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Foreword
by
Roy P. Mottahedeh

It is a great pleasure to introduce Hamid Enayat’s Modern Islamic Political
Thought to a new generation of readers. Political thought is by its nature a
diffuse subject stretching from political philosophy to everyday sentiments
on proper and/or necessary political order. Its history may be written with
a view to emphasising the continuity of a tradition or the pressures of
immediate political circumstances on the Islamic political thinkers
considered.
Hamid Enayat was a scholar of great depth and breadth. He was a social
as well as an intellectual historian and in his preface he acknowledges that
hundreds more pages would be needed to place the books he considers in
the full day-to-day context in which they appeared. By and large he omits
this day-to-day context.
Enayat’s book is, nevertheless, a classic because he chose clearly defined
topics and wrote about them with insight and great learning. He was
unusually well-placed to do so. He had devoted his life to intellectual
history and was as well-read in secular as in Islamic sources. His
translations into Persian of Aristotle and Hegel are still much admired.
Moreover, he was one of the very few scholars who truly knew both Arabic
and Persian. His enormous reading in these languages created a book that
emphasised not only the old stand-bys such as Rashı̄d Ridā and Tabātabā‘ı̄
but also somewhat less well-known authors such as Muhibb ad-Din alKhatı̄b and Khālid Muhammad Khālid.
The clearly defined areas of interest that he chose to treat in this book,
such as Shı̄‘ı̄ -Sunnı̄ disputes and the arguments over the caliphate in the
twentieth century, are masterfully done. The light cast on many of these
subjects has never been surpassed. In particular, his treatment of Shı̄‘ı̄sm in
all periods has detail and nuance that repay many readings. It is the
continuing relevance of the categories he suggests that makes his book
essential reading for contemporary students of political thought. When he
proposes that the ‘basic’ mood of Shı̄‘ı̄sm (allowing for many exceptions)
was: ‘particularism, esotericism, historicism, idealism, a pessimistic
conception of human nature, a paradoxical apathy in politics, and
emotionalism’ (p.30), one recognises that this is a well-thought through
catalogue with which one might disagree, yet which one would be foolish
to disregard. In similar ways Enayat’s classifications and points of view
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x

MODERN ISLAMIC POLITICAL THOUGHT

find continuing relevance in suggesting categories and perspectives, the
importance of which continues to impress.
The book has another unusual advantage in that, while being generally
objective in its portrayal of modern Islamic thought, it is written by an
‘insider’ who is intellectually engaged with his sources and not by an
‘antiquarian’ who describes discussions which have no value whatsoever in
and of themselves. He even enters into some of the arguments, for example
his defence of the ideas of Ali Abd ar-Rāziq.
Thanks to his engagement with the intellectual history he discusses, the
scholarship with which he illuminates the topics he chooses and the very
precise yet handsome language in which he expresses himself, his work
nearly becomes a primary source itself to which we necessarily return. In
spite of later developments and recent detailed studies of the figures he
treats, Hamid Enayat leaves us with a vision which any serious student of
this subject must reckon. Readers of this book will join his many admiring
students, colleagues and friends in regretting that we lost him so early in his
life.
Roy P. Mottahedeh
Professor of History
Center for Middle Eastern Studies
Harvard University

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
sociology 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 intellectuals
who may deserve serious study in other perspectives, but it arises from the
conviction that in any effort to understand, let alone criticise, 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 without
first ascertaining the extent to which his credal, epistemological and
methodological premises have ensured the continuity of Islamic thought.
Otherwise, one is apt to allow fascination with novelty to keep oneself from
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
événementielle, but also because ideas seem to have a life of their own:
people, especially 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 capacity for mordant cynicism.
The book starts with an introduction outlining the way in which the
traditional heritage has impinged on the development of modern thoughts,
or can make them cogent and appealing to religious-minded audiences.
This is followed by a study of the political differences between the two
main schools or sects in Islam – Shı̄‘ı̄sm and Sunnı̄sm, and especially on
the two-fold process of conflict and concord between them. The main
intention is to show that the relationship between the two has been slowly
changing in recent times, at least in the realm of political doctrines, from
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confrontation to cross-sectarian fertilisation. This approach later reemerges 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 of the
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, modern ideologies of nationalism,
democracy and socialism.
Contemporary Islamic political thought cannot be properly appreciated
without a knowledge of that set of doctrinal reformulations and reinterpretations 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 Shı̄‘ı̄ 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 of the 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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On the System of Transcription, Dates, etc.
For the sake of consistency, Arabic and Persian words have been transliterated both according to the same system, except that the vowel of the
Arabic definite article has been given the value ‘u’ in Persian names and
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words (hence Fad.lullāh instead of Fad.l Allāh), and the consonantal vāv
has been rendered as ‘v’ for Persian and ‘w’ for Arabic words. The main
consideration throughout has been to convey exact phonetic structure.
Some inconsistencies have, however, inevitably occurred either because of
the necessity of observing the common usage, or in quotations, or owing to
the different systems of transliterating Turkish words.
Most years before the sixteenth century have been given according to
both the lunar Islamic calendar and the Christian calendar, separated by a
stroke. The years after that have been given in the text only according to the
Christian calendar.
Translations of the Qur’ānic verses are from J. M. Rodwell, The Koran
(London, 1861), unless they are paraphrased.
H.E.
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