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Abstract 

 

Fifteen years before Edward Said published his seminal book Orientalism, Anouar 

Abdel-Malek (1924-2012), an Egyptian alumnus of the Sorbonne and a Sociologist in 

the French National Center for Scientific Research (CNRS), had published his 

contentious article entitled “Orientalism in Crisis” in 1963. The essay placed Abdel-

Malek as the first Arab thinker to critique Orientalism in a European language. In 

1991, Ḥasan Ḥanafī (b. 1935), an Egyptian philosopher and Sorbonne graduate, 

published Introduction to the Science of Occidentalism. He presents the book as the 

first serious formation of an Eastern science capable of challenging Eurocentrism 

and countering Western Orientalism. The present study implements Partha 

Chatterjee’s (b. 1947) model of the three moments in the development of the 

Nationalist thought in India on Anouar Abdel-Malek and Ḥasan Ḥanafī in the 

context of restructuring the power relations between the East and the West. 

Chatterjee argued that nationalist thought in the colonial world, while seeking to 

liberate itself from the imperialist influence, remained a prisoner of the post-

Enlightenment Western thought. It will be argued that Ḥasan Ḥanafī, who fits in 

the third moment, the moment of arrival, could not escape the Orientalist mode of 

knowledge. It will also be argued that Anouar Abdel-Malek, who fits in the third 

moment as well, has successfully managed to overcome the nationalist dilemma 
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suggested by Chatterjee. The moment of arrival represents a fully developed 

ideology that embraces the different components of a nation. 

Introduction 

 

The critique of Western Orientalism has a long history in the modern Arab 

thought. Amongst the earliest instances was Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī’s response in 

1883 to Ernest Renan’s lecture at the Sorbonne on “Islam and Science.” Less than a 

decade later, Afghānī’s disciple, Muḥammad ʻAbduh, followed the path of his 

teacher in refuting similar allegations made by the former French minister of 

Foreign Affairs, Gabriel Hanotaux. In 1953, Muṣṭafa Khālidī and ʻUmar Farrūkh 

published their book titled al-Tabshīr wa-al-istiʻmār fī al-bilād al-ʻArabīyah 

(Missionary Activity and Colonialism in the Arab Countries). The authors’ original 

contribution in that pursuit was to shed light on the relationship between foreign 

institutions and organizations in the Arab countries and the colonial and imperial 

policies in consolidating the Western domination over the East through schools, 

hospitals, philanthropic organizations, and the like. 

In 1957, Muḥammad al-Bahī published al-Fikr al-Islāmī al-ḥadīth wa-

ṣilatuhu bi-al-istiʻmār al-Gharbī (Modern Islamic Thought and Its Connection to 

Western Colonialism). The book surveyed the intellectual interaction between the 

West and the Muslim East since the second half of the Nineteenth Century, with 

detailed studies of Sir Syed Ahmad Khan’s Aligarh Movement and Mirzā Ghulām 
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Ahmad’s Ahmadiyya Movement as examples of pro-Colonial Muslim thought, and 

Afghānī and ʻAbduh as anti-colonial Islamist thinkers. Maḥmūd Muḥammad Shākir 

published Aba ̄tīl wa asma ̄r (Vanities and Tales) in 1965, and Risālah fī al-tari ̄q ila 

thaqafatina ̄ (A Message on the Path to Our Culture) in 1987. In both works, 

Shākir’s concern was to expose the Western (Northern Christianity) tireless 

attempts to undermine Islam and dominate the East, with a particular focus on 

missionaries in the first book and on Orientalists in the second. However, a quick 

look at these works reveals that those who took the responsibility of encountering 

the Orientalist discourse were mainly, if not entirely, concerned with issues 

pertaining to Islam only, and their critique of the Orientalists’ assertions was 

charged with sentiment and remained at the level of the rhetoric. 

When Anouar Abdel-Malek published his study “L'Orientalisme en crise” 

(Orientalism in Crisis) in the Diogenes in 1963, he distinguished himself in three 

ways; he became the first non-Muslim Arab to critique Orientalism; his critique 

went beyond debunking Orientalist fallacies about Arabs and Muslims to 

undermine the accuracy of the methodologies and frameworks through which they 

reached their conclusions; and, more importantly, he challenged the Orientalist 

institution from within by writing in French and from Paris.1 “Orientalism in 

Crisis” demonstrated how the awakening of the peoples of the marginal world in 

Africa, Asia, and Latin America caused a crisis in the European consciousness and 

                                                           
1. Abdel-Jabbar al-Rifāʻī, Editor’s Preface in Ḥasan Ḥanafī, Mādha yaʻnī ʻilm 

al-istighrāb (Bayrūt: al-Dār al-Hādī, 2000), 11-12. 
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demanded a re-examination of the whole body of research on these non-Western 

nations. 

In 1991, Ḥasan Ḥanafī published his book entitled Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-

istighrāb (Introduction to the Science of Occidentalism). The significance of this 

book as Ḥanafī suggested is that it establishes a new science that aims at 

reconstructing previous Arab literature on the West into a “coherent theoretical 

framework and precise civilizational reason.”2 In this sense, the Muqaddimah lays 

the basis for an unprecedented project that will transform the realities of the power 

relations between the East and the West. Ḥanafī noted in the introduction of the 

second edition of the book that when the Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-istighrāb was first 

published, it “attracted the Western attention, and the Islamic renaissance was 

transformed from merely anti-Western, violent movements to conscious 

civilizational attitudes … [and] aroused the imagination of the Europeans—

orientalists, philosophers of history, sociologists and anthropologists.”3 

Anouar Abdel-Malek and Ḥasan Ḥanafī have a lot in common. Both lived the 

transition that took place in Egypt since the coup d'état of 1952 and its aftermath; 

both embarked on their journey to the West penniless; both received their doctoral 

degrees from the Sorbonne; both share a socialist background; both supervised 

                                                           
2. Ḥasan Ḥanafī, Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-istighrāb (al-Qāhirah: al-Dār al-

Fannīyah, 1991), 21. 
 
3. Ḥasan Ḥanafī, Mādha yaʻnī ʻilm al-istighrāb (Bayrūt: al-Dār al-Hādī, 2000), 

19. 
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cultural projects for the United Nations University in Tokyo; and, above all, both 

had first-hand experience with Orientalists but ultimately have been harsh critics 

of the center-periphery discourse that dominated the relations between the East 

and the West since the colonial age. As far as this study is concerned, both Abdel-

Malek and Ḥanafī took the argument between the Occident and the Orient to a new 

level—the former by questioning the very basis of the Orientalist institution from 

within, and the latter by proposing a new science that will not only counter 

Orientalism but also will constrain the Western civilization and place it back in its 

original position as one among other surrounding civilizations. 

A closer study of Abdel-Malek and Ḥanafī’s views on the West in general and 

Orientalism in particular demonstrates sharp differences that resulted in two 

different projects to counterbalance/outrank the Western hegemony. Anouar Abdel-

Malek wrote his celebrated article, “Orientalism in Crisis,” in French, indicating a 

direct message to Orientalists, not to Easterners. This message explicitly 

demonstrated the role of liberation movements in the East in shaking the edifice of 

Orientalism and implied that the West needs to revert to itself as a subject of study 

in order to overcome its intellectual/scientific dilemma. Ḥasan Ḥanafī, on the other 

hand, wrote his critique of Orientalism in Arabic, perhaps to show the Arab readers 

the injustices Orientalism enjoined upon them. His Introduction to the Science of 

Occidentalism is his attempt to convert the West to an ‘object’ of study by an 

Oriental consciousness that seeks to apply the same unjust methodologies adopted 

by Orientalists in their study of Islam. Therefore, as I demonstrate later, his tone 



11 
 

sounds revengeful and sometimes irrational. In this sense, Abdel-Malek’s study 

engaged in discussion with Orientalists’ assertions and sought to refute them while 

Ḥanafī’s critique never cited an Orientalist and was characterized by 

overgeneralizations. 

Nevertheless, both attempts mark a significant strategic shift from defense to 

attack, so to speak. Abdel-Malek’s attack, however, seems more powerful as it 

draws on historical facts coupled with prudent calculations. Ḥanafī’s, on the other 

hand, seemed more ideological and sometimes dogmatic—leading him sometimes to 

the same Orientalist dilemma or to be too wishful without having solid evidence. It 

is true that both scholars deemed the West racist, but Abdel-Malek ascribes this 

racism to the scientific and technological superiority while Ḥanafī ascribes it to 

inherent Roman and Judeo-Christian convictions. It is also true that both suggest 

the key role of Orientalism in imperialist pursuits, but Abdel-Malek went beyond 

Ḥanafī, who talked about Orientalists providing information to the colonial 

authorities, to suggest that Orientalism provided a moral justification for the 

colonialist wrongdoings. Similarly, the maritime discoveries were more than 

indicative to the Western racism by only thinking of the naming (of discoveries) 

itself as Ḥanafī suggested as we shall see in detail later. For Abdel-Malek, those 

discoveries opened the door to the most massive spoliation process in history. They 

led to the accumulation of the wealth and resources of the whole world in the West, 

which enabled its industrial and technological revolution. 
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Studying Anouar Abdel-Malek and Ḥasan Ḥanafī is not merely a theoretical 

study of the ideas of two intellectuals. They represent a generation that witnessed 

radical transformations and unfolding opportunities, success and failure, 

colonization and independence, oppression and freedom. They combine the intuition 

of philosophers, the disposition of political activists, and the passion of patriots. 

History repeats itself; therefore, this study may, one day, serve as a guide for the re-

establishment of an autonomous nation, eager to undertake a regional and global 

role in shaping the future of humanity. The Arab Spring, although floundering, 

would one day regain its vitality and, then, a theoretical, ideological discourse such 

as that of Ḥanafī, and a pragmatic, political approach like that of Abdel-Malek will 

be needed indispensably. Which one shall we choose? This study attempts to 

evaluate both in the context of the considered as well as the overlooked trajectories.  

 

A Literature Review 

 

Despite his pioneering endeavors, one is surprised by the scarce studies in 

Western academia that looked at Anouar Abdel-Malek’s renaissance project. In a 

section titled “Crisis” in the first chapter of Orientalism, Edward Said quoted Abdel-

Malek as he highlighted the historical dilemma Orientalists created and were 

caught in when they deemed the Orient and its peoples “as an object of study, 

stamped with an otherness … endowed with a “historical” subjectivity” thus giving 

this “object” a historical essence while simultaneously brushes it with non-evolutive 
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characteristics that make its same essence a-historical.4 However, with the work of 

Abdel-Malek and others Said had “not attempted to do more than mention them or 

allude to them quickly.”5 

Issa J. Boullata presented an important study of Abdel-Malek in his book, 

Trends and issues in contemporary Arab thought. In a chapter titled “Dependency 

and Cultural Liberation,” Boullata noted important aspects of Abdel-Malek’s 

thought including his attention to the changing balance of world superpowers, and 

the concepts of “historical surplus” (fā’iḍ al-qīmah al-tārīkhī) and “specificity” 

(Khuṣūṣīya). Not only did Abdel-Malek draw the attention to the changing relations 

between the two world poles—the US and the USSR—but also to the emergence of 

China as a superpower. Colonial powers managed to accumulate the wealth of Asia, 

Africa, and Latin America in the West and exploited it while expanding their 

hegemony over the rest of the world. Thus, the renaissance of these continents lies 

in their cultural, economic and political liberation; they have to rely on the 

creativity of their indigenous cultures after a careful study of the distinguishing 

features of each unit of their society. In final remarks, Boullata asserted that Abdel-

Malek’s ideas, although original, lack the required details that solidify them, and 

                                                           
4. Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 97. 
 
5. Ibid, 325. 
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that “[h]is argument is specious, prompted as it is by ideological convictions and 

political commitment.”6 

By excluding Abdel-Malek’s critique of Orientalism from his discussion, 

Boullata missed significant implications Orientalism has on each of the concepts he 

discussed. Firstly, the historical surplus accumulated in the West since the fifteenth 

century on is confined, in Boullata’s discussion, to material economic and military 

exploitation of the resources of the East. In Orientalism in Crisis, Abdel-Malek 

noted what is more crucial and have a far-reaching impact on the East. It is the 

accumulation of Eastern intellectual and scientific production in European 

metropolis to which European researchers enjoyed full access while the owners of 

this heritage had to resort to secondary literature characterized by inaccuracies and 

prejudices to study their own culture. Secondly, a discussion of Abdel-Malek’s 

concept of “specificity” (Khuṣūṣīya) requires a study of his critique of the Orientalist 

essentialist view of the Orient in order to avoid the confusion between the 

distinctive cultural features of a given society over history and the natural 

development/evolution of this society as other world societies. Lastly, it is true that 

Abdel-Malek pointed out to the changing policies between the US and the USSR on 

the one hand and the emergence of China as a new pole in the equation of power, 

but the foundational assertion in Orientalism in Crisis was that it was the 

                                                           
6. Issa J. Boullata, Trends and Issues in Contemporary Arab Thought (Albany, 

N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1990), 99. 
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resurgence of liberation movements in Asia, Africa and Latin America that caused 

this shock in the Orientalist institution. 

Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab looked at Anouar Abdel-Malek’s study on “Al-

Khuṣūṣīya wal-Aṣāla” (Specificity and Authenticity) presented at the Kuwait 

conference of 1974. She noted that he suggested that the specificity of each society 

lies in the continuous features the society maintains throughout its history. It is the 

product of a dialectical interaction between four elements each society has; namely, 

“the structure of the production of material life, the pattern of the production of life, 

the systems of state power, and the set of religious beliefs.”7 She also presented the 

response of the Egyptian intellectual Maḥmūd Amīn al-ʻĀlim, who has been very 

critical of Abdel-Malek’s ideas. Al-ʻĀlim argued that Abdel-Malek reinforces the 

authenticity-contemporaneity dichotomy and fails to consider his ideas in the light 

of the current realities. Alternatively, al-ʻĀlim suggested that for Arab societies to 

actualize a change, they have to “critically appropriate rather than copy ideas from 

abroad” and look at the Western heritage as diverse rather than a complete whole. 

As we shall see later, Abdel-Malek advocated a critically pragmatic model that 

praised, for instance, Japan’s original appropriation of Western technology while 

preserving its indigenous ideals of integrity and nationhood. 

Kassab also provided al-ʻĀlim’s critique of Abdel-Malek’s concept of 

‘specificity.’ He saw it as an overgeneralization that overlooks the particularities of 

                                                           
7. Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab, Contemporary Arab Thought: Cultural Critique 

in Comparative Perspective (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010; 2009), 136. 
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significant trajectories in the history of nations. For al-ʻĀlim, the purpose of 

discovering these particularities is rather to change them instead of preserving 

them. Thus, Abdel-Malek and al-ʻĀlim hold opposing positions towards these 

specificities; the former perceives them as a solid ground for moving forward, while 

the latter deemed them as an impediment to progress. Another key difference 

Kassab highlighted is what Abdel-Malek believed to be the specificity of Egypt; that 

is a centralized state. Al-ʻĀlim, who suggested that it is not unique to Egypt, 

pointed out that Abdel-Malek’s specificity of Egypt ignores a history of several 

peasant revolts against the state and thus could be manipulated to justify 

repressive regimes. One cannot disagree with al-ʻĀlim that the idea of centralized 

state could be found in other riverine societies, but, obviously, the centralized state 

Abdel-Malek meant is the one that expresses the organic unity between the state 

institutions, the army, and the nation. However, it is interesting that Kassab’s 

study was nothing but an overview of Abdel-Malek’s conference paper and al-ʻĀlim’s 

response to it. 

In Contending Visions of the Middle East, Zackary Lockman opened his 

chapter entitled “Turmoil in the Field” by a reference to Abdel-Malek’s “Orientalism 

in Crisis.” He suggested that Abdel-Malek’s objective was to raise awareness about 

the urgent need for revisiting and reevaluating the whole Orientalist scholarship as 

it was based on inaccurate postulates and approaches that undermine its 

conclusions. The resultant outcome would be a different reading and understanding 

of the ‘other’ Orientals, who had always been looked at in comparison to the “normal 
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man,” the European. Lockman also pointed out that Abdel-Malek’s article 

“reflected, and contributed to,” intellectual debates among French scholars in the 

1950s and early sixties. That period witnessed the emergence of a group of scholars, 

primarily Marxists, who were invested in productive dialogue with Arab 

intellectuals, activists, and students in France such as Samir Amin and Abdallah 

Laroui. 

