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Reconstructing the Past for the Present and Future: Michel 'Aflaq and Sayyid Qutb in Dialogue 
 

Introduction 
 

 “Salafism” (from the Arabic word “salaf” meaning “predecessors” or “ancestors”) is generally 
associated with Islamic Fundamentalists such as Sayyid Qutb, and characterized as an extremist Sunni 
ideology which posits that the modern world has been corrupted by modern influences, and that the only 
way to move forward is to return to the kind of piety observed by Muslims during the time of the Prophet 
Muhammad. Asef Bayat writes that Salafīs are those who “…projected the Islam of the early sahaba 
(Prophet’s companions) as simultaneously the ‘religion, the state, the prayer, and hukm,’ to fight 
innovation, historicism, and pluralism.”1 Thus, in the traditional sense, Salafism is a comprehensive belief 
system with boundaries constructed both positively—that is to say, what Salafism is—and negatively—or 
what it is not, or what it is necessarily opposed to. These boundaries are set by a literalist interpretation of 
the past which views the time of the Prophet as a “golden age” that the faithful should replicate in the 
present as closely as possible in order to return to the glorious days of the past. Traditional Salafists, 
however, are not the only people who tie their political beliefs to their construction of history. This paper 
seeks to examine the paradigmatic tool of historical reinterpretation that has been employed in the 
construction of a variety of modern ideologies. Because these ideologies are ultimately based not on 
history, per se, but rather on subjectively constructed interpretations of history, I argue that this tactic of 
relying on the history of the Prophet can be used to justify vastly different proposals.  
 

For this paper, I will examine the writings of Sayyid Qutb (who, in many ways, represents the 
traditional conception of “Salafism”) and Michel ʿAflaq (the philosophical founder of the secular, 
socialist, and pan-Arab Ba’ath Party). I selected these thinkers for two primary reasons: First, they both 
hearkened back to the same temporal era, namely the time of the prophet which they sought to return to in 
some capacity. They each sought to legitimize their proposed changes to society through their 
interpretations of the history of the early Islamic period. However, both Qutb and ʿAflaq have 
reconstructed this same past in markedly different ways, and have thus come to markedly different 
conclusions as to what a “return to the past” would look like. Further, both thinkers viewed their 
interpretations as “authentic.” According to both leaders, adherence to their respective worldviews does 
not require the adoption of a new social order, but rather to a replacement of the tainted present model by 
reclaiming the past.  

 
Analyzing these two individuals side-by-side will allow for a reflection on the power of historical 

reconstruction. Second, the ideologies constructed by both of them have had a very profound impact on 
the contemporary Middle East. While their respective ideologies cannot be said to encompass all of 
Middle Eastern thought in the twentieth-century, the selection of a Christian secularist and a Sunni 
Islamist enables me to explore the differences between two of the region’s most influential ideological 
trends of the twentieth-century, particularly through a lens of political secularism versus political Islam.2 

 
Despite the ultimately irreconcilable differences in the worldviews articulated by both 

philosophers, I argue that in drawing from the same historical moment, the viewpoints of Qutb and ʿAflaq 
share several common themes. In a general sense, these include: a glorification for the past, a strong call 
for social justice, and a desire to transcend the Cold War binary. The glorification of the (reconstructed) 
past was a necessary part of their constructed historical narratives, as the honorific language they 

                                                
1 Asef Bayat, “Egypt and its Unsettled Islamism,” in Asef Bayat, ed., Post-Islamism: The Changing Faces of Political Islam 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 220. 
2 While the term “Islamist” can, admittedly, be problematic, I use it here in the way Bayat defines it: “Those ideologies and 
movements that strive to establish some kind of an ‘Islamic order’—a religious state, Shari’a law, and moral codes in Muslim 
societies and communities,” Asef Bayat, “Post-Islamism at Large,” in Ibid., 4. 
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employed explains the reasons why a return to the past (as each author interpreted it) is desirable. Their 
visions of the past became their aspirations for the future. Strong commitments to social justice not only 
echo many passages in the Qur’ān and several hadith, but can also be politically useful in galvanizing 
poor and marginalized populations—particularly against contemporary elites.3 Finally, by reconstructing 
a glorified past, ʿAflaq and Qutb were both able to argue that their models are superior to the two sides of 
the Cold War (namely, Communism and Capitalism) which many felt were the only two options to 
choose from. If an ideology could be based on a “golden age” that would already resonate with many in 
the Middle East, perhaps it could be worthy of being viewed as an alternative.  

 
As for their major differences in political visions, I argue that these largely stem from the 

differences in their interpretations of early Islamic history, and how they believe that history should be 
applied to the present. While they draw on the same history, Qutb advocates a more literal adoption of 
early Muslim practices. ʿAflaq, in contrast, imagined a “spirit” of the age which he argues both 
undergirded the glory of the past and is the precise prescription to the problems of his day. His solution to 
the modern malaise is to harness this “spirit” which was present in the past, in order to revive the Arab 
soul in the twentieth century. It is difficult to know whether ʿAflaq and Qutb’s respective reinterpretations 
of history preceded the development of their proposed solutions to what they perceived to be present 
issues, or whether these constructions were ex post facto justifications. Or perhaps their constructivist 
projects occurred simultaneously and are mutually reinforcing. While I will not attempt to solve this 
problem of endogeneity, I will demonstrate that there is a strong tie between defining social problems and 
corresponding solutions on the one hand, and the construction of an imagined past. Understanding the 
differences in one is crucial to understanding the differences in the other. 

