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Nazih N. M. Ayubi

THE POLITICAL REVIVAL OF ISLAM: THE
CASE OF EGYPT

The Middle East was the cradle of the world’s three great monotheistic reli-
gions, and to this day they continue to play a very important role it its affairs.

The recent events in Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Afghanistan, and in Libya and
Pakistan, as well as the less widely publicized events in Turkey, Syria, Egypt
and the Gulf, have stimulated and renewed people’s interest in understanding
both the role of religion and the religious revival in the Middle East.

It should be observed here that I speak of religious revival, not only of Is-
lamic revival, for in addition to Islamic movements we have the Likud bloc
(with its important religious component) in power in Israel for the first time in
that state’s three decades of existence, while in Lebanon and in Egypt we can
observe Christian revivalist movements that cannot be regarded entirely as
counterreactions.

However, it is the so-called Islamic revival that has drawn people’s attention
most in the West, owing in part to political and international considerations.

The International Significance of Islam

The curious events in Mecca late in 1979 illustrate in a symbolic way just how
international the issue of Islam and politics can be. The Iranian revolution
stirred up segments of the Shi‘i population in a number of Gulf states, and
when a group of urban guerillas took over the Most Sacred Mosque of Mecca,
some Saudi leaders jumped to the conclusion that Iran and the Shi®i minority of
Saudi Arabia (who work mainly in the oil-producing Eastern area) were behind
it. Hearing of this, the Ayatollah Khomeini suspected and declared his suspi-
cion of an American and Israeli plot to turn Muslims against each other.! Hear-
ing of this plot, Muslims in Pakistan, Libya, and other countries acted against
American institutions in their countries. Fearing further aggravation, leaders in
certain American circles suggested that the ‘*plot’” was merely a rumor spread
by Soviet agents in the Middle East to arouse anti-American sentiment. As it
happened, the Mecca affair turned out to be a purely “‘Sunni’’ exercise
(launched by a neo-Wahhabi puritanical group), but it was, nevertheless, quite
multinational: those who were eventually executed included, in addition to the
Saudis, Egyptians, Yemenis, Kuwaitis, a Sudanese, and an Iraqi. To add to the
international nature of the event, it has now been confirmed that the Saudi
counterattack was made possible by French assistance in the form of equip-
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ment and personnel, bringing the total number of countries mentioned in this
tale to thirteen!

This is on a symbolic level. On a concrete level, it is possible to suggest at
least four likely areas where developments in the Islamic world may have some
international and strategic significance:

1. In the perception of the world a curious relationship has been established between
Islam and petroleum: among OPEC members, Muslim nations form a majority; that is,
the Middle East plus Indonesia plus Nigeria, which has a large Muslim population.? And
energy has of course become a matter of vital strategic importance to many countries.

2. The main part of the Muslim world borders on the Soviet Union and has, therefore,
traditionally been regarded by the West as a buffer zone in any policy of containment
toward the Soviet Union.? Of symbolic significance in this respect is the fact that one
such pro-Western arrangement in that region was known as the Islamic Pact.

3. Whatever happens in the Muslim world is of great significance to the Soviet Union,
not only because of the existing strategic importance and the potential economic impor-
tance of the region to the Soviets, but also because such developments may have an im-
pact on the sizable (and growing) Soviet Muslim minority.*

4. Solidarity among Muslim countries, although still minimal and basically symbolic, is
not entirely without weight internationally. A reasonable degree of unity in Islamic con-
ferences and summits can be achieved only in connection with emotional cases such as
the fate of Jerusalem and the related Palestinian cause.®> Otherwise, Islamic groupings
are used by single countries for their own foreign-policy objectives. While Egypt has
used the Islamic Congress (and Council) and emphasized cultural contacts, Saudi Arabia
has used the Islamic Bank (and other funds) and expanded financial contacts. It is also
worth noticing that Pakistan’s experimentation with nuclear options, possibly with the
financial help of Libya, has led some to speak of the **Islamic nuclear bomb. '¢ Last but
not least, the international influence of Islam seems to be expanding as Islam increas-
ingly gains more converts in Africa than does any other religion.”

These are some aspects of the international importance of Islam, and it goes
without saying, of course, that Islam plays an even greater political role in the
domestic affairs of most Muslim countries. But before going any further in ex-
amining the political significance of Islam, let us first look at some elements of
the doctrinal and historical background that may help in analyzing the political
importance of this religion. Two approaches in particular will have to be
avoided when considering such a topic.

The first is the Orientalist approach. The Orientalist or Islamist, with most of
his effort invested in language and antique texts, is inclined to mistake the
script for reality, is bound to notice aspects of static continuity rather than of
dynamic change, and is often likely to picture Muslim peoples as acting always
as Muslims and nothing else. Or he may be obsessed by a search for the exotic,
for endless Arabian nights.?

The second path to be avoided is what one might call the strategist approach.
The strategist is much inclined to treat other nations simply as pawns in the
game of international politics. To him the study of their culture, society, and
economy can be of interest only if, and inasmuch as, it impinges on the foreign
policy objectives of the superpowers.’ By looking at everything through the
‘*spectacles’’ of self-interest, those who take this approach will quite likely see
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reality distorted or incomplete; nor is such an approach going to be happily en-
tertained by the peoples it deals with.*°

Avoiding these two different but equally narrow and misleading approaches,
we now move to a sociopolitical examination of the relationships between reli-
gion and politics in the Middle East.