As this review of the literature on Abdel-Malek shows, none of these studies 

offers a thorough examination of his thought. Issa J. Boullata’s work, which is the 

most comprehensive so far, falls short in providing an insightful look at Abdel-

Malek’s project. Although indispensable to any study of Anouar Abdel-Malek, 

Orientalism in Crisis was surprisingly ignored or simply referred to in the studies 

covered above. 

Ḥasan Ḥanafī, on the other hand, has been the subject of several studies in 

the English-speaking academic circles. Issa J. Boullata is one of the earliest 

academics to write about Hanafi in his book Trends and Issues in Contemporary 

Arab Thought. And given that by the time Boullata’s book came out, Ḥanafī had 

only published Al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd (Heritage and Renewal)8, his study of Ḥanafī 

                                                           
8. Al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd was first published in 1980, and before that Ḥanafī 

only published, besides his translations of four philosophical works, the two volumes 
of Qaḍāyā Muʻāṣirah (Contemporary Issues) in 1976 and 1977 respectively. The book 
was a collection of articles he wrote over four years (1968-1971) in order to be 
published in Egyptian and Arab periodicals such as al-Kātib, al-Fikr al-Muʻāṣir, and 
al-Akhbār. Most of these articles were published but few were not. 
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looked only at that book. Among the key points he highlighted is that revelation 

(waḥy), Ḥanafī believes, was at the center of the formation of the Arab heritage, and 

thus revisiting this heritage is meant to theorize the current realities. In this sense, 

he attempts to rebuild the Islamic sciences that have direct significance to the 

present—and that he believes emerged without any influence of cultures alien to 

the Islamic civilization—including theology, philosophy, jurisprudence, and Sufism. 

In addition, his project also attempts at reconstructing the Western heritage, 

proving its limitations, and placing it back into its natural place within world 

cultures, rather than claiming its universality and supremacy. After praising the 

great project Ḥanafī proposes, Boullata suggested that it is utopian and too 

theoretical to meet the practical needs of the Arab peoples, and that “Ḥanafī 

overestimates the ability of his encyclopedic endeavor to change the Arab world, let 

alone the Third World or the whole world and let alone how much real scholarship 

one single person can command.”9 Since Boullata’s chapter was concerned with “the 

Arab heritage in contemporary Arab discourse,” he did not consider Ḥanafī’s critique 

of Orientalist methodologies in his discussion. 

A comparative study between Ḥanafī and Sayyid Quṭb by Shahrough Akhavi 

focused on their approach to the Islamic heritage. Describing Qutb as a 

‘scripturalist’ and Ḥanafī as a ‘modernist,’ Akhavi looked at the revolutionary 

aspects of Ḥanafī’s intellectual project of al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd and his political 

                                                           
9. Boullata, Trends, 45. 
 



19 
 

project of the Islamic Left. Although he was overall positive towards Ḥanafī’s 

assertions, he suggested that they lack deep analysis and solid grounds. What is 

worth mentioning here is that in the introduction Akhavi made two statements 

about Ḥanafī that, I would say, contradict Ḥanafī’s position. Saying that Ḥanafī “is 

cosmopolitan and proud of his European ties” and that “[b]oth have underpinned 

arguments whose origins are Western [but] Ḥanafī does this without apology” goes 

against his exclusive definition of the East and his rather reductionist definition of 

turāth (heritage). As we shall see later, Ḥanafī made every effort to deny any alien 

influence on the Islamic civilization.  On the other hand, Akhavi’s remarks 

undermine Ḥanafī’s critique of Arab thinkers, whether Islamists such as Afghānī; 

liberals such as Ṭahtāwī; or secularists such as Shiblī Schumayyil for seeing the 

West as a model of modernization,10 and his critique of the current cultural space 

which largely became “civilizational agencies for the other and an extension for 

Western schools of thought such as socialism, Marxism, liberalism, nationalism, 

…”11  However, we shall return to this point for detailed discussion in the following 

chapter. 

A comprehensive account of Ḥasan Ḥanafī was included in “Makers of 

Contemporary Islam” by John L. Esposito and John O. Voll. In their discussion of 

his Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-istighrāb, the authors identify three frameworks within 

                                                           
10. Ḥasan Ḥanafī, Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-istighrāb. (al-Qāhirah: al-Dār al-

Fannīyah, 1991), 63-64. 
 
11. Ibid. 24. 
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which Ḥanafī developed his concept of Occidentalism: I. An approach which would 

provide a deeper understanding of both the West and the East, aiming at creating a 

science to encounter Orientalism. II. Seeing Orientalism as a colonialist tool, he 

proposed Occidentalism as a “direct response to Western imperialism and 

Orientalism.” III. A developed form of his ideas about a “New Social Science” that 

represents both a critique of the Western ideals of objectivity, neutrality, and 

universality as well as the birth of a “world scientific consciousness.” They 

concluded that Ḥanafī’s project of the Science of Occidentalism is not simply one 

that deemed the West as the “Great Satan” but rather a critical approach of 

studying the West that is not different from his critical approach in studying the 

Muslim heritage. Nevertheless, and as Ḥanafī admits it, neutrality in his 

Occidentalism is unachievable, as it was in Orientalism.12 

Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab included two studies of Ḥanafī in her book 

“Contemporary Arab Thought.” One covering his project “al-Yasār al-Islāmī” (the 

Islamic Left) and another focusing only on his Occidentalism. What is important to 

highlight here is that the revolutionary project of the Islamic Left, Kassab noted, 

targeted an internal front against tyranny and injustices, and an external front 

against the colonial West. She also asserted that Ḥanafī’s alternative for 

Eurocentrism is an Islamo-centered/led world, which will not yield the claimed 

                                                           
12. John L. Esposito and John Obert Voll, Makers of Contemporary Islam 

(New York; Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2001), 87-90. 
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outcome.13 In another chapter, she focused mainly, yet very briefly, on his 

Muqaddimah. She concluded that Ḥanafī who claimed to be scientific and objective 

ended up being essentialist and ideological. She also quoted Jūrj Ṭarābīshī who 

considered the book as “one of the clearest expressions of many Arab thinkers’ 

neurotic regression to tradition viewed as their Islamic heritage.” The same opinion, 

Kassab added, was held by Maḥmūd Amīn al-ʻĀlim who questioned Ḥanafī’s views 

of both the Western as well as the Islamic civilizations. Nevertheless, al-ʻĀlim sees 

Ṭarābīshī’s critique too harsh and that he, while showing contradictions in Ḥanafī’s 

book, sometimes “takes quotes out of context.”14 The next chapter of this study looks 

at some of the seemingly contradictory statements and re-evaluates them to gain a 

better understanding. 

The most relevant study to the present work is Yudian Wahyudi’s Arab 

Responses to Ḥasan Ḥanafī Muqaddima fī ʻilm al-istighrāb15 which included the 

responses of six Arab thinkers,16 all of whom are critical of Ḥanafī’s book. What is 

unique about Wahyudi’s study is that he brought into discussion Ḥanafī’s critique of 

Orientalist approaches, which, although significant, has been overlooked by other 
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studies. In al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd, Ḥanafī provided a detailed critique of four 

approaches he suggested that Orientalists applied while studying Islam and 

Muslims, historical; analytical; projective; and interaction (al-taʼthīr wa-al-

taʼaththur).17 By implementing these methods, Ḥanafī argues, Orientalists aimed to 

distort the phenomenon they are studying, that is, Islam. 

The response of those six thinkers could be summarized in few points. First, 

the Muqaddima lacks the essential analysis and methodologies and, thus, does not 

constitute an introduction to a science even it claims to be so; dozens of books 

already studied the Western civilization. Moreover, Ḥanafī’s academic background 

influences him to consider the Western civilization from its philosophical dimension 

only. Therefore, he perceives it as a culmination of philosophical ideas and sees 

liberation from its domination in liberating from the Western schools of thought.  

Likewise, his suggested seven-century civilizational cycle between the East and the 

West is problematic in multiple ways. Instead of providing scientific justification for 

this assertion, he seems to be mythically and magically applying the number seven 

in his historical presentation. Additionally, he places both civilizations in an 

unending diametrical opposition—when one is thriving, the other is declining. In 

short, what their critique suggests is that Ḥanafī restores a wrong-headed system, 

which already died, by another flawed, outdated alternative. 
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Two other important works I wish I were able to include in the study of 

Ḥasan Ḥanafī. The first is Thomas Hildebrand’s Emanzipation oder Isolation vom 

westlichen Lehrer? Die Debatte um Hasan Hanafi's Einführung in die 

Wissenschaften der Okzidentalistik published in Germany in 1998. As the name 

suggests, this study focuses on Ḥanafī’s Muqaddimah and, thus, falls within the 

scope of the present study. Unfortunately, however, my novice knowledge of the 

German language could not help benefiting from Hildebrand’s study. The other 

work is Cosmopolitans and Heretics: New Muslim Intellectuals and the Study of 

Islam by Carool Kersten. The book engages in deep analyses of three advocates of 

cosmopolitan Islam, among whom is Ḥasan Ḥanafī. Kersten dedicated three 

chapters to studying main works of Ḥanafī in order to gain an insight to the 

development of his thought and his transition from “philosophical enquiry to 

political engagement, itself followed by a scholarly transformation of his 

understanding of the field of Islamic studies from theology to anthropology”18 I was, 

unfortunately, not able to include this work in my review of the current literature 

due to lack of access to the book. 

This overview of the existing scholarship on the two Egyptian, leading 

thinkers Anouar Abdel-Malek and Ḥasan Ḥanafī clearly shows that a study of 

Abdel-Malek’s civilizational project is long overdue and that Ḥanafī deserves a 

careful study of his Occidentalism project. In this sense, this study attempts to 
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address this gap in research by studying both thinkers’ projects in the context of 

restructuring the relations between the East and the West. It is important, 

nevertheless, to highlight that one expects to read about intellectuals like Anouar 

Abdel-Malek and Ḥasan Ḥanafī in recent studies of Edward Said’s Orientalism such 

as Reading Orientalism: Said and the Unsaid by Daniel Martin Varisco. Varisco 

mentioned Ḥanafī as the founder of what Said thought unimaginable field of 

Occidentalism. However, Varisco pointed out that Ḥanafī asserted that Said’s 

“reading of the “West” adopts Western secular humanism by default, it ultimately 

serves the same role in the modern Arab university as Said attributed to Orientalist 

texts in the Western academy.”19 Referring to the cited work of Ḥanafī, one does not 

find this argument at all. Ḥanafī only gave the example of Said among other 

thinkers, as Varisco mentions in the previous sentence, as one of the scholars in 

Ḥanafī’s generation who attempts to consider Orientalism as an object of study. 

Varisco also mentioned Abdel-Malek in a few times throughout the book, most 

importantly while suggesting that Said misrepresents Abdel-Malek ideas on the two 

groups of Orientalists, the good ones (academics whose works were beneficial to the 

Orient) and the bad ones (who served the Colonialist agenda). As we shall see later, 

Abdel-Malek’s classification of Orientalists was much deeper than that. 
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Theoretical Framework 

 

This study situates Ḥasan Ḥanafī and Anouar Abdel-Malek in two stages of 

the reconstruction of the relationship between the East and the West. Partha 

Chatterjee’s model of the three moments, introduced in his book, Nationalist 

Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse, is an insightful tool in the 

analysis of Abdel-Malek and Hanafi’s thought. On the one hand, analyzing their 

works in terms of two categories, assertions or arguments and theoretical 

justifications, accentuates the nuanced views and enables clearer positionality. On 

the other hand and at a nationalist level, Chatterjee’s model of the three moments 

attempts to provide an answer to the question of the claimed inescapable 

dependency on the West. In fact, Chatterjee’s assertion that nationalist thought 

contradicted itself by adopting the same frameworks within which Orientalism had 

operated is an alarming message that sounds to me similar to Abdel-Malek’s 

message to the West in “Orientalism in Crisis.” If proved right, that could cause a 

shock to the small sector of Easterners who are still aspiring to all meanings of 

liberation. But if proved inaccurate, it should point to the areas of potential revival. 

In any case, Chatterjee’s work serves as a reminder to the intelligentsia and 

policymakers in the East to check the accuracy of their compass. 

Nevertheless, the way in which Chatterjee poses the question of 

in/dependency leaves no room for possible national autonomy. He contended that 

“[n]ationalist thought, in agreeing to become ‘modern’, accepts the claim to 
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universality of this ‘modern’ framework of knowledge. Yet it also asserts the 

autonomous identity of a national culture. It thus simultaneously rejects and 

accepts the dominance, both epistemic and moral, of an alien culture.”20 As such, 

Chatterjee equates what is ‘modern’ with what ‘Western’ is, and, by the same token, 

suggests that what is modern is also hegemonic--leading to his initial assertion that 

modernity is essentially colonial. But what is it exactly that makes modernity an 

imperial tool? The answer Chatterjee provides is that it is knowledge which became 

a Western instrument for establishing dominance over the world.21 Losing control 

over the colonies after the resurgence of the liberation movement, the West had 

nothing left to maintain its supremacy but this “epistemic privilege.”22 In fact, this 

assertion itself is an acceptance of the Western problematic that what is Western is 

equally universal. More importantly, however, is that Chatterjee’s assertion 

assumes that all the knowledge produced in the West is purely Western--an 

assumption that contradicts history and the living reality. It disregards a long 

history of interaction between the East and the West in which both civilizations left 

their clear imprints on each other. Likewise, it denies the direct contributions of 

Eastern scientists and intellectual living in the West. Not less important is the fact 

that colonial powers captured an exceptionally massive body of Eastern knowledge 
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that was transferred to centers of power in Europe and, along with material 

resources, was an integral part of this European modernity. This is what Anouar 

Abdel-Malek refers to as the “historical surplus.” 

 In underpinning the characteristics of the Arab-Islamic heritage, 

Muḥammad ʻĀbid. Jābirī remarkably pointed out that among the specificities of 

this heritage is its universality and comprehensiveness. At a certain point of its 

development, the Arab-Islamic civilization had a universal effect. It was also able to 

absorb and appropriate all civilizations it had contact with. Contemporarily, Jābirī 

suggests, Western civilization has the same characteristics, and, thus, its heritage 

is a universal one. It does not only reflect the social realities of European nations 

but also represents a melting pot in which world ideologies and philosophies blend 

together and within which the influences of old and ancient civilizations, from 

Greek to Islamic, still plays an active role. “The separation between the Eastern 

and Western thought in the contemporary culture is arbitrary and unscientific as 

the separation between what is Arab and what is Islamic or between what is Arab-

Islamic and what is non-Arab and non-Islamic is an arbitrary, unscientific 

process.”23 So, for Chatterjee to argue that Western modes of knowledge are solely 

Western and are alien to Eastern nations, his argument lacks solid evidence. What 

Chatterjee could have focused on instead, I would argue, is the question of 

autonomy of action and self-determination. It is not knowledge or modernity per se 
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that would subjugate people. Rather, it is the blind imitation of Western ideals that 

threatens the national character. Preserving the national identity and autonomy is 

the ultimate goal of nations. They do not have to reinvent the wheel, nor will the 

West remain standstill awaiting those rising nations to catch up with its scientific 

advancements and military strength. And if the foundational issue is the struggle 

for full liberation, is not it feasible to use the same weapon? In the two intellectual 

projects this study looks at, we have the example of Ḥasan Ḥanafī who seems to 

follow the same line of thought as Chatterjee, and Anouar Abdel-Malek, whose 

ultimate goal was full independence through a plan that ensures the preservation of 

the national identity. The first ended up caught in the dialectic in a manner similar 

to what Chatterjee has suggested, and the second managed to draw the road to 

national autonomy. 