 
The allure of the past 

 
 Before explaining the manner in which the philosophers reconstructed early Islamic history, I 
want to briefly explore the reasons I believe that historical reimagining, broadly speaking, became such a 
palatable modus operandi. In her work on the construction of European taxonomies of religion, Tomoko 
Masuzawa argues that Europeans used “history” as an Orientalist category of difference between “East” 
and “West.” The former was seen as “preserving” history (or living in the past) whereas the “West” was 
seen as “creating” history (or progressively forging onward into modernity).4 The “East” had to shed itself 
of its past and to free itself from the “grip of religion” and, like the West, construct its society “in 
accordance with rational principles and…on the basis of the rule of law…”5 In her study on Zoroastrian 
religious reform, Monica Ringer similarly argues that “Religion was a central battleground for the 
western creation and claim to modernity, and conversely, in its assignation of backwardness to the Middle 
East and India.”6 
  

Given this, it appears that the Middle East was given two choices: either accommodate Western 
modernity and shed the vestiges of “anti-modern” Islam, or continue to be left behind on the emerging 
global stage. Indeed, scholars such as Gabriel Piterberg, Ussama Makdisi, and Timothy Mitchell have 
argued that in the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire internalized feelings of inferiority and 

                                                
3 For an example of how this worked in the context of the Muslim Brotherhood (an Islamic organization of which Qutb was once 
a part), see: William L. Cleveland and Martin Bunton, A History of the Modern Middle East, 4th ed., (Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press, 2009), 200. For information on Ba’athist solidarity with peasants vis-à-vis social justice, see: Hanna Batatu, Syria’s 
Peasantry, the Descendants of its Lesser Rural Notables and their Politics, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 124-
30. Hawrani and the Arab Socialists merged with the Ba’ath. 
4 Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions: Or, How European Universalism was Preserved in the Language of 
Pluralism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 4. 
5 Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions, 16. 
6 Monica M. Ringer, Pious Citizens: Reforming Zoroastrianism in India and Iran, (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2011), 
12. 
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inadequacy vis-à-vis the West which spurred a series of “modernizing” (arguably Westernizing) reforms 
known as the “Tanzimat.”7 On the intellectual front, some nineteenth century Islamic movements, 
including the Wahhabis, rejected any accommodation with modernization as a perversion of Islam. Other 
thinkers such as Jamal al-Afghanī argued that Islam need not be seen as incompatible with modernity—
particularly scientific methodologies. Religion did not need to be discarded, but rather reformed.8  

 
Qutb and ʿAflaq both offered an interpretation of Islam that differs from that of their 

contemporaries. However, they both claimed that their ideas of religion were not a departure from 
tradition, but rather a return to a past version of Islam that they believed had the optimal solutions all 
along. Contemporary practitioners and leaders had deviated from this purer form of Islam rendering the 
application of their version of Islam incapable of solving the problems of the present. As ʿAflaq concisely 
put it: “Our era is the least dynamic and the least productive of all…The present reality before us is a 
discontinuity, or even a contrast between our glorious past and our defective present.”9 This constructed 
binary of a “glorious” past and “defective” present reinforced the potency of ʿAflaq and Qutb’s reliance 
on the Qur’ānic generation. It allowed them to reject contemporary interpretations of Islam, and offer 
reforms to contemporary interpretations of religion and society while being able to claim that their 
proposed changes were not just mere modern innovations, but rather a return to the true origins of Islam. 
  

Aside from following in the tradition of Islamic modernists who pointed to Islam in order to 
create a more modern future for the Middle East, why did Qutb and ʿAflaq point specifically to the time 
of the Prophet? Part of this is undoubtedly for the sense of legitimacy that can be claimed in the Islamic 
world by asserting that one’s ideology is rooted in the life and beliefs of Muhammad and his followers. 
Indeed, the entire project of Hadith studies and Qur’ānic exegesis rests on the premise that the example 
set by the Prophet Muhammad and his early followers, along with the precedents that they established, 
should be followed. For Qutb, the kind of individual piety he demanded from Muslims could only 
possibly be rooted in the Islamic tradition. 
  

