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POLITICAL ISLAM ADDENDUM 

 

 

This observation – which appears indisputable to me – links up with the conclusions that I have drawn from the 

definition of modernity, which I proposed, and from the challenge it constitutes.  

 

Modernity is based on the principle that human beings create their history individually and collectively and that, to 

that effect, they have the right to innovate and to disregard tradition. Proclaiming this principle meant breaking with 

the fundamental principle that governed all the pre-modern societies, including of course that of Feudal and Christian 

Europe. Modernity was born with this proclamation. It had nothing to do with rebirth; it was simply a question of 

birth. The qualification of Renaissance that Europeans themselves gave to history in that era of history is therefore 

misleading. It is the result of an ideological construction purporting that the Greek-Roman Antiquity was acquainted 

with the principle of modernity, which was veiled in the “Middle Ages” (between the old modernity and the new 

modernity) by religious obscurantism. It was the mythical perception of Antiquity that in turn paved the way for 

Eurocentrism, whereby Europe claims to go back to its past, “ to return to its sources” (hence, the Renaissance), 

whereas in fact, it is engineering a break with its own history. 

  

The European Renaissance was the product of an internal social process, the solution found to contradictions peculiar 

to the then Europe through the invention of capitalism. On the other hand, what the Arabs by imitation referred to as 

their Renaissance – the Nahda of the 19th Century – was not so. It was the reaction to an external shock. The Europe 

that modernity had rendered powerful and triumphant had ambiguous effect on the Arab world through attraction 

(admiration) and repulsion (through the arrogance of its conquest). The Arab Renaissance takes its qualifying term 

literally. It is assumed that, if the Arabs “returned” to their sources, as the Europeans would have done (that is what 

they themselves say), they would regain their greatness, even if debased for some time. The Nahda does not know 

the nature of the modernity that enhances Europe’s power. 

 

This is not the place to refer to different aspects and moments marking Nahda’s deployment. I will just state briefly 

that Nahda does not forge the necessary break with tradition that defines modernity.  Nahda does not recognise the 

meaning of secularism, in other words, separation between religion and politics, the condition to ensure that politics 

serves as the field for free innovation, and for that matter, for democracy in the modern sense. Nahda thinks it can 

substitute for secularism an interpretation of religion purged of its obscurantist drifts. At any rate, to date, Arab 

societies are not adequately equipped to understand that secularism is not a  “specific” characteristic of the western 

world but rather a requirement for modernity. Nahda does not realise the meaning of democracy, which should be 

understood as the right to break with tradition. It therefore remains prisoner of the concepts of autocratic State; it 

hopes and prays for a “just” despot (al moustabid al adel) – even if not “enlightened” and the nuance is significant. 

Nahda does not understand that modernity also promotes women’s aspiration to their freedom, thereby exercising 

their right to innovate and break with tradition. Eventually, Nahda reduces modernity to the immediate aspect of 

what it produces: technical progress. This voluntarily over-simplified presentation does not mean that its author is 

not aware of the contradictions expressed in Nahda, nor that certain avant-garde thinkers were aware of the real 

challenges posed by modernity, like Kassem Amin and the importance of women’s emancipation, Ali Abdel Razek 

and secularism, and Kawakibi and the challenge posed by democracy. However, none of these breakthroughs had 

any effects; on the contrary, the Arab society reacted by refusing to follow the paths indicated.  Nahda is therefore 

not the time marking the birth of modernity in the Arab world but rather the period of its abortion.  

 

3. Since the Arab States have not yet embraced modernity, whereas they bear the bunt of the daily challenge, Arabs 

still accept to a large extent these principles of autocratic power, which maintains its legitimacy or loses it in fields 

other than its non-recognition of the principle of democracy. If it is able to resist imperialist aggression – or to give 

that impression --, if it is able to promote a visible improvement of the material living conditions of many, if not all, 

the autocratic power enjoys guaranteed popularity even if it now appears as an enlightened despotic power. It is also 

because Arab societies have not embraced modernity that the latter’s brutal pompous refusal presented as the sole 

ideological theme placed at the centre of the Islamic project can find a favourable echo as powerful as it is known to 

be (cf. Political Islam later on).    