By implementing Chatterjee’s model of the three moments, I also asses the 

autonomy of both Anouar Abdel-Malek and Ḥasan Ḥanafī’s projects in the light of 

this discussion of Chatterjee’s assertion mentioned earlier. Chatterjee suggested 

that the development of nationalist thought in India has taken place through three 

stages or what he calls moments—the moment of departure, the moment of 

maneuver and the moment of arrival, respectively. “The moment of departure lies in 

the encounter of a nationalist consciousness with the framework of knowledge 

created by post-Enlightenment rationalist thought. It produces the awareness—and 
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acceptance—of an essential cultural difference between the East and the West.”24 

Giving the example of writer and poet Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay (1838-

1894), Chatterjee demonstrated that at that stage, nationalists refuted Western 

claims of superiority inherent in their culture on the grounds that Western 

modernity, although materially superior, lacks the spiritual strength. Thus, 

Eastern nations would attain higher supremacy if they combine the Western 

material strength with the pure Eastern spirituality.25 

Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948) represents the second moment, the moment of 

maneuver. It is a stage marked by contradictory possibilities32 and denunciation of 

Western modernity altogether.33 Yet, it is when participation in the institutions of 

the colonial state is conditionally accepted—glossing over the relative disharmony 

between the ethical ideal and the political practice.34 It is a stateless utopia where 

people act upon moral ideals of truth, integrity, and selflessness, but it is also an 

ideology that enabled the improbable appropriation of the peasantry in a political 

process in which they are mobilized but not actively participating.35 Nationalist 
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thought reached its maturity in the moment of arrival when it became a fully-

developed political discourse with clear objectives.36 It is in the light of the main 

works of the first Prime Minister of independent India Jawaharlal Nehru (1889-

1964) that Chatterjee shows a nationalist ideology “of which the central organizing 

principle is the autonomy of the state; the legitimizing principle is a conception of 

social justice.”37  

Chatterjee furthers his investigation of each thinker’s principal works by 

considering them at the level of the thematic and the level of the problematic. These 

two concepts were initially used by Anouar Abdel-Malik in his article, “Orientalism 

in Crisis,” as two levels of addressing the general conception of each type of 

Orientalism. Abdel-Malek, however, did not elaborate on the distinction between 

the two levels. Nevertheless, Chatterjee suggested that the former “refers to an 

epistemological as well as an ethical system which provides a framework of 

elements and rules for establishing relations between elements; the problematic, on 

the other hand, consists of concrete statements about possibilities justified by 

reference to the thematic.38 To put it in the simplest way, the claims represent the 

problematic and the justifications of these claims represent the thematic. The 

purpose of implementing this distinction in his study of the nationalist thought in 
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India is to “separate, for analytical purposes, that part of a social ideology, 

consciously formulated and expressed in terms of a formal theoretical discourse, 

which asserts the existence, and often the practical realizability, of certain historical 

possibilities from the part which seeks to justify those claims by an appeal to both 

epistemic and moral principles.39 

Although not a nationalist in the conventional sense of the word, Ḥasan 

Ḥanafī’s project of Al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd (Heritage and Renewal) represents a 

mature project in restructuring the East-West/center-periphery relations and thus 

places him in the moment of arrival. While the first dimension (“front” Ḥanafī calls 

them) focuses on the Muslim heritage, the second is primarily concerned with the 

critique of the West. His Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-istighrāb (Introduction to the 

Science of Occidentalism) introduces an Eastern science that is equivalent to 

Western Orientalism. In the book, Ḥanafī suggests that Muslims/Arab today live in 

a perplexing situation because they have lost their identity between blind imitation 

of their heritage, while ignorant of its essence, and the wave of Westernization that 

led different schools of thought to see themselves in the mirror of the other.41 The 

solution, Ḥanafī suggests, is a reinterpretation of the heritage in the light of modern 

challenges, since heritage is an integral part of the existing reality and studying it 

serves as an analysis of our mindset and what constrains it. 
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Heritage and renewal, together, establish a new science that describes the 
present as if it is a moving past, and describes the past as if it is a lived 
present … [they] represent a civilizational process which is an exploration of 
history … and a discovery that the present is nothing but the accumulations 
of the past in addition to a new reality, which, itself, could be a result of 
losing the old jihad [struggle]. Backwardness could be the result of losing the 
scientific perspective of the old civilization, and poverty could be the result of 
the absence of the old economic systems.42 
 

  

Ḥanafī argues that both the Eastern and the Western civilizations are different in 

nature. For him, the Islamic civilization was centered around waḥy (revelation) 

from which all its related sciences emerged. On the contrary, the Western 

civilization was developed in rejection to its center (theocratic rule) and, thus, 

created a new center and revolved around it, that is man.46 The Orientalist comes 

from a certain culture which itself emerged as an effect caused by the split between 

the church and the state.47 So, if the majority of Orientalists deny the Islamic 

revelation, how possibly could they attribute intellectual phenomena to their origins 

in the Quran and Sunna?48Designating the difference between the two civilizations 

led Ḥanafī to be critical of Eurocentrism as well. Ḥanafī eloquently elucidates the 

dialectic of Eastern/Western thought, saying,  
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In the case of creativity [of the non-Europeans], it is ascribed to the Western 
culture as if it is its original source … Creativity does not take place except 
within the framework of dependency. Thus, the creative whole of all non-
European peoples turns into a creative part of Europe on the grounds that … 
peripheries emerge from the center … And if creativity comes to a complete 
halt, it is attributed to the poor study of the latest Western creations … When 
the Non-European innovator creates something, it is ascribed to its 
equivalent in the West, and if he fails to create something similar, the reason 
then is his lack of knowledge of corresponding creations in the West. Be it 
positive or negative, existential or non-existential, living or dead; the 
periphery is, thus, eternally bound to the center.”50 

Thus, he set out in his Muqaddimah to challenge the claimed universality of 

European civilization and show its locality. 

Abdel-Malek, on the other hand, shares a lot with Jawaharlal Nehru, whom 

Chatterjee places in the moment of arrival, with regard to their perception of the 

internal situation of their nations as well as their views of the West. Recounting 

India’s past, Nehru identified two great eras. The first dates back to the earliest 

days of India till the Turko-Afghan invasion of India in the 11th century. A golden 

age that witnessed a prosperous civilization at all levels; from politics and economy 

to science and philosophy. However, the creeping disease of rigidity found its way 

through the nation until it dried up the sources of vitality and creativity, and, thus, 

falling easily into the hands of the invaders. Yet, Nehru continues, the decayed 

structure retained some of its vitality and managed to survive and rather enter a 

second age of greatness with the Mughal Emperor Akbar. An ambitious statesman; 

“[i]n him, the old dream of a united India again took shape, united not only 
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politically in one state but organically fused into one people,” but whose efforts 

could not penetrate the inherent rigidity, and soon after him India lost its 

dynamism again.51 

Abdel-Malek, likewise, looked at the source of the problem in the modern 

history of Egypt; to the wave of European colonialism that hit the Arab world in the 

late 18th and early 19th centuries. This contact between the East and the West 

raised two inseparable questions: I. Why did we fall? And; II. What is the way out? 

Abdel-Malek pointed out that two groups attempted to answer these questions. The 

first comprised mainly the Islamists and Eastern Christians in urban centers 

(followers of the modernizing school of Ṭahṭāwī and Muḥammad ʻAlī’s state), who 

saw the reason in the failure of the East to keep up with the political and industrial 

revolutions that took place in the West. Hence, they believed that a renaissance 

requires adopting Western ideals of modernity as long as the Arab/Muslim identity 

is preserved. Followers of Muḥammad ʻAbduh and his school represented the second 

trend. They argued that the reason for backwardness in the Muslim nations is due 

to the abandonment of the principles of Islam, and hence, the remedy is adopting 

the Islamic approach which is capable of addressing the current needs.52 Both 

schools, however, agreed, in a way or another, on the reason; that is stagnancy and 

lack of dynamism. Abdel-Malek expressed it more clearly while criticizing the 
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blurred vision of the contemporary Arab thought and political ideologies. He 

contended that the essence of this rigidity and stagnation is the imitative transfer 

of Western ideals, Positivism in particular. Perhaps transferring the Western 

knowledge and technology to the Arab lands will Arabs us effortless luxury but, 

with it, they lose any opportunity for active engagement and rather lose their 

autonomy.53  

But again, Nehru and Abdel-Malek agree that there are external forces that 

will not allow a renaissance to happen in their countries. For Nehru, England would 

impede any attempt for significant reform, and thus, demanding constructive 

projects in the countryside, for instance, will lead to nothing; all efforts should be 

dedicated to the top priority, independence.54 It was this objective that he believed 

will ultimately subsume the different group interests and eventually lead to real 

economic progress that will enable justice and welfare for all.55 In the case of Egypt, 

independence had been already achieved. Yet, for Abdel-Malek, it means the 

national sovereignty, politically; economically; socially; and, “above all, culturally 

and intellectually.”56 He clearly stated that the European Renaissance had become 

as such only because it enjoyed a powerful political force; “the world has never 
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witnessed a ‘renaissance’ that was not coupled with effective power.”57 Although 

both Nehru and Abdel-Malek are very critical of the West, they never treated the 

West as an evil homogenous whole. Remarkably, Nehru speaks of ‘two Englands,’ 

the noble England of Shakespeare and Milton, and political and social ideals, and 

the ferocious England of feudalism and injustices—the one that came to India.58 

Abdel-Malek made the same distinction in his critique of Orientalism as we shall 

see in detail in the second chapter of this study. Although he was very critical of 

‘traditional Orientalism’ in particular, he gave credit to Orientalists such as Jean 

Chesneaux, Jacques Berque, and Joseph Needham whose works were beneficial to 

the East.
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I. Ḥasan Ḥanafī and the Formation of an 

Ideology 

 

Ḥasan Ḥanafī (b. 1935) is an Egyptian intellectual whose passion for writing is 
limitless. This is not only evident in the voluminous works he has accomplished but 
also in the revolutionary ideas he puts forward. His position on the Islamic heritage 
and its renewal brought accusations of apostasy against him. Nevertheless, his firm 
belief in the potential of authenticity has driven him to move forward. His vision of 
the Islamic Left distanced him from the Islamists who accused him of being a covert 
Marxist and alienated him from Leftists who believed he is an Islamist cloaked in 
Marxism. His nationalist impulse led him to believe in a sharp divide between the 
East and the West, although Westernization was manifested in every aspect in the 
life of Egyptians, from the English store signs written in Arabic alphabet to the 
Western tone expressed in the writings of the Egyptian intelligentsia. Therefore, he 
became a harsh critic of what he believed the alienation of the self in the horizon of 
the other. His critique of Orientalism in his first book was later developed in what 
he claimed to be a Science of Occidentalism—a science that draws on scientific 
materials that are purely Oriental. Adopting Partha Chatterjee’s model of the ‘three 
moments’ in the development of nationalist thought in India, this study shows that 
Ḥasan Ḥanafī, in his pursuit to reshape the East-West power relations, fits in the 
third moment, the moment of arrival. It also argues that, while attempting to refute 
the essentialist perception of Orientalism, Hanafi reinforced the image of otherness 
that Europe projected about the Orient. 
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Introduction 

 

One year after Ḥasan Ḥanafī was born, Egypt took a significant step toward 

achieving its independence by signing the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936. Although 

the treaty did not put an ultimate end to the British existence on the Egyptian soil, 

it revitalized the nationalist sense and cherished hopes for full independence. 

However, the international conflict among the colonial powers eventually brought 

WWII to the Western Desert of Egypt in 1941, and the country’s resources were 

dedicated to the service of Britain—the colonizer. Egyptians, including the young 

Ḥanafī, saw in the Germans approaching Egypt hope for driving the British out, but 

they were soon disappointed by the Axis defeat in the War.1 The successive events 

in the history of the Egyptian/Arab nation, including the Palestinian war of 1948; 

the 1952 military coup/revolution; the Anglo-Egyptian Agreement in 1954; and most 

importantly, the Arab defeat in 1967, left their imprint on Ḥanafī’s intellectual 

formation. 

Ḥanafī’s scholarship and academic career are no less entwined. Upon 

graduation, and after losing hope in obtaining a scholarship from Cairo University, 

he left for France on October 11th, 1956 with a chunk of cheese, a can of milk, a sack 

of dry bread, and ten Egyptian pounds.2 University years in Cairo were not only the 
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formative years of Ḥasan Ḥanafī‘s religious ideology but also his first exposure to 

philosophy. Nevertheless, he became deeply involved in philosophy when he started 

his post-graduate studies at the Sorbonne University in 1957. Profoundly influenced 

by Fichte‘s philosophies of resistance and self-consciousness as well as Iqbal‘s 

philosophy of selfhood, Ḥanafī wrote his doctoral proposal on the ‘General Islamic 

Methodology.’ He wanted to follow in Qutb‘s footsteps and formulate a 

comprehensive Islamic framework that would lead to a personal and social 

renaissance through the unification of revelation (waḥy) and the world. However, 

his proposal was met with disinterest as Orientalists at the Sorbonne saw it too 

broad, and philosophers advised him to study Kant. He described this problematic 

situation saying, “Orientalists would read me and say: this is Western philosophy, 

and we are historians; and philosophers would read me and say: this is Islam, and 

we are Westerners.” He was lost between Orientalists and philosophers until Louis 

Massignon directed him to the right beginning, uṣūl al-fiqh (Principles of Islamic 

Jurisprudence).3 In the course of his research, Ḥanafī acquired a solid knowledge of 
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basis for his life-long project Al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd (Heritage and Renewal) and 
his revolutionary movement, al-Yasār al-Islāmī (the Islamic Left). In this sense, 
Ḥanafī describes this relationship with Guitton as the one between Aristotle and 
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the Scriptures and in 1964 Guitton invited him to attend the fourth session of the 

Second Vatican Ecumenical Council (Vatican II), where he was introduced to Pope 

Paul VI of Rome.4 His life in the university dorms for four years and his summer 

travels enabled him to grasp a better understanding of the Western culture that 

helped him later to develop his comprehensive study of the West, Muqaddimah fī 

ʻilm al-istighrāb (Introduction to the Science of Occidentalism). 

During his ten-year stay at the Sorbonne, Ḥanafī wrote three studies towards 

his Ph.D. The first was on the Methods of Exegesis: Essays on the Science of the 

Fundamentals of Understanding in the Discipline of Usūl al-Fiqh, as he found in 

uṣūl al-fiqh the precision of sciences and the consideration of people’s interests.5 The 

Exegesis of Phenomenology, the State of the Art of the Phenomenological Method and 

Its Application to the Phenomenon of Religion was his second study in which he 

looked at the development of the European philosophical consciousness. Lastly, in 

The Phenomenology of Exegesis: An Essay in the Existential Hermeneutics of the 

                                                           
Plato; Marx and Feuerbach; Feuerbach and Hegel. It developed him from the model 
to reality, from the soul to nature, from the individual consciousness to social 
consciousness, from Right to Left, from religion to revolution, from the West to the 
East, and from Christianity to Islam. (Ḥanafī, al-Dīn wa-al-thawrah, 235). 

 
4. Ibid 244-245. 
 
5. Translation of studies’ names is cited from John L. Esposito and John 

Obert Voll, Makers of Contemporary Islam (New York; Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 2001), 76. 
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New Testament, he applied his developed theory of ‘ternary consciousness’ on the 

New Testament—a theory that he developed in uṣūl al-fiqh.6  

In 1966, Ḥasan Ḥanafī returned to Egypt, and one year later he started 

teaching philosophy at Cairo University. He translated an Anthology of Christian 

Philosophy in the Middle Ages for his class on Christian philosophy, but implicitly 

he wanted to convey his revolutionary ideas while avoiding authority threats as if 

the ideas are not his and he is only a translator.7 The Setback of 1967 shook 

Ḥanafī’s convictions but directed him to another endeavor—investigating the causes 

of the self‘s defeat in its encounter with the other in order to help the nation 

overcome the defeat. In so doing, he started writing a series of articles published in 

two periodicals, al-Kātib (the Scribe) and al-Fikr al-Muʻāṣir (Contemporary 

Thought), over a period of two years. 8 In September 1971, Ḥanafī accepted a 

teaching position as a visiting professor in the United States to avoid a likely clash 

with the authorities in Egypt. After the US (1971-1975), he taught in Kuwait 

(1979), Morocco (1982-1984), Japan (1984-1985), the United Arab Emirates (1985), 

in addition to working for the United Nations University in Tokyo as an academic 

consultant from 1985 to 1987.9 

                                                           
6. Ḥasan Ḥanafī, Homūm al-Fikr wa-al waṭan. Vol. 2 (Cairo: Dar Qubāa, 

1998), 622-623. 
 
7. Ibid. 628-629. 
 
8. Ḥanafī, al-Dīn wa-al-thawrah, 252. 
 