The Political Role of Religion

To start with, it should be remembered that Islam is an all-encompassing be-
lief system that involves matters of man’s relationship to God (‘ibadat) as well
as his relationship to his fellow men (mu‘amalat). It follows from this that there
is no dichotomy in Islam between religious and civil matters. It is inaccurate,
however, to say that in Islam there is no separation between state and church,
since Islam — at least Sunni (Orthodox) Islam — has no ‘‘church’’ in the sense of
a formal ecclesiastical hierarchy.!* Even in Shi‘ite Islam, which has more of a
clerical elite, no claim has ever been made by the ulama (religious scholars) to
assume government directly by themselves. In this respect, if in no other, the
government of the Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran represents an aspect of innova-
tion rather than of fundamentalism.

Apart from the doctrine, it is probably because of the nonexistence of a
church in Islam that it has not been possible practically — in spite of the efforts
of many ‘‘modernizers’’ such as M. Kemal Atatiirk — to isolate religion from
sociopolitical affairs. In Muslim societies there is no institutional church which,
if it interferes in government, can therefore be neatly removed from politics and
asked to mind its own business. In Islamic government any good Muslim be-
liever can rule, but — and this is what makes the government Islamic — he should
literally follow the Shari‘a, at least as it is laid down in the Qur’an and in the
Traditions of the Prophet Muhammad. Now, this Shari‘a happens to cover
many matters of social, economic, and political life, as well as matters of wor-
ship and devotion to the Almighty. As for the religious scholars (vlama), al-
though they themselves do not rule, they may offer guidance and counseling.
The political outcome of this counseling, in modern terminology, is to render
legitimacy to the rulers or else to instigate rebellion against them.!? This is in
domestic politics.

Internationally, Islam views the universe, at least theoretically, as being di-
vided into two worlds: Dar al-harb (the household of war) and Dar al-Islam
(the household of Islam); and jihad (struggle or holy war) is the way to trans-
form the first into the second. In theory, this division was supposed to be tem-
porary until a Muslim universal state had been established. In practice, how-
ever, it persisted throughout Islamic history and the situation in modern legal
terms is perhaps quite similar to nonrecognition that nevertheless does not pre-
clude diplomatic negotiations. Some jurists have in fact devised a third tem-
porary division of the world called Dar al-sulh (the household of reconciliation)
or Dar al-‘ahd (the household of covenant), giving qualified recognition to a
non-Muslim state if it entered into treaty relations with Islamdom on certain
conditions. And in reality, the more the Muslims became disinclined to launch
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religious wars, the more reconciled they tended to be to the permanency of a
“‘law of peace,’’ a tendency that fitted well into the modern pattern of world
politics and international relations.™

It remains true, however, that Islam conceives of differences between
peoples and states, not, for example, according to nationalities but according to
religion: Muslims all over the world form one unified umma (religiopolitical
community), and this sense of belonging should impart to the Muslim every-
where the most important aspect of his identity. As though to complicate things
even further, the modern Arabs have, in many cases, adopted this old (reli-
gious) notion of umma to describe the present-day “‘nation’’ (although the more
accurate word gawmiyya is of course also used). This semantic problem is sym-
bolically representative of a real overlapping and possible confusion between
the concept of religious community and the concept of national community in
the Muslim world.

Now, having in a very general way established the complex doctrinal and his-
torical relationship in Islam between religion and politics, both domestically
and internationally, we come to consider its possible political roles in contem-
porary times.!* Observation indicates that there are at least two varieties of
roles that Islam can play in modern politics:

1. Religion can be an instrument for legitimization, as in the case of the Saudi royal
family (**protectors of the Two Sacred Mosques'"), the Moroccan king (**Commander of
the Faithful’’), and, to a lesser extent, President Sadat (the “*Believer-President™’).

2. Religion can be a catalyst for sociopolitical resistance and/or a revolutionary
means to reconstruct society. This is of course the type of role that tends to take a vio-
lent approach and that is therefore more likely to draw people’s attention. It is for this
reason that we will look more closely at this possible role of Islam.

Why are many people in Muslim societies in a state of discontent, and what
exactly do they want?

In answering this question, it seems to me that, having considered briefly
some aspects of the specificity of Islam, it would be erroneous to continue to
attribute every change (or for that matter, lack of change) in Muslim societies
to Islam. Most Middle Easterners are Muslim, and their political struggle may
therefore take an Islamic form or at least acquire an Islamic flavor. But Mus-
lims are people who share with all other humans the same basic needs, and who
are motivated by more or less the same aspirations and fears. What happens in
the Muslim countries today cannot be taken out of, and artificially separated
from, the general context of the Third World with all its current agonizing prob-
lems.

