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Islamists and communists: A history of Arab 
convergenze parallele 

Luz Gómez García

In 1919, amidst the discussion on the future of the Arab territories within the 
Ottoman Empire after the Paris Conference, Muhammad Rashid Rida pub-
lished an article in the magazine Al-Manar with the title ‘Socialism, Bol-
shevism and Religion’ (1919).1 By that time, Rida had already taken the 
doctrinal postulates of the Islamic reformism of his master, the Egyptian 
sheykh Muhammad Abduh, to a prominently political dimension, the 
common framework that nowadays we refer to as ‘Islamism’, or perhaps it 
would be more accurate to call it ‘Islamisms’ due to the ideological plurality 
of its expressions. Al-Manar was a theoretical laboratory of the political 
Islam/Islamism that in the following years was institutionalized in very dif-
ferent ways through the foundation of the association of the Muslim Brothers 
in Egypt (1928) and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (1932). Rida, who was 
born in Ottoman Syria and today Lebanon, set up in Egypt and became the 
mentor of his Saudi contemporaries, broke down in this article the main 
points of what would become during the 20th century a meandering rela-
tionship between Islamists and socialists/communists. Not even the fall of the 
Berlin Wall in 1989 or the post-Islamist dribblings of the Muslim youth in the 
21st century has dismantled the common imaginary that, even if protested by 
both sides, has proven to have great performative soundness. This experience 
reminds us of what Aldo Moro called, within the Italian context of the 1960s, 
convergenze parallele (convergent parallels): two political projects that move 
forward in different paths, parallel but also bound to meet.2 The imaginary of 
the convergence between Islamists and communists and its performances 
during the last century will be analysed in these pages.

 The imaginary: when the circumstantial becomes chronic

The imaginary dimensions of the connections between Islamism and com-
munism follow both from the reading of Marxism carried out by the Islamists 
and from the selective Islam that the Arab communists sometimes recur to.
Rashid Rida’s interpretation of the Bolshevik revolution was a breakthrough 
as it came ahead of the time of the Islamist and communist activism during 
the Second World War, and influenced future approaches to Marxism by



Rida begins by distinguishing between the Bolshevik acts and institutions
‘that do not comply with the rules of Islam’ and its philosophy. He points out
that, while in the first elements the Bolsheviks are not different from the
Europeans, Ottomans and Egyptians, the main aim of the Bolsheviks unites
them with the Muslims against the others, as ‘the success of the Socialists will
end the slavery of the people, all of them workers’ (Rida, 1919: 254).

The use of language in this text is important regarding the future rhetoric
of Islamists. Rida adopts the term ‘socialist’ (ishtiraki) as a synonym of
‘Bolshevik’ (balshafiki), but he never uses ‘communists’ (shuyu‘i), establishing,
therefore, what would be one of the distinctive signs of the relationship
between Islamists and socialism: the categorical rejection of ‘communism’ as
related to ‘atheism’, the main doctrinal obstacle in the relationship of both
movements. As for the meanings, Rida upholds that ‘socialism’ is equal to
‘majority’, a translation of the Russian word ‘Bolshevik’, and that this
majority are the ‘workers’. Based on this identification, he claims that ‘99% of
the planet inhabitants are Socialists or Bolsheviks’, and that this majority
‘demands that the world peace is built on solid and fair foundations, and that
the workers of anywhere in the world are guaranteed decent life conditions’
(Rida, 1919: 255). The main novelty is that these workers that were silent are
now aware of their power: in Russia ‘they have created the first popular gov-
ernment in the world’ and the rest of the world’s workers support them,
‘Everything is in the hands of the people. It is them who can make the world
move forward and the general revolution seek for justice and peace’ (Rida,
1919: 256).

Finally, based on this interpretation of socialist Bolshevism, Rida claims
that the establishment of a new society requires the conquest of the state and
the redefinition of the homeland. In terms of Islamic history, this means that
the time for reform (islah) started in the second half of the 19th century would
have come to an end and that the time for revolution (thawra) has already
started. This is 20 years before Albert Hourani’s closure of the Liberal age
and more than 30 before Mohamed Arkoun’s thawra time. Moreover, Rida
puts an end to eight centuries of doctrinal stagnation of political theory of
power in Islam established by al-Ghazali’s orthodoxy in the 12th century: ‘To
force the ruler to fulfil the Islamic mandate does not fall to the subjects, as
this would provoke internal conflicts and would spread iniquity and, in that
way, bigger dangers would arise’ (al-Ghazali, s.d.: 2, 371).

