to determine the law has been 
accepted as necessary and legitimate. Inevitably, therefore, the concept of 
probable rules of law and the authoritative criterion of consensus have 
been recognised by the Ithna-'asharites [Twelvers], and their system is 
certainly not without its variant scholastic opinions. '16 

Assuming COltlson 's account of the original or earlier form of ShI'lsm 
to be accurate, the question may weIl be asked whether the transition from 
that form to the more flexible version that he describes took place by sheer 
force of circumstance, or whether the fundamental principles of Twelver 
Shl'lsm (as outlined in the earlier chapters) should also be given some 
credit for this change? We believe that the doctrine of the Imamate is as 
much apart of the Shl'l concept of law as the necessity of ijtihäd. It was 
thanks to the U~ülis that the logical and indefeasible connection between 
the Imamate and ijtihäd, with all that it implies for a much less restricted 
exercise of human reason, was demonstrated with force and clarity. And 
if the corollary of the old concept was an 'absolute form of government', 
the inevitable result of the new one was a system of government which was, 
if not democratic, then at least accountable to people. The 'Ulama' of all 
persuasions already enjoyed great influence among the masses as spiritual 
leaders, judges, administrators of awqäf (endowments), and even land
owners, traders and moneylenders. What they still needed in order to 
stand up to the despotic monarchy of the Qajars, without impairing the 
supremacy ofthe Shar/'ah, was a political theory formulating the principles 
of representation and government accountability in the categories of ShI'l 
jurisprudence. They would not have been able to construct even the 
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rudiments of such a theory without the U~üli prelude. We conclude this 
section by considering some examples ofthe application of U$üüconcepts 
to constitutionalism. 

These examples concern the two central issues facing the 'Ulama' in the 
Revolution: (a) the novelty of legislation as a deliberate act of the human 
mind to regulate social relations, and (b) the doctrine of the illegitimacy 
of the state during the per iod of occultation of the Imäm. In dealing with 
the first issue, they used specific concepts which were drawn from the 
theory of jurisprudence, but in dealing with the second they relied on 
general arguments based on expediency and realism, which they had 
inherited from the ~afavld period, if not earlier. 

(a) The jurisprudential concepts used for the first issue were (1) obligatory 
preliminary (muqaddimah-i wiijib), (2) secondary apparent rules (aIJkiim-i 
thiinawiyyah-i ~iihiriyyah), (3) miscellaneous formulae relating to the 
separation of religious (sharl) from non-religious ('urfi) matters. (4) The 
Tradition of 'Umar Ibn l;lan~alah. 

The concept of obligatory preliminary 
This forms one ofthe familiar sub-chapters ofthe U$ü[treatises, comprising 
some of the most typically convoluted discussions on the definitions and 
varieties of the preliminaries of an act. The historian Kasravi denounces 
the bewildering complexity of such discussions as an exasperating illus
tration of the futility of some scholastic discourses,17 and so do many of 
the more independent-minded Shi'l jurisconsults.18 The U~üüs define a 
preliminary as the precondition of an act. They have numerous ways for 
dividing such preconditions. One is to divide them into internal and 
external, the internal being the inherent or essential components of an act, 
and the external being the outside factar causing or facilitating the per
formance of an act. As always, such divisions are rather abstract, and 
sometimes extremely difficult to differentiate. But the division which is of 
interest to us is that between a preliminary which is explicitly required by 
the Sharl'ah (such as ablution for prayer), and one which is not so but can 
become obligatory if another obligatory act depends on it. For instance, 
horse-racing and arrow-throwing are normally permissible or recom
mended practices, but if it becomes necessary for Muslims to wage jihiid 
(holy war), the same acts become obligatory by implication. In the same 
way the adoption of a constitution becomes obligatory for Muslims when 
it is a precondition of their welfare, security or progress.19 It is interesting 
to note that the Sunnis usually arrive at the same conc1usion from a 
different premise-that of ma$laIJah. literally welfare, which means that 
public interest should always prevail over the preference of jurisconsults. 
But since the Shi'ls refute ma$la~1ah.20 the concept of 'obligatory pre
liminary' is also a device to circumvent any objection to law-making for 
which there is no specific canonicallicense. 
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2 The concept 0/ secondary apparent ru/es 
The rules of conduct in the Sharl'ah are of two categories: the 'primary, 
real rules' a/:zkäm-i awwaliyyah-i /:zaqiqiyyah), which explain the eternal 
and abstract tenets of the religion, and the 'secondary apparent rules' 
which govern accidental and concrete details concerning their application 
to worldly affairs. The latter category itself has numerous subdivisions 
depending on their subject-matter, and the conditions of persons affected 
by them. Although the 'Ulamä' are the only people qualified to interpret 
the first category, and even to lay down the general principles concerning 
the second, deciding the subject-matter of the second kind is. only the task 
oflay experts. Just as iftwo qualified physicians prescribe wine to a patient, 
wine-drinking which is otherwise a sin becomes permissible for hirn, so to~ 
if 'doctors of politics', who in this case are none other than the Majlis 
(Parliament) deputies, deliberate on matters of state interest within their 
competence, their decisions must be binding even without the approval of 
the 'Ulamä'.21 

3 The urfi versus shar'i" affairs 
This was the most widely used distinction in the controversy over the 
Constitution.22 The concept of 'urf or non-religious matters was given 
great prominence to justify law-making as a measure regulating matters 
outside the purview of the Sharl'ah, and therefore not at all detrimental to 
its paramount position. Since it was originally within the perimeter of the 
theory of jurisprudence that 'urf was allowed to operate as a principle of 
subsidiary value, many notions and maxims taken from its corpus were 
also invoked in the course of argument. One was the concept of 'deciding 
the subject matter' (ta'yin-i murfü') which practically meant applying a 
general rule to a particular case by allowing it more flexibility. Others were 
familiar maxims such as 'necessity makes prohibited things permissible', 
'actions should be judged by their ends', and so on. Sometimes simple 
logical terms were used: for instance, the relationship between the 
Constitutional Revolution and Islam was said to be the same as that 
between the major premise (kubrä) and minor premise (sughrä). The major 
premise stated that Islam must last for ever, and the minor premise merely 
defined the sciences, instruments and methods which could most effectively 
bring this about. There was complete agreement among Iranians on the 
major premise, so it was up to the 'scientists and wise men of the realm' to 
provide for the means to that end. A simpler dualism, which was used less 
frequently because of its secular connotations, was that between worldly 
(ma'äshi)and other-worldly (ma'ädi) affairs, restricting the jurisdiction of 
the 'Ulamä' to the latter. 

4 The Tradition 0/ 'Umar Ibn lfanfalah 
This Tradition (maqbiilah) is usually invoked to justify the authority of 
the mujtahids or the 'Ulamä' to adjudicate the affairs of Muslims in the 
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absence of the Imäms, and, by extension, to act as their leaders in general. 
Upon being asked by an inquirer as to whether it is permissible for 
Muslims to refer their disputes over debts and inheritance right to temporal 
rulers, the sixth Imäm, Ja'far a~-Sädiq, forbids them to do so, quoting the 
Qur'änic verse (4: 60) which admonishes those who 'go for judgement' to 
Tiighüt (illegitimate ruler). Instead, the Imam instructs the Muslims to 
submit to the verdict of those who base themselves on the hadith (saying) 
and the guidance of the Imäms on permissible and prohibited matters. 
What if: the inquirer asks, the judges give different verdicts on the basis of 
different hadiths ascribed to the Imäms? Then the opinion of the most just 
and the most learned and the most honest should be given preference over 
others, the Imäm replies. But what if all the judges are equally just, learned 
and honest? In that case, the Imäm answers, one should look into the 
hadiths which are attributed to us, accepting that which enjoys the con
sensus of our followers (a'ihiib), and rejecting the one which is narrated by 
only a few (shiidhdh), because 'what is the subject of consensus should not 
be doubted' (inna'l mujma' 'alayhi lii raybajrhi).23 

This tradition is still quoted in defence of the juridical authority of the 
mujtahids ;24 indeed Khumaym refers to it as one reason to vindicate the 
government by the faqzh. 25 But during the Constitutional era, NiiinI used 
it as evidence of the weight given in Shi'ism to majority opinion - and hence 
to democracy-against those traditionalists who argued that 'interpreting 
rules in the fashion of majority is an innovation' (bid'at büdan-i-ta'wzl bi 
akthariyyat).26 

Before proceeding to the second issue facing the 'Ulamä' in the Con
stitutional period, we must point out that, as was mentioned earlier, the 
majority of the 'Ulamä' were apparently agreed on the necessity of law
making. Even the tracts of the most steadfast opponent of the Revolution, 
Shaykh FaQlullälh Nüri, did not contain any objection to the concept of 
man-made law as such; on the contrary, the outspoken Shaykh repeatedly 
agreed with his opponents that the fact that the monarchy, owing to the 
'accidents of the world', had deviated from the Shari'ah and degenerated 
into tyranny, made it necessary to devise special laws for it. Even those 
who adamantly refused to admit the legitimacy of such laws later on toned 
down their opposition with the ratification of Ärticle 2 of the Con
stitution, which required the presence of at least five mujtahids in the 
Majlis to monitor all its enactments so that they would not contra vene 
the Shari'ah. The 'urfi line of reasoning may have played an important 
role in making this compromise possible. What both sides to the com
promise failed to appreciate at the time was that the social and cultural 
consequences of the new rules and institut ions were going to be far different 
from those of the politically 'innocenf dispensations on, say, conditions 
of sale or payment of dower, as demanded by the 'ur! 

(b) üf greater significance for the political theory of Shi'i'sm was the 
attitude towards the state, particularly the legitimacy of the monarchy. 
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But this was an issue which had already been faced by the 'Ulamä' before, 
not only in the early periods of Islamic history, but also under the SafaVids. 
The main obstacle to the 'Ulama 's acceptance of the necessity of state in 
its modem form was, of course, the theoretical negation of the legitimacy 
of all temporal powers. This was not the position of all the 'Ulama', but 
nevertheless it was a powerful idea, and one which was always kept.in 
reserve as the most effective weapon against rulers who dared to overrule 
the will of the men of religion. The way had already been paved for over
coming this obstacle, or at least rendering it less insuperable, by the 
teachings of such unquestionable authorities as Shaykh Tüsi' and Ibn Idds27 

who recognised not only the permissibility of working for temporal rulers 
under certain conditions, but also the possibility of the existence of just 
rulers in the absence of the Imäm. This recognition received further 
refinements during the Safavld period in the face offierce opposition from 
such scholars as Shaykh Ibrahlm Qatlfi who adhered to the fundamental 
rejection oftemporal government.28 Those religious leaders who supported 
the Constitutional movement more or less reiterated the arguments of pro
monarchical Safavld jurisconsults whenever they wanted to show that 
their antipathy towards despotism did not mean their opposition to all 
forms of state order. To give an idea of the tenor of such arguments, and 
thereby of the thinking of religious constitutionalists on rulership, we 
quote here a typical statement by an influential figure of the Safavld period, 
Mulla Mul).ammad Bäqir, known as Mul).aqqiq Sabzaväri (d. 1090/1679): 

No time is devoid of the existence of the Imäm, but in certain periods 
the Imam is absent from the eyes of human beings for some reasons and 
expediencies, but even then the world is prospering thanks to the 
emanation of His existence .... Now in this period, when the Master of 
the Age ... is absent, if there is no just and judicious king to administer 
and rule this world, the affairs will end in chaos and disintegration, and 
life will become impossible for everybody. But it is inevitable, and 
imperative, for people [to be ruled by] a king who will rule with justice 
and follow the practice and tradition of the Imäm. 

