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CASE STUDIES OF CONTEMPORARY ISLAMIST POLITICAL THOUGHT
Having investigated the philosophical and psychological channels through which nationalist ideology reached Muslim populations, this paper next engages in an hermeneutic exercise to confirm nationalism’s influence on contemporary Islamism.  Two case studies follow.  The Islamist theorists selected for examination represent opposing religious sects (Sunnis and Shi’is, respectively) as well as differing Middle Eastern locales (Egypt and Iran, respectively).
SAYYID QUTB

The Egyptian and Sunni Islamist Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966) – “arguably the most influential writer on political Islam to have emerged in the last fifty years” – is taken as a first case study.  Up to his early forties, “Qutb was a moralist who wrote essays exhorting Muslims to adhere to the ethical values of Islam in their daily existence,”
 as one might expect of a Muslim who has not broken with premodern political thought – i.e., who believes that “the best regime is the order most conducive to the practice of virtue,” because he concerns himself primarily with the attainment of some natural or supernatural standard of virtue, and only secondarily with the installation of any particular regime type.

After spending several years in the United States, however, Qutb began to issue Muslims a new set of ethical imperatives that are largely political in scope: “he became convinced that only the establishment of an Islamic state would allow for the existence of a just and moral society.”  Middle East historian Akram Fouad Khater thus identifies in Qutb’s later writings the underlying principle that “individual morality could not survive or even be perfectly attained as long as the society and the state remained in a state of immorality.”
  For Qutb as for Fichte, “the whole is…greater than all its parts”; these individual “parts can exist at all and share in reality only by taking their place within [the] world [produced by a single consciousness].”
  Indeed, Qutb reveals his allegiance to a Fichtean rather than a Kantian philosophy by contending that Islam is “really a universal declaration of the freedom of man” from any “servitude to his own desires” – from individual autonomy – in addition to any “servitude to other men.”
  Man’s freedom lies in submerging himself in the will of God (Islam’s Ego).

Thus instead of understanding Islam to be the practice or pursuit of “a good Muslim life” that incidentally entails political institutions that are tolerant of such a lifestyle, Qutb deems these institutions to be so essential to establishing Islamic religious or ethical standards that “[p]eople cannot be Muslims if they do not put it [Islam] into effect in their social, legal, and economic system”
 – just as Schleiermacher and Herder argue that nations cannot truly exist without establishing “state[s] on [their] own.”
  Accordingly, Qutb very explicitly writes that Islam “cannot exist as a creed in the heart nor as a religion in actual life unless…there is no hakimiyyah (sovereignty) except Allah’s hakimiyyah, a hakimiyyah represented both in his foreordaining and determining of events…and in his law (shar’) and command.”  Similarly, “this religion can only exist in actual life as a ‘religion’ if the creed takes shape in an actual system of life…so that the shari’ah [Islamic law] of Allah alone supervises people’s lives both in general and in detail.”
  Islam therefore is redefined implicitly to include only those classical Islamic behaviors or beliefs that “the shari’ah of Allah” can instill in a regime’s subjects.
From this fundamentally modern – or ideological – principle that “morality is not possible outside of political society; it presupposes political society,”
 Qutb begins to derive his prescriptions for contemporary Muslims: “When we examine the whole face of the earth today…we cannot see that this religion [Islam] has any ‘existence.’  This existence stopped when the last group of Muslims ceased to give hakimiyyah over human life to Allah alone, when they ceased to govern all the affairs of life by His shari’ah.”
  The nation as defined by Herder, too, is unable “fully to cultivate [its] originality” when it lacks its own political apparatus.

Accordingly, Qutb distinguishes between “two categories of individuals, Muslim individuals and individuals who think of themselves as Muslims.”  Although it “is out of their hands” whether either type of individual will succeed in bringing about an Islamic state, individuals can belong to the former category – i.e., they nevertheless can be true Muslims, or true members of the de facto nation that Qutb describes – as long as they “struggl[e] to ‘put Islam into effect in their social, legal, and economic system.”
  In other words, a subject of a non-Islamic state can be a real Muslim only if he augments a proper Islamic lifestyle with a struggle to establish the Islamic political institutions that will instill the appropriate beliefs in his fellow subjects.  The importance of “elusive fortuna or chance,” moreover, is only apparent: the problem is not whether “corrupt matter can be transformed into incorrupt matter,” but rather how true Muslims can obtain the opportunity to mold that matter by means of the ideologically correct institutions, ‘institutions with teeth.’