ʿAflaq arguably had an even greater problem of legitimacy. Aside from being a religious 
minority, he was advocating a form of nationalism and socialism—both of which were almost 
inescapably tied to Western conceptions of nationalism and self-determination, on the one hand, and 
Marxism and Leninism, on the other hand. In a candid reflection on Arab Nationalism in 1940, he 
lamented “…‘Our nationalism’ also comes to us from abroad, rather than being emitted from our depths. 
The tree that is separated from the ground—whatever size—will not delay in drying out and will not be 
afraid to dissipate in the wind…”10 Clearly his nationalism had to be rooted in something more closely 
resembling the “depths” of the Arab World. Similarly, with regards to Arab Socialism, ʿAflaq wrote as 
early as 1936, “If I was asked to define socialism, I would not seek its definition in the books of Marx and 
Lenin, but I would answer: It is the religion of life, and victory of life over death.”11 Thus, Islam—and 
more specifically early Islamic history—provided ʿAflaq with a sort of legitimacy that was resilient to 
attacks by critics of the Ba’ath who might argue that his views were alien to the Middle East. 

                                                
7 Gabriel Piterberg, “The Tropes of Stagnation and Awakening in Nationalist Historical Consciousness: The Egyptian Case,” in 
James Jankowski and Israel Gershoni, eds., Rethinking Nationalism in the Arab Middle East, (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1997), 42-61; Ussama Makdisi, “Ottoman Orientalism,” American Historical Review, 107 (3), June 2002, 768-96; and 
Timothy Mitchell, Colonising Egypt, (London: Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
8 Nikki R. Keddie, An Islamic Response to Imperialism: Political and Religious Writings of Sayyid Jamal ad-Din al-Afghanī, 
(Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1983), 101-08. 
9 Michel ʿAflaq, “Dhakara Al-Rasul al-‘Arabī,” [Remembrance of the Arab Prophet], in Fi Sabīl al-Baʿth, [In the Way of the 
Resurrection] ed., Sa’dun Hamadī, (Beirut: Dar al-Ṭaliyʿa [House of the Vanguard], 1959), 42, the quote is my own translation; 
An anonymous French translation rendered from a version of the text published by an Iraqi press is also available in the 
following and was helpful in my translation of the text into English: Michel ʿAflaq, Le Ba’ath et le Patrimoine [The Ba’ath and 
Heritage] (Baghdad: Dar al-Ma’mun, 1982), 9-10. 
10 Michel ʿAflaq, “Fi-l Qumiyya al-‘Arabiyya,” [Arab Nationalism], in Fi Sabīl al-Ba’ath, 25. (My translation). 
11 Michel ʿAflaq, “Thawrat al-Ḥiyā,” [The Revolution of Life], in Fi Sabīl al-Ba’ath. 22. (My translation). 
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There is one additional reason beyond personal piety (in Qutb’s case) and a quest for legitimacy 
(in ʿAflaq’s) for emulating the early Islamic age. Namely, the social benefit they each believed that such 
an emulation could bring.12 They both interpreted the advent of Islam as a revolutionary moment that 
drew the Arab world out of its morass. In a contemporary context, they believed that seizing this 
historical moment might enable the Middle East to pull itself out of its economic stagnation, eradicate the 
political corruption of many of its leaders, and cure the lingering problems associated with nearly two 
centuries of colonial interference. 

 
This reasoning is perhaps best embodied by Qutb’s idea of “Jāhiliyya”—that is, essentially, an 

age of ignorance of divine law and of rebellion against the sovereignty of God. However, Qutb argued 
that the advent of Islam offered a way of salvation: 

 
When a person embraced Islam during the time of the Prophet (Peace be on him), he 
would straightaway cut himself off from Jāhiliyya. When he stepped into the circle of 
Islam, he would start a new life, separating himself off completely from his past life…He 
would look upon the deeds of his life of ignorance with mistrust and fear with a feeling 
that these were impure and could not be countenanced…13 
 
ʿAflaq also viewed the advent of Islam as a redemptive moment in history, suggesting that all 

progress made in the Islamic world stemmed from “seeds in the first twenty years of its mission.” In 
strikingly Qutbian language, ʿAflaq compared contemporary problems with those facing the Arab world 
during the time of Muhammad, suggesting that “pain is returning to our land with an intensity and a 
fullness not seen by Arabs since the Jāhiliyya.”14 Thus, for both ʿAflaq and Qutb, couching their proposed 
solutions to twentieth-century issues in the days of Muhammad was not only legitimizing but also 
aspirational. If Islam had helped Muhammad and his followers to escape from their state of Jāhiliyya in 
the seventh century, and created the foundations upon which future Arab successes were built, then 
perhaps by returning to some model of the Prophet and his early followers, the Arab world could be lifted 
out of its current economic, political, and spiritual crises. For both Qutb and ʿAflaq, what would begin as 
an internal and individual spiritual regeneration would translate into broader social change. 

