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A Note on Transliteration

I have adopted a simplified version of the transliteration system

employed by the International Journal of Middle East Studies, one

that indicates the Arabic ‘ayn (‘) and hamza (’) but omits other dia-

critical marks. Instead of the phonetically accurate Khawarij, I have

relied on the spelling most prevalent in academic writing: Kharijites.

I have also, in keeping with trends in the writing of Middle East

history (both classical and modern), adopted the neologism

‘‘Kharijism’’ to capture the phenomenon of the movement(s) as

a whole.
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Introduction

This book is a study of the discourse surrounding Islamist violence

in Egypt from the 1950s to the 1990s. Its analytic focus is the emer-

gence and evolution of discursive references to the Kharijites, a

seventh-century militant Muslim sect, as a way to denounce reli-

giously justified violence and those who resort to it. My interest in this

topic began while I was a graduate student in Cairo during the early

1980s, not long after Islamic Jihad had assassinated Egyptian Presi-

dent Anwar Sadat but significantly before al-Qa‘ida carried out its

now infamous September 11, 2001, attacks on New York City and

Washington, D.C. Familiar with the historical role of the Kharijites,

I was surprised to find the sect so prominently cited in both the pop-

ular press and books about religion and politics in modern Egypt.

The Kharijites, it seems, despite their centuries-long absence from

the historical stage, were very much alive in the minds of Egyptians.

And as I was to discover, concern about the importance of histori-

cal symbols such as the Kharijites in the public discourse of Muslim

societies was very much alive in the minds of scholars.

Any first-year student of Islam has heard or read about the

Kharijites. An overview of their activities and ideas is an essential

feature of introductory textbooks on Islam, and they are a recur-

ring subject of discussion in more specialized works on the first

several centuries of Islamic history. Historically, the importance of

the Kharijites lies in the challenge they posed to Muslim ruling au-

thorities throughout the Umayyad period and into the Abbasid and in



the political and theological debates to which the movement gave rise. As-

sured of their own religious purity, the Kharijites judged other Muslims—

those outside the Kharijite fold—as unworthy of the name Muslim and set

about creating, through violence, an ideal community of the saved. The

Kharijites emerged out of the period of Islamic history known as the first civil

war or fitna (656–661 c.e.), a time marked by the murders of the third and

fourth caliphs, ‘Uthman and ‘Ali, the first killed by (Egyptian) Muslims dis-

affected with his socioeconomic reforms and the second by a Kharijite seeking

revenge. It is out of this same political maelstrom that the two major ex-

pressions of Islam, Sunni and Shi‘a, began to take shape. Based on the image

of the sect fostered by the Islamic tradition, the name ‘‘Kharijite’’ summarily

defines a Muslim as an overly pious zealot whose actions and ideas lie beyond

the pale of normative Islam. Modern Egyptians, then, saw in the Kharijites a

traditionally sanctioned anti-model of rebellion—one that provided a means of

critiquing and, ideally, controlling outbursts of Islamist violence.

The capacity of the Kharijites to serve this purpose is a function of the

mythic structure of the Islamic tradition and the interpretive play of this

structure in different historical contexts. The mythic image of the Kharijites

was constructed by medieval thinkers more concerned with establishing and

preserving a system of authority than with accurately telling history. Hence, in

early sources, the name ‘‘Kharijite’’ came to denote both the original group

that protested against the caliph ‘Ali and anyone who rebelled against a leader

or his appointed representatives. The myth of the Kharijites communicates a

moral lesson on the limits of protest against authority: a good Muslim may

not rebel against a legitimate ruler. In the Sunni tradition, however, authority

is not just something to obey. According to another mythic strand, it must be

earned, since a caliph or political leader is obliged to protect and uphold the

law of God. And still another myth empowers Muslims to act against any

wrongdoing they encounter in the world (with their hands, tongues, or

hearts), including the wrongdoing of the caliph. Despite the potential tension

between them, each of these myths is, by definition, true. But they are truths

reflective of different times and circumstances that have become part of the

tradition’s collective memory.

