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The last three decades have witnessed a relentless 
growth of political Islam to the extent that it 
is an undeniable reality on the contemporary 
world stage. From the Middle East to North 
Africa and South Asia, the proponents of political 
Islam profess themselves ‘seekers of justice’ 
and aim their propaganda at the poorest and 
most deprived sections of society, rivalling 
traditional socialism. The formulation by the 
left of a strategy to respond to this challenge 
requires an understanding of these developments; 
outlined here are some preliminary theses, 
based on a necessarily limited consideration of 
the characteristics and peculiarities of Islamic 
movements. 

From the 1970s onwards, as Islamic societies 
of the periphery were incorporated ever deeper 
into the world market, the centre-periphery crisis 
in these societies entered a new and qualitatively 
different phase. The fluctuating—but overall 
downward—trend in the price of raw materials 
(including, for most of the period, oil) on which 
these societies depend, speeded up the widening 
of inequality in social, economic and cultural 
development, the accumulation of foreign debt 
and the increasing inability of such states to 
control and restrain the spiralling crises they have 
to confront. The Iranian revolution of 1979—which 
saw the coming to power of the first Islamic 
government to place pan-Islamism at the centre of 
its political and ideological agenda—was crucial to 
the spread of ‘political Islam.’ From the beginning 
the Iranian government did whatever it could 
to directly influence the Islamist movement and 
take over leadership. Where necessary, the Iranian 
regime called on radical factions within Islamic 
organisations, it involved itself in an extensive 
network of terrorist and jihad-like cells, and 
embarked on a concerted drive to shape an Islamic 
international. Finally, it pursued an eight-year war 
with Iraq which was, above all, concerned with 
the export of the revolution by military means. 
The Islamic Republic of Iran is not alone today 
in exporting the pan-Islamist movement. Other 
states, such as Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, are also 
making active bids to take over the leadership of 
the Islamist movement, to influence its policies 
and to spread religious illusions and superstitions.

Throughout the Cold War, one of the major 
weapons of imperialist powers against liberation 
movements in Islamic countries was religion. 
In using religion to stupefy the masses and 
to denounce the opposition, imperialism was 
both resourceful and relentless; it used the 
religious weapon to provoke splits in the working 
class movement, to sabotage progressive and 
nationalist movements, and even to destabilise 
anti-imperialist governments or those allied with 
the Soviet Union.1 In considering the effect of 
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the coming 
of George Bush Sr’s ‘New World Order,’ with the 
outright colonialist policies of the USA and its 
allies, legitimacy for pan-Islamist movements is 
found in the provision of identity, prestige and 
pride. 

Amid the ravages of war in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, then, political Islam is on the rise, with its 
supporters portraying it as the ideology of the poor 
and the dispossessed. They promise a better life 
for the disenfranchised, less inequality, and the 

end of corruption through the rule of ‘sharia’a’ 
(the religious state). Yet, in Iran, almost twenty-six 
years after coming to power with similar promises, 
Islamic government has become synonymous 
with greed and corruption; super-rich clerics 
and their immediate families have replaced the 
corrupt Royal court and its entourage. What, then, 
is the basis of the political economy of Islamic 
fundamentalism? What is the relation between the 
promises of equality in the rule of sharia’a and 
the real politics of Islamic governance within the 
world capitalist order?

In its rebellion against the hopelessness 
capitalism has engendered, the pan-Islamist 
movement splits civil society at every level while 
leaving state structures intact. In the first instance 
every type of class-based organization is divided 
along religious lines. Islamic labour and peasant 
unions and guilds stand opposed to their non-
Islamic equivalents. Fissured into Islamic and 
non-Islamic categories, the sub-groups glare at 
each other across an ideological divide that causes 
major transformation in the social class line-up. 
New, fundamentally non-class, blocs are formed; 
labour-power aligns itself with either ‘Islamic’ or 
‘secular’ capital and the potential for progressive 
class action is systematically eroded. By denying 
class difference, or at least marginalising it and 
removing it from the immediate agenda, such a 
non-class-based social bloc, based on religious 
cultural unity, has no other way of surmounting 
the class antagonisms within it; sharia’a remains 
firmly on the side of unity and those who rupture 
it are considered worse than unbelievers. 

The leadership of these movements feeds 
on mass activity; their power becomes more 
concentrated and unassailable in direct 
relation to their ability to bring the masses on 
to the political scene. The appearance of the 
masses in these circumstances signals not the 

exercise of their collective will but rather their 
political disrobement, where the masses are 
reduced to the umma (family of believers) of 
the imam. Pan-Islamism in power politicises the 
whole of society and maintains it in a state of 
constant mobilisation. Paradoxically, however, 
this permanent politicisation tends to create 
its own opposite—through exhaustion comes 
depoliticisation. Once depoliticisation spreads 
to both camps in a society, with an atomised 
class formation and political base, the longer 
term potential for change and progress towards 
democracy is seriously weakened. The future for 
these societies is truly dark.

The working class is powerless not only because 
of its relative youth and political immaturity 
but also because it lacks an effective ideological 
base. The kind of Marxism-Leninism packaged in 
the ‘Academies of Science’ of the socialist bloc, 
in conjunction with various theories of the ‘non-
capitalist road to socialism’, in no way served to 
unite the working class. In some countries, such as 
Egypt, the communist and workers’ parties went 
as far as liquidating themselves and joining with 
the ruling party. In others, there was an inexorable 
process aimed at distancing the mass of workers 
from worker-based political organisations and 
systematic police repression. At a time when 
conditions for opposing the bourgeoisie were at 
their best, the working class remained weaker 
and more helpless than ever. This catastrophic 
balance between the two main class poles in 
society promoted not so much political paralysis as 
a vacuum—both of political representation and of 
legitimacy. In such situations, the voice from the 
minarets gains an ear. 

The ‘revolutionary Islamic movement’ is a 
contemporary phenomenon, attached by an 
umbilical cord to the form of world capitalism 
that has developed in the last three decades. The 
social roots of the ‘political Islamic movements’ 
are, essentially, the uprooted—those who, for 
a variety of reasons, have been waylaid on the 
path of socio-economic development; and, to 
whom the new structures have brought nothing 
but bankruptcies and ruin. At every level the 
new ‘Islamic movement’ is the rising of those 
who not only see themselves as alienated within 
their own national boundaries, but also of those 
who think they have discovered the source of 
their destitution and bankruptcy outside these 
boundaries. ‘Political Islam’, accordingly, cannot 
confine itself to national boundaries; to aspire to 
set up anything less than a world Islamic power 
would be to acknowledge ultimate defeat. This is 
the logic behind the rejection of the legitimacy 
of all the civil and secular systems that sustain 
nation states, and of all international treaties and 
agreements between nation states. The Islamic 
movement may occasionally support tendencies 
aiming at independence and even isolationism 
yet it is emphatic in its rejection of nationalisms 
that counterpose the nation against the Islamic 
community.

The growing crisis and steady weakening 
of governments increased the intervention of 
global capital in the internal affairs of Islamic 
countries. This process reached a point at which 
the economic ministries of many Islamic countries 
turned into impotent operatives for the decision-
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