Two of these problems stand out above all others: the need for the society to
establish its own identity and *‘be its own self’’; and the need for the society to
manage its resources and potentials in a way most conducive to meeting the
demands of the people (or ‘‘authenticity and effectiveness,’’ as Jacques Berque
would say). To achieve this blend of self-realization and improved capability
(which is probably the essence of development) Muslim peoples have been ex-
perimenting with a variety of models, including in particular the following:
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1. Nationalism. In its modern, secular, European concept, nationalism has repeatedly
been tried in the Middle East. Many of these experiments outside the Arab world have
had to play down Islam, possibly because of its historical connection with the Arabs —
for example, Kemalist Turkey, Pahlavi Iran. Most of them, including the most vocifer-
ous of the Islamic nations — Pakistan — ended up being strongly pro-Western. From the
viewpoint of comprehensive emancipation and self-realization, too much affiliation with
and dependence on the West was considered by many to be undesirable. In the Arab
world the nationalist idiom, even when it was propagated by Christians such as William
Makram ‘Ubaid and Michel ‘Aflaq, included an important Islamic component. For al-
though Arabs are a minority among Muslims, they have always tended to regard the
main achievements of the Islamic civilizations as their own. Contrary to what occurred
in modern Turkey and in modern Iran, Islam has occupied a crucial place in the concep-
tualization of modern Arab nationalism.'® But it should be emphasized that this is a secu-
larized Islam that was looked at basically as one aspect of the Arab cultural heritage, and
not particularly as a religion.'® And Arab nationalism has not, in any case, succeeded in
realizing its main goal of Arab unity.

2. Socialism and Marxism. The picture here is more complex. The Arab world in par-
ticular has flirted with socialistic ideas and practices. The main and most influential
model, however, was the Nasserist variety, usually called Arab socialism. That experi-
ment represented a type of developmental nationalism that was closer to state capitalism
than it was to socialism. It was paralyzed by the defeat of the regime in 1967 and started
to fade out gradually after Nasser's death in 1970, giving way to an open-door mercantile
economy. Most people believe that socialism has been given a try and has failed; and
other Arab countries that adopted something similar to the Egyptian model (Syria, Alge-
ria, Irag, etc.) are following to some extent or another the same path toward mercantile
economics.

Marxism has also been tried here and there: in Somalia it remains the official doctrine,
though in reality it has, to all intents and purposes, disappeared; in South Yemen
it is dominant now, with a spillover that seems to be reviving in Dhofar. Outside the
Arab world, in Afghanistan, the government is Marxist but is in conflict with rural
traditionalism, which is expressing itself in religious terms. With only the possible
exception of South Yemen it can be said therefore that Marxism does not seem to be
gaining ground in the Muslim world.

Two observations are in order at this point. First, the main struggle of Mus-
lim peoples has been for comprehensive national emancipation. The experi-
mentation with socialism tended to represent an extension in the scope of the
national struggle and was always closely related and subordinate to it (hence
the term ‘*economic nationalism’’ may be more accurate than *‘socialism’’). And
secondly, socialism was no less imported a concept than nationalism was. Like
the latter, socialism (including Marxism) was basically a European concept, in-
troduced — as in the case of the Arab world — by intellectuals exposed to the
French and the Italian cultures.

To some extent therefore, contemporary Islamic movements can be said to
represent a cultural reaction to alien theories that proved, in addition, not to be
very useful. Indeed as the drive toward emancipation becomes increasingly and
genuinely popular, it shows a tendency to be ‘‘less national and more reli-
gious.™’ 17
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For example, the secular outlook, which until the fifties was predominant in
Egypt and the Arab East, seems to be giving way to a more religiously con-
scious political atmosphere. The Copts of Egypt who, between the twenties
and forties, found it possible to get elected to numerous parliamentary seats
representing even predominantly Muslim constituencies, now find it difficult to
win even two or three seats in a whole parliament. In Syria, the failure of the
draft of the present constitution to specify Islam as the state religion was the
cause of a great many violent demonstrations and skirmishes in 1973. There is
also a growing pressure in many countries for increased reliance on religious
laws: in Egypt, for example, the present constitution stipulates for the first time
that the Shari‘a (religious law) is ¢ main source of legislation; however, there is
growing pressure toward changing this item and stating that the Shari‘a is the
main source of legislation.®

But regardless of the technical details it is possible to say that, in their search
for identity and fulfillment, Muslim people are revealing aspects of a turning
away from secular prescriptions (whether nationalist, leftist or whatever) and
are moving toward religiously framed prescriptions. Secular prescriptions are
being increasingly regarded as importations, and unsuccessful importations at
that. Of course it must be remembered that outside Arabia Islam was itself an
importation, but indeed an old importation from thirteen centuries earlier and
one that became deeply rooted in the society and its culture.

Thus it should not be surprising to observe people resorting to Islam as a re-
sult of what they would consider the failure of other options. On one level they
may turn to Islam as a refuge that provides emotional peace and comfort, and
for the certainty and assurance that can be derived from the familiar or the ab-
solute. At another level, Islam may become the spearhead for sociopolitical re-
sistance. Internally this resistance may be launched against what is considered
corruption or injustice in government; externally it may be directed against for-
eign domination. Such domination may represent a cultural threat or challenge
to the indigenous culture, but normally it has also its economic, political, and
strategic burdens. The West, and more specifically the United States of
America, tends usually to be the object of this resistance, and the causes for
this are multiple:

1. There are historical memories of the Crusades and the religious wars; Middle Eas-
terners have a strong sense of history.