The author then goes on to enumerate the functions of such a king. These 
are: (I) to follow the practice and tradition of the Imäm; (2) to repel the 
evil of the oppressors; (3) to protect his subjects who are the trustees of 
God Almighty; (4) to keep every subject in his deserved status; (5) to safe
guard the faithful from the revolt and dominion ofthe in fidel and renegades ; 
(6) to disseminate the word of the Shari'ah; (7) to strengthen the people 
of piety and religiosity; (8) to refrain from coveting the belongings of his 
subjects and from making their persons and belongings the instruments of 
sin and lasciviousness; (9) to enjoin the good and forbid the evil; (10) to 
maintain the safety of highways and frontiers.29 

Thus, in return for the justness and integrity of the king, the SafaVid 
Shl'i's undertook to recognise his power as legitimate, and obey his 



174 MODERN ISLAMIC POLITICAL THOUGHT 

commands. But with the monarchs' repeated deviations from the canons 
ofthe Shari'ah, the compromise lost its validity, and strict Shi'is reverted to 
their pristine stance of total opposition to the state. By the end of the 
Qäjär period, things had come to such a pass that, in the words ofNä'ini, 
just kings were regarded to be as rare as the 'philosophers' stone' (kibrlt-i 
a~mar) and the fabulous bird 'anqä. 30 But it is an indication ofthe political 
maturity of the religious constitutionalists that they combined their 
demands for justice and legality with areadmission of the necessity of the 
state. They could not, however, declare their opinion on the state without 
stating their position towards monarchy. The religio-political tracts of the 
time denote an attitude which, while returning to the compromise of 
the Safavid period, is as anxious to prevent the monarchy from lapsing 
into despotism and corruption. So on the one hand they accept the 
necessity ofthe monarchy, but on the other hand recognise the need for an 
'adjusting body' (hay'at-i musaddidah), namely the national assembly, to 
supervise his acts.31 

What certainly propelled many of the . U lamä' to take a conciliatory 
line on the question of temporal authority was their love of the country 
rather than monarchy. They felt that the independence and survival of 
Iran were at stake, and that to safeguard these, the . illegitimate or irreligious 
monarchy' (saltanat ghayr mashrü'ah) had to be tolerated, even if 
temporarily. Some thought that such a course was necessary to protect 
Islam. The height ofthis patriotism was reached at the time ofthe Russian 
ultimatum to Iran in 1911, when it became almost fashionable for a 
number of the 'Ulamä' to intersperse their messages of solidarity to the 
central government with frequent references to the . Iranian homeland', 
and their own readiness to defend the state against foreign aggression. 

The picture em erging from this survey is indeed different from that 
painted by Kasravi Far from indulging in the elaboration of barren 
jurisprudential schemes or anti-social esoterics, the 'Ulamä' thus appear 
to have done at least some preliminary work to turn their scholasticism to 
the service ofthe political cause oftheir people. Their realism tempered by 
a refusal to compromise on points of principle contrasts with their sub
sequent attitudes, which range from radical puritanism to opportunistic 
pacification. The reasons for this are manifold, and can only be hin ted at. 
The 'Ulamä' soon came to see that constitutionalism and modernisation 
lessened their authority and prestige, and that fewer top intellects joined 
their circle, which until the nineteenth century attracted the best minds. 
Even many of their sons opted for modem education and Western ways 
oflife. The social upheaval immediately following the Revolution of 1906 
resulted in the weakening of all the tradition al legitimating factors of 
authority, a situation which is not normally the right milieu for moderation. 
The bitterness left by the opposition of Shaykh Fa<;llulläh to the Con
stitution, and by his execution, nurtured mutual animosities for a long 
time. Finally, the absolutism which dominated Iran in the wake of the 
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post-Revolution anarchy naturally stunted the growth of religio-political 
thought along the course chartered by the Revolution. Conditions did not 
become propitious for a revival until the years following the Second W orId 
War, when the change in the balance ofpolitical forces with the collapse of 
Ri<.lä Shäh's despotism gave birth to a new phase of religious thinking
this time on some of the crucial themes of Sh1'i culture, of which taqiyyah 
and martyrdom, the subjects of the following two sections, had perhaps 
the richest potential for political action. 

11 Taqiyyah 

Etymologically, taqiyyah comes from the root waqa, yaqzin Arabic, which 
means to shield or to guard oneself, the same root from which the important 
word taqwä (piety, or fear of God) is derived. There is thus nothing in the 
term itself to justify its standard translation in English either as dissimula
tion or (expedient) concealment, although both acts may be necessary to 
guard oneself from physical or mental harm on account of holding a 
particular belief opposed to that held by the majority. The Sh1'i case for 
the necessity of taqiyyah is based on a commonsense' counsel of caution' 
on the part of a persecuted minority. Since for the greater part of their 
history the Sh1'is have been a minority amidst the global Islamic com
munity and have lived mostly under regimes hostile to their creed, the 
only wise course for them to follow has been to avoid exposing themselves 
to the risk of extinction resulting from an open and defiant propagation 
of their beliefs, although they have not shunned their mission, whenever 
the opportunity has presented itself, to give ajolt to the Muslim conscience 
by revolting against impious rulers. This precautionary attitude has not 
been confined to the Sh1'is alone in Islamic his tory ; other sects and move
ments have resorted to the same tactic whenever threatened by oppressors. 
But the practice has come to be almost exclusively associated with Sh1'ism, 
partly because of the enduring status of the Sh1'is in history as a minority, 
or 'unorthodox' group, and partly because their opponents have found in 
it valuable ammunition for their propaganda. Hence the inclusion, in 
almost every classical work of Sh!'i jurisprudence (fiqh), of a chapter 
which either justifies or outlines the rules of the taqiyyah. The j ustification 
primarily rests on three Qur'änic verses. The first is a general warning to 
the faithful not to associate themselves with infidels: 'Let not believers 
take infidels for their friends rather than believers; whoso shall do this has 
nothing from God - unless, indeed, ye fear a fear from them: But God 
would have you beware of Hirnself; for to God ye return' (3: 28). The 
second verse exempts from divine punishment those believers who 
retract their profession of faith under duress: 'Whoso, after he hath 
believed in God denieth hirn, if he were forced to it and if his heart remain 
steadfast in the faith shall be guiltless' (16: 106). Shi'i exegetes believe this 
verse to refer to 'Ammär, the son ofYäsir, who was a prominent pro-'Ali 
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companion of Prophet MuQammad. Being a frail old man, 'Ammär was 
tortured by the Quraysh infidels into expressing belief in polytheism, but 
MUQammad defended him on the grounds that he was a staunch believer 
'from head to toe'. Finally, the third verse is part ofthe story ofMoses: 
when Pharaoh, Haman and Korah (Qärun) ordered Moses' followers to 
be killed, 'a man of the family of Pharaoh who was a believer, but hid faith' 
questioned the wisdom of killing a man for the sake of his faith (40 : 28). 
In addition to these verses there are numerous sayings ascribed to the 
Imams, particularly the sixth, a~-~ädiq, confirming the imperative 
necessity of taqiyyah, even to the point of identifying it with the essence of 
religion itself: 'He who has no taqiyyah, has no religion (mn)'; 'The 
taqiyyah is [a mark] of my religion, and that of my forefathers.' 32 

There is another argument in defence of the taqiyyah which is mystico
philosophieal, and is predicated on the esoteric character of Shl'Is, to 
which we referred before. If the raison d'etre and the essential function of 
the Imams should be sought in their status as the repository of the truth 
of the religion, or the 'sacred trust' placed exclusively at their disposal, 
then their knowledge of that truth cannot be communicable through 
propagation (idhä'ah), otherwise not only will their claim to a privileged 
position be forfeited, but the knowledge itself will be in danger of being 
misrepresented and vulgarised. This view ofthe taqiyyah is most elaborately 
stated by one oftheconvinced Western exponents ofmystico-philosophical 
schools of Shl'Ism, Henri Corbin, who asserts that the practice was 
instituted by the Imams themselves, not only for reasons ofpersonal safety, 
'but as an attitude called for by the absolute respect for high doctrines: 
nobody has strictly the right to listen to them except those who are capable 
of listening to, and comprehending, the truth. To act otherwise, is to 
abandon ignominiously the trust which has been confided in you, and to 
commit lightly a grave spiritual treachery: On this basis, Corbin tries to 
explain a number of distinctive features of ShI'I culture. One cannot, he 
says, 'ex abrupto, notebook and questionnaire at hand, ask a Sh1'I about 
his faith. To do so would be the surest means of making him shut 
hirnself off to further questions, and inducing hirn to get rid of the 
questioner by giving inoffensive, [but] derisory answers'. This attitude, 
continues Corbin, may have to do with long periods of fierce persecution, 
but only in the most ephemeral sense, because the deeper reason is the 
refusal to allow religious knowledge to be debased through superficial 
dissemination. As an illustration ofthis point, he relates how he once heard 
'a young mullä in his thirties, declaring that while Sh1'Ism addresses the 
whole people, it could not receive the consent of but a spiritual minority'. 
He explains the absence of 'the missionary spirit, and of proselytisation in 
Iranian Shl'Ism' in the same terms, and shows taqiyyah and Sh1'I esoterics 
to be mutually dependent. According to a statement by the great Sh1'I 
theologian Shaykh ~adüq (d. 381/991), which he quotes, 'abolition of 
taqiyyah is not allowed until the appearance of the Imäm announcing the 
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resurrection [al-Imäm al Qä'im], by whom the religion will be made 
integrally manifest.' If, concludes Corbin, 'the teachings of the Imäms 
concerned only the explanation of the Shari'ah, the Law and the ritual, as 
some have claimed and still do claim, the imperative ofthe taqiyyah would 
have been incomprehensible.' 33 

Such sophisticated interpretations of the taqiyyah have now come as 
much under the devastating attacks ofthe modernists as the more down-to
earth, popular perceptions of the term. For although both the Qur'änic 
verses and the sayings attributed to the Imäms, and the glosses byauthori
tative Shl'i" jurists and theologians, indicate that taqiyyah is an exceptional 
dispensation gran ted only in cases of emergency and compulsion (üj{irär), 
in practice it has become the norm of public behaviour whenever there is a 
conflict between faith and expediency. Small wonder, then, that it has at 
times degenerated into an excuse for downright hypocrisy and cowardice. 
For the same reason, one of the first tasks facing the Shl'i" modernists has 
been to effect a thorough affirmation of its original meaning with a view to 
transforming it from a camouflage for political passivity into an instrument 
of activism. They have realised that unless they overcome this mental 
barrier among the ordinary Shl'i"s to oppositional politics, they have little 
chance of translating their other militant doctrines into a veritable, 
sustained mass movement. Hence their efforts to demonstrate how far the 
current notion of taqiyyah, both in Sunnl polemics and in popular Shl'i" 
usage, has deviated from its real meaning. 

The first important point to emerge from the modernist treatment of the 
subject is that what is commonly assumed to be a simple, monolithic 
concept is, according to its proper definition, in fact a convenient rubric 
for a variety of acts, each having a clearly defined purpose. It is, therefore, 
wrong to think that all acts of taqiyyah are either sanctioned or repudiated 
with unvarying force in religion. Four categories are particularly men
tioned: (1) the enforced (ikrähiyyah), (2) precautionary or apprehensive 
(khawfiyyah), (3) arcane (kitmäniyyah), and (4) symbiotic (mudärätl). The 
enforced taqiyyah consists of acting in accordance with the instructions of 
an oppressor, and under necessity, in order to save one's life. Although 
being the simplest of all the four to define, it is also the most controversial 
kind, because it applies most readily to the political conditions of the 
Sh1'is in most places-now as much as in the past-and involves the 
difficulty of reaching consensus as to who an oppressor iso The pre
cautionary or apprehensive taqiyyah consists of the performance of acts 
and rituals according to the fatwäs (authoritative opinions) of the Sunnl 
religious leaders, and in the Sunru countries. Alternatively, it consists of 
the 'complete precaution of a minority in its way oflife, and dealings with 
the majority, for the sake of protecting oneself and one's co-religionists'. 
The arcane taqiyyah is to conceal one's faith or ideology, as weIl as the 
number and strength of one's co-religionists, and to carry out clandestine 
activity for furthering the religious goals, in times ofweakness and lack of 
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preparation for conducting an open propaganda. It is this kind of taqiyyah 
which is the opposite of idhii'ah (propaganda). Finally, the symbiotic type 
is simply a code of coexistence with the Sunni majority, and of participation 
in their social and ritual congregations for maintaining Islamic unity, and 
establishing a powerful state comprising all the Muslims. 34 