In the Bolshevik imaginary described by Rida four elements stand out: the
feud regarding the West; universalism; the central position of the workers
within the social body; and the goodness of revolutionary change. The

Muslim thinkers. Based on Rida, there are two constants regarding these 
approaches: acceptance of the historical materialism, but not the dialectical 
one; and distinction between communism and socialism in order to reject the 
former and redefine the latter. Thus, socialism is taken as the path to freedom 
and equality through progress and democracy, according to the cultural and 
structural conditions of each society.



similarities regarding the Salafist ideology that he transmitted in the magazine 
Al-Manar are obvious.3 As a synthesis, these parallelisms can be drawn: the 
decadence of the Muslim societies is at the same time cause and con-sequence of 
the Western colonial voracity, and this decadence has deepened as the Muslim 
communities have moved away from the teachings of the first Muslims; the 
strength of the Muslim people resides in its unity, embodied in the umma (the 
universal community of all the believers), in which every indi-vidual takes part 
in living according to the sharia (Islamic rule); and a new re-Islamizing force 
must overcome submission to an unfair ruler that the fiqh (Islamic 
jurisprudence) established. Rida, fascinated by the Bolshevik revolu-tion, seems 
to advocate for a mass revolution in this last proposal, even though his work as 
a whole stands more for the leader role of a ‘fair despot’.

It is significant that the conjunction of interests with the socialists described 
by Rida is circumstantial and that it is the pressure of the circumstances that 
determines this relationship and its ideological production. As Marx pointed
out in 1845: ‘the production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse
of men, the language of real life’ (Marx, 1845). Rida’s article is not a list of 
shared essential principles. However, we would add that mental productions as 
a result of circumstances become chronic and take part in the configura-tion of 
new ideas. To a large extent, the history of the relationship of Islamists and 
communists is determined by this first moment that is reflected in Al-Manar.

Half a century later, Maxime Rodinson proved how it is possible to submit 
Islamism and communism to a common analytical paradigm as both, as
ideological movements, belong to the same category (Rodinson, 1972: 130–
80). Among what they share, there is the aspiration of a society without 
exploitation or oppression and the belief that claims that the integral appli-
cation of the theoretical principles established by their founders will create 
this society. Both movements have also given rise to the foundation of various 
organizations. Nevertheless, the model projection is what sets them apart, as 
communism projects itself towards the future and Islamism looks back 14 
centuries. Starting from the analytical scheme proposed by Rodinson, we are 
going to examine some of the Arab Islamist/communist performances for a
century. Rodinson’s Hegelian frame has been reformulated by adding to its 
three kinds of relationship (crash, conciliation and coexistence), with a fourth 
would overcome the dialectic: the defection from communism to Islamism, in 
which the parallels of the famous metaphor of Aldo Moro converge more 
clearly than ever.

Performances: the staging of the Islamism–communism relationship

As Rodinson points out, the call of communists and Islamists to transform 
the world and the dynamics and trajectories of their relationship in the 
medium term have depended overall on the strategies of national struggle in



each country, on the circumstances of international geopolitics and on the 
influence of propaganda in each movement.

One of the main characteristics of the imaginary shared by communists 
and Islamists is its revolutionary potential. This did not go unnoticed by 
the attentive eye of Bernard Lewis at the beginning of the Cold War. Lewis 
warned the United States administration in terms of security that many 
problems could derive from an entente cordiale between Muslims and 
communists (Lewis, 1954: 2). Lewis was not wrong even if his intentions 
were questionable. In April 1955 the Conference of the Non-Aligned took 
place in Bandung: in the collective imaginary we have a picture of Nasser 
and Sukarno, were both leaders of the main Muslim countries, promoting a 
new way of diplomacy and world order along with the Yugoslavian socialist 
Tito and the Indian member of a nationwide party Nehru. The leaders of 
what later has been known as the Non-Aligned Movement looked for a 
‘world that could not be’ (Prashad, 2008), but, before and after Bandung, 
Islamists and communists kept on defying, both together and separately, 
the illustrated liberal model that had led the Arab world to its state of 
dependence.

Crashes, conciliations and coexistence between communists and Islamists 
have been produced simultaneously since the 1920s. The Rodinson scheme 
does not respond to diachronic criteria, but to a structural one. The turning 
point between the different relationship forms is determined by the role given 
to two fundamental factors: religion and nation. The major importance 
granted by the communists to anti-religious struggle, mainly at the level of 
the infrastructure, the bigger the distance towards the Islamists would 
become. When it comes to the national question, it works the other way 
round: the more importance granted to national struggle, the bigger the 
understanding. In addition to these general assumptions, other factors deter-
mine the interaction, up to the point that the history of the convergenze par-
allele between Communists and Islamists makes a distinctive form of Arab 
post-modernity in the 1980s: a civic Islamism with Gramscian roots.

     Between coexistence and collaboration

The coexistence between communists and Islamists, embodied in their mutual 
recognition, is based on a shared positioning regarding three main issues. 
These are: opposition to liberal democracy; the planning of productive econ-
omy; and the participation of women in political activism. As we will see, 
sometimes these were main scopes for collaboration, but they were usually 
transversal topics. Even if these three positions favoured tactical under-
standings and meetings in certain circumstances, they did not transcend to 
common strategies that would defy the regimes in force with a wide social 
front. They eased a pacific coexistence and a collaborative entente between 
movements in different moments, but they did not ease the revolutionary 
understanding that Rida seemed to long for. The conciliation, in terms of



‘Islamic Socialism’ (al-Ghazali, 2005 [1961]) or ‘objective Marxism’ (Laroui,
1967), will be more of a theoretical work than a factual reality.