2. There are all the sensitivities created by the contradictions between a glorious past
and a miserable present — the injured pride and the sense of grievance and injustice.

3. There is the impact of the European colonial experience, followed by the American
imperialist phase; Middle Easterners saw America as a liberal friendly power until the
early fifties. When it replaced the British and French in the region, the United States
became increasingly regarded as a dominating intruder.

4. There is the intimate and special support given by the West and by America to Is-
rael; this has resulted in bitter feelings, especially among the Arabs.

5. The tendency of Western and American powers to ally themselves with oppressive
or exploitative regimes in the Middle East and the Third World has caused much fear,
doubt, and hatred.
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6. Images of the West as a consumer, a permissive and decadent society prevail in
many Middle East circles, making the West both alluring and despised.

Once Islam is used as a spearhead for a resistance movement, the difficult
and challenging task of launching a real Islamic revolution would revolve
around the possible ways in which Islam can be used in reconstructing society.
Facile commentaries often speak of Islamic *‘fundamentalists’’ trying to *‘turn
back the clock to the Middle Ages.”’ Just incidentally (and ironically) we may
remark here that the Middle Ages — which were the Dark Ages for Europe —
saw the peak of the Arab-Islamic civilization, so it may not be such a bad thing,
given the state of Muslim societies today, to return to some of the cultural and
scientific achievements of the Middle Ages in the Muslim world! Any going
back in time is, of course, impossible, and for this and other reasons one should
use the term *‘fundamentalism’’ with great care: the so-called fundamentalists
are often modernizers and are not as much interested in going back into history
as they are in dealing with contemporary social, economic, and political prob-
lems. Even if they themselves believe that there is only one fundamental truth
in Islam, their interpretations and perceptions of that truth are widely different:
compare, for example, Pakistan and Libya. In any case, the phenomenon in-
creasingly being called the ‘“‘return,’” “‘revival,’” or “‘resurgence’’ of Islam'® is
not entirely, or even basically, related to the nature of Islam as a religion, but
has more to do with the problems and crises of Muslim societies as a part of the
Third World today.

If resistance is taking more of an Islamic form in such countries, it is partly
because Islam represents one of the most entrenched (and therefore least alien)
cultural traits in the society. More practically, however, revolt takes an Islamic
expression because quite often there are no other outlets left in the society for
channeling political demands. In Pahlavi Iran, for example, all possible chan-
nels for political expression were blocked, and even the emerging new class
created by the regime could not express itself politically in terms of interests or
ideas. Islam represented the only opening left for protest, and it was used, one
might suggest, by different groups and powers seeking probably completely dif-
ferent goals and including, among others, the new urban middle class.

To illustrate my argument further, I will turn at this point to a specific exami-
nation of the role of Islamic movements in Egypt, a role that offers interesting
parallels with a country like Iran inasmuch as it represents dissimilarities with a
country like Afghanistan.

THE CASE OF EGYPT

As is to be expected, Islam plays an important role in Egypt.?° Furthermore,
there can be little doubt that what people call the **Islamic trend’’ is growing in
political significance in Egypt today. At least three aspects of the increasing
importance of that Islamic trend can be detected in present day Egypt:

1. There has been growth in religious writing and in the circulation of religious litera-
ture,?! as well as in the manifestations of religious piety (including involvement in Sufi
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orders and dhikr sessions), not only among common people but also among technocrats,
socialists, and other presumably secular groups. Related to this are growing social and
political pressures (partly successful in achieving their goals) for incorporating larger Is-
lamic **doses™" into the constitution, into education, and into social life (the family law,
the prohibition of alcohol, etc.).

2. The political leadership has increasingly relied on religion as a means of legitimiza-
tion.?? Since coming to power, President Sadat has emphasized Muhammad as his first
name, labels himself ‘*the Believer-President,”” ends his political speeches with verses
from the Qur’an, and was able to get the scholars of Al-Azhar recently to issue a furwa
(religio-legal counsel) that endorsed the settlement with Israel.?

3. Religion has played a growing role as a catalyst for sociopolitical revolt. And this is
potentially a more violent type of religious expression. Two main sets of groups fall
into this category: (a) the conventional Muslim Brothers (Ikhwan), who first organized in
the twenties and whom we will call, for lack of a better term, the fundamentalists. They
now seek the right to form a political party, and they enjoy at least an aspect of the right
of expression through publication of two magazines representing the movement: (b) the
newer, smaller, and on the whole more militant groups that represent offshoots from the
mainstream /khwan, or new formations appearing for the first time after the defeat of
1967. These we will call the neofundamentalists.

The Islamic Groups

The most important Islamic movement in the country’s modern history is, of
course, the Muslim Brothers (Al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun). The group was founded
in 1928 and was active in the thirties and forties as a fundamentalist religious
and cultural society with important — and sometimes violent — political activi-
ties that led to more than one crisis before 1952.2¢ The Tkhwan were also subject
to two crises under the Nasserist regime: one in 1954 and one in 1965-1966. In
both cases, large numbers of the group’s leaders and members were arrested
and imprisoned (and of them a handful were executed). Most were later re-
leased, mainly in the seventies.