 
Applying history in the present 

 
ʿAflaq and Qutb believed that the necessary social changes had to begin at the individual level. In 

a way, Qutb aptly sums up both of their missions: “Our aim is first to change ourselves so that we may 
later change the society.”15 Similarly, ʿAflaq insists that: “Previously Muhammad personified all Arabs; 
[therefore] today all Arabs must embody Muhammad.”16 The goal was for every individual in the Middle 
East to emulate Muhammad and his early followers—to recreate or relive that history as the two authors 
defined it. Social progress could only come as a result of individual progress.17 Consequently, both 
asserted the need for a vanguard which could help guide society in the proper path (not unlike the early 
caliphate) which could not only enforce Qutb and ʿAflaq’s interpretation of Islam and the proper social 

                                                
12 For Qutb, personal Islamic piety was important. ʿAflaq, however, seemed only concerned with whether or not a person held a 
belief in God. As a Christian, he had little interest in cultivating Islamic piety. 
13 Sayyid Qutb, Milestones [Ma’alim f-il Ṭarīq], trans., Ahmad Zaki Hammad, (Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 
1990), 8, 15. 
14 ʿAflaq, “Dhakara Al-Rasul al-‘Arabi,” 51, and Le Ba’ath et le Patrimoine, 28. It is interesting to note here that this speech was 
given in 1943—several years before Qutb began to employ the term Jāhiliyya in his own writings.  
15 Qutb, Milestones, 16. 
16 ʿAflaq “Dhakara Al-Rasul al-‘Arabi,” 45; Le Ba’ath et le Patrimoine, 16. (My translation). 
17 For a similar emphasis on the importance of individual piety to social progress, see Monica Ringer’s case study on Zoroastrian 
reform in Iran in: Monica M. Ringer, Pious Citizens, 196-201. 
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order, but would foster the development of individual acceptance of these ideas vis-à-vis education.18 
Similarities aside, it is important, to stress the differences in what this embodiment looked like for Qutb 
and ʿAflaq. 

 
Qutb’s view of history was that Muhammad pulled his followers out of a state of Jāhiliyya 

through a fixed set of economic and political practices based on Islam, which could be studied and 
replicated in the twentieth-century (with minor changes to account for the structural changes that had 
occurred over time). More importantly, Qutb believed that it was the Islamic character of the generation 
that pulled society out of Jāhiliyya.19 This interpretation of history led Qutb to reject any system that fell 
short of a strict adherence to Sharī’a law.20 In fact, Qutb wrote that “a society that does not translate into 
practice this faith and its corollaries, is not Islamic” (emphasis added) and would therefore be unable to 
rescue the Arab world from its present Jāhiliyya.21  

 
Given his extensive knowledge of the Qur’ān and Islamic jurisprudence, Qutb naturally felt able 

to articulate what many of these foundational economic and political principles were. In fact, in his 
seminal work, Social Justice in Islam, he enumerates many of them, including prohibitions against usury, 
gambling, prostitution, and alcohol. He conceded that future legislation would be necessary in order to 
respond to changing circumstances, but maintained that Divine Law should be the reference point.22 
Denouncing all societies that failed to live up to the “true” beliefs and precepts of Islam as “jahili” Qutb 
not only set himself in opposition to the East and West, but in his Egyptian context, his worldview was 
developed in stark contrast to the more secular policies of Egyptian President Gamal ‘Abdel Nasser and 
other Middle Eastern leaders who he perceived to be corrupt and having deviated from the true precepts 
of Islam. In fact, his interpretation of Islam, if properly followed, is narrow to the point of excluding 
every society of the world including those he derides as “so-called ‘Muslim societies.’”23 

 
Because his goals were markedly different than Qutb’s, ʿAflaq took a more metaphysical 

approach to the history of the Qur’ānic generation. As he, himself, was not a Muslim, he did not look to 
the example of Muhammad’s generation as a generation that had closely followed Divine Law. He 
venerated the early Islamic community for adhering to Islamic tenets, however obedience to Islamic law 
was not the ultimate end for ʿAflaq, but rather a means to achieve the ultimate end of reviving the Arab 
soul. Perhaps the most fascinating part of ʿAflaq’s project is that he reconceptualized what is arguably 
one of the most particularistic aspects of Islam—that is the history of the Prophet Muhammad—into a 
more universal essence that could encapsulate all Arabs, regardless of their sectarian affiliation. The 
adherence to specifically Islamic tenets in the past (and now the present) were important only insofar as 
they allowed Arab society to flourish: 

 
Before conquering the earth, Arabs conquered their souls, explored their depths and 
studied their intrinsic nature; and before governing the nations, they governed 
themselves, dominated their passions and mastered their will. If they instituted sciences, 
excelled in the arts, and erected a civilization, it was only the materialization—partial and 

                                                
18 On Qutb, see Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, [Al-‘Adalat al-Ijtima’iyya fi-l-Islam], trans. by Hamid Algar, (Oneonta, NY: 
Islamic Publications International, 2000), 123-26, 285-95; and on ʿAflaq, see, “The Party of the Arab Ba’ath: Constitution,” 
quoted in: Sylvia G. Haim, Arab Nationalism: An Anthology, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1962), trans. by Sylvia 
Haim, 241. This kind of ideologically prescribed political orders obviously raise interesting questions about the necessary limits 
of pure democracy and pluralism in both a Qutbian and Ba’athist political framework. However, further exploration of this 
tension is beyond the scope of this paper. 
19 Qutb, Milestones, 11-17. 
20 Specifically, Qutb adhered to the Shafi’i school of Islamic jurisprudence. 
21 Qutb, Milestones, 63. 
22 For a fuller list, see Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 303-13. For now, I focused on political restrictions. Later in the 
paper, I discuss his economic platform in more detail. 
23 Qutb, Milestones, 65-9. 
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minor—of a powerful and total dream that lived in those years [of the Prophet] in all of 
their beings.24 
 