The communist and Islamist rejection to bourgeois-liberal democracy in
the years prior to the Second World War united them in their declared
opposition to the first post-colonial regimes (in Egypt and Iraq, mainly) and,
after the war, channelled a popular discontent that revitalized both move-
ments. They also shared their stances in favour of the nationalization of the
productive structure and the role of the revolutionary avant-garde in the mass
mobilization.

In Egypt an example of this convergence is the successful ‘piaster cam-
paign’ to build an Egyptian factory of tarbush, led by a university student,
Ahmad Husain. In the world economic recession, its motto was ‘Political
independence will derive from economic independence’, and Egyptians of
every political positioning joined the campaign. A year later, in 1933, Ahmad
Husain founded an Islamist association with Mussolinian characteristics in
organization and doctrine, the so-called Young Egypt (Jankowski, 1975: 11–
13). Nevertheless, the war exacerbated the differences regarding the political
positioning: while the anti-fascism of communists put them on the Allied side,
the anti-British nationalism of the Islamists, led by the Muslim Brothers, took
them to the Italian-German side. Once the war was finished, it was easier for
the communists to link the political revolution to anti-imperialism, so the
national liberation built a bridge again with the anti-British patriotism of the
Islamists. Both got involved in a growing anti-system activism and shared
barricades in street revolts. The repression provoked by the war in Palestine
(1948–9) did not distinguish between the movements either (Fawzy-Rossano,
1997: 71).

In 1949 the Young Egypt turned into the Socialist Party of Egypt. The
socialism of the new party was defined by Ahmad Husain as ‘the socialism
that lies in the essence of Islam and in the heart of its preaching’ (al-Bishri,
1983: 390). The motto ‘God, people’ substituted the old one, ‘God, king,
nation’. In the parliament of 1950, the only representative of the party, Ibra-
him Shukri, defended the reduction of agricultural property to 50 feddans; a
cooperativism at the agricultural, industrial and commercial levels that would
allow for state economic planning; and the nationalization of companies vital
for the country, such as water, oil or transport. In Ahmad Husain’s view, the
struggle for real independence and the end to British prerogatives in Egypt
(above all the defence policy and the control of the Suez Canal) was a strug-
gle against capitalism, the ultimate cause of colonialism. However, he estab-
lished an essential difference between socialism and communism: the relation
with the past. According to Husain, the communist atheism led the Egyptian
communists to reject their country’s past, whereas the acceptance of this
Islamic past made the socialists consider religion the basis of society: ‘We
must adore God through the service to the people, freeing them from fear,
ignorance, illness and misery’, claimed Ahmad Husain (al-Bishri, 1983: 393).
The popularity of this message was notorious and the newspaper of the party,



Also in 1949 the Egyptian Communist Party was founded. The communists
experienced after the war what is usually called the ‘Egyptianization’ of the
movement, that is, a reconfiguration of its leadership in order to put Muslims
and Copts in top positions, displacing the Jews, the majority in the Egyptian
communism of the 1930s (Botman, 1985). The reason adduced was the need
to channel a greater popular rooted party; in the background lay Moscow’s
intention to overturn the Trotskyism of significant members of Egyptian
communism. The divided positioning of the different Egyptian communist
movements regarding internationalism and the creation of the State of Israel
facilitated the task. Moscow and the French Communist Party’s misleading
strategies ended up provoking the split from the Democratic Movement for
National Liberation, led by the Jewish-origin Henri Curiel, of a group of
‘Arab Egyptians’. They were led by Ismail Sabri Abdallah and Fouad Mursi,
and refunded the Egyptian Communist Party at the end of 1949 (Gallissot,
2009: 55).

Nevertheless, beyond coexistence, the first organic collaborations between
communists and Islamists were produced to the warmth of post-war pacifism
and the creation of local Arab sections of the World Peace Council. In Egypt,
the movement Ansar al-Salam (Friends of the Peace) was founded in 1950,
with a clear pluralist vocation. Members of the progressive trends of the
whole political spectrum were involved. Ansar al-Salam was the first experi-
ment of a big coalition of opposing forces united by a common aim: a radical
change in the political system. According to al-Bishri, an important part of its
success in Egypt, unlike other Arab countries, was due to the incorporation of
prominent persons, including leftist militants from the Wafd (Delegation)
Party (like Aziz Fahmi), some Muslim Brothers (like the sheykh al-Sayfi) and
leaders of the Socialist Party of Egypt (as the aforementioned Ahmad
Husain) and of the National Party (such as Fathi Radwan) (al-Bishri, 1983:
439). Moreover, there were women from different movements (Fawzy-
Rossano, 1997: 80), including the communists Didar Fawzy-Rossano of
the Egyptian Movement for National Liberation and Inji Aflatun from Iskra.
Its newspaper, al-Katib, reached 22,000 copies. Ansar al-Salam had a clear
international vocation, and this was given as a reason to deny its legalization
under the charge of being a communist association.