Ideologically, there are not many basic differences between the older Ikhwan —
the fundamentalists — and the newer Islamic organizations that we are calling
neofundamentalists.?> The main differences seem to lie in the intensity of feel-
ings and in the means they use to achieve their goals. Members of the newer
organizations seem to believe that ungodliness and corruption have spread to
such an extent that they have made the whole society in its present form a hope-
less case, one that cannot be rescued from its jahilivya (total pagan ignorance)
except through radical means (such as — according to some of them - retreat to
the desert or the mountains in preparation for a powerful spiritual conquest to
come).

Concerning the socioeconomic ideas of the Islamic groups, it should be em-
phasized that these ideas should not automatically be identified with a rightist
orientation. It is true that the Muslim establishment has habitually set out to
fight communism, to the point that ¢Abd al-Halim Mahmud, Shaikh al-Azhar in
1976, said that he was *‘specializing in combatting Communism.’'?® And it is
equally true that the press and the publications of the Brothers are full of con-
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demnation of Marxism as an atheistic doctrine. However, there was an unmis-
takable socialist flavor in the writings of Sayyid Qutb.?” The widespread belief
that socialism was tried and failed in Nasser’s Egypt might have reduced to
some extent the attraction of certain of these socialistic ideas, but it would nev-
ertheless be a mistake to assume that the Islamic organizations represent un-
equivocal rightist ideas. If anything, the dominant socioeconomic doctrine of
the Islamic organizations has always tended to be of a corporatist type: their
universalistic religious belief as well as their recent middle-class background
leads them to call for a society of ‘*owners and workers together.’'2®

By most accounts, many of the Islamic groups that exist in Egypt today are
more militant than the Brothers and may represent a less orthodox orientation
similar to what the new left represents within socialist circles. The leaders and
members of these new organizations are either among the very young elements
of the Muslim Brothers who were imprisoned in the mid-sixties, are relatives
(sons, cousins, etc.) of older Brothers, or are complete newcomers who be-
came politically conscious during or after the defeat of 1967.

That occurrence was the most shattering event in Egypt’s contemporary his-
tory. ““Why were we so utterly defeated?”’ — the soul-searching question
echoed all over the country. There were three main interpretative answers as to
the causes of the catastrophe:

1. A socialistic explanation attributed the defeat to a bureaucratic elitist army, reflect-
ing inequality in the society and lack of popular participation, and recommended as a
remedy a "really socialist™" society. This interpretation appealed to only a few among the
intellectuals and the youth. '

2. A technological explanation attributed the defeat to Egypt’s scientific underdevel-
opment in relation to that of Israel and recommended a modernization formula for re-
covery. This was the dominant trend in professional and official circles. The declared
goal from that time on would be to build a modernized state based on science and tech-
nology.

3. A religious explanation attributed the defeat to the lack of piety: **We left God so
God left us.”” The *Jews™’ — as the proponents of this explanation would call the Israelis
— won the war on religious bases, and Muslims should do the same to win. Judging by
what happened later, this interpretation and its as yet untried prescription must have at-
tracted a very wide following indeed in the society. Most neofundamentalist Islamic
groups (as distinct, that is, from the established Muslim Brothers) saw their beginnings
sometime during those years of agony and torment.

The initial warning that the country was entering a new and more religiously
oriented era came during President Nasser’s first public speech after the defeat.
As soon as the secularist Nasser, who had previously spoken very little of reli-
gion, said that religion should play a more important role in the society, the
broken hero was greeted by an exceptionally enthusiastic roar of applause.2®

Another mysterious warning followed a few months afterward. Just about
the time that millions of Egyptians were going to vote in a referendum on an
official document that called for modernization and declared **science and tech-
nology™’ as the state’s official slogan, they were also going in the hundreds of
thousands to a small Coptic church in a Cairo suburb called Zaitun. For there
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*‘the Virgin Mary had appeared in pure light’’ — and went on appearing for sev-
eral months. Al-Ahram published what it called an ‘‘authentic’” photo of the
miracle on its front page. The Coptic clergy declared that the blessed message
was clear, that Mary was saying, ‘‘I know, Egyptians, you are very sad be-
cause you can no longer visit Jerusalem, and that is why I come to you in-
stead.”’ People everywhere in predominantly Muslim Egypt continued to talk
about the phenomenon to such a degree that it was eventually considered by
the authorities to be too dangerous a topic for public discussion and had to be
played down.3®

The full psychological and cultural impact of the creation and consolidation
of Israel on the future of Arab society remains to be seen. Yet there is one feel-
ing that seems to have had an enormous impact on many people during those
sad years (at least from 1967 to 1973), and that is a feeling that the secular for-
mula of Arab nationalism had been challenged and defeated by a ‘*morally infe-
rior’” formula — one that found it appropriate, on the basis of religion alone, to
offer strangers all rights of citizenship as they touch the land of Israel (the
“‘Law of Return’"), while refusing to admit people whose connections with the
land were generations old but who happened to belong to the **wrong’’ religion
(i.e., Muslim and Christian Palestinians). Most Arabs have always gone out of
their way to point out that they were in conflict with Zionism in Israel but that
they had nothing against Jews as such. On the contrary, Israel emphasized that
it represented Jews all over the world and did indeed gain much of their sup-
port; and Israel won, and brought to the Arabs, with defeat, a certain element
of *‘religionization™ of the conflict. In short, therefore, most Egyptians per-
ceived Israel (regardless, of course, of what the Israelis themselves thought of
it) as a country that operated according to a basically *‘religious’” formula, and
many Egyptians started to feel that this formula must be effective if it had led
the Israelis to military victory.?!