Like Qutb, ʿAflaq saw Muhammad’s community as exemplar, but for a different reason. In 

ʿAflaq’s view, the Qur’ānic generation was not laudable for its ability to follow Divine Law. Islamic 
tenets guided Arabs to a better society, but Muhammad’s Islam benefitted Arab society because he was 
able to tap into a fundamental and transcendent truth of the universe that actually had little to do with 
particular religious beliefs. For Qutb, this universal truth stopped at Islamic law. He posited, “Islam 
represents the eternal system for the world throughout the future of the human race…”25 Islam, for Qutb, 
was the only truth, and thus understanding that truth is predicated solely on being a pious Muslim. ʿAflaq 
still granted religious piety a prominent place in the age of Pan-Arab nationalism, but its role is not to 
create fault lines among the multi-confessional Arab community (as are the necessary implications of 
Qutb’s system) but rather to create a strong and unified national identity.  

ʿ 
Aflaq, however, argued for a more “humanist” approach26 which included a “national 

awakening.” ʿAflaq believed in a transcendent universal truth, but suggested that there were many ways 
one could reach that truth. In explaining his vision of humanism, ʿAflaq wrote: 

 
All the nations are grand; all are deeply linked to the immutable notions of the universe, 
and they aspire by their nature to eternal and universal values. Islam, which reflects the 
best quest for eternity and universality of our nation, is in fact Arab and humanist in 
aspiration. Its mission is none other than the creation of an Arab humanism.27 
 

In other words, Islam was simply the means by which the Arab soul was revivified. In a way, under 
ʿAflaq’s Arab humanism, even a non-Muslim could claim fealty to the Shahada: “La ila illah Allah wa 
Muhammad rasul Allah,” because the message that Muhammad brought was not one of a fixed set of 
religious beliefs to be literally obeyed, but was rather a universal essence whose final end is the 
resurrection the Arab soul.28 Thus, the Qur’ānic generation’s political and economic systems should be 
replicated insofar as they help to reinvigorate the Arab soul. I will now turn briefly to two contemporary 
issues about which ʿAflaq and Qutb reached similar conclusions (with some important distinctions) in 
very different ways to further elucidate the differences in their historical reinterpretations, and the 
implications of those differences. 

Social Justice as a Case Study 
 

Despite their philosophical differences, Qutb and ʿAflaq generally agreed on social justice issues 
and offered similar economic proposals. This is perhaps unsurprising given that they both look to the 
same Islamic past as the paragon of Arab progress. As explained above, Qutb saw this past as a clear 
roadmap upon which his modern economic proposals would be based. He explains that Islam has a 
comprehensive view of social justice that undergirds each of its regulations and proscriptions. 
Specifically, Qutb said that Islam is concerned with freedom of conscience (that is a freedom from 
servility to all things except Allah), complete equality for all men (that is a view that no man is superior to 
another, and an opposition to racial discrimination), and mutual responsibility in society (that is a demand 

                                                
24 Michel ʿAflaq, “Dhakara Al-Rasul al-‘Arabi,” 44; Le Ba’ath et le Patrimoine, 13-14. (My translation). 
25 Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 118. 
26 He explicitly uses the Arabic word “Insaniyya” or “humanism.” One could likely make some comparisons to ideas of Western 
conceptions of Renaissance-era Humanism. It is not my goal, however, to do that here. I chose to use the term simply because 
ʿAflaq does. Further, it is important to note that there are major differences between Western conceptions of “Humanism” and 
ʿAflaq’s view including, for instance, ʿAflaq’s insistence on individual piety. Religion didn’t matter to ʿAflaq, per se, but a belief 
in the Divine did. 
27 ʿAflaq, Fi Sabīl al-Ba’ath, 47; Le Ba’ath et le Patrimoine, 19. 
28 Ibid., 43-44; 12-14 (respectively). 
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that individuals must act in the public good).29 These foundational principles, laid down by Muhammad, 
“explain all the regulations prescribed by Islam for individuals, societies, nations, and generations.”30 
Included in this are prohibitions against greed and luxury, promises to combat poverty, and guarantees of 
social security, and free medical care and education provided equally to every individual in the country.31 
Similarly ʿAflaq believed that a strong commitment to equality and social justice was necessary in order 
for the Arab nation to flourish. Thus in the Ba’ath Party Constitution, he also called for a redistribution of 
wealth, guaranteed employment, social security, and universal access to free health care and education.32 
However, there are notable differences in how they each reach these proposals. 