The point of this c1assification is twofold: on the one hand, it attests the 
Shi'is' realistic understanding of the practical problems which arise in 
reconciling the conflicting demands of a pure faith, and the physical 
survival of an unlawful minority; on the other, it purports to emphasise 
that concealing one's faith or ideology is simply a tactical device which 
should by no means interrupt the efforts towards its triumph, or conceived 
as a warrant for suspending essential religious duties. But the modernists 
seem to admit that even the fullest enumeration ofthe correct forms ofthe 
taqiyyah, and of their specific purposes, stillleaves enough loop-holes for 
the feeble-minded and the comfort-seekers to use the whole practice as a 
convenient excuse for neglecting the obligation to speak and fight for the 
truth, thus acting as silent accomplices in rampant injustice. How can it be 
otherwise when safeguarding one 's life is explicitly recognised as a legitimate 
aim in the observance of at least two of the four varieties of the practice? 
A substantial portion of the modernist arguments is allocated, therefore, 
to a semi-scholarly, semi-ideological debate on the limits of self-protection, 
on the demarcation line beyond which safeguarding oneself, or one's 
co-religionists, turns from a legitimate and judicious act of self-defence 
into a cowardly flight from the unmistakable summons of the religious 
conscience. The most frequent warning accompanying these arguments is 
that taqiyyah is definitely an illicit act whenever it entails 'a corruption in 
religion'. What 'corruption in religion' exact1y means is never quite c1ear, 
but the modernists use one or two vital c1ues in the sayings attributed to 
the Imäms, and in the works of distinguished jurists of the past, to elucidate 
its application. There is, for instance, the statement reportedly made either 
by the fifth Imäm, al-Bäqir, or the sixth, a~-Sädiq, that they 'never 
pr ac ti se taqiyyah [although not proscribing it for others) in three things: 
wine-drinking, wiping over the shoes [instead of bare feet in the ablution 
for prayer, mas~ al-khuffayn) , and abandoning the tamattu' pilgrimage'. 
Wine-drinking is banned by aB Muslims, but the latter two acts are 
supposed to be Sunni 'innovations '. The Imäm is thus saying that he will 
never perform these acts for the sake of pleasing the rulers or the majority 
although he does not prohibit them for others, because his own position as 
the leader of the Shl'l community requires absolute avoidance of all 
offences even those which others may be allowed to commit to escape 
molestation on the part of the rulers or the majority.35 Moreover, the 
Prophet M ul)ammad and the Imäm a~-Sädiq are both quoted as having 
denounced anybody who glorifies the innovators (dhü bid'ah); and the 
Prophet is said to have cursed the 'älims who do not 'proc1aim their 
knowledge' to awaken the public upon the appearance of an innovation. 
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In another saying attributed to the Imäm 'Ali, the 'älims 'who do not 
proclaim their knowledge in time' have been described as the 'most 
stinking (antan) individuals on the Day of Judgement'.36 Leaving aside the 
traditions associated with the Imäms, the behaviour of the militant Shi'is 
under the Umayyads and 'Abbäsids is also recounted to demonstrate that 
taqiyyah was never used as a means of evading moral responsibility: those 
militants who were arrested by the authorities never revealed the names or 
hide-outs of their fellow-fighters even under the severest torture. This 
attitude is reflected even in the opinion of classical jurists such as Shaykh 
Tüsi and Ibn Idris, who unequivocally rule out the permissibility of the 
taqiyyah whenever it results in the killing of people. 37 Having thus 
established that genuine ShJ:'ism never permits dissimulation if what is at 
stake is the very essence of religion, the modernists proceed to argue that 
all the statements ascribed to the Imäms which stress the incumbency ofthe 
taqiyyah, and identify it as an integral part ofthe religion, should be under
stood as a mere pleading for clandestine activity, to create 'a secret organi
sation for protecting and propagating the doctrines of a ShJ:'i Imäm'. 38 

Discussion on taqiyyah sometimes involves a more delicate issue which 
concerns the principle of al-amr bi'l-ma'ruj wa'n-nahy 'an al-munkar 
(enjoining the good and forbidding the evil), since one possible result of 
any kind of concealment or dissimulation can be the suspension of this 
cardinal religious duty. A person who is allowed to hide his real belief or 
practice to protect hirnself in a hostile environment should, by the same 
token, be permitted to abstain from advising others what to do and what 
not to do. The two attitudes are indeed so interrelated that sometimes 
taqiyyah is thought to be the opposite of, not idhä'ah, but al-amr bi'l 
ma 'ruf, etc. So if Sh!'ism is to retrieve its pristine character as a creed of 
militancy, then it must go on the offensive in all areas of social and political 
life, and this makes 'enjoining the good and forbidding the evil' the 
strongest sanction of its campaign for the total regeneration of the com
munity. Classical authors paid a great deal of attention to the questions of 
whether 'enjoining the good and forbidding the evil' is an individual duty 
(farq 'ayn, which should be performed by every Muslim, like prayer), or a 
collective duty (jarq kifäyah, which needs only to be performed by a group 
ofMuslims, likejilzad, the 'holy war'); and ofwhether it is necessitated by 
reason or the law (shar) They also pointed out the different forms in wh ich 
the duty may be implemented: primarily by speech, and, if this does not 
produce the desired result, by hand - although the latter is believed to be 
the exclusive function of the Imäms or their representatives.39 The 
modernists mostly refuse to be drawn into discussions of a purely 
theoretical nature, dismissing them as pedantic digressions.40 Instead, 
their debate is focused on the pre-conditions and the forms ofthe fulfilment 
ofthe duty. Most Sh!'i authorities ofthe past agreed that a Muslim cannot 
perform the duty unless he meets three requirements: first, he should have 
the knowledge required to distinguish good from bad; second, he must be 
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fairly certain that his advice will be effective; and third, he must be sure 
that no harm will come to his or her person as a consequence of performing 
the duty. The modernists consider the classical treatment of these pre
conditions to be unsatisfactory on two main grounds. First, they believe 
that even the absence of these pre-conditions does not negate the 'obligat
oriness' of the act itself, unlike, for instance, the prerequisite of solvency 
in the case of paying pilgrimage to Mecca. The latter act ceases to be 
obligatory for a Muslim who does not have sufficient financial means. But 
'enjoining the good and forbidding the evil" remains incumbent on every 
Muslim even in the absence of its pre-conditions, just as prayer is still 
obligatory for a person who is not physically clean. The only effect that 
the absence of these pre-conditions can and must have is to create a further 
obligation to achieve them. Thus a Muslim who does not have the know
ledge of good and evil in Islam should do all in his or her power to obtain 
it, rat her than using his ignorance as apretext for indifference to problems 
of public morality. Second, the modernists refute the second and third 
conditions as absurdly obstructive, and an encouragement to quietism, 
arguing that if the great heroes of social and political struggle in Islamic 
history-men like 'All, l;Iusayn and Abü Dharr-wanted to observe such 
conditions, they could have never revolted against the iniquities of their 
times.41 The whole debate acquires an all the more disputatious tone 
against the background ofthe controversy that has raged in the past among 
classical Shi'l jurists on the subject: while men like Shaykh Mul)ammad 
l;Iasan Najafi, author of Jawähir al-kaläm, the most widely-used textbook 
ofjiqh in centres ofreligious teaching in Iran, emphasise the essentiality of 
the preconditions, there are jurists like Shahld Thani ('the Second 
Martyr') and Mul)aqqiq Karakl whose arguments favour the militants' 
case.42 

The Shi'l modern ist views on taqiyyah, such as those outlined here, pre
sent one of the rare examples of genuine critical thinking in present-day 
Islam. While aiming at a radical reformation of a traditional concept and 
attitude, they seldom depart, as so me quasi-religious modernist works do, 
from the accepted terms and categories of theology and jurisprudence. 
The arguments are often 'immanent', remaining always within Islamic 
idiom and thought, hardly invoking any notion drawn from any of the 
fashionable ideologies of our time, to substantiate or discredit a viewpoint. 
Misrepresentation of taqiyyah is denounced in the name of upholding 
religious sincerity, removing a major barrier in the way of unity with 
SunnI Muslims, and exhibiting its virtue as a method of clandestine 
struggle. And the duty of 'enjoining the good and forbidding the evil' is 
exalted not in order to foster an attitude of inquisitiveness, or to pry into 
the private life and manners of individuals, but to stress the value of 
personal example as the most effective way of persuading others to rectify 
their ways,43 and stand up to corruption and tyranny. Meanwhile, the fact 
that the two issues are examined in conjunction with each other signifies 
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an awareness that no tradition al or conventional practice, which is likely 
to have momentous ramifications in the political behaviour of Muslims, 
can be meaningfully studied without examining the network of supple
mentary or derivative notions connecting it with the entire system of 
religious behaviour. 

III Martyrdom 

In ShI'f history, the drama of the martyrdom of l;:Iusayn, the third Imäm, 
which was fought out on the plains ofKarbalä' in the month ofMul;1arram 
in 61/680 ranks next only to the Prophet's investiture of'All as his successor 
at the GhadIr of Khumm. From a political stand point, the drama is 
significant for two reasons: first, l;:Iusayn was the only Shl'f Imäm in the 
Twelver school who died in consequence of combining his claim to the 
Caliphate with an armed uprising. The remaining eleven Imäms either 
attained political positions through regular constitutional procedures (the 
first and the eighth) or made formal peace with the ruler of the time after 
hesitant hostilities (the second), or secluded themselves in a quiet life of 
piety and scholarship ; as regards the last Imäm, he disappeared before 
displaying a preference for any of these alternative courses of action. 
Second, the element of martyrdom in the drama obviously exercises a 
powerful attraction for all Shl'f movements challenging the established 
order.l;:lusayn is thus the only Imäm whose tragedy can serve as a positive 
ingredient of the mythology of any persecuted but militant ShI'f group of 
the Twelver school. 

The drama can also acquire added significance in the particular context 
of Iranian culture, not only because of certain nationalistic, anti-Arab or 
anti-Turkish streaks in its popular versions, but also on account of its 
merging in the folk culture with the pre-Islamic myth of the Blood of 
Sfyävush, as recorded in Firdawsl's Shähnämih. The religious hymns of 
the Alawite Ahl-i lJaqq describe how the Supreme Spirit of the Perfect Man 
transmigrated from Abel, through Jamshld, Iraj and SIyävush, to 
l;:Iusayn.44 Although containing entirely different features, the myth of 
Sfyävush is based on an identical notion of the 'spilled blood of the 
innocent crying perenially for revenge'. But whereas the legend of 
l;:Iusayn gives rise to an essentially political aspiration ofjustice, the legend 
of SIyävush inspires faith in a universal nemesis ensuring justice for 
oppressed souls. 

Ever since the Iranian ShI'I dynasty of the Buyids popularised the 
Mul;1arram ceremonies in the fourth/tenth century the Karbalä' drama 
has been the 0 bject of fervent annuallamentations. In the sixteen th century, 
the introduction of ta'zlyah (passion play) by the Iranian Safavid dynasty 
strengthened the popular character of the ceremonies, which together 
with rawrjah khänl(recitation ofthe sufferings ofholy martyrs), zanjlr zanl 
(self-flagellation) and other street processions formed a distinct cult 
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despite the opposition ofthe re1igious hierarehy, who disapprovOO ofthem 
on account oftheir 'erude dogma' and irreligious histrionics.45 

The main purpose of these eeremonies was to perform the lamentations 
in a form whieh would eause the greatest amount of weeping. Numerous 
prophetie sayings reeommend or praise weeping, or its affeetion, during 
prayer, or recitation of the Qur'än, or reeolleeting God, or from fear of 
God. Wensinek has notOO more than forty of them.46 To this eatalogue, 
the Shi'f tradition has added the virtue of weeping in memory of the 
Imäms, partieularly J:Iusayn, who is known as the Lord of the Martyrs 
(sayyid ash-shuhadä). Examples are legion, but here we mention only 
three, one from an outstanding Shl'f traditionist, and the other two from 
eonventional eolleetions of stories about the Imams, both written in the 
nineteenth eentury. 

First the quotation from the traditionist, Shaykh Saduq. In his 'uyün 
akhbär ar-rirjä, he quotes the eighth Imäm, 'An 'Ibn Musa ar-RiQä, to 
have said to Rayyän Ibn ShabTh, one of his eompanions: '0 Son of 
Shabib! Ifyou want to be with us in the sublime paradise, bear grieffor us, 
and remain stricken with our sorrow: And elsewhere: '0 Son of Shabib! 
If you wept for J:Iusayn until your tears rollOO down your eheeks, all your 
sins, whether major or minor, will be forgiven: 47 

The same notion of salvation through grief is stated in MulJriq al-qulüb 
('Burner ofHearts') by Mullä Mul;1ammad MahdINaräqi, but in an ornate 
style typical of the more popular literature on the subjeet: 'Revealed, 
authoritative lJadiths indicate that had the Prophet willed, he would have 
averted from J:Iusayn the disaster that was to befall him [at Karbalä']. But 
the Prophet did not do this for reasons whieh are partly known to us, but 
partly known only to God and the Prophet, and of whose pereeption our 
minds are ineapable. Undoubtedly, the benefits of the martyrdom are 
eountless: among others, it has provOO the justness of the eause of the 
Prophet's family, and the falsity of the way of his adversaries .... Besides, 
many a wretehOO sinner is forgiven and attains salvation by weeping for 
J:Iusayn: 48 

But the merit attributed to weeping in Riyad al-quds ('Gardens of 
Paradise') by Sadr ud-Dfn Vä'~ Qazvfnf is of a different kind: here, 
weeping is said to benefit not the mourners but the eause of the Prophet's 
house: 'A leamOO man saw in adream that the Imäm J:Iusayn had reeovered 
from all the wounds [inflicted on him at Karbala ']. He asked the Imäm 
how his wounds had healed up so miraeulously. "With the tears of my 
mourners," replied the Imam: 'When Za'far the Jinnee, together with 
thirty-six thousand jinnees, eame to help J:Iusayn at Karbalä', the Imam 
refused him the permission to fight on his side, his reason being: "I am 
not at all keen on living in this world. I wish to meet my God. Whosoever 
wants to help me should merely weep for me. ,. '49 

Thus lamentations for J:Iusayn enable the mourners not only to gain an 
assurance of divine forgiveness, but also to eontribute to the triumph ofthe 
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Shi'i cause. Accordingly, I:Iusayn's martyrdom makes sense on two levels: 
first, in terms of a soteriology not dissimilar from the one invoked in the 
case of Christ's crucifixion: just as Christ sacrificed himself on the altar 
of the cross to redeem humanity, so did I:Iusayn allow himself to be killed 
on the plains of Karbalä' to purify the Muslim community of sins; and 
second, as an active factor vindicating the Shl'f cause, contributing to its 
ultimate triumph. When one adds to all this the cathartic effect ofweeping 
as a means of releasing pent-up grief over not only personal misfortunes, 
but also 'the agonies of a long-suffering minority, then the reasons for the 
immense popularity of the Mul;1arram ceremonies become apparent. 