The nature of these ‘teeth’ reveals the extent to which Qutb implicitly asks Muslims to “lower [their] sights” from “imagined commonwealths and principalities” to “how men do live.”
  The classical, non-ideological Muslim thinker submits to tyranny so long as it maintains some “basic religious or legal prescriptions of Islam” – yet Qutb “commands [contemporary] Muslims to rebel against” any “rulers who do not facilitate the application of the [shari’ah] law.”
  A premodern Muslim theorist also might choose to resist a non-Islamic regime passively rather than actively, again in order to minimize the disruptions that his resistance could cause to his own or to others’ Islamic lifestyle – yet Qutb orders Muslims to physically “[get] rid of a ruler who abandons the law by deed or by word.”
  Qutb, in short, collapses all the competing imperatives of the classical Islamic lifestyle into the single, overriding aim of attaining and maintaining political power.  All other considerations are expendable and of secondary importance; Qutb even renounces any “intention of Islam to force its beliefs on people,” conceding that “in an Islamic system there is room for all kinds of people to follow their own beliefs,” so long as they “[obey] the laws of the country which are themselves based on the Divine authority.”

This renunciation is perhaps generous from a philosophical perspective, yet as Kedourie notes, the assertion “that the state should be the creator of man’s freedom…in an internal and spiritual sense” hides “the element of violence that accompanies all government.”  By interpreting the “notion of ‘Islam as totality’” in a political sense – i.e., by uniting “the spiritual and the temporal” by means of mixing “public and private”
 – the ideologist permits “the laws of the country” to dictate all aspects of citizens’ lives.

Hence the first sentence of Sayed Khatab’s text on Qutb’s philosophy is: “The ultimate goal of Sayyid Qutb is to establish an Islamic state.”
  Qutb has indeed  “lower[ed] [his] sights” to the point at which “the establishment of the right social order” requires only “institutions with teeth in them.”
  Again, a shift toward modern political thought correlates with an acceptance of ‘ideological politics’: like the French revolutionaries, Qutb here implies that “the citizens of a state” have “the right and the power to replace” their regime with “others more satisfactory.”

Qutb avoids explicitly acknowledging his shift away from classical Islamic philosophy by attempting to locate a theological justification for his concentration on achieving an Islamic state: “obedience to [other men’s] laws and judgments is a sort of worship, and anyone who does this is considered out of this [Islamic] religion,” he argues, because such behavior implies “taking some men as lords over others.”  Islam, conversely, “declares that all the people of the earth should become free of servitude to anyone other than God.”  But he cites as evidence for this position only an oral tradition – not even a Koranic passage – that recounts Mohammed’s disapproval of “rabbis and priests” of other religions, not of political figures.
  More importantly, this attempt to legitimize his prioritization of political revolution over other ethical imperatives (many of which, as discussed above, are significantly more important to classical Muslim thinkers) merely illustrates this case study’s central point: that Qutb’s political ideology constitutes a “lower[ing]” of classical Muslims’ ideological “sights,” away from all the other means by which individuals might comply with a divine standard of virtue, and instead toward a Fichtean quest for political power.  Qutb’s Islamic political philosophy, in short, diverges starkly from the political thought of classical Islam portrayed above; it instead conforms to the Fichtean stage of nationalism identified by Kedourie.

Finally, the quest for power reappears in Qutb’s recommendation to an Islamic state that has attained independence: “eliminate all human kingship and…announce the rule of [God] over the entire earth,” not through “what today is called ‘defensive war,’” but instead through an “Islamic Jihaad” aimed at establishing the worldwide “enforcement of the Divine Shari’ah.”
  In other words, Qutb so thoroughly modernizes classical Islamic political philosophy – i.e., he so lowers its political sights, and within his narrow range of concerns he allows such limited scope to chance – that little remains besides the Fichtean imperative to maintain and aggrandize Islamic political power, not in order to provide citizens the opportunity to live “a good Muslim life,” but rather to force them to conform their actions to the will of God.  

Thus, as suggested above, the contemporary Islamist rejects Herder’s appreciation of cultural diversity.  Instead, Qutb’s Islamic state will do abroad what it has done at home: “abolish all those systems and governments which are based on the rule of man over men” – including liberal democracy as well as autocracy, and the rule of any man-made law as well as the rule of individual men – to be replaced by “laws from [God] alone.”
  In short, a totalitarian state will enforce the edicts of a particular religion in other to cause all citizens – and ultimately all men – to attain true freedom by acting in accordance with the will of a Fichtean Ego.

ALI SHARIATI
The Iranian and Shi’i Islamist Ali Shariati (1933-1977) – arguably “the chief ideologue of the Iranian Islamic revolution” – is taken as a second case study.  Iran expert Hamid Algar writes in his preface to Shariati’s Marxism and Other Western Fallacies that Shariati “had mastered (in every sense of the word) the intellectual legacy and actuality of the West,” and “was able to set against it a coherent, fresh, and powerful vision of the spiritual and philosophical essence of Islam.”  Algar implies that Shariati – like Qutb – draws upon Western political philosophy in order to develop this “fresh” conception of Islam: “[i]t is obvious that [Shariati] was not of [the ulema, the traditional Islamic leaders of Iran], and that his ideas and expression bore a ‘modern’ stamp that did not always correspond to their taste.”  In fact, Shariati’s philosophy appears to represent a shift in Iran toward what Strauss labels modern political theory, or toward the ideological style of politics whose revolutionary implications Kedourie bemoans.