 
Because Qutb’s worldview involved a literal application of these principles and practices in the 

modern world, they also form the basis of his justifications for each of his socio-economic proposals. To 
get a better understanding of how Islam and Islamic history is applied in Qutb’s formulation, I will focus 
on two examples. First, Qutb calls for a compulsory graduated tax system whereby virtually everyone 
pays at least a small tax. This is explicitly in keeping with the compulsory zakat (or almsgiving) in 
Islam.33 Due to the substantial economic changes that have happened in the thirteen hundred years 
between the time of Muhammad and Qutb, some of Qutb’s economic proposals are based on less-direct 
Islamic principles. One example is his call for the state to nationalize public resources. Qutb begins by 
establishing his opposition to capitalist monopolies on a statement made by the Prophet against 
monopolies on essential goods (e.g. food) on the grounds that they were exploitative and contrary to the 
common good. He then argues that in order to enforce this economic model, “Islam has always asserted 
the communal ownership of water, pasturage, and fire as being the primary needs of life.” However, he 
immediately follows this point by arguing that “the needs of life are not unchangeable” and that today 
they include a number of additional industries including oil wells, mines, electricity, and the means of 
public transportation. Thus, Qutb argues that Muslim leaders must nationalize these industries, as part of 
enforcing sharī’a law.34 Times may be different, but armed with extensive knowledge of the practices and 
laws set down by Muhammad and practiced by the Rashidun, Qutb rooted each of his economic proposals 
explicitly in Islamic principles. 

 
By contrast, knowledge, for ʿAflaq, had its limits: “The life of the prophet, which embodies the 

Arab soul in its absolute truth, cannot be grasped by intellect. On the contrary, it must be a living 
experience.”35 In a direct denouncement of Qutb’s position, ʿAflaq argued that such a literal application of 
Islamic history into a comprehensive set of doctrines actually violates the true spirit of Islam: 

 
I ask myself if all the zealots who want to make Islam a neat bag to contain everything 
and anything…realize that rather than confirming the force of Islam and preserving its 
notion of contingent change, they destroy its soul and personality, stripping it of its living 
characteristics and its independence.36 
 
Rather than being a religious code, ʿAflaq saw Islam as a movement that helped Arabs in the past 

connect with the “authentic orientation” of their souls and achieve their true potential as Arabs. In 
ʿAflaq’s mind, the Arabs could renew this movement in the twentieth century. However, the point of 
lauding Islamic history was not to try to renew Islam in the exact form it took in the Qur’ānic generation, 

                                                
29 For a more detailed account of these foundational principles, see: Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 52-92. 
30 Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 52. 
31 Ibid., 307-8. 
32 “The Party of the Arab Ba’ath: Constitution,” in Haim, Arab Nationalism, 233-41. 
33 Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 303-5. 
34 Ibid., 306-7. 
35 Michel ʿAflaq, Fi Sabīl al-Ba’ath, 44; Le Ba’ath et le Patrimoine, 14. 
36 Ibid., 47; 20 (respectively). 



 
 

 8 

but rather to renew the metaphysical essence of Islam. For ʿAflaq, Islam is not a legal code derived from 
the past, but an “experience” and a “constant predisposition” that can be exemplified from the past.37 
  

How, then, does ʿAflaq justify the comprehensive political and economic system he creates? He 
begins by establishing the true purpose of Islam and the real significance of Muhammad’s historic 
moment as he interprets it, which was to orient all efforts to “reinforcing the resurrection of the Arabs and 
to concentrate on Arab nation [‘ūmma].”38 In keeping with this goal, ʿAflaq defended his party’s 
socialism, arguing that it “emanates from the depth of Arab nationalism itself [and] constitutes…the ideal 
social order which will allow the Arab people to realize its possibilities and…enable its genius to flourish, 
and which will ensure for the nation constant progress in its material and moral output.”39  

 
To make a more direct comparison to Qutb’s methodology, I will briefly examine ʿAflaq’s 

similar call to nationalize public utilities in the context of his broader philosophy. Islamic principles are 
not mentioned in the 1947 Ba’ath Party Constitution. However, ʿAflaq determined that a socialist system, 
whereby the state controls the economic wealth, was the optimum system that will allow the Arab nation 
to reach its true potential on order to guarantee a more egalitarian economic system. Accordingly: “Public 
utilities, extensive natural resources, big industry, and the means of transport are the property of the 
nation. The state will manage them directly and will abolish private companies and foreign 
concessions.”40 It is important to note that the constitution includes foreign concessions here. Western 
powers had long own significant stakes in Middle Eastern resources (especially oil) through a series of 
Ottoman-era concessions. However, just as Iranian Prime Minister Muhammad Musadeq would later 
nationalize Iranian oil, and Nasser would later nationalize the Suez Canal, ʿAflaq declared in 1947 that 
Western powers should no longer be able to exploit Middle Eastern resources. To justify this stance, 
ʿAflaq did not draw direct parallels to Muhammad, searching for an example of when the Prophet may 
have seized control of production from external powers. Rather, ʿAflaq drew on the “spirit” of Islam, 
positing that just as Muhammad had resurrected the Arab soul in his day, so too could the Ba’ath Party in 
the twentieth century, if the Arab state could wrest control of its resources from wealthy businessmen and 
colonial powers who were not acting in the best interests of Arabs. 