Their continued existence together poses a problem only for mod-

ern historians who tend to isolate one element from the narra-

tive structure in the desire to create coherence out of the historical

record, and for those who wish to remythologize.1

The contestation between Islamists and successive Egyptian regimes over

political power and authority brought all these myths, and others, to the fore.
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But the political and cultural world of mid-twentieth–century Egypt forced

them into new configurations. From its first appearance in Egypt, discourse

about the Kharijites differed markedly from that found in classical sources.

Whereas in the medieval period the label Kharijite could be applied to anyone

who rebelled against the legitimate ruler, in modern Egypt it was reserved

exclusively for Islamists. Medieval writers tended to gloss the motivation

for rebellion behind the all-encompassing phenomena of Kharijism, while

modern Egyptian commentators distinguished between religiously motivated

militants (¼Kharijites) and others engaged in political violence. The historical

contrast here reflects medieval versus modern attitudes toward religion and

politics. Institutionally, the classical Islamic world witnessed the emergence

of separate spheres of authority, a class of religious-legal scholars (‘ulama’ )

and the political office of the caliph (the Calilphate). Culturally, however,

religion and politics continued to blend in Muslim thinking. In modern

Egypt, the myth of the Kharijites was rationalized to suit the framework of the

scientific nation-state, where the secular holds sway over religion, or at least

where this issue is being worked out.2 This is not to say that Egyptian intel-

lectuals adopted a secular outlook identical to that of the West. They had,

however, since the nineteenth century, wrestled with ‘‘how to be Muslim and

modern,’’ and this included debate about the proper relationship between

religion and politics. Islamist attempts to (re-) Islamize society and politics

rekindled that debate, and militant outbursts made the Islamist agenda im-

possible to ignore.

Why is Islam’s mythic history, including the Kharijites, relevant to the

development of modern Egypt? Here a parallel case may help clarify the issues

at work. In his study of the intellectual and cultural ferment leading up to the

1979 Iranian revolution, Roy Mottahedeh observed that ‘‘[a]ny consensus on

the meaning of the Iranian past has been torn up by the deeply felt dis-

agreement among Iranians over the meaning of the Iranian present.’’3 His

point was that the past had become the battleground on which modern Ira-

nians fought out their differences, and because their differences were so

profound, what had been points of historical agreement were now subjects of

intense dispute. That the religious past could play such a formative role in

thinking about current issues is not surprising. After all, students of history

are well aware of the continuous reinvention of tradition, which maintains the

relevancy and plausibility of a cultural worldview over time. However, as

Iranians, Egyptians, and Muslims of other modern nations have resorted to

the Islamic past to meet the challenges of modernity, serious questions have

been raised about whether their thinking is truly modern. The concern, of

course, is that religious thought is not compatible with building a progressive
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civil society and instituting democratic rule, that religion and politics do not

mix. Thus the Western developmental model, which equates modernization

with secularization, casts a long shadow of suspicion on the Islamic idiom

that has characterized Muslim political discourse.

The discourse under examination in this work, then, contributes to on-

going scholarly efforts to analyze the creative potential of the Islamic idiom.

The lines of debate on this matter are clear. Those who look favorably upon

the potential of reinvented tradition have argued that through it Muslims are

empowered to negotiate an authentic path to progress. Instead of following

the modernization-equals-secularization model of development dominant in

the West, Muslims, are said to accommodate social change by interpreting

modernity through the lens of tradition.4 Critics, by contrast, have maintained

that notions of reinvented Islam obscure the universal processes of modern-

ization and secularization that are buffeting Muslim societies behind a cloud

of eternal essences. The result is that progress is impeded because Muslims,

and some Western analysts, mistakenly see an unchanging Islam, rather than

the underlying processes, as the driving force of activism and change.5 As I

will argue in the following chapters, reinvented Kharijism in Egypt has, at

different times, fit the assessments offered by both proponents and critics. But

a word here about my own analytic assumptions is in order before continuing.