9. Issa J. Boullata and Ali Mabrook. "Ḥanafī, Ḥasan." In The Oxford 

Encyclopedia of the Islamic World.: Oxford University Press, 2009. 
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In addition to collections of his journalistic articles, in 1980 Ḥasan Ḥanafī 

published Al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd (Heritage and Renewal), in which he outlined 

what he called the ‘three fronts’ of his lifelong intellectual project, “our attitude 

towards the old heritage”; “our attitude towards the Western heritage”; and “our 

attitude towards the current reality.” The book aroused significant controversy 

especially among Islamist circles that considered his ideas contradictory to the 

established principles of Islam.10 The debate heated again in 1997 when Sayyid al-

Qimnī and Ḥasan Ḥanafī were nominated for the State’s Appreciation Award. Al-

Azhar Scholars’ Front objected to the nomination and demanded Ḥanafī’s removal 

from Cairo University.11 The first book under the ‘second front’ was published in 

1991 titled Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-istighrāb (Introduction to the Science of 

Occidentalism) to “announce the end of an old renaissance that has emerged, 

developed, culminated, and, to the other, started to decline.”12 

 

 

 

                                                           
http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/view/10.1093/acref/97
80195305135.001.0001/acref-9780195305135-e-0297. 

10. See for example Aḥmad al-Ṭayyib, al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd: munaqashāt w 
rudūd; and Muḥammad ʻImārah, al-Islām bayna al-tanwīr wa-al-tazwīr. 

 
11. Esposito and Voll, Makers, 80.  

See also https://bit.ly/2K7q4FF 
 
12. Ḥasan Ḥanafī, Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-istighrāb. (al-Qāhirah: al-Dār al-

Fannīyah, 1991), 20. 
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The Self and the Other 

 

One cannot study Ḥasan Ḥanafī’s critique of the West (the other) without 

grasping a clear understanding of his perception of the self. Al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd 

is more than an outline of his intellectual project. In it, one can see a particular 

focus on defining heritage and renewal, as for him in the Muslim heritage lies the 

material fundamentally needed for understanding the current reality. Muqaddimah 

fī ʻilm al-istighrāb is concerned with the West, the other. Thus, a study of his 

Muqaddimah without including his al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd (Heritage and Renewal) 

would be inevitably flawed. 

Although Ḥanafī does not provide a straightforward definition of the self and 

the first-person pronouns he uses, one can reach a conclusion through his definition 

of the turāth. Ḥanafī believes that heritage has been developed in connection to the 

realities surrounding it; it is the “body of [different] interpretations given by each 

generation according to its requirements, especially that its original sources from 

which it [turāth] originated, allows for such diversity…”13 The interpretations of 

what? And what does he mean by the original sources? The only answer is 

revelation (waḥy) as expressed in the Quran and Sunna, since Ḥanafī, in the same 

paragraph, speaks of Asbāb al-Nuzūl (occasions/reasons of revelation) and al-

Nāsikh wa-al-Mansūkh (the abrogating and the abrogated verses in the Quran) as 

                                                           
13. Ḥasan Ḥanafī, Al-turāth wal-Tajdi ̄d. 3rd ed. (Cairo: Anglo-Egyptian 

Bookshop, 1987), 12-13. 
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proofs for the interrelatedness of reality and religious thought (revelation). He also 

suggests that this old heritage still influences our present because it is not merely 

ideas but rather lifestyles and behavioral patterns; “we practice al-Kindi every day, 

breathe al-Farabi every moment, and see Ibn Sina in every street…”14 

Later in the book, however, Ḥanafī attempts to give the turāth a broader 

sense. He suggests that the question of heritage (and its renewal), although 

originating from religion, is not of a religious nature but of a national one. 

Therefore, he uses the word ‘heritage’ not ‘religion’ because the latter is part of the 

former—not vice versa. He further adds that he avoids describing the civilization—

of the self—as Islamic, “because it is a religious term and the issue is ultimately 

civilizational … Islam here is a civilizational incident that occurred in history. 

[Thus] what is important to us is its outcomes as a civilization rather than its 

source; we are interested in its civilization after it [Islam] had already taken 

place.”15 In this sense, the heritage, although called Islamic heritage, encompasses 

something, yet undefined, of a broader scope. 

However, in the last chapter of al-Turāth wa-al-Tajdīd entitled “Topics of 

Renewal (Reconstruction of the Sciences),” Ḥanafī identified four Islamic sciences: 

theology, philosophy, principles of jurisprudence, and Sufism. In reference to 

sciences that are not of religious nature, he pointed out that although mathematical 

                                                           
14. Ibid. 14-15. 
  
15. Ibid. 19-20. 
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sciences are purely rational, one can find motives in the revelation. Ibn al-

Haytham’s theories of light, Ḥanafī gives as an example, “are related to some extent 

to his general perception of light, and Allah’s definition in the sense that He is 

light.”16 Similarly, life sciences have some motives in the essence of the Islamic 

civilization such as contemplation of nature. “Jābir ibn Hayyān cannot be 

considered as a chemist only since his position as a chemist is nothing but a part of 

a broader position; that is his position as a Muslim thinker.”17 Here we can see that 

Ḥanafī returns to his exclusive definition of the turāth suggested earlier. In fact, 

Ḥanafī articulated it in the clearest way when he said, “[t]he heritage emerged from 

one center; that is the Quran and the Sunna;”18 thus, leaving no room for doubt 

that, for him, heritage is the Islamic heritage and consequently the self is the 

Muslim self. 

Muslims have been in constant contact with other nations and civilizations, 

but what Ḥanafī means by the other is defined straightforwardly; it is the West. It is 

stated in his identification of the second front of his project, “our attitude towards 

the Western heritage,” and throughout his discussion of his proposed ‘Science of 

Occidentalism.’ Yet, he sometimes uses the term “West” loosely to include Japan, 

which, for him, is a European country although it is geographically located in Asia; 

                                                           
16. Ibid. 139. 
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it is European by its imperialist ambitions19 and by its industrial, Capitalist modes 

of production.20 But as far as the discussion of the power relations is concerned, 

there is no doubt that “for us, in the heart of the Arab and Islamic world, the other 

for us is specifically the West.”21 

 

The East and the West: A History of Interaction 

 

Heritage as an accumulation of past experiences is undoubtedly influenced, 

whether directly or indirectly, by contact with other civilizations. Moreover, it is 

through this contact that nations form an image of others and deal with them 

accordingly.  Ḥanafī identifies three intersections in the historical courses of the self 

and the other, each of which marks a beginning on one side and an end on the other 

side. It is significant to look at his perception of these encounters in order to see 

how his views on the West have been developed. The first intersection, Ḥanafī 

suggests, took place with the birth of the Islamic civilization and the end of the Age 

of the Church Fathers at the end of the seventh century. The doctrinal 

disagreements between the church and Christian thinkers as well as the new order 

being formed after a history of battles between the Persians and the Romans, 

                                                           
19. Ḥanafī, Muqaddimah, 40. 
 
20. Ibid. 764. 
 
21. Ibid. 696. 
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necessitated the advent of a new “civilizational course” to resolve religious debates 

and unite the Arabian peninsula.22 He argues that in this era, one can find the roots 

of Occidentalism when Muslims studied the Greek civilization, and “Greece is part 

of the West—geographically, historically, and civilizationally; and to the Greeks and 

Romans the sources of European consciousness extend.”23 He also provided an 

outline of the dialectic between the ‘studying self’ and the other, the ‘studied 

subject.’ We shall return to this point in our discussion of his critique of 

Orientalism.  

The second intersection occurred in the fourteenth century (7th Hijri century). 

It marked, according to Ḥanafī, the decline of the Islamic civilization when 

innovation came to a halt, and Muslims turned to the reproduction of the existing 

knowledge whether by summarizing or writing annotations. Meanwhile, the West 

started to rise again due to the shift from Platonism to Aristotelianism and was 

influenced by the scientific production of the Islamic civilization after its translation 

into Latin.24 Elsewhere in the book, he suggested that this phase witnessed two 

developments with regard to Occidentalism. The first is the new images both 

Muslims and Europeans had for each other after the first wave of the Crusades. In 

the Muslims’ consciousness, an image of an ignorant, bigoted, colonial European 

was formed. On the other hand, an image of a civilized, brave, tolerant Muslim was 
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24. Ibid. 705. 
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formed in the European mind. Thus, the Western first colonial attempt in the East 

represents the earliest Orientalist form. The other phase (the third in the 

development of Occidentalism) appeared with Ibn Khaldūn’s Muqaddimah. Ibn 

Khaldūn, Ḥanafī adds, witnessed the beginnings of the European Renaissance (and 

the end of the Islamic consciousness) and talked about the different aspects of it. In 

this sense, “the Islamic consciousness then was playing the role of the master and 

the European consciousness the role of the student.”25 Nonetheless, a new dialectic 

between the self and the other took place again with the colonial campaigns— 

Napoleon in 1798, Fraser expedition in 1807, and their successors. But unlike the 

first dialectic between Muslims and Greece (the old model of Europe), this time 

Muslims are weak and defeated, and thus, the “modernity shock” started.26 

The third—and contemporary—intersection of the two civilizations started in 

the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, when Europe is completing its 

third cycle, and thus declining. For the self, it is the beginning of the third cycle—

the beginning of a promising future that started with modern Arab thought.27 

Ḥanafī also notes that Occidentalism has entered a new phase with his generation 

of intellectuals. The calls for establishing a science that liberates the East from 

dependency on the West are often heard but mostly remained at the level of the 
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rhetoric. But as this Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-istighrāb comes out, it announces that 

“the moment of declaring intentions had been passed, and that the early prophecies 

had, or almost, been transformed into a precise science.”28 At this stage, one can see 

Ḥanafī’s claim of a developed discourse that is capable of questioning Western 

universality. 

 

Between Orientalism and Occidentalism 

 

In al-turāth wal-Tajdi ̄d, Ḥanafī provided a detailed critique of the 

methodologies and approaches used by Orientalists in their study of Islam. His 

pursuit was demonstrating the flaws in their approaches, which, in turn, led them 

to misjudgments.29 He argued that the shortcomings of the immensely scientific 

approach to studying Islam result from the difference in nature between the topic 

and the approach. While this approach is of a material nature and seeks to study 

human thought through historical incidents or social events, the nature of Islam is 

entirely different as it draws from a divine source, that is the revelation.30 Both the 

Islamic and the Western civilizations are different in nature. The former is central 

in the sense that it has emerged around one center (revelation) while the latter is 
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29. Ḥanafī, Al-turāth wal-Tajdi ̄d, 60. 
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centrifugal; it has developed in rejection to its center (the Church).31 According to 

Ḥanafī, the essence of Islam is different. It “is a religion of reason, of good deed, of 

freedom of progress and of nature … Worldview, value-system, code of ethics … 

Islam in a Western framework is a religion of enlightenment. The essence of the 

West is twofold … The West in its deep level is ethnic or more bluntly, racial, egoist, 

…. and Eurocentric … The surface level appeared clearly in the Enlightenment.”32 

Consequently, Ḥanafī points out that since the majority of Orientalists deny 

the Islamic revelation, it is not possible for them to attribute intellectual 

phenomena of Islam to their origins in the Quran and Sunna.33 This assertion is 

two-fold. On the one hand, it suggests that Oriental thought, although human, 

cannot be studied without including the non-human (divine) aspect in the study, 

which makes Islam an inseparable constituent of the Oriental consciousness. On 

the other hand, it implies that the study of Islam, and Easterners more broadly, by 

non-Muslims is unapproachable—a suggestion that reinforces the Western rhetoric 

that non-Westerners are inaccessible, mysterious, and exotic.  

At the level of the problematic, by adopting this essentialist distinction 

between the East and the West, Ḥanafī, perhaps unconsciously, accepts not only the 

Orientalist assertion that the Eastern is different, but, more importantly, that this 
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otherness is eternal or, to use Abdel-Malek’s term, inalienable. Moreover, at the 

level of the thematic, Ḥanafī approves, again perhaps unconsciously, the Orientalist 

typology, not in its ethnic terms but rather on religious grounds. Juxtaposing the 

European conscious with the Islamic, he stated that the former is “diachronic” 

(tārīkhī) and the latter is “synchronic” (mahawi).36 The self is not formed but rather 

existed; it does not have a construct that was developed through formation. The 

other is formed and its construct developed through the process of its formation. The 

other is made by history. European consciousness has been formed through history 

and was shaped in space and time without having a prior essence. As such, the 

formation of the European consciousness preceded its construct, since it had not 

existed before its formation throughout history, and that explains the dominance of 

historicism in the West.37 On the contrary, “the Islamic intellectual phenomenon, 

which emerged from the transformation of the revelation (waḥy) to a civilization, is 

not synthetically composed of material aspects and incidents created by historical 

factors. It is an abstract phenomenon originated from the transformation of the 

religious text into a meaning in the intellectual’s consciousness; it is an extension of 

the religious text at the level of thought.”38 Therefore, the intellectual work of 

Muslim scholars in Ḥanafī opinion was merely an expression of the meanings of this 
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pre-existing source; “the European philosopher poses while the Muslim philosopher 

exposes.”39 

Yet, one would argue that synchronism does not necessarily mean non-

evolution, and that is true unless Ḥanafī suggests something else, and he does. He 

asserted that thought in the Muslim heritage was a group work that the “emerging 

civilization conducted at one center, the revelation, as if the revelation that is being 

transformed into a civilization renders unity upon the authors and makes them all 

intermediaries through whom it appears. Thought has its course in history and 

people are not but its bearers.”40 Obviously, Ḥanafī here contradicts himself in his 

approach to renewal because this fatalism of thought leaves no room for the 

independence of human reason.  However, he said the aforementioned quote while 

arguing that Orientalists’ attribution of thought to individuals—such as Averroism 

and Avicennism—"was perhaps intended to prove sterility of the civilization and 

muteness of revelation and that without the philosopher or the scholar, thought 

would not have existed [in Islam]…”41 

So, Ḥanafī attempts to critique the four approaches he believes Orientalists 

implemented in their study of Islam. The first is the ‘historical approach’ (al-

manhaj al-tārīkhī), which is primarily concerned with studying historical and social 

incidents and organizing them as if they represent the intellectual phenomenon 
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itself, without any study of its origins in the revelation or consciousness.42 He 

further suggests that the Orientalist comes from a background in which the thinker 

creates the school of thought. In other words, the intellectual comes first, and the 

idea comes second. That was a necessity dictated by the Renaissance when old 

theoretical constructs proved wrong, and there was a need for philosophies and 

schools of thought to fill in this vacuum. Therefore, these philosophies were 

attributed to the individuals who theorized them. As they study Islam, Orientalists 

apply the same pattern and thus talk about Averroism and Ashʿarism while in 

Islam ideas and philosophies evolve from the revelation that has been transformed 

into a civilization living in the consciousness of the intellectual. In this sense, 

thinkers are authors who express the revelation in their own words not the creators 

of the idea itself.43 Again we see here the same line of thought; the ‘historical 

approach’ is not applicable to Islam because it does not conform to its nature. Islam 

is above and beyond history.  

What occurs in history is not a form for Islam. Islam has a transcendental 
value system. It can be realized in the world through human actions. Sole 
Scriptura is the source of Islam, not the tradition. History is not sacred. It is 
only the field of human action, its inclination towards perfection. However, 
Islam is a religion of progress, progress in history, given the gradual 
revelation according to different periods in history.44 
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The second Orientalist approach Ḥanafī identifies is the ‘analytical approach’ 

(al-manhaj al- taḥlīlī), which is based on deconstructing the intellectual 

phenomenon into a set of elements that are then regrouped in a heterogeneous set 

of incidents and factors that created it. For Ḥanafī, this approach cannot lead to a 

valid explanation of the phenomenon being studied (Islam) as it is totally 

inconsistent with it. Islam was formed through “transforming a revelation to a 

meaning and the meaning to a theoretical construct” whereas the analytical 

approach includes this religious component merely as a catalyst. In other words, the 

foundational constituent becomes secondary, marginal and, perhaps, interloper.45 

Likewise, the ‘projective approach’ (al-manhaj al-Isqāṭī), subconsciously, replaces 

the phenomenon with other phenomena that exist in the Orientalist’s mind and 

paints the object under consideration with the same brush. This projection would 

even take a radical form when an Orientalist overlooks the phenomenon entirely if 

it does not exist in his consciousness or creates one—which does not exist in 

reality—from a phantasm he has in mind. In this sense, one can see the Christian 

influence on Orientalists’ work where concepts such as Muhammadanism, Islamic 

Church and theocratic authority were used while talking about Islam. Ḥanafī 

highlights that the underlying concept in this approach, like other approaches, is 

that the Orientalist deems his civilization to be the equilibrium point, the standard 

to which everything else should be measured.46 
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One can see here that Ḥanafī is objecting to the thematic of these approaches 

and argues for their incompatibility with the Islamic civilization. In so doing he 

adopts the same reasoning that Bankim used in defending the ‘philosophy of spirit.’ 