The religious symbolism that surrounded the October War of 1973 can be
taken as an illustration of how religion had come more and more to bear on this
problem. The war (known in Egypt as the Ramadan War) was launched in Ra-
madan, the glorious fasting month of the Muslims, the operational code name
for the crossing of the Suez Canal was **Badr,”” the name of one of the battles
fought by the Prophet Muhammad, and there were legends about white angels
fighting in battle on the side of the Egyptians!

A liberal intellectual (Fu'ad Zakariyya) expressed his astonishment: if refer-
ence to metaphysical powers and symbols was understandable at the time of
defeat in 1967, why should it be necessary at the time of **victory’” in 19737 The
comment exposed the man to ridicule from many shaikhs (religious preachers)
and followers, and that is illustrative of the religiously oriented public opinion
that had certainly become prevalent in the society. There were repeated at-
tempts calling for the installation of the shari‘a as the main source of legisla-
tion,? for the obligatory teaching of more religion in schools, and for — among
other things — the forbidding of alcoholic drinks in Egypt.*® Even Shaikh Al-
Azhar, more often a follower rather than an opponent of the government line*
had the courage to send circulars to the prime minister and the speaker of the



The Political Revival of Islam 491

People’s Assembly, stating that ‘‘Islam is not among the types of issues to be
‘considered’ or put at the mercy of discussion in the name of democracy; Islam
is not to be in a waiting position to see whether such discussions will reveal
support or opposition. . . . Whoever accepted [the belief of Islam] voluntarily
and believed in it will have to abide by its canons. . . . No jjtihad [indepen-
dent juristic investigation] is allowed to any human if a shar® text exists.’’35

Islamic fervor was intensifying and, within this atmosphere, the Islamic so-
cieties were becoming larger and stronger and their presence more obvious,
especially in the period following the 1973 war.

But why should this be the case? That is, why did the religious movements
develop so vigorously after 1973, whereas the Egyptian performance was far
and away better than it has been in 1967? The following are possible reasons:

1. People felt a certain amount of disbelief that October 1973 had been as much of a
victory as the official version would have it. Nevertheless, whatever the element of vic-
tory might have been, it was attributed to the degree of religious revival prevailing at the
time.

2. The relative relaxation of political restrictions following the 1973 war might have
enabled the religious movements to reorganize their ranks.

3. The regime had persecuted members of the left. The regime did indeed encourage
the religious trend, as President Sadat tried to create an alternative power base after his
confrontation with the official left in 1971. Since then, the liberal left (including the lib-
eral Marxists) has been deprived of practically all platforms of expression.?¢

On a psychological level, the oil bonanza (or ‘‘*blessing’’) in the basically
Muslim Gulf area, especially in Saudi Arabia with its important religious signifi-
cance, might have had an indirect effect on the revival of Islamic sentiments
among the youth in Egypt. The authorities have claimed that the Islamic orga-
nizations receive financial support from outside sources (hinting at Libya and
Saudi Arabia). This cannot be completely ruled out, and what is more impor-
tant is that these organizations have tried to secure employment in Saudi Ara-
bia for a number of their followers, so that they can finance their various groups
more generously. This does not mean that members of the Egyptian Islamic
organizations would consider Saudi Arabia their ideal Islamic society (indeed
the recent violent events in Mecca would indicate that some of the youth do
not believe that the Saudi political leadership is orthodox and puritan enough),
but most of them may agree that Saudi Arabia represents the nearest available
approximation to an Islamic government. In any case, even if outside quarters
and outside finances have helped a little in the flourishing of Islamic organiza-
tions, their creation was certainly due basically to internal rather than to exter-
nal considerations.

The Neofundamentalists

In everyday political life, the presence of the new Islamic societies (al-
Jama'at al-Islamiyya) is most noticeable on the university campuses: the in-
creasing number of places set aside for prayer, the frequent exhibitions of Is-
lamic literature, the assault on musical and other entertainment occasions
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within the university grounds. Most important of all is the fact that since 1977,
members of the Islamic organizations have managed to win the majority of stu-
dent union posts in the universities, thus relegating the Nasserists — who were
the most powerful in the mid-seventies — to a very minor position.

There is no way of knowing the exact number of the so-called Islamic socie-
ties that exist in Egypt today. These groups also seem to vary in the degree to
which they sanction the use of violence to achieve their goals. However, the
activities of such groups tend to come to public attention when a certain degree
of violence is involved. This happened, for example, during the sectarian trou-
bles in 1972 when their activities took the form of attacks on Coptic churches;
in the food riots of January 1977 when they concentrated on hitting casinos and
nightclubs; and in the antisettlement demonstrations of 1979, when government
officials, secular professors, and Christian students were physically attacked.