An extract of Didar Fawzy-Rossano’s memoirs is illustrative of this period
convergenze parallele between Islamists and communists for organization and
action methods, especially through the active participation of women:

Zeinab al-Ghazali, leader of the Muslim Sisters, was a great ally for
almost a decade. She had a strong character and was very elegant with
her hijab and her white long robes of hajja. She was totally committed to
political action and supported publically avant-garde standings. She was
proud of being a member of a well-rooted family, which had members in

al-Ishtirakiyya (The Socialism), from 1951 al-Sha‘b al-Jadid (The New 
People), reached a relevant diffusion.



(Fawzy-Rossano, 1997: 80)

The Free Officers Revolution of 1952 transformed this situation completely.
The communist and Islamist women saw that the active role that they had
been playing in their parties and associations before the revolution had no
equivalent in the ways of representation established by the new Republican
regime. Moreover, the women’s demands were set aside in order to achieve
national independence with a male face. Didar Fawzy-Rossano wrote in her
memoirs about the short hopeful interregnum after the coup d’état in 1952:

The feminist group of Doria Shafik and Neemat Rashed demanded the
right to organize within a political party; we demanded the admission of
women within the parties (it has to be said that until then, except from
Communism and Islamism, we hadn’t had the right to be politically active).
However, since January of 1953 we had to resume the underground work.

(Fawzy-Rossano, 1997: 89–90)

The coexistence, collaborative at intervals, that occurred between communists 
and Islamists during the Monarchy period disappeared due to their different 
fates in the 1960s: the United Egyptian Communist Party split off when the 
communists were restored, while repression against the Muslim Brothers rose 
in the Nasserist jails.

   From interpreting the world to transforming it: conciliation through Islam

The exploitation of Islam in order to reconcile the communist project with the 
national struggle was a strategic need that the different Arab communist 
movements embraced from their very beginning. As shown in Husain Mur-
uwa’s huge study Materialistic Trends in Arab-Islamic Philosophy (2002), it was 
not difficult to find in the turaz, the Arab-Muslim cultural heritage, ele-ments 
for the ideological conciliation that could promote the association, in 
Gramscian terms, of a ‘new historical bloc’.

As soon as December 1943–January 1944, Khalid Bakdash, a Syrian com-
munist leader, gave this eloquent speech in the congress of the 
Communist Party of Syria and Lebanon:

And, in the field of national culture (ath-thaqafa al-qawmiyya), we [the
Syrian-Lebanese communists] have done our duty to the utmost of our

all legal, political and clandestine associations (her sister Hekmat and her 
brother Mohammad were Communists; the elder brother, a high-level 
public servant). In this time, Zeinab attended official invitations from 
Moscow. As Khalid Muhammad Khalid, a young sheykh who took part 
in the meetings of the Egyptian Feminist Union and combined Islam and 
Socialism; he had just published a work in which the clericalism was 
beaten and that caused a scandal (Min huna Nabda’).



ability. We have sought inspiration from the Arab patrimony of freedom
(at-turath al-horr al-arabi) and we have cherished the best elements of
wisdom and tradition from our Arab forefathers in the bosom of our
national liberation movement. We have adopted in our political struggle
that noble verse (al-´aya al-karima): ‘Their concern is the deliberation
between them’ (Coran, XLII, 36/38) and that illustrious hadith: ‘He who
helps the oppressor will have the power of Allah against him’; we have
made ours the words of Omar ibn al-Khattab: ‘The most miserable ruler
is that who push his citizens to become miserable’ and Khalid ibn al-
Walid, whose abnegation and devotion are an admirable example to
posterity: ‘I do not fight for Omar!’, and so Arab caliph Omar ibn Abd
al-Aziz’s words: ‘Allah sent Mohammad to show the true path, not to
levy taxes’, and the words of Jubran Khalil Jubran: ‘My idol is free-
dom’… and many other Arab maxims and sayings which have become
our mottoes. We have begun to grow because we, unlike some others, do
not fear the possibility that such mottoes will reach into the life of the
people, that the masses will assimilate them and call for their practical
application in their national and social life.

(Rodinson, 1972: 173)

And as Gallissot points out, since 1970 socialism in Syria, Algeria and Iraq
also covered itself with references to Arab heritage, references that were
mainly Islamic (Gallissot, 1978: 258).