 
Transcendent Islam in a Cold War binary 

 
 My second example deals with foreign policy. Qutb and ʿAflaq both wrote and lived in the early 
days of Cold War tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union. Conceived of as being part of 
the “third world,” the Middle East was caught in between the Communist and Capitalist poles, with both 
superpowers vying for influence in the region. Despite their different perspectives, both Qutb and ʿAflaq 
were critical of both Communism and Capitalism, arguing that a third option—rooted in principles that 
ultimately transcended Cold War paradigms—was the only guarantee of human freedom. While they both 
drew on the same Islamic tradition, their views differed in important ways. 
 
 In what came to be a popular phrase among the leaders of many post-colonial countries during the 
Cold War, Michel ʿAflaq referred to his position on geopolitics as a “Positive Neutrality.” ʿAflaq found 
flaws with both camps. He sees the Capitalist bloc as being inextricably tied to colonialism, which had 
long plagued the Arab World. Accordingly, driving away, or working to defeat the Eastern bloc would 
mean “…increasing [colonialism’s] exploitative clout on our resources and its degradation of our 
sovereignty.” He is quick to note, however, that siding with the Soviet bloc and driving away the West is 

                                                
37 Ibid., 43; 12 (respectively). 
38 Ibid., 48; 21 (respectively). Here it is interesting to note that the Arabic word he chose to use for nation here has an explicitly 
Islamic context, as opposed to more secular options such as waṭan (or “homeland”). 
39 “The Party of the Arab Ba’ath: Constitution,” 235. 
40 Ibid. 
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equally troubling because, “a defeat of the Capitalist camp means that the Communist idea will sweep 
throughout the world including its denial of nationalism and freedom.”41 
 
 At the same time, ʿAflaq also believed that each camp has something positive to contribute in 
terms of guaranteeing full freedom to all people. The West brought with it “a deep and comprehensive 
sense of democracy”42 which was aligned with the platform established in the Ba’ath Party constitution: 

 
The Party of the Arab Ba’ath…believes that sovereignty is the property of the people, 
who alone [are] the source of all authority. It believes that the value of the state is the 
outcome of the will of the masses…and that this value is sacred only to the extent that the 
masses have exercised their choice freely.43 
 

On the other hand, the East brought with it a sense of social justice that comported with the Socialist 
mission of the Party. ʿAflaq was clear to distinguish his economic vision from that of the Soviet Union’s, 
but nevertheless strove for a more egalitarian economy: 
 

As for Socialism in the Arab Ba’ath, it is limited in its meaning to an economic system 
which seeks to reconsider the distribution of wealth in the Arab homeland [waṭan] and to 
place the foundations and regulations [necessary] for the economy to include economic 
equality and justice among citizens…44 
 

Essentially, the West worked to guarantee political rights, while the East worked to guarantee economic 
rights. Consequently, ʿAflaq sought to use the best parts of both the East and the West. 

 
ʿAflaq argued that the only way for each of the camps to “correct” themselves was in the 

presence of the opposing camp. Should one camp be destroyed, it would destroy the other camp’s only 
guarantee at self-correction. ʿAflaq hoped that Positive Neutrality could provide space for the two camps 
to work together peacefully, ridding themselves of the flawed aspects of their respective ideologies which 
restricted individual freedom. Thus, not only would Positive Neutrality benefit the Arab nation in a 
domestic context by not dividing Arabs into Pro-East and Pro-West camps, threatening Arab Unity with 
the possibility of civil war; but ʿAflaq also saw Positive Neutrality as a way to foster peace between the 
two camps. Similar to the way in which ʿAflaq’s position allowed humanism to be universally attainable 
(that is, outside a strictly Islamic and Arab context), he suggested that Positive Neutrality can eliminate 
walls of distinction and push all people toward universal peace:  

 
Indeed, [Positive Neutrality] aims to secure not only the interests of the peoples who 
adhere to [its] politics, but also to reach out and secure the interests of the peoples of the 
rival camps… On the one hand, it allows the governments of the Eastern camp a place to 
correct their position [and] move their people in a direction of greater freedom, and on 
the other hand, it works…with the interests of the Western peoples…in order to push 
them gradually to Socialism, to get rid of colonialism, and to recognize the rights of the 
peoples and their sovereignty.45  
 
Of course, this was anathema to Qutb’s brand of Salafism. Muhammad and his early followers 

did not rely on an amalgamation of a market-based democratic system and an authoritarian command 
                                                
41 Michel ʿAflaq, “Fi-l-Ḥiyyad al-Ijabiyya,” [Positive Neutrality] in Fi Sabīl al-Ba’ath, 216. (My translation). 
42 Ibid., 219. 
43 “The Party of the Arab Ba’ath: Constitution,” in Haim, Arab Nationalism, 235. 
44 Michel ʿAflaq, “Baīna Ishtirakiyyatina wa al-Shyu’iyya wa al-Ishtirakiyya al-Waṭaniyya,” [Between Our Socialism, 
Communism, and National Socialism], in Fi Sabīl al-Ba’ath, 97. (My translation). 
45 Michel ʿAflaq, Fi Sabīl al-Ba’ath, 218-9. 
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economy. Unsurprisingly, Qutb’s view of Islamic History as a system that could be literally adopted to fix 
present concerns found no reason to combine East and West:  