With the increasing tendency ofthe Shi'is to a passive form of taqiyyah, 
and acquiescence in the established order, the concept of the martyrdom 
of I:Iusayn as vicarious atonement prevailed over its interpretation as a 
militant assertion of the Shi'f cause. Concomitantly, weeping, and not 
edification or political indoctrination, came to be recognised as the sole 
aim of all reminiscence of I:Iusayn. This is primarily c1ear from the very 
titles of most of the popular histories of the Karbalä' drama: miftä~ 
al-buka ('Key to Weeping'), (üjän-al bukä' ('Tempest of Weeping'), 
mu~lt al-bukä' ('Ocean of Weeping'), muthir al-al;zän ('Rouser of 
Sorrows') and luhüf (' Burning Lamentations '). One rarely, if ever, comes 
across a narrative redolent of combative vengefulness. The dominant 
trend is an elegiac account of the episodes in the drama, a concern which 
seems to stern from the conviction that submissive endurance of pain and 
suffering is the hallmark of all worthy souls. In the Amäll ('Discourses') 
of Shaykh Tüsi, 'Ali is quoted as having warned his son l;Iasan that he 
would always be 'a hostage of death, a target of adversity, and a victim of 
pain.'so '0 brothers1', to quote aga in from a populariser of the story, 
Mahdi Naräqi, 'afHiction is bestowed (only) on the Friends of God, 
oppression befalls the Chosen Men, and pain and suffering are propor
tionate to the degree of dignity and pre-eminence (while conversely) 
exemption from calamity and hardship is the trait of ill fate and wretched
ness.' 51 One could establish a link between this exaltation of suffering, and 
the asceticism of Islamic SÜll traditions, which preaches the acceptance of 
pain as a necessary stage in the spiritual development of Man. 

I:Iusayn's passive and pietistic behaviour in the drama of Karbalä', as 
described in orthodox Shi'i sources, is perhaps best exemplified by the 
epithet ma~lüm which often follows his name in the popular usage. 
Ma~lüm literally means injured, oppressed or sinned against, but in 
colloquial Persian its connotation goes beyond those associated with 
incurring injustice; it means a person who is unwilling to act against others, 
even when he is oppressed, not out of cowardice or diffidence but because 
of generosity and forbearance. That is why it is normally synonymous with 
nafib, literally meaning noble, but also gentle and modest. Thus being a 
ma~lüm, rather than signifying a negative attribute or a deprivation, counts 
as a moral virtue. 
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Hence the paradox of the drama of Karbalä' in Shi'Iliterature, whether 
popular or scholarly. True, outside impassioned scenes, the drama is 
treated as something more than a simple agent of emotional catharsis, 
and l;Iusayn is praised for his sacrifice to vindicate the just cause of the 
Prophet's family, or to revive the religion ofhis grandfather Mu1;lammad, 
and to save it from the Umayyads' deviation. But his predominant image 
as a saint with an almost masochistic wish for martyrdom defeats any 
attempt at using the drama as a means of incu1cating political activism. 

How passive and harmless this image has been, from such a political 
point of view, can be understood from the fact that the ta 'ziyah was 
promoted by the financial and political oligarchs who used it under both 
Safavld and Qäjär dynasties as a means of consolidating their hold over 
the populace; and in its golden age, adespot like Nä~ir ud-Din Shäh saw 
no contradiction between his oppressive methods of government and the 
provision ofthe most elaborate amenities for the performance of ta 'ziyah. 52 

During the last ten years or so, the quiescent character of the drama of 
Karbalä' has started to change at the hands of a number ofSh"i'I modernists 
who could not forego its obvious potential as a rhetorical instrument of 
political mobilisation. The modernists have tried to develop this potential 
primarily as part of their general drive for the reformulation of the crucial 
themes of Islamic history. But there is an ironie coincidence between their 
reinterpretation ofthe drama, and the strong interest taken in the drama by 
a number of Sunni modernists. It is not unusual to find praise of l;Iusayn, 
as of any other member ofthe Prophet's family, in classical Sunni literature, 
especially of the Shäfi'i and l;Ianafi schools. But what is interesting in the 
new Sunni literature on the subject is strong rejection of some criticisms 
of him in classieal sources, and his glorification as arebel and the proto
type of all those who challenge false consensus. This provides an important 
example of that theoretical, inter-sectarian concord of which we spoke in 
Chapter 1. But the example may be the result of more than a simple 
coincidence; more probably, the 'revisionist' literature of one side has 
stimulated fresh thinking by the other. 

What should be, however, of greater concern to us is that, however 
identical their political motives have been, the Sunrii and Shi'I reinter
pretations have been widely different from each other with regard to both 
the kind of conceptual problems they have had to face, and their con
sequences. Any latter-day Muslim politieal activist with a rationalist turn 
ofmind, and anxious to mobilise all the resources ofthe Muslim historical 
conscience in the service of a political cause, cannot use the drama for his 
purpose without first tackling a problem inherent in the drama, relating to 
l;Iusayn's leadership. The problem is whether l;Iusayn acted responsibly 
and wisely by launching arevolt without adequate foresight and power, 
and if his revolt was merely an act of self-sacrifice, whether the long-term 
results justified its immediate disastrous consequences for the Shi'I 
community, or Muslims in general. Now if oUT political activist is a Sunn!, 
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and finds the answer to be in the positive, al1 he has to do to exploit the 
drama for the particular brand of his indoctrination is to refute the Sunni 
consensus on the legitimacy of Yazid's regime, or his personal honesty 
and integrity. 

But for the Shl'is the problem is more intricate: for they have not only 
to explain away the numerous supernatural, legendary accretions to the 
drama, but also deal with the implications of their interpretation in the 
fields of Shi'l theology and political theory. Perhaps it was because of the 
relative ease of their task that the first Muslim writers in recent history to 
question the traditional accounts of the drama were the Sunnls. While the 
Shi'lliterature on ~usayn has naturally always consisted of high praise, 
there have been Sunni historians who have condemned his uprising either 
as a sinful disruption of the prevailing consensus, or as an ill-considered 
move which was bound to end in fiasco. 

The first line of criticism was represented by the twelfth-century judge 
and polemicist Ibn al- 'Arabi, the second by the outstanding historian 
Ibn Khaldün. Ibn al-'Arabl tries to bring discredit on ~usayn's uprising 
by arguing that Yazid, contrary to the Shi'l allegat ions, was an honest and 
pious man, and that ~usayn revolted against him despite the opposite 
advice of such distinguished companions of the Prophet as Ibn 'AbMs, 
Ibn 'Umar and his own brother Ibn ~anafiyyah; he wonders how 
~usayn could have preferred the wishes of the riff-raff (awbäsh) of Küfah 
to the counsel ofthese dignitaries. Yazid's tough reaction against ~usayn, 
conc1udes Ibn al-'Arabi, was therefore merely an application of the law 
laid down by ~usayn's own grandfather, the Prophet Mul;1ammad, wh ich 
provided for the severe punishment of all those subverting the unity and 
peace ofthe Muslim community.53 

Ibn Khaldün's strictures are of a different kind. As usual, he is fair 
towards both disputants. He asserts that rebellion against Yazid was 
justified because ofhis wickedness. ~usayn was therefore right in regarding 
arevolt against Yazid as a duty incumbent on those who had the power 
to execute it. But he thinks that ~usayn was wrong in confusing his 
qualifications with his power. His qualifications were as good as he 
thought, and better, but he was mi staken as to his strength. Yazld, on the 
other hand, was wrong in trying to justify his actions against ~usayn by 
arguing that he was fighting evildoers, because any such action should be 
undertaken only by a just ruler, which he was not.54 

Such criticisms of ~usayn's actions have been reproduced by con
temporary orthodox Sunnis, sometimes with even greater emphasis than 
that of the original, as can be noticed from the footnotes by Mul;1ibb 
ad-Dln al-KhatTh, the former editor-in-chief of al-Azhar's review to 
Ibn al-'Arabl's Al-'awä#m min al-qawä#m.55 

Since the turn of the century, when partly as a consequence of the 
modernism associated with the names of Asad-abaru (Afghani) and 
'Abduh, many a hallowed stereotype in Islamic history has been revised, 
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the meaning and nature ofl;Iusayn's uprising too has gradually come under 
fresh scrutiny. So far as the present writer could establish, the first Sunnl 
writer in modem times to challenge the orthodox interpretation of 
l;Iusayn's uprising was the Egyptian IbrähIm 'Abd al-Qädir Mäzin1. In an 
article in the periodical ar-Risalah of April 1936 he wrote that after 
attending for the first time arawqah khan/at the house of an Iranian shaykh 
in Cairo, he started to ponder l;Iusayn's intentions in his revolt against 
Yazld. He had just read an article in an English review asserting that 
l;Iusayn deliberately engaged in the enterprise with the full knowledge of 
his ultimate failure. But why, asked Mäzinl, should l;Iusayn endanger his 
life in such a futile adventure? More important, why did he take the 
innocent members of his family to such a perilous journey? Mäzinl's 
answers to these questions build up l;Iusayn as a sincere, self-sacrificing, 
but by no means starry-eyed, visionary. He says that l;Iusayn realised from 
the outset that the odds were heavily against hirn, but since he held the 
Umayyad regime to be immoral, he feIt, as an honest revolutionary, com
pelled to do his utmost, if not to overthrow, then at least to undermine 
that regime. By provo king Yazld to adopt a most repressive policy, and 
commit allthose atrocities at Karbalä', l;Iusayn succeeded in creating a 
deep hatred against him among the masses. Henceforth 'every drop ofhis 
blood, every letter of his name, and every invocation of his memory 
became a mine in the very foundation of the Umayyad state', finally 
blowing it to pieces.56 

Almost twenty years after the publication of Mäzinl's article, the same 
theme was picked up and developed by other secular writers in Egypt, the 
most outstanding of whom is undoubtedly 'Abbäs Mal)müd al-'Aqqäd. 
In his book entitled Abu'sh shuhada' lfusayn Ibn 'All ('Father of the 
Martyrs, l;Iusayn b. 'AIr) 'Aqqäd first emphasises the profound con
tradiction between the personalities of l;Iusayn and Yazld. Their conflict, 
he says, was basically between two temperaments, magnanimity and 
meanness, and hence between two concepts, the religious Imamah and the 
temporal dawlah (state, but also worldly fortune). Add to these personal 
disparities the legacy of intemecine animosity among the Quraysh 
(between the Häshimids and 'Abd Shamsids) and even the romantic 
rivalry between l;Iusayn and Yazld over Zaynab Bint Isl).äq (who married 
l;Iusayn), and the picture emerges of a most formidable antagonism.57 