A more serious level of violence involves planned or accidental murder, and
three such events in recent years resulted in the revealing of the existence of
three different Islamic organizations of a highly militant character:

1. An armed attack in 1974 on the Technical Military Academy in Cairo led to the un-
covering of the society known by some as **Shabab Muhammad, " under the leadership
of Salih Sariyya.

2. The murder of the former minister of Awqaf, Shaikh al-Dhahabi, in 1977, led to the
discovery of the organization that the government was to call “*Repentence and Re-
treat,”’ under the leadership of Shukri Mustafa.

3. The implantation of explosives in some Coptic churches in Alexandria in January
1980 led to the revealing of " Al-Jihad™" organization, which was under the leadership of
Ali al-Maghrabi.

According to Egyptian official sources, a number of other Islamic organiza-
tions are also believed to exist.?"

But what are the main ideas of the Islamic movements? With a great deal of
generalization — and without forgetting that there are some differences among
the Islamic groups themselves — one can say that the main emphasis remains on
the unity of religion and politics and on the need to apply, even to enforce, the
shari‘a, and on the need for purification and the fighting of “‘corruption,”
mainly through the enforcement of Islamic penalties (hudud).*® Another idea
emphasizes that although non-Muslims should be tolerated and even protected,
they should not have a say in the running of public affairs in an Islamic society.
A certain amount of friction is therefore almost inevitable with non-Muslims.
This takes the form, sometimes, of physical violence — as it did on Coptic
Christmas, 6 January 1980,% and does lead to sharp Coptic reactions.

Internationally, the Islamic movements tend to believe in the existence of a
conspiracy against Islam whose partners are the Jews, the crusaders (i.e., the
Christians), and the atheists (i.e., the communists).*! It follows from this there-
fore that Muslims all over the world should have solidarity with each other as
one unified unima. The most important recent issue was the rejection of the
Egypt-Israel settlement; the Islamic societies spoke out against it in the violent
Islamic demonstrations of 1979, and others expressed their objections in a less
violent way in the Muslim Brothers’ organ, Al-Da'wa. Another important issue
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was support for the Islamic Revolution in Iran and condemnation of Egypt’s
hospitality toward the ex-Shah, which took the form, in March and April 1980,
of demonstrations in Cairo and of more violent skirmishes in Asyut and Alex-
andria.

Such a simplistic representation would certainly do injustice to the teachings
and doctrines of the Islamic movements. Yet however important their doctrine
might be (and there is certainly a lot of effort put into it by the intellectuals and
ideologues), it may not be the most significant and telling of all the aspects of
the Islamic movements. Available reports of trials, always assuming that they
have not been distorted out of all proportion, reveal that members of the Is-
lamic movements are not always particularly knowledgeable about the techni-
calities of their religion. It is possible therefore that many of these people did
not join the various movements basically for doctrinal reasons. If we add to this
an analysis of the socioeconomic background of the membership, we may be
able to suggest that a majority of the members may be joining more for social
and psychological reasons than for strictly ideological (religious) ones. So let us
at this point look at the individuals who join the Islamic movements, first in the
mid-fifties and then, nearly a quarter of a century later, in the late seventies.

Before the fifties, the Muslim Brothers who were brought to trial were mainly
civil servants, teachers, white-collar workers, small merchants, businessmen,
and students. In a list of “*wanted™” Brothers, published by the government in
1954, there were many civil servants, teachers, clerks, workers and craftsmen,
professionals, a few police and army officers, and — as the largest single group —
students; there were quite a few unemployed as well. The hundreds who were
tried in 1954 and 1955 worked at more or less the same types of occupations.
Furthermore, very few of them came from rural areas. A listing of the Brothers’
Consultative Assembly in 1953 showed that out of 1,950 members, only 22
members were not of the effendiyya (urban, European-costumed groups). The
twelve top leaders were of a higher educational, cultural, and possibly social
level. But even among the followers and sympathizers in general who attended
the evening meetings of the society in the early fifties, people wearing either the
informal or the decorated galabiyya (the native dress) were certainly in the ob-
vious minority.*2

A study of the Islamic organization responsible for the murder of the ex-min-
ister of Awqaf in July 1977, identified by the government authorities as al-Tak-
fir w'al-Hijra (Repentance and Retreat or else excommunication and emigra-
tion), reveals that the socioeconomic formation of the Islamic movements has
changed only marginally. Of the forty or so members who were arrested during
the week following the murder, we find the following occupations: seventeen
students, eight civil servants and clerks, four police and army staff, three engi-
neers, three small merchants, one physician, one agronomist, one teacher, and
one or two unemployed. The ages of these members ranged from the early
twenties to the mid-thirties. Among the first twenty-five to be arrested were
seven girls, while among the several hundred members who continued to be
arrested during the following weeks there were at least seventy young women.
So neither can this movement be considered *‘traditional’” in the sense of sep-
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arating men from women and relegating the latter to a purely passive role. Pub-
lished photographs of many members of the organization showed them wearing
either European clothing or formalistic made-up ‘‘Islamic’’ (traditionally non-
Egyptian) dress. Only one of them wore a native costume (galabiyya and
taqiyya).* ‘