The resort to Islam was not only rhetoric but also strategic, and the
communists turned to it in order to bypass the dialectical materialism by
means of appropriating historical materialism. It was a complete turn of
Marxist orthodoxy on revolution, and was quickly adopted by new political
trends. Thus, Nasserism naturalized the strategy of ‘the need of undertaking
two revolutions at the same time’, in Nasser’s words in Falsafat al-thawra
(Philosophy of the Revolution), which meant to reject completely the class
struggle for achieving it (Nasser, 1996: 33). Nasserism substituted the class
struggle with the unity of the body nation (which depending on the circum-
stance was an Egyptian, an Arab, an African or a Muslim nation) always
devoted to revolutionary change. Baathism shared with Nasserism this
express rejection of Marxism, even though both claimed that ‘scientific
socialism’ was the true socialism. Nasserite school books referred to it as
‘state socialism’ or ‘white socialism’, in opposition to ‘red socialism’, the
Communist or atheist type (Carré, 1974: 308). Khalid Muhammad Khalid,
‘our shaykh’ according to the communist Didar Fawzy-Rossano, provoked
the anger of al-Azhar when he talked in 1950 about a fair, mature, moderate
and tolerant socialism, advocate of freedom and equality. This socialism
would bring progress and democracy when religion got rid of the trickery
(Khalid, 1979 [1950]). Communists and Islamists saw themselves trapped in
this kind of Muslim revolutionary nationalism with which they shared aims:
‘Revolution is Islam and Islam is revolution’, the leftist Islamic philosopher



Hasan Hanafi, advocate of the ‘organic unity’ of Nasserism and Isla, would
summarize later (1991: 128).

In addition to an ideological and strategic tool, Islam was also a tool for
the reconfiguration of the communist movement at an organic level. Until the
war in Palestine in 1948, the communist associations of the Middle East had
an important affiliation of Jewish and Christian members, but at the end of
that decade the instructions from Moscow called for an ‘Arabization’ of Arab
communism’s leadership. In a broad sense, ‘Arabization’ was equal to ‘Mus-
limization’, even though Arab communists have wanted to play down this
reality. Thus, in the opinion of Rif`at al-Sa´id, the representative par excel-
lence of Egyptian communism in the second half of the 20th century, the
foreignization of Egyptian communism had been the natural consequence of
the repression suffered by the first communists under the semi-colonial Mon-
archy regime, as it was easier for members of the foreign communities, among
them the Jews, to escape it as they were under a special jurisdiction (al-Sa‘id,
1986: 86–7). According to this argument, the renewed Egyptianization would
have been an equally natural process. In the opinion of Anouar Abdel Malek,
the Egyptianization was positive as it encouraged an encounter with the
worker movement, which in 1945 witnessed the foundation of the first leftist
trade union federations (Abdel Malek, 1967: 43). It is meaningful that Said
and Abdel Malek, well-known Marxists, keep the underlying confessional
conflict silent while other intellectuals, who are no less Marxist themselves
but have more heterodox ways of reflection, such as Didar Fawzi-Rossano or
Inji Aflatun, do not silence it at all but criticize it as a liberal-bourgeois con-
cession (Fawzy-Rossano, 1997; Aflatoun, 2001.

On the other hand, an unforeseen consequence of this Arabization/
Muslimization, induced to a greater or lesser degree, was that it served as a
salutary lesson regarding the true internationalization of the communist
movements that were left out of institutionalization. Something similar hap-
pened to the Muslim Brothers, who were opposed to the conciliation with
Nasserism and who suffered jail time and exile.

Regarding the communists, the new internationalization forged in exile
determined the future of communism in the margins of capitalism and even
the Soviet hegemony. It is usually a marginalized event in the historiography
of this period that the first movements in favour of the alter-globalization
were born from Arab communism, as it is reflected in the biography of the
Egyptian Henri Curiel (Perrault, 2006; Gallissot, 2009), the first ‘citizen of
the Third World’ (Perrault, 1998). Even though this new way of collective
action did not crystallize, or it has not yet done so at an institutional level, it
has been at boiling point since the revolts of 2011 (Galián, 2015).

When it comes to the Islamists, the lack of channels for participation in the
Nasserite or Baathist system and the massive exile of Egyptian and Syrian
Islamists to Saudi Arabia in the 1970s delocalized Islamism. First, the
Muslim Brothers ‘grafted’ the Saudi Wahhabism with their Mediterranean
Islamism (Menoret, 2004: 90) and, afterwards, globalization arrived (Gómez



In 1962 the Iranian intellectual Yalal Al-e Ahmad coined the expression
‘occidentosis’ (garbzadeghi) (1984). He gave it a secular meaning but at the
same time it reflected a widespread opinion among Islamists, although it
lacked a precise signifier. Grosso modo, ‘occidentosis’ would be the illness of
the Third World, intoxicated both by capitalism and communism, worldviews
foreign to Third World history, thinking and material facts. Islamists have
resorted to the occidentosis explanation in very different ways. For an enligh-
tened Islamist such as the Egyptian Tariq al-Bishri, tagrib, the compulsory
conversion to the Western worldview, explains Islamist radicalization and its
violent drift at the hands of the Egyptian Jama‘at Islamiyya at the end of the
1970s; even more, he warned about the imminence of a new Al-Andalus if
the Arab world did not face the tagrib in all its ways (al-Bishri, 1986: 59). For
the Muslim Brothers, behind the ‘occidentosis’ there is the ‘hand of Israel,
America, Zionism, Masonry and international Communism’, who are allied
in order to prevent the Muslim people from looking for independent ways of
development (al-Sha‘b: 7 June 1988).4 For the Jama‘at Islamiyya, when con-
fronted by the Muslim Brothers because of their pro-Iraqi positioning during
the Gulf War in 1991, even the Muslim Brothers were communists due to
their totalitarian strives when they proclaim themselves the sole representatives
of the umma and its rebirth (Al-Nur: 13 October 1990).