First, while the Islamic idiom is rooted in past social and historical ex-

periences, it is the present context that drives the application and under-

standing of the idiom.6 This observation is true across time. Early believers

were reacting to their environment, just as modern believers are. But the

experiences of early believers, including their differences, became codified as

normative, which accounts for the mythic tension in the collective memory

of the tradition noted above. The general point about the ambivalence of reli-

gion, then, is actually a point about the dichotomous uses to which adherents

put their tradition in all times and places.7 Second, given that believers and

their understanding of tradition are historically grounded, essentialist think-

ing is never as narrowly essentialist as critics maintain. No matter how in-

sistent a believer may be about a given God-ordained truth and its universal

application, that truth has been selected and interpreted under particular

historical circumstances. And the task of scholars is to unpack this idealized

interpretive process. All this is consistent with the operation of reinvented

tradition mentioned earlier, but it stills leaves open the challenge posed by

those critical of essentialist discourse: Does it obscure the social, economic,

and political forces that shape a historical context behind ambiguous, other-

worldly language? My answer is that it certainly can, and it sometimes does,

but the same must be said of any cultural discourse. Essentialist rhetoric such

6 muslim rebels



as the kind that has developed surrounding the Kharijites may appear sim-

plistic to academics who prefer reasoning grounded in social and historical

facts, not myths, but it has profound meaning and consequences. Moreover, it

is not restricted to Muslim societies or the developing world. In the West,

secular discourse on democracy, liberty, and the free-market system is also

subject to ahistorical, essentializing trends because developed nations are in

just as much need of the cultural authenticity that essentialism confers as

those nations trying to catch up. Essentialism is part of the ‘‘culture-talk,’’ to

borrow Ernest Gellner’s term,8 that drives discourse in a society . . . any soci-

ety. Specifically, it is a way of identifying or defining something across time,

and definitions are basic to communication.

If my comments here suggest that I am blurring an already blurry subject

behind some postmodern commitment to the relative merits of all meta-

narratives, let me be clear. Communicating through a symbolic language such

as the Islamic idiom is replete with problems, not least of which are the

restrictions it places on those outside the cultural fold. But participants in a

national public discourse need not become full-fledged historicists, acknowl-

edging the modern basis of their cultural idiom and the context in which they

are applying it, in order to communicate meaningfully. More important to

successful communication are the social and political conditions that govern it,

and the conditions in Egypt have not always been conducive to honest and

open public debate. Known for its long-standing commitment to corporatism

and (mild) authoritarianism, the Egyptian state has never made freedom of

expression, political or otherwise, a high priority. During those periods when

state-restrictions on public expression were eased, however, discourse on the

Kharijites has tended to be richer and more dynamic. That the creative po-

tential of reinvented tradition in Egypt was linked to intellectual and political

openness should come as no surprise. The same could be said of the potential

impact of culture-talk in any society. Of course, it does not follow that in order

for such discourse to be meaningful it must occur in a democratic institutional

structure. People living under restrictive or oppressive circumstances com-

monly find ways to express their anger at and opposition to those in positions

of power, even if it is only a quiet form of subversion.9 Still, conditions do

matter, and intrusive state-controls in Egypt have inhibited the free-flow of

ideas and led to increasing popular dependence on the Islamic idiom. What

this means is that the degree, and kind, of importance this idiom currently

possesses for public communication is not simply a ‘‘natural’’ expression of

Muslim society but rather a historical point in the trajectory of a nation.10

Numerous factors, starting in the nineteenth century and continuing to

the present, have contributed to the rising importance of the Islamic idiom in
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Egypt: opposition to imperialism and the related emphasis on cultural unique-

ness by nationalist movements, government attempts to secure popular sup-

port by nationalizing religion, the challenge of Islamists, and the fluctuating

role of al-Azhar in public life. Many of these themes will be taken up later

in the book, but for now we need only indicate how the communicative

form of the Islamic idiom—with its traditional authority and orthodox-based

reasoning—was able to substitute for the unfulfilled promise of Egypt’s mod-

ern political system. Pointing us in the right direction is Talal Asad’s analy-

sis of the deliberations of religious scholars as they work their way toward

orthodoxy:

It is too often forgotten that the process of determining orthodoxy in

conditions of change and contest includes attempts at achieving

discursive coherence, at representing the present within an authori-

tative narrative that includes positive evaluations of past events and

persons. Because such authority is a collaborative achievement be-

tween narrator and audience, the former cannot speak in total free-

dom: there are conceptual and institutional conditions that must

be attended to if discourses are to be persuasive.11

For Asad, the orthodoxy reached by a body of ‘ulama’ is a collaborative effort,

something to be negotiated; and the authorities who express it are bound by

recognized rules. Negotiating orthodoxy, of course, is not the same thing as

achieving a democratic consensus; but in the absence of a rule-bound political

system, it provides a protective cultural penumbra in which meaningful ex-

change and debate can take place. The Islamic idiom in Egypt creates this

cultural space for communication, though the range of participants is far more

diverse. It includes official religious scholars, state functionaries, politicians,

Islamists, secularists, and intellectuals of various persuasions. Scholars have

tried to type the range of opinions that have emerged in modern Muslim

societies such as Egypt, but it has proven a difficult and elusive task for reasons

that speak to the shifting ground of history and the identities that are being

forged on this shifting ground. First, it is not only religious positions that are

being categorized by a typology; political views are also part of the mix because

what is commonly measured are people’s attitudes toward modernity, devel-

opment, and the kind of polity in which they wish to live. So categories such as

traditional, neo-traditional, radical Islamism, modern, and secular reflect both

religious and ideological positions.12 Second, as noted above, Muslim societies

are in a state of social and political flux brought about by modernity, and

Islamic culture provides the symbolic ground on which the future is con-

tested.13 This means that two identities, the religious and the political, are in a
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state of motion and contestation. Moreover, whether Muslims qua Muslims

can possess separate religious and political identities is part of the debate.

Thus the ‘‘orthodoxy’’ under negotiation in Egypt is not religious per se

but more broadly political-cultural. Indeed, the Islamic idiom reflects this

complex cultural reality, for it is as much a product of new, secular-based

knowledge as it is of traditional religious knowledge; and it is found in set-

tings not conventionally associated with Islamic authority. In the preface to

his seminal study of the radical trend in the Muslim Middle East, Emmanuel

Sivan wrote of his experiences in the bookstalls of Cairo, where he found

modern Muslims searching for practical life guidance in classical commen-

taries. Struck by the ‘‘living reality’’ of the past for these readers, Sivan set out

to understand ‘‘the transformation of medieval theology into modern Muslim

politics.’’14 Yet, while the bookstalls of Cairo provide one kind of insight into

this transformation, another vantage point of discovery is that of popular

magazine racks, where the dynamic between tradition and modernity reaches

full disclosure. At these sites, readers will not find the multi-volume Qur’an

commentary of the medieval scholar al-Tabari, but they can purchase a single-

volume abridgement of his wisdom decocted for the busy masses. And this

pocket-commentary mixes with very different genres: modern periodicals, ro-

mance novels, journalistic exposés, Islamist booklets, weight trainingmanuals,

political commentary, film guides, fatwa collections, horoscopes, and science

journals. Foreign information is also available, as Egyptian daily newspapers

and weekly magazines share space with Le Monde, Die Zeit, The International

Herald Tribune, The Economist, Time, Elle, and Vogue. Traditional knowledge is

part of this complex cultural array, but it is competing for space and the at-

tention of readers. It is also blurring and fusing with knowledge bases with

which it appears to be at odds. For those seeking life guidance at these maga-

zine racks—microcosms of Egypt’s complex culture—tradition has been re-

invented for modern, if not postmodern, consumption.

Among the various symbols that inform the Islamic idiom in Egypt,

Kharijism raises some of the most sensitive questions about modern Muslim

identity because it explicitly evokes the dichotomy of good Muslim versus bad

Muslim. It also directly connects this religious identity with a political one. A

Kharijite is not only a misguided believer but a dangerous citizen as well.

Here we are at the most basic level of an essentialist Islamic current that

equates an early example of Muslim rebellion with one presently threatening

Egyptian society: a bad Muslim is a bad Muslim for all time. A symbolic name

such as Kharijites holds special communicative power because it carries with

it an authority to act: ‘‘An epithet assigns substance doubly, for in stating the

character of the object it at the same time contains an implicit program of
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action with regard to the object, thus serving as a motive.’’15 The presence of

Kharijites in the Muslim community, according to the Islamic historical re-

cord, authorizes Muslims to act to eliminate them, to remove this threat to the

well-being of the community.