The so-called Islamic costume used by the neofundamentalists is quite inter-
esting. It consists for men of an Arabian-style (rather than Egyptian) galabiyya,
normally white but sometimes dark, sandals, and occasionally a long scarf for
the head. The female costume is more intriguing for it is again a made-up ar-
rangement that not only differs from traditional Egyptian dress but also ex-
ceeds the limits required by religious tradition. According to strict Islamic
teaching the woman’s face and hands do not always have to be covered. The
young neofundamentalist girls insist on covering their faces with all-enveloping
veils (nigab) and on wearing gloves, which must not only cause them extreme
discomfort in the heat but must also produce other practical and legal prob-
lems, for example, when they need to establish their identity. The most impor-
tant thing is that this is not really a return to a traditional **‘motherly’’ dress: it is
actually a modern, middle-class urban costume.** Further, given the degree of
physical and social difficulty involved in deciding to wear this unusual dress,
the act of dressing in such a way can be seen, at least in part, as a manifestation
of social or psychological protest.*

Further investigation confirms two points that may be of particular impor-
tance in explaining the emergence and development of religious movements.
The first is that the bulk of the membership are professionals or students of sci-
entific subjects who come from a lower-middle-class background and who are
often first-generation immigrants to the city.4®

The second point is that in spite of their passionate dedication to their reli-
gion, many members of the Islamic movements seem to be poorly informed
about many doctrinal matters in Islam, and it is interesting in this connection to
observe, for example, that while *‘religious’ violence was so rabid among the
students of the national (secular) university in Asyut during 1979, nothing simi-
lar was happening in the religious Al-Azhar University College in the same city,
and the same thing applies to the state of affairs in Cairo and other Egyptian
cities.*

This observation is important in refuting the familiar notion that somehow
identifies fundamentalism with religious, impoverished, rural communities.
Neofundamentalist movements are indeed to be found mainly among middle-
class urban students of the secular universities, not among the religiously edu-
cated students of Al-Azhar’s colleges, who are of lower income strata and of
more recent rural origins.*

It is quite possible, therefore, that, as distinct from the ideologically oriented
leadership, the ranks of the Islamic movements might be at least partly moti-
vated by nonreligious — namely psychological and sociological — considera-
tions. One of these motivations has already been discussed at some length; that
is the psychological torment over the ‘‘national question.’’ Other considera-
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tions relate to existing and expected frustrations over employment and status.*®
For one thing, expansion in university education after 1967 has proceeded,
under popular pressure, at a much higher rate than ever before, and this hap-
pened just at the time when economic activities in general were declining and as
the public sector (the main employer in the country) in particular was being cut
back. This is resulting, among other things, in delayed employment, poor sala-
ries and working conditions, and the increasing likelihood of long-term mass
unemployment of the educated.?®

But, the question is often asked, if these people are motivated by politicopsy-
chological and socioeconomic conditions, why do they not join other political
organizations that would address themselves more directly to such issues? We
have already suggested two possible reasons: the first is that alternative secular
ideologies (right or left) are looked at as imported and alien; and the second is
that very often other outlets for open political expression and action are not
permitted. Another point that relates to these last two is that in a traditional
society, socialization into religion takes place early on, in the home and at the
“‘church.’’ Relatively little effort would be sufficient to politicize this education
at a later stage and to transform religious devotion into religiopolitical activism.
The process would be much more difficult with, say, a socialist organization,
since the process of socialization would have to start from the very beginning
and without much help from primary and informal institutions.

Another of the reasons sometimes suggested for the attraction of the Islamic
organizations is related to the recent arrival in the cities of most followers and
therefore to their dominantly parochial outlook.>! If this is true, then it has be-
come more true in recent years as the population of Cairo alone has grown from
two million just after the Second World War to some ten million in the Greater
Cairo area today.?? This process of overaccelerated urbanization has produced
large numbers of people who are urban but not urbane. Furthermore, such fast
overurbanization tends to be accompanied by a decline in “*morals’” (at least in
their rural concept) as a result of, among other things, unemployment, restless-
ness, and overcrowded housing. And one should not forget, of course, that
among the newcomers to the city were over a million refugees from the Canal
Zone, who had to evacuate, under the impact of war, during the period from
1967 to 1974.

Two other problems, that have been particularly growing under the present
“*Open Door’" economic policy, should be added to the list: soaring inflation
and the not very separate phenomenon of increasing corruption.* Having accu-
mulated this list, just imagine a recent immigrant from a village or a small town
who has to cope with the dismal problems of a city like Cairo (the crowding, the
noise, the crumbling, decayed, and moribund infrastructure, etc.), and who
would on top of all that suspect that, under all kinds of pressures, his father
might not be so correct (financially) and his sister might not be so correct (sex-
ually); is not this the kind of situation that would lead people to search for a
simple, strong, and clear-cut formula that would answer their many disturbing
questions and provide them with certainty and assurance?
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There is much to suggest that ““the resurgence of Islam’’ may not be com-
pletely attributable to purely *‘Islamic’’ reasons; and in this Egypt may not be a
unique case among Muslim countries.

DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE
UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, LOS ANGELES
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