Regarding religion, the well-known passage on religion as people’s opium
in Marx and Engels’ ‘Introduction’ to A Contribution to the Critique of
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right is an obstacle that is difficult to ignore: ‘Religious
misery is, at one and the same time, the expression of real misery and the
protest against real misery. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature,
the soul of a heartless world, as well as the spirit of spiritless conditions. It is
the opium of the people’ (Marx, 1844).

The Arab Marxists have tried to elude this passage emphasizing Islam as a
national imprint, aside of its religious character. They appointed Islam as a
strategic value when it came to positioning themselves against cultural reli-
ance. Thus, at the end of the 1960s the Moroccan philosopher Abdallah
Laroui ventured to defend ‘objective Marxism’ as ‘the necessary consequence
of the ideologies in motion in the Arab societies’, an ideology favoured
among others by the Arab people as it is more critical towards ‘the bourgeois

García, 2011: 26), whose consequences have been the Al-Qaeda network and 
the foundation of ISIS.

         Ideological conflicts and tactical confrontations

When the Soviet Union collapsed, the Islamist thinkers who were con-
noisseurs of Marxism understood that the facts proved that they were right 
when they denied the scientific validity of dialectical materialism. The vision 
opposed to religion in the philosophy of the praxis and the central role given 
to the class struggle were pointed as the reasons for the failure of communism. 
The Occidentosis theory, they said, had anticipated it.



West’ (Laroui, 1967: 153). Only recently some Marxist scholars, such as the
Lebanese Gilbert Achcar, have reinterpreted the above passage. Achcar has
emphasized that Marx did not develop the part of the exposition that makes
reference to religion as ‘protest against real misery’, and he upholds that if
Marx had done it he should have written the following: ‘It is, at one and the
same time, the opium and the cocaine of the people’ (Achcar, 2013: 15).
Cocaine, as Achcar explains, works as a stimulator in the nervous system and
provokes a feeling of great energy and euphoria, which can lead to a praxis
like the one that, ironically, wants to change the world thanks to religion, as
does Islamic fundamentalism. Achcar’s criticism of the Islamists is more
devastating in contrast to his defence of the Liberation theology.

As for class struggle, communists and Islamists have fought from the 1930s
for leading the avant-garde among workers, with different strategies and
opposing goals.

For the communists, the main aims were their implantation in the factories
and the organization of an independent trade union movement, which was
not an easy task in the early context of the independences (Ortega Fuentes,
2016: 49–57). Class struggle was subordinated to the common national
struggle. In this sense, the word ‘people’ (sha‘b) substituted the word ‘workers’
(‘ummal) in Arab communists’ speeches, converging with the Islamists’ rheto-
ric (see the above-mentioned name of the Young Egypt Party’s newspaper, al-
Sha‘b al-Jadid). In fact, the communist pursuit of hegemony has tended to be
a social transversality that looks for spaces dominated by their opponents.

However, at the bottom of this structural distinctiveness of Arab commun-
ism lies the general dilemma faced by communists in the Muslim world: the
need to face an opposition that is more ethical than economical. Thus, the
denigratory accusation of being a ‘communist’ ends up being interchangeable
with being a ‘capitalist’, and conversely, a bourgeois is as depraved as a
communist. A couple of examples of the two borders of the Arab world: in
Iraq, Baathists and Nasserites attacked General Qasim’s government
denouncing the dissolute nature of the ‘communist’ habits that it had imple-
mented outside of Islamic tradition (Gallissot, 1978: 289); in Morocco, the
trade unions attacked the bourgeoisie for being ‘decadent, licentious, and with
a depraved and nihilist luxury’ (Laroui, 1967: 150).