Bankim argued that science remains incapable of grasping the philosophy of spirit 

because it “is tied to its epistemic leash; how can it find a philosophy of spirit which 

lies beyond its range of proof? … To look for scientific proof where it cannot apply is 

a fundamentally mistaken search.”47 Ḥanafī, likewise, asserts that the Orientalist 

tools are too scientific to understand a phenomenon that exceeds its limits. He 

suggests that revelation itself originated in the consciousness—whether that of God, 

the prophet, or the ordinary man to whose challenges the revelation came as a 

response. The same applies to the Sunna, which is a conscious experience, and also 

to ijmāʻ (consensus), which is a collective conscious experience.48 Thus, in refuting 

the Orientalist thematic, Ḥanafī used rationalist philosophy, which is as viewed by 

Chatterjee a product of the Western civilization. In other words, his alternative for 

a European thematic is another European thematic.  Maḥmūd Amīn al-ʻĀlim 

suggests that the Husserlian phenomenology’s influence on Ḥanafī is obvious in his 

nuanced conception of reason, which subverts reason to seem “closer to 

consciousness or intuition …. and, thus, reason almost loses its rationality and 

[becomes] a mere symbolic deductive tool that draws its value and credibility from 
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consciousness and intuition.”49 Moreover, Ḥanafī’s distinction between the European 

and the Muslim consciousness seems to be based on Husserl’s categorization of 

sciences of essence and sciences of reality/experience.50 I should restate here that 

from my point of view, adopting a Western approach that is valid and has proved 

outcomes does not hurt autonomy unless it threatens the national or, in case of 

Ḥanafī, the Islamic character. What problematizes Ḥanafī’s assertion here is his 

claim of materials that are purely Oriental--a claim that cannot be justified, 

Lastly comes the ‘Cause-and-Effect Approach’ (manhaj al-ʼathar wa-al-

taʼaththur), Ḥanafī claims, to destroy the Islamic phenomenon entirely by 

attributing it to any alien source that bears resemblance to it, whether the cause 

and effect truly takes place or not. The case is no different for Islam. Orientalists 

claimed that the Islamic philosophy is a “masked Greek philosophy” and that 

Sufism, uṣūl al-fiqh and other Islamic sciences have origins elsewhere. This, Ḥanafī 

continues, is due to the Orientalist’s culture, which itself is an effect of the Greek 

civilization, and thus they assumed the same base for the Islamic civilization 

although the relationship between both civilizations was characterized by rejection 

rather than acceptance.51 In fact, Ḥanafī tries hard to deny Greek influences on the 
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Islamic civilization when he adds that the ‘cause-and-effect approach’ was also 

based on misunderstanding the nature of ‘effect’ or influence. He contended that 

having similar phenomena in two civilizations that have been in historical contact 

does not necessarily mean they influenced each other.  

Cause and effect is a complicated civilizational process that takes place on multiple 
levels; language, meaning, and thing/object. If there is a similarity between two 
phenomena in two civilizations that have historical connections, such a similarity 
could only be [at the level of] the language. In this case, it is not an influence but 
rather a borrowing … [And] if a similarity existed in the content … this cannot be 
called effect or influence either … the precedent phenomenon was nothing but a 
stimulant or a supporter … There is a possibility too of similarity between two 
civilizations whether they had a historical contact or not; this similarity could be a 
result of similar circumstances that led to the emergence of the same ideas … 
human minds are the same and truths are the same. There are established, general 
human truths that occur here and there without the minimalist effect of any 
civilization… .”52 
As we shall see later, Abdel-Malek was able to simply, yet effectively, surmount this 

dilemma that Ḥanafī entrapped himself in by tackling the question from a broader 

aspect that does not need to identify what is Western and what is not. 

 
Ḥanafī believes that the flaw in the cause and effect approach lies in a 

unilateral perception the Westerner has for the East-West relationship—a 

relationship in which Europe is the innovative and the influencer while the rest of 

the world is a passive receiver.53 In this sense, his Muqaddimah fī ʻilm al-istighrāb 

(Introduction to the Science of Occidentalism) is primarily concerned with putting 

an end to this Eurocentrism. His voice while talking about the objectives of his 
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proposed science reflects distress and wrath. “The objective is to destroy the myths 

of the universal civilization and the eternal teacher and continuous center … and 

superiority, racism, hegemony, domination, mastery, and cultural invasion.”54 “The 

Science of Occidentalism aims at overcoming the bilateral historical complex 

between the self and the other as well as the polemic between the self’s inferiority 

complex and the other’s superiority complex.”55 “The science of Occidentalism aims 

at bringing an end to the myth of the West representing the entire humanity and 

the centrality of Europe.”56 “It suffices us, in the dialectic of the self and the other, 

to establish the science of Occidentalism to counter ‘Westernization’, that is copying 

the West, and eliminate its influences. It suffices for us to diminish it [the West] 

and rebound it within its natural boundaries… .”57 As much as the main task for 

nationalist thought, as Chatterjee suggested, was to remove colonialism, it is for 

Ḥanafī to put an end for Westernization. 

Ḥanafī attempts to take a balanced position between two extreme stances 

towards the West: those who totally reject the West in order to preserve the Muslim 

identity, and others who accepted the West on the grounds that not all Western 

ideals are bad. For Hanafi, both are wrong. The first group is right in principle (de 
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jure) but wrong in reality (de facto). In other words, it is right to start from the self 

but without disregarding the West as a subject of study. On the contrary, the second 

group is wrong in principle and right in reality. The relationship with between the 

self and the other is one of contradiction. However, is it important to understand 

other civilizations, contain them, and eventually complement them. By “taking the 

question from the level of emotions to the level of action and from reactions to an 

established scientific analysis,” the defects of these two groups can be corrected.58 

He claims that the Science of Occidentalism is capable of studying the ‘other’ 

through a neutral consciousness—unlike Orientalism that was intently biased 

against the East.  

As such, his critique of the Orientalist studies was based on the unavoidable 

influence of the European researcher’s disposition and intellectual formation on his 

work, which not only calls into question his neutrality and objectivity but also 

makes his studies worthless to the Islamic civilization.59  On the other hand, 

Occidentalism “is based on a neutral self that does not desire dominance even 

though it desires liberation.”60  In fact, this claim makes the reader wonder how a 

defeated consciousness would be able to maintain neutrality in its critique of its 

hegemonic rival. Should not the self be active rather than neutral? And Ḥanafī’s 

response to such questions was as sentimental as his assertions since, for him, 
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although such kind of studies could be a good opportunity for researchers to 

revenge, “the researcher’s awareness and authenticity will protect him from doing 

such a thing.”61 

Paradoxically, when it comes to Occidentalism, Ḥanafī suggests that it is 

rather beneficial to the Western heritage to be studied by a non-European 

consciousness, which will be privileged with the distance that provides him with a 

unique vision that is not available to the European consciousness due to proximity 

to his own heritage.62 Here one would wonder if this proximity may lead to wrong 

perceptions about the West or enable only superficial knowledge of its heritage and 

culture. Ḥanafī addresses this concern by suggesting that a limited number of 

researchers (including him without stating it) were able to acquire knowledge of 

both civilizations because of their established scholarship as well as the opportunity 

they had to study in the West.63 It is interesting, however, that Ḥanafī while 

introducing an outline of his book said that in his study of the ‘formation of the 

European consciousness’ he implements “the historical approach which has always 

been applied by Orientalism on the Islamic civilization as well as the cause and 

effect approach; the analytical approach; and the projective approach, [the 

approaches] which we had always suffered from in the European Orientalists’ 
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studies of non-European civilizations.”64 In fact, what Ḥanafī is saying is basically a 

reversal of the Orientalist thematic, or, to use Jalāl al-ʻAẓm’s expression, 

Orientalism in reverse. 

Hanafi thus became very critical of certain notions that might seem 

unproblematic to anyone else. For him, the very name of the ‘geographic discoveries’ 

(al-kushūf al-gughrafiyyah) that took place during the Age of Discovery/Exploration 

is an expression of the European racism as if “the world exists only if it is known by 

the European consciousness and does not exist if it is unknown to Europeans … 

[w]hile from the perspective of Latin America and Africa, the world exists whether 

the European consciousness knows it or not.”65 He further suggests that this name 

signifies that the history of those nations began with the arrival of the Europeans 

and, consequently, the civilizational heritage of other nations is disregarded and the 

history of their being becomes a history of their discovery by Europeans. in other 

words, unless they are discovered by Europe, they are pre-historic nations.66  

In fact, Ḥanafī’s assertion is not plausible and reflects a counter bias. No one 

single meaning of the verb ‘discover’ means to bring something into existence. It 

simply means “to obtain sight or knowledge of for the first time.”67 Moreover, the 
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adjective ‘geographic’ specifies the nature of such discoveries as pertaining to the 

physical features; the location and terrain of a given area and does not refer to 

history, culture or human societies of the discovered lands. Likewise, the claim that 

the term ‘Geographic Discoveries’ erodes the local histories of non-European nations 

lacks sound evidence. Using Ḥanafī’s logic, one cannot speak of Muslim discoveries 

or Rosetta Stone discovery simply because it already existed about eighteen 

centuries before the French officer found it. Nevertheless, it is difficult not to agree 

with Ḥanafī when he added that this age marked the beginning of cultural erosion—

or rather significant cultural changes—although the British colonial model, for 

instance, was very different from the French in terms of their cultural interests in 

the colonized territories. 

 Another conception Ḥanafī brings to attention as Euro-centric is the 

periodization of history into ancient history (Greek and Roman), Middle Ages 

(Jewish, Christian, Islamic), and modern times. Such periodization according to 

Ḥanafī has many indications. On the one hand, it attaches all other civilizations to 

the European history and hence placing the European civilization in the center of 

the world while everything else is revolving around it. In addition, it overlooks the 

contributions of the ancient civilizations of China, India, Persia, and Egypt as if 

they either had not existed or pre-maturely existed until the advent of the 

European civilization.68 Typically, when a nation writes history, it is principally 

concerned with its own history and, consequently, its civilization occupies the center 
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while connections with the history of other nations remain peripheral. When 

Muslims, for instance, created the hijrī calendar, the division of history for them 

was purely Islamic; therefore, the result was the periodization of history into pre-

Islamic, the advent of Islam, the guided Caliphate era, et cetera. Besides, dividing 

history to Before Christ (BC) and anno Domini (AD) places Jesus Christ, who is 

above all an Easterner, at the center of history. Thus, if we reverse Ḥanafī’s 

problematic, both the Islamic and Georgian calendars should also be considered 

racist and Islamo/Christo-centric. 

 

A Religious Ideology 

 

As we have seen, Ḥanafī’s strict position towards the West led him to 

denounce adopting Western ideals, and, hence, he became harshly critical of any 

Arab/Muslim intellectual who speaks of modernization in the Western style. As 

such, he believed that the majority of modern Arab intellectuals (whether religious 

as in the case of Afghani, liberal as Ṭahtāwī, or secular as Schiblī Schumayyil) are 

closer to Westernization than to authenticity as they consider the West a model for 

modernization.69 Among the factors that led to the cultural openness to the West in 

the modern time, Ḥanafī included the two-way trips between the East and the West 

and Arabs fascination of the West to the extent of seeing the self in the mirror of the 
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other. In a footnote, he gave four examples: Ṭahtāwī’s Takhlīṣ al-ibrīz, and Khayr 

al-Dīn’s Aqwam al-masālik, ibn Abī Ḍiyāf’s itḥāf ahlil-Zamān, and Muwayliḥī’s 

Ḥadīth ʻĪsá ibn Hishām. In fact, none of these works reflect a preoccupation with 

the Western ideals of modernity. For instance, Ṭahtāwī in Takhlīṣ al-ibrīz stated 

clearly that he never appreciated something in his book unless it is acceptable in 

the Islamic Sharīʻah. Similarly, Khayr al-Dīn always sought to draw from Islamic 

sources what supported his proposed reforms. Ḥanafī’s criticism in this regard was 

extended to include many of the Arab/Muslim intellectuals with few exceptions. For 

him, those who advocated the Western model—the majority of whom are 

secularists—are agents and brokers of the Western civilization in the East.70 Yet, 

those who attempted to critique the West were also blamed by Ḥanafī for not being 

critical enough and for adopting a rhetorical/polemical discourse rather than a 

rational critical methodology.71 Even when Ḥanafī’s generation—most prominently 

Anouar Abdel-Malek—spoke of the necessity of having a science of Occidentalism to 

overcome dependency on the West, these hopes remained at the level of intentions 

without developing them into a precise science.72 

Yet, Ḥanafī elsewhere in the same book praised Ṭahtāwī and other pioneers 

of Arab renaissance for doing exactly the opposite of what he criticized them for. In 
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reference to the contemporary Arab thinker Hishām Juʻayṭ (Hichem Djait),73 Ḥanafī 

suggested that he is an example of someone whose Westernization turned into a 

kind of alienation of the self in the horizon of the other. As such, he suggests that 

the Arab/Muslim self has always been looking at the other through the self and 

reconstructed the civilizations of the other in the light of the civilization of the self. 

He goes on to say that “this continued to be the case with the pioneers of the 

modern Arab renaissance on the top of whom was Ṭahtāwī, whether in Manāhij al-

albāb or Takhlīṣ al-ibrīz.”74 Similarly, while talking about contemporary Arab 

renaissance projects, he talked about thriving Arab projects in the wake of the 1967 

defeat, and made reference to what he considered comprehensive projects such as 

those of himself, Jabiri, and Tayeb Tizini; the less comprehensive projects such as 

those of Azīz Lahbabī, Abdallah Laroui, and Husayn Muruwwa; and the partial 

projects like Juʻayṭ’s and al-Azm’s. Ḥanafī’s overall impression of these projects 

sounded very positive and perceived them as a genuine endeavor of authentic 

creativity although he suggests that many of them sometimes implement Western 

tools and methodologies.75 

Ḥanafī had a firm belief that the injustices and inaccuracies produced by 

Orientalism were intended purposefully. Orientalism had committed “deliberate 
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bias to the extent of conscious bad intentions and hidden objectives.”76 Among these 

hidden objectives according to Ḥanafī was collecting data about the peoples of 

colonies in order to facilitate the European hegemony. He supports this assertion by 

suggesting that many Orientalists were employed by their governments, whether as 

ambassadors, cultural attachés, or soldiers who studied the language and culture of 

the dominated nations while living among them in order to provide their 

governments as much information as possible about those peoples.77 As such, the 

very concept of ‘geographic discoveries’ expresses a “purely egocentric perception 

that reveals inherent racism (ʻunsurīyah dafīnah) in the European consciousness.”78  

In response to an expected question that the Western heritage is diverse and 

encompasses opposing ideas such as Capitalism and Socialism, and, hence, making 

general judgments is erroneous, Ḥanafī restates that despite this diversity, the 

Western consciousness, whether Capitalist or Socialist, deeply share a common 

racist heritage.79 Such racism, Ḥanafī argues, has its origins in the formative 

aspects of the European mentality. The barbaric nature of the Europeans, especially 

the Germanics, that was obsessed with war and aggression did not change even 

after Christianity and remained Roman. The growth of the sense of superiority led 
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to the racism of color. Religious supremacy of the Jews and supremacy of the Roman 

Empire coupled with mastery of invasion had the Europeans combine “racism and 

conquest, ethnicity and expansion, and God’s chosen people and the universal 

civilization.”80 Throughout history, the image of the East in the Western mind has 

been one of a backward, abhorrent East whereas the image of the West in the 

Eastern consciousness was always noble and admirable.81 

Ḥanafī’s project lacks the material tools that would actualize it. Unlike 

Orientalism which was backed up with imperialist force, Occidentalism is trying 

hard to find its way through a backward nation whose life is dominated by Western 

elements. Therefore, his science has not come out scientific but rather rhetorical 

and polemical.82 The alternative for Ḥanafī was to develop an ideology capable of 

bringing about some balance in this unilateral relationship between the East and 

the West. In the case of Bankim, he admitted the Western superiority in material 

power but, meanwhile, claimed the spiritual superiority of the East.83 Ḥanafī 

adopted a stricter position by arguing for the fragility of what appears Western 

power. He perceives mass production and the obsession with accumulating wealth 
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as signs of a crisis. The ideals of Enlightenment collapsed in two World Wars driven 

by racist and fascist ideologies. And what some may perceive as indications of hope 

in the European consciousness could be seen as signs of decline by others. 