 
Islam altogether presents to mankind an example of a complete political system, the like 
of which has never been found in any of the other systems known to the world…Islam 
does not seek, and never has sought, to imitate any other system, or to find connections or 
similarities between itself and others.46 
 

Unlike ʿAflaq, Qutb saw absolutely no reason to borrow the good parts of the Western and the Eastern 
blocs. In terms of helping the blocs help each other, as far as Qutb was concerned, Islam was the ultimate 
panacea or “complete cure,” (to use his words). If either bloc wanted to solve its problems, they needed 
only to submit themselves to Islam.47 
  

Qutb’s unwillingness to seriously consider virtues in the Western and Eastern blocs speaks to his 
interpretation of Islamic history. In Qutb’s mind, Communism may have claimed to advance economic 
equality though he quickly pointed out that “Communism has found itself unable to achieve this 
equality.”, In contrast, he believed that the Islamic model put forth by Muhammad guaranteed not only 
equality of economic opportunity, but offered a vision of justice that far exceeded mere economic 
justice.48 As for the West, his two year stay in the United States disabused him of any affinity for Western 
values. In Milestones he denounced the monopolies and usury present in Western Capitalism, condemned 
the “vulgarity” of Western sexual practices (including “free mixing of the sexes”), accused the West of 
“fanatical racial discrimination,” and argued that the West—like the East—is also materialistic.49 In a 
concise response to the kind of Positive Neutrality that ʿAflaq was hoping to cultivate, Qutb said the 
following: 

 
There are people—exponents of Islam—who are defeated before this filth in which 
Jāhiliyya is steeped, even to the extent that they search for resemblances to Islam among 
this rubbish heap of the West, and also among the evil and dirty materialism of the East.50 
 

Conclusion 
  

In reflecting upon the use of history in contemporary politics, and the project of constructing—
and reconstructing—the past, I confessed early that there is an unresolved and difficult question of 
endogeneity. Specifically, did ʿAflaq and Qutb construct their respective ideologies based on their 
interpretations of Islamic history, or did they construct their views on the past to suit their respective 
ideological, and ultimately political, projects? This question is beyond the scope of this paper, but 
regardless of whether the reconstruction of the past preceded the formulation of ʿAflaq and Qutb’s 
contemporary solutions, or whether it they reimagined Islamic history for the purposes of ex post facto 
legitimization, it is clear that a relationship does exist. One goal of this paper was to shed light on the 
large and diverse body of historical scholarship dealing with the inherent power held by one constructing 
an historical narrative. ʿAflaq and Qutb’s respective philosophies remind the astute observer that history 
is more than mere recollection. The retelling of the past is an active and intentional project that carries 
with it immense political and social implications. 

                                                
46 Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 114. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid., 47. 
49 Ibid., 119. For a fuller account of Qutb’s very negative reflections on his time in the United States, on can read his three-part 
narrative called “Amrīka alatī Ra’ytu,” originally published in the Egyptian newspaper al-Risala. It was translated and 
reproduced in the following: Kamal Abdel-Malak, ed., America in an Arab Mirror: Images of America in Arabic Travel 
Literature: An Anthology, 1895-1995, (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 9-28. 
50 Sayyid Qutb, Social Justice in Islam, 120. 
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 Whether out of sincere motives, or shrewd pragmatism, both ʿAflaq and Qutb highly value the 
time of the Prophet and the so-called Qur’ānic generation. In placing value on the same set of known 
historical facts, both Qutb and ʿAflaq deal with similar themes in their writings, particularly regarding 
social and economic justice, and an insistence that Arabs and Muslims could articulate a comprehensive 
set of beliefs in the emerging bipolar Cold War world, rather than just following one side or the other. 
Despite the enormous gulf between Qutb’s puritanical pan-Islamism and ʿAflaq’s secular pan-Arabism, 
the men come to conclusions that may be more similar to one another than either would have cared to 
admit. Still, there are subtle, yet crucial differences in the way each writer conceived of Islamic history, 
and understanding those differences provides a more comprehensive understanding of their divergent 
worldviews. 
  

Finally, comparing Qutb and ʿAflaq can, in some ways, complicate the overly simplified binary 
of “secular” and “religious.” On an initial reading of ʿAflaq’s reinterpretation of early Islamic history, it is 
easy to dismiss his project as an insincere and pragmatic reconfiguration done to advance an agenda. Two 
ideas challenge this, however. First is ʿAflaq’s insistence on the importance of individual piety, even if it 
is not one that Qutb would recognize. Second, and perhaps more importantly, is that Qutb’s “religious” 
model relies just as heavily on a particular reimagining of history as ʿAflaq does. Moving past these 
categories forces one to consider the importance of religion and, specifically, individual piety to both 
Qutb and ʿAflaq. Their manifestos do more than simply propose a new social order to cure the ills of 
Middle Eastern society. They also reimagine religion and history in order to preserve the aspects they 
each feel are important, and to make the case for their relevance in the rapidly changing modern world.  
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