As far as the Islamists are concerned, they draw heavily on a doctrinal
interpretation of Islam that condemns the class struggle as a source of fitna,
civil war. In Rida’s article, this denial is implicit in his emphasis on the 90
percent working majority within the population. Abd al-Qadir ‘Awdah, the
first significant political theorist of the Muslim Brothers, hanged in 1954,
proposed a social model composed of workers and owners united and
upholders of a ‘productive property’ (Khalaf Allah, 1989: 56–8). According
to this scheme, ‘the mutual social responsibility’ (al-takaful al-ijtima‘i) is the
Islamic principle that protects the workers from owner abuses. This main
divergence regarding the communist model prevented any forthcoming
understanding between communists and Islamists, unlike what happened in



I spent many years fighting under aegis of Marxism and Communism, con-
vinced, as many other loyal compatriots, that this was the way for achieving the
better for my people and my homeland. However, due to study, reflection, my
own experience and, above all, the help of God, it was getting clear to me that
Marxism did not represent the magic and scientific solution I was hoping for
the problems of Egypt and humankind. And what is more important, I realized
that the religion of ungodliness and atheism that is the base of Marxism, that
is, the dialectical materialism, could only characterize a corrupt society and
deformed individuals. For me, it was clear that the true religion, the one God
revealed for our salvation, is the only one that guides us to an ideal society.

(Adil Husain, al-Sha‘b: 21 March 1989)

In this statement, Adil Husain, former militant of the Egyptian Communist
Party and younger brother of Young Egypt leader Ahmad Husain, explains his
journey from Marxism to Islamism. In his opinion, the rectification is solely
formal, an internal progression related to the leitmotiv of his life: service to the
homeland. Islam becomes a way, not a destination, to the extent that a strong
ideology with a religious legitimist foundation can become the driving force of
the revolution if it is able to form an anti-hegemonic social bloc. The media,
which was the press in 1980s Egypt, was the vehicle of the ‘war of position’ of
Adil Husain. Therefore, in 1985 he took charge of the editorial office of al-
Sha‘b, the newspaper of the Socialist Labour Party founded in 1978 after the
Corrective Revolution of President Anouar al-Sadat.

For the Islamists that came from Gramscian Marxism, the transformation of
faith into ideology for praxis was possible due to the emancipatory potential of
Islam, bearer of a new way of life and a new culture for humanity (nizam kamil
in their terminology). The Arab communist leaders of the 1940s and 1950s had
eluded the religious hurdle of not taking the rejection of religion to infrastructure
levels, so any people could be integrated. Didar Fawzy-Rossano has described
the environment of her youth communist committees, in which Adil Husain
took part, and has noted that they tended to be more action than ideological
discussions or worries about sexual freedom or Islam (Fawzy-Rossano, 1997:
47). Tariq al-Bishri and Muhammad Imara in Egypt, Rashid al-Gannushi in
Tunisia and Hasan al-Turabi in Sudan are the most prominent names among the
group of defectors from Marxism to Islamism in the 1980s.5

The rethinking of communist principles by these Arab intellectuals began
the previous decade, at the same time as the European discussion about
‘returning to Marx’.6 The discovery of the text Formen die der Kapitalis-
tischen Produktion vorhergehen (Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations) pro-
voked among the Arab Marxists a particular debate about the validity of the

the 1930s, when they collaborated in the first Egyptian trade unions, the 
Shubra al-Khayma Mechanized Textile Workers’ Union (Beinin, 1988).
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‘Asiatic mode of production’. The magazine al-Tali‘a collected some of the
discussions, such as Adil Husain’s on the adaptation of the Chinese Maoist
experience to the Arab-Muslim context (Husain, 1983: vol. 1, 459–525). This
Egyptian Marxist-turned-Islamist engaged in a polemic with Samir Amin in
which the former accused the latter of deliberately omitting Muslim ‘cultural
values’ in his theory of the peripheral formations. He went further and sket-
ched a philosophy of Muslim praxis based on his theory on dependence
(Gómez García, 1996). It is possible to highlight four axes in this neo-
Gramscian civic Islamism. They summarize different solutions to the con-
vergenze parallele between Islamism and communism that we have been
analysing so far:

1 Religious principles and the economic system are inseparable. Husain
remembers that the life of the homo islamicus as a whole is shaped by the
tawhid, the principle of divine unity. And he adds that the hisba (the
Koranic imperative of ‘Commanding good, forbidding evil’) involves
the men in the daily update of the tawhid and implies a righteous man who
is socially responsible and altruistic. However, the expansion of this kind of
individual would only be possible within the institutional framework of the
state, because it’s a guarantee for a true development, characterized as
independent, global and sustained. Adil Husain sides with the critics of
orthodox Marxism that claim that the economic development cannot be
reduced to economic growth, and much less split into a series of categories
that distinguish between productive relations and forces of production.

2 An interesting example of this explanation is German reunification. Adil
Husain upheld that state intervention, by means of the Central Bank and
protectionism, went along with the cultural education of people who had
trust in their abilities. If this conjunction enabled the ‘miracle’ of German
reunification, to extrapolate it to Arab unification would imply embodying
the religious values in material realizations such as Islamic investment com-
panies and Islamic banks, so suspicious for Mubarak’s regime (see note 3).