'Aqqäd tries not to depart too much from the Sunnls' overall recognition 
ofthe legitimacy ofthe Umayyad regime by drawing a distinction between 
the nature of political leadership under Yazld and that under his father 
Mu'äwiyah: the latter at least enjoyed the well-meaning advice of such 
eminent men as 'Amr Ibn 'Ä~, MughIrat Ibn Shu'bah and ZIyäd Ibn 
Abih, whereas Yazld's entourage was entirely composed of worldly, 
avaricious characters (but 'Aqqäd does criticise the 'Abd Shamslds refusal 
in pre-Mul)ammadan days to take part in the lfi!f al-Fuqul, the alliance 
between the Hashimids and their associates to ensure a degree of social 
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justice in Arabian society by protecting the weak against the strong).58 
As regards the rightness or wrongness of l;Iusayn's revolt, 'Aqqäd 

insists that the issue should not be judged from the point of view of 
workaday political adventures or commercial bargainings, thus indicating 
his disagreement with historians like Ibn Khaldün, who, as we saw, 
censured l;Iusayn on utilitarian grounds for not having properly assessed 
his physical or strategic strength before the revolt. Being in essence a 
conflict between interest (or profit) and martyrdom, l;Iusayn's dispute 
with Yaz'id should be judged by a criterion which cannot be applied to 
every individual and in every period. With this proviso, he goes on to 
consider l;Iusayn's revolt from two angles, its motives and its results. On 
both counts, his verdict is positive: l;Iusayn's motives, an purely moral, 
were unquestionably noble, determined by his unshakeable faith in 
religion; and the results he intended were an achieved in due course: 
Yaz'id died, a despondent man, four years after l;Iusayn's death, an the 
perpetrators ofthe crimes at Karbalä' were punished, and sixty years later 
the Umayyad dynasty was overthrown, with the memory of l;Iusayn's 
martyrdom 'having acted as an insidious disease in its body politic.'59 

'Aqqäd devotes a considerable part ofhis analysis to the justification of 
l;Iusayn's conduct of political struggle. Throughout the revolt, he argues, 
l;Iusayn relied on peaceful means, always preferring persuasion to 
violence. The very day Muslim Ibn 'Aq'il ascertained asolid popular 
support for l;Iusayn in Küfah, he could have proceeded to overtake Yaz'id's 
agents by surprise, and establish an 'Afid regime; but l;Iusayn had wamed 
him not to resort to deceitful tactics.l;lusayn knew that what was at stake 
was the struggle between right and wrong, and trusted that onee right 
became manifest, there was no need to have recourse to violence or 
stratagem. 'Aqqäd even justifies l;Iusayn's decision to take his family to 
Karbalä' by reminding that this was a custom in Arabian society since 
pre-Islamic days, whereby warriors took their kith and kin to the battle
field as evidence of their intrepid resolve to suffer an the consequences of 
their enterprise.60 

Reference should also be made to two more works by secular Egyptian 
writers typifying a leftist approach to the drama. In 'Abd ar-Ra\J.män 
ash-Sharqäw'i's two-volume poetical play, al-Ifusayn thä'iran, al-lfusayn 
shahldan (,l;Iusayn the Revolutionary, l;Iusayn the Martyr'), the uprising 
is portrayed as a dass struggle on behalf of the poor masses. Although the 
limitations inevitably imposed by such a literary genre on a political theme 
preclude a coherent presentation, the play may succeed in widening the 
appeal of l;Iusayn's tragedy for a modem audience accustomed to 
Brechtian radical drama-as urban, sophisticated literates in Tehran and 
Cairo are. 

But apart from his adamant defiance, Sharqäw'i's l;Iusayn is poles apart 
from both Ibn al-'ArabI's seditious adventurer and 'Aqqäd's meta
historical visionary. Compared with them, he is areformist with modest 
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aims: he wants neither to create turmoil and bloodshed, nor to achieve 
political power, but simply to avert injustice. He often seems to be carried 
by, rather than lead, the popular effervescence. More significant, he is 
given to spells of self-doubt and soul-searching, as is apparent from his 
Hamlet-like soliloquy at the Prophefs grave before fleeing from Medina.61 

In more radical literature, reformism is replaced by revolutionarism. 
Here I:I usayn is decidedly siding with the left - although the meaning of 
the term left in its particular early Islamic context is not clear beyond a 
general opposition to Meccan capitalism and Damascene extravagance 
after the Umayyads' take-over. But there is no doubt about the identity 
ofthe leaders ofthe left. These were: first the Caliph 'Umar because ofhis 
austere policies, and prohibition against land ownership, then 'All, whose 
regime was based on shürii, or democratic consultation, then his son 
I:Iasan, who deemed it wise in the interests of the left to adopt aposture 
of compromise and leniency, and finally l;Iusayn, whose life epitomised the 
leftist spirit of rejectionism. Aware of the sectarian susceptibilities of some 
of their readers, such authors argue that if l;Iusayn had connived with 
Yazld for the sake of preserving tranquillity, he would have betrayed 
Islamic ideals of social justice. He could have retired into the safety of 
isolation from politics the day he heard the news of Muslim's execution, 
but such escapism was antithetical to his nature which rejected everything 
around hirn, and was ready to carry his rejection to critical heights. After 
the collapse ofMuslim's mission, l;Iusayn knew that his revolt would fail, 
but he also knew that ifhe wanted to revolutionise the Muslim community, 
self-sacrifice was necessary. With l;Iusayn's death, the first 'round' ofthe 
trial of strength between the right and left came to an end-a process 
which had started with the right eliminating 'Umar and 'All from the 
political scene (the author does not pause to substantiate this arguable 
claim, since it has never been proved that 'Umar's assassin, a Persian freed 
slave, and 'All's assassin, a KharijI, belonged to the same ideological camp). 
But like previous writers, the radicals too think that the martyrdom was in 
the long ron a triumph for 'progressive forces', for it precipitated the 
Umayyads' downfall by reinvigorating the Arabs' moribund conscience.62 

As noted earlier, the Sunm reinterpretation of the drama of Karbalä' 
has not been confined to secular, Westernised enclaves, but has also 
infiltrated the religious circles. The best examples of this can be seen in the 
issues of the now defunct Egyptian review Liwii' al-Islam, which for 
eighteen years, from 1947 to 1965, rivalled the organ of the University 
Mosque of AI-Azhar in presenting religious viewpoints, with a funda
mentalist flavour, on a wide range of issues relating to Islamic society and 
history; but it enjoyed the advantage of freedom from the trammels that 
attach al-Azhar to the officialdom. In an article in the issue of September 
1956, Mu\lammad Kämil al-Bannä' is primarily concerned with clearing 
l;Iusayn of the charge of rashness in opening hostilities against Yaz'id. 
To prove his point, he places special stress on l;Iusayn's precaution in 
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sending Muslim to Küfah beforehand. Nevertheless, he shares 'Aqqäd's 
judgement that ultimately l;Iusayn could not escape his destiny as arebel 
in the face of the worldly Banü 'Abd Shams. So even if Muslim 's findings 
in Küfah had been negative, l;Iusayn would still have gone ahead with his 
expedition. But al-Bannä's reason for l;Iusayn's innate tendency to 
rebellion smacks ofthe Shi'l conviction about the inherited moral qualities 
of 'AIrs descendants: l;Iusayn would have revolted in any case, because 
he was 'a grandson of the Prophet, the son of 'All, the knight of Quraysh 
and the hero of Badre '. A more interesting feature of his analysis, which 
again sounds uncanny coming from a Sunni writer, is his lending credence 
to the thesis, mostly upheld by the Shi'is-as we shall see later-that 
l;Iusayn was aware of his inescapable fate as a martyr right from the 
beginning, from the time the Prophet had spoken about a dream he had 
seen in which l;Iusayn's death was foreshadowed.63 

Another issue of the review carries the report of the proceedings of a 
symposium attended by such well-known advocates of a fundamentalist 
or socially committed outlook ofIslam as MUQammad Ghazzäll, 'Abd ar
RaQim Füdah, MUQammad Abü Zahrah and others. They discuss three 
specific questions: was l;Iusayn motivated by worldly desires and political 
ambitions? Second, did he challenge, by his revolt, a qualified and 
competent ruler? And third, did he employ the right method to attain his 
goal? The discussants' replies to the first and second questions are 
negative, and to the third positive, for more or less the same reasons as 
those adduced by the secular writers. But characteristically, they couch 
their arguments not in terms of criteria extraneous to their cultural back
ground, but by repeated reference to analogies from Islamic his tory or 
Qur'änic injunctions. Thus Ghazzäll justifies l;Iusayn's seemingly suicidal 
challenge to the overwhelming forces ofYazid by likening it to the bravery 
of Anas Ibn an-Na<;lr at the battle of UQud who, upon seeing the Muslim 
troops retreat, sallied forth towards the enemy's lines, shouting 'I smell 
the paradise from beyond the UQud [mountain)'. Such men, concludes 
Ghazzäll, care more for being consistent with themselves and their God, 
than for the practical outcome of their actions.64 

Finally, Khälid MUQammad Khälid's highly idealistic Abnii' ar-rasül fi 
Karbalii' ('The Sons of the Prophet at Karbalä' '), is distinguished by its 
elaboration on the background of the drama as a conflict between 'AIrs 
conception of the Caliphate as an institution which should embody the 
loftiest virtues ofthe Prophet's era, and the Umayyads' ruthless determina
tion to reduce it to an instrument of sheer domination. More than a third of 
the book is taken up by contrasting the honest, straightforward behaviour 
of the 'Allds with the artful practices of the first two Umayyad caliphs. 
So contrary to the fundamentalists, Khälid not only does not absolve 
Mu'äwiyah, but holds him as ultimately responsible for the bloodshed at 
Karbalä': by appointing Yazi"d as his successor, Mu'äwiyah not only 
violated his peace treaty with l;Iasan, l;Iusayn's brother, but also offended 
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the collective conscience of the faithful at a time when a number of the 
capable companions ofthe Prophet were still alive and could be considered 
as candidates for the Caliphate. But such historical niceties become 
irrelevant in the light of Khälid's agreement with the fundamentalists that 
a bloody conflict between the 'Alids and the Umayyads was inevitable in 
any case. In support of this thesis, he quotes a tradition, so dear to 
Shi'f hearts, according to which 'All had predicted 1:Iusayn's martyrdom: 
on the way to the Siffin battle. When he saw the plain of Karbalä', he is 
reported to have said: 'Here is the place of their [his grandchildren's] 
descent and bloodshed' .65 Thus the epic of Karbalä' was not a one-act play 
beginning on the tenth day of M ul;arram and ending on the same day: 
it was a long story wh ich started many years before 61 A.H., and its results 
stretched over many years after that.66 The greatest lesson of Karbalä' is 
that self-sacrifice should be admired for its own sake, just as right should 
be prized as a thing in itself. The memory of 1:Iusayn's martyrdom should 
be an occasion for jubilation, not mourning, just as the Great 'Id of the 
Muslims (on the tenth day of the month of pilgrimage), equally reminiscent 
of an act of sacrifice, is celebrated by happy festivities.67 This, incidentally, 
is what some Cairenes have been doing for centuries, although not in the 
militant mood envisaged by Khälid.68 

We can summarise the foregoing survey by saying that all the Sunni 
writers mentioned here are unanimous in their rejection of Ibn al- 'Arabi's 
apologia for Yazid as an honourable man. They also contest Ibn Khaldün 's 
verdict that 1:1 usayn' s adventure was based on his erroneous estimation ofhis 
strength, and was therefore a wrong move, because they maintain that the 
matter should not bejudged on pragmatic and utilitarian grounds, otherwise 
the central meaning of 1:Iusayn's martyrdom will be lost. Some writers 
praise 1:Iusayn for moral, others for political, reasons. But in the course of 
their arguments, they all make a number of significant concessions to the 
Shi'i theology or Imämology, apparently without thinking out their logical 
conclusions. None of these writers, however, bases his argument on a 
critical analysis of historical texts with a view to discovering their incon
sistencies and inaccuracies. Rather, they all rely on individual speculation, 
and simply read their present thoughts into conventional sources. 

* * * 
It is now time to return to the Shi'f revisionist literature on 1:1 usayn. Works 
under this heading are few and far between, especially when compared with 
the Sunni literature. One reason for this, as was hinted before, is the enor
mity of the doctrinal problems facing the Shl'f revisionists, with the result 
that any heterodoxy in Shi'ism has far greater ideological ramifications 
than in Sunnlsm. In any event, of the few works that have appeared so far 
the most daring and the most influential has been Shahid-ijävid ('The 
Immortal Martyr') by Ni'matulläh Sälii)i Najaf-äbädi, a religious scholar 
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from the holy city of Qum. Although the book immediately became the 
object of a heated controversy among religious circles after its publication 
in 1968, it went largely unnoticed by the secular intelligentsia, a fact which 
highlights the dichotomy in Iran 's culturallife at the time. But it attracted 
a great deal of publicity during the uproar provoked in Iran in the spring 
of 1976 by the murder of a religious figure in I~fahän, Shams-AbädI, whose 
alleged murderers were said to be advocates of the author's thesis. The 
introduction to the book by the Äyatulläh I:Iusayn 'AU Muntll?iri:, now 
designated as Khumaynl's successor, vouches for the militant Shi'I 
approval of its contents. 