Production surplus, military power, scientific and technological revolution, the 

immense luxuries, etcetera, also have downsides.84 

Being aware that secularist trends inevitably fails in Muslim societies and 

given that the still water has to be revitalized by some current, Ḥanafī’s best bit bet 

was to build a religious ideology—an ideology that reaffirms its root in the Islamic 

heritage and asserts superiority over the Western enemy. In so doing, his starting 

point, as shown before, was the uniqueness of the Islamic civilization as it draws on 

a divine revelation. Even if Europe gave up its current idols of modernity and 

returned to its early Christian roots, which does not seem to be happening anyway 

to Ḥanafī, the Islamic revelation would remain superior. It is the most developed 

form of revelations. He points out that Lessing classified revelation into three 

stages. First, the outer law and perceiving God as a source of fear and ambition, 

which is the Judaic stage. Second, the inner love and looking at God as a subject of 

love, and that is the Christian stage. Third, the human intellectual independence 

and self-sufficiency without the need for another revelation, and that is the 

enlightenment, or, Ḥanafī suggests, you could say it is Islam.85 Once again, Ḥanafī 
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reverses the Orientalist problematic, but this time he substitutes the Western 

claimed ethnic superiority with an Occidentalist religious superiority instead. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As this study of Ḥasan Ḥanafī’s views on the West has shown, the encounters 

between the non-Muslim West and the Muslim East constitute a principle influence 

on his ideology. While attempting to preserve the identity of the self from the flood 

of alien ideas, Ḥanafī became very exclusive. Indeed, it is a very natural position one 

would take when s/he feels that his national character is threatened. But this 

reductionist view of the self entrapped him twice. The first by making him sound 

self-contradictory since he initially posed the question of heritage and renewal in 

nationalist, not religious, terms. On the other hand, he emphasized the uniqueness 

of the self in a way that adopts the same rhetoric of otherness originally developed 

by Orientalists. As such, he accepts the Orientalists’ problematic. 

At the level of the thematic, we have seen that his framework of the 

diachronicity of the Western consciousness, as developed in rejection to the religious 

authority, and the synchronicity of Islam as emerging from one source, the 

revelation, led him to accept the Orientalist thematic as well. Their thematic is of 

an ethnic nature and his is religious. We have also seen that his criticism of the 

Orientalist approaches and methodologies in studying Islam was based on their 
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inapplicability to Islam. Here too he adopted rationalist philosophy, which is a 

Western thematic, to support his argument. 

The ambivalence in Ḥanafī’s position reflects the shock that the last 

encounter between the advanced West and the declined East has created. It is the 

moment of awareness that there is a gap and that there is a need for an immediate 

action in order for the national character not to lose itself. Thus, there is no better 

than a religious ideology to serve the purpose and, for Ḥanafī, it was an Islamic 

ideology that is rooted in the rich heritage—a heritage that, if rediscovered, would 

regain the golden age of the Islamic civilization. On the other hand, the 

development of his position toward the other culminated in Introduction to the 

Science of Occidentalism. Working together, both fronts will establish a balanced 

position that guarantees independence from Western hegemony. However, Ḥanafī’s 

obsession with discrediting the West led him to draw on Western concepts while 

attempting to establish autonomy from the West.
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II. Anouar Abdel-Malek: A Civilizational Project 

 

In the early 1940s, an Egyptian clerk at the National Bank of Egypt—full of British 
soldiers—was moved by the last theses of Karl Marx on Feuerbach and thus felt 
that it was the moment to change the world. It was Anouar Abdel-Malek, the young 
activist who left Egypt after he had spent over a year in Nasser’s prison to join the 
French National Center for Scientific Research (CNRS), the Sorbonne, and later the 
United Nations University, where he was deeply invested in his project of a 
civilizational renaissance in the East. Abdel-Malek believed that Bandung 
Conference marked the awakening of the Eastern nations and laid the basis for a 
historical initiative in which the East was an active player. It was the same 
conference in which the first Prime Minister of independent India, Jawaharlal 
Nehru, outlined his nations’ foreign policy which, as expressed in the Conference’s 
Five Principles, summarizes Abdel-Malek’s views of the ‘dialectics of civilizations.’  
This chapter argues that Anouar Abdel-Malek, who fits in the third moment, the 
moment of arrival, has successfully managed to overcome the nationalist dilemma 
suggested by Chatterjee. In this moment, nationalist thought becomes fully 
developed and expresses itself in a state ideology that embraces the whole nation 
and subsumes different ideologies. In our global context, it is the moment when the 
Orient sees itself as a key player in the international scene, expressing itself in a 
constructive dialogue of civilizations. 
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Introduction 

 

Anouar Abdel-Malek (1924-2012) was an Egyptian, socialist thinker who 

belonged to a Cairine Coptic family with established relations with the central 

authority in Egypt. His uncle was the counselor of both King Fuad I and King 

Farouk, and his father joined the Ministry of Foreign affairs before his death at a 

young age. Although his father died when he was eight, Abdel-Malek was greatly 

influenced by him, not only in political activism but also in his encyclopedic 

intellectuality. He recalls that he came to know the divide between the East and the 

West at the age of five when his father showed him photos of the drowning Russian 

fleet in the war with Japan telling him that “this is the first time the East defeats 

the West.” This statement left the earliest imprint on Abdel-Malek’s ‘East wind’ as 

he wondered why then the British are occupying Egypt. He received his early 

education in the Les Jésuites but had to drop out before finishing high school due to 

financial limitations after his father’s death. Nevertheless, Abdel-Malek read 

massively from his father’s huge library. Another transformative moment took place 

when he read Karl Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach and felt that it was the time to 

move from reading (theory) to action.1  

The third key moment in Abdel-Malek’s life was when he met Shohdi Atiyyah 

al-Shafe'i, the prominent Communist leader who was tortured to death in Nasser’s 
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ways; the point is to change it.” 
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prison, and henceforth became involved in political activism, leading to his arrest 

twice in 1946 and 1947. When Ibrahim Pasha (Ain Shams) University was 

established in 1950, Abdel-Malek was among the first batch to join the University, 

and in 1954 he obtained a bachelor’s degree in philosophy.2 In 1955, he was arrested 

among many Communists and was tortured badly for about fourteen months. He 

was released after he, and other fellow Communists, proposed an agreement with 

the regime, and subsequently, Naser assigned them to establish and manage al-

Messa newspaper.3 Soon he moved to Rose al-Yūsuf until late 1958, when Naser’s 

regime launched another wave of violent arrests against the Leftists, allegedly, for 

opposing the union with Syria. Luckily, Abdel-Malek was able to escape, and for 

about seven months he wandered across Egypt until he left for France in October 

1959 having nothing but ten Egyptian pounds. A few months later he was granted 

asylum by the help of some influential French Communists. 

 One year later, Abdel-Malek was appointed as a teaching assistant at the 

French National Center for Scientific Research (CNRS) to begin a career that lasted 

for thirty years, during which he obtained Doctorat de Sociologie and Doctorat es 

Lettres, became the head of research at the CNRS, research program director at the 

United Nations University, as well as an active member of multiple academic 

                                                           
2. In the first year, there were fifty students in his class and only thirteen 

made it to the fourth year, and he was the only student to pass and graduate that 
year. 

3. It was Abdel-Malek who originally proposed this agreement and 
accordingly many communists questioned his loyalty to Communism. 
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associations and a visiting professor in several universities around the world. 

Abdel-Malek wrote many works in Arabic, French, and English. Civilizational 

dialectics, cultural specificity, and socialism are recurrent themes in his works. The 

majority of his studies were published in a two-volume book titled Social Dialectics. 

He is also known for his article L'orientalisme en crise (Orientalism in Crisis) and 

his books “Égypte: Société Militaire” (Egypt: Military Society) and Rīḥ al-Sharq 

(East Wind).4 

 

The Orient and the West 

 

For Anouar Abdel-Malek, the Orient comprises four civilizational circles and 

cultural areas, namely: i. the circle of Chinese civilization (including Japan, Central 

Asia, Indian subcontinent, Oceania except for Australia and New Zealand, and the 

Asian-Islamic cultural area that extends from Persia to the Philippines); ii. the 

Islamic civilizational and cultural circle as a major link between the Indo-Aryan 

and Chinese civilizational circles; iii. parts of the Indo-European cultural area in 

Latin America, particularly Brazil and the Caribbean; and iv. the sub-Saharan 

                                                           
4. All biographical information included in the introduction is drawn from 

Abdel-Malek’s interview with Aḥmad al-Muslimānī in his TV program, al-ṭabʻah al-
ūlā, produced and broadcast by Dream Group. Al- Muslimānī hosted Abdel-Malek 
for two episodes on September 23, 2010, and October 14, 2010, and the episodes 
were uploaded on the official channel on YouTube but divided into 13 parts in total. 
The following are the URLs for the first part of each episode. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l5rp7e5LUIg&t=303s; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AnMF39Cacn4.  
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African cultural area.5 In other words, it is the three marginal continents6 or the 

dominated countries vis-à-vis the colonial powers of Europe and the United States. 

In addition to having the dominated world (the Orient) juxtaposed with the 

dominant world (the West) for the purpose of his civilizational project, Abdel-Malek 

seems to be adopting the classical categorization of the ancient civilizations of the 

East. For him, these Eastern civilizations share the same worldview, which they 

have gained through a common historical-geographic experience. However, this 

worldview is more than a mere view; it is a “philosophical relationship with the 

time of human development’s scope.”7  

Abdel-Malek developed this typological map of world civilizations and 

cultural circles because he believed that there is a need for “for a conception capable 

of relating the particular to the universal, the sectorial to the general, in order to 

unify our vision and comprehension of the world.”8 It also helps, he further 

suggests, identifying clearly the group of European nation-states that dominated 

world history for five centuries, from the maritime discoveries until Yalta.9 This 
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vision of the world civilizations is especially important in understanding Abdel-

Malek’s intellectual project, which is primarily based on different levels of 

interaction (dialectics) among these civilizational circles.  

Abdel-Malek suggests that the Islamic circle, by including the Arab culture at 

its heart in the seventh and eighth centuries, enabled the Arab culture to establish 

a network of relations with the major cultural circles existing then. These relations 

extended to include the greater Middle Eastern cultures, the cultures of Southern 

Europe, a number of Northern/Central European cultures (during the Crusades), 

the majority of the African cultures, and a significant part of Central and South 

Asia. During that period, the Arab culture had a considerable influence on other 

cultures that continued until the fourteenth century and was crucial to the 

formation of the European Renaissance. On the other hand, the influence of these 

cultures on Arabs was minimal and insignificant. By the fifteenth century, Abdel-

Malek continues, the Arab culture entered a phase of decline and fragmentation 

while Europe, on the contrary, started a comprehensive renaissance that combined 

all elements of modernity and united the power of science and the power of 

weaponry.10 

 Abdel-Malek also suggests that the scope of the Arab relations with the outer 

circles during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries became limited to 

Europe, and given the realities mentioned earlier, these relations were 
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characterized by unilateral European influence. Nevertheless, some thinkers like 

Rifāʻah al- Ṭahṭāwī and Khayr al-Dīn al-Tūnisī attempted to scrutinize that 

incoming wave of thoughts but the brutal colonization that took over the Arab lands 

put an end to that endeavor. Consequently, the door was opened to the advocates of 

imitation of the Western civilization. However, the scene started to change again in 

the early twentieth century when liberation movements across the Arab region were 

able to constrain the colonial sovereignty and nations were able to establish their 

independent states. This era which Abdel-Malek calls the “second stage of Arab 

renaissance” coincided with vital transformations taking place around the world, 

and in Asia, Africa, and Latin America in particular. As such, it was Abdel-Malek’s 

call for a careful reconsideration of cultural interaction among world civilizations 

while giving assiduous attention to areas of integrity and solidarity in the present 

time and future to come.11 

 

A Civilizational Project 

 

Abdel-Malek sought to address the question of equal dialogue of civilizations 

in the light of fundamental challenges facing both the East and the West. The West 

is striving to maintain a genuine human consciousness within a social bond that is 

based on justice and equality in order to counterbalance its ideology of “advancing 

at any cost” that has its roots in the industrial revolution. Eastern nations, likewise, 
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are struggling with creating a comprehensive renaissance at the level of intellect 

and consciousness as well as obtaining the material power that is indispensable to 

their awakening. And since humanity is facing similar challenges, there is a need 

for a new civilizational project that engages all humanity with its diverse 

communities, cultures and social systems in order to achieve a reasonable level of 

affinity and welfare for all. Thus, “it has become imperative that national cultures 

build bridges of knowing each other, then cooperation, then integrity among each 

other.”12 Nonetheless, Abdel-Malek does not overlook the challenges facing such an 

optimistic goal and, therefore, proposes a politico-philosophical approach to what 

others believe an inevitable confrontation and ‘clash of civilizations,’ which will lead 

to the dominance of one pole. Instead, a serious study of the dialectical interaction 

between opposing ideas—such as poverty, health, education—in broader contexts 

throughout history reveals that avoiding a devastating clash is possible. In this 

sense, dialectical interaction for solidarity is far beyond mere dialogue; it is a 

supreme cause that aims at creating a multi-pole world in which different cultures, 

communities and nations with their diverse philosophical, religious and ethical 

notions are woven together.13 

The age of globalization mandated certain processes, not only on a global 

scale but also within nations—primarily in the West and, by extension, to other 
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countries around the world. For Anouar Abdel-Malek, this phenomenon, which he 

calls the globalization of the world (‘alamiyyat al-‘aalam),14 also reflects the 

dominant Eurocentric, reductionist view of the world. Remarkably, he points out 

that also the periphery was an integral part of this process as liberation movements 

and the resurgence of the Orient were driving forces behind its formation. In this 

sense, he perceives globalization as an inescapable reality which means, on the one 

hand, an extended hegemony of the West, but, on the other, a unifying influence on 

and among the subjective nations. Therefore, an effective political strategy has to 

consider two elements: the (changing) balance of international powers, and the 

geopolitics of each nation.15 One can see here that Abdel-Malek, while 

acknowledging the massive hegemony globalization brings, he points out to a 

potentially active role the dominated world can play. But political parties 

individually or labor unions, as in the case of socialism, would not be able to 

confront this large-scale globalization. So, he suggests two ‘meaningful societal 

units’ that are capable of assuming this challenge; nations and regions. Working 

together as a ‘united front,’ the nations around a united national state, and regions 

that combine nations of affinitive national-cultural heritage, can encounter such 

global dialectics.16 
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In structuring the united national front—at the level of the nation—Abdel-

Malek suggests that it should combine two sets of components. The first is the 

group of political fronts that represent the different societies within the nation, 

including political parties, trade unions, professional organizations and the like. 