3 The accumulation of unproductive capital is haram (‘illicit’, as set forth in
the fiqh). Adil Husain condemns unproductiveness both in the managing of
property and speculative enrichment activities. He explains that the Kora-
nic interdiction of usury agrees with the principle that work must be the
base of the economy. Al-Mutrafun (‘the opulent ones’) is the Koranic voice
that stigmatizes richness as a source of iniquity and Adil Husain used it in
the 1990s as a substitute for the ‘spongers and parasites’ of previous texts.
Doubtlessly, there is still some reminiscences of the non-alienated work of
the primitive villages of the Asiatic mode of production, but this new
language establishes a great distance toward the Leninist parameter.7

4 Distributive justice derives from the duty of paying the zakat. For
Husain, the doctrinal zakat does not limit itself to revert to the under-
privileged the part of national wealth that belongs to them, but it is also a
tax to avoid excessive affluence. Moreover, zakat encourages not only



national solidarity but also an inter-Muslim solidarity. Thus, Adil Husain
proposes that all the oil-producing countries revert 2.5 percent of this
income to poorer Muslim countries by means of zakat al-mal (‘zakat on
the goods’) of the 20th century.

5 The struggle to implement the Revelation is the driving force for social
change. Husain insists that the neglect of the Revelation has caused the
decline of Arab societies because it has led them to ‘sedition and con-
flicts, which has disrupted the development and opened the doors to for-
eign conspirators’ (Husain, 1990: 54). He rejects class struggle and
advocates for social methods of integration: while he once advocated that
a ‘democratic revolutionary leadership’ was the first step to displace the
‘parasitic bourgeoisie’ (Husain, 1985: 229–30), the Husain of 1990 gives
way to the foundation of a ‘civil society’ within a state that guarantees
the ‘democratic rights of the individuals’ (Husain, 1990: 53).

Adil Husain died in 2001, after some months in prison and the illegaliza-
tion of his party and newspaper. Although a minority project, Husain’s ven-
ture has continued its progress on the ideological and political levels, as 
evidenced by the current semi-clandestine Egyptian party Hizb al-Istiqlal 
(Independence Party).

A post-epilogue, but both communist and Islamist

In 2012, Madeeha Anwar Muhammad, a university student from Alexandria 
and member of the Revolutionary Socialist Movement, sat in front of Leil-
Zahra Mortada’s camera wearing a niqab. 8 She argued for the separation of 
religion and politics and stated that it is perfectly possible to be Muslim and 
communist, or like herself, Muslim and leftist. Moreover, she fervently claimed 
that her niqab was voluntary and not at all irreconcilable with the political 
activism that was her duty as a woman and citizen. Her revolutionary, feminist, 
non-pacifist and socialist statement is one more link of the shared history of 
communists and Islamists. Even if the one of Madeeha is, currently, another 
failed revolution, this post-Islamist performance of Islamism and communism 
keeps on the path started in 1919. And as we have tried to show, this is not due 
to hypothetical shared essences between both ideologies but to the persistence 
of the circumstances that makes the meeting between the two parallels possible, 
that is, the persistence of tyranny and underdevelopment.

Notes
1 This article is part of the ongoing I+D+i Spanish project ALAM (FFI2014–54667-R). 
2 In October 1959, Aldo Moro was elected secretary general of the Christian 

Democracy in a congress in which he allegedly predicted the need to establish a 
convergenze paralelle with the laic parties in order to promote the meeting points 
that would take Italy out of an ungovernable state. The tactical approach between 
Christian democrats and socialists, which the communists would join in the 1970s,



took place during the next decade. The expression, the epitome of the career of
Moro, seems to have been created by the journalist Eugenio Scalfari (Capurso,
2011: 252).

3 The Al-Manar number included in the article of Rida on Bolshevism dedicates
many of its pages to Wahhabism, including a long article on ‘the Wahhabi school
and creed’ and some articles on the political vicissitudes of the Hijaz and Syria
regarding the Saudi plans.

4 We take this sentence from a member of the Islamic Coalition pronounced in the
session of the Egyptian Parliament that illegalized Islamic investment companies
(Sharikat Tawzif al-Amwal), a financial formula used by many Islamists to invest
within the Egyptian financial system.

5 This list could be expanded with the Kuwaiti Muhammad al-Rumayihi, the Jordan
Fahmi Ya‘dan or the Egyptian brothers Hekmat and Muhammad al-Gazali. Toge-
ther, they have received different denominations: liberal Muslims, cultural Islamists,
new-heritage Islamists, etc. (Gómez García, 1995: 562–3).

6 Rereading Marx, redefining concepts and setting out problems according to these
definitions again were the three main aspects of this ‘returning to Marx’ (Godelier,
1978: 15–16).

7 The matter of providing modern tools to Muslim economists through a unified
Islamic terminology was soon appointed by many authors (see Ahmad, 1980: 357).
The above-mentioned Muhammad Imara published a historical dictionary on Islamic
political economy in 1993.

8 L. Z. Mortada, Madeeha Anwar, Words of Women from the Egyptian Revolution
(2012, episode 7), www.youtube.com/watch?v=rfG4Cp7tt6s (accessed 12 November
2016).
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