What essentially differentiates 'The Immortal Martyr' from the works 
we have considered so far, and from other Shl'I writings on the subject, is its 
semi-scholarly methodology. True, like the bulk of the committed 
literature on Islam, the book has been written in a style more apposite to 
political polemics. But it works out its arguments through a detailed, 
critical analysis of the orthodox sources. Indeed, the underlying notion of 
all the author's arguments is that a proper understanding of the Shl'I 
his tory is possible only when all its received dogmas are subjected to a 
thorough reappraisal. He thus challenges and puts to the test many a 
familiar anecdote in an attempt to prove the utter unreliability of con
ventional narratives about I:Iusayn, particularly I:Iusayn Käshifi's Rawrjat 
ash-shuhada', MajlisI's account in his BilJ,är al-anwär, Ibn Täwüs's Luhuf, 
and the Persian translation of Kitäb al-futülJ, by the pro-Shl'I Ibn A'tham. 
Conversely, he does not shy away from freely seeking evidence, in confirrn
ation ofhis ideas, from Sunm authorities such as Taban, Ibn al-Atmr, Ibn 
Kathlr and Ibn Asakir, whose statements are otherwise treated with the 
utmost caution by the orthodox Shi'Is. 

Najaf-äbädl's untrammelled approach to historical sources sterns trom 
his repeatedly avowed intention ofverifying every episode in the drama on 
the touchstone of what he hirnself calls 'the ordinary causes, and the 
natural course of events',69 which is presumably his chosen term for 
rational guidelines of research. He follows these guidelines so far as they 
help him to demystify the drama, to purge it of an the supernatural, 
romantic and exaggerated versions of events. But he never allows them to 
impair his vision of I:Iusayn as a hero who combined readiness for self
sacrifice with foresight and political wisdom. 

Starting from these premises, he aims at refuting the views oftwo groups: 
first those Sunm critics like al-KhatJ.o, Tan!äwI and Najjär, who, in the 
footsteps of Ibn al-'ArabI, disparage I:Iusayn's revolt as an improvident 
act, and achallenge to legitimate authority; second, those Sm'I writers 
who believe that I:Iusayn's actions, having been ordained by the divine 
will, and informed by a knowledge exclusive to the Imäms ('ilm-i imäm) 
can be neither fully comprehended, nor imitated as an example of political 
behaviour by ordinary mortals. 

It is, however, to the rejection of the latter view that the greater part of 
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his book is devoted. He says in the preface that ever since his youth he was 
tormented by a glaring contradiction in the popular narratives of the 
drama: if l;Iusayn did possess the prescience that all Sh"i'f Imäms are 
believed to possess by virtue oftheir divinely inspired knowledge, why did 
he deliberately choose a course of action leading to his and his family's 
destruction?7O Such a suicidal venture becomes all the more incompre
hensible when one remembers that the Muslim community at the time was 
in dire need of the leadership of the members of the Prophefs family. 
Najaf-äbädl's dilemma in his younger days thus seems superficially to have 
been the same as that faced by Mäzini But, being the product of a Shl'f 
environment, his method of solving the dilemma has been different. 
Contrary to Mäzin"i, and indeed to the entire Sh"i'f consensus, he starts off 
by questioning the very belief in l;Iusayn's foreknowledge of his fate. He 
does this not by openly disputing the Sh"i'f theological dogma on the 
Imäms' prescience, but through exposing the absurdity of some of the 
popular stories about l;Iusayn's foreknowledge. There are specifically 
seven such stories that he selects far repudiation, but here we summarise 
only three of them, and his arguments against them, by way of illustration. 

The first story has been related by the tenth-century historian Ibn 
A'tham: after refusing to pay homage ofYazld in Medina, l;Iusayn visited 
the Prophefs grave for two consecutive nights. On the second night, he saw 
the Prophet in a dream, telling him about his impending martyrdom. When 
l;Iusayn asked the Prophet to take him to his grave, the Prophet answered: 
'You have no choice but to remain in the world to become a martyr.' 
Other Shi'f chroniclers of the Karbalä' tragedy, including Käshifi, have 
quoted this story either directly from Ibn A'tham, or from unnamed 
sourees. In disproving this story, Najaf-äbädl deerns it unnecessary to 
consider whether dreams, even by the Imäms, can serve as rational proofs 
of historical claims. Instead, he concentrates on discussing whether the 
fact ofl;Iusayn's dreaming in the way alleged in the story could have taken 
place at all. His research shows that eleven authoritative Sunm and Sh"i'l 
historians, including Tabari, Ibn al-Athlr, Dinawari, Shaykh Mufid and 
Tabarsl, re port that I;I usayn stayed only one night in Medina after meeting 
the governor; some historians like Ya'qiibl, Ibn 'Asäkir and Ibn Abd 
al-Barr even say that he left Medina on the same evening. So it is highly 
doubtful, concludes Najaf-äbädl, that l;Iusayn could have seen the drean1 
in question, which is claimed to have taken place on the second night.71 

The second story is traced back to 'Ibn Täwiis's Luhiif Here l;Iusayn's 
brother Mul;tammad Ibn l;Ianafiyyah is reported to have heard from 
l;Iusayn, before the latter's departure from Mecca for Kiifah, that the 
Prophet had onee told him (l;Iusayn) in a dream: 'Go farth [to Kiifah]. 
God has willed to see you killed.' The author has two objections to this 
story, one historicalor factual, the other rational. The historical objection 
is that according to Tabari and Ibn QUliiyah, at the time of l;Iusayn's 
departure from Mecca for Kiifah, Ibn l;Ianafiyyah was in Medina, not 
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Mecca. Besides, none of the outstanding Muslim historians and tradi
tionists, whether SunnI or Shl'I, mentions this story at all. The rational 
objection is that why should God want to see I:Iusayn killed in that 
gruesome manner? The death ofI:Iusayn was amortal blow to Islam, and 
especially to the young Shl'I community. It was perfectly logical for Yazid 
or Ibn Ziyäd to wish such a disaster on Islam and Sm'Ism, but not for God. 
One conceivably logical purpose of God in decreeing I:I usayn 's martyrdom 
is - as was suggested by MäzinI - the ultimate demeaning of YazId: 
I:Iusayn allowed himselfto be killed, at the behest ofGod, so that his death 
would arouse popular resentment against Yazid. But the author dismisses 
this supposition in the light of the controversial Qur'änic verse: 'Do not 
throw yourselves into death with your own hands: Just as it is a sin to kill 
the innocent, it is equally a sin to allow oneself to be killed, particularly in 
the case of an Imam, who is be1ieved to be impeccable and infallible. Even 
the Qur'änic verses on the jihäd enjoin the Muslims primarily to kill the 
infidel and not to be killed, although those who get killed are entitled to 
the same reward as that conferred on those who kill.72 

Finally, there is the story told by Abü Ja'far TabarI, quoting a SunnI 
nan:ator, Sufyän Ibn Wakl', to the effect that before leaving Medina for 
Küfah, I:Iusayn was met by two men who offered him their help. There
upon the Imam pointed to the sky, whence innumerable angels descended; 
he then said that he could always call on those angels to help him. But he 
knew that it was useless, since Karbalä' was to be the place where he, 
together with the members of his family and his companions, would 
perish, all except his son 'Ali.73 But this story is also considered worthless 
because no less than ten ofI:Iusayn's companions did survive the Karbalä' 
massacre, and it was through them that the Muslims came to know the full 
account of what had happened?4 

Although Najaf-abadl thus succeeds in demolishing much of the 
authority of secondary Sm'I traditions about I:Iusayn's foreknowledge of 
his martyrdom, his position is plainly vulnerable because of his refusal, 
perhaps deli berate, to come face to face with first-hand ShI'I sources on 
the subject, namely the great compendia of KulaynI, TüsI and Shaykh 
~adüq, which abound in the ~adfths confirming the Imams' divinely 
inspired knowledge 'of the past, present and future affairs',75 But the 
author's main intention in discrediting the secondary traditions is not so 
much to rebut the dogma on the Imams' prescience as to pave the way for 
the presentation ofhis thesis on the uprising itself. Here his difference with 
the Sunm modernists is that he does not see the uprising in idealistic 
perspectives at all. He maintains that I:Iusayn began his movement 
neither to fulfil his grandfather's forebodings, nor in a reckless mood of 
defiance, but as a wholly rational and fairly well-planned attempt at over
throwing Yazid. Political circumstances at the outset looked promising: 
YazId's regime was very unpopular, and the Kufans had rallied to the 
'Alld cause. He himselfwas sacredly bound, as an Imam, not to condone 
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an unjust and impious government. Motivated thus by a combination of 
political and religious considerations to start his rebellion, he took all the 
precautions that a responsible politicalleader should take before embarking 
on a momentous enterprise. The trepidations he felt are shown not only by 
his decision to send Muslim to Küfah, but also by the doubts that invaded 
his mind after he heard the news of Muslim's death. From that moment 
onwards, his actions were purely in self-defence, and should a fortifori be 
free from any reproach of precipitance. So the collapse of the rebellion 
was entirely due to objective, rational causes, with no room left for the 
vagaries of supernatural powers?6 

As can be readily seen, the principal aim ofthe 'Immortal Martyr' is the 
politicisation of an aspect of the Shl'f Imamology which until recent times 
was generally interpreted in mystical, lyrical and emotional terms. The 
result has been a cautious, but growing tendency among the ShiT militants 
to treat the drama of Karbala' as an essentially human tragedy, and con
currently, to avoid regarding I:Iusayn's heroism as a unique and inimitable 
event in his tory, above the capacity of the common run of human beings. 
This tendency is epitomised by KhumaynI, who, perhaps more than any 
other ShI'f theologian of comparable stature, has used the memory of 
Karbalä' with an acute sense of political urgency. '11 was', he says in his 
Wiliiyat-i faqzh ('The Guardianship of the Jurisconsult'), 'to prevent the 
establishment of monarchy and hereditary succession that I:Iusayn 
revolted and became a martyr. It was for refusing to succumb to YazId's 
hereditary succession and to recognise his kingship that I:Iusayn revolted, 
and called all Muslims to rebellion.' Khumaynilikewise calls upon Iranian 
Muslims 'to create an 'Äshüra' in their struggle for launching an Islamic 
state. '77 

The orthodox religious hierarchy in Iran, however, received Najaf
äbädfs book in a different spirit. They took particular exception to two 
features of his work: first, his over-reliance on non-ShI'f sources, and his 
failure to abide by the rule of tawthlq, namely verifying the accuracy and 
reliability of historical accounts in accordance with ShI'f criteria; second, 
his denial of the Imam 's prescience, with its clear threat to the doctrine of 
the Imams' divinely inspired knowledge, and indeed to the entire edifice 
of the Shl'f theory of the Imamate. This soon led to an acrimonious debate 
on a host of issues not directly connected with the drama itself, such as the 
attributes of the Imams, the nature of their knowledge, the scope left for 
human will by divine predestination, and the rational limits of self
sacrifice in the fulfilment of religious duties. But these are issued which 
should be discussed on another occasion?8 
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Bagley, F., 28, 29 
BahI, Mu\.lammad l;Iasan al-, 144 
BakhIt, Shaykh Mu\.lammad, 66 
balägh (communication), 64 
Bangladesh (war), 101, 116 
Bannä', l;Iasan al-, 84, 94, 115 
Bannä', Mu\.lammad Kämil al-, 188-9 
Banque des Prets (Iran), 161 
Banii 'Abd Shams, 189; see also 'Abd 

Shamsld 
Banii Isrii71 (Qur'än), 105 
Banii Taghlib, 113 
BaijillänI, Qä<;iI Abü Bakr al-, 60, 61 
bast (sanctuary), 166 
bärin (inner meaning or nature, opposed to 

?ähir),22 
Bärin/s, 31 
bay'ah (oath or contract of allegiance to 

Caliphs), 6, 16; source of the right to elect 
rulers, 132; critique of, 133-5 

bay'at ar-rüjwän, 33 
Bay<;iäwI,62 
bazaar, as a base of fundamentalism, 95; 

and nationalism, 116 
Bazzäz, 'Abd ar-Ra\.lmän al-, 112-14 
benevolence (lutJ), 4, 37 
BihbihänI, Sayyid 'Abdulläh, 164 
Binder, Leonard, 101 
birth control, 107, 150 
'blood ofSlyävush', 181 
Bolshevism, 65 
bourgeoisie, and nationalism, 116; 

and the 'Ulamä', 161, 166 
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Brecht, B., 143 
Brechtian, 187 
Brethren of Purity, 22, 24; see also 

al-Ikhwän a~-Safä' 
Britain, 's influence, 42, 58, 63, 70, 74, 97; 

British imperialism, 84, 85, 120, 122, 153 
Buddhism, 113, 124 
Buiyds, 10, 12, 15,39,53 
Bukhäri, 15 
Buriijirdi, l;fusayn, 162-3 