The second comprises the major intellectual and cultural modes that the national 

heritage has produced and maintained over its history. It is at that second level 

where different views, philosophies, and ideologies—whether conservatives or 

progressives, modernizers or traditionalists, reactionaries or revolutionaries—play 

their roles and dialectically interact. The interplay of these forces at each level and 

across levels albeit taking place among opposing trends, the “dialectical 

contradiction is by nature a non-antagonistic contradiction, not leading to 

Manicheanism, centrifugal division, but to dialectical complementarity of both 

thought and action.”17 

In a central position between the two components of the united front, Abdel-

Malek asserts, stands the army whose composition is a representation of the 

various elements of the nation and that is entitled to keeping order in the country 

as well as protecting it from external threats. Moreover, he points out that in areas 

vulnerable to frequent foreign threats, armies are acquiring a more significant role 

at multiple levels that they could, sometimes, perform as a ‘political class’ by 

themselves. In this sense, for Abdel-Malek, the Egyptian army under Nasserism 
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was the exemplary ‘army of the nation.’18 In fact, one can find this role of the army 

suggested by Abdel-Malek problematic and, perhaps, utopian. On the one hand, it 

reflects his obsession with the golden reign of Muhammad Ali when the military 

was the cornerstone in the formation of modern Egypt. But that army was led by 

elite officers who were not only highly qualified in terms of military training and 

tactics but also were knowledgeable statesmen. This has not been the case with the 

army since then, nor was it the case with Nasser and his fellow Free Officers. On 

the other hand, it does not guarantee that in case of political conflict among 

national players the army would not take over the power and assume leadership. 

Abdel-Malek is primarily concerned with the nation’s unity, and thus his tone 

is optimistic despite the many challenges and focuses on the areas of potentials. So, 

whatever direction the social dialectics may lead the nation to, there is no harm as 

long as the national character remains intact and the nation’s specificity is 

preserved. It is the united front “that can bring together the basic forces of the 

nation, despite and above class and class struggle, into the same broad camp in the 

confrontation with imperialism, hegemony, and the compradors.”19 In another 

Oriental country, Nehru, at the moment of arrival, was aware of the same reality, 

and thus the formation of an Indian national state that would transcend political, 

ethnic, and religious divisions and whose ideals of national solidarity and equality 
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could appropriate group interests for the common good, was at the heart of his 

mission.20 

Following Abdel-Malek’s line of thought, one can easily expect that the wider 

front would be a regional one, specifically a front that unites the Arab world for, 

indeed, the region shares the same heritage and has been through relatively similar 

experiences with the West. Abdel-Malek identifies three factors that lay down the 

basis for Arab unity. The first is the ‘depth of historical field.’ He points out that a 

unique feature of the Arab world is that it encompasses a group of the oldest 

civilizations in the world, Egypt; Morocco; Yemen; Mesopotamia; etc. These 

civilizations were endowed with the ideals of unity, production, and philosophy, 

which enabled Islam to incorporate them easily in one greater civilization. This led 

to the second factor, which is the ‘continuity of unity in the face of alien invasions.’ 

Abdel-Malek asserts that the first phase of confrontation with the West was of a 

religious nature and, thus, was the Crusaders’ initial focus on attacking the centers 

of power in the Islamic/Arab world, namely Egypt; the Levant; and later the 

Maghrib. The Arab world was also the target of the second phase, the colonial age. 

Likewise, the second factor led to the ‘unity of the civilizational destiny.’ He argues 

that colonialism deepened the meanings of unity among the Arab nations who were 

facing the same imperial and colonial powers and are still facing the same racist 
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Zionist enemy. He further points out that the notion of the Arab ‘renaissance’ is an 

embodiment of all these elements and factors.21 

There is no conflict, in Abdel-Malek’s opinion, between the smaller front (the 

national) and the bigger one (the regional) because one can think about them in 

terms of a ‘two-level nation.’ There is the Egyptian nation, for instance, with its long 

history from the pharaohs to the Islamic conquest, and there is also the Arab 

nationalism which embraces all local societies and nationalisms that speak its 

language. In this sense, he suggests, one cannot separate the Egyptian renaissance 

from the Arab nor could the Arab renaissance be separated from the Egyptian, 

although each nation can maintain its unique characteristics.22 

More broadly, Abdel-Malek believes that the resurgence of the periphery 

manifested in liberation movements, the Cultural Revolution in China, the October 

War, etc. meant that “in our day, it is the Orient that has seized the historical 

initiative.”23 It is worth mentioning that the difference is noticeable between Ḥasan 

Ḥanafī’s and Abdel-Malek’s tone when they speak about the East and the West 

changing roles. While Ḥanafī sounds harsh and somehow supremacist, Abdel-Malek 

speaks in carefully-chosen words. This ‘East wind’ meant that Bandung Conference, 

for Abdel-Malek, was more than a historic diplomatic event. Rather, it was a 
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civilizational, cultural meeting of historical value.24 Re-establishing a balanced 

relationship between the East and the West would not happen without a strategic 

Arab renaissance that goes hand in hand with the Afro-Asian nations. Not only 

because Japan has become the second industrial and technological country in the 

world and China is rising as a center for world power, but also because with Asia 

and Africa Arabs share a long history of peaceful relations as well as a considerable 

Islamic heritage. Meanwhile, the Orient should also establish objective and sensible 

connections with the various sectors in the West—a challenging endeavor due to the 

history of conflict between them.25 

 

A Two-Level Nationalism 

 

Anouar Abdel-Malek’s unitary approach is also reflected in his perception of 

nationalism. Although the word nationalism (qawmiyyah) does not frequently 

appear in his works, the idea of a sovereign state whose nation, collectively, share 

common responsibilities and enjoy equal rights is central to Abdel-Malek’s project.26 
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Since his civilizational project is primarily concerned with the Arab world, he 

envisaged the concept of the ‘two-level nation.’ The first is the local nationalism 

within the state boundaries, which for him is Egyptian nationalism. The second is 

the Arab nationalism, the bigger circle that encompasses all local nationalisms in 

the Arabic-speaking countries.27 

Abdel-Malek suggested that Egypt had the oldest nation in the region since it 

dates back to the ancient Egypt of the pharaohs and that Egyptian nationalism was 

manifested in two cases in our modern time, in the modern Egypt of Muhammad Ali 

and the Socialist Egypt of Nasser. One can argue that the common factor between 

these two instances, Muhammad Ali and Nasser, is the central role of the military 

in state building. Abdel-Malek usually talks about the homeland’s military (jaysh 

al-Waṭan); the nation’s military (jaysh al-ummah), and the fundamental necessity 

of an organic alliance between the military and the nation for an Arab 

renaissance.28 For Muhammad Ali, Abdel-Malek suggests, the military was more 

than a state institution or governing apparatus; it was “the center of everything and 

the axis of life in the country.” In this sense, the military was the driving force for 

the creation of modern Egypt at multiple levels, from running the state to the 
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educational and cultural reformations.29 As mentioned earlier, the Arab nations are 

heading to the same direction, the path of development and renaissance, and for 

them to move forward, they have to find the answer for two questions: How to end 

backwardness? And, how to achieve renaissance? For Abdel-Malek, Muhammad Ali 

found the straightforward answer; to “unite Arab and Muslim lands under the 

banner of one modern, powerful, and progressive state, that is Egypt under his 

rule… .”  However, Europe could not tolerate the rise of a powerful nation in the 

East and allied to encounter Muhammad Ali.30 

The military in Egypt after the coup in 1952 is tackled in more details in 

Abdel-Malek’s works with a particular focus on Nasserism. First of all, he describes 

the Egyptian society as a société militaire (mujtamaʻ ʻAskarī). However, he points 

out that the Egyptian society is not military from a sociological perspective like the 

Israeli society for instance. In other words, Egyptians as a social unit are not 

military but they live under the control of a military elite whose visions and policies 

impact the whole society.31 Abdel-Malek categorizes the development of the 

militarization of Egypt under Nassir in three stages, 1952-1956; 1956-1961; and 

1961-1967 respectively.32 Overall, the whole era was characterized by increasing 
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control of the military over the country even after the Free Officers took off the 

military outfit and became in charge of the state as civilians. What is important in 

our context, however, is that it was the army that dominated this transition and 

that its impact remained till this day.33 Abdel-Malek also points out that Egypt, as 

in the time of Muhammad Ali, played a leading role in the face of Western 

hegemony during Nassir’s era. But once again, the threat of an emerging unified 

Arab nation around Egypt and the emergence of the Afro-Asian Solidarity 

Movement in Bandung Conference threatened the world power balance and led to a 

series of wars against Arab states.34 

The broader Arab circle, Abdel-Malek asserts, includes various local 

nationalisms some of which are deeply rooted in history such as the Egyptian, the 

Yemeni and the Maghrebi nationalisms, while other are newly-established like the 

Algerian. The extent of national unity/solidarity among these nations varies. 

Nonetheless, a united Arab nation is the outcome of dialectical interaction among 

several nationalisms that share the same cultural heritage and heading towards the 

same destination.35 It is worth mentioning that Abdel-Malek considers Islam as the 

broader frame of the national, cultural heritage but does not talk about a third level 

of Muslim nationalism. For him, Islam is undeniably a mobilizing force for Arab 
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nations in their struggle for liberation and sovereignty.36 One reason for that could 

be his focus on united nations which existed only in the Arab-Muslim nations but 

not in Asian Muslim nations for instance. He contended that Arab nations, although 

diverse, they are characterized by a long history of unity that Islam, when came, 

found it a fertile land for a united nation that enjoys social and national harmony.37 

The other reason could be his belief that the intellectual formation of the Arab 

nation took the form of an “Arabo-Islam” (al-Islām al-ʻrūbī) or “Arab Islam” (al-

Islām al-ʻrarabī)—a synthesis in which neither a Muslim nor a Copt can distinguish 

boundaries between both.38 

Now, the central questions would be if Abdel-Malek’s nationalism succeeded 

in overcoming the dominance of Western frameworks in the post-colonial era. The 

clear short answer, I would argue, is yes, it did. First of all, he suggested that Egypt 

and other Arab nations had the earliest nationalisms in history and continued to 

have them as a constituent part of their specificity (khuṣūṣīya). Abdel-Malek asserts 

that the central authority in Egypt has been the key to the national existence. 

Topography and scarce rain necessitated living by the Nile for securing food and 

that required the unity of people around a central authority that develops and 

regulates irrigation. On the other hand, the privileged geographic location of the 
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country made it vulnerable to frequent attacks. Such circumstance left no choice but 

having a united nation led by a governing apparatus that regulates every aspect of 

life in the country.39 In this sense, Egypt, for instance, had known nationalism 

thousands of years before the emergence of nation-states in Europe. 

Additionally, the idea of two-level nationalism does not exist in the West. It is 

true that alliances such as the European Union is a living reality, but Abdel-Malek 

is talking about a united nation, not united nations, which represents a synthesis of 

various local societies while maintaining the specificity of each; it is a union that 

goes beyond mere economic interests. One can assume that, since the ‘historical 

surplus’ that imperial Europe exploited can never be available to the Arab nation, 

Abdel-Malek envisions an alternative of mobilized human, natural, and cultural 

resources from across the region to serve as a reservoir from which an Arab 

renaissance could be originated. And this is also another aspect that distinguishes 

nationalism in the East from that of the West, as suggested earlier in reference to 

his concept of qawmāniyyah (Nationlitarianism). 

Lastly, although being a Socialist himself, Abdel-Malek is very critical of 

Arab Socialist thinkers who adopted the Western version of Socialism because that 

meant losing the national character and dependency on the West. He points out 

that the core ideology of Western Socialism emerged from the study of the dialectics 

of particular socio-economic formations that mainly existed in Western Europe.40 
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Accordingly, the approach to implementing socialist transformation “assumed 

decidedly divisive form” and raised the banner of ‘class against class.’41 This model 

obviously would not work in the Arab world where meanings of division and class 

struggle are absent and, instead, the meanings of unity and solidarity prevail. For 

him, it was an “important thing to point out the totally different directions in which 

socialism has evolved in the Orient, stressing their specificity and the reasons why 

they chose the unitarian pattern and approach to socialism… .”42  

In Orientalism in Crisis, Abdel-Malek, although praised neo-Orientalism in 

the Socialist sector for acknowledging the contributions of Oriental authors in the 

field, he pointed out that Eastern Europe did not enjoy the wealth of resources on 

the East as Western Europe, and later U.S. did; therefore, they relied on their close 

relations with liberation movements in the region to gain an access to it and create 

its Oriental scholarship. In this sense, the Western socialist interest in the Orient 

made the latter, to some extent, dependent on the former, not only in terms of 

tangible aids but also for ideological formation. Thus, Abdel-Malek denounced such 

dependency as it entails elements of imperialism in a subtle way. In Rīḥ al-Sharq, 

Abdel-Malek expressed his concerns more clearly when he stated that when the two 

power poles in the post-Yalta, USSR and US, recognized the rise of China, the 

Soviet Union soon implemented its policies to subjugate the Chinese leadership and 
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force them to follow the Soviet path of development.43 Elsewhere in the book, he 

asserted that a closer study of the Communist parties in all countries that 

victoriously raised the banner of socialism in the East shows that these parties 

adopted unwavering unitary approach in the face of the radical leftist division.44 

More importantly for our study is Abdel-Malek’s argument that “documents show 

unequivocally that the official policy of the Soviet Union cannot in any way settle 

itself to accept the emergence of a modern, unified, strong and advanced Arab state 

led by Egypt, in an area it considers sensitive to its national security.”45 

 

An Action Plan 

 

Anouar Abdel-Malek considers the planning of a nation’s course to be done 

within the frameworks of three projects. I. The ‘social project’ usually expressed in 

the programs put forward by political parties and ruling regimes in which they 

outline their vision of the state’s mechanics, modes of production and distribution; 

the formation of the social structure; and other factors that determine the social life 

of the nation over an extended period of time that exceeds the limited term of a 

political program. II. The ‘national project,’ which is more comprehensive than the 

previous type, usually emerges in response to a challenge or a threat the nation is 
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facing. In this sense, it transcends the various political, economic, and social 

ideologies in order to preserve its national identity and unifies the nation around a 

set of principles be them instantaneous as in case of revolutions or wars for 

instance, or deeply rooted in the national heritage. III. The ‘civilizational project’ is 

the expression of the philosophy of history. It is the most comprehensive and 

inclusive type of projects which synthesizes the “historical specificity, the present 

challenges, and the future vision.”46 It is into this last category that Abdel-Malek’s 

project falls. 

The starting point for a civilizational renaissance as Abdel-Malek believed is 

self-dependence in the term’s broadest sense, which means looking for points of 

strength in every aspect of national culture—from economy to geopolitics. It is an 

active engagement with the capabilities available in the nation in order to enhance 

native intellectual creativity.47 This also means the necessity for overcoming the 

current predicament (azmah) through two initial steps: consolidating the vanguards 

and political leadership operating on the ground; and being conscious of the shifting 

international powers following Yalta Conference. The first step requires a careful 

study of each nation in order to understand its ‘specificity’ which is the unique 

pattern of continuity of this nation. This pattern is determined by the interaction of 

fours elements. I. Economy, that is how to provide life necessities. II. Sexuality, or 

how to preserve human progeny. III. The state, and how the ruling authority is 
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formed IV. The relationship between man and time, that is religion, philosophy, and 

ideology. Likewise, the second step demands the awareness that the post-Yalta 

world consists of three centers; the Western civilization circle (the United States), 

the Western Socialist circle (Soviet Union), and the Eastern Socialist circle 

(China).48 

The significance of the first step is apparently to promote authentic creativity 

in the face of Westernization.  However, this does not mean a total rejection of the 

Western heritage as, for Abdel-Malek, transferring knowledge is a constituent 

component of the ‘universality of the world.’49 Nonetheless, he denounces blind 

imitation of Western ideals and advocates original creativity that stems from the 

indigenous culture, and hence was his recognition of the Japanese phenomenon. He 

suggested that the Japanese growth was perceived by advocates of Westernization 

both in the West and in the East as the perfect example of the transference of the 

Western Renaissance, particularly its technology. This look, Abdel-Malek argues, 

proved superficial after the oil crisis in 1973-74, when it became evident that 

Japan’s Capitalism is different from Western Capitalism.50  

Unlike the notions of consumerism, profit, and individualism that dominates 

the capitalist model in America and Europe, convictions of love, loyalty and glory of 
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Japan constitute the foundational principles for the Japanese Capitalism. The 

secret then lies in the specificity of Japan that is based on its national unity and 

consensus. In this sense, specificity works as a filter that accepts or rejects alien 

ideas in the light of their contribution to the continuity of this specificity. 

Accordingly, what Western thinkers and their followers in the East considered 

imitation, was, in fact, indigenous scrutiny of the imported ideals in order to 

strengthen the civilization internally, and, at the same time, to gain a better 

understanding of the dominant West. In other words, transferring knowledge, 

science and technology was, in essence, a process of critical selectiveness. 