The chapters that follow will examine the motives of those who have

leveled the accusation of Kharijism at Islamists in Egypt and those who

participated in the wider cultural debate about this accusation. My intent is

neither to defend the integrity of the Egyptian state against extremist pre-

dation nor to apologize for the radicals by historicizing and thus debunking

the accuracy of the label Kharijite attached to them. Rather, it is to explore the

power of discourse to shape historical events and understanding and the

power of events to shape discourse. An underlying assumption of this project

is that ‘‘[t]he political struggle to impose a definition on an action and to make

it stick is frequently at least as important as the action per se.’’16 The Egyptian

struggle to define Islamist militants as Kharijites was part of the national

effort to work through the Weberian axiom that the modern state ‘‘is a human

community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physi-

cal force within a given territory.’’17 The debates that ensued in Egypt over the

Kharijites were not evidence of Egyptian indifference to Islamist violence or

indecision about the need for a strong state. Quite the contrary: the vast ma-

jority of Egyptians were quick to reject the extremists and support the state.

But at the same time, people were concerned about the kind of state that they

were affirming in their rejection of Islamist radicals, and they recognized that

political violence occurs in a context for which the state itself must take some

measure of responsibility.

What an analysis of accusations of Kharijism clearly shows is that Egyp-

tians grew increasingly sophisticated in their use of culture-talk to identify

problems of state legitimacy and efficiency, especially in the areas of politi-

cal participation and economic development. These problems are common

throughout the Middle East, where integration into the modern world of

nation-states and the global economy has proven more challenging and less

satisfying than regional leaders and their populations initially anticipated it to

be.18 Identifying problems related to modernization is certainly not the same

as offering solutions—a point that materialist critics of culture-talk have rightly

emphasized.19 However, substantive solutions have in fact been expressed

within the culture-talk related to Islamist extremism, and these solutions re-

flect some of the same materialist understandings of modern Egyptian (and

Middle Eastern) society that critics claim are key to development.

Egypt, of course, is not the only country to experience Islamist violence.

Other Muslim nations have had to deal with the challenge of militant Islamist
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movements. And now the problem has reached global proportions, with the

emergence of a transnational group of jihadists who received their initial

training in a CIA-backed proxy war against the Soviets in Afghanistan and

then went on to attack American interests around the world, including

symbolic centers of power within the United States itself.20 Although the

events of September 11, 2001, lie beyond the focus of this book, the response

they generated in the United States has important parallels with our study of

Egypt.

Soon after September 11, 2001, the United States government declared

war on terrorism, sending its troops first to Afghanistan to bring the perpe-

trators of September 11 to justice and then to Iraq to wage a purported pre-

emptive war against future terrorist acts. A war-like footing also emerged in

the United States as the National Guard took control of security at many of the

nation’s airports and the President warned American citizens to be alert in

their daily lives to further acts of terror. Indeed, the government eventually

established a color-coded alert system that, like the daily pollution index and

pollen count, advises people about the level of danger connected with public

activity. In addition to these practical steps taken to confront Islamic ex-

tremism, Americans embarked on a search for knowledge about Muslims and

Islam. Demand for books on Islam increased dramatically; even the Qur’an

became a popular seller. Media coverage of Islam and Muslim societies also

grew as Americans tried to understand the religious and political motives of

the hijackers.

Thus the American response to September 11, much like the Egyptian

reaction to its problem with extremism, has been a classical combination of

power and knowledge. In theory, knowledge is supposed to inform the ex-

ercise of power. But the political pressures caused by such a dramatic his-

torical event push a state to react militarily first, based on limited knowledge,

and then the national culture follows up by filling in the intellectual gaps. As a

result, the knowledge that is eventually produced has a tendency to legitimize

the power that has already been demonstrated by the state. We are still too

close to the events of September 11, too engaged in the war on terror, to make

a final judgment about whether power will ultimately subvert American

knowledge about Islamic extremism. Some interesting comparative patterns

have emerged, however, patterns that confirm the normative role of culture

and the cultural past in public discourse on extremism.

Like state functionaries in Egypt, Americans officials, with President

George W. Bush in the lead, were quick to make a distinction between good

Muslims and bad Muslims. This observation played well with a public that did

not want the fight against terrorism turned into a religious war. As it turned
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