 

Beyond this non-modernity principle, the autocratic power therefore owes its legitimacy to tradition. In some cases, 

this could refer to a tradition of national and religious monarchy like that of Morocco (in which case the specific 

feature consists in the fact that no Moroccan political party questions the eloquent motto of this monarchy – Allah, 
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The Nation, The King) or of a tribal monarchy in the Arabian Peninsula. But there is another form of tradition – the 

one inherited from the Ottoman Empire dominant in the territory between Algeria and Iraq, and therefore influencing 

the largest segment of the Arab world – which I describe as the tradition of “Mameluke power”. 

 

What is it about? It is about a complex system that associated the personalised power of warlords (relatively 

structured and centralised, or otherwise scattered), businessmen and men of religion. I emphasise men, since women 

are obviously not allowed to assume any responsibilities. The three dimensions of this organisation are not merely 

juxtaposed; they are actually merged into a single reality of power. 

 

The Mamelukes are men of war who owe their legitimacy to a certain concept of Islam that places emphasis on the 

opposite of Dar El Islam (Muslim world – a community governed by the rules of peaceful management) / Dar El 

Harb (an extra-Muslim world, the place for the pursuit of Jihad, “Holy War”).  It is not by chance that this military 

concept of political management was fabricated by the conquering Seldjoukide Turks and the Ottomans, who called 

themselves “Ghazi” – conquerors and colonisers of Byzantine Anatolia. It is not by chance that the Mamelukes’ 

system was built from the era of Salah El Dine, liberator of the       

Lands occupied until then by the Crusaders. Populist powers and contemporary nationalists always mention the name 

of Salah El Dine with respectful admiration without ever considering or making any allusion to the ravages of the 

system from which it originated. At the end of the Crusades, the Arab world (which became Turkish-Arab) entered 

into a military feudalisation and isolation process reflecting a decline that put an end to the brilliant civilisation of the 

early centuries of the Caliphate while Europe was beginning to discard feudalism and preparing to embark on the 

invention of modernity  and 

move on to conquer the world. 

 

4. In compensation for this service as protectors of Islam, the Mamelukes gave the men of religion monopoly in the 

interpretation of dogmas, of justice rendered in the name of Islam and in the moral civilisation of the society. 

Relegated to its purely traditional social dimension – respect for rites being the sole important consideration – 

religion is absolutely subjugated by the autocratic power of men of war. 

 

Economic life is then subject to the mood of the military-political authority. Whenever possible, the peasantry is 

directly subjected to the whims of this ruling class and private property is jeopardised (the related principle being 

indisputably sacralised by the fundamental texts of Islam). The proceeds of trade are no less tapped. 

 

The Mameluke ruling class naturally aspired to the dispersion of its autocratic power. Formally responsible to the 

Sultan-Caliph, the Mamelukes took advantage of the long distance then separating them from the capital (Istanbul) to 

personally exercise full powers within the radius of the land under their control. In areas with an age-old tradition of 

State centralisation, such as Egypt, there have been successive attempts to discipline the whole military corps. It is 

not by chance that Mohamed Ali established his centralised authority by massacring the Mamalukes, but only to re-

establishing a military–real estate aristocracy under his personal authority from that time onwards. The Beys of Tunis 

tried to do likewise on a more modest scale. The Deys of Algiers never succeeded in doing so. The Ottoman 

Sultanate did so in turn, thereby integrating its Turkish, Kurdish and Armenian provinces of Anatolia and its Arab 

provinces of historic Syria and Iraq under an authority “modernised” that way. 

 

Just modernisation? Or just a modernised autocracy? Enlightened despotism? Or just despotism? The fluctuations 

and variants are situated in this range, which does not usher in anything making it possible to go beyond. 

 

Certainly, the typical autocratic model of Mameluke had to reckon with the numerous and diverse realities that 

always defined the real limits. Peasant communities that took refuge in their fortified mountains  (Kabylians, 

Maronites, Druzeans, Alaouites, etc.), Sufi brotherhoods    

almost everywhere and tribes obliged the dominant authorities to reach a compromise with and tolerate the rebellious 

groups. The contrast in Morocco between Maghzen and Bled Siba is of a similar nature. 

 

Have the forms in which power was exercised in the Arab world changed so much to justify the assertion that those 

described here belong to a distant past? The autocratic State and the related forms of political management certainly 

exist to date, as will be seen later. However, they are beset with a profound crisis that has already curtailed their 

legitimacy, as they were increasingly incapable of meeting the challenges posed by modernity. Some of the 
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testimonies in this regard are the emergence of political Islam, overlapping political conflicts as well as the 

resumption of social struggles.      

 

 
 