Meanwhile, the specificity of Japan did not mean insularity in any sense of the 

word. On the contrary, this selective process entailed close observation of the 

surrounding world and developing a foreign policy in the light of the balances and 

shifts of world powers.51 

The second step is of great importance as well, especially in recognizing the 

Arab civilization’s potential and position among the international players. 

Therefore, Abdel-Malek brings to attention the possibilities of an active Arab role 

within each circle. As for the Western circle, the Arab world owns the oil that 

Western Europe and the United States are in desperate need of. Although the 

Soviet Union does not need the Arab oil, the key geographic location of the Arab 

world—besides being a link between Asia and Africa—is strategically important for 
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the USSR to secure its southern border. Lastly, the Socialist circle around China 

also needs the Arab oil, especially that the Chinese sources of energy are limited, 

and Japan has no source of oil at all.52 Yet, Abdel-Malek also suggested that the 

creation of a united Arab nation is not an easy pursuit as it represents a threat to 

the imperialist ambitions and influence in the region. Interestingly, he also 

suggested that even Leftist Socialist Democrats in the West would not allow 

especially the emergence of Islamic progressivism in the East due to the Zionist 

influence in the West.53 

To systematically understand the realities of the world, Abdel-Malek 

proposes a universal research project that consists of two fronts; studying the 

current situation and studying the potentials for transforming it. Hence, he 

suggested the following research projects: I. The role of turāth (heritage) in the 

continuity of socio-cultural unity for the Arab nation. II. The prerequisites and 

conditions of creativity and renewal in the Arab culture. III. The Arab culture’s 

perspective on the world change, and Arab contribution in the creation of the 

civilizational project in a changing world. IV. Mutual relations between the Arab 

culture and the Western cultures of Europe and North America. V. Mutual relations 

between the Arab culture and the cultures of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Upon 
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their completion, these projects are to be presented and discussed in a series of 

seminars and books.54 

A closer look at these projects reveals several key aspects of Abdel-Malek’s 

thought. First of all, Abdel-Malek agrees with Ḥanafī that the turāth is the starting 

point. However, Ḥanafī’s conception of turāth as we have seen in the previous 

chapter was eventually reduced to the Sunni one, which makes it seem exclusive 

even if it claims universality. On the other hand, Abdel-Malek’s interest in turāth 

focuses on the specificity of Arab nations of having a shared history of unity that 

was enhanced by the Islamic civilization in an inclusive manner. Moreover, Abdel-

Malek avoids religious ideologies (without ignoring their influence) and concerns 

himself with the socio-cultural aspects of nations. In addition, the projects reflect a 

balanced position between the internal issues as well as the foreign relations of a 

mutual nature. Unlike Ḥanafī who ventured into such an arduous pursuit by 

himself, Abdel-Malek’s project requires the active participation of a team of 

researchers. Lastly, the projects are not limited to theoretical studies but take the 

theory into action; thanks to Marx thesis. 

To counterbalance the Western domination even over international 

organizations and cultural institutions, and to overcome any likely bias against 

works done in the East, Abdel-Malek suggested the establishment of an 

international award called ‘Ibn Khaldun’s World Award for Peace, Development, 
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and Civilization’ in recognition of outstanding works that contribute to this Eastern 

renaissance.55 Yet, Abdel-Malek thinks that it would be useful if the research 

projects are conducted in coordination between the UNESCO and regional/national 

institutions, as it will enhance ideals of international contribution and scientific 

integrity.56 After this survey of the different aspects of Abdel-Malek’s project, one is 

surprised by Jūrj Ṭarābīshī’s harsh critique of this project and considering it as 

having a “seclusive tendency.” and excessive civilizational ambitions.57 

 

Orientalism in Crisis 

 

Abdel-Malek’s critique of Orientalism is another expressive example of his 

prudent, yet decisive, approach. Initially, Abdel-Malek does not give judgments on 

Orientalism as one homogenous movement/field of study, but rather categorizes 

different types of Orientalism historically and ideologically. So, he suggests that 

World War II and its aftermath—the resurgence of the peoples of Africa, Asia and 

Latin America, and the emergence of Socialist states in Eastern Europe—marked 

the end of ‘traditional’ Orientalism as its premises and ideas that were previously 

widely accepted in Europe proved irrational, not only within academic and official 
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circles but also among the public.58 He believes that traditional Orientalism 

collectively, with the exception of some academics and university researchers whose 

work greatly benefited the Orient, sought to study lands to be occupied and 

“penetrate the consciousness of the peoples, the better to ensure their subjection by 

the European powers” through the efforts of academics, missionaries, journalists, 

military personnel, etc.59 Thus he concluded that the whole discourse was 

dominated by a general conception of the peoples of the East as subjects (or objects) 

who lack agency and who are “endowed with historical subjectivity.”60 

The way in which traditional Orientalism manipulated history is paradoxical 

and rather racist. The product is simply a ‘normal’ European man who developed 

naturally over history that dates back to the Greeks, and an Oriental whose history 

is non-evolutionary.61 As such, the past reserved the privileged place when 

Europeans studied the East, but only the past that is exotic and disengaged from 

processes of social evolution.62 What is more significant is that this vicious approach 

had an impact on the present of the Orient then, and perhaps continues to have this 

impact on the current present on a smaller scale. Abdel-Malek asserts that 
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Orientalists had at their disposal a massive body of resources and materials that 

had been collected from the colonized nations and concentrated in Europe, while the 

owners of this tradition themselves could not enjoy the same access to that 

knowledge. Moreover, the other rich resource Orientalists used comprised reports 

and accounts of colonial administrators, missionaries, adventurers, et cetera, which 

was “profoundly tainted by all the variants of ethnism and racism.” Given that 

indigenous knowledge had been accumulated in the West, intellectual minds 

migrated—whether voluntarily or by force—and secondary sources were profoundly 

distorted, nations’ search for their own history and heritage remains dominated by 

Orientalist influences.63 

Orientalism entered a new phase after 1945 and, unlike traditional 

Orientalism, became sharply diverse in its approaches to the East/Orient and, thus, 

Abdel-Malek defines two types of “neo-Orientalism”: neo-Orientalism of Western 

Europe (and the U.S.), and neo-Orientalism in the Socialist sector. As for Western 

Europe, the conception of colonized subjects persisted, but the “world center of 

gravity” was moving to the United States as Orientalist studies in Britain remained 

of linguistic and religious nature while in the United States more attention was 

given to social sciences.64 Although the past of the Orient reserved its primary 

position as the main focus of study, political developments dictated the presence of 
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the ‘present’ in neo-Orientalism. Likewise, the Oriental subjects enjoyed a better 

role as participant objects—rather than passive objects as in traditional 

Orientalism—but their scientific and intellectual production was also depreciated.65 

As mentioned earlier, Europe and the United States possessed a wealth of resources 

that Orientalists kept working on. In addition, the United States started to 

collaborate with scholars and researchers in the East. Domestically, more attention 

was given to providing students (future Orientalists) with specialized training in 

both their field of study as well as the language and culture of the country under 

consideration. However, unreliable sources of information on the East remained 

abundantly available to academics and the public through publications by talented 

journalists.66 

To counter Euro-centricity and imperialism in the Orient, the Socialist 

countries became deeply engaged in Orientalist studies. Recognizing the underlying 

error of Euro-centricity expressed in Joseph Needham’s words as “the tacit 

postulate that modern science and technology, which in fact took root in 

Renaissance Europe, is universal—and that it follows that all that is European is 

equally universal,” the Soviet Union became especially interested in developing 

literatures of the peoples of the Orient.67 Unlike previous forms of Orientalism, 
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Socialist Orientalism recognized cultural and civilizational specificity without 

radically developing it into a racial categorization of superiority and inferiority. 

Consequently, there has been more emphasis on the evolution of Oriental societies 

and the challenges facing them in the contemporary era.68 And since the abundance 

of materials available in Western Europe and the U.S. was not at the disposal of 

Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union relied on the close relations it had with countries 

in Asia and Africa to initiate a massive transformation in Oriental studies. As a 

result, the scientific and intellectual production of Oriental scholars and 

researchers enjoyed an unprecedented status in the Socialist sector. Moreover, 

special language training was provided to Socialist Orientalists not to facilitate 

penetration into other peoples’ lives but rather to facilitate psychological and 

cultural communication as well as to enable unmediated access to primary 

sources.69 

As shown above, Abdel-Malek’s critique of Orientalism was based on a 

careful study of the historical development of Orientalism. Although both Ḥanafī 

and Abdel-Malek highlighted the Eurocentric notions dominating the Orientalist 

discourse, Abdel-Malek provided a more systematic presentation by situating this 

phenomenon in the context of ‘civilizational specificity.’ He points out that in the 

case of traditional Orientalism, the radical distinction between Orientals and 
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Europeans has developed into racist conceptions. The Orientalists’ manipulation of 

the concept of ‘authenticity’ (al-aṣālah) transformed it from a being driving force 

towards evolution and development into an inherent nature of inalienable 

stagnancy and fixedness. The malice of this assertion is that it represents 

Europeans as ordinary people whose development has gone through the natural 

process of evolution whereas other races have been reduced, by this claim, to 

abnormal people whose natural evolution is impeded by their own authenticity. 

Ultimately, it produced a reductionist perception of two patterns of development of 

humanity; the normal European and the abnormal non-European.70 

Meanwhile, Abdel-Malek recognizes sincere Orientalist contributions to the 

non-European nations particularly Asians and Africans. He gave credit to figures 

such as Jean Chesneaux, Jacques Berque, and, notably Joseph Needham for his 

seminal encyclopedia on ‘Science and Civilisation in China.’ He also expressed 

proper recognition for many bodies and entities including the Hayter Commission, 

UNESCO, and above all to the Socialist sector in general for providing a privileged 

platform for the scientific and intellectual production of national Orientals. He cited 

an approximative table of figures by Chesneaux that shows the number of 

publications on Oriental topics during the period from 1948 to 1960. Numbers 

clearly show the gap between the work done in the Soviet Union and the rest of 

Europe. Among the 767 papers published in Moscow, 287 (37.5%) tackled modern 
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topics and 197 (25.6%) were written by Asian and African scholars. On the contrary, 

299 papers were published in Paris including only twenty-three (7.7%) studies on 

modern topics and thirty-seven (12.5%) by authors from the East. Germany and 

Britain came in between with a number of publications of 438 and 404 

respectively.71 

 

Conclusion 

 

People do not live in isolation, nor do states. Through an optimistic, yet 

objective, lens, Abdel-Malek envisioned the future of humanity. His universal 

approach is manifested in every aspect of his thought. Reading his views on Islam, 

one can hardly imagine that he was a Christian. Looking at his project that engages 

the whole world on equal grounds, it is hard to believe that it is proposed by an 

Oriental who has suffered the consequences of Western imperialism. Meanwhile, 

his universality never meant compromising the national character nor the Arab 

identity for the very survival of a nation lies in its unique characteristics. In this 

sense, Abdel-Malek remarkably highlights the fine lines between heritage and 

insolation; openness and self-loss; and opposition and antagonism. 

With Abdel-Malek’s civilizational project, nationalist thought found its way 

through an unpaved path and eventually reached its destination. After an informed 

study of both the long past and the intricate present, he came to believe that human 
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interactions at all levels are driven by dialectics. Societal units dialectically interact 

among themselves and across these units; the nation lives in dialectic with its 

heritage, its reality, and its future; and states and region are in constant dialectics. 

These dialectics, which for long had led to conflicts and wars, have the potential to 

build a better future if happen in a healthy manner. Henceforth, Abdel-Malek 

outlined the civilizational project on different scales, from nationalism to 

universalism. He was aware that people are driven by their interests, therefore, 

emphasized the importance of understanding where nations stand and what their 

capabilities are in order to achieve full independence, politically; economically; and, 

above all, culturally. By avoiding the deadlock of identifying what is Western and 

what is Eastern, Abdel-Malek was able to focus his attention on areas of potential 

autonomy while not overlooking the utmost importance of maintaining specificity. 
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Conclusions 

 

This study has looked at two attempts of restructuring the power relations 

between the dominant West and the dominated East. Both intellectuals, Ḥasan 

Ḥanafī and Anouar Abdel-Malek, represent two major trends in the contemporary 

Arab thought. Nonetheless, they depict a faithful nationalist endeavor that 

persistently resists the loss of identity in alien ideologies. Therefore, their 

impregnable fortress was the authentic self, viewed by Ḥanafī as ‘authenticity’ and 

expressed by Abdel-Malek as the nation’s ‘specificity.’ The former sought 

authenticity in the Islamic heritage, and the latter pursued this specificity in the 

Egyptian cultural heritage and its relations with the surrounding circles. The result 

was an ideological model that determined interactions by religious terms as in the 

case of Ḥanafī, and a universal approach that attempted to maintain balanced 

relations among the players involved in it as in the case of Abdel-Malek.  

We have seen how the definitions of the self and the other shaped their 

intellectual projects. Abdel-Malek recognized the Arab nation as a key player in the 

surrounding civilizational and cultural circles, and in the world transformations 

more broadly. Hence, he primarily focused on opportunities for a renaissance in 

each circle individually and across them all. In spite of the civilizational defeat that 

colonialism and imperialism caused—a fact that he never overlooked—Abdel-Malek 

was able to remain rational and non-biased in his judgments on issues pertaining to 

the unbalanced relations between the West and the East. He sought to emphasize 
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strengths in the indigenous cultural heritage on the one hand and the potential 

opportunities of integrity with the surrounding non-European nations on the other 

hand. Yet, he stretched his hands to cooperate with international organizations, 

although dominated by the West, as he believed it would support the Third World in 

its endeavor as well as create and strengthen communication channels between the 

East and the West. He gained this understanding of the realities of the 

international situation through a careful study of the changing global scene 

holistically and atomistically. 

Ḥanafī seemed also defeated not only culturally but also psychologically; 

therefore, his perception of the East-West relations was one of racism and eternal 

hatred, at least on the Western side. The result was a biased, and sometimes 

irrational, critique of the West that, instead of refuting the Western racist rhetoric, 

augmented the gulf between the East and the West. As such, he concerned himself 

primarily with showing the downsides of the European civilization and its 

unavoidable collapse. His formula of the seven-century period and the exchange of 

world leadership leaves no room for equal dialogue of civilizations as it places 

civilizations (especially the Eastern and the Western) in fixed roles; when one leads 

the other follows. Ḥanafī’s resentful tone was clearly expressed when he talked 

about the objectives of what he proposed as the ‘Science of Occidentalism.’ One can 

see that the superiority complex, which he argued the West has, is reversed in his 

discourse and, hence and perhaps subconsciously, the self sounded arrogant, 

judgmental and suffering from an inferiority complex. His discourse some other 
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times reflected a state of denial of both the past influences of other civilizations on 

Islam as well as the current reality of the Muslim nation. This led him to be also 

critical of Arab and Muslim thinkers who, in his opinion, had not exerted the 

necessary effort to restrain the Western civilization. 

This study is not meant to prove the rightness of one intellectual and the 

flawed assertions of the other. It rather attempts to situate each project in its right 

moment in the process of developing an authentic, competent, and internationally 

influential nation. Ḥasan Ḥanafī’s ideology is crucial when the very existence of the 

nation’s identity is at stake. When that stage is established, Anouar Abdel-Malek’s 

project comes in to facilitate an active, dialectical dialogue among the various 

ideologies within the nation and synthesize them into a coherent state ideology. 

Subsequently, world nations interact regionally and internationally in a 

civilizational dialogue that ensures the common good while pursuing the different 

interests of the parties involved. From Ḥanafī to Abdel-Malek nations set out from 

their heritage to a global world. 

Alarmed by Chatterjee’s argument for an inescapable dependency on the 

West and implementing his insightful, multi-layered method of the three moments 

and the thematic and the problematic, I set out to search for a way out. The 

example of Ḥanafī proved Chatterjee right, and the example of Abdel-Malek 

demonstrated Chatterjee’s limitations. Perceiving what they believed Western 

knowledge as inherently evil, both Chatterjee and Ḥanafī left no hope for liberation 

and even provided living examples of unsuccessful attempts. Nonetheless, it was 



108 
 

Abdel-Malek’s different perception of heritage as well as the dialectical relations 

within nations and among world nations that lead him through the rough terrain to 

find the way out, and, thus, challenge Chatterjee’s created dilemma. 
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