For example, Algar notes that Shariati “endowed the discussion of religious topics in Iran with…a new style of discourse, and a whole set of new terms.”  More specifically, his platform includes a critique of “the existence of an ‘official’ clergy, allied with the oppressive state and the holders of wealth.”
  Classical Islamic thinkers likely would defend such an alliance – as discussed above, the assumptions that underlie premodern political thought lead them to conclude that their religion requires them to submit to “[e]ven oppressive government…because only in this way can the basic religious and legal prescriptions of Islam be maintained”
 – yet Shariati deems this type of “‘official’ clergy” to be “a major component in the system of injustice.”  Like Qutb, he propounds a modern or ideological political theory; hence his writings contain “ready-made revolutionary slogans” against an Iranian regime that acted in breach of his philosophy, and “many of those who with their blood bought the foundation of the Islamic Republic in this world were…the pupils of Shari’ati.”
  Yet what is the specific ideology on whose behalf Shariati encourages revolution – i.e., what type of ‘institutions with teeth’ can overcome “elusive fortuna or chance”
 to instill Islamic morality in its subjects?

Shariati addresses this political question in Marxism and Other Western Fallacies by discussing many of the same topics, and in roughly the same sequence, that Kedourie adopts in Nationalism.  Shariati first addresses the matter of self-determination, and initially appears to adopt a Kantian stance: he writes that “in contrast to Zeus” – i.e., in contrast to ancient Greek political philosophy – Islam’s “God wishes humanity to be free of the great yoke of slavery to nature.”
  Accordingly, man is endowed with a capacity for autonomy and self-determination; he “is a creative being,” and this characteristic “sets him altogether apart from nature, and places him beside God.”

Yet Shariati next shifts to a more Fichtean position.  Although he applauds existentialists such as Sartre for breaking with Marx and acknowledging that “[m]an makes himself by his own act,” by “human free will,” Shariati rebukes Sartre for not recognizing “that choice, however free and independent, must have some criterion, must take shape on the basis of values.”  He admits that Sartre does define “the good” as a “choice [that an individual feels] should have a general applicability and be imitated by others.”  Yet Shariati objects to such an “individualistic” moral philosophy; he claims that “[t]o make man, like God, a free will that can act in any way it wishes, and then to answer the question ‘How should he act?’ by saying ‘However he wishes,’ is to create a destructive vicious circle.”
  Such a doctrine denies the existence of God as a Fichtean Ego; it contradicts Shariati’s premise that “God does not set the affairs of the world in motion without their proper causes.  Everything” – including man’s standards of “virtues and…values” – “rests solidly on God’s sunnah [wont] in the world.”
  If this is not the case, and all “matter and idea[s]” are not dependent and “differing manifestations [ayat] of the unseen absolute Being,”
 then “the world is without meaning and purpose.”  Shariati finds this belief particularly pernicious: it “renders existence idiotic and man purposeless”
 (or perhaps it merely deprives him of a philosophical outlet for any ressentiment he might experience in reaction to the West’s material prosperity).

Accordingly, because “the Islamic world-view” posits the existence of an “absolute Spirit and Will of existence” – and it therefore also stipulates the reality of a human destiny – it considers Western “humanism” and “bourgeois liberalism” wrong to allow the individual to write his own moral code in possible defiance of God.”
  Instead, Islam – as “a philosophy of human liberation” – requires state regulation of human behavior “so that, through moral growth and particular evolution, [man] may freely unfold his inherent divine nature.”
  Thus whereas classical Islam therefore assigns man a unified or unconditional “end, a perfection,”
 Shariati concurs with Fichte that “the story of human freedom consists in the progressive struggle to reach [total absorption of the individual in the whole].”
  In fact, Abolhassan Banisadr – a disciple of Shariati and the first president of the Islamic Republic of Iran – writes in his treatise Islamic Government that Muslims must not “think of any era or time as…the absolute end of the road….There is no final point in thought, in society, in nature, or in anything else.”  Therefore a fundamental principle of Islamic government is “Continual Spiritual Mission,” which obliges man to “constantly be in a state of uprising and resistance,” to be “relativists and activists.”

Therefore Shariati’s political philosophy, like that of Qutb, begins by categorizing “the precedence of society over the individual” as an “eternal moral [value]”
 and ends by giving the Islamist state license to engage in totalitarianism.  Not only may such a government pattern its policies on communist regimes and constrain individual rights in order to promote “economic welfare and social justice as principles of its social order”
; its anti-materialist and anti-socialist ideology also allows it to prohibit even the quest for “material abundance” or any other objectives that men might pursue within the phenomenal world.

Hence Shariati’s ideology, like that of Qutb, is nationalist in character: both modern Islamists believe that government should enforce a particularistic or traditional code of behavior in order to cause a group of coreligionists – and ultimately all men – to achieve true freedom by conforming their individual actions to the will of a Fichtean Ego.  Thus despite the putative derivation of their doctrines from classical or premodern Islamic political philosophy, these and other contemporary Islamists espouse a modern ideology that draws heavily upon modern Western political theory.
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