Caesar,63 
'Caesars and Khusraws', 114 
Cain, 156-8 
Cairenes, 190 
Cairo, 10, 48, 57, 59, 186, 187 
Caliph, 16,20,31,36-44,52,81 
Caliphate, 6, 9,10,11,12,14,23; abolition of 

the üttoman, 52-5; in Rashid Rigä's 
doctrine, 69-83, Ill, 181, 190 

capitalism, 140, 143, 151, 154, 157, 188 
capital punishment, 107 
Cartesian (approach), 48 
Carthagian, 124 
Caspian Sea, 18 
Catholic Church, 44 
Catholics, 54 
chahärdah ma'$üm (the 'fourteen 

impeccables'),27 
China, 124, 139 
Choudhury, G. W., 100 
Christ, 63, 183 
Christian Arabs, 56,78, 114 
Christi an Democratic Party (ltaly), 89 
Christianity, 44, 54, 113, 124 
Christians, 31, 82, 96, 97 
CIA,153 
citizen[ship), concept of, 127 
'civiI rule' (Qukümah madaniyyah), 79 
dass struggle, 108, 140-1 
College of Islamic Theology (Lahore), 102 
collectivism,99, 139; in Sunnism, 21, 68 
Communism, 65, 118, 128, 145, 151 
companions (~aQäbah), the Prophet's, 34, 63 
consensus (ijmä'), definition of, 21 ; 

in Sunni-Shi'i dispute, 48; as a sanction of 
the Caliphate 62, 63; and apostasy, 82 

Conservative Party (Britain), 89 
Constantinople, 54 
constitutionalism (Iran), 164-75 
Constitutional Revolution (Iran), 55, 77, 

121,134,164-6 
consultation, see shiirä 
Cook, Michel, xi 
Copts,97 

Corbin, Henri, 11, 18, 22, 155, 172 
Cordova, 10, 54 
Coulson, N. J., 169 
Crimea,52 
Crimean war, 58 
Crusades, 88, 89 
Crusaders, 120 
cult of personality, 151 
cultural alienation, 78-9, 91-2 
cultural nationalism, 122 
cultural self-consciousness, 125 
culture, Islamic, 155; dichotomy in, 191 

Damascenes, 40, 188 
Damascus, 40, 144 
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där al-Isläm (the 'abode ofIslam'), 115; 
see also 'abode ofIslam' 

där at-taqrib (dar at-taqreeb) (organisation 
for the bringing together of Sunni-Shi'i 
schools) (Egypt), 49 

Darmsteter, J., 18 
dawlah (state or govemment), 186 
dawlat' al-Islämiyyah (Islamic state or 

govemment), 77; see Islamic State 
'dayof Arabism' (yawm al- 'uriibah = Friday), 

114 
democracy, and Shi'ism, 44, 169-75; 

in Rashid Rigä's doctrine, 77; theoretical 
relation with Islam, 125-30; Kabir on, 
130; Fanjari on, 131-3; Tabätabä'i on, 
135-7; al-Badri on, 138; see also bay'ah, 
freedom, rebellion, shürä, sovereignty 

Democrat Party (Turkey), 138 
de-Stalinisation, 143, 152 
'Devotees ofIslam' (jidä7yän-i Isläm) (Iran), 

93-9 
dialectical materialism, 136, 156 
azn (religion), 79 
Dinawari, 192 
Dinshäwi affair (Egypt), 97 
cfiyäfah (hospitality), 148 
DonaIdson, D., 28 
Dozy, R., 43 
Dutch colonialism, 120 
duty (jar4), political significance of, 179 

eclectic (iltiqä(i) trends, in modem Islam, 158 
egalitarianism, 108, 158; see also equality 
Egypt, 7,15,50,55,58,60,61,62,69,74,83, 

84-6,91-2,93,97,99,100,112-16,138, 
139-52,153, 161, 162, 164; see also 
'Abduh, al-Azhar, Arab nationalism, 
Nä~ir, Nä~irism, Egyptian socialism, 
Arab socialism 

Egyptian University, 62 
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electorate, 105; see also ahl al-/Jall wa '1- 'aqd 
and 'people who loose and bind' 

emotionalism, 28, 29, 30 
England, 130, 159 
entertainment, political significance of, 91-2 
equality, 108, 127-8, 131 
esoterism, 22ff, 176 
Europe, 3, 130; see also individual 

countries, and Westernisation 
Europeans, 124 

Fadak affair, 32 
Fakhr ud-Din ar-Räzi, 21 
Fälüjah, battle of, 86 
Fanjari, Al;1mad Shawqi, 131-3 
faq7h(jurisconsuIt)(pLfuqaha),76, 167, 194; 

see also 'iilimfuqahii' jurist and mujatihd 
Farabi,15 
farii'UJ (statutory shares in the law of 

inheritance), I 14 
farr}, see duty 
farrih-i"izadi (divine grace), 18 
Fätimah, 16,27,32,48,92 
Fatimid,48 
fatwii (legal opinion, responsum), 48,51, 

110,177 
Fay~al, son of Sharif 1;1 usayn, 63 
Fertile Crescent, 113 
feuda1ism, 140, 156, 157 
fidii Iyiin-i Islam, see Devotees of Islam 
'fighting God and His Apostle', controversy 

over definition of, 96-8 
fiqh (jurisprudence), 175; see also Law and 

Shari'ah 
Firdawsi, 125, 181 
fitnah (civii strife), 16 
fitrah (innate nature), 157 
France, 130, 159 
Free Officers (Egypt), 86 passim, 118, 144 
free will (ikhtiyiir), 24, 135 
freedom, absence of, in Islamic histr>ry, 2; 

and Iranian nationalism, 121; eqUlvalent 
of, in Islam, 131; 'never recognised in 
Islam', 138 

French coloniaIism, 57,120 
French Revolution, 102 
Füdah, 'Abd ar-Ral;1im, 189 
fundamentalism, varieties of. 69; in Rashid 

Ri<;lä's teachings, 81; and urbanisation, 
116; in Egypt, 83-93; in Iran, 93-9; 
in Pakistan, 99 -11 0; and socialism, 150-2 

fuqahii' (jurisconsults) (plural offaqih), 
22, 113 

furü'[iit] (secondary malters of religion), 
36,40,79 
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Germany, 130 
Ghadir (ditch or pool), ofKhumm, 4, 6, 38, 

181 
Ghali, Butrus Pasha, 97 
ghaybah (occultation or disappearance of 

the Shl'i Imäm), see under imiim 
Ghazäli, Imäm Abü l;Iämid Mul;1ammad, 

10, 11, 13, 14,21,71 
Ghaznavid (dynasty), 10 
Ghazzäli, Mul;1ammad, views on the Islamic 

state, 87-93, 95, 102, ll5, 189 
ghuliit ([Shl'i] extremists), 35 
Ghunaymi, Shaykh Mul;1ammad, 117 
Gibb, H. A. R., 14, 43 
God,2, 4, 6, 7, 12,27,29,31,36,37,44,62, 

63,64,85,89,95,98, 103, 109, 119, 128, 
129, 13l, 132, 136, 137, 151, 154, 173, 175, 
182, 192 

government, the term for, 77 
Great 'ld (74 al-a4IJä) (the feast of 

immolation), 190 
Greek demes, 135 
Greek philosophy, 28, 119 
Greeks, 127 
Gurevitch, 143 
Gurney, John, xi 

IJadith (prophetie saying), 15, 27, 56, 71, 98, 
106, 132, 172, 182 

/Jali; (guardian), 64 
Hairi, Abdul-Hadi, 134 
/Jajj (pilgrimage), 2, 32 
l;Iakim-lIähi, Mirzä Ja'far, 165 
Hamadäni, 'Ali, 38 
Haman, 174 
l;Ianafi (school), 50, 52, 74, 184 
l;Ianbali (school), 12, 19,31,50 
IJaqiqat (truth), 22 
IJaqq (right) (pI. IJuqüq), 131 
l;Iasan Ibn 'Ali (Imäm) 26,36,46,188,189 
Häshimids, 24, 186; see also Banu Hashim 
l;Iassän Ibn Thäbit, 29 
hay'at musaddidah (adjusting or regulatory 

body),174 
Hegelianism, 139 
HeIIenistic (influence), 15 
IJijiib (veiling), 11 0 
hijrah (the Prophefs migration), 4 
l;Iijäz, 57, 70, 74, 75 
l;IiIli, l;Iasan Ibn Yüsuf Ibn Mutahhar, 

known as 'Alliimah, 31, 35 
IJimii (reserving a piece of land), 147 
Hinduism, 44, 126 
Hindu-Muslim relations, 58,100,101, 105 
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~isbah ('censorship, surveillance of public 
morals), 148 

historicism, 23-4, 25, 30 
homo (Man), 127 
Hourani, Albert, xi 
Hm;laybi, l;lasan Ismä'n, 85 
~udüd (Iimitations on rights, legal 

punishments), 138 
~ukm (judgement, rule), 7 
~ukümät' al-Islämiyyah, al- (Islamic 

government), 77; see Islamic state 
Hulagu,38 
l;lurqü~ Ibn Zuhayr 
~urr (free), 138 
Huss, John, 159 
I;Iusayn, Tähä, 48,78 
I;Iusayn Ibn 'AlT, 16,20,26,27,31,33,36, 

46,51, 124, 154, 158, 180; his martyrdom, 
181-93 

Ifusayniyyah-i Irshäd (Iran), 123 

'ibädät (ritual acts or duties), 79 
lOO<;\i (Khäriji sect), 81 
lblis (satan), 28 
Ibn 'Abbäs, 38, 185 
Ibn 'Abd al-Barr, Abü 'Umar Yusüflbn 

'Abd Alläh, 192 
Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhäb, Mul;1ammad, 109 
Ibn al-'Arabi, Qä<;\i Abü Bakr, 185, 190 
Ibn 'Asäkir, Abu'l-Qäsim 'Ali Ibn l;lasan, 

191-2 
Ibn A'tham, Abü Mul;1ammad Al;1mad, 

191, 192 
Ibn al-Athir, 'Izz ad-Din Abu' 1-I;Iasan 'All. 

191,192 
Ibn Bäjjah, 15 
Ibn Bäbüyah, see Shaykh I>adüq 
Ibn I;Ianbal, see Al;1mad Ibn I;Ianbal 
Ibn Himäm, Kamäl, 56 
Ibn Idris, Abü 'Abd Alläh Mul;1ammad, 

12,173,179 
Ibn Jamä'ah, Badr ad-Din, 10, 11 
Ibn al-Jawzi, 'Abd ar-Ral;1män Ibn 'Ali, 37 
Ibn Kathir, 'Imad ad-Din Ismä'n Ibn 'Umar, 

191 
Ibn Khaldün, 24, 60, 65, 70,103,185,187,190 
Ibn Mas'üd, 'Abd Alläh, 33 
Ibn Qayyim Jawziyyah, 78 
Ibn Qülüyah, Ja'far, 192 
Ibn Shädhän, Fa<;\I-Nays[h]äbüri, 20 
Ibn Sinä (Avicenna), 15 
Ibn Täwüs, 'Ali Ibn Müsä al-'Alawi 

al-K~imi, 191, 192 
Ibn Taymiyyah, 12,31,35-7,39,44,53 

Ibn 'Umar, 'Abd Alläh, 185 
Ibn Ziyäd, 193 
idealism, 16, 26, 36 
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ideology, 13,73,104,108, 110ff, 139-40, 155 
idhä'ah (propagation, disclosure, opposite of 

taqiyyah), 176, 178, 179 
i~tiyä! (precaution), 168 
Iji, 'AQud ad-Din 'Abd ar-Ral;1män, al-, 71 
ijmä' (consensus), 6, 10, 16,71, 129, 133, 

135, 169 
ijtihäd (independent legal judgement, effort 

or ability to deduce rules from sourees), 
Sunni-Shi'i disagreement over, 30,47,49; 
Shaltüt on,49; still condemned in Sunnism, 
50,70,74; Rashid RiQä on, 70, 74, 75, 76; 
as an imperative attribute oflegal thinking, 
81; as a means of reviving the religious 
thought, 82-101,105; never abandoned in 
Sunnism, 160; as an ingredient in Shi'i 
thought, 167, 169 

ikhtiliif(lit. difference in [legal] opinions; 
"equally authoritative variants oflaw"), 
14,46, 169 

ikhtiyär (selection), 78 
ikhtiyär (will or freedom ofwill; choice), 

8,138 
Ikhwän al-Muslimun, al-, see Muslim 

Brothers 
Ikhwän a$-fiafä', al- (Brethren ofPurity), 

9, 10,23,95 
Ilähiyän, Shaykh 'Ali Akbar, 94 
Ilkhanid, 38 
'ilm (knowledge), 5, 76, 168 
'ilm-i Imäm (the Imäm's special knowledge 

or prescience), 191 ff 
imäm, in the general sense, 6, 62, 81 ; see also 

caliph; in the Shi'i sense, 12,39,21, 23, 24, 
27,28,29,30,44,80,83, 167, 172-3, 179, 
181; disappearance or occultation 
(ghaybah) of, 169; recent analysis of 
functions of, 190-4 

imämah (imamate), in the general sense, 66; 
in the Shi'i sense, 4, 6, 11,34,39,44 

imämjum'ah (leader ofthe Friday 
congregational prayerl, 166 

Imäm Yal;1yä (ofthe Yemen), 74 
imärah (amirate, rulership), 12 
imitation (taqfid), 56 
'imläq (giant), 119 
impeccability 5; see 'iifmah 
Imperial Bank ofPersia, 161 
imperialism, 154; cultural, 113; see also 

under Britain, France, Dutch, etc, 
India, 42,58,60,61, 105, 130 
Indian Muslims, 155 
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Indian, nationalism, effect on Pakistani 
fundamentalism, 100 

infallibility, see 'i$mah 
infallible (ma'$Üm), 6 
Indonesia, 83, 120 
intellectuals, see culture and Westernisation 
inti?är (anticipation of the re-appearance of 

the Imäm), in Shi'ism, 25 
Iqbäl, Mul;!ammad, 47, 59-61 
iqfimiyyah (ethnic or geographie 

particularism), 117 
Iran, 15, 18,21,26,27,33,45,50,54,67,84, 

93,94,95, 100, 114, 115, 116, 120-5, 131, 
135, 138, 139, 152-9, 181ff; see also 
Constitutional Revolution, Islamic 
Revolution, Khumayni, Shari'ati, 
Shi'ism, Zoroastrianism 

Iraj,181 
Iraq, 42, 43, 49, 63, 70, 75, 124, 141, 160 
Iraqi National Cdvenant. 113 
islrlirä' (legislation). 79 
Islam, and politics, 1-3,64-6,76; and 

nationalism, 112-3, 120-5; and Arabism, 
113,118-20; and democracy, 125-39; 
and socialism, 139-59; and Marxism, 
152-9; leftism in early, 188 

'Islamic homeland' (al-waran al-Islam!), 
85, 115 

Islamic order (an-ni?äm al-Isläm!), difference 
with Islamic state, 88; definition of, 105-7 

Islamic Research Institu.te (Lahore), 102 
Islamic revolution, theory of, 102ff 
Islamic Revolution (Iran), 82, 83, 93, 94, 158 
'i$mah (in Shi'ism, the infallibility and 

impeccability of the Imäms), 5, 34, 36, 44 
Ismä'ili, 21, 22, 31, 35, 43,54 
isonomy, 127 
I~fahän, 40, 53, 191 
Israel, 50, 87 passim, 126; see also 

Arab-Israeli conflict, Jews, Judaism, 
Zionism 

Israelites, 24 
Instanbul, 54, 75 
istikbär (insoience, haughtiness, opposite of 

istül'äf), 29 
istil;sän (li I. 'to consider good', the legist's 

adoption of a course which he considers 
better than the one suggested by the 
analogy of the fixed, legal provisions), 
60, 78, 148 

istirjäl (women's imitation ofmen), 107 
isti$läl; (lit. 'to deern expedient', the legist's 

adoption of a course which he considers 
to be in the general interest of the 
community), 60, 78, 148 

INDEX 

Italy, 89; colonialism of, 120 
lthnä 'ashari[te] (Twelver school of Shi'ism), 

5, 169 
ittiqä' al-fitnah (safeguard against civil 

strife), 16 

jabr (predestination, predestinarianism), 
8,135 

jadafi (dialectic), 156 
Ja'fari school (Twelver Shi'ism), 40 
Jafr!, S. H., 19 
jahän-bini (weltanschauung, ideology), 155 
Jähiliyyah (' period of ignorance', the 

pre-Islamic period of Arab history, 151 
Jamä'at-i-Islämi (Pakistan), 99ff 
Jamshid, 181 
Jerusalem, 43, 87 
Jews, 78,82, 87-8, 96,130 
jidäliyyah (dialectic), 156 
Jihäd ('holy war'), 2, 50, 64, 89, 170, 193 
Jinnal;!, Fätimah, 110 
Jizäwi, Abu'I-Fa,,1 al-, 61, 117 
jizyah (poil-tax), 113 
Jordan, 70, 87, 120 
Judaism, 44, 87, 126 
Judiciary, 109 
Jurisprudence, 175; see also Law and 

Shartah 
jurists, 71-3; see alsofuqahä', 'Ulamä' 
Justice, 5,128,131; social, 145-59 

Ka'b Ibn Mälik, 29 
Ka'bah, 40, 114 
Kabir, Humäyün, 130-1 
kajä'ah (equality of status, in marriage), 113 
Kämil, M u~tafä, 141 
Karbalä', 181, 182, 183, 184, 187, 188, 190, 

192, 194 
Kärün river and (concession), 161 
Käshäni, Sayyid Abu'I-Qäsim, 94, 122 
Käshif al-Ghitä, Shaykh Mul;!ammad 
~usayn,23,31,45,49 

Käshifi, Mullä ~usayn, 191, 192 
Kasravi, Al;!mad, 164-5, 170, 174 
Kawäkibi, 'Abd ar-Ral;!män al-, 56 
Keddie. Nikki, xi 
Kemal AtatUrk, see Mustapha Kemal 
Kemalism.84.117.118 
Kh[w]ajah Na~ir Tüsi, 13, 127 
Khälid, Khälid Mul;!ammad, 94,189-90 
Khälid Ibn Walid, 32 
kha/ifah, 6, 58; see also caliph, caliphate 
Khäli~i, M ul;!ammad, 49 
Khalkhäli, Shaykh Sädiq, 95 
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Khärifi (pI. Khawärij), 32, 188; see also 
Khawärij 

Kha!ib, Mupibb ad-Din al-, 119, 185, 191 
KhatlälÜ, Ispaq, 38 
Khawärij, 6, 7,8,10,45,98 
Khaybar,32 
khiläfah (lit. successorship; Caliphate), 38 
Khiläfat Committee, 58 
Khiläfatist movement, 58 
khojah (ultra-fanatic), 54 
Khudä Bandih, [Sul~än Mupammad], 38 
khulafo räshidiin, 6; see alse Rightly-

Guided Caliphs 
Khumayni, RuPulläh Miisavi, 51-2, 91, 94, 

109, 191, 194 
Khunayzi, Abu'I-1;Iasan al-, 31 
Khuräsän, 39 
Khurasäni, Äkhiind Mullä Mupammad 
K~im, 164, 167 

khu/bah (sermon), 58 
kibrit-i aIJmar (philosopher's stone), 174 
Kirman; 26 
Korah (Qäriin), 176 
Kubrawiyyah,37-9 
Kuchan,52 
Kuchuk Kainarja, 52 
Kiifah,20,21, 187, 189, 192, 194 
kufr (unbelief), 72 
KulaylÜ, 46, 167, 193 
Kumayl Ibn Ziyäd, 19 
Kurds,75 

lä tlarar wa lä tlirär ([one should cause] no 
harm or loss to oneself or others), 80 

Lahore,102 
Law, place of - in the Islamic state, 67; as the 

basis of the Caliphate, 71; permissibility 
ofman-made, 77; and in Shi'ism, 170-9; 
positive, (qänün), 81,147; indivisibility of, 
in Islam, 89-90; penal, 93-9; answering 
criticism of Islamic penal, 109 

Lebanon,42,160 
Lefebvre, Henri, 153 
leftism, in early Islam, 188; in modern 

Islam, 152-9 
legislation, licence for, 78-80, 105; sources 

of, for socialism, 148-9 
Lewis, Bernard, 54 
Liberal Constitutional Party (Egypt), 84 
liberals, comfort for, 90; in Pakistan, 102; 

in Iran, 153; failure of, 138 
Libya,67 
Liwä' al-Isläm (Review), 188 
Lockian philosophy, 168 

219 

'Lord of the Martyrs' (sayyid ash-Shuhadä'), 
182; see also 1;Iusayn Ibn 'Ali (Imam) 

Lukes, Stephen, 134 
'lumpen' proletariat, 117 
luif(benevolence), 44, 37 
Luther, Martin, 159 

ma'ädi (other-worldly), 171 
ma'äshi(worldly),171 
Madelung, W., xi 
Madkiir,Ibrähim,15 
mafsadah (corruption, inexpediency) 

(opposite ofmaslahah), 149 
Maghniyah, Mupammad Jawad, 45 
Mahdi (the "Guided One"; 'messiah'), 

24,42,44,46,154 
Mahdism, 44-6, 154 
Maj/is (parliament) (Iran), 171 
Majlisi, Mupammad Bäqir, 191-3 
majority, attitudes towards, 19-20, 172 
Makdisi, George, 19 
mala' (notables, plutocracy), 158; see also 

mutraf 
Malaysia, 83 
malik (king, sovereign), 15 
Mälik Ibn Nuwayrah, 32 
Mäliki (school), 50 
Malkam Khan, 165 
Mamliik (Mameluk), 11, 58 
Ma'miin,13 
Manär, al- (Review), 70 
maqäm (ritual place), 40 
Maqrizi, Taqi ad-Din Mupammad, 24 
MaräghI, Mupammad Mustapha al-, 61 
marja '-i taqlid (lit. the source of imitation; 

the highest mujtahid in Shi'isrn whose 
words and deeds serve as a guide for those 
unable to exert 'independent judgement') 
(ijtihad), changing position of, 162 

Mar~afi, Shaykh 1;Iusayn, 112 
marthiyah (elegy), 29 
martyrdom (shahädah), of1;Iusayn Ibn 'Ali, 

181-94 
Marx, Karl, 143 passim, 157 
Marxism, effect of, on intellectuals, 13; 

Marxist terms, 103; and socialism, 139; 
and Arab socialism, 142; reconciliation 
of, and Islam, 152-9 

Mary,93 
Mashhad,39 
ma'~iyah, 72 
ma~laIJah (expediency, weal), Ghazälfs 

definition of, 149; Sunni-Shi'i difference 
over, 170 
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Massignon, Louis, 18 
Ma'$um (infallible and impeccable), 21 
Maudüdi (Mawdüdi), Abu'I-A'lä, 94; views 

on Islamic state, 101-10, 115, 133 
Mäwardi, 10, 14, 15,71 
mawlä (master), 6 
Mäzini, 'Abd al-Qädir, 186, 192, 193 
ma?lum (oppressed), 183 
Mecca, 6,32,40, 51,56, 70, 74,180,192,193 
Medina, 6, 57, 183, 192 
Medinan period (ofProphefs 

messengership), 106 
Me$rutiyet (constitutionalism) (Ottoman 

Turkey), 166 
messengership (risälah), function of, 68; 

see also nubuwwat 
mil;nah (Iit. severe trial; 'inquisition'), 13 
Mill, J. S., 134 
Mirzä 'Abd al-I;Iusayn (Nädir's chief 

mullä),40 
Mirzä I;Iusayn Khän Mushir ud-Dawlah, 

165 
Mirzä-yi Qumi (Abu'I-Qäsim Ibn I;Iasan 

al-Jilani al-Qummi), 167 
MitchelI, Richard, 88 
mizän (lit. scales; equity and justice), 128 
M,zän, al (commentary on the Qur'än by 

Mul,1ammad I;Iusayn Tabätabä'i, 135 
modernism, 8,16-17,19,41,47-8,51,52,59, 

60; failure ofits first phase, 68, 99,123, 
134, 135; in the sense of radicalism, 
152-9; Shl'i, 160-94 

modernisation, cultural implication of, 91-2; 
and fundamentalism, 116; elfect on the 
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Nallino, C. A., 54, 62 
Naräqi, Mullä Mul,1ammad Mahdi, 

182, 183 
näs (people), 158 
na$$ (divine ordinance), 34, 35 
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INDEX 

National Front (Iran), 138 
National Union (al-iltilJäd al-qawmT) 
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Reuter (concession), 161 
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122 
Shl'lsm, genesis of, 4-5, 10, 11, 12; 

philosophers and, 15; salient features of, 
19-30; polemics with Sunnls, 32-7; 
Rashld Ridä's views on, 74, 77, 80, 82; 
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89, 128, 129, 131, 132, 147, 148, 167 
Traditionists, see Akhbiiris 
Transoxiana, 39 
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jurisprudence; jurisprudentia1 theory), 35, 
167 

U$ü/i school (in Shl'ism), differences with 
akhbiiris, 161, 169; political implications 
of doctrine, 167-8 

'Uthmän (third Caliph), 6, 32, 33 
utopia, 26 
utopianism, 77, 110 
Uzbek,39 
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